Originally published in the Manhattan Times March 25, 2004

Uptown Arts Stroll to kick off with a bang, perhaps literally

by Mike Fitelson

There was no doubt that this year’s Uptown Arts Stroll, scheduled for June 12 and 13, was going to be bigger and better than the inaugural event last November.

But the pieces are falling into place for a truly spectacular kickoff. Organizers have received approval on all but the final paperwork to hold the opening reception at High Bridge Park on Wed., June 9. 

The evening is designed to preview the work of artists participating in the Stroll so art lovers can begin deciding which of the over 50 local venues to visit during the weekend. Additionally, local restaurants are being invited to donate samples from their menus and – for the more enterprising ones – arrange to have chefs prepare culinary delights for attendees. Local musicians are expected to perform, adding another layer of artistry to the festivities. Finally, if the weather is inviting, the shindig will take place on the Tower Terrace, a wide plaza on the far east side of the park overlooking the Harlem River. Otherwise it will be held in the recreation center. Both the terrace and center are handicapped accessible.

The selection of Highbridge was made after a Stroll planning meeting this month attended by Jane Schachat, director of Northern Manhattan parks for the Department of Parks and Recreation. 

“Highbridge is a beautiful space,” she said during a phone interview. “It’s perfect for an opening reception.”

The selection of Highbridge as the kickoff location also draws attention to the larger focus on the parks for this year’s Stroll. Where last year’s was mainly devoted to visual arts, this year artists are being recruited to perform music, spoken work, dance, and theatrical productions, many of which will happen in local parks.

It’s an idea Schachat has been hoping would transpire for years. 

“My own background is as an artist,” she said. “Promoting arts is something very dear to my heart.”

Highbridge has undergone loving restoration in recent years as city and state agencies and volunteer groups have renovated the recreation center and reclaimed much of the landscape from Mother Nature’s overzealous clutches. Also the event will help in the ongoing campaign to reopen High Bridge, a pedestrian path connecting Manhattan to the Bronx, closed years ago do to safety concerns.

As if all those developments would not be enough to ensure an unprecedented event, Schachat pushed the envelope at the meeting, tossing out the possibility of ending the evening with fireworks. It was a suggestion that caught the imaginations of everyone in attendance, one that will be pursued with local elected officials and possible sponsors.

In other Stroll related news, this is also the last weekend for visual and graphic artists to complete their entries for a poster contest to design the ubiquitous promotional tool for the Stroll. All submissions must be received at Community Board 12 by 5 p.m. Monday. (Visit www.artistsunite-ny.org for details about the contest.) 

The next Stroll planning meeting is scheduled for Thurs., April 15 at Yeshiva University’s Belfer Hall in the Weissberg Commons Room, 2495 Amsterdam Ave. at W. 184th Street. The winner of the poster contest will be announced that night and a partial list of participating venues will be available for artists to begin arranging exhibits.

Anyone interested in participating in the Stroll as an artist, venue, or planner should call Community Board 12 at 212-568-8500.

