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When Scotch Plains Divorced The Old Towne
I t ’s odd how historical docum ents will 

tu rn  up in the least expected places, observed 
Old Tim er as he reached into h is pocket and 
brought fo rth  a small leather-covered note
book across the face o f which was w ritten : 
“ Fanwood D em ocratic M inutes.” T hat, said 
he, was found in a scrap pile during a re 
cent paper drive and tu rn ed  over to  Richard 
B. Gendall, Town T reasurer. I t  contains the 
original account of the first Democratic P ri
m ary, held a t Dean Hall, Scotch Plains, 
M arch 9, 1878, to nom inate the p a rty  can
didate fo r the recen tly  form ed Township of 
Fanwood. I t  was w ritten  in long hand by 
Thomas J. Nichols, S ecre tary ; and signed by 
him and the chairm an, C. W. L. M artine.

A ccording to  th is repo rt, th ere  were p re t
ty  lively goings-on around the old cracker 
barrel in those days. A fte r  being m arried 
to W estfield fo r nearly  two centuries, the 
’Plains folks decided to  go it  alone, and got 
a  bill of absolute divorcem ent, in 1877, ta k 
ing the la rg e r ha lf of the  old town along 
with them. Tom Nichols, Levi Darby, George 
Squier, Joseph A. P a tte rson  and Charlie M ar
tine  were the leading Dem ocrats, and they  
had made plans to  tak e  over the  reins of 
governm ent in the  new township.

They were slow getting  sta rted  with the 
meeting. F irst, they  had to  declare a recess 
“ to allow the delegations from  d istan t p a rts  
to  arrive” . Then, they  had a tim e finding 
the righ t man fo r Assessor. Levi Darby, who 
was holding out fo r  an office w here he could 
exercise his au tho rity , declined, and George 
Squire was not a t  the corner grocery  store 
when a com m ittee was sent to w ait on him, 
so his name was w ithdraw n. John D arby 
was nex t in line and  he said he didn’t  seek 
the office, bu t h e ’d take i t  if it  was agree
able to all those present, which, o f course, 
it  was. The re s t of the slate w ent th rough

w ithout m uch argum ent. Tom Nichols got 
the b ig  plum, Township C lerk; and George 
Squier showed up ju s t in tim e to  be named 
fo r Collector. The Town Solons— th a t was 
w hat they  w ere called in those days— were 
headed by Levi D arby; his associates were 
Jacob D. French, Joseph A. P atterson , Max 
Griebel and Isaac Lam bert. By some fine 
electioneering, the en tire  Dem ocratic ticket 
was elected w ith the exception of Griebel, 
who lost out to S tites Parse, the Demosthenes 
of the  G- 0 . P. Levi D arby got his wish 
and was nam ed the first chairm an of the 
Township Com m ittee, and th a t, along w ith 
the political s tra teg y  which he acquired in 
W estfield, m ade him the p a rty  boss.

I t ’s likely the Dem ocrats would have re 
m ained in  pow er a long tim e if they  hadn’t 
neglected the F ire  D epartm ent. They were 
liberal w ith th e ir appropriations fo r roads—  
$1000; and the poor, $400; and under the 
head of “ incidental expenses” they  allowed 
the boys $100 fo r spending money. B ut not 
one so litary  cent did they  appropria te  to help 
the vo lun teer firemen d efray  expenses.

T hat s ta rted  a rum pus. The firemen had 
worked hard  to organize the Excelsior Hook 
and L adder Co., and they  thought the town 
ought to  con tribu te  some'Tinancial encourage
m ent. Boss D arby prom ised to help them out 
next year, bu t he was too late. The Repub
licans joined up w ith the  Excelsiors to form  
a coalition governm ent. They called it The 
G reenback Union Labor P arty .

The cam paign of 1879 was one of the 
ho ttest on record. The leading orato rs of 
the township held fo rth  n ightly  on the vil
lage green. Both sides w ere pro bono pub
lico, bu t the  Union Labor P a rty  had the 
support of all the firemen and the mugwumps, 
of which there  w ere quite a few , and when 
the votes had been counted, election night, 
Boss D arby and his p a rty  w ere beaten  by 
nearly  75 votes— a landslide in th a t day.
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