
Cranford’s Carnival— Hail and Farewell
Y ears ago— way back in the early  80’s—  

Santiago Porcella, the elder, chanced upon 
an idea which made C ranford carnival con
scious fo r nearly  half a century . “ Sandy” 
lived on Holly St., near the river, and every 
p leasant sum m er evening he took his fam ily 
fo r  a boat ride. As his fam ily was large, 
he required  a large row boat, and it seemed 
to him a ra th e r  plain affair fo r the m erry 
parties th a t he rowed down the winding 
stream , from  his w harf to  the dam near the 
railroad  sta tion  and re tu rn . Sandy Junior, 
who was then  a teeth ing  in fan t, gurgled when 
his fa th e r  held a piece of bunting  before his 
eyes; and then and there  fa th e r  determ ined 
th a t a bit of color was necessary fo r the full 
enjoym ent of an evening a t the oars. So he 
s tru n g  Chinese lan terns on a wire above his 
boat, cushioned the seats w ith brigh t colored 
fabrics to m atch the summer frocks his wife 
and children wore, placed them  in the boat 
according to size and age— and aw ay they 
w ent m errily  down stream  while scores of 
neighbors followed them  with adm iring eyes.

On the following night, o ther boats ap
peared in gay a ttire , and soon i t  was re 
garded in bad form — in fac t, almost immodest 
— to be seen on the riv er in a boat th a t was 
no t properly caparisoned. Novel embellish
m ents, in m aking which there was consider
able rivalry , were p referred . T hat sum m er 
floated by in a sea of colors and in the fol
lowing spring the neighbors got together and 
form ed the C ranford Canoe Club, out of 
which developed the Cranford Carnival. The 
first reg a tta  was held Ju ly  18, 1889.

W ith th a t spectacular event, C ranford, 
which had been lying dorm ant by the riv er’s 
brink since its separation  from  W estfield in 
1871, suddenly sprang to life. Thousands of 
people lined the roads and  banks while the 
procession floated by. Decorations covered

the w a te rfro n t; bands played, school children 
sang, crowds cheered. There were prizes to 
eover every type of c ra ft, original designs 
in house and lawn decorations and historical 
floats, canoes resem bling large  b irthday  cakes 
with candles, row boats fashioned into floral 
palaces w ith all the royal trappings. No won
der the town was called “T-he Venice of 
A m erica.” There, was a V enetian a ir  about 
it, on these occasions a t  least.

Probably the  best rem em bered of all 
carnivals was the Golden Jubilee Celebration 
and the Mardi Gras Parade of 1921. I t  re 
quired th ree days— from  Ju ly  2nd to 4 th—  
to complete the program  of festivals, p ro 
cessions, boat races, concerts, and special 
church services (Sunday, the 3 rd ), and a 
re g a tta  th a t topped them  all fo r pageantry . 
Every town in the county was represented . 
The judges of the  M ardi Gras w ere Mrs. 
H enry C. W hite of Plainfield; Mrs. F rank  
W. Smith of W estfield, and Mrs. Charles 
MacQuoid of C ranford, wife of a W estfield 
boy who was form erly  M ayor of Roselle. 
To ac t as judges of the reg a tta , W estfield 
sent Mayor M. D. L ittlefield; Rahway, Mayor 
D. H. T rem bly; Roselle, M ayor W. J . Simp
son; Roselle Park, Hon. E llio tt C. Dill, 
p resident of the Borough Council; C ranford, 
Hon. Charles MacQuoid. "Upwards of 20,000 
attended.

The carnival continued to be an annual 
event through 1929, bu t its glory faded with 
the m arch of tim e and the changes in modes 
of travel. A ctually, the  autom obiles (aided 
and abetted  by the Board of F reeholders), 
were responsible fo r its demise. The river 
runs under th ree main a rte ries of travel, and 
in the  early  days, it was spanned by wooden 
bridges which could be elevated fo r floats 
and other decorated c ra f t to  pass through. 
B ut when the autom obile came it was neces


