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The Railroad Builds The Plaza
The neighborhood of W est Broad St. and 

W estfield Ave., near the ra ilroad , in the year 
of grace, 1918, was a ‘ju n k m an ’s paradise. 
N atu re  had had no p a r t in crea tin g  this cu r­
ious jum ble of shoddy, fram e buildings— a 
run-dow n lum ber yard , an  old saw mill, ten e ­
m ents, stores, shanties and outhouses— set 
crazily  on corners and in a triang le  betw een 
narrow  in tersec ting  stree ts. H ere man had 
done his best to malign n a tu re  and had made 
a huge success of it. The bottle-neck bridge 
u n d er the ra ilroad , a t the en trance  to W est­
field Ave., and the up-grade railroad  crossing 
on Broad St., made two-way travel difficult 
and a t tim es dangerous. The railroad  prac­
tica lly  cu t the  town in half.

Looking from  the club car windows as 
th e ir  special whizzed by, the gen try  of P lain­
field held th e ir  noses and rem arked, “ So, this 
is W estfield— whew!” On the opposite slope, 
th e  s ta te ly  stone edifice of Methodism seemed 
to po in t a finger of scorn a t its m otley su r­
roundings and say to all who passed th a t 
w ay: “ Fellow citizens, it’s tim e to pu t your 
house in order. Cleanliness is nigh akin to 
Godliness.”

The im provem ent under consideration in ­
volved the  reconstruction  of the en tire  sec­
tion , and could no t be undertaken  unless the  
C en tra l R ailroad Co. agreed to assum e the  
m a jo r portion  of the costs. I t  was necessary, 
th e re fo re , to  aw ait the opportun ity  fo r  a 
diplom atic exchange of views w ith officials 
of the  road. One day Town E ngineer V ars 
inform ed Senator Pierson th a t ra ilroad  en­
g ineers w ere surveying w est of the depot w ith 
the  idea (so he understood) of rebuild ing th e  
W estfield Ave. bridge.

“ I see!” observed the Senator, and soon 
found  occasion to drop casually into a sea t 
beside W illiam G. Besler, p resident of the 
C entral Railroad, who lived in Plainfield, on 
a m orning tra in  bound fo r New York. Nego­
tia tions began when he suggested th a t, in 
rebuild ing  the bridge, the  underpass be w id­
ened from  fo rty  to seventy feet. “ I t  would 
lessen the risks of accidents a t the Broad St. 
crossing,” the  Senator invited; then added 
cautiously, “ I t  m ight be a good idea to do 
aw ay w ith th a t  crossing and divert all traffic 
to  W estfield Ave.” The idea appealed to 
Mr. Besler because he knew a  law w as pend­

ing which would requ ire  ra ilroads to elim­
inate  all grade crossings. H ere was an op­
po rtu n ity  to  save the cost of building a sec­
ond bridge. “ T h a t’s a jo in t p ro jec t,” he 
parried , “ le t’s find out w hat it will cost.”

The plan draw n by the ra ilroad  engineers 
w ith the aid of Town E ngineer V ars w ent 
beyond anyth ing  Messrs. Besler and P ierson 
had conceived. I t  provided fo r the  elim ina­
tion of the grade crossing and the rem oval 
of all buildings on both sides of W estfield 
Ave. and Broad St. w ithin 200 fe e t of the 
underpass, which was to be moved 100 fee t 
to  the  w est and widened 120 fee t. The ra il­
road engineers estim ated the en tire  cost a t  
$430,000, of which W estfield was a t first 
asked to pay tw enty  per cen t and finally ten  
per cent. The plan m et w ith general ap­
proval, b u t a f te r  a little  inside arithm etic , 
E ngineer V ars was convinced th a t it would 
cost considerably m ore than  estim ated and 
so advised his associates confidentially.

In the p ro trac ted  discussions which fo l­
lowed Senator Pierson kept in the back­
ground. M ayor Evans rep resen ted  the Town 
and proved a skillful pleader. “ We have told 
our people w hat this p ro jec t will cost,” he 
explained to Mr. Besler. “ O ur Council will 
never agree to a change. B ut I believe (he 
already  knew) th a t they  will accept your 
original figure.” Finally, Mr. Besler gave his 
approval, and W estfield’s share was fixed a t  
$43,000.

W hen com pleted and the  claims o f prop­
e rty  owners satisfied (including the erection 
o f a new office building fo r T u ttle  B ros.), 
the  to ta l cost had m ounted to $773,000. Levi 
H art, who owned the d isreputab le shacks in 
the  Clark St.-Broad St.-N orth Ave. triangle , 
held out to the  last fo r $50,000. And he got 
it. Incidentals— not unexpected— added $20,- 
000 to W estfield’s share, which in all, was 
$63,000— fo r a physical transfo rm ation!

W hen again they m et on the tra in , the 
ra ilroad  president said to the s ta te  senator, 
“ Pierson, I congratu late  you. Your tow n got 
all the best of th a t transac tion .” The senato r 
ad ju sted  his specks. “ Well, now, B esler,” he 
drolled, “ it tu rned  out b e tte r  than any  of 
u s planned a t the s ta r t  and it will always 
s tan d  to your cred it th a t the C entral Rail- 
Toad did handsom ely by the Town of W est­
field.”


