
Page 18  Thursday, August 17, 2006 The Westfield Leader and The Scotch Plains – Fanwood TIMES A WATCHUNG COMMUNICATIONS, INC. PUBLICATION

A SHAKE WITH FLEETING FAME,
March 28, 2003…Actor Tom Cavanagh of
“Ed” greets Leader assistant publisher Dave
Corbin near Westfield’s train station plaza.

photos courtesy of Lauren Vernick
CHRISTMAS IN AUGUST...(above)
Queen Latifah signs autographs in be-
tween takes. (below) A crew sets up
Elm Street last Monday for filming.

Cassie Lo for The Westfield Leader and The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times
MEET THE PRESS...At right, Westfield Leader journalist Victoria McCabe
speaks with Stevie Lockett, associate producer for Perfect Christmas.

Victoria McCabe for The Westfield Leader and The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times
ALL THE QUEEN’S MEN...Perfect Christmas stars Morris Chestnut and Terence
Howard discuss a scene with director/writer Lance Rivera behind Westfield’s
Brummer’s Chocolate.

‘Perfect Christmas’ in August:
Westfield Looks A Lot Like Christmas for Movie Shoot

By VICTORIA McCABE
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

Christmas has come early for down-
town Westfield this year – during the
past week, the town has brimmed
with wreaths and twinkle lights, shop-
pers bundled up to brace the cold, a
dusting of snow on the ground, a
hotdog stand, film crews, award-win-
ning actors…

Well, maybe it’s not exactly a
Westfield Christmas. But it’s exactly
the holiday scene that director/writer/
producer Lance Rivera envisions for
Perfect Christmas, a family-friendly
romantic comedy that Flavor Unit
Entertainment, Queen Latifah’s pro-
duction company, plans to release in
time for this year’s holiday movie
season.

A chunk of the movie’s scenes use
parts of downtown Westfield as a
backdrop, and for a few days in Au-
gust, the town lights up with holiday
(and Hollywood) buzz.

Though the film’s composite Jer-
sey town is not explicitly named,
Westfield claims a key share of the
scenery spotlight. “The first snow-
flake that falls onto Queen Latifah’s
tongue falls here,” producer Joe
Genier says. “We set up the whole
tone of the movie here – the Westfield
shots are very significant.”

The opening scene of the movie is
an aerial shot that pans down onto
Elm Street, where we meet the ubiq-
uitous narrator that Jersey-girl Latifah
(Chicago, Taxi) plays with a knowing
glimmer of Christmas magic. She
pauses a moment to savor the fallen
snowflake – it’s “just like Christmas
is supposed to taste,” she smiles.

The sight behind the scenes is quite
extraordinary – on a hot August Tues-
day, a rapt audience lines one side of
the usually lazy summer street while
across the dotted line the elaborate
holiday activity holds everyone cap-
tive.

“When we were shooting on Elm, I
just thought, ‘Wow – this could really
be a Christmas town,’” the director
reflects. “You couldn’t have built that
on a soundstage and pulled off the
vibe of what was already there in
Westfield.”

Rivera, a lover of the classic Frosty
the Snowman and Rudolph movies,
penned the script with Marc Calixte
and has dreamt up
a charming holi-
day romantic com-
edy.

“I’ve never seen
a movie like this
for the urban com-
munity,” associate
producer Stevie
Lockett says. “It’s
a great Christmas
movie – a movie
for the kids. What
makes this differ-
ent is the great
story.”

Flavor Unit has
a deal at Para-
mount that in-
spired Rivera, a
first-time screen-
writer and former
business partner of
Biggie Smalls, to
write the script.
“They were specifically asking for a
certain kind of movie, and I just knew
exactly what they wanted,” he says.

They wanted a good children’s
movie, and Rivera imagined one
framed against a Christmas backdrop.
“There hasn’t been a good black
Christmas story in a while,” he says.

His story begins to unfold on
Westfield streets – we meet our hero,
Benjamin (Morris Chestnut, Ladder
49, Breakin’ All The Rules), as he
weaves in and out of a frenzy of
shoppers.

“He is a struggling musician, but
his challenges don’t just apply to
music,” Rivera says of his protago-
nist. “There are struggling writers,
struggling directors, struggling
farmers…everyone faces things that
make them strive to be better in their
lives.”

Benjamin finds himself playing a
mall Santa Claus to make it through
the holiday season, and amid all the
children who sit on his lap he hears a
heartwarming wish from little Emily
– all she wants for Christmas is for
someone to compliment her mom.

Emily’s mother, Nancy (Gabrielle
Union, Bring It On, Breakin’ All The
Rules), has divorced the emotionally
detached rapper-turned-mogul-
turned-clothing-designer-slash-pro-
ducer J-Jizzy (Charlie Murphy,
“Chapelle’s Show,” Roll Bounce), and
she raises their three children while
dreaming of finding a good man.

“Nancy had a rich and famous hus-
band, but she doesn’t need that fast
lifestyle. She wants a family life for
her children,” Rivera says. “She wants
someone to play with her sons, some-
one to treat her girl like a princess.”

Someone does treat her girl like
she’s a princess – Benjamin wants to
honor Emily’s wish, so when he spots
Nancy through the Starbucks win-
dow, he rushes over to pay her a
compliment and then disappears.

A run-in inside Brummer’s brings
Benjamin and Nancy together –
Nancy corners the big-hearted mys-
tery man and asks him out. All seems

perfect for the holiday romance, but J
Jizzy just happens to be the music
producer Benjamin wants to win over
with his demo, and things begin to get
complicated...

The entire movie is filmed and set
in New Jersey, and assistant location
manager Brendan O’Rourke says that
Westfield was one of several towns
scouted for the film.

“We were looking for something
quaint,” he says. “We pulled resources
and checked out a bunch of different
towns. We had lots of options, but we
really liked Westfield.”

After the locations department pro-
poses filming spots and the director,
production designers, producers, di-
rector of photography and art depart-
ment agree on the best choices, the
heads of each crew department do a
“tech scout” to assess the practicality
of a particular site – Westfield can
indeed accommodate a crane, a host
of extras and some complicated park-
ing needs, so the crew gives the down-
town locations the green light.

“It’s a beautiful town, and it’s so
magical at Christmas time,” says Per-
fect Christmas second assistant di-
rector and Scotch Plains native Patrick
Gibbons, envisioning the movie’s
whirlwind opening scene on Elm
Street.

“Once we started seeing different
towns, Westfield
immediately felt
like the kind of
community we
wanted – the
whole feeling, the
whole vibe of the
town,” Rivera re-
members. “You
feel like magic
could happen
here.”

*    *    *    *
Two weeks af-

ter a group of al-
most 20 depart-
ment heads agree
on Westfield’s po-
tential, a small
crew transforms a
block of Elm
Street into a win-
ter wonderland.

The next day
(last Tuesday) is

the sixth day of a 26-day shoot, and
the cast and crew have shot about a
fifth of the movie by the time they
descend on downtown Westfield. The
ensemble starts to gather at 6 a.m.,
and by the time most businesses
spring to life, the parking lot behind
Panera is jumping with the orga-
nized chaos of a movie crew in full
swing. There are three separate
downtown locations where the crew
will shoot scenes before heading to
Jersey City the next day, so crew
members hustle from the alley be-
hind Panera to Elm Street to the
interior of Brummer’s and back to
make sure everything runs smoothly.

It’s 10 a.m., and Terrence Howard
is sitting in his trailer, dressed like a
bum, playing guitar and singing some
original songs he’s working on to
relax during filming lulls.

“I’m like the devil in this movie,”
he grins, showing the grimy makeup
on his teeth. “I pop up from time to
time and put my two cents in.”

The Mr. Bah Humbug to Latifah’s
jolly narrator, Howard (Hustle and
Flow, Crash) appears in different in-
carnations to antagonize the other
characters.

He is on a mini-break from filming
a crime drama, The Brave One, in
New York with Jodie Foster, and he
leaves for Croatia with Richard Gere
for a movie shoot at the beginning of
September. “(Queen Latifah) asked
me to cameo here, and of course I
wanted to do it.”

Walking back towards the set, he
points out the First United Methodist
Church building and compares the
façade to that of his Pennsylvania
home. “I haven’t had a chance to take
in too much of Westfield,” he says,
“but it looks like a great town.”

Hours later, Howard stands on Elm
Street, and the blackened teeth and
tattered clothes have been traded in
for a clean face and a sharp suit. By
nightfall, he’s inside of Brummer’s,
dressed as a store employee.

“I’m having a lot of fun here,” he

says. “I’m loving how I get to act how
I want to in this movie.”

By mid-afternoon, a crowd lines
the side of blocked-off Elm Street,
watching the action. Everyone’s chat-
tering about the Christmas-in-August
star-laden spectacle, and the excite-
ment surrounding the film isn’t lim-
ited to inquisitive Westfielders.

Lockett has flown in from Los
Angeles fresh off of another movie
shoot to join his longtime friends in
production. He has worked on mul-
tiple projects with Latifah and her
business partner Shakim Compere
over the past 16 years, and he raves
about Perfect Christmas and the buzz
it has generated among people in the
business.

“Usually, the first thing an actor
will ask about a project is money or
who is attached to it, but in this case,
everyone was calling us and just say-
ing, ‘I want to be a part of this project
– any part of it.’ Two weeks into
filming, people in Hollywood are still
calling us,” he says.

The sun is setting, it’s after 8 p.m.,
and Brummer’s owner George
Brummer sits in the back room of his
store, taking it all in.

“I was approached a week ago about
the film shoot,” he says. “A location
scout came in and took photos, and
they contacted me with a definite
answer a few days ago.”

He’s been at the store since 7:30 in
the morning to let the crew get ready
for the shoot. The sales floor is
crammed with as many crew mem-
bers as possible, movie stars are walk-

ing in and out of the building and
throngs of onlookers gather at both
the front and back store entrances,
but Brummer is unfazed.

He’s no stranger to movie shoots –
Woody Allen shot scenes for Radio
Days at Brummer’s former Jersey
City location – although this is the
first time his Westfield storefront has
made the big screen.

“I’m here at their disposal,” he says
of the film crew. “They’re here to do
their job, I’m here to do mine. They’re
professionals – I step back and let
them do their work.”

He pauses.
“I did get to meet Queen Latifah,”

he says with a smile.
*    *    *    *

Fast-forward a week to this Tues-
day – the cast and crew are back in
Westfield to film scenes at Starbucks
on Central Avenue. After four days of
shooting major scenes in Jersey City,
their stakeout at Starbucks will be an
all-day affair.

Outside, gray morning skies pose a
threat of rain; inside Starbucks, Christ-
mas spirit is everywhere. The chalk-
boards advertise peppermint hot
chocolate and Christmas blends, gar-
lands adorn the windows and holiday
gifts line the wall.

The film crew has actually taken
out the store’s main doorway and
fitted a bay window in its place for
exterior shots, and even Starbucks
regulars do a double take at how
seamlessly the new configuration has
blended into the storefront.

Starbucks employees Chris Lacko
and Kathy Karlo stand outside, ad-

From Silent Films to a
‘Perfect Christmas’

Filming in Westfield Through the Ages
By KELSI BROWNING

Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

Due to Westfield’s appeal as a
quaint suburban town, many movie
directors and producers have con-
sidered it as a location spot for mov-
ies, television shows and commer-
cials.

Recent interest in Westfield as a
filming location began with the
town’s na-
tional televi-
sion debut on
the hit show
“Ed.” In the
opening shots
of the credits,
one can see the
f a m i l i a r
Rialto The-
atre, as well as
o t h e r
W e s t f i e l d
l a n d m a r k s .
Nevertheless,
West fie ld’s
t r e e - l i n e d
streets, award-
winning downtown and stately
homes landed it other “starring roles,”
and wasn’t stuck with Stuckyville
forever.

Westfield is no stranger to the
silver screen; director D.W. Griffith
filmed a series of silent shorts in
town between the years 1910 and
1912, including Sunshine Sue
(1910), Muggsy’s First Sweetheart
(1910), The Adventures of Billy
(1911) and various others. After
“Ed,” location scouts spread the
word about Westfield, and many
other things have been filmed here
since.

Perfect Christmas director/writer
Lance Rivera said that Westfield was

the ideal location to film because
“Westfield looks like the kind of
town where magic could happen.”
The whimsical, quaint feeling one
gets upon entering Westfield helps
to emphasize the themes of miracles,
magic and wishes that are apparent
in Perfect Christmas.

Westfield isn’t the only local town
used for movie locations. A 2005

remake of
Guess Who
starring Ashton
Kutcher and
Bernie Mack
was filmed in
n e a r b y
Cranford. Na-
tive New
Jerseyan Zach
Braff’s Garden
State (2004),
a n d
Nickelodeon’s
classic “Pete &
Pete” also shot
in Cranford.

S c o t c h
Plains has been star-struck lately;
filming for Watching the Detectives
starring Lucy Liu (Charlie’s An-
gels: Full Throttle, Kill Bill: Vol. 1)
and Cillian Murphy (Red Eye,
Batman Begins, Cold Mountain) oc-
curred in late July, adding to the list
of famous movies shot there, which
includes the original Amityville Hor-
ror.

Westfield has also been used as a
location for national commercial
spots for Cotton. In the commercial,
although the stores are renamed
“Clothes to get you hired,” “Clothes
to get you fired,” etcetera, one can
clearly make out the familiar store-
fronts of Elm Street.

Westfield offers many benefits
for film crews and actors. “Because
of its proximity to New York City,”
said Perfect Christmas second as-
sistant director Patrick Gibbons
said, “It is cheaper to film within a
25-mile radius of New York City,
and it is easier for actors to com-
mute here.” He added jokingly, “I
also wanted this location because it
was five minutes from my (Scotch
Plains) house.”

Katie Taylor contributed research
to this article.

Victoria McCabe for The Westfield Leader and The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times
CHRISTMAS BLEND...Gifts and garlands line Starbucks shelves to give the
coffee shop its distinctive holiday feel. The cast and crew of Perfect Christmas
filmed multiple scenes at the Central Avenue location for more than 12 hours on
Tuesday.
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Victoria McCabe for The Leader and The Times
BAH HUMBUG...Terence Howard
prepares for his cameo as the antago-
nist to Queen Latifah’s narrator.

Cassie Lo and Victoria McCabe for The Westfield Leader and The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times
IT’S BEGINNING TO LOOK A LOT LIKE CHRISTMAS...Selected streets and stores enjoy a holiday makeover from the Perfect Christmas crew. Flavor Unit Entertainment, Queen Latifah’s production
company, plans to release the holiday romantic comedy in time for this year’s holiday movie season. The movie, shot entirely in New Jersey, sets several scenes against a Westfield backdrop.

Tax Benefits Offer Incentives
to Film in New Jersey

By KELSI BROWNING
and SARAH QUELLER

Specially Written for the Westfield Leader and The Times

WESTFIELD – The New Jersey
Economic Development Authority
(EDA) recently approved $10.2 mil-
lion in financial assistance to 10 film
production projects in New Jersey,
according to the EDA.

The EDA, along with the NJ Divi-
sion of Taxation, approved tax ben-
efits for film companies that spend
at least 60 percent of their total pro-
duction expenses in New Jersey, as
an incentive for companies to shoot
movies in the state.

Perfect Christmas Productions,
LLC, a Flavor Unit Entertainment
holding company, will receive the
benefits of the tax breaks. The com-
pany is producing Perfect Christ-
mas, which stars Gabrielle Union
and Morris Chestnut and has filmed
multiple scenes in Westfield.

According to the EDA, the project
is expected to ultimately cost
$7,919,781, excluding post-produc-
tion expenses.

The EDA reports that 76 percent
of the overall cost, or $5,871,471,
will be spent in New Jersey. The
company is estimated to receive a
$1,204,370 tax benefit.

Despite Westfield’s recent deci-
sion to increase the fee allowing
companies to film downtown, Per-
fect Christmas production designer
Anne Stuhler said Perfect Christmas
Productions picked Westfield as a
filming location because of its “re-
ally pretty stores that are all differ-
ent.”

Westfield is a “lively, wonderful
place” with a “really nice small town
feel,” said Stuhler, who grew up in
the Westfield.

Anthology owner Melissa Defalco
and Scott’s Shoes representative Phil
Baum both said that closing off
Quimby Street to shoot Perfect
Christmas did not greatly hinder
business.

“It didn’t effect us at all,” Baum
said.

Both Defalco and Baum said
shooting movies brings people down-
town to watch the production, and
they said those spectators will often
stay to shop.

According to the NJ Motion Pic-
ture and TV Commission, in the year
2005, 937 projects filmed in New
Jersey, including an “unheard of” 92
feature films.

Production work in New Jersey
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