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“You Are In Possession of Overdue
Materials From This Library…”

Westfield Votes on a
Free Public Library

Honorable Mention

By WILLIAM
McMEEKAN, JR.

Honorable Mention

It was years ago now that
I watched as workers took
down the old block letters
spelling “CHILDREN”
from above the street front
entrance of the building
that once housed the town
library.

With the bold, foot-tall letters re-
moved, the single word invitation to
scores of Westfield youth was made
even more pronounced. Decades un-
der the sun had scorched and faded
the surrounding wood, using the let-
ters as a sort of cosmic stencil. “CHIL-
DREN” is read still.

The Westfield Memorial Library,
of course, offered books — the magi-
cal links to educate, inspire and spark.
And like many kids with too much
time and imagination, I let the library’s
collection take me to flame. I read
and read, burning through books,

caught in a literary spell that made
these words themselves possible.

Libraries since have had a similar
effect on me. Yet the old Westfield
Memorial Library stands beyond all
others, as if set somewhere distant,
yet within reach.

It was in the upstairs room of this
library that a teacher once told my
class, “History is what I choose to
remember.” But I know now it is more
than that. Like the impossible con-
nection between the ultraviolet inked
“CHILDREN” sign and the equally
sun induced crows feet taking shape

around my eyes, I know that history is
also what I can’t forget.

History here reaches way back. I
remember even in grade school sit-
ting in the Westfield Memorial Li-
brary reading about the Revolution-
ary War, in an attempt to dream it
alive. It had swept through our town,
but seemed so difficult to locate now.
Yet right outside rolled East Broad
Street — our main street — down
which, as my third grade teacher as-
sured me, George Washington had
marched his troops when these were
the west fields of Elizabethtown and
when there was yet a country to claim
Washington as its father.

When I tried hard I could almost see
it, almost hold it for a moment — the
incommunicable synchronistic link of
what I was reading with where I was
reading it — until it mutated again.

Just behind the cadence of the colo-
nial troops, my father at my age (al-
ways at my age) would bound down
Broad Street and through the doors

under that approving sign, to
guide me to books, and history
and life in an inexplicable tangle
that easily slit through the de-
cades and across the pages.

For years, Mom (an English
teacher) and I (an obsessive
reader) would leave salesman
Dad in the literary dust nightly
at the dinner table. But it was
the book of my father’s own
Westfield youth that I sought
out and analyzed with a passion
I still fail to find for the great
poets I respect deeply.

I’d hold Dad’s single favorite
book, Rabble In Arms, in my
hands among those quiet, loom-
ing stacks and experience a bit
of the connection he and I rarely
found in our own exchanges.
Even then I understood this was
the thing. His hands opened and
closed and held this copy. His
eyes and mind took in these
words. This was the novel he
remembered always. It was part
of him. And now it is part of me.

Only once had I ever seen my father
actually in the library. It was an early
summer evening a month before I had
first left for college and I was, for
reasons unfathomable to me now, read-
ing old Westfield Leader clippings
about the still-wanted John List and
the gruesome murder of his family in
1971 less than a mile from our house.

Out in the reading room, Dad had
entered and was standing at the circu-

lation desk with a gregarious and
knowing smile. He glanced quickly
in my direction and then, with a flour-
ish, held up and then slowly handed
his library card to the librarian behind
the counter.

She studied it, paused, and then actu-
ally took a step backwards. A few mo-
ments later she placed the card beneath
the desk and brought out a new, clean,
creaseless library card. My father signed
it and left, still smiling.

I knew the card he had passed to the
librarian was one he had held onto for
years—issued to him from the
Westfield Memorial Library in 1943.

I recall thinking: it shouldn’t work
like that. No, that card should not be
hidden and discarded under a counter.
It deserves its own display case in the
corner. It should be exhibited promi-
nently, like the dual murals of colonial
Westfield out in the foyer. As I turned
back to the microfilm I wondered if
John List had had a Westfield library
card and what sort of books he had
checked out and taken home to read.

Since then, things have changed for
my father and for me. I moved on to
bigger and better libraries — wonder-
ful, insightful places all — where more
and more opened up to me with each
volume from their often towering
shelves. None quite as combustible,
none quite as significant. And since
then the Westfield Memorial Library
has moved on as well — across the
road and a few blocks down.

Now I’ve completed college, spent
time in graduate school and teach
English. My father continues to live
across town and still talks of Kenneth
Roberts at Sunday dinners.

I’ve heard that John List has done a
fair amount of reading in prison in the
many years since his capture. I write
in Westfield and about Westfield. I do
this even when I try not to. I go to the
library less.

The children’s entrance is no more.
The letters embossed into the wood
by the sunlight vanished under a coat
of fresh white paint long ago.

Often I glide past the now unadorned
Broad Street entrance in my car, re-
membering, forgetting and remem-
bering again. It’s alright, I reassure
myself constantly. Its okay, I say know-
ing there is nothing I can do. It’s still
linked; it’s still history even as it
changes. Somehow it affects me that
all the library cards are bar coded now.

“No matter, I tell self as I drive past
the old library with increasing speed.
“The children are all elsewhere.”

By BARBARA BURTON
Honorable Mention

The door to The Union County Stan-
dard Building was open and Lily
could see the gaslights were begin-
ning to go on. She went in and found
Mr. Berns at his desk reading The
New York Daily Tribune. He read at
least five newspapers every day.

“Hello Lily,” Mr. Berns said. “I
always enjoy a visit from you. How
are things with the library music
fundraiser coming along?” Lily sat
down in a chair next to the kindly
man who was Westfield’s town clerk
as well as the editor of the weekly
newspaper. “Oh, very well,” she said.
“You know when Mrs. Armstrong
puts her mind to something, it will
be successful. And my sister Emma
is helping out too, so failure is not a
possibility!” she added.  Mr. Berns
smiled. “Yes,” he said, “you have
that right. Of course, if it weren’t for
the women in Westfield we wouldn’t
even be having this special election
to establish a free public library.
Your mother was a founding mem-
ber of the Every Saturday Book Club
back in 1873, wasn’t she?” “Yes,”
Lily replied, “She always loved to
read and she passed that along to me.
I wish she could be here to see how
far we have come!”

Mr. Berns nodded. “I think there
will be a lot of support in town when
the special election to vote on the
library is held in April. Of course,
some people don’t like the idea of
taking $10,000 from Andrew
Carnegie to build it. I had a letter
submitted today from Mr. Tree who
questioned why we have to take an
outsider’s money. And then there’s
the issue of Westfield having to sup-
ply $1000 every year to maintain the
place. Some don’t like the idea of tax
dollars being used for that purpose.
They think Westfield taxes are high
enough as it is. You know the average
homeowner had to pay over $50 in
property taxes in 1904.”

Lily sighed. “Yes, but having a new
free public library will be so impor-
tant for Westfield.  Perhaps I’ll give
up my dreams of writing and become
a librarian!” she added. Her eyes fell
on the open newspapers.

“What’s in the news today?” Lily
asked. “Oh, lots of stories about the
war between Russia and Japan,” Mr.
Berns replied. “Things are not going
well for the Russians. And Tsar
Nicolas is under pressure to make
some reforms in the government. But
closer to home, you will be interested
to know that there is going to be a
wedding in the Roosevelt family.
President Roosevelt’s niece Eleanor
is going to marry her distant cousin
Franklin next month in New York
City. Lily’s eyes lit up. “A Roosevelt
wedding in New York!” she ex-
claimed. “I am sure that will be quite
an event.”

“I wonder if Father’s boss Mr.
Ballantine will be invited,” she added.
Mr. Bernard added, “Perhaps. It is
rumored that TR enjoys Ballantine
ale on occasion!” The mention of Mr.
Ballantine caused Lily to look at the
clock on the office wall  “Oh, I must
be going, don’t want to be late for
dinner!  See you later Mr. Bernard,”
she called as she ran out the door.

***
After the Hollingshead’s house-

keeper Clare cleared the table in their

house that evening, Mr. Hollingshead,
Emma, Lily, and their younger brother
Frank gathered around the fire. Their
Scottie dog settled in near Lily’s feet.
Mr. Hollingshead asked his daugh-
ters how the library plans were com-
ing along. “Very well, father,” said
Emma. “Although we would not have
to worry at all if women could vote.
After all, it was women who started
the library movement and now we
don’t have a say in whether or not we
get to build one in Westfield!”

“Now Emma,” said her father. “I
hope you are not going to launch into
one of your lectures about women’s
suffrage. You know that we men are
perfectly able to look after your inter-
ests without having to extend you the
right to vote. Besides,” he continued,
“Mr. Ballantine and other business
leaders in the brewing industry are
hesitant to support the vote for women.
They think the first thing women
would do is prohibit the sale of alco-
hol. Think what a disaster that would
be for the city of Newark—and
for this family.”

Emma’s face softened.  “Fa-
ther, I know how important your
job is to this family.  But that
speech I heard Mrs. Alice Paul
give last summer still stays with
me.  The vote for women is just
the fair thing to do.”

Frank groaned. “Oh, c’mon,
Emma. If Father were to lose
his job, he wouldn’t be able to
buy the new Ford Model T. Mr.
Ford has said they are going to
sell for about $1,000. The
Ballantine Brewing Company
needs to stay in business so we
can have that car!”

Lily looked at her little brother
fondly. “You certainly do love
the automobile, don’t you,
Frank? I don’t really see the
attraction myself. They smell
bad and make awful noises. And
what would happen if everyone
in Westfield bought one? There
would be no place to park them
all.”

***
As Lily took her seat at the next

Women’s Club meeting, Mrs.
Armstrong addressed the group. “The
musical raised over $215. An excel-
lent showing!” she said. “Lily, will
you please provide a report on the
event? I know you were helping to
cover it for The Standard.”

“Certainly, Mrs. Armstrong,” said
Lily. “The music was wonderful but
those of you who were there know
that the real highlight of the evening
was the remarks by Mr. Salter Clark
on behalf of the library. The Standard
is going to print the whole speech on
Friday but I have the text of it here
now and would like to read part of it.

“Go ahead Lily,” said Mrs.
Armstrong. “I’m sure we will all en-
joy hearing that again.”

Lily started. “Mr. Clark addressed
the concerns of those who feel we
should be spending our tax dollars
on other matters by saying the fol-
lowing “.  does some one say that we
need more policemen first? Very
well; take the library as one of them.
The unseen moral influence of a free
library is equivalent to several po-
licemen in the long run…Or does
someone think we need better roads
first? America was a nation of high
thought and elevated purpose in the
days of Washington and Hamilton,

when all roads were bad
beyond conception.” Lily
paused. “He ended with
the following statement:
“In France, which we are
inclined to look down
upon, if there is a town of
5,000 inhabitants without
its free public library, it is
the exception.  Are we to
lag behind the spirit of the
age?”

Lily sat down. “Thank you Lily,”
said Mrs. Armstrong. “We look for-
ward to seeing the full story in The
Standard this Friday — and to the
results of the special election which
will be held on April 11!”

***
The final tally in the special elec-

tion was 385 in favor and 201 against.
The Westfield Town Council then
appointed five trustees who secured
the gift from Andrew Carnegie and
selected the corner of Broad Street
and Elmer Street for the library build-

ing.  The original library building is
now Felice.  The cornerstone was laid
on June 9, 1906 and the building was
completed in that year for about
$10,000.

In 1954, the library moved to the
then-new Municipal Building further
down Broad Street.  In 1988, it moved
to its present location on the corner of
Broad Street and Stanley Avenue.

Author’s note:  The editor of the
Union County Standard was Lloyd
Thompson.  He also served as
Westfield’s Town Clerk.

The original Westfield Library building, built in 1906.
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Creative Writing Contest WinnersCreative Writing Contest WinnersCreative Writing Contest WinnersCreative Writing Contest WinnersCreative Writing Contest Winners
At-Large Category

1st by Abby Avis, “First Snow”
2nd by Joan Feller, “Bedroom Window”
3rd by John O’Conner, “TDK”

Student Category
1st by Joshua Brafman, “Adventures of Starman”
2nd by Elizabeth Harbaugh, “A Past Overlooked”
3rd by Daniel Grimes, “My Race”

Honorable Mention
Barbara Burton, “Westfield Votes on a Free Public Library”
William McMeekan, Jr., “Overdue Materials From This Library…”
Thomas Taylor, “Sycamore Trees”
Joanna Wayner, “Dog’s Eye View”

See ‘This is Westfield’ for reprints of the winning entries.

A Special MOM
Deserves

A Special Restaurant

On  Mother’s Day

99 Center Street Garwood, NJ

908-232-5204

Call for Reservations!

Serving from 2pm till Closing

NEW EXPANDED MENU

More Chicken, Fish & Pasta Entrees

And of course, Great STEAKS

Exceptional Care for your Baby and Toddler

OPEN HOUSE: Sat. May 13,  10 AM - 4 PM

Petting Zoo!
Baby Sign Language Class!

Organizing for the Busy Parent Class!

Tummy Time Workshop!
Tours throughout the day

462 West Broad Street Westfield, NJ
(908) 654-5900   www.JustBabiesDaycare.com

SPINELESS…Washington Elementary School Nurse Benedette Graf accepts a
model of the spine from Dr. Antonio Pugliese, a chiropractic physician in Westfield,
for use in the health classes. Fifth-grade students Joseph Salmon, Lily Sisto, and
Daniel Luzzi look on excitedly. Dr. Pugliese spoke to all fifth-grade classes, showing
them how to choose the right backpack, pack, lift and wear it correctly.

Concert to Benefit
Brearley Music Dept.

WESTFIELD – The New Jersey
Workshop for the Arts Concert Band
and members of the David Brearley
High School Band will present a com-
bined fund-raising concert at 7:30
p.m. on Saturday, May 13.

The concert will be held at the high
school, located at 401 Monroe Av-
enue in Kenilworth. Tickets will be
available at the door at $5 per ticket.

This concert is being held to benefit
the Brearley Music Department in
purchasing sheet music and equip-
ment, as well as to fund band activities
during the year. Howard Toplansky,

author of Essentials of Bassoon Tech-
nique, directs the NJWA Concert Band.

 “Our repertoire consists of classical
pieces, jazz selections, popular music,
marches and show tunes. We appeal to
all musical tastes,” said Mr. Toplansky.

This performance will feature
Michel Legrand’s “Windmills of your
Mind” from the film The Thomas
Crown Affair, the ragtime selection
“Maple Leaf Rag” by Scott Joplin,
the “Hall of Fame March” by Joseph
Olivadoti, the “Fire Dance” by Eliot
Del Borgo, and the “Salute to the
Armed Forces” by Sweeney.


