A WALKING tour of the HISTORY

and VISIBLE ARCHAEOLOGY

of the former WILLIAMSBURG BRANCH
of the NEW HAVEN RAILROAD

right in FLORENCE VILLAGE CENTER

Led by Craig Della Penna




Williamsburg Branch
(Mass Central Rail Trail)

Original Owner: New Haven
& Northampton Railroad Most
commonly known owner: New
Haven Railroad (Williamsburg
Branch of the New Haven RR)
Built: 1867-1868

Last Passenger Train: 1922.
Abandoned: Williamsburg to
Florence--1962; Florence to
Easthampton 1969.

First proposed to convert to
a bike-path: 1976

Ribbon cutting as the City
of Northampton's Ryan
Bikeway: 1984

Circa early 1960s view of the Florence Passenger
Station looking toward the old Norwood Engineer-
ing Company. This station was torn down in 1965
and there were 20+ others like it between Williams-
burg and New Haven. Photo from BOB’S PHOTOS.

And I host a notable podcast
_ about all these topics.
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A Short Bio of Craig Della Penna

I've been a local Realtor here in the
CT River Valley for 23+ years, but my
practice is pretty unusual. I've been fea-
tured in over a dozen national newspa-
pers, magazines, and national and region-
al trade journals.

I am the author of five books, but in
some ways, it is more interesting that
there have been five books recently writ-
ten that feature me in them as a case
study in various topics. Those include
creative marketing, 21st century brand-
ing, courage to quit your job you don't
like and do something you love instead
and two books that feature my real estate
practice.

With over 1,200 lectures in 21 states
on various topics related to real estate,
rail trails and community development, I
am one of the most in-demand speakers
in the United States.

My wife Kathleen and I also operate
an award-winning bed & breakfast in a
restored Civil War era house in Florence
Village Center that sits 8 feet from a for-
mer RR corridor converted to a park.

And I also have a small consulting
firm, (NEGS), where I assist communi-
ties in their journey to create a rail trail
or greenway in their community.

I also a publish a basically monthly,
free e-Newsletter that goes out to over
20,000 advocates and policy-makers in
8 states. To sign-up, drop me a note at
CraigDP413@gmail.com.

Called Roads Less Travelled.
Goto. ..
https://www.youtube.com/
@CraigRailTrailExpert/videos or wher-
ever you get your podcasts.



https://www.youtube.com/@CraigRailTrailExpert/videos
https://www.youtube.com/@CraigRailTrailExpert/videos
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A short story about how this
short granite wall came to be here

This walking and bik-
ing trail used to be the
right-of-way of the old
Williamsburg Branch of
the New York, New Ha-
ven & Hartford Railroad.

The right-of way was
acquired by the railroad
in 1866 and it was built
and open by 1868.

There was a steady
1.6% grade designed by
the railroad coming up

the hill from where Stop
& Shop is today. The crest of that long hill from Northampton is
pretty much near where you are standing today.

In order to maintain this grade, the railroad
cut down the land of Chestnut St by about 2
feet and built the stone walls on both sides of
the railroad corridor and in front of both of
these houses on the Chestnut St side too.

Both of these houses are notable in that

they were built just before the railroad came to
town and they are among the closest to sit next to a railroad in

the U.S. Page 7



Contemporary city parcel
map to the left.

Below is the ¢ 1918 valua-
tion map of the New Haven
Railroad

THE CURVED SPUR
. TRACK TO THE SEWING
d MACHINE FACTORY THAT
IS ACROSS MAIN
STREET—RT 9

PAGE 8-9
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PARTS OF THE CURVED SPUR TRACK STILL
SHOWS UP ON CONTEMPORARY MAPS.
NOTE WILDER PLACE AND BRATTON COURT
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The large box here is an enlargement
of the small box above with greater
detail of the track and RR buildings.
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Top: Last passenger trip—a fan train
trip—arranged by the Railroad Enthusi-
asts of Boston in early 1962.

Bottom: Circa early 1950s view of the
Florence Freight house. Both photos
from BOB’S PHOTOS.
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Top: Train from Williamsburg in 1958 crossing Bridge Road near Rte 9.
Bottom: WWI era parade at Bardwell St. looking towards coal tipple near
Florence Casket Company.
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Coal Shed

4th Track
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Here’s my house and 8 other 1.5 story farm-

houses built by the Florence Sewing Machine
Co. during the Civil War as free houses for
their 9 department. heads.
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Top: Aerial view of the railroad and industrial infrastructure sur-
rounding the Florence Casket Company circa 1930s.

Bottom: Shows the same neighborhood in the 1950s, though from a
slightly different camera angle. Both photos courtesy of Russell
Christenson and the Florence Casket Company.
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The Stonehenge
of Florence

:

Note the RR
siding heading

into the large /V

doors
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Two views of the old grain company located on North Maple
St. Top: photo is from 1952 shows the railroad siding in
the street. Left side of the photo is where Norwood Engi-
neering (Artifacts) is located. Bottom: photo shows the
building from the other direction in 1976. At that time the
Florence Cleaners occupies the building. Note the con-
struction of the Florence Paint Company building—and the
still visible footings for the old Florence passenger station—
torn down in 1965.
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Top: Archival view of the Norwood Engineering Company—now
Artifacts Cider Mill. Jason Clark collection.

Bottom left and right: Winter views of the RR corridor in the area
of Florence Casket Company circa 1959. Russell Christenson collec-
tion.
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Some more archival stories from the collection

Top: Daily Hampshire Gazette story noting the last rail car in Florence.
Bottom: Looking west in the village of Leeds circa 1880. From the 4th floor
‘turret’ of the former mansion of the mill owner—now condo just up the hill.
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Two views from 1962. Top: Daily Hampshire Gazette article of a derailment in Williams-
burg of a tourist train.
Bottom: Last train from Williamsburg later in the year.
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Above is a map of the former Mass Central Branch of the B&M Railroad. Today it is being developed as a
trail that will connect Boston to Northampton. 104 miles. For maps, updates, etc. go to:
www.masscentralrailtrail.org. Other info at www.nnnetwork.net . To subscribe to a free eNewsletter about
this developing network, drop me an email: CraigDP413@gmail.com

Go to: https://www.sugar-
maple-inn.com/tours
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https://www.sugar-maple-inn.com/tours

|| Top: Williamsburg’s passenger railroad station.
[spelled with an ‘h’ in this case.] The structure still
in place—now a part of the Lashway Logging
complex on Rt. 9. There were over 22 stations on
this line back into CT that looked just like this.
Middle and Bottom: Differing views of the tallest
| railroad bridge in New England. This was located
¢ | at the confluence of the South and the Deerfield
¢« | Rivers. More info about this old New Haven RR
| line at this link to a future chapter of another book.

https://tinyurl.com/FutureChapter
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This is a page from the old Industrial Development Department of the New
Haven Railroad’s marketing brochure. It shows many of the companies in
western and central Mass that were served by the NH RR. [Most of these old
lines are now becoming trails.] From the collection of Craig Della Penna
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