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By Tony Koester

I had seen examples of 
well-manicured station 
grounds that were the handi-
work of the resident station 
agent, but I don’t recall being 
aware of a railroad making a 
major effort in that direction. 
So when Larry DeYoung 
shared an email he received 
from Richard Palmer includ-
ing a postcard showing the 
station grounds at Batavia, 
New York, I got curious and 
read more about the back-
ground behind this old hand-
colored image.  

The March 23, 1905, Batavia 
Daily News reported that the 
New York Central RR had 
corporate greenhouses in 
Batavia. Some 50,000 plants 
and 8,000 ornamental shrubs 
would soon be sent to beau-
tify hundreds of NYC depots, 
the newspaper reported.

Locally, “Thomas W. 
McGuire, the expert florist 
who has charge of the New 
York Central’s greenhouses 
on Evans Street, is now 
engaged in preparing for the 
annual beautifying of the 
depot yards along the compa-
ny’s road. He will use 62,000 
plants this year, and every 
one will be from 
the Batavia green-
house, raised 
under his personal 
supervision.”

The paper fur-
ther reported that 
the Central had 
two of those plant-
propagating facili-
ties. The other was 
at Poughkeepsie, 
N.Y., but the 
Batavia house is 
larger, having 100 
more feet of glass 
than the former. 

“The Batavia 
greenhouses sup-
ply all the stations 
on the Western 
Division and the 

Rome, Watertown & 
Ogdensburg line 
east of Charlotte,” 
Mr. McGuire said. 
“The Western 
Division takes in 
the main line 
from Buffalo to 
Syracuse, and the 
Falls and Auburn 
branches. Plants 
are used at 33 
stations on the 
division, at four 
on the Falls 
branch, 27 on 
the Auburn 
branch, and at 
about 23 on 
the RW&O. 
We also set out 
plants on the West Shore at 
Elba and Newark, at five sta-
tions along the Buffalo Belt 
line, in the yard of the Depew 
car shops, and at East Buffalo.

“Work will commence in 
earnest about May 25th,” Mr. 
McGuire concluded, “when I 
will start to ship and oversee 
the planting. I am allowed a 
special engine with two bag-
gage cars and four assistants 
besides the regular train 
crew. Over 50 varieties of 
plants are raised here, kin-

dling eight differ-
ent varieties of 
geraniums.”

On July 14, 
1910, the Batavia 
Daily News 
reported that 
A.M. Clough of 
the New York 
Central said that 
plans were under-
way for the erec-
tion in Batavia of 
additional exten-
sive greenhouses 
to furnish lawn 
decorations, 
palms, and cut 
flowers for depots, 
etc., for a large 
section of the 
road. The 

greenhouses were going to be 
from 100 to 150 feet long.

But as the Depression 
years loomed, the railroad’s 
priorities changed. On 
August 23, 1929, an article in 
the Rochester Democrat & 
Chronicle was headlined 
“Railroad to Abandon 
Batavia Greenhouse.” 

It reported that the New 
York Central greenhouse on 
Evans Street between the Erie 
and New York Central rail-
roads would be abandoned 
because the company had 
found that the season was so 
short in New York State that 
perennial shrubs and trees 
could be used at a consider-
able saving over annual 
plants and flowers. 
“Workmen have begun to 
take out the heating plant 
from the structure, and it will 
be torn down,” the newspaper 
reported.

The greenhouse was 
erected in 1894, and plants 
had been raised there since 
that time. “The Batavia sta-
tion grounds will be main-
tained,” the paper assured 
readers, “but flowers required 
will be purchased from pri-
vate greenhouses.”

There was more good 
news: “Nearly 500 ornamen-
tal trees, including spruces 
and maples, from four to 15 
feet high, are grown at the 
company’s nursery on Cedar 
Street, south of the tracks. 
This nursery will not be aban-
doned but will be enlarged for 
the growth of ornamental 
plants and shrubs. Twenty-
four varieties now are grow-
ing there, about 15,000 plants 
in all, including spirea, privet, 
barber, bridal wreath, for-
sythia, and many other 
varieties.”

So those of you who enjoy 
superdetailing your station 
grounds with plants now have 
a better understanding of 
how one railroad went about 
accomplishing this monu-
mental task, and how that 
changed over the years. 
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SOME 50,000 
PLANTS AND 

8,000 
ORNAMENTAL 

SHRUBS WOULD 
SOON BE SENT 
TO BEAUTIFY 

HUNDREDS OF 
NYC DEPOTS, 
THE BATAVIA 
DAILY NEWS 
REPORTED.  

– TONY

This hand-tinted postcard 
shows how the New York 
Central’s grounds 
surrounding the depot at 
Batavia, N.Y., near one of the 
railroad’s two greenhouses, 
appeared in the early 1900s. 
Photo from Richard Palmer collection
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