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by Hank Przybylowicz


“THE CALM BEFORE THE STORM” 


It was one of those rare New Jersey summer nights, in that it wasn't too hot and it wasn't too cold. The humidity was at a comfortable level for a change and there was a nice breeze.

Regardless of the weather, the summertime nightlife on Belmont Avenue went on. The two bars across the street from the firehouse were doing their usual Friday night business. The "rib man" had his halved 55-gallon drum fired up and the pleasant aroma from some of the best ribs I ever ate wafted through the firehouse on the summer breeze. "Froggy" - one of the locals who, as you may have guessed, had a voice like a frog - was going back and forth across Waverly Avenue, getting thrown out of each bar every ten minutes or so. He'd get physically thrown out, get up, brush himself off, and stagger across to the other bar. He was a neighborhood regular.

We'd already witnessed two or three of the Friday night fights and even a stabbing. The guy staggered across Belmont Avenue to the firehouse with an ice pick in his shoulder. We patched him up and waited for an ambulance and the police. He didn't know who did it. Hell, he didn't even know he was in a fight. He was too full of Sneaky Pete, or Ripple, or Thunderbird to know much about anything, let alone who stabbed him. Amazingly, he knew where to go to get help, though. I always thought that it had to be instinct.

We sat outside the firehouse and watched the near misses - or hits, if you prefer - as the locals ran the red lights at the corner (red lights and stop signs are mere suggestions in the city). We chatted with some of the locals as they passed by - most of which we'd patched up at some point in time. Stabbings, shootings, clubbings, cuttings, etc. You name it, we saw it - and in multiples, too. We were an urban MASH unit. I never practiced first aid so much in my entire life as I did during my few years on Belmont Avenue.

It was a typical Friday night on Belmont Avenue, except for one thing. The day had been very quiet and the night was proving to be the same. Engine 12 had a few of their regular MFA (malicious false alarm) runs, as usual, but nothing near their usual 10 to 20 runs a day. There was something wrong. It was like the calm before the storm. By nightfall, the city's firefighters usually had already worked at three or four jobs, but there were none this day. It made me feel creepy and uneasy.

As the night wore on, we all migrated to the kitchen at the rear of the firehouse - all except the house watchman. He stayed in the front room where the house journal and fire alarm telegraph equipment were kept. He sat facing the front door with his feet kicked up on the alarm console and was reading a book. It wasn't a good idea to sit with your back to the door on Belmont Avenue, especially when the apparatus bay doors were up.

Some of the guys had already gone up to the bunkroom, but I sat half-nodding off in a chair in the kitchen. The visions of sugarplums in my head were interrupted by the midnight time signal over the department "bitch box." I looked at the clock - the dispatcher was right - it certainly was midnight.

I got to my feet, stretched, and walked to the apparatus floor where Engine 12's Mack C pumper and Salvage 2's boxy Ford "bread wagon" were parked. I walked over to the back step of 12 Engine, slowly placing the middle finger of my left hand through the worn loops on my boots. I then threw my weathered Globe canvas turnout coat over my left arm, and picked up my battle-scarred, Cairns New Yorker leather helmet in my left hand. It was the old "one-handed-gear-carry." Just about falling out of my untied shoes, I shuffled into the watch room through the rear door and walked toward the front of the firehouse.

The man on the watch turned and looked over his shoulder to see who was coming through. Smiling, he asked me if I was going to call it a night. Jokingly, I told him that since it was obvious that they weren't going to get me a fire, I was going home. We bid each other a good night and I headed for the screen door that led from the watch room to the apparatus floor. It would then be a short walk out the overhead door to my car.

I just grabbed the handle of the door when a loud "click" emanated from the sounder on the telegraph board. This was an indication that an alarm was about to come over the system. What actually made the sound was the dispatcher reversing the polarity on the fire alarm circuits so that it went from the sounder side to the bell side. A split-second later, the red “Hot Line” phone let out a loud jangle, startling both of us. The house watchman answered, "Engine 12!" He then repeated back to the dispatcher what he had been told - "On the box to Rose and Peshine!" (Whenever the dispatchers had received an alarm via telephone, they always "tipped" the first-due engine by phone before sending the alarm out over the circuits to the rest of the city).

In one motion he turned, hung up the phone, and pressed the "panic button" three times, which rang the house gongs on the apparatus floor and up in the bunkroom.

"Everybody goes! Let's go!! Let's go!! On the box to Rose and Peshine!" he hollered. He yelled so loud that the locals in the bars across the street knew where we were going!

Now, I hafta tell you something about Rose and Peshine. It was only five blocks from 12 Engine's quarters and was a very "hot" corner. We had lottsa big fires there during the "war years." Most of the neighborhood was comprised of vacant 3-story frame, 6-family tenements, covered with "gasoline shingles" (actually they were made of asphalt), and were vertical lumberyards. They were very old, weather-beaten and wide open. Also in the area were a chemical plant, a paper warehouse, and several 2-1/2-story frame dwellings. Some of these were still occupied and were interspersed among the vacants, separated only by a three-foot alleyway. The area was run-down and highly congested. The streets weren't all that wide and neither were the water mains. It was a typical old-city ghetto neighborhood.

As the watchman repeated a second verse of his turnout song, firehouse gongs all over the city started to ring out 4-2-2-9. I opened the screen door and looked toward Rose and Peshine. For a moment, I stood there speechless. The storm had finally come!

A large column of thick black smoke was rapidly rolling high in the midnight sky. Every few seconds, a large tongue of flame would lick up through the towering column of smoke. The base of the column was illuminated like the eastern sky at sunrise. Huge embers were being carried up into the sky by the thermal column. These were actually the shingles burning off the buildings and being carried skyward.

As the second round of 4229 was being struck out over the bells, I yelled out, "We got a job! We got a job!" and ran to the back of 12 Engine. As the members of Engine 12 and Salvage 2 came down from the bunk room, a variety of exclamations, yells, and shouts echoed in the firehouse as the western sky was lit up by a midnight sunrise. The Mack C roared to life as the watchman started 'er up and turned on all the warning lights. Helmets were planted firmly on heads and hip boots were pulled up. Everyone boarded the rig and turnout coats were donned and buckled up. Collars were turned up and Acme filter masks were hung around necks. Finally, gloves were put on. We knew we were going into battle and we were ready.

In other firehouses around the city, men on house watch were opening file drawers and pulling up running cards to see where Box 4229 was, and if they were due. Before the box was even announced over the radio, they heard, "Engine 12 to headquarters, EMERGENCY! We see heavy fire in the sky from quarters! We got a job!" The rest of the city now knew what we knew.

Once those words were spoken, it was like the three officers on Engine 12, Truck 5, and Salvage 2 were all of one mind. Each one of them pressed the metal siren button to the floorboards and kept them there. All three sirens began to scream, non-stop. There was a sense of urgency in their tones and it was like they were screaming, "Get outta the way!! We're on our way to Hell!!" Even the locals knew there was something wrong - something different about this turnout. Usually there was a short blast of the sirens as we pulled out across the apron and onto the street, and then they were opened up once we got into traffic. But this time, their screams reverberated off the walls of the firehouse and off the buildings across Belmont Avenue before we even pulled onto the apron.

Since 12 Engine was the first-due engine, they pulled out onto Belmont Avenue first, followed by 5 Truck. Salvage 2 always brought up the rear. The red rays of our warning lights bounced off the vacant buildings as we responded, as did the screaming sirens. We proceeded over Belmont one block and made the right onto Rose Street. The towering column of smoke and flames got closer. No one was speaking. We all just stared at that column… each of us alone in our thoughts.

We passed Livingston Street, Boyd Street, and then Jelliff Avenue. At Jelliff we could start to feel the tremendous radiant heat being given off by the inferno. A full block away and we could feel the radiant heat! But, you know something? It wasn't anything that we had never experienced before. Sights like this were very common in the city during the "war years," and were almost every day occurrences for a lot of the city's fire companies.

We reached Peshine and stopped for a couple of seconds so the captain could get a quick size-up. He opened the apparatus door and stood up with his head higher than the roof of the engine. What he saw would make most people shudder. There was a vacant 3-story frame, 6-family tenement, measuring about 40 by 80 feet, totally engulfed in fire - top-to-bottom, front-to-back, and side-to-side. There wasn't a stick o' wood in that place that wasn't burning! On either side of the blazing torch were similar-type structures, separated by three-foot alleyways. They were both 75% involved in fire and starting to spread to two more similar exposures. He quickly ducked back into the cab and told the driver to take the hydrant he was pointing to in the middle of the block, opposite the burning buildings. He then picked up the microphone and reported, "Engine 12 on the scene! We have three buildings fully involved, with additional exposures going! Transmit a second alarm!"

The rig lurched forward again and we proceeded into the middle of the block. It was freakin’ hot!! We all tried to shield our faces on the back step, but it was too hot. The intensity of the fire was so great you couldn't even look at it.

The driver nosed the front of the pumper into the hydrant and the "Ballet de la Pompiers" began. It was like a finely trained drill team going into action. The captain got out of the cab and grabbed his Porta-Light and Halligan tool. The man didn't say a single word - he didn't have to. He had given his orders in the firehouse at roll call at 18:00 hours. There was no need to repeat them again. We all knew what we had to do.

The captain walked around the front of the rig to the driver's side and began to size-up the situation. One of the two firefighters on the back step grabbed the hard-rubber handle of the nozzle on the 2-1/2-inch line and jumped down to the street, pulling a length of hose from the bed. He then proceeded to stretch in towards the fire. The other man peeled off several more lengths and then "broke" the line, taking the open butt to the pump panel.

The nozzleman looked over at the captain, silently asking where he wanted him to place the line. The captain held up both hands, telling him to hold it where he was, which was to the left of the main fire. Even though there was an exposure to the right, there were vacant lots beyond that from prior "block parties" (this was what firefighters called a fire which destroyed several buildings in a block). There were still rows of houses to the left of the fire.

As they were stretching in, I grabbed a hydrant wrench and ran to the hydrant, placing the wrench on the nut of the front six-inch "steamer" cap. A quick turn and it was off. I then placed the wrench on the top operating nut and tightened it. I pulled the short length of six-inch soft suction out of its niche in the front bumper of the engine and connected it to the hydrant. Then the moment of truth came - I started to turn the wrench on the operating nut of the hydrant. The question was on everybody's mind, but no spoke it aloud - is it a good hydrant? It had a green top, indicating a flow of at least 1,000 GPM, but you just never knew. I turned the wrench a few turns, but nothing was happening. Suddenly, there was a slight hiss of air and the gurgle of water filling the soft suction was heard. I looked over at the suction hose and silently thanked God as it began to fill and harden with water under pressure. I opened the hydrant fully, then backed the wrench down a full turn (this prevented the nut from being broken if someone or something hit the wrench). I squeezed the suction and it was as hard as a rock.

Meanwhile, the driver/pump operator, wearing only his soft uniform cap, took the engine out of gear and put it into pump. He jumped down from his seat and ran to the pump panel, where he met the man with the butt of the 2-1/2-inch line. As he was connecting it to an open hose port on the pump, the other firefighter ran back to join his comrade on the tip. The pump operator pulled the valve for tank-to-pump and then slowly pulled the valve open to charge the line. The nozzleman slowly began to open the straight-tip nozzle. The loud hiss of air emanating from the open tip was quickly replaced by a few sputters and spurts, and then by a solid stream of water. They began to play the 300 gallons of tank water into the alleyway in an attempt to stop the fire from spreading down the block.

I went to the driver and told him that he had a supply and he pulled the valve open for his feed. There was a slight sputter at the tip, but the stream stayed full as our precious supply of ammunition now became unlimited, hopefully.

As the captain was walking to join the crew on the line, he told me to jump up on the deck gun and get it working. I climbed on top of the hose bed and swiveled the deluge set around to face the inferno. It was already connected to the pump by two short lengths of three-inch line (this practice was a result of the 1967 riots). The pump operator wet the lines and the deluge set went to work with a slight jerk. I directed the stream into the left alleyway and knocked down a lot of the fire threatening the exposure.

It was hot - VERY hot!! As I felt my cheeks begin to burn, I turned my helmet around so that the rear bend afforded more protection to my face. As I looked over at the guys on the 2-1/2, they had all done the same thing. The pump operator had reeled off a length of booster hose, and alternated wetting down the apparatus, me, the guys on the line, and himself. You can't possibly imagine the effects of the tremendous radiant heat given off by a fire of this magnitude unless you've experienced it. I won't even attempt to explain it.

As we were going about our business, other companies were arriving and going to work. Numerous lines were being placed into operation, including interior lines in the left exposure. Truck 5 was preparing to place their ladderpipe into operation, and a company coming in from Avon Avenue put their deck gun to work on the far right exposure, but the building was already too far involved to save. There were now four, six-family tenements fully involved in fire and we were trying like hell to keep it from becoming five.

The Fourth Battalion Chief arrived and he transmitted a third alarm for the fire as he walked up to the scene. This would bring three more engines and another truck into the battle. They were directed to come in on Jelliff Avenue and attack the fire from the rear in order to keep the fire from jumping across the yards. There were already two companies from the second-alarm operating there, but the sheer volume of fire in the rear was overwhelming them. They were so busy trying to protect the exposures that they couldn't attack the fire at all. He also told Fire Alarm to special-call a couple of engines and have them patrol the area for flying brands. There were thousands of 'em raining down throughout the area. He special-called Truck 1 (an 85-foot snorkel) and directed them to come in from Avon Avenue, set up in the vacant lot, and go to work on the far building, which was now fully involved.

As he approached 12 Engine's apparatus, he pointed to me and then behind me. I turned, looked, and quickly swiveled the deck gun around. The buildings across the street, including a wood-frame paper warehouse, were starting to show signs of igniting. Pre-ignition vapors were already rising from the upper floors and rivulets of asphalt from the melting "gasoline" shingles on the buildings directly opposite the fire were running down the fronts of the structures. I turned the deck gun on them and continued to sweep the fronts in an effort to cool them down.

Between the deck gun, the 2-1/2, and an aggressive interior attack, we succeeded in keeping the fire from taking possession of the fifth building, and at the same time, we managed to darken down a little of the fire in the left side of the third building. The guys on the 2-1/2 then repositioned to a safe vantagepoint in front of the third building and began to renew their attack.

The battle wore on for an hour or so. The numerous hand lines, master streams, and elevated streams started to show their effects on the blaze. The three buildings initially involved, literally burned to the ground. All that was left of the far-right exposure was the front and right walls. The fifth building, on the left, suffered heavy exterior damage on all floors in the alleyway and moderate damage on all floors of the interior. It was left standing in mute testimony to man's superhuman efforts to overcome the elements (not for long though… it burned down the next week in another multi-alarm fire).

The fire was declared under control, which was the signal for the Bell & Siren canteen wagon to open up and start serving the weary warriors. Iced water, iced tea, and cold juice were dispensed in gallons per minute. Turnout coats were removed, cigarettes lit, and everyone "re-fought" the fire while standing at the side of the canteen wagon. Dirt, soot, and grime covered most of the faces. Some of the guys, especially the first-alarm crews, were sporting "Newark sunburns" or "flame tans," referring to radiant heat burns. The chiefs were also present and were commending and thanking everyone for a job well done. It wasn't really necessary, but it was nice to hear. It meant a lot to the guys.

After a couple of hours, only a few pockets of fire hidden under collapsed roofing remained. Most of the companies had taken up and returned to quarters. A company who hadn't worked at the fire was called to the scene and detailed to do a fire watch, relieving us at the scene. We repacked our hose and slowly made our way back to quarters. Even at 3 AM, we had to stop the ever-present Belmont Avenue traffic to allow the driver to back the tired Mack into its place between the painted white lines on the apparatus floor. On the dimly-lit apparatus floor we discovered that even the old Mack war-horse had sustained battle damage. The driver's door was scorched and several of the plastic warning lights had melted.

The captain went into the watch room and called Fire Alarm to get the info he would need for his reports. It was the duty of the first-due engine officer to call every company and get a rundown of their engine duty time and feet of hose used. He also had to write up the company journal.

The rest of us shuffled into the kitchen to wash up and get something cold to drink. We were all parched. The Lava soap got a workout and so did the soda machine.

After about a half-hour, the captain came into the kitchen and we heard our return calls going out over the joker circuit on the telegraph board up front. That meant we were in service and ready for whatever was next in the cards. Everyone, except for the captain, house watchman, and me, went up to the bunkroom to catch whatever sleep they could. Once again, I got up in preparation to leave, but the captain asked me if I wanted to grab a bunk upstairs. I thanked him and dragged my ass and boots up to the bunkroom.

As I opened the door to the bunkroom, I was hit by a blast of cool air. Ahhhhh......yes. I'd be able to sleep in air-conditioned comfort. It was quiet, except for an occasional snort here and there. The odor of smoke hung heavy in the air, but no one seemed to notice or be bothered by it. The clock said 3:30.

I fell asleep quickly, but it wasn't long before I was rudely awakened by blinding lights, clanging gongs, and the house watchman yelling, "Let's go!! Let's Go!! On the box to Belmont and Runyon!!"

We all came trudging sleepily down the stairs. The overhead door was opened and the Mack was already started and ready to go. The red warning lights were reflecting off the windows of the bar across the street, filling Belmont Avenue with an eerie red glow. Then it hit me - it was still dark out! I glanced at the clock on the apparatus floor and it read 4 AM. We could hear Truck 5 starting up and then the radio began to blare out the alarm. As the dispatcher began to speak, you could hear the sound of bells ringing in the background. Those were street boxes coming into the Fire Alarm office. I muttered, "Uh-oh," as the rig began to roll out onto the apron.

The short blasts of our sirens once gain turned into steady screams as we turned onto Belmont Avenue and looked to the south. It was like deja vu. Didn't we just do this? Another towering column of dark smoke was rising into the now bluish-black sky, which was just starting to show the first glimpse of the morning's sunrise. Hanging onto that rear handrail, we all looked at each other as we felt the engine gain speed. As the oldest veteran in the company buckled his coat, he shrugged his shoulders and said, "What's a mother to do?"
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