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by Hank Przybylowicz


“THE PARADE” 


Whatever happened to the days of those “big city” response parades? You know… where five or six pieces of apparatus would safely meet up while responding in to the same box?

I remember a Newark parade one fine; unusually warm, spring, Saturday afternoon.

I was riding with 12 Engine that day and we had just answered our 10th or 12th false alarm of the day. Truck 5 was in front of us and we were returning to quarters from the downtown area when we heard Engine 19 go out on one of their regular brush fire “still alarms” somewhere along Route 1 near the Budweiser brewery. That meant we had to listen for boxes that began with “2-5” because we were now last due in 19 Engineland on a cover. But the chances of us making one of those loooong runs were slim. That area of the city is predominantly medium to heavy industry, with little fire activity. We were more likely to get a run to one of the area housing projects before we’d catch a structure fire there. However, when they did get a job down there, it was a JOB!

About three minutes later, three loud beeps came over the radio, followed by:

“Attention Engines 10 and 12, Truck 5, Battalion 2, Deputy 2, Salvage 1, Rescue 1 – take in the following alarm. Attention all units, a telephone alarm, Box 2527. Frelinghuysen and Evergreen Avenues, for a reported factory fire.” (Since the units called on the radio were all on the road from the previous alarm, they were asked to acknowledge their response via radio. Engines 29 and 17, and Truck 10, who were also responding, were in quarters and didn’t need to acknowledge) The sirens began to wail and apparatus bells hammered out their warnings as the alarm announcement was repeated. Immediately following the alarm announcement, the dispatcher asked each unit that was on the air to acknowledge the receipt of the response.

The slim chance I spoke of earlier was about to become a sure thing. 

Engine 12’s 1961 Mack ‘C’ pumper followed a safe distance behind Truck 5 as the 1964 Pirsch tillered aerial – driven and tillered by two masters of the trade – snaked its way through traffic. As we came down Astor Street, approaching Sherman Avenue, we could see Engine 10’s hose wagon, followed by the pumper, just leaving their quarters. They had just backed in from the earlier response. We got in behind their 1969 Mack ‘R’ pumper and the parade was on!

As we proceeded along Frelinghuysen Avenue, to Poinier Street, we could hear more apparatus coming from the earlier downtown false alarm. As our little parade, led by Engine 10’s 1964 International/American LaFrance hose wagon, slowed at the intersection, here came the two chief’s “gigs” of Battalion 2 and Deputy 2, followed by Rescue 1’s 1965 Diamond-T/1959 Gerstenslager, and Salvage 1’s 1965 Ford boxy “bread wagon.” Our little parade had now doubled in size! And what a racket there was!! It must have sounded as if the whole south end of the city was on fire, but in the words of The Carpenters, “We’d only just begun.” The run we were making covered several miles and we weren’t even a third of the way there yet!

As I peered into the distance over the cab of the pumper from the jump seat, there it was… a large loom-up! A column of thick, black smoke was already high in the hazy New Jersey spring sky. We had a job! The radio then crackled out: “Attention units responding to Box 2527, we are now receiving several street boxes and numerous telephone reports of a large factory fire.” Deputy 2 excitedly replied: “We are still a ways out and we can see a large column of smoke in that area. We’re goin’ in to a worker!”

Suddenly, there was a renewed wave of action among the responding firemen. The fireman riding the turntable of 5 Truck in front of us turned, raised his hand, and made a circling motion in the air with his finger, indicating to the tillerman that they were going in to a job (tillermen had no radio contact). In the apparatus cabs you could see company officers putting on coats and boots. Firemen riding the back steps and running boards were pulling up hip boots and collars. Men standing in the jump seats were putting on gloves and strapping on their Acme filter masks. Everyone was adjusting their helmets and craning their necks to catch a glimpse of that which awaited them.

After our parade had passed East Runyon Street, Engine 17’s 1963 Mack ‘B’ pumper, and 1959 International/Maxim, hose wagon, coming from up on “The Hill,” brought up the rear of the ever-growing parade. As we approached Meeker Avenue, 29 Engine and 10 Truck were just coming into Frelinghuysen. Even though 29 was the second-due engine, and 10 Truck, the first-due truck, we all beat them to the intersection as we were on the road already when the alarm came in. Engine 29’s 1949 Mack ‘L’ pumper, and 10 Truck’s 1953 Pirsch tillered aerial, slowed allowing the parade to pass, and then joined at the end.
After passing Meeker Avenue, we hit the traffic jam. Frelinghuysen Avenue is a six-lane street at that point, and is usually very congested with trucks, cars, buses, etc. doing their every day thing... and today was no different. In addition to a non-stop line of parked vehicles, the entire southbound side was clogged with almost every kind of vehicle you can think of. Most were at a complete standstill, while others were attempting to make U-turns to avoid the traffic nightmare that was about to unfold. We still had a mile to go yet, so the parade moved over to the opposite lanes and continued to the scene against traffic. It was amazing to see the reactions of the oncoming drivers as they saw this army of red and gold-leaf monsters, making this ungodly noise, coming at them head-on! As they veered to the right to allow us passage, the drivers in the stopped vehicles all stuck their fingers in their ears as the blend of screaming sirens and clanging bells, from more than a dozen emergency vehicles, filled the air.

As we approached the scene, huge balls of fire could now be seen rolling up through the thick column of billowing black smoke. A large, one-story brick factory, measuring big-by-bigger, was totally involved in fire from stem-to-stern, and side-to-side, with explosions occurring at irregular intervals.

I don’t remember what they made in that place, but they didn’t make it any more… it was destroyed. The spectacular fire went to three alarms and Newark’s blazebeaters did their usual great job of protecting the exposures, confining the fire to the building of origin. Deck guns, ladderpipes, a snorkel, deluge sets, big hand lines, and reversed helmets, were the order of the day. BIG fire… BIG water!

It was a good job and there was a lotta overhaul. Lottsa dirty faces, snotty noses, and sweat-drenched bodies.  There were even a few cases of “Newark Sunburn” or “Flame Tan,” which was the term used to describe the facial burns firemen sustained due to extreme radiant heat. The hose jockeys were stripping off their Midwestern rubber coats and the truckies were shedding their Globe canvas duck coats. I took off my helmet and canvas coat, rolled down my boots and then someone slowly opened up a booster line on my head. The shock of the cold water made me gasp, but it felt great, and it also helped to soothe the Newark Sunburn. The Bell & Siren Club opened up their canteen and the flow of ice water, iced tea, and cold juice was being dispensed in gallons per minute! But ya know what? All those guys, including me, had lottsa fun. But half the fun was getting there!

That kind of “parade” was not really a normal occurrence. Synchronicity reared its head and we all just happened to be at the right place, at the right time, for it all to happen. It was a fire buff’s dream – a big parade and a big fire! I’m glad I was able to share in it. I thank God for my memories, and for bringing me safely through it all. I also thank all the members of the Newark Fire Department for allowing me the privilege of being a part of their world back then.

Change is inevitable, but once it comes, things are never, ever the same…
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This report and its content is copyright of Newark Fire History © Newark Fire History 2010. All rights reserved.
Any redistribution or reproduction of part or all of the contents in any form is prohibited other than the following:

( You may print or download to a local hard disk extracts for your personal and non-commercial use only

( You may copy the content to individual third parties for their personal use, but only if you acknowledge
      the report as the source of the material

You may not, except with the author’s express written permission, distribute or commercially exploit the content. Nor may you transmit it or store it in any website or other form of electronic retrieval system.

