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Interview with Walter Martinek by Margaret Dildilian

pk

Q:

December 8, 2004

Today is December the 8th, 2004. Thisisan interview with Walter Martinek of Flower
Hill Hose Company in Port Washington. My name is Margaret Dildilian, and the
interview istaking place at 50 Crescent Road in Port Washington. How do you

pronounce your full name?

Walter Martinek: Walter Martinek.

WM:

WM:

WM:

Do you happen to have a nickname in the Fire Department?

No, | don't.

Which company are you a member of ?

Flower Hill Hose Company.

And why did you join Flower Hill?

A friend--couple of friends of mine were joining, and at the time it seemed like a good

idea, and also my uncle Walter Symanski was a member, and when | mentioned it to him,

he was thrilled. And he's the one who got me into the Company. He's the one who got

all the papers, and he was willing to be the sponsor to get mein.
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Walter Martinek

WM:

WM:

WM:

Y our uncle on your father's or mother's side?

My mother's side.

Wheat is your family background?

My mother's sideis Polish--all Polish. And my grandfather and grandmother from my
mother's side came from Poland on the ships coming over. And my father--1 don't know

the full extent of his background, but it's all Czechoslovakian.

How instrumental was your uncle. What did he say to you to make you want to join the

Fire Department?

WEell, he didn't want me--not that he didn't want meto. He didn't come to me at first, but
when | told him--1 used to work for him when | was ateenager. He had an auto repair
shop in Port Washington--Walter's Auto Service. And | started working for him after
school when | wasin junior high school. And then afew of my friends were going to
join. Their fathers and relatives were members of the Fire Department, so we got
together and said, "Yeah, let'sjoin" type of things. Y ou know, what guys do when they
get inagroup. And then, so we decided on Flower Hill Hose Company. And | said,

"Oh, that's great," because | worked right up the street. | worked at Mike's, it was an
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Walter Martinek 3

WM:

WM:

WM:

Esso station up at the end of the block at the firehouse. And | happened to know alot of
the guysin the firehouse, because they came for gas a the time to fill up the fire trucks.
S0, it developed that way. Then | went to my uncle, and he goes, "Oh, I'll get you in.
There's no problem. | didn't know you were interested,” you know. And then it just,
from then, it just was no problem. Y ou just signed up, you get all your paperwork
together, and get your sponsors. Y ou had to have four sponsorsto get in. And, after that,

that was it.

How old were you at the time?

Eighteen.

And what year wasit?

| got in the company in 1968--December 1968. It takes--it takes like three months from

when you start your paperwork till you get in--actually get in, voted into the company. |

got in in December '68.

And how long have you been a member?

Thirty--1 believeit's thirty-six years.
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Walter Martinek 4

Q:

WM:

WM:

WM:

WM:

And you were born and raised here in Port Washington?

In Port Washington, yes.

Can you remember what your childhood was like back then in Port, before we go into

your Fire Department experiences?

Okay. Wéll, inthe beginning, actually | didn't live here all my life. | moved away when

| was about four. | came back when | wasin--when | was like twelve. So therewas a

few years| wasn't here. But from then on, | lived in my--the same house my grandfather

built, with the family. | lived with my mother.

The ones from Czechoslovakia?

From Poland.

Oh, Poland.

And lived on Avenue B in Port Washington. And most of the people that lived up there

had all Polish descent. And we belonged to the Polish club in the local area, so | was

very fortunate to have alot of friends and people and neighbors that they knew me better

than | knew them--the old people--because they knew that | was Ann's son and daughter--
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Walter Martinek

WM:

WM:

WM:

| had atwin sister. | have atwin sister. So, then, so we were the twins. "They're the

twins," you know.

What was your mother's maiden name?

Ann Symanski.

Were most of the people--the firefightersin the Flower Hill Hose Company--of Polish

descent?

It sort of--it sort of leaned over that way. But it was not a hundred percent. | wouldn't
say it was fifty percent. But there was a good portion of Polish people in the Flower Hill
Hose Company. It seemed to work that way. Because, when you joined the fire
company in those days, you either had afamily or you were friends, or you knew
somebody, and so it was the same circle al thetime. Y ou know, same circle of people.
And if you didn't know anybody, back in the old days, you didn't get in the fire company.

Y ou had to know somebody.

And how were your--how was your initial initiation into the fire company in those days?

When you first got elected to the company, it was--you kind of just were quiet and you

sat back and listened, because the rest of the--the next year or so was all training and you
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Walter Martinek 6

WM:

WM:

had to really get to know who was in charge, who knew what to do, who don't listen to,
and who to listen to. Y ou know, it was a--it was a big group of people, and everybody

was pretty friendly.

Who was your mentor? Who did you look to for advice? Who did you learn the most

from?

WEll, | was lucky to be living across the street from an officer of the company at the
time--Fred Smith who moved away to Florida; heretired. And he--since he was being
my neighbor, he really helped me out with alot of--lot of things, you know. "Do this,"
"Don't do that," "Don't worry about this,” type of stuff. And so, | sort of clung onto him a

little bit, and that made it alot easier.

When you were first in the fire company, did you ride on the back of those fire trucksin

those days?

Yes. When | first got in, that's the only type of fire trucks we had. We had--you had to
ride--the crew of the fire truck, you had adriver, an officer in aseat. And then most of
the fire trucks had steps on the back, and one stood on the back, or on the top of the truck
in the hose bed. There were afew trucks where you could stand on the side of the truck,
which was--wasn't very--it was quite dangerous around the turns, because you had no

protection from all the--if it was atight turn, the telephone poles and trees.
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Walter Martinek 7

Q: Were there any accidents?

WM: Therewere accidents. | really don't recall. | remember hearing, you know, so-and-so
had an accident years ago, and there was a bad accident here. | really don't recall at the

timethat | wasin of any really bad accidents, anybody getting hurt on afire truck.

Q: Now, when you were on the back of that fire truck, how did you feel? What wasit like

inside of you?

WM: Probably thefirst few times, it was very exciting, very scary. And then, after afew
times, it got very--it was more like second nature, because everybody helped each other.
Y ou'd be--you jumped on the back of the truck if you--you'd be getting dressed on the
back of the truck, as the truck was going down the road. People would be holding onto
your arm. While you were pulling your right-hand boot up, people would be holding
your left side. And, you know, everybody helps each other. One guy would get dressed
first, and then everybody'd hold the other guy and let him get dressed. So it was ared
brotherhood, and everybody helped each other. It'slike no matter who you are--you
didn't even have to know each other's name. Because you didn't know everybody's name,
especially when you first got in. It was just a--it just happened, and then you learned
really quick that these guys are here to, you know, to help you out, and let's get together

and put the fire out.
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WM:

WM:

WM:

When that fire horn went off and you'd hear it ...

Right.

... what went through your mind. | mean, what were your initial ...

WEéll, | don't recall it exactly, because it was so long ago. But | remember in the
beginning it was "l have to get to the firehouse." Because things have changed since
then, asfar as response to the fire company calls. Back then, we--it was all alarms. The
only way you got called was if you heard the alarms go off--the sirens and the air horns.
You had radios. They gave us certain big--these big Plectron radios that would give you
information. But they were very big, and they were at home. If you were out
somewhere, you had to hear the horns to respond to afire call. Nowadays, everything is-
-everybody has a personal pager. Y ou have apersonal Plectron that goes on your hip.
You can listento all thefire cals. It tellsyou where the fireis, what kind of fireit is, and

actually what firehouse to respond to.

What was your initial training like back in '68, when you--did you go to Bethpage to ...

WEéll, it was alot different than it isnow. I'minvolved with training now, and |

remember, back then, it was you joined and it wasn't long before you were riding on the
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Walter Martinek

WM:

back of thefiretruck. Training has evolved to be a very serious operation right now.

Y ou have OSHA laws, State laws, need to know more about fire situations, and
education. Just everybody needs to have a better ook out--outlook on fires. Because--
and that's what happened. It evolved over the years since I've beenin. In the beginning,
the training was mostly in-house. We'd go out to Bethpage--the Fire Training Academy
out there. And it was basic, and | remember not knowing alot of stuff. The new
members that get in nowadays in 2004, they get--start to get trained right away, and they
go out to different classes right way. Forty hour classes--essentials, primaries--and then
it'sacomplete training program all the time. Where back in the old days, it was more
just alittle bit here, alittle bit there, and you learned from the old members. The old
members would teach you alot, which they still do. But there'salot of technical stuff

that is done at the Academy.

How did you gain your knowledge from your elders? When did you talk to each other?

What did they tell you?

Well, the big night in the firehouse for training was Thursday nights, our work night.
Everybody gets together; we clean the fire trucks, we wash them. Just being around the
equipment all the time, checking it, is an education, because you learn what the
equipment is. You learn the name, you know whereit ison the truck. So that'sabig, big
thing right there. At afire scene, knowing where if somebody asks for a certain tool and-

-you have to know whereitis. You can't say, "l don't know" (laughs). So you learn, just
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Walter Martinek 10
from experience. It's an on-the-job training, and it's an ongoing thing all the time you're

in the fire company.

Q: Do you value the book learning less maybe than the knowledge that you learned from

your elders?

WM: | would say the actual physical on-the-job training and the elders telling you what to do

and what not to do was the basics of my good training.

Q: Do you feel that's missing in the younger generation?

WM: No, not at all. Although we have a smaller amount of members now than we used to

years ago. Members that are there are always there for the younger members, to teach

them. It's an ongoing thing.

Q: Can you tell me how you rose from the ranks to Engineer and then Lieutenant, and then

Captain? What were your ...

WM: Okay, | was...

Q: Any outstanding experiences?
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Walter Martinek 11

WM:

WM:

WM:

| was aregular fireman for along time. | didn't have--I didn't go into being an officer of
the company. | didn't have alot of time to put in, because it does take extratime when
you become an officer. So it wasn't--1 can hardly remember the year, but it would have
had to be when | was in, maybe, oh, twenty years, that | started to decide to get into the

officer--work for the company as an officer and be more of a member that way than ...

What made you decide to go into that?

WEéll, unfortunately, there was a death--a fireman's death--in the fire company, in the Fire
Department--Bobby Dayton. Hedied in afire, and | was very active at thetime asa
fireman. But | remember Bobby was--he was an officer, and he was always striving for
better things, and helping the company out and helping the members and always being
there. And bigontraining. And hedied in afire, and then it kind of seemed, after that--
not right away; it was after that--my company was--well, they needed some people to
help. So, | wasn't officer material at first. | took some schools, and | decided then that |

was going to maybe help fulfill Bobby's, you know, style.

What do you mean you weren't officer material ?

| wasn't thriving--1 wasn't looking to be an officer at thetime. | wasjust afireman who

knows how to go to acall and just do as| wastold, you know. Thingslikethat. It'sjust,

when you're an officer ...
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Walter Martinek 12

Q: But that was because you preferred being a firefighter to being an officer?

WM: 1 just didn't make thetime. To be an officer of the company--any officer--it takes time.
Y ou have to want to do it. Y ou have to be able to spend time up there, more time than a
regular member, in the back room. Y ou're doing alot of things all thetime. Stop by the
firehouse every day, see what's going on. Then yo get--the Captain tells you to do stuff--

pick up trucks, drop off equipment. It'sjust an ongoing thing.

Q: So, when you first became a Captain in 1996, what was it like compared to your previous

experiences?

WM: Well, before you become Captain, you have to remember, you're an officer, you're a
Lieutenant--First Lieutenant, Second Lieutenant for four years. And before that, you're
an Engineer. You'rein whatever engineer spot you're in for a couple of years probably.
So, you're already grooming, you're grooming yourself up. Once you make the Captain's
spot, it's sort of like areal proud feeling. And especially you get the backing of the
members, because it's a--it's a funny thing. When you have a good Captain in the
company--all Captains are good; they're al--but when he leaves, he gets out, he's--he
rolls out and a new one rolls in, and the members are glad to see a new Captain, but they
don't want the old Captain to go. But the old Captain doesn't go anywhere. He becomes

an ex-Captain, which has a very high status in the Fire Department.
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WM:

WM:

WM:

And what do they do as ex-Captains?

WEéll, they basically fall back as regular firemen again, but at any given time, they can
take over as an officer of the company in the absence of other officers. So they're
always--you know, you go to afire call and there's no Lieutenants, and the Captain's
away on vacation, an ex-Captain can take over and run the company's operation at the

fire scene.

So, who was the previous Captain before you became Captain?

Previous Captain was Andy Bellini. Andy Bellini was Captain before me.

And did you learn anything from him, or ...

Y eah, you know, you sort of look at--as an officer, you sort of sit--1 did anyway--I sat
back alot and listened and learned from actions and words from the higher officers, as|
went up. | would see--and | would look to see how the company would react and other
members, to certain situations, and who kind of did it the right way, who got it bad,
marking on what they did. And I'd say, "Hmmm," and I'd look around. And then you
talk to ex-Captains and you ask them certain questions. Sometimes, there's big, big--

might be a problem in the fire company or fire and a decision hasto be made. Doesn't
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Walter Martinek 14

WM:

have to be on the spot, so what you do, as | learned, you'd take your time, you ask other
people. You ask people alittle older than you, especially the older firemen, older
members. They know alot. You learn alot from older people. And you'd ask them.
You'd ask ex-Captains that have been in there before and now they're sort of like going
back--you try to ask them, and they'd give advice. You takeit. You take all the advice,
and then you make your decision. The Captain's decision is his decision, and that's it.

So, that's the way you learn from their experience.

What kind of decisions do you make as a Captain? It's basically what you do on thefire

scene.

WEéll, a Captain isin charge of the firehouse, at al times. He'sin charge of al the
apparatus, what happensto it, when it gets repaired when it breaks down. Other officers-
-other members, if they have a problem--if they're late, if they're not making their points,
they're not fulfilling their obligations, the Captain has to look upon that stuff. Now, the
fire scene's awhole different--a whole different thing. The Captainislike a--likea
genera inthe Army. He hasto give al the ordersto the first company. He also hasto
take orders from the top general, which isthe Chief. Then you have other companies that
have other Captains, and you have to, you know, organize all this together at one time at
afire scene, and with your regular communication and what you know, you do the job

that you're trained to do.
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Q:

WM:

WM:

WM:

Were there any problems for you, going in as an older Captain, with the younger

generation?

No. Actually, we used to--we look back--1've talked to afew people over the years, and |
think they were happy to--at the time, especially when | got in, they were happy to have a
mature, older Captain that was--1 felt that | was outgoing and | was--I knew all the
members, and they al liked me, so | was able to moveright in, and it worked out very

well. Infact, it worked out so well that | was Captain twice.

Tell me about that. How did that happen?

| was Captain the first time; that was two years. And, well, actually at the time, too, our
firehouse was being renovated. So we didn't have a firehouse when | was Captain the
first time. We had four fire trucks and all of our equipment, but we had to move. We
moved--we separated our whole company--all the equipment--between the other

firehouses in town, and we would work out of their firehouses for two years.

What was that like?

WEéll, as Captain, it was kind of hard alittle--well, it wasn't what | was looking forward

to, because you want your own firehouse. But just as| got out, we actually moved in the

firehouse, so | had afew months that | had my own office. And then, Glen Pedersen who
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WM:

was the First Lieutenant after | got out after two years, he became Captain, and he--and
he was Captain for two years, and | was just an ex-Captain. Which isokay. That'sthe
way it works; it worksthat way. The new--two new Lieutenants coming up--Tommy
Cycan and Matt Schiller--were kind of young and new at the job, moving up from the
engineer'sspot. They didn't have alot of experience for the fire grounds. So they came
to me, and they--when it was time for the new Captain to be el ected--a few months
ahead, before that--and they--because | was still very active and very friendly with
everybody--they asked meif | would maybe consider running for Captain for ayear and
just to fill the spot to let them have some more time as alower officer's spot. So, | said,
I'll look intoit. And thefirst thing | didis| went home and asked my wife. And then she
said, "If that's what you want to do, fine." She knows how much time it takes at night--
not being home three times a week, sometimes at night--meetings and fire. Besidesthe
fires, just the meetings and meetings. Then, | asked my kids, and they were thrilled,
because they loved being the Captain's kids, because they sort of get--they have that

upper edge on anybody else, you know.

How many children do you have?

| have two.

Arethey boys?
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WM:

WM:

WM:

WM:

Actudly, | have three. | have an older daughter, Maggie. | ... [hope she never] ... listens

tothis. Maggie, shesmarried. She has--1 have two grandchildren with her. And | have

two younger kids. Natalieis eight, and Gregory isten. And they're firehouse kids. Even

Maggie was. They know the firehouse; they know everybody; they know everything.

They learned ...

So did you take them out ...

All thetime, to fires.

And on thefire truck?

WEll, for rides once in awhile when it's appropriate, you know, things like that. Not on

fires. On firecals, you don't bring the children. But, | used to go to the firehouse on a

Sunday afternoon for afew hours and hang out. That's where we had the big hall and the

big TV and pool tables and things to do like that. We had fun.

So your wife said it was all right to go back into it?

My wife said it was al right for the second time, yeah.

Going back, when you were young, did your uncle take you on the fire truck?
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WM:

WM:

WM:

WM:

When | was very little? No. No, | didn't--1 wasn't involved with my uncle like that way.

Did anyone ever take you, as ayoung child, out firefighting?

No. Actualy, | was--1 didn't really get that close to the Fire Department then, when | was

young.

But you knew while you were in high school that you wanted to be a firefighter?

Y eah, towards the end of high school, yes, | did, because my friends were talking about
it, and one of my friends fathers was a member, so it was always in the back of my head.

It was just--and then it was one of those, "Okay, I'm going to do it."

What was the hardest thing for you when you were arookie, training? What was the

hardest part of that, when you were young?

Probably the hardest part was, it was more--it wasn't a hard thing in the fire company. It
was just more personal. | worked alot. | worked at night after school. | worked
Saturdays and | worked Sundays at a gas station. So, the Fire Department has alot of--
lot of thingsto do. They have aracing team, which you need Saturdays off, and stuff like

that.
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WM:

WM:

WM:

So what did your mother and father think about all that?

My mother thought it was great. She--it was some place for me to go and be, you know,
with other people and an organized operation, which the Fire Department really is. It's

very organized.

What is the hardest part, or what was the hardest part for you being Captain versus being

arookie, now being a Captain. What was the hardest part for you?

The hardest part being a Captain. It was probably making sure you keep the respect of all

the members. And it wasn't--I don't want to say it was hard, but it was something that |

always made sure | did. | always respected--1 respected everybody else first, and then

that's why | wanted respect back.

Was that some of the lessons you learned from the older ...

Oh, definitely. You know, bits and pieces here and there. What you learned from the

elder members. What you learned from your mom and dad. It all comes out when you're

in charge of something.

And in the Fire Department, how do you show respect to your fellow members? What
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WM:

WM:

constitutes that?

Okay. You respect all members at different situations. Y ou know, first of al, | learned
not to yell at anybody. Talk things out. Give everybody a chance equally, whether it's
driving the fire truck, doing something special around the firehouse that is prestigious
instead of cleaning the floor. Y ou know, spread it out. Talk to people. Let everything
out in the open. One of the biggest things | learned, and we push it al the time--and |
learned this along time ago--was--and we always say it; | think it'sin any paramilitary
operation--is you don't--you don't yell or, you don't tell somebody that they did
something wrong in front of their peers. Y ou bring them to the side, bring them to
another room. Especially you're not going to have an officer, you don't tell them that
they did something wrong. Y ou bring in the room away from everything, and you talk to

them. Then you tell them, "Y ou did something wrong."

What do you enjoy most about being afirefighter?

Most? | don't know. There's not too much--there's not one most thing | enjoy the most.
It's a combination of everything. | like to see the little kids, when you--1 go to schools all
the time, and little kids are very--"Oh, you're afireman?' They, you know, my kids are
very proud of me, and that'd probably be the biggest thing, that my kids are proud. And
their friends. You know, | bring their friends to the firehouse oncein awhile. They

think it's the greatest thing in the world. And there's too many things to--for that list.
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WM:

WM:

Why I'm so proud to be afireman.

And what do you enjoy the least about being afireman? Isthere anything?

Enjoy the least? Well, thejob itself, it changes. You've got fires. Y ou have clean-up.

Y ou have--I guess, if somebody gets hurt. A fireman gets hurt, a fireman gets sick, the
person in afire--the personal property gets damaged and you see people crying. You
know, their house is--they're going to lose everything in their house. It's--alittle bit of all

that sad stuff is all mixed up, you know.

Was there a particular skill that you had as afirefighter when you were arookie that did

you--did they learn--like, did you have one skill that was your main skill?

WEéll, | was kind of young. Eighteen iskind of young to have askill. | wasin the
automotive field at that time, which | still am. | was--1 worked on ... [cars & the] ... gas
station, and | knew--you know, | was going to school for that. So, afew times, | was
asked to check this, check that, on some of the fire trucks, and it still stuck with me. As|
go on now, to people I'm the mechanic. So if something'swrong, | can look at it first
before the truck hasto be sent out for repairs. So, yeah, | guess I'm kind of looked into as

to mechanic and repairs.

Now, can you remember any outstanding fires that you were at during your years?
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WM:

WM:

Y eah, well, the first one | went to, first fire, first--1 won't say first actual fire, but it was a
firein ahouse. Because we had alot of fire calls where there's just this, you know, not a

fire, just an alarm, or afalse alarm.

Was this when you were a rookie?

When | was arookie. It waswithin the first two weeks. And it was--I remember it was
in the middle of the night, and it was very cold. And it was around midnight. And the
radio went off in my--1 had aradio in the house, and it came over as a house fire on
Washington Place. It'sasmall--well, | didn't even know where it was. | had a hard time
finding it. Of course, by thetime | got up and got dressed, | wasn't very speedy at the
time. | waskind of like, "What do | do now?" type of attitude. And | drove up to the
firehouse, and | found myself going in a--1 didn't' have any insurance at atime. When
you first get in, you can't drive the fire truck until you have insurance. So, | had to hop a
ridein my car up to the fire scene. And | remember standing there, and it was cold. |
couldn't do anything, so | ended up just staying on the side of the truck with one of the
other members, pumping the truck and just watching. And it was like, "Oh, my God. |
can't believe al this action that's going on here." When you stand back and watch, it's
like firemen going in, firemen going--the water's shooting out of the windows, and smoke
pouring out the back window, and it looked like it was never going to end. And then, all

of asudden, it just sort of like everything quieted down and the fire was out. And that
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WM:

WM:

WM:

was--my first call was how | remember that very vividly.

How did you feel about all that?

| felt--well, I couldn't do anything, and | felt kind of helpless, because | didn't even know

how to do anything. Y ou know you're new; you don't know. These guysgoingina

house with the hoses and it looks like they're working as a team, and everybody knows

what they're doing. And that'swhat it was. And, from then on, that's when you start

learning that it's all team work. Y our brother firemen are always hel ping each other.

Did you wonder if you were getting into something maybe rather dangerous?

Y eah, that it seemed to be very exciting and like, "I can do that! | can do that.”

Did fear ever play into your decision at all?

Not right away. In the beginning, you really don't get into major interior firefighting.

Y ou sort of like, when you're arookie, you have to stay outside and wait to be called

upon, and you're not--you're not ready yet, and they know you're not. It takesawhileto

get--before you're an interior firefighter.

Now, you said something about you had to have insurance before they'd let you on.
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What did you mean by that?

Every member isinsured through the town of North Hempstead for Compensation
insurance. It's Workers Compensation. When you're at--when you go to afire call,
you'reaworker. And if, God forbid, you get hurt or anything happened, you can collect--
it's compensation; it'sinsurance. If you don't have that insurance, if you're not enrolled in
it and you get hurt, then you can--you know, it's like alaw suit type of thing. You're not

supposed to do it, till you get the insurance. That'sthe way it is.

Well, when do they put you on thoserolls? Isthereaset ...

Oh, it takes--when you first get in, when you first get elected to your company, at that
time, maybe even now, it probably took anywhere between three to four weeks. Y ou had
to wait for the Village or the Town of North Hempstead to have their meeting, and your
name had to come up on the rolls, and then it was okayed and then you had your

insurance. So, it just was whenever the village--the town meeting was. Y ou had to wait.

Were there any other firesin your later years that you were--can remember, that were

memorable for you in any way?

There was a pretty heavy fire going up at the Bullitt's Restaurant on Port Washington

Boulevard. And we were first--we were at the firehouse at that time. | think it was a
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Thursday night. And we were first due engine. First due means the first apparatus that's
going to be there. And we pulled up, and | remember heavy--very heave black smoke
pouring out of the windows of the place. And our engine, we hit the fire hydrant, and |
remember helping to take charge of dropping, bringing some lines to the front door. And
we had to--we crawled into it, down the hallway, down to the bar, through the barroom
areaand all the tables and chairs, and | remember you couldn't see athing, but it was very
hot. And they said the fire wasin the back kitchen. And | kind of knew the place, from
being in there, so | knew where we had to go kind of. But with all the tables and chairs
and people, you know, the firemen in the pitch black, knocking them over. And you get--
everybody gets disoriented. Well, anyway, we couldn't make it--we couldn't make it to
the kitchen, because of the--it was so hot. So we had to back out, because of the high
intensity. We were afraid the fire was going to come rolling over our heads. And so we
backed out, and at that time, an engine crew from the back went in the back door and was
able to make the kitchen. But | remember that, for like what felt like an hour--it was only
afew minutes that we were in there--but we were kind of helpless, not being able to see.
Heavy black smoke with alot of heat. And all you could hear was crackling and feel the

heat on your gear coming through--through the gloves.

So how do you deal with the fear at that time?

It'svery scary. How do you deal with it? Just you take your senses--senses that are

coming in. You have the heat that you hear and feel. Y ou know the guysthat are in front
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of you, the guys who are behind you on theline. Y ou have water. It'samost like you
want to say, "l want to get out of here. Let'sgo guys. Let'sdo something. Either move
in, or let'smove out." And that's why we ended up backing out. And that was the
officers--the Captain on the line--that was his choice at the time, and it turned out to be a
wise one. Because no way would we have been able to make the back of the restaurant

through the way we went in.

Now, you've assisted battling Suffolk County wildfires, | believe.

Uh huh.

What were those experiences like? What happened at those?

That was completely--really a completely new experience doing the wildfires. We have
small brush firesin town up in the Sands Point area, but it's usualy very small, centrally
located in areas. The wildfires were actually ... [more on firethen] ... They werereally
raging, moving very fast. And to see the operations out there, we had so many fire trucks
and so many members from all over Nassau and Suffolk County. Even New Y ork City

brought fire trucks out there.

Whereisthis precisely?
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The main body of fire was--that we were, was on Sunrise Highway out by the Hamptons.
And there was fires--fires on both sides of Sunrise Highway on the north and the south.
Our main job was to protect the houses and the businesses in the town, and areas, because
the fire--some of the houses were very close to the woods. So, we ended up--what
happened is they ran up--all the fire hydrants were being used up. There was no water
pressure, so we couldn't use the fire hydrants to put any firesout. So we--we have a
portable pump on our truck. So we ended up siphoning water, pumping water out of
people's swimming pools and running lines and putting fires out. And we weren't really
putting fires out as much as we were holding back. We were keeping--protecting
people's houses and businesses. So, we were one of the very few engines that had
portable pumps on our trucks out there. So it was kind of unique being, in Port
Washington we had boatyards and docks and stuff, so we used portable pumps, and we
have the water to pump water out of the bay, whereas departments that are in the middle
of Long Island don't have portable pumps. They don't need them. There's no place for

them to get water from. So it was pretty cool.

How did these wildfires start?

Exactly, | don't know. | heard it was somebody started them--arson. It could have been

an electrical storm--lightning. It was very dry that year. It wasvery, very dry. Because

it never rained al summer long. So it didn't take much to start a brush fire out there. The

area, the pine barrens are very big, and if everything gets dry, fire really rages through
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the woods.

Now, in 1968, were you part of the Viet Nam--were you in the ... [forefront of that] ...?

| wasin--I wasin the Air National Guard. And, of course, we served.

When did you join the Air Force?

| got in the Air Force back in 1969. | was nineteen yearsold. | had just gotten in the
firehouse. | think | wasin there about ayear, and | got my draft notice to go in the Army,
to go for my physical. And afew months before that, | had taken--gone up to the
National Guard office and taken Air Force tests and didn't think | was going to be called
infor the Reserves at all. So | got my draft notice. A week after | got my draft notice, |
got aletter from the National Guard saying that | was accepted. So | had to make a
decision whether | was going to go in the National Guard, the Air Force Reserves for six
years, or go in the Army for two yearsin the draft. So, | went over to the National

Guard, and he kind of talked me into going over there. Then, they sent me to repair and
heavy truck school, and then | was going to be stationed in Chanute Air Force Base in
[llinoisfor six months for training. And it seemed like a pretty good idea at the time
instead of going into some type of acombat outfit. Maybe learn something about what |
was doing anyway. So that's how it worked out, and that'swhat | did. And | happened to

be stationed right over in Roslyn. They had an Air National Guard station over there.
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So, when | got home, after being away for like nine months, | had to go to the National
Guard base on a monthly basis--one weekend a month and two weeks every summer for
six years. And therel did all auto and heavy truck equipment repairs. And | went
through that, and | actually got out ayear earlier than my enlistment, because | was
nationalized by President Nixon for the mail strike. | forget the year it was. It had to be

around 1970-something--early '70s, | believe the mail strike was.

So you were a mailman?

No, no. We helped--the mailmen were on strike, so we had to help deliver the mail. We

didn't deliver--actually deliver mail. We were atruck outfit, so we used the trucks to

carry personnel to the main mailing--central mailing district house over in Hicksville.

And we stayed there for afew days. Every day we would go there, and al | did was just

stay by my truck. | didn't have to do anything but just stay by the truck and make sure

that--because there were strikers and people were like yelling at us and things like that

(laughs).

So were you consider scabs?

Y eah, we were scabs.

And what happened?
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Nothing. It took aweek. It was aweek that went by, and the postmen settled their strike

and we went back to our everyday life.

So you used the Air Force trucks then to carry the mail.

Right. No, carry the men.

Oh, carry the men.

We--they--1 don't know who carried the mail. | don't know if it was--they use, oh private

companies or something possibly. | don't know.

So, you then used the training you received to go into your own business.

WEéll, it certainly helped. It wasarepair business. Yes, it was training, it was schooling

for ...

Isthat how you decided to go into that?

| was--no, | was already inthat ...
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Oh, you were before you went in the ...

| wasinthat field. So it just helped out even more.

So the lessons you learned helped.

Oh, sure.

Helped in your career, aswell.

Uh huh.

And what is the name of your auto service?

It's Walter's Auto Service, and everybody says, "How'd you get that name?"

How did you?

Weéll, it'sme. My name's Walter, obviously. And my uncle Walter Symanski, the one

who helped me in the firehouse, was my uncle, and he was in the auto repair business,

had his own business. So hetook mein as apartner. And we picked the name as Walter

and Walter's Auto Service.
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And whereis that |ocated?

It was located at 320 Main Street, Port Washington. And | was there for twenty-five

years. After awhile, my uncle got out of the business. | bought him out. But | kept the

name the same. At thetime, it was easier to keep the name, and it was--everybody knew

the name, so that's the way it still stands. And now I've moved my shop to 103 Harbor

Road in Port Washington to a bigger building. But I'm still working (laughs).

Still enjoying your work?

Still enjoying my work, yes.

Do you have alot of the firemen come to you?

| have alot of the firemen. | have--1 do alot of work on the fire apparatus--not the big

fire trucks, but the smaller units. The Chiefs cars and some Suburban pick-up trucks and

things like that. | do alot of work on those trucks--maintenance.

Do your children help in your auto repair shop?

Not very much. They're still kind of young. Gregory comes up to the shop and ...
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How old is he?

Natalie's eight and Gregory'sten. Gregory gets into working alittle bit on some projects
he has to do--Boy Scout projects. And he does--he has atractor. | have agasoline
powered tractor that we cleaned up and | got it from a brother-in-law of mine. And we
got it running. | put him abattery in for him, and he drive it around the shop and around
the local front of the parking lot. So he getsto work oniit al thetime. It'skind of like

working.

Do you think he'sinterested in becoming a firefighter?

WEéll, it's--I don't want to push himinto it. Helovesto go to the firehouse. He could just

hang out there all day long. But when | ask him, or some of the other members say, "Oh,

you're going to be amember soon,” and helll say, "No, not me,” you know.

Why do you think he says that?

Because he's alittle bit shy, and | guessit's still his answer at the time, you know. But he

knows a lot about the fire apparatus, the fire trucks. He knows all the numbers. He

knows, you know, the truck, how they're built. Because | mean, he asks me all the

guestions about how they work, pumping the truck ... [how the ? designed] ... He knows
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all the gear. He knows more of the gear than some of our younger members do when

they first get in. Because he'sthere. He spendstime.

How does your wife cope with your being away when you were a Captain?

Okay. Wéll, she does--most of the time, there's no problem. She understands, and she
knows, and she backs me up a hundred percent. Sometimes ... [END OF SIDE A;

BEGIN SIDEB] ...

...on Side B. Asyou were saying about your wife, sometimes...

WEéll, it's overwhelming sometimes for both of us. But she stands by everything that we
need to do. It gets alittle tough when you have a meeting on a Monday night, fire school
in Tuesday night at Bethpage, then a special board meeting on Wednesday. Then you
have work night on Thursday. And you just hope there's not afire call on Friday
(laughs). 1t can be a very busy week sometimes. And then other times go by, aweek
will go by, and there's nothing. So it works both ways. We try to work it out, and so you
have a calendar, you know. Y ou look forward to the calendar, you know, who's doing

what next week and the week after--special meetings. Because she needs to get out, too.

And how do the children feel about maybe not seeing their dad so often?
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eight o'clock. Soit'snot like I'm not home. So, | do get home, then | have to hurry up,

get ready, cleaned up, boom, and out the door.

Q: How many hours do you put in for your auto repair shop?

WM: Wiéll, I'm there seven, seven-thirty in the morning. | usually work till five or six o'clock

every night five daysaweek. And | work at least half aday on Saturday, if not all day.

Q: So, if there'safire call during the day, do you leave your auto repair place?

WM: | really can't too much. | can't leave it for any extended amount of time, but | will leave

if there'samajor fire. 1 will doit. I'll just close my doors and do what | have to do, then

come back. That's what you do.

Q: Has you wife ever been part of the Women's Auxiliary?

WM: Yes, sheis. She'samember since we got married.

Q: When was that?

WM: Oh, boy, how you're asking me a question.
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Sorry.

April 12th, twenty years ago. It was awhile ago, but anyway. So, she's a good member.

She does--she's very active in Women's Auxiliary. She helps run and she organizes the

kids' Christmas party every year, which isavery big event. We just had that now

actually.

What happens at the Christmas party?

We have a--she started it years ago. She has Christmas breakfast with Santa Claus. So,

all the firemen get together, we get a crew, and we make breakfast. And about ten

o'clock, everybody shows up for breakfast. And ...

At Flower Hill?

At Flower Hill. But the other companies have something similar, but, you know, we're

the only ones that have abreakfast. They have like just alunch type of thing. We have

breakfast with Santa.

And whenisthisusually?
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Thisis acouple of weeks before Christmas, some time in December. And we have one
of the firemen always--we have a Santa uniform. He gets dressed up, and he comes--and

we bring him in afire truck, and he pulls up in front of the firehouse and he comes up.

And any members kids or grandparents--or grandchildren of members are allowed to
come, and they get presents by Santa Claus. He reads them a book--"The Night Before
Christmas" book. And then he hands out presents, and then he talks to them allittle bit,
take their pictures, and we usually have some type of entertainment for the kids--a clown,
or some type of children's entertainment for an hour. And everybody has a good time.

Y ou know, everybody helps, and it'salot of work, and it's all done; the kids have a good

time.

Have the Women's Auxiliary or isit as active asit was at one point?

The--not as active as it was as that | remember years ago where the women were needed
and expected to come out where the major fires were, to help make coffee, bring them
sandwiches. The Fire Department has changed a lot over the years, and we have regular
members that do that operation, from refreshments, food. If there's--if werein an
extensive, long-time fire. Not that we don't take the Women's Auxiliary's help, but it's
gotten away from that, | think, mainly because most of the women can't get out. They
have kids at home. They really--not too many of them came anyway. But the women
back us up, and the Women's Auxiliary backs us up, and we're able to do alot of charity

things with the use of the firehouses, the housing itself, and do charity work and collect
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money and do their thing. It helps the community.

Have you been involved in any major programs with the Fire Department you can recall,

where they were building a new building, it's your firehouse. Were you involved?

WEéll, | was involved with, as an officer. | was on the Board of Directors, so | was on
part of the planning and the overall overseeing of the operation. | was abig part of that.
| knew what was being done and how, when, and how much it cost. And, yeah, | wasa

big part of that.

How much more extratime did that ...

More meetings. More weekly meetings?

What goes on in these meetings? Arethey amicable, or are they stressful?

Most of the meetings are, depending on what they're for, have to be done. And usually a

meeting is done by, if you're on a specia committee and the committee has ajob to fulfill

for the company. A committee might be formed for to buy a new fire truck. And, just for

instance, atruck committee, it might take a year to two years to finish its job and then

you buy the fire truck. Just the planning, the devel opment, the engineering and design of

the fire truck takes along time. Each fire truck is made special, different, custom made.
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And you have an input on that.

| have input on that, yes.

Basically because of your mechanical background?

My mechanical background, plus I've been around along time. And I've beenon a

couple of the truck committees. So, you know what to do. Experienceis very important

in the fire service.

So you're able to save the company alot of money that way.

| would say most of the things done by the fire companies are done by--are all internal.

It's not--they don't go out and, not except for legal type things, to get lawyers.

Y ou don't have in-house lawyers?

Even if wedid, it probably wouldn't be in the best interest to use an in-house lawyer, you

know, just for--just sometimes could be--you know, he might not want to get into that

legal stuff between members and stuff likethat. But ...
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So where do you go for your legal help?

We have alawyer that we have for the company, and we pay afee for any type of

services.

What do those fees run these days?

| don't know. It depends. It's not really something we--we don't use them too often. But

there's always some type of--you know, if there's any type of legal thing, or achangein

our bylaws for the fire company--what we can or we can't do as far as membership--you

might need some more legal advice. And usually we have alawyer that we have that we

pay on an annual basis, a blanket-type payment.

When you became a member of the Flower Hill Hose Company, was the blackball

system in use then?

No. Blackball system was not in use. | believe that went out some timein the late '50s, |

believe. We alwaystalk about it.

What do they say about it?

Oh, you kid around. Y ou know, "We can blackball you any time we want," type of thing.
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"You're not going to get in early.” Always, or with some of the new members, might be
amember's son or something that everybody knows, because he's been coming around.
Like my son, when he gets older, if he decides to join, everybody's going to know him.
They might rib him, you know, give him old, like "We're going to blackball you. You
know, three black ballsin the pot and you're out." | mean, now, it'sawhole different
thing. You get voted on when you get in, and it's a majority type thing. And very rarely-
-matter of fact, | can't remember when anybody wasn't voted in. There might have been
some votes against them, for whatever reasons, but the members are asked at the
meetings before they get voted in, to bring up any of their problems with anybody. "If
you see any reason why this person shouldn't become a member, let it out now." ... [Just
to oppose] ... someone you don't want to do it, then it's your prerogative. Then usually
the other people will vote no. If they really don't like the person. They don't maybe think
he's for the betterment of the company. But that's the way it works. But usualy, it works

out.

Y ou were talking about ribbing. Tell me about the real prankstersin your company.

Who are they and what kind of jokes do they play?

WEll, they--pranksters come and go. Asyou get older, you might tend not to be such a
prankster, because you're, you know, more mature. Usually, it'sin the younger crowd,
the younger guys that get in, and they do pranks, and go asfar asasimplething as"Let's

all line up against the side of the firehouse and take pictures for Memorial Day, after
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working hard all day on the fire trucks, and somebody's up on the roof, and then as soon
asthey line up, they line up al the rookies, they pour water on their heads from the top of
the roof. You know, simple things like that. But then you can't do it all the time, because

you have to wait for new people to comein. Our Department's full of pranks.

Can you think of some real good ones that have happened?

One year we took a--we had a new--one of our fire trucks was an engine truck. And it
was the only fire truck in the town that was able to pump water and drive at the same
time. Mechanically, the other trucks can't do that. This one was made alittle different.
So, at the time, we were having a battle with the other firehouses off and on for months
about coming in and using water cans and hosing down their truck room with water cans
and spraying the guys with water. So we got the bright idea, let's go down with the fire
truck. It hasfive hundred gallons of water, and we can pull up to the front and just open
up theline. And that's what we did, and we drowned the whole truck. We ran out of
water--Atlantic's firehouse, the one downtown. And we were the only ones able to do

that.

And what happened?

They got back at us slowly, you know, with ...
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So one fire company gets another one (laughs).

Y eah, yeah. It'saconstant thing. It always--there's always something going on,

somebody doing something.

So what makes the Flower Hill Hose Company different from the other companies?

What characteristics?

We are basically--all three companies--actually it's four companies with the Fire Medics
are al the same. The line companies are, there's the two engine companies--Protection

and Flower Hill--and Atlantic Hook and Ladder Company are three fire line companies.

What do you mean by fire line?

We're the ones who battle the fire. Whereas the fourth company, which isthe Fire

Medics, they don't battle the fire. They just do the ambulance stuff, when somebody gets

hurt. ... [INTERRUPTION] ... We'll just listen aswe go along. It's an automatic alarm, so

hopefully, it'snot areal fire. If it'sareal fire, there will be more calls.

About your Flower Hill Hose Company and what's different about it, why would you

rather be there than maybe the others?
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[INTERRUPTION] ... It's sort of the members make their own personality, their own--

they're all independent from each other as far as running their own fire company.

Q: So you need to leave that out, in case it's ageneral fire and you have to go?

WM: Yeah, uh huh.

Q: Your alarm? Okay. ... [INTERRUPTION] ... What was your alarm saying?

WM: It'san automatic darm. The alarm system's going off.

Q: Oh, so you don't need to go.

WM: No, if thefirst--the Chief gets there and then sees the flames coming out the window,

then I'm going. I'm sure--1 should--basically, if | was home, 1'd be going. 1'd be out the

door already.

Q: And, as a Captain, how did you evaluate your men? What isit that you do for that?

WM: They have constant training. They have their attendance at fire calls--have they attended

fire calls, how many they attend, what they do. Y ou have the work night and the ... [7] ...
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at work night for fires. How they respond and how they get into doing thing. So, if they-
-in other words, if you're not active, then you're not a good fireman. Y ou know, you have
to be active; you have to be a hundred percent all the time. With the help of the two--the
Lieutenants, with their input, and they'll tell you what's going on, if you're not there. So-
and-so isdoing agood job. So-and-so is not doing agood job. Somebody getsiit;
somebody doesn't get it. Somebody can wear an Air Pack; they've been trained. Some
people don't feel comfortable ... [INTERRUPTION] ... So it's an ongoing thing, the

training.

How have procedures changed since thirty-five years ago? Anything--mgjor differences

that you ...

Procedure has changed. One of the big procedures we did years--not too many years ago,
three or four years ago--is firehouse response. Who goes to what firehouse. Because we
have a number of firehouses. We have three main firehouses and two annexes with fire
trucks. Now, at any given time during the day or night, if there'safire call, al those
firehouses were open to go, so people would go to this firehouse, that firehouse for all
fires. There might be one person in one firehouse, three in another, two in another, and
fivein another. And maybe not be able to roll atruck. So, during a slow response time,
which would mostly be during the day when people are working and you don't have alot
of people to respond, they opened up on firehouse--Atlantic's firehouse was the biggest

one. And we put two engines and two trucks in there. So everybody can respond ...
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[INTERRUPTION] ... together at one firehouse and get all those units out first, instead of

being spread out all over town.

So everyone now goes to Atlantic's?

During the day. It's called daytime response, and it's working out very well.

And what happens at night?

At five o'clock in the afternoon, they changetill six o'clock in the morning ...

[INTERRUPTION] ... It goes to open house policy, where you can go to your closest

firehouse.

Who would you say are the most interesting people at your company? Who are your best

pals.

WEll, you sort of make good friends as you go along. The most interesting people have
always been the older members that have been around a long time and have been there,
seen that, done all that. They're the best people at the meetings, after you're talking to
them, everybody hanging around. That's the people you talk to. And it's very interesting.

Y ou talk to people that know everything.
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And as amiddle generation person, how do you observe the young firefighters relating

with the older ones? You're kind of in the middle. How do they relate to one another?

Weéll, wetry to instill in new members, asthey come in, to respect and to gain knowledge
from the older members. We try to tell them right away to, you know, to use your head
and talk to the older members. They know. They've been there. Even though we have
newer fire trucks and newer gear, they've been around. The whole operation is basically

the same as it was fifty, sixty years ago.

Do they do that?

They pretty much do. Y eah, everybody-respect for older membersis a-we ingtill that
system in them right away as they comein. The membership committee makes sure we
have a good talking to about it. 1 mean, that seniority is very big in the fire company, in
the firehouse. In other words, if there's only one seat left, and there's an older member,
there's not even a thought about sitting down. Y ou just--that's his seat, you know. That's

theway itis.

What's the most enjoyable Fire Department ritual for you? Isit the dinners? The

instalations? The parties? The parades? What isit that you enjoy the most?

There's so many things, as far as the recreational part--the parties and things to do
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outside. 1'd say the installation at--when you are an officer and you get installed as a new
officer and everybody's there and, you know, they clap their hands and applaud you, and

that's probably the most enjoyable time, as far as that--going out and have a good time.

WM:

WM:

Do you remember when you were installed as a Captain, what that was like?

Y eah, it was--well, when you get installed as a Captain, you get to help pick your place
there where you want to go to dinner. We were going out to the Chauteabriand at the
time. It wasout in Westbury. And it was areally nice place. And when you'rethe

Captain, you're being installed, you're like the main attraction. It's very--it'salot of fun.

How has 9/11 impacted your company, or you?

9/11 isavery strange--to me, personally, it was very--it came out very strange. |
remember, because | work in town, and when the radio--the information came over, and |
could see the smoke and stuff. | think everybody in Port Washington looked, and then
you could see the smoke, and just the peak of the towers with al the treesin Port
Washington. At thetime, it was like you didn't know what was going to happen. And
then, the Fire Department kicked in and started organizing. There were calls coming
over the radio to respond to your nearest firehouse, and then they started setting up.
Nobody really knew what was going to happen next. They knew that the City needed

help. They didn't know to what extent. So, between the fire companies, everybody
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getting ready, and Nassau County fire organization sending out memos, everybody was
ready. Everybody wanted to pitch in. Everybody wanted to give help. And that's
basically what we do. We do that every day. Just that this was on a much bigger scale,
obviously. But we had--every member that was there came to help just to see what we
could do. Either goingto ... [??7] ... going to the City. But it was later found that they
had enough personnel. They didn't need too many people in there. Too many was no

good.

What do you feel is the greatest advantage for you in being a firefighter?

Biggest advantage is to keep my family safe at home.

And do you think thereis afuture for the Port Washington Fire Department as a

volunteer department?

Thereis afuture as long as we can maintain the membership from the community. That's

the biggest thing that we have problems with right now.

And why isthat?

People have to work more. 'Y oung--the younger kids that get out of high school go to

college right away, and they, most of them, don't come back. They go, they move out of
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town. They can't afford to livein town. People that livein town are working so hard, it's

they don't have time to get up three times in the middle of the night sometimes and go to

fire calls or to go to these meetings, or just get involved period.

How do you do it and then keep your auto shop?

It's part of my life. And it's something that I'm not going to let go. | can't let go right

now. It's not something | can--1 can't sit back and not go to fire calls.

Why isthat, do you think?

| just ...

What happens to you when you hear that fire--like just now, when you got that on your

pager?

| come to attention.

Y ou lost my attention, but you came to attention at that.

| cometo attention. | hear what it is, what kind of call itis. You never know what's

going to come over the radio, what kind of call.
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And you never want to turn it off.

Never want to turn it off. If you go turn it off, you may miss something.

Would you say that it'sin your blood?

Oh, definitely. Yeah. And it stayswith you for your wholelife. | mean, | think once
you're in so many years, you--it's just part of you. Especially when you've been an
officer. You just know, because you--you're doing something really good. First, you
know you're doing something good for the community. Then you realize you're realy
doing something good for yourself and your family and everything. My neighbors--I
have neighbors that know I'm afireman, and they've, over the past years, people have
said to me, "I'm so glad that you're a fireman, and | know you're right there." 1've had
people come and ask me, "Can you come over my house? Can you come over to my
house? | think | smell something." I've had a neighbor, their child was choking--
swallowed something, and she called me on the phone, "What do | do?' So | just rang up
there and told my wife to call the ambulance, because you've got to get something in
motion right away. You don't wait for something, you know. And not being in the
house, | had to run up the street. So, | said, "Y ou call the fire--the ambulance and tell
them to go to that house"--and we knew the address--"that there's a child choking."

Whether the child was choking or not, | don't know. I'm just going--but, you know what?
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Let'sget it in motion, because every minute counts. So | got up there, and the child was-
-didn't--had stopped choking. So | took the baby, and | held it, because the mother was
freaking out at thetime. She was like running up the walls. It swallowed one of the kid's
little plastic toys, or her older brother's. So, obvioudly, it wasn't lodged in histhroat. It
must have passed, must have swallowed it. So, the ambulance came and we told the
story. But it'sjust one of those things that--but | was ready to, you know, hopefully take

care of the situation.

Now, did you learn that in your basic training when you first went in, that basic ...

Y eah, you get CPR, the Heimlich maneuver, and all that stuff. You get all that. And you
don't get it just one time; you get that over the years. Y ou get re-training every couple of

years, you go to school.

Do you feel the Port Washington community appreciates the Fire Department?

Definitely. Most of the community. Some of the community, that the people that move
in--1 hate to say it this way--but move in from New Y ork City, move out here, there's
some instances that | remember that people think that we're like New Y ork City, apaid
department, and they're paying taxes, they're paying--that we're getting paid, which we're
not. And sometimesit's more like, they don't appreciateit. They just think it'sajob that

we're doing.
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And how do you set them straight?

Y ou usually let them know, if it comes up. If it doesn't, you know, we don't make a big
deal about it. You know, we sort of say, "Well, we're not--we're volunteer." Tell them
that all of Long Island isvolunteer. Most of New Y ork State is volunteer. It'sonly the

big cities that have paid departments.

Have you asked the complainers to volunteer?

We've had people that say, you know, "How come you didn't get here faster?' or "How
come you broke my door down," and stuff like that, instead of, you know, whatever we
did that damaged his property if we had to open up the door. And we tell them and stuff
like that, oh, blah, blah, blah, blah, and say, "Well, you know, you could be a member,

too. Youcanjoin." "Oh, | can?' "Yeah, thisisavolunteer operation." But ...

What happens then?

| don't know if we really get, you know, anybody to join that way. But it'sonly to set

them straight, at least alittle enlightenment.

What--can you tell me what the LOSAP program is? The Length of Service Award
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Program. How does that operate?

Okay. Itiskind of like, you ... [don't haveto] ... say it, but it'slike a pension plan. It's a-
depending on how many yearsyou'rein. For every good year you're in the fire company,
you get--you obtain atwenty dollar value. So, to have agood year, you have to make a
certain amount of points, according to the LOSAP operation, which isfire points,
meetings; if you're an officer, you get extra points. If you do certain duties, you get extra
points. And you have make pointsin certain areas. So, you have a good year and you
make all your pointsin certain areas, you get credit for that--for that year. Y ou add up all
those years, as it goes on, and when you reach sixty-five, that's--you get that money every
month. | don't know the math about it. But if you're in so many years, say, you might,
when you're sixty, you might not be able to collect a five hundred dollar check ever
month. It's sort of like a pension plan, but you have to work for it, and you have to--we
had it--we put it in, because most of the fire companies did that because they wanted
people--to retain members. Retain old members and to get new membersin.
Unfortunately, alot of the new members we get in are young, and that's the furthest thing
from their mind about a pension, or getting money when you're sixty-five. They'relike,
"Sixty-fivel What? Areyou kidding me?" I'm fifty-four, so I'm thinking about it, and
I'm going to--it's one of the reasons I'm--one of the reasons I'm staying in. It'salittle
boost to stay in. It'sworth it for me to stay in another ten years active to collect and get

more money.
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Have you ever thought of becoming Chief?

WM: Yes, | did. | wasé€ligible to become Chief, as soon as you're a Captain, once you're a

Q:

Captain, you're eligible to run for Chief from your company. The company--the three
line companies rotate the Chiefs. There's three--there's a Chief and three deputies.
They're rotated every two years. So, like right now, Atlantic Hook and Ladder
Company's Chief--the member from their company who's Chief is Chris Bollerman. He's
going to be getting out in March. He had his--that's the end of histwo years. The First
Deputy Chief is Glen Pedersen. He's going to become the Chief of the Department.
Johnny Walters who is the Second Deputy Chief is going to become the First Deputy
Chief. And then Atlantic is going to rotate another member in for Second Deputy Chief.
So it'saconstant rotation. And it's every two years. To become a Chief, you have to stay
in the processfor six years. That's after you've been Captain for two years. And before
you were Captain, you were usually a Lieutenant for two years. First Lieutenant for two
years, Second Lieutenant for two years, and probably an Engineer for two years, and
possibly alower Engineer's spot for just afew years. Soit'salot of years. And you need
the experience when you get up there. But I--1 didn't have timeto run for Chief. It'sa
big--it's a big, ongoing, time-consuming, very responsible job. And with my businessin
town, self-employed, | knew | wouldn't be able to fulfill the position really properly, so |

just decided not to.

Do you have any help at your shop?
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Yes. | have two mechanics, and my wife works in the office.

What are the most valuable words you think you've heard from an elder in the Fire

Department that have stuck with you all these years?

Listen, and do what you'retold. Listen, and do what you're told.

Have you ever disagreed with what you were told to do, and you thought maybe it was

wrong?

A little, maybe some instances. | couldn't even remember. But nothing that | would
really be objected to a hundred percent, like, "I'm not going to do that." Never anything
likethat. It might be something | talked about later on, and maybe, "Hey, we should
have doneit thisway." But that's second guessing. Second guess an officer, you don't do
that at thetime. Y ou listen to your orders and you do it. Y ou never know why, what the

reasons are behind an order.

Do you--when you were Captain, how did you critique what you--what happened when

you got back? Can you tell usthat?

We would have a--any mgjor fire, or major problem, we would have a meeting, an
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officers meeting right away, and everything would be discussed. Any members that were
directly involved with the problem, or a big incident, they'd be talked to. Anything really
big, all the members were usually able to go--we'd have a special meeting for critiquing,
and everybody could talk, or talk about the situation or what happened. If there was any
problems, the Captain's office was aways open to anybody if they wanted to keep
anything private with their problems. They knew they could come to the Captain. Or, if
they didn't want to go to the Captain for whatever reason, they could go to one of the
Chiefs. There was always an opening for somebody if they're having a problem, or
they're having--something went on, or in abad fire, if somebody got hurt or they really

think they need help psychologically or mentally, they can get it.

What do you feel about this oral history project? Do you think it'sagood idea? A bad

idea?

Oh, sureit'sagood idea. 1'd like to, maybe when it's all done and finished, maybe get a

little piece of it and I'll be able to listen to it, or just see how it operates.

Do you have anything that you would really like to add or to say for future readers of

these transcripts? Do you have any feelings about the Fire Department over these years?

Sure, | think, very basically, over the years, alot of members have come and gone.

Either |eft, they moved away, they died, they got discouraged. The quit because they
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didn't have time, that were all--were al regular people, just doing ajob that we like to do.
Andit'sajot that'sfun. It'ssocial. It'swork. We've done alot in cold weather
operations--freezing at fires. Then you get hot in the fire, in the building. Y ou sweat a

lot. You get to meet alot of new people. I'd doit all over again.

Well, thank you very much, Mr. Martinek.

You'rewelcome. ... [INTERRUPTION] ...

Thisisan addendum. 1'd like to ask you about your rescue team work. Y ou belong to a

rescue squad?

Incorporated in the Fire Department, we have a confined space rescue team--a technical
rope rescue team that does a--it's a small team of people that you use special equipment--
ropes, gas meters, high angled rope rescue type operations, to rescue anybody that'sin a
so-called confined space. That's any place that's not a normal living area. Could be on
top of theroof. Could be down in the basement. Could be in a building collapse. Could
be up on atree, somebody's stuck. Let's say, you have to get that picture that it's
someplace where you're normally not supposed to be. For instance, you have somebody
up on--doing work up on awater tower, painting, and they have a heart attack. And
they're stuck up there. How do you get them down? How do you get a limp person down

from the water tower? One person can't doit. You can't pick up and carry him down.
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Y ou have to go up there with special equipment--ropes and stuff--and tie him up, put him
in aspecial basket, and then properly lower him down with pulleys down the side of the
water tank. So we get trained in that. We took a--there was about fifteen of us that took
aforty hour special rope course, and then what that enabled usto do isto do more
training on our own. The Fire Department itself bought more equipment for us, and

we've been training off and on for about five years with that team now. It wasn't long

before we got formed we had acall. There was a collapse on Main Street at Shields
Hardware Store. It was being rebuilt. And the foundation that they were building fell
over and entrapped a man underneath. And we were called in. | happened to be like
maybe the second person there, and | started the ... [?7] ... with the rescue team. At that
time, we didn't have all of our equipment, so we called an out of town rescue team to help

us.

Which out of town one?

Bethpage and Syosset. It's called mutual aid. We do that; we're helping each other. And
that team came, and it took a few hours, but everyone took their time, you know--1 don't
want to say took their time. We relaxed and did the right thing. The person--kept the
person alive. We had afire medic down there that gave him oxygen until we were ableto
dig--tunnel out underneath and get the person out. So it was from that experience of the

rescue team, that enabled me to help get the situation started with that particular call.
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How serious was the person injured?

Outside of afew scrapes and bruises, he was fine. He was just more scared than

anything, having a big foundation roll over on you. He was lucky he was underneath in a

hole in the ground that kept him from getting crushed.

What makes you want to work on these very dangerous rescue team?

WEll, you go through the school, and you find out that, when you get trained the proper

way, that you can do it. Without the training, they found out that there were more rescue

people hurt and killed than people that they were rescuing, because they weren't trained.

They didn't--they went into someplace too fast to try to make the rescue instead of

thinking and using your head and using proper equipment.

So do you plot what you're going to do ...

Oh, definitely.

... beforeyou go in?

Yes. And every call can be different. You'retrained on call. It dependson the call itself.

If it's below grade, you have to worry about poisonous gas. Why is a person not
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responding down in the sewer hole? Why did he collapse in the first place? Did he have
a heart attack. |sthere poisonous gas down there? If you throw three or four people
down that hole to save him and i's poisonous gas, guess what? Now you have four

people that you have to get, you have to rescue.

So you have equipment to test for it?

We have special equipment for testing. We have arope for special harnesses. We have--

the biggest thing is the training, you know, having the training.

Have you also worked on the jaws of life?

Yes. Auto accidents. Too many to recall. A lot of bad accidents. People have to be cut

out of their cars.

And what other types of high rescue experiences can you recall?

We had a--this was before we started the rescue team. But there was arescue of alittle

girl that wasin her front yard, and apparently there was an old cesspool in the front yard
from years and years ago, that was covered over. And finally, the ground broke through,
and she went down into this open pit in her front yard. It was about twelve feet deep. It

was cold; it was in the middle of winter, and she was stuck down there, and we were able
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to, with the help of some ladders across the hole and afew members reaching down with

some rope and stuff to get her out. Knowing what we know now with the rescue team,

we probably would do that a different way?

WEéll, how did you do it then?

WEéll, you just--we link the firemen together by holding each other's legs, and we went

down the hole that way, and we were able to pull the little girl out.

Well, what would happen if afireman fell in?

WEell, then he would have to be rescued also. So that's why you get trained.

And how would you do it now, with the training?

Probably would get a--get some ladders and some rope and make a pulley system and

then you have to take your time to do the rescue and do it properly and safely for

everybody involved. But every rescue call isdifferent. There'sno set way of doing

anything.

Have you rescued anyone from very--alarge height?
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Personally, not me, personally, no. We had--what we've had are callslike | wasn't aware
of or | didn't goto. We've had people--aworkman stuck in a tree--a tree worker that got
caught in the tree and couldn't get out. Hisleg was broken, things likethat. Hefell. So

wedo doit. We do go to those calls. Not an every day situation.

And what about water rescue? Have you ever done any of that?

I've been involved in firesin the water. A couple of them were recoveries where you
send scuba divers down, that we don't do. In other words, the car was already down in

the water. We don't go underwater. We've had some ...

Who does the scuba diving?

Nassau County. In Port, for Nassau County, they have this special scubateam. That's

usually arecovery only, in other words, recover bodies.

What about the Merchant Marines? Do they do that?

No. The Coast Guard ...

The Coast Guard?
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... doesn't do that either. That's Nassau County would do it.

Any other experiences that you can recall?

There was one, it was kind of--well, | guessit wasn't funny for the person that needed it.
But down off Shore Road, there's an area down there called the Aerodrome. And there's
model airplanefliers. They fly the model airplanes. They're not little, too, you know;
they're very big planes. And there's abig areain the middle, and thenit'sall covered by
woods on all sides. And this guy flew his plane into the woods and crashed, and he went
tolook for it. It wasvery hot, and he was an elderly man, and he got disoriented. | think
he was dehydrated, and nobody could find him. So they called the Fire Department.
When | got down there, | happened to have water in my pocket, and | gave him some
water. And we had to tie him up in abasket just to--couldn't get him out the way he
came, because it was through some heavy brush. So wetied him up in abasket. It'sa
Stokes basket. It'salong basket. You lay him down and you tie them up, so you can turn
sideways and he won't fall out. And we had to walk all the way down and up the ravine.
So it was-when | say it was funny, it was kind of--he was okay, and he had just got--

flying amodel airplane, he got stuck in the woods.

Thank you very much.

Okay.
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