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Oxford Fire Company celebrates 100 years of volunteers

Fighting fires
has gotten

in the blood
of many
volunteers

SPECIAL T0 THE DALY DispATCH

OXFORD - Volunteers with the Oxford
Fire Company share a history packed full
of adrenaline-charged memories from 100
years of serving the community these men
love.

“When I joined in 1970, the chief said,
“You'd better look out, cause it’s going to
get in your blood,” said Dr. Richard Taylor,
who is an active honorary member now.

Chief Allen Cozart was right, but his
prediction wasn’t really all that hard to make.

Like other families with members in the company —
the Sizemores, the Williams, the Jacksons, the Powells —
Taylor comes from a long line of volunteer firemen. His
grandfather Thomas G. Taylor served beginning in 1890;
his father, surgeon Rives Taylor, volunteered from 1959 to
1970. Now Taylor’s son Lewis, who is a paramedic and a
Granville County EMS captain, also is a volunteer fire-
man.

The Oxford Fire Department employs 10 men, includ-
ing the chief. To fight fires, the department relies on the
Oxford Fire Company, comprised of 36 volunteers, who
are voted into the company with the agreement that they
will participate in regular training and get up and go if

H

Members of the Oxford Fire Company stand with the 12-cylinder pumper truck the town purchased in 1925. The vehicle needed three men to turn it
when it was moving because it had no power steering.

their fire pagers call.

“It evolved into something very unique,” said Chief
Lanny Dillehay, who has been in the volunteer company
for 32 years, since he was 21.

Mayor Al Woodlief, a volunteer for 33 years, credits the
volunteers with saving Oxford $1 million a year.

“T think the town would be lost without it,” said the
Rev. Harrison Simons, who has served as Fire Company
chaplain for 16 years.

The early years
The Oxford Fire Department officially began in 1905 as

the Edwards Hose & Ladder Company, named for Frank
Edwards, who owned the hardware store and was instru-

‘mental in drumming up support for an organized fire-
fighting effort in the city.

The department’s beginnings, however, date back much
further. Since he retired from medical practice five years
ago, Taylor, a volunteer for more than 30 years, has been
researching the history of the station for a book he plans
to write.

Some of what Taylor has learned will be shared in a
commemorative booklet being published to mark the cen-
tennial.

The foundation for the Oxford Fire Company began in
the 1870s as a volunteer organization, Taylor said, and it
operated sporadically for several years. During the 1870s,
three fires nearly burned down the town.

“Every time they had a big fire, they'd decide they
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needed one,” Taylor said. “Every now and steering. The wheel was impossible  one tapped the requisite number of times
then the city'd buy buckets and ladders.” m turn when the truck was not in motion. o indicate in which district the fire

And he’s not talking about bucket - burned. Next an 800-decibel bell rang
trucks and ladder trucks; he means buck- In the line of duty from the opera house, and in 1921 the

ets and ladders. In the early days, volun-
teers used bucket brigades to move water
to fires. By the 1890s, the volunteers used
a hand pumper in conjunction with a
bucket brigade to douse the fires. After the
men dragged the pumper to the fire, they
filled it with water using a bucket brigade.
The pumper pushed the stream of water
through the hose.

‘When Oxford completed its Water and
Light Co. in 1905, the water system held
60 hydrants and a 100,000-gallon tank.
The city finally had a more reliable water
source, so officials decided to organize an
official department.

Until then, people had simply expected
their neighbors to show up with buckets if
there was a fire, Taylor said. In 1905 the
city organization became known as the
Edwards Hose and Ladder Company, with
a “colored” company and a white company,
he said, and both companies responded to
all the fires.

In 1906, the company purchased a
horse named Mamie B., after Mamie
Cannady Britt, who was the wife of Wade
Britt, the foreman in charge of volunteers.
At the same time, they purchased a water
wagon.

Mayor W.A. Devin wanted to know if
he'd made a good investment, and in 1906
he-set a bunch of boxes on fire at the end
of town to see how long it took to get
water there, Taylor said.

The response time then was four min-
utes.

‘The company bought another horse the
following year and named him Big Sam,

‘Onay DsPATOKATHY WATTS

Taylor Jackson has been a member of the
volunteer fire company for 50 years.

in honor of Sam Wheeler, who was the fire
chief, the chief of police and the streets
superintendent at the time.

In 1915, the company’s name changed
to the Oxford Fire Company.

The company purchased its first auto-
motor truck in 1915, an American La
France, which was supposed to save $600
a year in feed costs to the horses. But the
truck was so difficult to crank, the firemen
could hook up the horses and usually
arrive more quickly at the fires than the
truck could, Taylor said. .

The 12-cylinder pumper truck the town
purchased in 1925 needed three men to
turn it when it was moving because it had
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. The only fireman who died in the line of
duty was Scott Burwell, a member of the
“colored company” in 1935. Burwell fell
from the running board on the way to a
fire, and he died from his injuries.

department purchased a compressed air
horn known as “the closest thing ever to
raising the dead,” Taylor laughed.

“It was right across the street from
Orpheum Theater,” Taylor said. “Women
in the audience put their hands over their

The “colored” fire ears and said, ‘Mercy,
company dissolved in “« mercy.”
the 19400 durmg World 1 wanted t0 be ™ there were two
‘War II when many men . paid firemen on duty,
went to fight the war, of service to one would take the first
and it never reorga- o truck out while the other
Y a the community. Tkstiiotess

iremen always have then he took the second
:iruggled to g;: through It sort (Z,fgrows truck to the fire.

e traffic in the city on % Every street in town
the way to a fire. Alaw L0 had a number, and the
required everyone to Hanowo SuwesTeR  horn would beep accord-
pull off and wait for five  Fopeyan iy crance oF voLuNTEERs  Ing to the fire’s location.
‘minutes after an alarm AND OWNER OF GrawviLe  Brass disks inserted into
sounded. Instead, folks Bangen SHop  the horn were coded with
often went straight to the correct number of

the fire, causing a road
block, and firefighters couldn't arrive at
the scene.

At least once, city officials sounded the
alarm for a dead-end street where there
was no fire. Police arrested everyone
caught in the trap.

State-of-the-art progress

Over the years, firemen have been noti-
fied by a bell on the courthouse that some-

beeps.

“Right after they got that horn, you
could hear it five miles,” said Taylor
Jackson, a volunteer for 50 years.

Jackson recalled that Raleigh Street
was coded 46, and the horn would beep
four times and then six times for several
cycles. Taylor said that Linden Avenue
was coded 33.

The compressed air horn broke in the
1960s, and officials decided it cost too
much to fix it.
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“It got to sounding kind of hoarse,”
Jackson said. “It was state-of-the-art at
the time.”

‘When a new telephone system was
installed around 1936, the company used
a dial system that would call each mem-
ber and tell him the location of the fire.
The dual notification system remained in
place until the firemen received pagers in
1979.

Progress with the water supply was
also critical to the development of the
city’s fire department. Prior to 1925, when
the city dammed the Tar River, the city
had depended on wells for water.

The fires

Taylor has gone through records from
the city, the newspaper and the fire
department minutes and documented fires
as far back as Richard and D.C. Herndon’s
Store in 1857 and the Kingsbury Co.
Factory in 1859. Oxford College burned in
1904 and 1905, and an alcohol explosion
at B&N Motor Co. in 1929 killed three
men. Main Street burned in 1940, and a
fire destroyed Orpheum Theater in 1942.

The most expensive fires were the
warehouse fires in the 1970s which cost
around $1 million in damage, he said.

But the fires that involved children
were the worst. When firefighters arrived
at a fire on Cheatham Street on March 20,
1976, they found a house fully engulfed,
and it was only after the fire was extin-
guished that they learned five children
had died in the blaze.

Harrison Simons, former pastor of St.
Stephens Episcopal Church who runs the
church’s book store, has volunteered 16

Dby DsPATOHKATHY WATTS

Harold Slaughter, right, who owns Granville Barber Shop, has been with the fire company for 29

years and is foreman in charge of volunteers.

years as chaplain to the fire company.

Simons joined in the 1980s when he
saw Johnson’s warehouse burning, a fire
that nearly burned Taylor’s office. He
could see the blaze from his house.

“When I got down here it was in full
flame,” Simons said “I grabbed an older
parishioner and put coffee on and carried
it down to the guys.”

“As chaplain I go to the fires, I go to the
training sessions,” Simons said, but due to

health issues he no longer enters burning
buildings. ‘I just felt like if you're going to

be a chaplain, you need to be available.” ~

He meets with the families who lose
their belongings in fires and connects
them with Red Cross and other organiza-
tions that can help them.

He doesn't have any standard words he
shares with people who suffer a fire or the
firemen who struggle with the tragedies
they witness.

“You don't really tell them anything,” he
said. “Sometimes you just sit with them.”

A close-knit fraternity

There are 36 members of the company,
and it’s not easy becoming a volunteer in
this elite group. Although it's comprised of
volunteers, members vote in new firemen.
Until recently, it was by unanimous vote
only. It’s been a standard joke that “some-
one had to die” before others got the
chance to volunteer.

“It’s tough getting in,” Jackson said.
“They take it serious.”

Over the 100 years there have been 270
volunteers, Taylor said.

“Once people get in there, they stay for-
ever,” he said.

Granville Barber Shop owner Harold
Slaughter is foreman in charge of volun-
teers, and he’s been in the company for
29 years.
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“I wanted to be of service to the commu-
nity” said Slaughter, who is a former
paratrooper. “It sort of grows on you.”

There has been more turnover in recent
years as peaple move in and out of the
community. In addition, training require-
ments by the state have increased. The
volunteers must meet for monthly meet-
ings and drills and are on call 24 hours a
day, seven days a week. Nevertheless, the
company usually has 16 or 17 volunteers
show up at each fire, Dillehay said, which
is a high response rate.

One key to entry into this elite group is
the ability to get up and go when there’s a

fire.

“Pve got up from a menu meal, I've got
up from church,” Jackson said. “When the
call comes, you go."

In some ways, times have changed,
Dillehay said. When he first joined, the
only thing they did was fight fires, and
they did so at 95 percent, of the calls that
came in. They responded to 50 calls his
first year; now the department responds
to around 300 calls a year, including more
false alarms and car wrecks.

“Our number one teaching: prepare for
the worst and hope for the best,” Dillehay
said. “Every time something comes in we
don't know what it is until we get there.”

“It’s been a big part of my life,” Dillehay
said. “I made a big commitment. You could
probably ask both of my wives, and theyll
tell you.”

The fire company today

The volume of calls has increased
tremendously over the last 100 years, but

Daay DsprcwKATHY WATTS.

Fire Chief Lanny Dillehay is one of 10 paid members of the Oxford Fire Department. The depart-
ment also relies on the Oxford Fire Company, comprised of 36 volunteer firefighters.

the response time remains four minutes or

ess.
‘Woodlief has been a volunteer since he
was 22 years old. He returned to Oxford
after college and bought radio station
WCBQ, and his dual role assured that
the fire reports were accurate and
timely since he was on location at the
fires as a volunteer.
In his position on the town council, he
has worked to help the department pur-
chase top-notch equipment, such as its

Steve’s Lawn and Garden
Sales and Service for Outdoor Power Equipment

Steve DicKerson
OWNER & OPERATOR

(919) 693-1750  800-553-6821
email: sl&g@gloryroad.net

625 Hillsboro Street, Oxford, NC 27565
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$750,000 aerial ladder truck. Other equip-
‘ment has improved as well, he said. For
example, uniforms weigh one-third what
they used to weigh, and every fireman has
his own air pack.

‘When Oxford’s department updates
equipment, other stations benefit. The

department sold one of its old trucks to
Stovall in 1950 for a fraction of its cost. In
1999, after Hurricane Fran, Oxford donat-
ed a 1974 John Bean fire truck to
Chinquapin Volunteer Fire Department,
which had lost everything in the storm.
They donate old uniforms to the rural
departments.

‘Woodlief praised local industries for
their support, particularly Bandag, which
provides once-a-month meals for the vol-
unteers and sponsors special events. He
cited the Fire Protection Fee that indus-
tries outside the city pay for fire protec-
tion as one of the keys to keeping the
department on solid financial ground.

Improvements in building codes have
made buildings safer, Dillehay said,
requiring fire alarms and walls that are
designed to stop the spread of fire. In
addition, people burn less wood and coal
for heat now.

In 1998, City Manager Tommy Marrow
asked Dillehay, who was foreman of the
volunteer company then, if he'd consider
being chief. He said he does a lot of
administrative work now, but added, “I
still get to do my fair share” of firefight-
ing.

He has confidence in his men.

“They can handle anything,” Dillehay
said. “They're good at calling the shots.”

Rappy Annivesany
OXFORD VOLUNTEER FIRE DEPARTMENT

Thanks For Serving Our Home And
Our City For 100 Years
From The Staff, Residents And Board Of Directors
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AT OXFORD
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Harrison Simons has volunteered for 16 years as chaplain to the fire company. When not
responding to fires, Simons runs the Education-Liturgy Bookstore.

All of the volunteers share a desire to
give back to their community. They con-
fess to enjoying the thrill of firefighting as
well as the deep camaraderie that comes
with sharing life-threatening experiences.

“It can be a very dangerous sort of
thing” Taylor said. “When you realize this
guy next to you is responsible for your
life, there gets to be a little bit of a bond.”

Dillehay said that as a child he was

drawn to “the thrill of red lights and
sirens.”

“T always wanted to know where they
were going and what they did when they
got there,” he recalled.

Like the rest of the volunteers, now he
knows.

‘The writer can be reached at
kathyandkids@hotmail.com.

For 100 Years

Centennial celebration set for Sunday

From STaFs ReporTs
Several events are planned Sunday to
celebrate the first 100 years of the Oxford
Fire Company.
An open house will begin at 1 p.m. at the
fire station on McClanahan Street.
Members of the Fire Company will par-

from all of us at
ALAN VESTER MITSUBISHI

ticipate in a commemorative service at 8
am. at St. Stephen’s Episcopal Church,
next door to the fire station, and the
unveiling of a centennial memorial imme-
diately following.

An invitation-only dinner and awards
program will be held Sunday night at the
city's public works complex.

1-800-543-5546

Oxford, NC

919-690-0730
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FIRE COMPANY MEMBERS

A commemorative booklet prepared for the centennial celebration includes these
names of volunteers with the Oxford Fire Company from the past 100 years.

Robert Adcock 0.R. Chappell Carlton Dickerson
Brian Allen Steve Chappell Douglas W. Dickerson
Michael Allen Oscar Clark Herman Dickerson
#Scott Allen Dr. G.A. Coggeshall Scott Dickerson
Garland Atwater Rev. Alfred Cole William Dickerson
Steven Ball Lewis Compton Adkins Lanier Dillehay
Vernon Ball E.N. Connell Jr. FM. Dorsey
Vernon Ball Jr. H.L. Connell Dr. AB. Dunaway
Chad Barker John David Cottrell James Furnival Edwards
|.H. Barnette Tim Cottrell Robert F. Edwards
Taz Baskerville Hubert Lee Cox Jr. Benberry Ellington
Dr. Thomas I. Booth Keith Cox C. Carl Ellington
John Bugg Booth AF. Gozart John R. Ellington
Foster Boyd David G. Crews Jerry T. Elliott
Michael Boyd Eugene T. Crews Joe Elliott
Robert S. Bradsher Jr. Frank A. Crews Dale Evans
Robert Bradsher Il Calvin Critcher Joe 0. Faucette
J.M. Bragg Jeff Cummings J.M. Faulkner Jr.
Roy Breedlove G. Samuel Currin Rev. Norris Fellows
Wade H. Britt Garland Currin Dr. C.D.H. Fort
Jason Brooks Graham Currin Frank Fox
Winston Brooks Hillman H. Currin John C. Frazier
Tim Brummitt James D. Currin Charles Gannt
Ben L. Bryan Martin Luther Currin Rell Gholson
Frank Callis Robert Currin Edward Gilliam
Robert Carter Rux D. Currin Chris Gooch
Calton Cash Charles Daniel Lee Gooch
J.C. Chappell Nelson Daniel Jeff Goode
0.P. Chappell Bryson T. Dickerson Ron Goode

Congratulations
Oxford Voluniteer Fire Department
your 100th Anniversary

73REALTYiLc
104 Broad Street Oxford, NC 27565
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Roy Grimm W.L. Michel James Smith
Robert Hancock J.W. Morgan Rev. J.L. Smith
G.R. Harrison Dale Morris F.C. Spencer
Basil N. Hart Vincent Morton Kip Stallings
Waverly Hart Theoric Mosley WE. Stark
Joseph E. Haskins William G. Nelms John M. Stern
Gedie B. Hedrick Carol Newby Maj. T.G. Stern
Kenneth Wayne Henritz Marty Newell Brent Stewart
Darryl Hicks James Newton Charles Sullivan
Garland Hicks Keith Newton Bobby Earl Talley
Warren Hicks Spencer Noble Bobby Talley Jr.
Charles Bejamin Hight Il John B. Norris AH. Taylor
Robert Hill Matt Norwood Dr. R.L. Taylor
L.T. Hines Harvey T. Nutt Dr. Rives W. Taylor
Austin Hobgood Walter Nutt Lee C. Taylor
Jim Hobgood Calvin Eugene Oakley M.C. Taylor
Jimmy M. Hobgood Jerry L. Oakley R.L. Taylor Jr.
Thomas Hobgood H.T. Osborne Sidney A. Taylor
Dan Holmes Bernard Owen V.W. Taylor
E.C. Howard Erby Gene Owen Dr. W.N. Thomas
Lynwood Hughes Shannon Owen Jonathan Thompson
Louis R. Hutchinson Elvyn Leroy Parham Rev. G.B. Thompson
H.J. Jackson Billy Paynter Chris Tingen
Roy Taylor Jackson Clifton Peace Rev. Thomas Traytham
Alton James W.L. Peace LE. Tuten
Garland Curtis Johnson Fred Lee Peed Frank Vaughn
Michael T. Johnson Hugh F. Peed Michael Ward
Walter A. Johnson Thomas Poe Jimmy Watkins

J.W. Jones
Sidney A. Jones
W. Pershing Jones Jr.
C.B. Keller
Claude A. King
Moses A. king
Rev. J.W. Lacy
Sheldon Land
W.L. Landis
Roy Laney
Rev. Dennis Larkins
L.N. Lewellyn
Bo Lewis
George W. Lewis Jr.
Mike Little
H.T. Lunsford
FF. Lyon
Sherman.Lyons
Rev. Norman McDowell
John W. Mangum
Kyle Mangum
William R. Mann
Leon Marrow
Taylor Marrow
E.T. McCall
Rev. J.M. McChesney
0.D. McFarland
E.A. Meadows
J.J. Medford
Johhny Medford
Andy Melton
Rev. Reuben Merideth

Rev. Michael Pope
Charles G. Powell
Edward Sholar Powell
J.8. Powell
William 0. Powell
Rev. Donald Price
J. Thomas Pruitt
§.1. Puryear
James Williams Quarles
Rev. Allen Raines
Justin Rankoff
Petey Reed
Will Reed
Gil Richardson
Johhny Riggin
Marty Saunders
W.E. Schmidt
Allen Seate
David Sharron
H.T. Sharron
L.G. Sharron
Rev. Harrison T. Simons
Coleman Sizemore
E.E. Sizemore
J.T. Sizemore Jr.
Jerry Lee Sizemore
Larry N. Sizemore
Larry Sizemore Jr.
Norman S. Sizemore
Harold Slaughter
Sherby Slaughter
Charles Smith

0708 BY KATHY WATTS AND ASHLEY STEVEN Avscue.
- COVER DESIGN BY PATRICIA Emnmmm

Gutherie M. Watson
J.G. WheelerJr.
S.M. Wheeler
Samuel E. Wheeler
J.L. White
Nathan White
Kelly Whitehead
Christopher Wilkins
Powell Wilkins
AH.A. Williams
J.A. Williams
Rev. Roger E. Williams
Rev. Steve Williams
Bobby L. Williamson
Rodney Williamson
Paul Wiliford
B.L. Wilson
Chad Wilson
* W. Graham Wilson
Walter P. Wilson Jr.
Walter P. Wilson Sr.
Melvin Womack
Warren Womack
J. Robert Wood
J.R. Wood Jr.
Patrick Archer Wood
Wood
Aaron Woodlief
Alvin Woodlief Jr.
Edwin Terry Woodlief
W.H. Yeargin
Frank Young
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