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HISTORY OF THE WINSTON-SALEM FIRE DEPARTMENT 

@ 1913 -1992 ® 
History of the Winston-Salem 

Fire Department 
The Winston-Salem Fire De

partment has two separate origins; 

the Salem Fire Department which 

originated in 1772, and the Winston 

Fire Department which originated 

in 1876. The Winston and the Salem 

Fire Departments merged in 1913. 

In the Town of Salem, they ap

pointed Fire Inspectors who made 

the rounds of the town examining 

all the fireplaces and noting 

Winston Flret1ghter Tom Flynn. 

anything that seemed dangerous. 

The Brethren also made arrange

ments to purchase leather fire buck

ets from Pennsylvania at a cost of 

one dollar each. A Fire Inspector's 

Committee was set up in 1782. This 

committee checked on the care and 

sweeping of chimneys and related 

fire prevention matters. The only 

fire fighting equipment available at 

this time was leather fire buckets to 

carry water and ladders placed at 

designated locations at buildings 

throughout town. Water was sup

plied by ponds and cisterns. The 

Brethren were extremely careful to 

take every possible precaution 

against fire hazards. They believed 

that prevention was the best protec

tion against possible fires. Probably 
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the most noted fire company of 

Salem's earlier days was the "Rough 

and Ready Company" that protected 

the town until paid companies of 

Twin City took over. As a result of 

this, there were few minor fires in 

Salem. 

It does not appear that the 

people of Winston were as 

conscious of the hazards of fire as 

were the people of Salem at first. 
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First Flre Chlet ot WI.Dston.Salem 
(R.L. Hooper). 

American LaFrance Flre Engl.De. 

The first action governing the safety 

of the Town of Winston from the 

ravages of fire was taken on April 

30, 1866. The Town Board appointed 

a Committee to visit all the houses 

in town, to examine the buildings, 

and to talk with citizens to see if to organize a Fire Company of 
they were protected and secured twenty-four {24) men in accordance 

against fires. with a plan to be drawn up by the 
In 1880, on a motion by Com- MayorandSecretaryand whichplan 

missioner J.W. Alspaugh, Dr. J.A. would be an order of this Board. 

Blumwasauthorizedandinstructed Under the plan, these twenty-four 

men would range in age from 18 to 

45 years. The Company was to be 

headed by a Captain and such other 

Relaxlng after the Kimberly Park tlre. 

Chlet Hobson poses with Firefighters. 

officers as needed for the company. 

The By-Laws provided that the Cap

tain would serve a two-year term. 

Two years later, the Town Board 

divided the town into four wards. 

The fire alarm bell rang in such a 

manner as to indicate in which ward 

the fire occurred. Later that same 

the Town Board decided 

purchase a steam fire engine. A 

LaFrance Steam Fire Engine was 

purchased for $3,800. ltwas decided 

that the fire engine should be housed 

on the east side of Liberty Street. 

The first mention of firefighter 

pay was in 1886, when Captain Gales 

of the fire department requested the 

Board to allow a payment of $2.00 to 

each fireman for service at every 

fire. 

As both towns grew, it seemed 

the time was right to consolidate. 

This town became known as 

Winston-Salem. The Town Board 

Chlet W.G. Hob�on. 
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voted for improvements for the fire 

department and selected R.L. 

Hooper as the first Fire Chief of the 

newly merged fire department. 

At the Board meeting on Au

gust 2, 1912, Alderman J .W. Dalton, 

a member of the Fire Committee, 

made the following recommenda

tions: 

1. That the City purchase an

other steamer. 

2. That more paid men should 

be added to the department so that 

more men could go out on the first 

alarm. 

3. That the fire hydrants which 

were set with the taps next to the 

sidewalk should be changed. 

The Board approved these rec

ommendations and authorized the 

Fire Committee to get full informa

tion as to the needs of the fire de

partment and such other informa

tion that might be necessary to make 

a full report to the Board. 

The first motorized fire appara

tus was ordered on August 5, 1912, 

and was purchased from American 

LaFrance Fire Engine Company. 

This apparatus was a "One Type 12 

Triple Combination Motor Car" and 

was purchased for$9,000. The appa

ratus was housed at Fire Station 

Number 2 on the comer of Fourth 

and Main Streets. The Board had 

also voted to increase this station by 

two more men; making a total of six. 

A request was made for an increased 

of $5.00 per month in their salaries. 

This request was from Assistant 

Chief J.H. Holmes. 

On January of the following 

year, the Mayor read a letter from 

J.R. Young, State Insurance Com

missioner. This letter stated that it 

was the duty of the Board to elect 

two mem hers of the Board as Trust

ees of the Firemen's Relief Fund. 
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Firefighters battle the weather as well as the tire. 
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Chief L.C. Williams Poses with the City's tlrst a l l -black Fire Company; John Meredith, 
John Ford, Willie Carter, Lester ErvIn, Raphael Black, Rober I Grier, George Penn, and Roy 
Thomas. 

The Board elected two members of 

the Fire Committee as Trustees to 

the Firemen's Relief Fund. 

The first scandal in the fire de

partment happened in 1912 when 

Fire Chief R.L. Hooper appeared 

before the Board and stated that he 

had condemned certain valuable 

properties belonging to several 

prominent and influential citizens. 

He then requested, and received per

mission to be absent from the City 

for two months. It was not ascer

tained if there was a connection 

between the condemnation and the 

request for absence from the City. 

The property belonged to Mr. P.H. 

Hanes. The Board adopted the mo

tion and ordered the buildings torn 

down at once. 

The new City ofWinston-Salem 

was continuing to grow, and still 

there were things to be worked out 

in this young City Government. As 

the City was growing, so were the 

needs of the people as far as protec

tion from fire. 

Tragedy struck the fire depart

ment in 1932, when Fire Chief Harry 

E. Nissen was killed in the discharge 

of his official duties while he was 

responding to a fire alarm. His death 

Chief L.C. Williams. 
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resulted from a collision of his car 

and a bus at the intersection of 

Cherry and 6th Streets. Chief Nis

sen had been Fire Chief for over 18 

years. The Board appointed Captain 

W.G. Hobson as the newChief. Forty

eight years later, tragedy will strike 

the fire department again; thus re

sulting in the City making history. 

Theyearis 1950, and the Board 

of Aldermen have decided to hire its 

first Negro firemen. Under the urg

ing of Baptist Ministers, spear

headed by Reverend Kenneth Wil

liams, the City will turn the Dunleith 

Avenue Fire Station into a Negro 

station, to be operated by Negro per

sonnel. The Community Relations 

Project by Mayor Marshall Kurfees 

inaugurated a policy of appointing 

Negroes on agencies in which Ne

groes have an interest. The City al

ready employed Negro Police Offic

ers; why not firemen? Approxi-

Johnson, Cotton Fire, 1955. 

Training at Flrst and Bath Streets, 1960. 
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mately 63 Negro men applied for 

jobs with the Winston-Salem Fire 

Department. The Board allotted 

$4,000 for the care and maintenance 

of theDunleithAvenue Fire Station. 

All of the men were high school 

graduates and some had college de

grees. LesterEdwardErvin,Jr.,Rob

ert Lindsay Grier, George Waddell 

I 
, 

, 

North Trade Street, 1964. 

Penn, John Franklin Meredith, Jr., 

WillieJamesCarter,RaphaelO'Hara 

Black, John Henry Ford, and John 

Roy Thomas were the City's first 

Negro Fire Company. 

The men reported to work on 

March 1, at 7:30 a.m. at the Dunleith 

Avenue Fire Station. The trainees 

will receive a salary of $192.00 a 
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--

Attennath of the Rominger Furniture fire 

month and will be on probation dur

ing their first six months of train

ing. 

The Fire Chief, at this time, was 

M.G.BrownandLieutenantL.C. Wil

liams was the Training Officer. These 

eight men ended their six weeks of 

training with a demonstration of fire

fighting techniques and a written 

examination. On the written exami

nation, four men made a perfect 

score, and the average mark on the 

exam was 93. Captain RA. Overby 

was named the top ranking officer 

at the station. Holding the rank of 

Sergeants and drivers at the station 

were T.W. Holcomb; S.T. Ervin; J .A. 

Cecil, Jr.; E.M. Vestal and H.M. 

Shields. These white men all volun

teered for duty at the station. The 

new firemen presented Lieutenant 

L.C. Williams with a wristwatch as a 

token of appreciation. This occurred 

on April 16, 1951. 

Less than two months later, on 

June 2, 1951, three of the eight Ne

gro firemen were "baptized" into the 

world of fire, when the Wood Finish

ing Products Company, Plant 652, 

on Waughtown Street went up in 

flames. John Franklin Meredith, 

John Roy Thomas, and Lester Ed

ward Ervin, Jr., joined four others of 

the department to keep flames from 

burning lacquer from spreading all 

over the area. The three, emerged 

from the blaze, very wet and very 

tired. Captain RA. Overby praised 

the men by saying, "they stuck in 

there like veterans." All of these man 

have paved the way for others in the 

department and also showed that 

black and white personnel can work 

together. 

During 1955, there were two 

major improvements in fire fight-ing 

methods; portable ventilation fans 

that were used as reserve equipment 
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were put into active service and 

placed on the Assistant Chiers car 

and Aerial Truck. These fans, de· 

B.F. Huntley Furniture fire. 

The Gang at Old Number 3. 
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signed to clear smoke from build

ings rapidly, not only saved smoke 

damage, but also made it possible 

for firemen to do a better job. in 1964. Fire Stations #5, #10, and 
Secondly, smoke masts. Scott #11 were constructed in 1974. Fire 

AirPaksweremore fullyutilizedon Station #12 on New Walkertown 

smoke and gas fires. The protection 

given by these masks also brought 

about better fire protection results. 

Also introduced was the en

couragementoftheyearroundclass

room and drill program because it 
showed good results on the 
fireground. The following is a com

parison from annual reports in 1955 

to annual reports in 1988: 

llU ..l.ll.aa 

Total Fire Loss 

$447,621 $6,805,725 

Civilian Fatalities 

4 7 

Civilian Injuries 

6 47 

Fires in Buildings 

210 496 

Total Alarms 

1,157 4,586 

Also during the 1950s, two new' 

fire stations were constructed. Ent 

gine Company #7 is located in the' 

Buena Vista area. This is a two ba,f 

station and was constructed in 195LL 

Engine Company#S is located ne8" 

the Wake Forest University area 

This station was constructed in 195! 

The 1960s and 1970s were bu 

for the Winston-Salem Fire Dep 

ment in terms of growth. This 

the most productive years for t 

fire department. Seven fire statio 

were constructed during this 

Fire Station #1 was constructed 

1976 and was later renamed af 

former Fire Chief AB. Bullard. 

Station #3 located on N. Libe 

Street and Fire Station #9 loca 

on OgburnAvenue wereconstruc 

Road was constructed in 1977. 

As the 1970s closed and the 

1980s began, there was both tragedy 

and history made in the 

Winston-Salem Fire Department. 

Fire Chief AB. Bullard suddenly 

died of a heart attack and Lester E. 

Ervin, one of the first black firefight

ers hired, became the first black fire 

chief in the State. 

The fire department grew even 

larger with the construction of four 

new fire stations. Fire Station #4 

was relocated from DunleithAvenue 

to Martin Luther King Drive. Fire 

Station #14 located on Shattalon 

Drive was constructed in 1982. One 

year later, Fire Station #16 located 

on Pope Road was constructed. Fire 

Station #15 located on Shattalon 

Drive was constructed in 1985. 

Chief Ervin retired in 1989 and 

passed the baton on to our present 

Fire Chief, F.E. "Pete" Harless. The 

fire department has grown even 

more with the construction of Fire 

Station #17, which is the home of 

our Hazardous Materials Team. Fire 

Station #18 which will be located on 

York and Peace Haven Roads is 

under construc-tion. 

Today, Chief Harless manages 

a department comprised of 261 em

ployees. This department covers an 

area of 98.9 square miles and serves 

a population of 160,997. The 

Winston-Salem Fire Department has 

1 7 stations and a maintenance facil

ity. The goal of the department is to 

protect lives and property, and with 

that, the Winston-Salem Fire Depart

ment is one of the most honored fire 

departments in the State. 

Old Number 1. 

Fire Chief L.E. Ervin. 
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