The White Hills Fire Company 50th anniversary celebration 1997

Please scroll down to view an article originally written by Robert Novak Jr for the Huntington Herald at the time of the 50th anniversary.  We thank the author for his permission to reproduce the article on this site.

“Hundreds attended the White Hills fair Saturday and Sunday”, the Evening Sentinel reported. “The event was one of the most successful conducted in many years. The grounds at the firehouse were attractively decorated and dancing was enjoyed on both evenings. There were many exhibits”.


The dates were September 17 and 18, 1949. The agricultural fair, on the grounds of the Upper White Hills School, was slated to raise money for the newly formed White Hills Fire Company #5. The fire company was an outgrowth of the White Hills Civic Club, an organization formed after the Upper White Hills School closed in 1945 to look after the interests of White Hills residents and protect their quality of life.


This was not the first fair to benefit the White Hills Fire Company. However, 1949 marked the first year that the fire company itself, rather than the Civic Club, raised money on its own behalf. This year, the new fire company’s first fire engine was delivered. However, there was no place to store the apparatus, the headquarters of both the Civic Club and the fire company being the old schoolhouse on the corner of School Street and East Village Road. Because of this, the fire engine had to be stored in a local implement dealer’s barn in the summer, and the Monroe firehouse in the winter.


Country fairs were the primary means of fund raising for the White Hills Fire Company from 1949 to 1951. “These two-day fairs were a tremendous amount of work”, recollected the 1968 book The White Hills of Shelton. “Animals and produce were exhibited; there was a baked goods table; a white elephant table; snack bar; games of chance, raffles, some years square dancing; and other attractions”.


Contests and games entertained the children on Saturday. In 1949 White Hills children thrilled to the performance of ‘Chet’ Karkut, who was a well known local magician at the time. Adults competed in contests too. Awards included best vegetables and fruits, such as cucumbers, tomatoes, string beans, potatoes, apples, pears, parsley, lima beans, and many more. Prizes were also awarded for cattle, categories including the best Jersey, Guernsey, Ayrshire, and Holstein heifers and calves. The best chickens and turkeys were also judged. 


“Canning” the preservation of perishable fruit in airtight containers, was the last category judged. Awards were handed out for the best preservation of such diverse foods as pickles, tomatoes, pepper relish, chili sauce, sauerkraut, soy beans, mint jelly, pumpkin, and grape juice.


Among the many exhibits on display was a newfangled electronic device called a television, from Lucas Radio and Appliance. Television was in its infancy in 1949, and still considered a novelty. New Milford Tractor also had a display at the fair. One of the tractors, a John Deere “B” model, caught the eye of a young Leonard McEwen. McEwen, who had just been elected secretary of the new White Hills Fire Company, ended up buying the tractor that day.


Forty-eight years later, Leonard McEwen, still the secretary of the White Hills Fire Company, drove the same “B” model tractor to the White Hills Fire Company. Parking in a nearby lot where 37 other old tractors owned by local residents were displayed, McEwen strode across the street into the cinder block addition added to the Civic Club building months after the 1949 fair, and settled down between two old fire engines.


Across the street, gas stoves hissed smoke out of the five bay doors of the new White Hills firehouse, constructed in 1975. The hot dogs, hamburgers, and french fries being prepared within were sold at “1949 prices”, twenty five cents each. The five modern fire apparatus of the White Hills Fire Company were scattered throughout the fair, the first one to be held by the fire company since 1951. The 1997 fair, held last Saturday, was part of the commemoration of the fire company’s fiftieth anniversary.


The revived fair, attended by hundreds in 1949, was visited by thousands last Saturday, according to Captain Tony Martinka. Martinka, whose father took first prize for best Jersey heifer in 1949, said the 1997 fair was an “excellent success, most everybody who went had a good time. The members had a good time doing it , they  worked very hard”. 


The fair saw a steady crowd streaming in and out all day, most arriving courtesy of tractor drawn hay wagons linking them to parking areas some distance away. A Country and Western band performed on a platform, while children were entertained with pony and two small carnival rides, games, and an interactive display run by the Sikorsky Aircraft Fire Department.


The high wind and heavy rain warning never lived up to its dire predictions, most waiting out the brief rainstorm inside the firehouse. “It was like nothing ever happened”, Captain Martinka stated, “once the rain broke everybody went outside again”. The fair lasted beyond the scheduled 8 PM closing.


Proudly wearing his fire company uniform, Veteran member Leonard McEwen spent much of the day in the old, cinder block firehouse, which for the first time since 1975 sported a sign which read “White Hills Fire Company #5”. Two antique restored Dodge fire engines used by the company in years past were on hand, as were photographs of the company’s history through the decades.  Mr. McEwen was ready to answer any question on the fire company’s history, all fifty years of which he lived through, or swap stories. He agreed with Captain Martinka’s opinion on the revived fair’s success, stating it was “as nice as the fairs we used to have before”.
