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.

Throughout its history, White Hills had always been a close, tightly-knit community. For centuries, the combination of high elevation and poor roads combined to guarantee the area a character entirely of its own. White Hills was never a compact area like downtown Shelton or Huntington center. Rather, it was more spread out, with plenty of elbow room between neighbors, who in many cases had lived in the same homes for generations. In some areas of White Hills, residents felt more of a kinship with the nearby Town of Monroe than either Huntington or Shelton.


White Hills remained essentially unchanged for over a century. However, 20th century inventions, particularly the automobile, broke the isolation of White Hills residents. Slowly at first, but more and more with each passing decade, the advent of motorized transportation allowed White Hills residents more direct access to friends, relatives and merchants in Shelton and beyond. There even are newspaper articles from our century's first decade detailing how White Hills farmers used automobiles to herd their cattle! 


After World War I, White Hills children began to ride motorized school buses to the expanded Upper White Hills School, originally constructed in 1900 as a one room schoolhouse on the corner of School Street and East Village Road. However, as roads and buses improved, children could be transported to schools farther away from home. Because of this, there was no longer a reason to keep a small school open in White Hills, when there was plenty of room for the children in Huntington School (now the Community Center). Most White Hills residents were bitterly opposed when the school closed in 1945. For many, closing the school at a time when the area was beginning to experience the beginnings of post war suburbanization, not to mention the denial of what had traditionally been the community's central gathering point, was a slap in the face for White Hills. 


The White Hills Civic Club was chartered only year later. Using the old school as its club house, its purpose was to give White Hills residents more of a voice in City affairs, while maintaining White Hill's own traditional sense of community. Besides attempting to forestall unwanted development, the club rigorously worked to improve the quality of life in White Hills.


One of the earliest, and most enduring improvements of the civic club was the formation of a fire company. Members of the Civic Club formed the White Hills Fire Company #5 fifty years ago this year. A series of two day country fairs and other fund raisers netted the $7000 needed to purchase the company's first fire truck a year later. The 1968 book "The White Hills of Shelton" describes the fairs as being "...a tremendous amount of work. 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. A booklet was printed with local merchants taking ads, and they also generously donated prizes". The Civic Club and the Fire Company it formed quickly filled the void left by the closing of the old school, and preserved a sense of community in White Hills.


The new fire truck was stored in a local barn in the summer, and in the Monroe firehouse in the winter. The Civic Club continued its support of the fire company by erecting a cinder block addition to its own clubhouse in 1949 to house the fire truck year round in White Hills. The Civic Club and fire house continued to exist in the same building for the next 26 years, until the fire company moved across the street in 1975. The Civic Club disbanded four years later.


There were only 50 families living in White Hills when the fire company was formed. The first major fire to challenge the new fire company occurred in 1951, when a barn owned by the Novotny family caught fire. While the fire company has responded to countless alarms since then, notable events include a 25 car train derailment at Indian Well in 1964, which sent 19 firefighters to the hospital after they inhaled leaking anhydrous ammonia. A second major train wreck at Indian Well occurred in 1969. A plane crash in White Hills which killed two people in 1970 happened the same day the firemen were holding a fire company family outing nearby. A schoolbus loaded with children involved in a fiery crash into a barn on Leavenworth Road in 1973 made national news, thankfully all children were evacuated in time. Of course, the explosion of the Sponge Rubber Company in Shelton in 1975 also made national news, and stretched all area fire companies to the limit as they battled the nation's largest arson fire to that time.


Fighting fires is just one way the firemen help their neighbors. The firemen are a common sight on White Hills and beyond in time of hurricane, or blizzard. White Hills firemen participated in the evacuation of low lying areas such as the Maples in time of flood numerous times. The firemen sprayed trees during the gypsy moth outbreak in 1971 and 1972 in return for donations. Children are delighted around the holidays by the sight of Santa Claus riding around White Hills during the holidays, his sleigh traded for a White Hills fire engine.


Over the years new firetrucks were added and replaced Improvements were made in both the equipment and quality of service the White Hills firemen gave to their neighbors. A fire siren was installed in 1953. The two way radios were installed in the fire truck in 1956, and the home alert radios issued to the members later greatly increased communication, response time, and reliability. Only a week after the Sponge Rubber Company exploded downtown, Governor Ella T. Grasso came to White Hills to dedicate the new firehouse across School Street from the old one. 


The firemen proudly took possession of their first uniforms in 1957, wearing them to their   first annual ball in the Civic Club three years later. These uniforms, and the ones which followed, were a common sight at a number of parades throughout the region. The firemen won a number of awards at parades through the years, as evidenced by their impressive trophy room, marching as far away as Vermont.


Accompanying the firefighters to the parades, as well as supporting them when they fought fires, was the White Hills Ladies Auxiliary, established in 1966. The Ladies Auxiliary was, and still is, a natural extension of the all-inclusive community involvement championed by the Civic Club and the fire company. The women spent days alongside their husbands, sons, and fathers when the Sponge Rubber Company exploded downtown in 1975, and at countless other incidents, supporting them with food and drink. They provided financial assistance for area fire victims, and raised money to purchase many items for the firehouse ranging from curtains to refrigerators.


In March of 1967, the Auxiliary voted to have uniforms made so they could march in parades with the firemen. The material cost $10.00 each, and the uniforms were made by Mrs. Patricia Manion, an Auxiliary member. First unveiled at the Shelton-Derby Memorial Day parade, the Auxiliary went on to become a highly acclaimed, disciplined marching unit. In addition to winning many trophies, the Auxiliary earned the title of State Champions at the Connecticut State Fire Convention several times.


In later years general dances and carnivals were held to support the fire company. A series of parades and carnivals hosted by the White Hills Fire Company, in conjunction with Echo Hose Hook and Ladder, were held beginning in 1969. To this day, the White Hills Fire Company relies upon donations to sustain itself and purchase new equipment, one of the most recent of which was a "jaws of life" tool for extricating crash victims trapped in wrecked cars in 1992.


Today, the White Hills Fire Company #5 remains a vital component of the Shelton Fire Department. It continues to be an important social organization in White Hills, continuing the Civic Club's proud tradition of preserving, protecting, and aiding its neighbors and community. A dance planned for April 19th at Oronoque Country Club in Stratford is open to all who wish to celebrate fifty years of proud tradition and service. 

