A TIME BEFORE HAZ-MAT 1 BY: JACK CALDERONE
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Description automatically generated]While all the rescue companies had traditionally responded to Haz-Mat incidents since the organization of Rescue 1 in 1915, training and specialized equipment had been basic.
﻿ Shortly after 10 AM on August 7, 1980, an extremely humid day with temperatures hovering in the mid-90s, Manhattan Box 1732 was transmitted for a propane tank truck leaking on the exit ramp of the George Washington Bridge. A second alarm and several special calls had been transmitted. Large caliber streams were used to disperse the vapors. The leak was coming from a rusted-out relief valve atop the tank truck. After repeated, frustrating attempts over several hours, members of Rescue 4 were able to insert a plug into the leaking valve around 5:30 PM, enabling the remainder of the tank to be off-loaded into another truck. During the entire event, the George Washington Bridge had been shut down in both directions, resulting in a massive traffic jam that extended as far south as Philadelphia on the New Jersey Turnpike.

During 1981, due to a large number of recent technical rescue incidents, the Department decided that each of the rescue companies would also have an additional specialization. Rescues 1 and 2 would be designated In-Water Firefighting Teams/SCUBA units. Rescue 3 would be designated the citywide collapse rescue, while Rescue 4 would be designated the citywide Haz-Mat team. It was not intended that these specializations would take away from the other rescue units, only that those units would become experts in their specializations. It was intended to have a separate vehicle outfitted for collapse operations. For a while there was some discussion of quartering that vehicle with an engine company in the Long Island City area, which was central to the entire City, and have that engine company deliver it to the scene but, in the end the collapse rescue vehicle was established at the quarters of Rescue 3.

  Members of Rescue 4 started attending Haz-Mat schools throughout the country, including the National Fire Academy. Special tools and equipment were acquired, and it was quickly realized that there was no room on the rescue apparatus for this additional equipment. 
﻿The Hazardous Materials Response Team was officially established at the quarters of Rescue 4 at 64-18 Queens Boulevard on February 1, 1982. Originally it was intended to convert one of the 1969 Mack RF pumpers into an equipment carrier but instead a 1975 GMC/Reading former mechanic’s truck, had been assigned to Rescue 4 and staffing was increased from an officer and five firefighters to an officer and seven firefighters per tour. The Haz-Mat apparatus was equipped with monitoring devices, oil and chemical absorbents, acid neutralizers, plugging and sealing devices, overpack drums, chemical exposure suits and a Haz-Mat library. In addition to its normal responses, Rescue 4 would respond citywide to Haz-Mat incidents. Rescue 3 was designated as a backup Haz-Mat unit in the event Rescue 4 was unable to respond. By July 1, 1982, ﻿ a former salvage apparatus, a 1980 GMC/ComCoach, was reassigned to Rescue 4 as the Haz-Mat rig, replacing the smaller mechanic’s truck, which had quickly become outgrown.

﻿ 	During the late summer of 1984, Saulsbury delivered a Haz-Mat apparatus custom-built on a 1983 American LaFrance CTC chassis. This vehicle was originally intended to be the second piece of Rescue 4, as that unit was the Haz-Mat team when it was ordered; the original lettering on the apparatus reflected this. However, between the time the apparatus was ordered and delivered, Haz-Mat responses had increased to a point where a decision had been made to organize a separate Haz-Mat unit and this apparatus was re-lettered after it was delivered.

Hazardous Materials Company 1 was organized at the quarters of Engine 288, 56-29 68th Street in Queens on September 22, 1984. The members selected for assignment to the new unit attended a three-week training course and the unit became operational on October 15th. The unit’s minimum staffing was an officer and seven firefighters each tour. The unit was assigned the 1983 American LaFrance/Saulsbury rescue-style apparatus and a highly modified 1979 Mack pumper that carried foam, overpack drums, absorbent material, soda ash, and decontamination supplies. It was necessary to assign a second apparatus because the primary apparatus only had three riding positions, due to it being intended as the second piece of Rescue 4 and did not have the carrying capacity for the amount of absorbent material needed to be carried. The pumper was originally assigned to Engine 26 and had recently been replaced with a high-pressure pumper. The 1980 GMC that had been used as the second piece of Rescue 4 became a spare. At the same time staffing of Rescue 4 reverted to an officer and five firefighters.
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