Red, White - and Black

How Engine #4 Became the First
Integrated Fire Station in the State of
North Carolina
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There’s a small brick church on N.
Dunleith Avenue, on the East side

of Winston-Salem in North

—
Carolina. If you were looking for a

place where something important
happened you’d probably walk right
past it. But wait ... there’s a
historical marker outside indicating that perhaps something important may have indeed
happened here. According to the marker this small building, now the Mt. Glory
Missionary Baptist Church, was originally the home of Engine #4, the first fire station in
North Carolina to be racially integrated.

The wooden, gabled church door is closed, but there are a couple of cars in the
parking lot. Suddenly a gleaming, bright red fire engine turns the corner and pulls up in
front of the church, and a team of firefighters climbs leisurely down from the cab.

There’s no smoke; the lights aren’t flashing on the fire engine cab, and the siren isn’t
sounding. This isn’t a fire; it’s a
reunion of sorts.

An elderly gentleman
climbs slowly out of one of the
parked cars. He smiles broadly
and, with a gleam of pleasure in

his eye he approaches the team
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of firefighters. They in turn greet him
warmly, and with an obvious attitude of
respect. For this is Willie “Chick”
Carter, one of the surviving members of

the group of firefighters who joined the

Winston-Salem Fire Department on Mar.
1, 1951, and thus became the first black paid, professional firefighters in the State.

Next to arrive is Robert L. Grier, the other living member of the original group. In
his hand he carries his
battered tin fire helmet, the
fire department’s faded
insignia still emblazoned
on the front, the old black
paint peeling away.

Everyone gathers round to

inspect this historical

artifact. Grier describes how it was worn — narrow brim at the front, wide brim at the
back, except when he was actually working a
fire, at which time the wide brim would be
pulled low over the front to protect his face.

He tells the story of how, early on in his

career, when he didn’t know any better, he left
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the wide brim at the back as he went to attack a fire. He ended up with singed-off
eyebrows, eyelashes and mustache. With a twinkle in his eye he says his wife didn’t
recognize him when he got home that night! Everyone joins in the laughter.

The group’s attention turns to a bump-out structure on the outside of the building
that is made of a different kind of brick from the main body. Grier confirms that it was
the extra kitchen and downstairs bathroom that was built so that white and black
firefighters would have separate cooking and bathroom facilities. The City of
Winston-Salem had
spent the sum of $3,840
to modify the old Station
#4 so that white and
black firefighters would
remain separate. Things

were different back then;

back then, it was the
law.

The proposal to hire black firefighters was first broached by Dr. Kenneth R.
Williams, a professor at Winston-Salem Teachers College (now Winston-Salem State
University). He was a veteran, a minister, and in 1947, he was the first black person to be
elected to the Board of Aldermen. When the subject of building a new fire station came

up for discussion, Dr. Williams rose and addressed the Board. He suggested that the
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team of white firefighters then at Engine #4 should be transferred to the new fire station,
and that “Negro” men should be hired and trained to replace them on Dunleith Avenue.
Dr. Williams calmly and reasonably pointed out that Engine #4 was in a
predominantly “colored” neighborhood, that almost 40% of the city’s population was
now black and that they should be entitled to be represented accordingly on the public
payroll. He reminded the aldermen that years ago the City had been well-served by
volunteer black firefighters. He also pointed out that a black man had been serving
successfully on the Police force in the black neighborhoods since 1941, but all to no

avail. Williams’ proposal was forwarded to the Ordinance Committee, and that’s as far as

it went.
Then in 1949 a new
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Conference, urging him to
hire black firefighters. Once again the motion to hire black firefighters was proposed to
the Aldermen, who were vocal in their opposition. They felt that Kurfees was trying to
“railroad” the motion through. They objected that any black firefighters that were hired

would have to have white officers working to train them over an extended period of time,
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and that would require building additional eating and sleeping facilities to accommodate
the two groups of men — black and white. This was seven years before the Supreme Court
passed the landmark decision of Brown v. Board of Education that began to dismantle the
Jim Crow laws in the South. Back then, segregation was the law. There was no
discussion; the motion was summarily voted down, five to three.

There was also fierce opposition from the Fire Department hierarchy — most
notably from the Fire Chief, Milton G. Brown. He was adamantly opposed to hiring
blacks and was convinced that blacks wouldn’t make good firefighters.

But support for the project came from an unexpected quarter. R. J. Reynolds
Tobacco Company, together with executives from Hanes Hosiery and Wachovia Bank,
was concerned for the ‘ l ‘ »

|
A

City’s image. They didn’t

want their hometown
headquarters associated
with tension, controversy
or anything negative. A
meeting was held between
the city’s business elite
and several black community leaders. It took place where most of the city’s major
decisions were made at that time - high atop the iconic Reynolds headquarters building in
downtown Winston-Salem. The proposal to hire black firefighters was brought up, and it

was agreed that it should be done.
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In October 1950 Mayor Kurfees again proposed to the Board of Aldermen that the
City should hire black firefighters. This time the vote was four in favor and four against.
The Mayor exercised his prerogative to cast a vote in the event of a tie — he voted “Yes,”
and the motion passed!

The next week the City sent a letter to every member of the Fire Department
asking for volunteers to train the black firemen. But Fire Chief Brown, steadfast in his
opposition to hiring black firefighters, had already circulated a petition which virtually all
the members of the Fire Department signed, saying that they were unwilling to work with
“Negro” firemen. Little did he know that the Mayor had forestalled him; Kurfees had
already lined up a group of white firefighters who were willing to take on the job —
especially when they were all offered a promotion - and the plan moved ahead,
regardless.

In January 1951, the City announced that it was seeking eight black men to train

as firefighters, and that any interested individuals should apply at City Hall. One hundred

and twenty-five applicants showed up.

Willie Carter had no intention of
becoming a fireman. His first love
was baseball, and he had actually
played a few seasons with the
Brooklyn Cuban Giants. But he

realized that playing baseball

offered him a limited future, so he
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returned to his home town to enroll at Winston-Salem Teachers College and become a
coach. Unfortunately he got the enrollment date wrong — he missed it by a week, and was
told to come back at the start of the next semester. Meanwhile, a friend found out that the
city was planning on hiring black firefighters, and persuaded Carter to go with him when
he went to City Hall to apply. When they arrived they saw the long line of applicants — all
the way down to First Street. “I’m not standing in no line,” said Carter, turning away; “I
had enough of standing in line when I was in the service!” But his friend recognized the
man at the gate who was letting men in, six at a time. “Come on,” he said, “I know this
guy,” and he pulled Carter forward. “We crashed the line and went right in,” laughs
Carter, with a wink and a mischievous gleam in his eye. He filled out the application, and
the next week received a letter telling him he had been chosen to take the tests. “I still
wasn’t interested in being a fireman,” Carter states, “but I thought I might as well do it
while I’'m waiting to enroll in college.” So he took the written test; then a week later he
took the eye test at Kate B. Reynolds Memorial Hospital, and finally he took an aptitude
test. Eventually he received a letter
telling him he had been accepted.
Robert Grier was another
resident of Winston-Salem who
found out from a friend that the Fire

Department was getting ready to

hire some “colored” men. He purses

his lips when he tries to pronounce the word “colored” like the whites used to say it back

Copyright © 2018 E. Bergstone



then; it sounds somewhat like the way we would pronounce “collard greens” these days.
Trying not to grin, he says it again, to make sure he’s got it right. ““Collard’ — yes, that’s
the way they used to say it!”

He too was a veteran and had attended college, but he had to drop out to support
his family. He took a variety of jobs, including one with the City Street Maintenance
Department, where he learned how to handle hoses — a skill which stood him in good
stead when he started his fire fighter training.

The eight black recruits were told to report on Mar. 1 at Fire Station #4 at 7:30 am, “We
all stood along that wall there, > Grier points to the far wall inside what is now the nave
of the small church. “We
were all looking excited.
The white guys who were
leaving didn’t say anything
to us; they just fired up the

engine, and smoked us out!”

At first both black and white

firemen observed the
segregation of the facilities. “We were taught to accept segregation,” says Carter. “We
took it. That’s the way I was raised.”

But almost imperceptibly the barriers began to crumble. “And this is what
happened,” says Carter. “When we first started answering the alarm with the white guys

they’d be in a bunch over there, and we’d be over here. But later, one man didn’t have a
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cigarette, so they passed a cigarette around. ‘Gimme a draw of that,” said one - and we
ended up smoking the same cigarette!”

Gradually the men just started working together, then eating and praying together.
One day, Chief Brown came by the station and saw both black and white firemen
drinking from the only water fountain. “He pitched a hissy!” said Carter. That very
evening a separate fountain was installed, but it didn’t make much difference. “I drank
from both of them - and they both tasted pretty good!” says Grier, laughing.

During
training they
overcame a lot of
hostility and a lot of
hardship. They were

given the hardest tests

and the toughest

assignments. But they
knew what was against them and how it would be. The original plan was to have Engine
#4 only work fires in the black neighborhoods, but one day there was a new dispatcher
who mistakenly sent them to a chemical fire that was raging out of control outside their
area. They joined with Engine #3, already on the scene and, working together, the fire
was put under control. After that, they became so well known for their skill and
determination that any time a major fire broke out, Engine #4 was called into service —no

matter what part of the City it was in.
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