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HENRY WADE LOOKS AT 56 YEARS ON THE PVFD


Henry Levi Wade, age 86, is living proof of the old quip, “All men are created equal, then a few become firemen.”

Wade has been a member of the Pearisburg Volunteer Fire Department for 56 years.  Most of his memories are about the three central concerns of a firefighter’s life: fundraising, equipment, and training.  According to Wade, fighting fires is the easiest part of being a firefighter.  The hard part is acquiring the training and equipment to fight fires as safely as possible.

Wade recalls, “In 1939, Celco was built.  People didn’t have any place to live so Celco built houses for them.  They started the fire department in 1943 or ’44, and they didn’t have much equipment.  They had a hose reel and a little cart, and a little shed in an empty lot down below the town office where Allen’s Furniture is now.”


“I think they got their first truck in 1945.  One of the ladies’ clubs in town bought us an International one and a half ton truck-I’m guessing it cost about $2,500.  We did all kinds of projects and got money and sent it to Oren Corporation in Roanoke.  They built that truck from the ladies’ club into Pearisburg’s first fire truck.  I think it cost about $5,000.


Wade laughs, “It’s funny; that same truck would cost you $350,000 to $400,000 today.”


“Back then, all you had to do was get to the station, grab a hose, and jump on the truck.  We didn’t have any radios.  All firemen would hear the siren and start running.”


“We trained on our own every Monday night.  Three Mondays a month we trained and on the fourth Monday we had a business meeting.”


Wade remembers decades of fundraising schemes from the early days of the fire department.  “We did all our own fundraising.  In the ‘50s, we’d lay a fire hose out on the street and let people buy fire hose by the foot.  That money went into the kitty to buy hose.  We had popcorn sales on the street and at high school football games. We had Saturday night dances in the ‘60s for the young people.  We’d charge them a quarter to get in and then we chaperoned them.”


Since the ‘60s we’ll have ‘Boot Day’ where we set a fireman’s boot out and ask for donations.  We’re still having Boot Day fundraisers.”


“We did just about anything we could to make money.  When we sponsored a carnival, that was at least an eight-hour day for seven days.  Also, lots of the businesses in the area helped with big money.”


“I’ve had just about every job in the fire department except chief.  I was assistant chief for a total of about six years.  I didn’t want to be chief.”


Wade doesn’t actually go out on calls anymore, but he still finds ways to serve. “After I was 65, the insurance company wouldn’t let me go out on the truck.  I probably volunteer 10 hours a week at the fire department.  Mostly I do odds and ends.  I answer the telephone and clean.”


“These days, we drill for two hours on Monday nights.  I don’t do much drilling, but I’m there to answer questions and help out if I can.  There are so many things that can get you around a fire.  You have to train.”


“I like watching the young fellows learn.  The younger guys don’t mind asking questions.  Years ago we didn’t have all this good schooling the way we do now.  You just had to learn by doing.”


“All the fire departments in the county are volunteer departments,” says Wade, “and people don’t realize how many hours we spend volunteering.  For example, we were at the Rich Creek fire the other week for six hours.”


“There’s usually more work to do when you get back than there is before you go out.  People don’t realize.  They’ll say, ‘But you were only out there for 20 minutes,’ but we’ll spend 2 hours getting ready to go out the next time.  You’ve got to clean your air mask, clean your fire hose, refill the air bottles, load the water tank on the truck, clean all your personal equipment…” Wade says, “It’s a long list.  Sometimes things are really a mess.”


Wade remembers two major fires in a firefighting career that spans more than half a century.  “Back in the fifties, we had a lot of big fires.”


“I guess one of the biggest fires that I was ever on was when the Pearisburg American Legion building caught fire.  Most people never heard of the American Legion building because it burned down so long ago.  It was behind and on the upper side of the building where Darlene’s Restaurant is now in that back parking lot.  First, The American Legion building caught, and then the fire went up an elevator shaft 9into the Cut-Rate building.  We were on the Cut-Rate building for 12 to 13 hours before we got the fire put out.”

“The other big fire was when the Wheeler building in Narrows burned.  The whole county was fighting that fire.  The theater burned, the drug store burned, Wheeler’s Hardware and Furniture burned, Coburn’s clothing store burned.  Only two buildings burned but there were five businesses in those buildings.”


“At the Narrows fire, we were pumping so much water that when the Rich Creek Volunteer Fire Department came in, they put their hose in the gutter because there was plenty of water going down the gutter for them to full their hose with.”


Wade takes a breath, “Narrows was hopping that night.”


“I’ve been in the fire department for 56 years.  That’s been my big program.  Of course, I’ve been right active in my church,” states Wade.  Wade attends Pearisburg Baptist Church, where he is head of building and grounds.


Wade is a widower whose wife, Virginia, died nearly two years ago, after a marriage that lasted nearly 59 years.


“I’ve been with this group for so long; they’re just like family.  I get lonesome, and it helps a lot.  I go to the station everyday and spend an hour or two,” says Wade.


Wade concludes, “In fire fighting, people learn to depend on each other.  The firemen at the Pearisburg Volunteer Fire Department can still depend on me.”  Wade pauses, “Just like I can depend on them.”
