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Fire fighter John Keena wears a leather helmet, the type used when he joined the department 52 years ago.



Whippany Fire Department still going strong after 86 years 
By KATELYN FARAGO 
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ryl he Whippany Fire 
Department has had 

I one home on Route 
10 for the last 86 years, but 
soon the department ex-

ects to relocate. 
Developer Vision Equi-

ies has proposed a "land 
wap" to the department, 
s part of their plan to re-

develop about 10 acres 
along westbound Route 10 
and construct a three-
story, Colonial-themed 
shopping center there. 

Vision Equities would 
acquire the existing fire-
house and would provide 
the department with the 
old Lonestar Steakhouse 
property off of Troy Hills 
Road. Provided everything 
goes as planned, Fred

Brunner, the president of 
the fire company, said the 
department could break 
ground on the new fire-
house as early as 2010. 

"It's a work in pro-
gress," Brunner said. 

The relocation would be 
a welcome change for the 
department, as the existing 
firehouse has had a recur-
ring problem with flood-
ing. Brunner said storms

have often left the interior 
of the building under two 
feet of water. The depart-
ment has established a re-
location committee made 
up of firefighters to assist 
in the effort. They plan to 
pay for the construction 
through various fund-
raising efforts, and with 
the money they have re-
ceived over the years for 
the cell phone tower on the

fire department's property. 

Once completed, the new 
firehouse will be home to 
the Whippany Fire Depart-
ment's three fire engines, 
four paid employees, and 
about 100 volunteer fire-
fighters. The department, 
which was established in 
1915, responds to 700 calls 
in Whippany and the sur-
rounding towns each year, 
and supports the Cedar

Knolls First Aid Squad. 
The existing Whippany 
firehouse has enjoyed a 
rich history in the 86 years 
it has stood on westbound 
Route 10, according to 
John Keena, a Whippany 
resident and a 52-year fire 
company veteran. 

In the early 1940s, when 
he was just about 12 years 

See HISTORY, Page 4



Above, fire fighters at Whippany Fire Department on Route 10 West pose for a group photo following extracation training. At right, Joseph Makowski uses a Jaws of Life cutter 
to cut a roof support on a van during an extraction drill.





Bill Drake uses a K-12 saw to cut open the hood of a vehicle. The technique would be used in case of an engine fire. 

Capt. Brian Kelly organizes the drill at the Whippany Fire Department on Route 10 West.



Capt. Brian Kelly organizes the drill at the Whippany Fire Department on Route 10 West. 
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old, Keena said he remembers attend-
ing church services upstairs in the 
firehouse. His church — Our Lady of 
Mercy — had suffered a great deal of 
damage in a fire, and the firefighters 
who had extinguished the blaze of-
fered up the second level of the fire-
house for church services. 

Keena himself joined the fire com-
pany years later, following in the foot-
steps of his father who had been a 
fireman in Dublin, Ireland. In his 
early years of volunteering, Keena 
said the Whippany Fire Department 
responded to a number of industrial 
fires, as the community was home to 
three paper mills and a box factory. 

"It's a small town but we had big 
town problems," he said. 

Oftentimes, workers in the mills 
would unsuccessfully try to extin-
guish a fire on their own. By the time 
they called the department, Keena 
said the fire had usually worsened, 
and sometimes took hours to put out.

The firefighters had to break apart 
bales of paper to get to the center of 
the blaze. 

"It was just hard, dirty work," he 
said. 

And in those days, the firemen 
wore only rubber coats, rubber boots 
and leather helmets. They had no pro-
tective pants, according to Keena. 
Today, the Whippany Fire Depart-
ment has federally-approved, flame 
retardant, Nomex-Kevlar blend coats 
and pants, as well as plastic helmets 
and leather boots. 

"I really love those (modern) 
boots," he said. 

As a volunteer for the last 52 years, 
Keena has been unexpectedly called 
away from many family meals, in-
cluding his youngest son's Christen-
ing celebration. But he has no plans 
to retire. 

"It's a comradeship," he said. "As 
long as I can perform and do my duty, 
I want to stay." 

Joe Cortright of Whippany joined 
the department in 1985 as a 
16-year-old junior member, and cur-
rently serves as the chief. 

"I just love it," he said. "There was

no doubt in my mind — this is what I 
wanted to do whether I was paid or 
volunteer. It was in my blood." 

Cortright is the third generation in 
his family to serve the Whippany 
community as a firefighter. Both his 
father and grandfather served in the 
same company before him. 

Cortright said he appreciates the di-
versity in the department, explaining 
that there are members both active 
and non-active ranging in age from 16 
to 95. 

"It's fun," he said. "You get a whole 
melting pot." 

Brunner, a lifelong Whippany resi-
dent, has been a member for nearly 20 
years and is the current president of 
the company. 

"I liked the guys and I liked being 
able to lend a hand when someone 
needed help," he said. "The more you 
put into any type of organization —
the more you get out of it." 

For more information, or to volun-
teer with the Whippany Fire Depart-
ment, call 973-887-3906 or email jcor-
tright@whippanyfire.com . 
Katelyn Farago: 973-428-6630; 
kfarago@gannett.com



From left, Paul Perrello, Joseph Makowski and apt. Brian Kelly use a backboard to remove a dummy victim from a van that the fire fighters cut open. 

Captain Brian Kelly and other fire fighters orga
e equipment before starting the drill.
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