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LOCAL LAWS
OF

THE CITY OF NEW YORK
FOR THE YEAR 1985

No. 39

Introduced by Council Members Samuel and Foster, also Council Mcember Spigner-—

A LOCAL LAW

To amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to a street
name, West 135th Street/Wesley Williams Place, Borough of Manhattan.
Be it enacted by the Council as follows:
Section one. Section B4-5.0 of title B of chapter four of the administrative code of the city of
New York is hereby amended by adding thereto a new designation to read as follows:
Section B4-5.0 Manhattan, change certain street names.—The following street name is

hereby designated as hercafter indicated.

New Name Present Name L.imits

West 135th Street/Wesley West 135th St From Lenox Avenuc to Adam
Williams Place Clayton Powell Jr. Boulevard.

§2. This local law shall take effect immediately.

T Crty oF NEw YORK, QFEICE OF THE CITY CLERK, §.8.2
[ hereby certify that the foregoing is a true copy of a local law of The City of New York, passed
by the Council on June 21, 1985, and approved by the Mayor on July 8, | 98S.
DAVID N. DINKINS, City Clerk, Clerk of the Council.

CIERTIFICATION PURSUANT TO Municteat. HoMe RuLE Law § 27

Pursuant to the provisions of Municipal Home Rule Law § 27, [ hereby certify that the enclosed
local law (Local Law 39 of 1985, Council Int. No. 819) contains the correct text and, received the
following vote at the meeting of the New York City Council on June 21, 1985: 34 tor, 0 against,

Was approved by the Mayor on July 8, 1985,
Was returned to the City Clerk on July 9, 1985,

HADLEY W. GOLD, Acting Corporation Counsel.
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LOCAL LAWS
OF

THE CITY OF NEW YORK
FOR THE YEAR 1985

No. 39

Introduced by Council Members Samucl and Foster, also Council Member Spigner-—

A LOCAL LAW

To amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to a street
name, West 135th Street/Wesley Williams Place, Borough of Manhattan.
Be it enacted by the Council as follows:
Scction one. Section B4-5.0 of title B of chapter four of the administrative code of the city of
New York is hereby amended by adding thereto o new designation to read as follows:
Section B4-5.0 Manhattan, change certain street names.—The following street name iy
hereby designated as hereafter indicated.

New Name Present Name L.imits

West 135th Strect/Wesley West 135th St from Lenox Avenue to Adam

Williams Place Clayton Powell Jr. Boulevard.

82. This local law shall take effect immediately.

Tue Crty o Niw YOrRK., OQFrFICcE oF he CIrry CilLERK, §.8.:

[ hereby certify that the forcgoing is a true copy of a local law of The City of New York, passed
by the Council on June 21, 1985, und approved by the Mayor on July 8, 1985,

DAVID N. DINKINS, City Clerk. Clerk of the Council.

CERTIFICATION PURSUANT TO MUNICIPAL. HOME RUILE LAW § 27

Pursuant to the provisions of Municipal Home Rule Law § 27. hereby certify that the enclosed
local law (Local Law 39 of 1985, Council Int. No. 819) contains the correct text and, received the
following vote at the meeting of the New York City Council on June 21, 1985: 34 for, 0 against.

Was approved by the Mayor on July 8, 1985,
Was returned to the City Clerk on July 9, 1985,

HADLEY W. GOLD. Acting Corporation Counsel.
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OF

THE CITY OF NEW YORK
FOR THE YEAR 1985

No. 39

Introduced by Council Members Samuel and Foster, also Council Member Spigner-—

A LOCAL LAW

To amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to a street
name, West 135th Street/Wesley Williams Place, Borough of Manhattan.
Be it enacted by the Council as follows:
Section one. Section B4-5.0 of title B of chapter four of the administrative code of the city of
New York is hereby amended by adding thereto a new designation to read as follows:
Scction B4-5.0 Manhattan, change certain street names.—The following strect name is

hereby designated as hereafter indicated.

New Name Present Name LLimits

West 135th Street/Wesley West 135th St From Lenox Avenue to Adam
Williams Place Clayton Powell Jr. Boulevard.

§2. This local law shall take ctfect immediately.

T City OF NEW York, Oreick oF TS Crry CLERK, 8.8

[ hereby certify that the foregoing is a true copy of a local law of The City of New York, passed
by the Council on June 21, 1985, and approved by the Mayor on July 8, 1985,
DAVID N. DINKINS, City Clerk, Clerk of the Council.

CERTIFICATION PURSUANT TO MUNIcteal. HomME RULE LAw § 27

Pursuant to the provisions of Municipal Home Rule Law § 27, 1 hereby certify that the enclosed
local law (Local Law 39 of 1985, Council Int. No. 819) contains the correct text and, received the

following vote at the meeting of the New York City Council on June 21, 1985: 34 for. O against,

Was approved by the Mayor on July 8, 1985,
Was returned to the City Clerk on July 9, 1985,

HADLEY W. GOLD, Acting Corporation Counsel.




PUBLIC HEARING ON LOCAL LAWS
MONDAY, JULY 8, 1985

4:30 A,M. -- CITY HALL

The next bill on today's public hearing calendar |is

Introductory Number 819, introduced by Fred Samuel and Wendell

Foster, and co-sponsored by Archie Spigner.

This bill would add the designation "WESLEY WILLIAMS PLACE"
to the block of West 135th Street limited by Lenox Avenue and
Adam Clayton Powell, Jr. Boulevard, in Harlem, 1in memory of the
late, trailblazing firefighter known as "the Chief". Williams
died 1n 1984 at the age of eighty, thirty-three years after
retiring from a long and distinguished career with the New York

City Fire Department.

Wesley Williams joined the Fire Department in 1919. That
year, out of 27,000 men who took the Civil Service exam for
firefighter, Williams placed thirteenth. On the physical test
he achieved a perfect score, only the second man in the
Department's history to attain a flawless mark. Yet, what most
distinguished Wesley Will'iams from the other candidates
appointed to the Fire Department in 1919 was neither his

intelligence nor his strength. Rather, he was one of only a

few black men in a still segregated, biased Fire Department,

Williams was assigned to Engine Company 55 on Broome Street

in Lower Manhattan. Later in life Williams recalled that the




first day he reported to work the Captain of the Company
retired, and walked out of the firehouse in order to avoid the
so~called stigma attached to the assignment of a black
firefighter to his station. At once, every firefighter 1in

Engine Company 55 submitted a request for transfer.

Williams endured this hostile reception. And he endured
the reprehensible treatment he received simply because he was a
black man--practical jokes, alienation, assignment of the worst
jobs, exclusion from social activity both in and out of the
firehouse, But Wesley Williams triumphed in the Fface of
adversity. Uninvited to share in firehouse meals and with no

one to talk to, he built a small gym in the firehouse hose

tower and spent his spare time exércising and studying.

During the 1920's, the traditional method of settling
arguments between firefighters was an invitation into the
firehouse cellar. Williams' athletic prowess won him respect
during these unsavory bouts; it also won him the 1924 Fire
Department Heavyweight Boxing Championship. Slowly but surely,
Wesley Williams was bringing about a change in Fire Department
procedures and attitudes.

Wesley Williams was appointed the Department's first black
officer in 1927, when he made Lieutenant. He was soon promoted

to Captain, and then, fifteen years after he had first entered

the Engine Company 55 firehouse, he was appointed its Company




Commander. In. 1938 he became the Department's first black

Battalion Chief.

There had been less than a handful of black firefighters

when Wesley Williams joined the Department in 1919; by 1937

there were twenty, and by 1940, at the peak of Williams'
career, there were fifty. Wesley Williams was their advocate
and confidant, because, while the grosser examples of racial
brutality had abated, prejudice and injustice had not vet
vanished from the Fire Department. In 1940, williams organized
his fellow black firefighters into a frateral organization--the
Vulcan Society--, because, as he once put it, ". . . it was a

fight for survival in those early days, survival with dignity."

Wesley Williams retired in 1951, but even today, a vyear
after his death, he remains alive in the minds of Vulcan
Society members, the Fire Department, the Harlem community in
which he 1lived, and the City at-large, which he ably protected
for many vyears. This street name change memorializes one of
the bravest of New York's Bravest, and I am pleased 1t 1is

before me for signature,

ls there anyone to be heard in opposition?
Is there anyone to be heard in favor?
There being no one {[else] to be heard, and for the reasons

stated above,

I will now sign the bill.




THE COUNCIL

The City of New York

Int. No. 819 September 6, 1984

Introduced by Council Members Samuel and Foster. also Council Member Spigner—read and referred
to the Committee on Parks., Recreation and Cultural Affairs.

A LOCAL LAW

To amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to a street
name, West 135th Street/Wesley Williams Place, Borough of Manhattan.

Be it enacted by the Council as follows:

Section one. Section B4-5.0 of title B of chapter four of the administrative code of the city of New
York is hereby amended by adding thereto a new designation to read as follows:

Y B4-5.0 Manhattan, change certain street names.—The tollowing street name is hercby desig-

nated as hereatter indicated.

New name Present name Limits

West 135th Street/Wesley West 135th St. From Lenox Avenue to Adam

Williams Place Clavton Powell Jr. Boulevard,

¥ 2. This local law shall take effect immediately.

Note: Matter in italics is new: matter in brackets | | 1o be omitted.




THE COUNCIL
THE CITY OF NEW YORK
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Submitted by: Edward F. 0'Malley

THE COUNTZ CTIL
REPORT OF LEGAL SERVICES DIVISION

COMMITTEE ON PARKS, RECREATION AND CULTURAL AFFAIRS

INT. NO. 819 By: Council Members Samuel and
Foster; also Council Member

Spigner

SUBJECT: In relation to a street name, West 135th
Street Wesley Williams Place, Borough of
Manhattan

ADMiNISTRATIVE CODE: Amends section B4-5.0 of title B of chapter
four by adding a new designation.,

INTENT: This Legislation will add a second name,
Wesley William Place, to the present name West 135th Street. The

Limits are from Lenox Avenue to Adam Clayton Powell Jr. Boulevard.

COMMENT: In 1919, Wesley Williams was one of New York
City's first black fireman. As his career progressed, he would

become the City's first black battalion chief.
Mr. Williams, while a school dropout, studied

and read on his own. He easily passed the Fire Department's written

test and was the only applicant out of 1,700 who passed the physical

with a perfect score of 100.

Wesley Williams was assigned to Engine 55
on Broome Street. The day he first reported, the captain of the
company took off hﬁsluniform and walked out. Other firmen also walked
out or refused to acknowledge him. He was subject to racial attacks
throughout his early career, often having to fistfight to stay on the
job. He spent the time studying and Llifting weights.

By 1927, he made Lieutenant, captain in 1934

and battalion chief in 1938. He retired from the department in 1951.




- -

As seen by his devotion to weight Lifting, Mr. Williams believed

in body=building and health foods.

He died recently, living past the age of 80.

EFO'M:arp
INT. NO. 819
6-18-85




THE COUNCIL

The City of New York

Int. No. 819 September 6, 1984

Introduced by Council Members Samuel und Foster. also Council Member Spigner—read and referred
to the Committee on Parks. Recreation and Cultural Affairs.

A LOCAL LAW

To amend the administrative code of the city of New York. in relation to a street
name, West 135th Street/Wesley Williams Place, Borough of Manhattan.

Be it enacted by the Council us follows:

Section one. Section B4-5.0 vl title B of chapter tour of the administrative code ot the city of New

¥

York is hereby amended by adding thereto a new designation to read as follows:

X B4-3.0 Manhattan. change certain street names.—The tollowing street name is hereby desig-

&

nated as herealter indicated.

New name Present name Limits

West | 35th Street: Wesley West 135th St. From Lenox Avenue to Adam

Williums Place Clayton Pawell Jr. Boulevard.

¥ 2. This local law shail tahe ettect immediately.

Note: Matter in iraelics is new: matter in brackets | | to be omitted.
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" CHIEF" WESLEY WILLTAMS

L

L]

"Chief" Wesley Williams was employed by the Fine Depariment

0f the City of New York as a finefdighten on Januahy 10, 1919.

His commitment, his dedication 2o his job and his courageous
pensonality all charactendized him as one of the most distingudshed
membens 0§ the F.inre Depanimentf' At the time he was appointed to
the Fideivepanimant at Engine Company #55, 363 Broome Sthrheedl, the
White captaine netined nathen than expendience the "stigma" of

being the captain of the company where the BlLack §ireman was 2o

work, y

Wesley WiLlLiams LaZer becamé the {inst BLack Battalion Chief
in the historny of the New Yorh City Fire Depantment and ﬁaé been
the necedipient of many honors and cifafoons becauée of his venry
di§tinguibhéd nrhofessional careenr,

M"Chief" Williams died recently and at Zhe Zime of his deaith

“he was oven 80 yeanrs 0f age.




o HO Was glver} tha job hecaum of his exy

-ﬂl

‘2 1 1919, Wesley Willlams, éne of
, New York City's tirst black firemen.
“and eventually {ts first black bat.
; talion chief, walked Into hls {irst city
Ilrelmu':e. The other {iremen walked'
, but in initlal prote.st. then ontraclze-d

hlm.

“-' *Last 'night, At the sge 6 80; “Ths
"+ Chief" was the allest ol.' honor nt a
= dinner {n the Stata ngrica Bullding.
- at 125th Street and Soventh Avenue
. "In Hatlem, and more than 350 fire.
men, policemen, other Civil Service.
-, employees and community wnrkers
. Lcamo to pay tribute, . .
vt Borough President Fercy P, Sutton’
', Oof Manhattan was there, and so was
;. Fire Cammlssloner Joseph T, O'Ha.
gan.. )
* Mr Willla.ms wes thére because as
8 put It, "l prefer smelling roses
.y whlle my nose i: in good condition.”
" The rest of Mr, Wllllams isn't too
Ind cither, He swims threa times
. weekly at ths Harlem Y.M.C.A. on
*, 135th Street, Hfts weights and is a
. devntﬂe of vitamine and health foods
- He looks, in fact, very much a3 ho

dld nhen he becams a fireman'in ¥

| 1919' and took up weight. Hf!lng.
"'y Gross Rejectlon Necalied '

A school dropout in the second
decade of this century, Mr; Willlams
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Broomo Streét,. itl 1919.

er for the U.S, Post Omce..-;_ o

F
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"'me to a flst.ﬂght_" Whlch ha aiwa s v

il-._.i I‘I " l Y

I could nnt have stuyed on ths.t;
job If 1 lost,” he sald, YThera\vay no t;

;Human Rights Commizsion, end P
complaining to A 'clvile -

rights “group.’ ‘lhey ' would * hava
thought 1 was & weakling: and
trampled. me, In those days you ..
ftoc" up;alona and put !{nuckla to f.
aw.? e

Alona in a crowdod flrehcuse Mr, o
Wllllams leAtied on the lesslons he
", had been taught by his father,
' Grand Central tﬂtmlh'ﬂ tedean

P
+on childhood lessions in body- Euild- -

» Ing and yoB8s Ho lifted weights md
:tud!ed

Excclled as Welpht-Lifter =~

" """ Mr. Willlams lifted 3,600 pounds at

" his hips and 625 pounds in a dead.’
“1ift w:th one arm. When the national
“heavywelght ‘clean-and.jerk’ record -
pounds, Mr. Williams swvas
" lifting 315 pounds. This despite a
height of 5 feet 8 inches and & welpht
1 that never rose above 180 pounds, - -
He was glso'a swimmer, a boxer, &
ball player, and he kept to his dis-
_clplines, He was mada a lHeutenant
~In 1927, a captain. In 1931 and 8 :
lfggt]alinn chJe! in 1938 He retlred !n

I Y

o -

' r
lf."t ‘*:l

ou |

studied and read on hls own, ,and

when he entered the Fire Department, . ; » M Wllllams was marrled thres

times and outlived all threa wives,
h& asqﬁd tha “.rit E s ‘ M‘h“mr J-m--— -‘--.-- l--.h Do nimp i by F--QI I || § '

applicants to pass the. physical Wilh '*Mr. Wllllams greetlng guests at 1, Fiago “0“' " ha says, "'but the truth

-

t perfect score of 100” rceording to \ s that at my 8gs when *,’ﬁ :‘070:'
Y a 1819 newspaper clipping, * +

3 On the day he walked into Engine

'y 55 on Brooms Street, the captain of

1 'the company took nrr s unifarm
,f and walke out,

/ ‘watked out of thé firehouss and up
 to its roof, ‘and when Mr, Williams

+ Attempted to Join t.hem.,they walked
, back downstalrs.

“For months It was Ilke that," Mg,
\ |}Vlll!nms -said ln ] recent interview.

Other 'firerian . .

(he dlnner In hls hunnr last nlghh_

“Mv jab was to c!enn up tha bulld-

spitioons, b
“lhey fllled my bﬁc*s v"**\ E"':Crt‘-l

There was even ona guy who went

. Into the kitchen behind me, break-«

Ing plates and plasses I used at din-
ner, and nobody hardly said ¥ word,

except ‘when. they werg challenging

I

. Inz, and they tt.ou!d urmnta in Lha

’
'I

'ment “and damaged my 'uniforms, !

pretty woman whnm you' ‘
you feel just as siliy as ycm dld when »
you were 18"

Thess days the Chie f ll 'ty on h[i
E700 a.weoit roans oa, whleh e vl
Ji srient nretiy anicvly en {rad, athe
letic: equipnient,s honks on natural
“history,:. memotry Improvement andi
ways {d "do it yoursell.” He doesn't
mind not having savinpe, he said, be-
cause yvou never saw B Brink's truck

- tanlng money. to the cemetery.”

l

. . ’ I'illr |”|1”.




Fireman Woodson, the second Black Fireman, had been a member of' the

New York City Fire Department approximately four

read an article in the "Chics 0 Det'ender", a Black weekl newspapar, of ths
123 y y

“impending appointment of' one more Black fireman to the New York City Fire

Department. Woodson had established himsclf as a4 man of° courage having
vravery by the Department but from his letter

Werley Williams dated January h, 1919 it was evident that he was unable to

received two citations for to

encer that iiner cirele of companionship enjoyed Ly his brother white
firem:n, In his letter Iy wrete that as a "race" man he felt it was his

duty to enlighten the REW comnr to the conditions which existed in the

Departnent a* that time. e owent o to explain th

find "quite a ot of Jealous and nar

at the new fireman would

row. minded men" in the Depaftment and

that when he (Wesley Willj

lams) was assigned to a Company, to "do your work

and do it as near perfect as you can" and teo Hdo everything the comnanding

officers tell you to do, no matter what 1t might be, do it", In the area

of race relations he admonished, "Don't foree your friendship on anybody and

1f there is an argumenf. don't join them:

Just say I'm neutral. " "IT they

Speak of our race before you, in your presence, as niggers, pay no attention -

g0 and do something or take 2 newspaper arrl readd", However, he coneludes

his lotter on an upbeat, punctuated with hope and 3 lack Of nmialice,

"With best wishes for success and a Pleasant career in the Fira>
Department, I remain'",

Yours truly,

-—-l L B

John H., Woodson
F.Oo. Box 145
Junaiea, N.Y.C.




The envelope is postmarked Jamaiea, N.Y., January 6, 7 PM, 1919 -

addressed

Mr. Wesley Williams
818 East 223rd Strect
New York, New Yorlk

Brorny;

“r. Wesley Williams was no ordinary colored man, or Negro man, or Black

man or white man -- Wesley Villiams was an exceptional man.

At eighteen, as an amateur weight lifter, he had shattered most of the
weight lifting records that had existed up to that time. Among his records

was & 3,600 pound hip lift, a one arm dead lift of 625 pounds and a 698 pound

!

1ift one inch from the ground. When the natienal heavy weight record in the
¢lean and jerk was 250 pounds, Wesley Williams was lifting 345 pounds. He
also accomplished a 75 pound one arm curl, a 245 pound military.press, correct
style, andra 222 pound one arm "clean and Jjerk". Williams was not big

physically; he was only 5'8" and, at that time less than 180 pounds.

Desplie his acknowledged weight lifting: [eats, these feats nay not be

recorded in record books becuuse they failed to puin official recognition.

Five years after enlering the Department In 1921, Williams won the heavy
weight boxing championship at a weight of 185. It was not surprising that
wezley Williams achieved a perfect score of 100% in the physical exaniination
to enter the Pepartiment. He was the one crndidate of the 2,700 conmpeting to
score a lOG% on the entrance physical exarmina“ion and only the second man in
the history of the Depariment to gain a pevfecfliéove.

!

ne streets of Harlem were still wet 'rom 3 haavy May shower the afternoon

I interviewed RBetired Battalion Chief weslay Viillinms, The Chief, an he is

Afrectlonately ond recoectf!ly oalled by Li: acquaintances ia o Bl mn of

honey=-hrown camnlexion.

2y

AL edphty, Yig weimht romsins approximately 134 rounds

s welant b elghteen; a well Lailored rod BULt covers a still powerful fritne.

¢

i '
. . .
+ " "
1 . L] oo .

F e . ' "
1 . L .

, by )

-~ 1 - ! -t
. 1
.
- » Lt . - - *
. '




Wesley Williams is a well educated granmer school graduate who 1500 hook

library boasts the works of Nietzshe, Schopechaver, William James, Jack

London, Carl Van Vechten, J.J. Robertson are examples of his wide and

varied tastes in reading.

Sinee his retirement from the Departmont, Anril 1, 1992, the Chief has
renained as active in the business affairs of "his" Harlem as hé has in its
social life. Still a strikingly handsome man, with just beginning-to-thin
curly grey hair, it is evident thalt his many years‘of strict physical ard
mental discipline have served him well. The Chief has held a continuous member-
ship in the Harlem YMCA for 55 years, still works out in the gym and pool
and is an ardent devotee of ice cold showers; however, he warns that to reduce
the shock you must wet your head with cold water first. While talking to the
Chief in the private office of his long time friend and Harlem political leader,
Lloyd Dickens, I could not help being reimpressed by his expansive wit and hunor
which hie constantly inserted into the conversation, but most of all I
nmarvelsl at the ease with which he‘drew on his crystal clear memory to recall

the first and last names of men he had worken! with in the early 1620's as

he easily recounted detailed cvents wand esperioncos.

’ 1

To Black‘firemen, The Chief is certainly a minor Diety, not only in the New
York: City Fire Department but to Rlack firemc throughout the nation. So munh
of the tone and the will to succeed and excel by black firemen in white
derariments w2s irbued by this one black man., Dhe intorview was tape recorded,
o
o7 Ly R0 1t might Mow without interruption bub that the Chiefl's

experienzes, in his own words including his humor and wit,, will b2 recordd

for jastority,




I asked him to recall his experiencés from the beginning of* his career.
It islof'utmost impertance to understand the relationship of black and white
fireman through the 1920's, 30's, and 40's. These were crucial years: they were
the building bloecks on which the present rclationships and attitudes
rest. Tre first thing we discussed was th2 letter he had ;eceived fron Fireman
John Woodson a few days before he was appointed iﬁ 1919. The Chief recalled

how appreciative he was to receive the letter and how accurately Woodson had

stated the facts and the problems he was to face.

Wesley Williams, with a grammar school education, a perpetual desire for
knowledge and a near perfect physique competed with 2,700 other candidates and
placed number 13 on the divil.Service list for appointment as Fireman, New York
City Fire Department. On the physical examinatien, which is designed to test
a canudidates strength.and agility, William's score was perfect. Even with his
exceptionally high standing cn the Civil S2rvice list it was necessary to present
letters of character references. Caief Williams' father was the head Red Cap
at Grand Central Station and as such had develcped an ongoing relationship with the
Vanderblilts, the Goulds and Lhe Morgans who were tha owners of the railroads
and passed through the téqminai frequently, along with the many othor praminent
people of the era. Many of these famous people signed character references for

young Wesley. Ore of those who vouched for Lim was former President Theodore

"Roosevelt,

The Criaf went on to say that as previous Employer of his father, Hr..Thawléy;] 5§E§? .

TS

~a millionaire and heavy contributor to Tammany Hall was instrumental in 1etting,thégf§if£§_?

'pawer that be" including the Fire Commissioner and the Chief of the Department . - .

know ‘hat Wesley Wil'li s wan 3n e Fipe barartient to stay.,
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The next problem to be faced was, where wzz this black fireman to be aszi;ned?

The decision was Engine Cempany 55, located a£“363 Broome Street, Munhattan, in
a predominately Italian section. When the newly anpointed Fireman Wesley Williams
reported for duty, January 10, 1919, at Engine Company 55, the Cantain retired
as of Lhat date to avoid the stigma of heing the Captain of the Company where
the black fireman was to perform duty. In addition, each man in the Canpany
forthwith submitted a request for trahsfer stating they did not wish to work
and sleep indthe same firehouse with a black man. As a result no man was
permitted it wouid have been impossible to keep any fireman in the Company.
Fireman Williams was both ignored and ostracised and was given no direct
instructions as to his duties or responSibilities. It must be noted that

the Company was now without a Captain, and there were five or six months

before a new Captain was assigned.

|

At the first real fire after his appointmznt, Fireman Williams was ordered

to take tre nozzle of the hose line down into the cellar. The rest of the

Company was behind him to assist in moving the hose and to back him up. The
purpose he was told, was to show his courage and his staying ability. After the

Company had moved into place in the smoky collar a series of explosions

occurred and flames rolled over the probationary fireman's head in waves

as he operated the nozzle and directed the stream. The Company, including the

officer, retreated to the street leaving the probationary fireman in the

cellar to extinguish the fire alcne. Battulion.Chief Ben Parlker who was in charg.:
P
or' the five sharply questicned the officer as Lo whether all of his men wore

present.  The Lieutenant reported the probationary man was still in the co-llar.
the Chie” chastrized the company and the of'ficer for their action. But by
stayiam “n o eedlar ond extinruishing the ripo altce, Prreman Wil liquns o] Ui

1

estallished @ reputation of Lol o coulageons flewanan Wwho would not back out

in the face of adverse conditions.




In our conversation I raised the question of the "Black Beu". The
Black HBed was the one assigﬁed to Wesley Williams. It was later to hecome the
bed assighed to any black fireman in any flrehouse where he was assigned to
perform duty. In Engine Company 55 it was the bed next to the toilet. No
othar Tireman used that bed even though the bed linen was changed after
each = finished a night tour. This black bed vias to be the source of

bitt..rr contention for many years in many firehouses.

Wesley Williams, like his father, had been a Red Cap except that Wesley

worked at Penn Station. He left that job to become a letter carrier but more

specifically, a parcel pest trugk driver and worked at it from the age of 18 to

2l. It was through this job experience that he became very familiar with and
proficient in the operation of motor vehicles. It was at this point in the
history of the Department (early 1920's) that the horses were being replaced
by the famous two wheel Christie tractors thus motorizing both steamers and
aerial trucks. There was also a sirnificant chunge in working tours in 1919,
The &4 hour work wsek came into being a system that was to remain practically

unctanged until 1939 when the three platoon eighit hour plan was adopted.

In the attempt to moterlze, the Nepariment found there weere very fow firamn
who possessed the mechanical ability to orerate the new gasoline driven tractors.
Fireman Williams had been driving gasoline vehicles for four years in the postal
service and was therafdre very gualified. A fate would have it, a quirk of the

““-

quarters of Engine 05 was that to back the anparatus into quarters it had to be

packed up and angled just right theough the apparatus doors. During one tour
Flremin Williams was ashod to take the apparatus out of quarters and thien back it
in. e executed the nuheuver oo e tly he uas aspipnad as the npraratus arivee

This aosigrment czused nah resenbmont asminst W linms amone thae mombers of




Engine 55. It even prompted Assistant Chicf of .Department Patty Valsh to remark
at a second alarm fire on Canal Street,.“Of all the men in this Department, he
(the Captain) had to .piek "that" man to drive the-apperatus". It should be
explained that the resentment engendered by the assignment of Fircman Williams

to drive and operate . the apparatus was that tradition dictated that the Motor Pump
'Operntors are to be the senior most experienced menhers of Fire Compahy.. The

fact that Wesley Willliams had little or no seniority coupled with the fact that

he was black was not offset by the fact that he wias the most qualified to operate

.-— the apparatus by his previous experience and ability,

As I sat across from the Chief holding the microphone of the tape recorder

we shared chuckles as he recalled some of the solutions had he employed to hélp

his exist in a hostile atomsphere. His superb physical fitness.was a tremendous
asset. Practical jokes, in his early career, often took on the color of
viciousness. There were times when Wesley Williams would report for duty and
find that his equipment had been thrown.into the cellar at the foot of the stairs
in a pil.. At another time he found his helmct crushed under the recar tires of
the apparatus. Once he .found his boots filled with the entrails of chickens

and hisg rubber gouh carefully slashed with razor bludes so that it would come

apart 1n strips when 1t was nut on as bhe Company regponded o a fipe,

The drift of the interview turned to the Chief's physical abilities and the
accepted traditional method of argument settling between individuals that existed
in the Department at that periocd. The Chief explained that he had been invited

—d
into the cellar a few Rimmes. The winner was deterinined by who left the cellar

firat, while the other contestant remained in the cellar door to the acconpaniment

of' splashing water i1n the enllar aink. The lesssn was ensily and guickly learnoed by




the 1rest of the Company and young Williams received no more cellar invitations.
He went on to explaiinn that this method may have been somewhat unfair because as a
member of the Harlem "Y" he worked out regularly in the gym and was an
acquaintance of the old time prize fighters like Sam Langford, Joe Janett

and Foanama "AlY Brown and they would tell him, "“Look, you better stay in shape,
Sonny, ''cause when you get downtown with them Irishmen -~ you are going to have

to de'end yourself,

The Chief stated, with a touch of nostalgia that they trained him and could
have killed him because they were pro's; but he worked out with them on the sand
bag and the punching bag and he became very proficient. With a smile the Chief
said being left with no one to talk to and not being invited to take part in the
commissary or meals, gave him time alone to study and develop his great respect

and love for history and philosophy.

He also bullt a small gym at the top of the hose tower of the firehouse.
The hose tower 1s a tower used to dry and store wet fire hose, it extends from

above the firehouse roof to the cellar. The hose is suspended from the butt end by

large hooks. It was in this small private gym that he continued his routine of

physical fitness. In 1924 Wesley Williams became the heavy weight boxing
champ.ton of the Fipg Depai**t’ment anc. at one tiline he held tha YMCA handball

championship while excellinig in baseball und swinming.

Gn Sunday morning, October 19, 1920, a year and ten months aiter Wesley Williams
had entered the Department, he was chatting and walking with his father on
St. Nicholas Avenue in"lkulem on his way to work. As the two men passed 177
St. Nicholas Avenue they noticed Ladder Company 40 had responded to a fire and had

alraacy placed a portable ladder against the front of the fire huilding. A:s he and

his Tather approachad the boeildirg a body of flame ,:ould be seen anporily 13 king




9.

out of the front windows and smoke was partially covering the front of® the bLuilding.

Ladder Company 40's wooden had operated aerizl ladder was being maneuvered into

position against the building so that William Thomas, ape 19, trapped at a window
could be rescued. In the meantime, after sizing up the situation, Fireman Williams

had ascended the previously placed ladder in an effort to assist,

As the tip of the aerial ladder approachcil the panic stricken youth; he mide
a desperate lunge for 1t and was successful in grasping the ladder but his grip
flateréd. As he was beginming to fall, Fireman Williams leaped from the ladder
he was stanﬁing on, caught the aerial ladder with one hand and the falling Thomas
with the other thus preventing his fall to the street and certain death. After
carrying the young man to the street and safety, Williams reascended the laddéé
and assisted in the rescué of five other children. The rescue was witnessed by two
reporters. A man by the name of Livingston was one of them. This heroic deed was
the subject of an article entitled, "NY s Only Colored Fireman Saves Six Fron
Burning Euilding"; The date and name of the publicﬁtion 1s not recorded but it
may be Fbuﬁd in the Schomburg Center for Rescarch in Black Culture, New York

Public Library, 135th Street near Lenox Avenue,

-
L

When Fireman Williams reported to duty he recounted the rescue to his Captain.
He was told that it was Just in the line of duty unhd that he would nst write it up

for submission for a Department citation.

In the continuing discussion of meritorious acts performea bty the Chief as a
Fireman hie recounted anolher incident when he wuas pg his way to work and was

] - ! ¥ “ * L 5 » L
walking with ancther firanan. They discoverad a Tire in a loft building at

Spring and Lafayette Streets. workiomy togethor they were able to rescue people from

the buriing bullding. Again Lhe Chicf recounied th» rescue to the Cauptrin of his

'




Compur.y and was again told it was just in the line of duty and he wo.ld

not forward the necessary recommendation. The f{ireman who shared in thie

rescue reported the particulars to the Cantain of his Company, Ladder 13, and

as a result, the Capiain forwarded the nec:ssury reports and the firenan received

recorni.tion of the rarformavce of an heroic act.

The fruits of study werc swest to Firen.n Williams. He was promoted to
2leulenant in 1927 but he was assigned to the sume Engine 55 where he hiad been

appointed a fireman., This was a very unusuel situation because it is traditional

to assign a newly‘appointed officer to a firehouse other than where he cerved as

a fireman. The original .plan was to assign the first Black officer to headquarters

and give him a desk Job but Lieutenant Williams strongly objected with the

statement, "I took orders froum white officers; white firemen will have to learn

to take orders from a colored officer'". The day Fireman Williams was promoted to
Lieutenant and was assigned as an officer in Engine 55, Fireman John O'Toole walked

out of the {irehouse, an action that made him immediately AWOL. It was only

throught the political connections of his family and his brother who was a Captain .
in the Departinent that he wac able to aveold serious consequences. He was T

subseriantly truansferraed out of Engine &5 to a fireboat.

rs a Lieutenant, Willi:ms was especiully mindful of the principals of
personnal management ard had no particular problan in this area. His one problan oy .
was a Fireman by the nume o Ahbott who wns a heavy drinker and who was assigned - .7

-
L]

--l e

to Enggine 95 after he hud previously been assigned to 30 other cowpanies. He only i

retained his Job becaufe of his pclitically active family. Lieulenant Williams
adnonished him, that no matter wvhot beppenad e was Lo respond with the Company

\ ’ "I . !' ¥ - v \ * . b ‘¢ . Loy Y LI ' . . - - - ™ -~ - A -y . -3 . L T ’ ' | - ) ' 'L" _:I..:-‘EE'
and would rot Lo perrattod Do i g reaponse to an alarm. Fventuiddly ctarsss had ot

Le preferred agninst the fMivaman rfor fullure Lo oley an order, Imcuiie of Lis




political connections an exceptionally heavy fine was imposed by the Trail
Commissioner (two weeks loss of pay) and the results of the trail were published
in the Department Orcders; this in effect was offlicial notificaticnh that when

Lieutenant Williams, as any other officer, issued an order it was to be obeyed.

There was no relaxing of the rigid ro.ilirne of physical discipline and
earncst study and seven years after his first promotion, wesleyWilliams was
pronmoted to Captain in 1934, Captain Williams became the Company Commander of
the same firehouse he had entered 15 years npo and had been assigned all of the
dirty details from cleaning urine filled spitoons to sleeping in the segregated
"Black Bed". Engine 55's response area included thé infamous "Hells Hundred
Acres". This is an exceptionally dangerous area because it encompasses the old
cast iron column construction warehouses Lhat were: bullt before the Civil War.
Fires in thése old buildings offen resulted in collapses because of their
construction which utilized cast iron columns imposed one on top of the other
to support the interior floors. The failure of one of these columns in a fire
will bring down whole sections of a buildityz. During his tour of duty in Engine 55,
wesley Williams had many near escapes; Hells Hundred Acres has claimed the live3. 

of nmuny g£204 firemen.

Four years after his mromotion to Caplain, Wesley Williams was again promoted.\i-‘ 

This time to Battalion Chier’ in 1938; but he remained in the area because he:was.ﬂ--jf;fif

assizned to the 3rd Battulion on Marcer Stioct.

--.-"I-

2y Decanber of 1987 *lore were 20 Black firew:n; by the Fall of 190 there . o

were fifty-odd black firamer.. Thore was Tierce competition for the 43,000 peﬁrlffafﬁﬁﬁiﬁﬁ_;

yaar dob and 211 but e minsb ouadified Rlocl men were eliminated.




political connections an exceptionally heavy fine was imposed by the Trail

Commnissioner (two weeks loss of pay) and the results of the trail were published

in the Department Orders; this in effect was official notificatiocn that when

Lieutenant Williams, as any other officer, issued an order it was to be obeyed.

There was no relaxing of the rigid rouatine of physical discipline and
earnest study and seven years after his first promotion, Wesley Williams was
promoted to Captain in 1934. Captain Williams became the Company Commander of
the same firehouse he had entered 15 years ngo and had been assigned all of the
dirty details from cleaning urine filled spitoons to sleeping in the segregated
"Black Bed". Engine 55's response area included the infamous "Hells Hundred

Acres". This is an exceptionally dangerous area because it encompasses the old

cast iron ecolumn construction warehouses that were:built before the Civil War.

Fires in thése old buildings often resulted in collapses because of their
construction which utilized cast iron columns imposed one on top of the other

Lo support the interior floors. The failure of one of these columns in a fire

will bring down whole sections of a building. During his tour of duty in Engine 09,

Wesley Williams had many near escapes; Hells Hundred Acres has claimed the lives

of many good firemen.

Four years after his promotion to Caplain, Wesley Williams was again promoted.
This time to Battalion Chier’ in 1930; but he remained in the area because he was

assigned to the 3rd Battulion on Mercer Stioct.

l--p"'l-

By December of 1987 thore were 20 Black firemcn; by the Fall of 1940 there
were fifty-odd black firemer,. Thore was fiorce competition for the $3,000 per

year Job and 2ll but the mat gualified Bla~k men were eliminated.




THE COUNCIL
OF
THE CITY OF NEW YORK
CITY HAL.L
NEW YORK, N. Y. 10007

8966-2992

FRED SAMUEL CHAIRMAN:

COUNCIL MEMBER, 3TH DISTRICT, MANHATTAN PuBLic SAFETY COMMITTEE
183 WEST 128TH STREET COMMITTEES!
NEW YORK, NEW YORK 10027 FINANCE
6832022 HEALTH

RULES, PRIVILEGES & ELECTIONS

May 22, 1985

Honorable Walten Wand
Chairnman

Parks, Recrneation and
Cultural Affairns Commititee
City Council of New Youk
City Hall

New Yourk, N.Y. 10007

Dean Couna4£maﬁiwand:

We wouﬁéjappneaiaze an early hearing on Intro., 819,
hegernence to Chief Wesley Williams.

Thanks for youn anticipated and kind attention.

Very truly youns,

L

ﬂFned Samuel
City Councilman
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THE COUNCIL

The City of New York
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Int. No. 819 September 6, 1984

Introduced by Council Members Samuel and Foster, also Council Member Spigner—read and referred
to the Committee on Parks. Recreation and Cultural Affairs.

A LOCAL LAW

To amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to a street
name, West 135th Street/Wesley Williams Place, Borough of Manhattan.

Be it enacted by the Council us follows:

Section one. Section B4-5.0 of title B of chapter four of the administrative code of the city of New

York is hereby amended by adding thereto a new designation to read as tollows:

§ B4-5.0 Manhattan, change certain street names.—The tollowing street name is hereby desig-

nated as hereafter indicated.

New name Present name
.__________-_-______—_________————-————-—————‘-——“-—m——‘__'
West 135th StrectiWesley West 135th St. From Lenox Avenue to Adam

Willtams Place Clavton Powell Jr. Boulevard.
U EN———————

§ 2. This local law shall take etfect immediately.

Note: Matter in iraflics is new: matterin brackets | ] to be omitted.




THE COUNCIL

The City of New York

Int. No. 819 September 6, 1984

Introduced by Council Members Sumuel and Foster, also Council Member Spigner—read and referred
to the Committee on Parks. Recreation and Cultural Atfairs.

A LOCAL LAW

To amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to a street
name, West 135th Street/Wesley Williams Place, Borough of Manhattan.

Be it enacted by the Council us follows:

Section one. Scction B4d-5.0 of title B of chapter four of the administrative code of the city of New

York is hereby amended by adding thereto a new designation to read as follows:

§ B4-5.0 Manhattan, change certain street names.—The [ollowing street name is hereby desig-

nated as hereafter indicated.

s T rEm———y = TC T T Py ST S T LT

New name Present name Limits

West 135th Street/Wesley West 135th St From Lenox Avenue to Adam

Williams Place Clayton Powell Jr. Boulevard.,

§ 2. This local law shall take effect immediately.

Note: Matter in fralics is new: matter in brackets | | to be omitted.




Dear Borough President Stein:
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Borough President Andrew Stein

2050 Municipal Bldg.
New York, NY 10007

a0
d ¥ ; r i
ok Ll ﬁ?l R
i

r

S

i




Oct. 3, 1984

819

Dear Mr. Sturz:

Mr. Herbert Sturz, Chairman
City Planning Commission

2 Lafayette St.

New York, NY 10007




Daar Mr. Jacobson:

Mr. Solomon Jacobson

Municipal Reference & Research Center
31 Chambers St., Rm. 112

New York, NY 10007
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Dear Commissioner Ward:




THE COUNCIL

The City of New York

Int. No. 819 September 6, 1984

Introduced by Council Members Samuel and Foster, also Council Member Spigner—read and referred
to the Committee on Parks. Recreation and Cultural Affairs.

A LOCAL LAW

To amend the administrative code of the city of New York
name, West 135th Street/Wesley Williams Place,

, in relation to a street
Borough of Manhattan.

Be it enacted by the Council as follows:

Section one. Section B4-5.0 of title B of chapter four of the administrative code of the city of New

York is hereby amended by adding thereto a new designation to read as follows:

¥ B4-5.0 Manhattan, change certain street names.—The tollowing street name is hereby desig-

nated as hereafter indicated.

New name Present name Limits

-_—

West 135th Street/Wesley West [35th St. From Lenox Avenue to Adam

Williams Place Clayton Powell Jr. Boulevard.

-_—

¥ 2. This local law shall take effect immediately.

m

Note: Matter in italics is new: matter 1n brackets | ] to be omitted.




THE COUNCIL

The City of New York

Int. No. 819 September 6, 1984

[ntroduced by Council Members Samuel and Foster, also Council Member Spigner—read and referred
to the Committee on Parks, Recreation and Cultural Aflfairs,

A LOCAL LAW

To amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to a street
name, West 135th Street/Wesley Williams Place, Borough of Manhattan.

Be it enacted by the Council us follows:

Section one, Scction B4-5.0 of title B of chapter four of thé administrative code ol the city of New

York is hereby amended by adding thereto a new designation to read as tollows:

¥ B4-5.0 Manhattan, change certain street names.—The following street name is hereby desig-

nated as hercalter indicated.

New name Present name Limits

West 135th Street/Wesley West 135th St. From Lenox Avenue to Adam

Williams Place Clavton Powell Jr. Boulevard.

Y 2. This local law shall take etfect immediately.,

Note: Matter in=ftalics 18 new: matter in brackets | | to be omitted.
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THE COUNCIL

The City of New York

Int. No. 819 September 6, 1984

Introduced by Council Members Samuel and Foster. also Council Member Spigner—read and referred
to the Committee on Parks. Recreation and Cultural Affuirs.

A LOCAL LAW

To amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to a street

name, West 135th Street/Wesley Williams Place. Borough of Manhattan.

Be it enacted by the Council ay Jollenwws

Section one. Section B4-5.0 of title B of chapter four ol the administrative code of the city of New

York is hereby amended by adding thereto a new designation to read as follows:

S

N B4-5.0 Manhattan, change certain street names.—The following street name is hereby desig-

nated as hercafter indicated,

New name Present name Limits

-_—

West 135th Street/Wesley West 135th St. From Lenox Avenue to Adam

Williams Place Clayton Powell Jr. Boulevard.

¥ 2. This locul law shall take eifect immediately,

Note: Matter in italics is new: matter in brackets | | to be omitted,




Int. No. X/?

By Council Member Samuel

A LOCAL LAW |

To amend the administrative code of the city o Xew York, in relation

to a street name, West 135th Street/Wesley Williams Place, Borough
of Manhattan.

Be it enacted by the Council as follous:

Section one. Section B4- g5 g of title B of chapter Zour orf

the administrative code of the city of New York is hereby amencad Dy
adding thereto a new designation to read as follows:

§B4- 5.0, Manhattan change certain gi,ecet
names. --The following street name is herzbv designated as hesre-

aftter indicated.

New name - - Present name | Limits

L

Lt

West 135th Street/ Wesley West 135th St. From Lenox Avenue
Williams Place L to Adam Clayton Powell
Jr. Boulevard:

§2. This local law shall take effect immaciately.
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THE COUNCIL
OF

SO ASYE | THE CITY OF NEW YORK
-i't;"" NGy

AT

LEGAL SERVICES DIVISION
280 BROADWAY, 23rb FLOOR
NEW YORK, N. Y. 10007
(212) 566.8433

(21l2) 566-8421
(212) 566-8433 September 4, 1984

TO: Council Member Samuel

FROM: Legal Services Division

RE s btreet name, West 135th Street/Wesley Williams Place, Manhattan.

The attached material was prepared at your request. If
1t is to be introduced, you may indicate below that you have re-

ceived and approved the draft and please forward it in triplicate

copies to Thomas J. Cuite, Majority Leader, Cit Hall. If you

forward the legislation in an amended form, I would appreciate a
copy for our files.

The enclosed list of interested versons, who may wish

to comment on this proposal, should be submitted to the Majority
Leader along with this draft local law.

A copy of the above resolution or local law has been

sent to Council Member Tor introduction.
————

Director

oo /5750000

By
Legislative Attorney

Thomas J. Cuite

Please introduce this legislation.

~ Council Member's Signature

ouncil Member's Signature
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by Council Member Samuel

A LOCAL LAV

To amend the administrative code of the city of YNew York, in relatien

to a street name, West 135th Street/Wesley Williams Place, Borough
or sManhattan.

Be it enacted by the Council as follows:
Section one. Section B4- g | of title B of chapter four of
the administrative code of the city of New York is hereby amendad by

adding thereto a new designation to read as follows:

§B4- 5,0, Manhattan change certain g i,.a¢

> . | Y

names. --The following street name 13 herzby designated as hzra-

atter indicated.

el — s A e .

New name " . Present name

A

it

West 135th Street/ Wesley West 135th St. From Lenox Avenue

Williams Place ‘ L to Adam Clayton Powell
| Jr. Boulevard- '

"'""'-—-—-——-——-—_.____________________
___“_—-_'_'h——‘-"—-———-———-—————————_-———-—_————-

S2. This local law shall take effect immadiately.




