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The red-and-white metal boxes, affixed to utility poles or the walls of large buildings, are relics of an earlier time — pieces of street
furniture that are easily overlooked in North Jersey’s crowded suburban landscape.

Fire departments almost everywhere once relied on these call
boxes as their primary means of learning about fires and other
emergencies. The boxes have been slowly disappearing over the
past three decades — many becoming collector’s items — as fewer
departments see the value of maintaining a system that is prone to
false alarms and, in the era of the cellphone, relies on century-old
telegraph technology.

But some fire departments in New Jersey continue to use them. “We
kept some of those basic systems because they still work,” said Chief
Anthony Verley of the Teaneck Fire Department, which has paid
firefighters. Little Falls, Hawthorne, Hackensack and Ridgewood
also still use them.

For these departments and others, the appeal of the call box
endures not despite its simple nature — the technology was
developed in the late 1800s, and the boxes themselves and the
wiring within can date to the 1930s or earlier — but rather because
of it.

Call-box systems — firefighters often call them Gamewell systems, a shorthand derived from one of the better-known
manufacturers — use very little electricity, making them reliable in the event of a natural disaster that knocks out the power grid.
Ridgewood’s system, for example, runs on only 12 volts; six car batteries in the attic at fire headquarters can provide enough
backup power to run the box network for days in the event of a widespread outage, fire Capt. Greg Hillerman said.

“We don’t need power, we don’t need anything. It’s self-sufficient,”
Hillerman said, noting that during the Y2K scare, when blackouts were feared, and Superstorm Sandy, when much of the village
lost power for more than a week, the call boxes were one of the few sure things around.

“It’s one of the rarest things you can think of when something 100 years [old] is more reliable than what they’ve come up with
since,” Hillerman added.

Call-box systems are simple. The boxes — traditionally made of cast iron, though newer models tend to be cast aluminum — are
attached to posts, poles or buildings. They’re numbered, and firefighters have records of where each box is located. When someone
pulls a box’s lever — or if a smoke detector attached to a box triggers it — gears inside the box begin to turn and click, tripping a
signal that’s transmitted to fire stations through a network of copper wires.
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A fire call box at Orient Way and East Passaic Avenue in Rutherford.
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When the signal reaches a fire station, a bell chimes a number of times corresponding to the number of the box, telling firefighters
where to go. A digital signal receiver also prints out the box location. Some departments, like Hackensack and Ridgewood,
maintain manual receivers that predate the digital ones and punch triangular-shaped holes in long strips of paper, like Morse
code, indicating where the emergency is.

In many cases, firefighters have memorized the numbers of certain boxes that are frequently pulled in their towns, as in hospitals
or schools. Otherwise, the number must be looked up — on index cards in Teaneck, in large binders in Ridgewood, or on an
oversized sign in Hackensack.

The state does not have a database of the departments that still use the devices, said Emike Omogbai, a spokeswoman for the state
Department of Community Affairs, in an email. The boxes were installed before most homes had telephones. The need for the
boxes decreased with landlines and further with the proliferation of cellphones. Though most departments used the systems until
the 1980s, many have been removed, Omogbai said.

Judson Moore, president of the New Jersey State Fire Chiefs Association, is a retired chief of the volunteer Port Elizabeth Fire
Company in Cumberland County, which does not use a pull-box system. He said he isn’t aware of many departments in the state that
continue to actively use the devices.

“It’s more of a tradition, more than anything,” said Moore, who  keeps a pull-box station, a collector’s item, in his home.

The boxes worked well particularly around the turn of the last century, he said. But with the advent of central dispatching systems
and, later, cellphones, Moore said, it’s easier than ever to pinpoint the exact location of an emergency.

“It’s a thing of the past,” Moore said of the call box.

Some firefighters counter, however, that cellphones aren’t always reliable. During a disaster, everyone wants to get a signal,
clogging up networks. Cellphones also run out of power.

“We now think it’s very important to the township because of the cellphone issue,” Verley, the Teaneck chief, said of the township’s
call-box system.

The officials also say call boxes often are the fastest way to notify firefighters of an emergency. When a box is pulled, the alarm is
sent directly to a fire station. Firefighters will head straight to the source, often before they can be notified by a private alarm
company or dispatcher, whose employees follow a protocol before rerouting a call. This is especially true for “master boxes” —
those located in schools, large apartment complexes, hospitals, municipal buildings and certain businesses, and connected directly
to smoke detectors. (Those that are on street corners or telephone poles must be pulled by someone, and the location of the
emergency could be a few doors down.)

Hillerman, of the Ridgewood Fire Department, said that if, for example, a master box at The Valley Hospital is pulled or activated
by a smoke detector, fire engines can be within a quarter-mile of the hospital, driving past Benjamin Franklin Middle School on
North Van Dien Avenue, by the time the call comes in from dispatchers.

“It’s faster too, for us, and there’s no question,” Hillerman said. “We just know where it is and where to go.”

And for street-box calls, the firefighters will scout the surrounding area to see if an emergency is a block or two from the site of the
box that was pulled, he said.

In Waldwick, the issue of false alarms — coupled with deteriorating infrastructure — led to a phaseout of the boxes around 2001,
said Jim O’Connell, a firefighter and former chief of the department. O’Connell’s full-time job is supervising the crew that
maintains the Gamewell system in Ridgewood.

For Waldwick, which has a volunteer department, the cost of maintaining the system wasn’t worth it given how infrequently the
alarms were used, O’Connell said.

“It probably had more malfunctions and false alarms than actual fires being reported,” O’Connell said. Some of the wiring in the
borough had been installed around World War II, he said.

New York City cited false alarms in its most recent attempt, in 2011, to eliminate the city’s 15,000 call boxes. City officials said false
alarms accounted for about 85 percent of calls, and that removing the boxes would save $6.3 million a year. A federal judge blocked
them, saying their proposed alternative, involving pay phones, would discriminate against the hearing-impaired.
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To counteract false alarms, many boxes are equipped with anti-tamper systems that are even simpler than the call-box technology.

In Ridgewood, for instance, the boxes’ handles are laced with an ultraviolet dye that transfers onto skin once they are pulled. Some
officials carry black lights in their trucks to check the hands of any suspected pranksters roaming the area, Hillerman said.

“If their finger glows, it’s over,” he said, noting that prank pulls are rarer today than in the past.

In Teaneck last year, only a dozen of the nearly 100 calls that came through the system either were false alarms or no one was there
when firefighters responded, Verley said.

The street boxes can be useful despite their vulnerability to vandalism and the fact that they don’t always precisely telegraph the
location of an emergency. Bob Karpowitz, a Rutherford firefighter who helps to maintain the system in Little Falls, recalled a house
fire a few years ago where the first call came from a street box near the home.

“It’s still the fastest way to notify the department of a fire,” Karpowitz said.

Karpowitz believes municipalities should find a way to keep their call-box systems. Old copper wiring that may have been in place
since the 1940s eventually will have to be replaced, but he believes the cost of doing so is “not too bad.”

“I’m a firm believer that any means of notifying an emergency responder should be maintained,” Karpowitz said. “If these systems
are already in place, keep it.”

In Hackensack, which has a paid fire department, the city is committed to maintaining its system and is looking to use its signal
system wiring for other purposes. Teaneck undertook a similar initiative, using the wiring for its fire boxes to support its
municipal telephone system. Hackensack also requires new downtown apartment buildings to be outfitted with master boxes, said
Chief Thomas Freeman.

The Hackensack department has received more than 6,500 calls this year, of which 1,200 to 1,300 came through the box system,
Deputy Chief John Niland said. Nine times out of 10, the calls from the master boxes around the city — in the schools, Hackensack
University Medical Center and other locations — reach the department before those from dispatchers or alarm companies,
Freeman said.

“That to me,” he said, “is worth more than its weight in gold.”
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