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Buffalo Firefighter 
Vince Mahoney 

Wally Pieczynski with his Dad and wife Marge 

 

>>>Living the Dream… 
By: WALTER PIECZYNSKI – for www.runtothecurb.com  
Assistant Chief of the Seneca Hose Company #1 (West Seneca NY) and Run-to-the-Curb type kid 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

My calling in the fire service came at the age of five. 

In 1971, my dad Walter worked at the A&P Grocery Store located at Seneca and Babcock Street in South Buffalo. He got 
to know all the firemen from Buffalo Engine 32 and Ladder 5, as the grocery store was where they did their shopping.  

Dad became good friends with one particular firefighter named: Vince Mahoney, a salty old-school 
fireman from Engine 32 who truly loved the job. My dad would pick up my mom from work at the 
Larkin Building across the street from the firehouse. We would always go early and stop by Engine 
32’s firehouse to visit.  

Upon my arrival, Vince, and eventually the rest of the platoons, would have me go to the kitchen in 
the back of the firehouse to get a Hershey’s candy bar, only to hurry back to the truck room where I 
placed a Senator metal fire helmet on my head and put on pull-up boots (all gigantic for me to wear). 
Then, I would go for my ride on Engine 32. 

Time passed, Mom no longer worked at the Larkin Building and Vince eventually retired. But that 
spark of loving the fire service never died and would rekindle around 1975. 

Again, my dad worked a second front to make ends meet at a small local 
food store named Joe’s Market, located at Seneca and Flohr Street next 
to the old Bellwood Avenue School where I attended grammar school. 
Originally, that food store was operated by an ex-Seneca Hose member. 
Ironically, right across the street from that store is Seneca Hose Co.#1.  

I would go to work with my dad for a few hours at night, help around the 
store and more than anything: be a pest. 
I remember that whenever the fire siren went off, I would stop what I 
was doing – run to get my jacket in the back – and run out the front of 
the store (bumping into customers along the way), pretending I was 
answering “the big one.”  

I would literally “Run to the Curb” and would sit on the hydrant at 
Seneca and Bellwood Avenue with a birds-eye view to watch and listen as the fire engines hummed and the sirens blast.  



Seneca Hose Firefighters Visited the  
Bellwood School during Fire Prevention Week 

Even when I attended Bellwood School, I would push my desk over 
closer to the window to get a glimpse of the trucks responding. Since the 
school was built in the 1920s, there was no air conditioning and the big 
windows were open during warm weather. The fire whistle and sirens 
would stop teachers from delivering their subject lessons. They finally 
gave in and let us watch the trucks roll out on the Seneca Street side of 
the school. 

As time went by my dad remained in the Super Market business. The 
A&P folded and he was then made manager of Super Duper, but ended 
up leaving the small store on Seneca and Flohr. I went to high school and 
worked as a silk-screen printer at Seneca and Harlem, just down the road 
from Joe’s Market from where I could catch a glimpse of Seneca Hose.  
I worked upstairs and had a great view to see the guys respond to a call. 
At the same time, I pursued an education in art at Buffalo State College, inspired by my grandfather who was a medic at 
the Battle of the Bulge in World War II – and a great illustrator.  It just didn’t hit me yet that all the pieces were coming 
together to create my path to the fire service. 

Here’s where the magic begins for me:  

It was a summer day in 1984 and my father and I had just got done cutting grass. He wanted to get ice cream, so we were 
walking together up Graham Street to that small store where I had worked and went running to the curb to catch a call 
every time the whistle blew. Just then, the guys from Seneca Hose passed us on their engine returning from an alarm. 
Seeing them laughing and having a good time on the tailboard made us reminisce about those days at the store. 

In September of 1984, I filed an application for membership in the Seneca Hose Volunteer Fire Company. I was just 18 
years old, the youngest age you can join as an active member. Not knowing the process, I didn’t hear back right away 
from Seneca Hose and it made me a little nervous as to whether or not I would be accepted.  

Then, on one wintry day in February of 1985, my mom came and picked me up from Buffalo State College. We had a 
beat-up AMC Gremlin that had problems with the windshield wipers. She told me that I had received a letter from the fire 
department – but I did not get in.  

I said: “What? Why?” I was devastated.  

Mom looked at me and then I knew she was joking. I was to report for the next fire department meeting for my interview. 
Knowing the risks, my mother really didn’t want me to join but she knew it was what I wanted to do and accepted it. I was 
so excited that I didn’t feel my hands getting frost bite trying to clear the windshield all the way home to West Seneca. 

I was sworn in as a probationary member of Seneca Hose Co.#1 on February 25, 1985 and my career in the fire service 
began. I loved it immediately and I never looked back.  

My first drill was SCBA work in an old house. I had long hair at the time and thought I had pulled every bit of it out when 
I removed my mask on the old Scott-2A steel bottle air pack. My first chief, George Hanover, worked hard to make me a 
good firefighter.  I pretty much left all of old my friends behind and became very involved with Seneca Hose. They gave 
me the best training and took me in as an adopted brother of 50 other guys. Everybody had my back. 

Over time I took the Buffalo Fire Department civil service exam but just ended up on some endless list. It was frustrating 
to never get the call. I would love to do this for a living but I just continued to do my thing, working in advertising for 
what seemed like a hundred years.  

I got married to my wonderful, loving, supporting wife Margaret – who took the brunt of my frustrations of not “getting 
on the job.” She is the best wife a guy can have, along with two beautiful daughters: Marie and Beth.  

Whenever I would see my dad, he was always watching the Yankees on TV. Although health issues had always plagued 
him, he would always listen and let me vent about all the “BS” in my ad job. It paid the bills. 



Fire Instructor 
Walt Pieczynski 

After twenty years with Seneca Hose, I caught a break in 2005 at a point in my fire service career 
when I wanted to help pass on what I had learned from other firefighters. I was appointed as an 
Erie County and New York State Fire Instructor. I love teaching as I get to work with the best 
instructors to deliver the best fire training programs in Erie County. I enjoy all of the new 
firefighters and their eagerness to learn, along with my eagerness to learn with them. 

In 2007, the Buffalo-Niagara International Airport Fire Department (BNIA FD) was taking 
applications for career firefighters and I told my wife that I would give it one more chance. I 
applied and once again I was placed on a list. I waited. 

Everything was going good: family, Seneca Hose, and now teaching; although I was just “doing 
my time” at my ad job.  

In July of 2008 I received a phone call from my mother directing me to get to the hospital right 
away. “Dad is in a bad way,” she said. 

My dad passed away on July 6, 2008 from a massive stroke and heart attack. All of those memories of time spent with 
him went through my head like a freight train – and all as clear as daylight. He was too young to leave me. He still had too 
much to do and see.  Unfortunately, because of his chronic illness over the years, he only had the chance to see me at the 
fire hall when I became fire lieutenant. 

The support for me and my family from Seneca Hose and all of the fire service agencies was immense and will always be 
with me in my heart. Firefighters never let extended family down. I am damn proud of that and this profession. 

In 2009, I was let go from my advertising job because of cut-backs and bad economic times. I found myself on 
unemployment for the first time in my life (a terrible feeling). I would occasionally visit Dad’s grave – venting about this 
or that, my old job and the Yankees (which I think he had some pull in helping them win the World Series.) 

Then came what I call “The Miracle.” 

I was lost with no job. I felt helpless. My youngest daughter had to help me enroll in the nursing program at Erie 
Community College (ECC) after I had been out of school since graduating from Buffalo State College in 1988.  

I was just ready to pay for my first semester when the mail arrived. I anxiously opened a letter from the Niagara Frontier 
Transportation Authority (NFTA) stating that I had been appointed as an Aircraft-Rescue Firefighter (ARFF).  

I had to have my wife and daughter read the letter to me over and over again. My dream of becoming a career firefighter 
had finally become a reality. Whether you are religious or not – I believe it was a miracle of my Dad looking out for me. 
He kept me “at the curb” with reminders to be patient and to believe that you can do it. I love you DAD! 

I am grateful to have been trained over the years by great officers at Seneca Hose, fire instructors, brother firefighters, and 
especially for the support of my family to be safe and successful in fire service.  

I have to thank all of the members of Seneca Hose, past and present, who gave me my start in 1985 and have always 
pushed me to be the best. It’s an honor to be a chief officer where it all began 25 years ago. And I give special thanks to 
BNIA Fire Chief Chris Putney for giving me this opportunity to let me live the dream! 

Ironically, now my daughter is taking classes at ECC in Fire Protection Technology. As my father did – I hope I can lead 
her “to the curb” – but only time will tell, as it did for me.  

My advice to her – and to you – is: “Never let go of your dreams! Believe in yourself and you can do it!” 

Run to the curb! Tell your story! 
 
Walt Pieczynski is an assistant fire chief with the Seneca Hose Volunteer Fire Department, a career firefighter with the Buffalo-Niagara International 
Airport Fire Department and an instructor with the Erie County Department of Emergency Services and the New York State Office of Fire Prevention 
and Control. Through it all, Wally has never lost his passion for what brought him to the fire service and for the rich history that we share as brother 
firefighters. A "Run-to-the-Curb" kid, Wally was a special guest on Tiger Schmittendorf’s “Firefighter Storytellers” radio show on the FirefighterNetcast 
Network live from the Firemen's Memorial Exhibit Center of Western New York on Wednesday-September 8, 2010.     ©2010 www.runtothecurb.com 


