Firefighters pay last respects to ex-chief Harris
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PEARL RIVER - For nearly 20 minutes, in groups of threes and fours, members of the area's fire departments filed past William V. Harris Jr.'s open coffin yesterday, standing before it long enough for a moment of silence and a salute.

One of the garages at the Pearl River fire station on Central Avenue had been cleared of its trucks so Harris, a former chief and 40-year member of the volunteer squad, could be honored with a special firefighter's service.

Beginning at 6:30 p.m., Harris' friends and colleagues had lined up in the fire department parking lot and along parts of the sidewalk to pay last respects to a man remembered for his strong opinions, love of his family and dedication to Pearl River and Rockland.

At 8 p.m., the room that had been echoing with murmurs and sobs went silent.

"Captain O'Brien has called the roll and all members are accounted for but one, William V. Harris," said Rudy Hansen, chaplain for the Pearl River Fire Department. "He has been answering the call sounded by his creator."

Hansen, O'Brien and Orangetown Fire Department Chaplain Frank Knower spoke briefly about Harris' dedication to the fire department and the example he set for community service.

"Death has taken its toll from our ranks," Capt. David O'Brien said. "During his lifetime here, he gave his best efforts to the community. The privilege now is to labor where he did ... so when the final roll call comes, it will be said of us, 'Well done, good and faithful servant.' "

Harris died Sunday at age 57 of a heart attack. The funeral is set for 10:30 a.m. today in the fire station.

His death came as a shock to a county that had long known him as a respected businessman and one of the men who rushed to Ground Zero on Sept. 11, 2001, to help out - first as part of the search and rescue crews and then as part of a company helping excavate the disaster site.  He worked at Ground Zero for nine months, bringing back shards, beams and sheets of metal to local schools, governments and groups to use as memorials.  

Sisters Robyn and Eileen Dawson of Pearl River lived next door to the Harris family when they were growing up. As they stood in line at the firehouse last night in the damp cold, they laughed to remember how proud Harris was the day his son was born.

"That day, he came home from the hospital and added "and son" to the name on his truck," said Eileen Dawson, 41. "That was a good memory."  Added her sister, 43: "He was just a pillar in the community. It's a wonderful, wonderful family." 

Bill Romaine, 58, of New City and Anthony Barbara, 57, of Chestnut Ridge said they had gone to Pearl River High School with Harris. They too were standing outside the firehouse with hundreds of others who wanted to honor Harris.

"We were all palling around," Barbara recalled. "My mother and his mother worked as nurses together - we were close to the family that way. Even now, with me living up in Chestnut Ridge, every time he passed my house he'd give me the high sign. He was just a go-getter."

Romaine recalled an old friend who wanted to make a difference where he lived.

"He was always there, contributing, volunteering," he said. "He was a great, all-around person, which you can see by the amount of people here. There's not another place I would want to be than here."

