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Guarding the Road

Two National Guard Soldiers save lives on their way to drill
Story and photo by Army Spc. Michael Davis, 444th MPAD

For Sgt. Alex Fontanez and Pfc. Ralph Bird, the early morning commute to the December drill began as so many before it;
empty roads, groggy conversations and the soft hum of tires. It
changed in a heartbeat when they saw flames shooting from a
car traveling the opposite direction on the New Jersey Turnpike.
Neither said a word. Instead, Fontanez made a U-Turn and
Bird dialed 9-1-1.
“We got to the car and it was engulfed in flames,” said Bird,
a cook with Foxtrot Company of the 250th Brigade Support
Battalion, which is based at the Teaneck Armory. Fontanez is
his team leader.
They approached the burning car, which had pulled off to
the shoulder, and parked a safe distance away. As they exited
their vehicle they could already feel the heat radiating from the
growing fire and knew they had to act quickly.
“Bird is my right hand and go-to guy on my team; he knew
just what to do,” said Fontanez. The two soldiers acted in concert; moving swiftly to assess and control the situation. They

helped the passengers safely exit the burning vehicle and placed
them in their car, which was parked far away from the scene.
Suddenly, they “heard tires blow out and then the whole car
went up in flames,” said Fontanez. With each passing moment
the burning vehicle posed an even greater threat, so they turned
their attention to the safety of bystanders and traffic still traveling dangerously close to the fire.
“We had to keep everyone safe,” said Bird. “We kept control
of traffic passing by, cordoned off the shoulder and kept control
of the scene until the police and fire trucks arrived.”
The New Jersey State Police commended the two New Jersey National Guardsmen for their heroic actions and ability to
control an extremely difficult situation. But, these two Soldiers
don’t consider themselves to be heroes or even feel that they
did anything extraordinary. They credited their National Guard
training with giving them the ability to remain calm and do
what has to be done in any situation.
“The training carries over into our lives,” said Fontanez.
“Everybody has a job to do, and we did ours.”
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Veterans honored at history luncheon
Story and photo by 1st Lt. Amelia
Thatcher, 444th MPAD

SEA GIRT, N.J. – The Manasquan
Elks Lodge #2534 hosted Jan. 29, the National Guard Militia Museum’s Oral History Luncheon, honoring 43 Garden State
veterans who sat down and recorded in
2012 their military experiences. The luncheon, held annually since 2001, was the
first museum event since the facility sustained damage during Hurricane Sandy.
Lt. Col Tracey Phillips, administrative
officer of the 254th Regiment, welcomed
veteran participants, family members, museum volunteers, and professional staff. He
stressed the importance of the program, a
partner of the Library of Congress’ Veterans History Project.
“Being able to capture these moments,
to hear from the actual person, reflects
that special story,” Phillips said. “This is
a memory we want to preserve for generations to come.”
Carol Fowler, the museum’s assistant
curator for oral histories, said that despite
the hurricane destruction, the program had
a “banner year.”
“We lost our records, including everyone’s addresses, which made organizing
the luncheon itself a challenge,” she said
“But it was a record year for interviews.”
Participants were presented with a
joint resolution of the New Jersey State

Lt. Col. Tracey Phillips, let, and Chuck Robbins, right, veterans outreach coordinator, New
Jersey Department of Military and Veterans Affairs, present Benjamin Stewart, center, with
a resolution honoring his service and participation in the oral history program.

Senate and Assembly, honoring them for
their military service and thanking them
for their participation in the oral history
program.
Benjamin Stewart, a World War II veteran, attended the luncheon with his wife
Mary. The Tinton Falls resident served 22
months as an Army sergeant in Europe, and
was happy to be recognized for his service.
“A lot of the fellows have now passed
on,” said Stewart. “I am terrifically proud

of the way soldiers conduct themselves
these days.”
Presently, the National Guard Militia
Museum at Sea Girt is closed for renovation. The museum’s artillery annex at Lawrenceville Armory remains open Tuesdays
and Fridays from 9 a.m. to 3 p.m. Those
interested in participating in the oral history program are encouraged to contact
Carol Fowler at 732-974-5966 or visit our
website at www.nj.gov/military/museum/.

New Jersey Department of Military &
Veterans Affairs
Veterans Outreach Campaign
WOODBRIDGE CENTER MALL

February *19, 20 & 21
* Medal Ceremony at 11:00a.m. on Tuesday, Feb. 19
Kiosk hours 10 a.m. – 8 p.m.
250 Woodbridge Center Drive, Woodbridge, NJ 07095
(Middlesex County)

MONMOUTH MALL

March *19, 20 & 21
* Medal Ceremony at 11:00a.m. on Tuesday, March 19
Kiosk hours 10 a.m. – 8p.m.
180 Route 35 South, Eatontown, NJ 07724
(Monmouth County)
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Lt. Col.Thomas A. Hallowell, left, was one of the members from the
New Jersey National Guard that participated in a Hurricane Sandy
lessons-learned briefing at the NJNG’s Homeland Security Center in Lawrenceville, N.J., Jan. 30, 2013. The briefing was held for
representatives of the State of Israel Embassy, the Israel Defense
Force Home Front Command, and the State of Israel Ministries of
Public Security and Homefront Defense. (Air National Guard photo
by Master Sgt. Mark C. Olsen/Released)

STATE OF NEW JERSEY —DEPARTMENT
OF THE TREASURY
DIVISION OF PENSIONS AND BENEFITS
ONLINE GUIDE TO RETIREMENT
Thinking about retirement? Get the information you need and save
time and travel by using the Division of Pensions and Benefits’ Online
Guide to Retirement
• Direct, easy access on the Division of Pensions and Benefits Web site.
• New video presentations with the important information you need to
know before you retire.
• Easy navigation for viewing the entire guide — or browse by
individual topic.
• Links to fact sheets, forms, and to other retirement resources to
provide you with in depth information.
To find out everything you need to know about retirement go to:
www.state.nj.us/treasury/pensions/retirement/
DMAVA Highlights is published weekly by the Public Affairs Office of the New Jersey Department of Military and Veterans Affairs.
The views and opinions expressed herein are not necessarily those
of the Department of Defense, the Army, the Air Force, the National
Guard, Veterans Affairs or the state of New Jersey. Letters may be sent
to: NJDMAVA, DMAVA Highlights, Public Affairs Office, PO Box
340, Trenton NJ 08625-0340. e-mail at pao@njdmava.state.nj.us.
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