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Fired Up
Marking an engine company’s 100th anniversary with a 
carved classic

B y  G a r y  J o h n s o n

Strictly Commercial

My brother is a volunteer fire-
fighter, so I have a soft spot for fire 
companies. A local fire company 
is a source of pride. It also tends 
to be a permanent location, so 
any firehouse sign I make is likely 
to stay up a long time. Brookside 
Engine Company 1 approached 
me in December 2015 looking to 
purchase a sign for their building 
in a historic section of Mendham 
Township, NJ. They were planning  
a celebration of their 100-year 
anniversary on July 4, and asked 
that the sign be installed just prior 
to the event.

Mendham is located in central 
New Jersey about 30 miles west of  

Gary Johnson  
is the owner of The 
Great American Sign 
Co. Inc. in Basking 
Ridge, NJ.

New York City. The town dates  
back to 1749. It is unclear whether  
it was named for an Earl of Mend- 
ham in Suffolk England or for the 
local Native American word for 
raspberry. The township is the 
family home of Chris Christie, 
Governor of New Jersey and former  
Republican candidate for President. 
Mendham has also been the home 
of Peter Dinklage, actor in the 
HBO series “Game of Thrones,” 
and Gen. Abner Doubleday, hero 
of the Battle of Gettysburg and the 
purported inventor of baseball. 
The Brookside district – once a 
busy industrial village with saw-
mills, gristmills, wagon shops and 

a glass factory – is now a quiet 
suburban community with well-
preserved houses dating back to 
the Revolution.

The fire station is located in the 
center of the village in a munici-
pal campus. I initially tried to 
convince Engine Company 1 to 
work with the adjacent municipal 
building to create a single entrance 
sign for the campus. The company 
didn’t like this idea; they felt there 
could be difficulties coming to an 
agreement with the other govern-
ment offices located there. More 
troubling, their building had been 
without any identification since its 
construction in 2007. Although the 

The Great American Sign Co.’s (Basking Ridge, NJ) dimensional sign for Brookside Engine Company 1 in Mendham Township, NJ.

Notes on how to arch letters over an object.
The Extrude function of EnRoute 5 software from SAi enabled Great 
American to arch the “ENGINE” copy over the Maltese cross underneath.
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huge garage doors are a big give-
away, they wanted a dimensional 
sign that would complement the 
charm of this historic community.

A proposal to up-sell
After a few rounds of drawings, the 
final design was approved with a 
$5,000 budget. I knew this was on 
the low side, but I hoped I could 
convince them to spend more for 
the size and quality that would 
best suit the building and the 
neighborhood. To make my case,  
I constructed a scale model of the  
sign with all the bells and whistles.  
I knew that if I just presented a dry 
proposal with descriptions of gold 
leaf and textured backgrounds they 
would probably just say, “We don’t 
need all that.” They had to be 
wowed! Normally, I wouldn’t go to 
this extreme, but as I said, I have 
a soft spot for fire companies and 
I had just the place on my show-
room wall to display it. 

During its construction, I would 
periodically send photos of the 
sample in progress to get them 
excited about the possibilities. 
Once completed, I asked the rep-

resentatives of the company to 
come to my shop to take a look at 
the 6-ft.-long sample so they could 
not only see it in person, but also 
view the other sample signs and 
photographs I have lining the wall 
of my studio. They were impressed 
and asked if I could attend the 
next company meeting with the 
sign to convince the other voting 
members to approve additional 
funding for the project. 

For the meeting, I quoted the 
sign in three different sizes with 
all the bells and whistles itemized 

so that they could mix and match 
and purchase the best sign they 
could afford. I provided packets 
for the meeting with drawings 
of the three different sizes on a 
photograph of the building with 
a copy of the proposal attached. I 
even constructed a custom easel so 
the sign could be displayed facing 
the audience on the head table. I 
recommended that if they could 
afford it, they should purchase the 
largest size I was proposing with 
all the options, even though that 
was double their initial budget. 
The middle size would fit within 
their budget with one or two options.  
The smallest size was just under 
budget with all the options included.  
I was asked to leave the room 
while they debated, and they 
approved the mid-size sign with  
all the options – several thousand  
dollars over their initial budget.  
To my surprise, I received an email 
the next day. The company’s captain  
had called a new vote, asking the 
board to reconsider the largest size 
because their building is located at 
the back of a municipal lot – and 
a considerable distance from the 
street. The vote passed thanks, 
they said, to the sample and the 
drawings I provided.

Solving a carving conundrum
The sign was constructed in four 
pieces. The most difficult were 
the two pieces that comprised the 

Routing a 10-ft.-long piece of SignFoam HDU on an 8-ft.-long MultiCam 3000 
required using the spoil boards to register the two pieces.

The fully routed sign was assembled from four pieces.
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40-in. Maltese cross in the center 
with the word “ENGINE” arching 
over it. It took some head scratch-
ing, phone calls and a bit of trial 
and error to get the lettering to 
arch properly over the Maltese 
cross, but with the help of my 
SAi EnRoute 5 software, it was a 
breeze. The 3-D program EnRoute 
5 performs this bit of magic with 
a function called Extrude. After 
completing the design, I then needed  
to divide this 4 in.-thick artwork 
for routing onto two 2-in.-thick 
sheets of SignFoam 4 HDU. EnRoute  
performed this task with its “extract  
slices” function. Finding just the 
right spot to make the cut so 
that the seam would be in the least  
noticeable location took some trial  
and error. Compared to these two  
tasks, the BROOKSIDE MENDHAM  
wing and the COMPANY TOWN- 
SHIP wing were easier, but not 
without their own complications. 
Both wings were approximately 10 
ft. long, and my MultiCam 3000 
router is only 8 ft. long. This was 
further complicated by my auto-

matic tool changer, which would 
not allow me to carve a portion of 
one wing and merely slide it down 
the bed, allowing me to continue 
carving the remainder. 

My first idea was to subcontract  
these two pieces, but I was afraid 
the cost would be too high and the 
pieces would not fit together prop-
erly if they were cut on different 

machines. I was also concerned 
that a sub would not put the same 
time and attention to detail into 
the pieces that I would. After 
considerable thought, I arrived at 
a compromise: I would have the 
shapes cut out by my supplier, 
Harbor Sales, a substrate supplier  
based in Sudlersville, MD, and 
I would do the carving. How I 
solved the problem of cutting a 
10 ft.-long piece on an 8 ft.-long 
router bed was to carve the shape 
of the sign ever so slightly into my 
spoil board in two sections. I used 
that shallow engraving to register 
the two pre-cut blanks. When one 
half was carved, I shifted the half-
carved blank to the next outline I 
engraved into the spoil board and 
finished the piece.
 
Finishing touches
Once carving was completed, we  
sanded off any tool marks and 
applied a hammered texture to the 
Maltese cross and the MENDHAM 
and TOWNSHIP panels. We accom- 
plished this by hammering different- 
sized carriage bolt heads onto the  
surface in a random pattern. Next, 
we coated the entire sign using 
West System epoxy, specifically 
their 105 Resin with 207 Hardener. 
We prefer using epoxy to standard 
exterior primers because it’s self-

Great American hammered different-sized carriage bolt heads onto the underlying 
cross to add texture.

A closer view of the now painted and gilded sign with crushed smalts applied to 
the black background.
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leveling, so there are no brush 
strokes, and you can sand it to a  
very smooth finish. We add a touch  
of One Shot paint to the epoxy 
in the same color, as we would 
eventually be painting, just as you 
would any primer.

After a day or two, we sanded 
the epoxy hard coat in preparation 
for painting, gilding and/or adding 
crushed glass smalts to the back-
ground. We painted the raised bor-
ders with Benjamin Moore exterior 
latex paint. For the Maltese cross, 

MENDHAM and TOWNSHIP 
panels, we used Modern Masters 
metallic latex paints and clear 
coated with their MasterClear 
Supreme protective clear coat. Next  
step was the gilding. We like to 
use 23K Manetti Rolled Gold with 

After an assist from a neighboring fire company’s bucket 
truck, all that was needed was a little touch-up paint to 
hide the bolts.

Brookside Engine Company invited the whole town to  
celebrate its 100-year anniversary picnic on a beautiful  
Fourth of July afternoon. 
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