To get around it, firefighters resorted
to assembling their ladders into a square
then putting a tarp in the middle to create
a reservoir to hold the water. The issue
stuck in Eldred's mind for a while until
inspiration struck from an unusual source:
his daughter's playpen.

After folding it up one day he thought
about the plight local firefighters were
facing and thought a similar design
could help them. He chose the name
FOL-DA-TANK, a play on words to
compliment the product, and the
manufacturing process began.

"It's disaster response. We're here to
support fire, rescue, EMS," Niebur said
of the 70-year old business. "The products
we make are intended to help people
when they need help."

'That original product, the folding frame
tank, is still made today and the product
line ranges in size from holding 600 to
5,000 gallons of water at a time. It is the
most popular product, with employees
cranking out nearly 25 a week, Niebur said.

When they're not in use, the metal
frames around them fold in on one
another, similar to a playpen, to make
them portable.

"These tanks are engineered to go on
fire trucks," Niebur said, motioning to the
brightly colored tanks being assembled
on the floor. "They are all standard height
across the industry or 29 inches and eight
inches when fully collapsed. The only
variation is length."

FOL-DA-TANK has grown its inventory
to include a large variety of products and
accessories, ranging from flying water
tanks to portable tanks to pillow tanks
for drinking water. The products all have
standard sizes, but can be made to fit the
customer's need if necessary.

Each product has its own specific use.
For example, flying tanks are triangle shaped
and used mainly by helicopter pilots to
fill up tanks in remote locations. The U.S.
Forest Service orders dozens of these, Niebur
said, specifically for fighting wildfires.

Portable tanks are the original design
and pillow tanks, also known as bladder
tanks, resemble their name and are large,
enclosed tanks with a spout, used for
storing fresh drinking water. These are
often used in disaster relief.

In late October, workers at the Milan
manufacturing facility were hard at work
making extra of each to be sent to the
East Coast to aid in hurricane clean-up
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efforts. The company sent 70 pillow tanks
capable of holding 3,000 gallons of fresh
water each, along with folding frame
tanks and other supplies.

Before they can be sent out, the tanks have
to be assembled. They start as large pieces
of vinyl that are cut down to the size of the
order. Workers then use radio-frequency
welding to heat and melt the thermodynamic
plastics into place to keep them from
separating and create a watertight seal.

Pillow tanks then move on to the
finishing stage where couplings and a

hose are attached to get them ready
to hold water. Vinyl that will be
turned into a tank goes through a
similar process, except handles are
fastened onto what will be the bottom
of the tank to help make the folding
process easier.

On the other side of the shop, workers
carefully measure and weld the frames to
fit the desired product. Once they have
been painted and are ready for assembly,
they meet their vinyl counterparts in the
lacing department.

(Ahove) A folding frame tank is assembled at FOL-DA-TANK. These
tanks are used by firefighters when fire hydrants are not available.
It is collapsed and hung on a fire truck when not in use. (Below)
Attachment pieces will be added to tanks so that a hose can he
hooked up to the tank. Kazelyn Merzger
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