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Fireworks
barge

Master digital 
controller
A portable controller 
synchronizes music and 
fi reworks. It transmits a 
code to the fi eld controller.

Field 
controller
The code is received and 
electronic signals fi re mortars 
at the appropriate time.

Launching 
the salvos
Inside the mortar tubes that 
hold the fi reworks canisters, 
the lift cones are ignited, pro-
pelling the shells into the air.

The fi reworks
shells
A time fuse is ignited, burning 
into the shell. The chemicals 
inside explode into various 
colors and patterns.
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BREWING UP
THE COLORS

When you watch the beautiful 
displays, it will be these 

explosive chemicals creating 
individual colors.

Break charge

Lift charge

Paper mâché

Spiked string

Aluminum 
fl ash powder 

(noise)

Time delay 
fuses

Viewing 
areas

Ignition wires 
(electronic 

match)

Firework 
mortar

Shell

    BY JOSE MARTINEZ
DAILY NEWS STAFF WRITER

SOME 36,000 fi reworks will burst in the New 
York sky tonight to celebrate the nation’s in-
dependence — and from a table at the Water 
Club, Gary Souza will have a bead on every 
single blast.

The designer of the annual Macy’s  Fourth 
of July fi reworks spectacle knows the path of 
each fi rework. He  has pegged the timing and 
color of  each explosion .

Thanks to a database loaded onto a laptop 
computer, he  has got the show nailed right 
down to 1/1,000th of a second.

“It’s a whole lot more than meets the eye, 
that’s for sure,” said Souza, whose family 
business, Sousa Fireworks, has worked on 
the Macy’s show since 1982. 

The pyrotechnic display is a precision per-
formance — with every blast set to music 
fi ne-tuned over a year of planning that takes 
Souza and his brother, James, on global fi re-
works-buying voyages.

“China, Japan, Taiwan,” he said. “We visit 
fi reworks exhibits in Canada and participate 
in exhibits in Korea, Japan and Germany.”

Packing more than 300,000  pounds of fi re-
power, the explosives fi ll fi ve semi trailers 
before being loaded on  the barges that will 
launch the colorful bursts over the East River 
and New York Harbor.

The 36,000 shells from 13 continents are 
placed in mortar tubes 2 inches to a foot in 
diameter. The mortars are distributed across 
the six barges — each carrying 30,000 feet of 
wiring and a pair of computers.

The high-tech show has come a long way 
from when Portuguese immigrant Manuel 
de Sousa — Gary Souza’s great-grandfather 
— launched the family fi reworks business in 
California in the early 1900s. The clan later 
changed its name to Souza.

The family once handled fi reworks for lo-
cal Portuguese community gatherings, but 
Sousa Fireworks now sets off blasts over the 
Olympics and the Super Bowl.

There’s no bigger display for Souza than 
the annual Macy’s show, where crowds pack 
rooftops and crowd under the FDR Drive to 
catch glimpses of the fi reworks.

“It’s in the brain, man,” he said. “I see the 
show in my mind, I hear the songs and I just 
replay it hundreds of times a year before it’s 
July 4 .”

The actual songs — by creative director 
William Schermerhorn and Broadway com-
poser Doug Katsaros — are plugged into the 
database, which also contains the specifi cs on 
the fi reworks formations.

In addition, they’re detailed on  place mat-
like blueprints that outline the path and tra-
jectory of each shell.

Not that many in the crowds ponder all the 
ins and outs of fi reworks technology. Even 
Souza said he’ll kick back and enjoy from his 
post at the East River restaurant once the fi rst 
shell launches at 9:20 p.m.

“We’re on auto pilot from there,” he said. 
“It’s just pray tell nothing goes wrong, and 
soon it will be July 5 .”  jmartinez@edit.nydailynews.com

Hi-tech pyro pro
calling the shots

GRAPHICS BY JR DAILY NEWS AND AP
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IT’LL BE A BLAST
FOR EVERYBODY

 Red           Strontium carbonate

 Green Barium chlorate

 Yellow Sodium oxalate

 White Aluminum or magnesium

 Copper Copper

 Orange Charcoal or iron

Purple Copper chloride

Fiberglass 
mortars 

ranging from 
3 to 6 inches 

wide are 
arranged in 

Dumpsters fi lled 
with sand or in 
wooden racks 

boarded 
together in 

banks.

BEST VIEWING 
AREAS
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port, and Thurman is gone,” he says. Di-
ana Munson collapses to her knees on 
the front lawn. A few moments later, she 
goes inside and gathers Tracy and Kelly 
and Michael and tells them that Daddy 
has gone to heaven, because God must’ve 
wanted to have more good people there.

n n n
Bobby Murcer hears the news from 

the Yankees and he and Kay fl y straight 
to Canton and spend the night with Di-
ana and the kids. Other friends and fam-
ily members are around, 20 people in all. 
They stay up all night, talking around a 
big round kitchen table, a night of tears 
and reminiscence and questioning and 
devastation.

“It was just the worst day of all of our 
lives,” Diana Munson says. “It doesn’t get 
any easier. It just gets different.”

Almost immediately, people begin 
leaving memorials by the burned black-
top of Greensburg Road, and by the tree 
stump maybe 75 feet away. George Ack-
ley would drive by it every day and get 
chills. Diana Munson saw a psychia-
trist after the accident and he told her 
she eventually would need to go to the 
crash site and feel all her pain and an-
ger. Two years later, she did just that. 
She drove the 10 miles or so from her 
dream house to Greensburg Road and 
walked the pavement and the gnarly 
fi eld, and down the little dip toward the 
stump. She went everywhere, every last 
stinking spot. She hated every moment. 
It almost made her physically sick. “If I 
was ever going to really heal, I had to do 
this,” she says.

Every year on Aug. 2, seemingly with-
out fail, Diana Munson notices when it’s 
4:02 p.m. She’ll see it on a bank sign or 
hear it announced on the radio, or see it 
in the house. It isn’t what she needs, but 
she does what she has done for a quarter-
century. She gets past her pain, and lives 
her life, with strength and grace. She has 
fi ve grandchildren, and Kelly Munson, 
the middle child, is a few weeks away 
from having No. 6. They are a blessing 
beyond all measure.

She was angry at God for a long time, 
but that has passed. She has deep faith. 
She says she knows he had a plan. There 
were signs. Why was John Denver, who 
died in a plane crash, in his cassette play-
er? How could she and Thurman have 
had that touching phone conversation 
after she watched “A Star Is Born?” It 
was a chance to say goodbye.

“I’m never going to have happiness 
the way I had it with Thurman,” she says 
now. “It was the happiest I’ve ever been in 
my life, being married to him and raising 
our children. I can sit around and com-
plain about how I missed out and the kids 

missed out, or I can choose to say, ‘How 
blessed are we? We had Dad for the years 
we had him. We’re healthy. We have won-
derful children and grandchildren. We 
have way more than most people ever 
have as far as love and good memories, 
and isn’t that what it’s all about?”

n n n
2:45 p.m., June 25, 2004. The trees have 
been taken out of the fi eld just north of 
the runway that Thurman Munson 
crashed into, and the bluff the runway 
rests atop has been regraded so it’s not 
so steep. The fi eld is a patchwork of 
weeds and wildfl owers, eerie in its still-
ness. The stump is long gone. “I’ve been 
here 20 years and the stump hasn’t been 
here since then,” says Todd Laps, air-
port operations supervisor, as he drives 
down Runway 19 toward Greensburg 
Road in his red pickup. It is a cool day 
with a light breeze, not unlike the con-
ditions of Aug. 2, 1979. Along the wall of 
the operations offi ce, surrounded by fat 
reference manuals, is a black three-ring 
binder, thick and well-worn, with an in-
dex card taped to the cover. It reads, 

“Munson Crash, AUG. 2, 1979”
It’s full of details, depositions, photos, a 

compendium of tragedy on a metal shelf, 
with everything but the heartache.

“He was a living legend around here,” 
Todd Laps says.

n n n
Along the far back wall of the Yan-

kee clubhouse, next to Derek Jeter, is
the locker of the fi rst Yankee captain
since Lou Gehrig. It has No. 15 on the
top and has a catcher’s mask and chest
protector and Jeter makes sure every-
one knows this is sacred space, a place
belonging to Thurman Munson. Diana
Munson has never been in the club-
house to see it. Next Saturday is Old-
Timers’ Day, and she and Tracy, Kelly
and Michael will be part of it. Kelly re-
members playing in the clubhouse as
a little girl with her sister, eating can-
dy bars and being with their dad. She
loves the smell of the Stadium. It smells
like no other place and she loves be-
ing there, and yet when she walks
in and hears Bob Sheppard’s voice,
well ... How are you supposed to feel?
“There’s probably nowhere that it hits
you worse,” she says.

Still, it will be great to be back. Di-
ana Munson doesn’t like to ask for spe-
cial favors, but she’s thinking if she can
work it out she would like to have a qui-
et moment in the locker room, with the
kids, a moment to see her husband’s
locker and look into it and even though
she knows she’ll be crying, it will feel
really nice to remember the good times
once more.

Diana Munson and son 
Michael hold grandson’s 
jersey. Michael tosses ball 
signed by his dad. 

‘We had to leave that 
airplane knowing that Thurman 

was not coming with us.’

LUKE PALMISANO SPECIAL TO THE NEWS

Diana and 
Thurman 
embrace 
during hap-
pier times. 

ENDZONE
the

9
5

I
I

 
D

A
ILY

N
EW

S
l

S
unday,

July
4
,
2
0
0
4


