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EARLY VOLUNTEERS 
There was a time when most volunteer firefighters were 
socially established or of affluence. Famous volunteer 
firefighters included George Washington, Thomas 
Jefferson, even Benedict Arnold. Firefighters were 
the who’s who of the community, anyone of impor-
tance, and especially those who wanted to climb politi-
cally or socially. Let’s not forget Benjamin Franklin, 
often called the Father of the American Fire Service 
(fig. 1–2). Franklin was born on January 17, 1706. He 
was the first American diplomat, an ambassador, story-
teller, published scientist, postmaster general, inventor, 
and economist. He organized the first lending library, 
medical center, scientific society, philosophical society, 
volunteer fire department, and fire insurance company. 
He invented the lightning rod, bifocals, the static electric 
generator, and the Franklin stove. He was the only 
American founding father who signed all four major 
documents that established American independence: the 
Declaration of Independence, the treaty with France, the 
treaty with England, and the Constitution. (Punishment 
for signing these documents if caught by the British was 
hanging.) Showing bravery, intelligence, wit, creativity, and a 
will to make the world better, Franklin exhibited the person-
ality traits of a firefighter. 

Fig. 1–2. Benjamin Franklin, one of our most revered 

founding fathers, created America’s first fire company. 

GLORY DAYS 
There was a glamour associated with the fire service. How 
one’s firehouse looked, the detail given to a fire engine, 
and artwork associated with one’s speaking trumpet or 
company crest were all areas of pride (fig. 1–3). Musters 
and contests determined who had the best fire company, 
who could get water first, and whose fire stream could 
go the farthest. All created exciting competition, but 
sometimes tussles between competing fire compa-
nies resulted. Nevertheless, whenever the bell rang , a 
runner or torchbearer shouted as firefighters ran down 
the street pulling their equipment to a fire. Residents, 
business owners, and children gave in to the excitement 
of watching their firefighters. 

Fig. 1–3. The first fire trumpet, or speaking horn, was 

introduced in 1749 in New York City for fire department 

of ficers to amplify their voices. The first “working” 

trumpets (used at fire scenes) were made of toleware and 

later made of brass. Presentation or “parade” trumpets 

were nickel- or silver-plated (as seen in this photograph) or 

even solid silver or glass. By the 1800s they were only used 

for ceremonies. The use of trumpets as the insignia of rank 

is one of our oldest traditions. 

With time, the prestige placed upon the fire service by 
the public began to splinter and fragment. The gallantry 
of horse-drawn fire engines racing down cobblestone 
streets, their bells ringing , and the seriousness on 
firefighters’ faces meant a little less to those of high society. 
Many still held the fire department in high regard, but 
growing numbers considered firefighting a profession for 
the poor or those in need of a job. Firefighter and police 
officer wages were some of the lowest. 
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the ambulance?” “Who will be my partner, and who will 
be my officer?” The excitement is overwhelming. You 
can feel it throughout your body. 

Then I ask them to flash forward about two years when 
they’re sitting at the firehouse, around the kitchen table, 
or on drill night complaining about the chief or their pay. 
What happened to them? What changed? Or maybe the
better question is whom are they hanging around? What 
happened to their passion? What happened to their love
for the job? Who poisoned that feeling? There’s one thing 
I’ve never understood about firefighters. There is not a 
firefighter alive who would let a burglar break into his 
or her home to steal things. There isn’t a firefighter who 
would let somebody break into his or her car and steal 
from them without wanting the police to arrest, prose-
cute, and hang the person by his toenails. But firefighters 
let somebody reach into their hearts and steal their 
passion. When I was going through such a time, a friend 
told me that I was being weak and letting the other side 
win. He said people who are weak let other people steal 
from them. Never allow anyone to reach into your heart 
and steal your passion about this wonderful profession. 
Defend it with everything you have. Don’t ever let go of 
that feeling. 

WHAT NEXT? 
As you work through this first phase of your firefighting 
career, ask yourself the following questions. Allow them 
to guide you into and through this journey. 

1. Are you ready for the challenge? 

2. If you are, are you ready for the reward the 
challenge brings ? 

3. Are you ready to protect what was accomplished by 
those before us to make the fire ser vice great? 

4. Are you ready to defend and protect our fire 
service family? 

5. Will you remember that you represent all of us, in 
and out of the firehouse, on and off duty? Whether 
you wear a Maltese Cross on your shirt or not, 
people will know that you are one of us and base 
their opinions of all of us by your actions. They 
will expect you to be a professional. Do not tarnish 
our image. 

6. Are you willing to commit to a lifelong pursuit 
of continuing education, hands-on training , and 
mentoring those who come after you with that 
knowledge and those skills? Will you show them 
the way? 

7. Will you commit to memory that “Never forgetting 
means never forgetting”? 

8. Can you commit to a life led by values such as pride, 
honor, and integrity and allow those to be served by 
a foundation on family values? 

9. Will you remember to treat retired firefighters with 
honor and respect, remember what they did for us, 
and always make them feel welcome in your fire-
house? They earned it. 

10. Will you train as if your life depends on it? 
It does. 

11. Will you be a brother or sister to our fire service 
family? It takes a 24-hour, seven-day commitment. 
It’s not a part-time thing. 

12. Will you remember what you owe the public, and 
that the public doesn’t owe you jack? When you 
raised your right hand and took an oath, pinned on 
that badge, or put on that fire helmet, you became 
a public ser vant. 

13. Will you develop a list of mentors, people who will 
steer, train, and develop you, and get you fired up 
about the job? 

14. Will you treat your firehouse like it is your home? 

15. Will you take care of your apparatus, tools, and 
equipment? Remember, it’s not just an image thing. 
Think about it. 

16. Will you brag about the fire service both off duty 
and on duty? 

17. Will you be that person of integrity and of character? 

18. Will you show up on time for your shift or drill 
night? It says a lot about you and whether we can 
count on you. And if you’re sick, stay home. If you’re 
not, come to work! 

19. Will you wear your uniform and be proud of it? It 
stands for a lot more than any one person. It repre-
sents our heritage. 








