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continued to ravage Europe’s sur viving small towns and 
settlements during the Middle Ages. 

Fig. 2–1. The Vigiles of Rome were the first organized 

group of firefighters in recorded world history. Besides 

buckets of water, they actually used a primitive pump to 

apply water to a burning building. They also used hooks to 

tear down buildings, creating fire breaks—a technique that 

was subsequently used for more than 1,000 years. 

15TH CENTURY A.D. 
TO 18TH CENTURY A.D. 
The emergence of the modern world in the 16th century 
gave new impetus to the idea of commercial expansion. 
Great imperial cities began to grow again and connect 
to overseas settlements in every hemisphere. Colonial 
American towns were the offspring of those forces and 
each became subject to the same opportunities and 
dangers as its sponsoring community in the old world. 
Within a few years of the establishment of Jamestown, 
Plymouth, and Boston in the 17th century, the residents 
of each town considered fleeing back to England after 
they encountered midwinter fires. Adriaen Block, the 
Dutch explorer and trader, never intended to establish 
the first settlement in the area that was to become known 
as New Amsterdam when he and his crew were forced to 
spend the winter at the foot of Manhattan. Their ship the 
Tyger burned to the waterline late in 1613, a dozen years 
before Fort Amsterdam was constructed in the same area. 
Quickly, Peter Stuyvesant, governor of Nieuw Amsterdam, 
devoted himself to fire prevention by appointing a night 
patrol known as “the prowlers” or R attle Watch (1648) 
and fire wardens to inspect chimneys, thatched roofs, and 

household cooking fires. Before the English took over the 
town in 1664, Stuyvesant required every householder to 
have buckets at hand and posted hooks and ladders for 
use by civilians in case of fire. 

The Great Fire of London, which destroyed almost 80% 
of that city in 1666, exerted a direct influence on William 
Penn’s original design for the city of Philadelphia. 
The wide streets, large tracts of land, and squares were 
intended to make the City of Brotherly Love a “greene 
country  towne . . . which will never be burnt, and always 
be wholesome.” Philadelphia escaped a major conflagra-
tion. Other towns were not so lucky. Charleston, South 
Carolina became known as a “city of fires.” In Boston, 
one blaze after another, many suspected as arson, 
destroyed more than 100 buildings during a three-year 
period. Finally, capped in 1678 by the loss of “fourscore 
of thy . . . dwelling houses and seventy of thy warehouses 
in a ruinous heap,” Boston imported fire engines from 
England and appointed men to operate them. 

Articles in Benjamin Franklin’s newspaper, the Phila-
delphia Gazette, led to the forming of America’s first 
volunteer fire brigade, the Union Fire Company (1736). 
A year later in 1737, six years after two London-built 
Newsham hand pumpers arrived in New York from 
London, 30 “strong , able, discreet, honest, and sober 
men” were appointed the first firemen in New York City 
(fig. 2–2). In a parallel, private-sector effort to cushion 
the economic impact of fire losses, The Friendly Society 
of Charleston (1736) and the Philadelphia Contribu-
tionship (1752), America’s first fire insurance compa-
nies were organized. Beginning in the 1750s, first in 
Philadelphia, insurance companies began to display fire 
marks on structures covered by them. Fire marks were 
wood or iron plaques with a unique design identif ying 
the insurer of a building. They were initially displayed as 
advertisements that deterred vandals who feared being 
tracked down, and they encouraged fire companies 
to work hard in hopes of a future contribution in the 
annual distribution of awards by the various insurance 
companies (fig. 2–3). 





14  FIRE ENGINEERING’S HANDBOOK FOR FIREFIGHTER I & II 

Real shooting began in April 1775. Fire was a cruel 
weapon. British forces withdrawing from skirmishes at 
Lexington and Concord lit up houses as they retreated 
back to Boston. In May, 30 buildings were set afire in 
the dock district of Boston. In mid-June 1775, British 
warships set fire to 380 dwellings in Charlestown, Massa-
chusetts, as the Battle of Bunker Hill proceeded. Begin-
ning in fall 1775, moving down the coast from Falmouth 
(now Portland), Maine, continuing south to Norfolk, 
Virginia, and ultimately to Charleston, the British leveled 
towns by naval bombardment, shelling from the seaside as 
shore parties set waterfront structures afire. The Revolu-
tionaries were not guilt-free, for in the winter of 1775–76 
as they withdrew from their failed invasion of Quebec, 
burning homes, barns, and mills along the way. 

The American Revolution was a brutal war, all around. 
In his Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jefferson 
condemned King George III for using fire as a terror 
weapon, writing : “He has plundered our seas, ravaged 
our coasts, burnt our towns, and destroyed the lives of our 
people.” Jefferson’s words did not deter the redcoats. In 
fall 1777, the British set fire to every house in Kingston, 
New York, as punishment for the citizens’ support of the 
Revolution. In late September 1776, less than a week 
after the British occupied Manhattan, fire originating 
in the Fighting Cocks Tavern on Whitehall Street and 
several other locations in the lower west side of the island 
ultimately destroyed almost 500 buildings, a quarter of 
the city. Revolutionary sympathizers, including , as many 
believe, Nathan Hale (“I have but one life to lose for my 
country . . .”), are suspected of torching the Great Fire of 
1776. At this point, New York City emptied, becoming 
a virtual ghost town for the remainder of the war. Histo-
rians are uncertain whether Jacob Stoutenburgh, the 
chief of department, and the rest of his volunteer firemen 
in New York left the city to join Washington’s forces. 

In 1778, a second Great Fire in Manhattan consumed 
another fifty buildings. Remaining Tory sympathizers and 
British naval personnel fought the fire. A year later, the 
British captured and burned Norfolk. Wherever they went, 
the Brits were ruthless adversaries. Mel Gibson’s film The 
Patriot gets pretty close to the reality of the Revolution, as 
backcountry Americans were subject to terrifying experi-
ences throughout the war. Frontier farms and communi-
ties all along the ridgeline of the Appalachians from the 
Mohawk Valley in New York to the Wyoming Valley in 
Pennsylvania, down through the Carolinas were lit up as 
Tories and their American Indian allies burned more than 
1,000 homes and slew 300 settlers. 

Finally, it was over. The Treaty of Paris recognized 
American independence in 1783. The Continental 
Army marched back into previously occupied territory, 
survivors staggered out of their prison ships, citizens 
returned to the cities from their rural refuges, and local 
fire departments began to reorganize themselves under 
the charters of their newly independent states. 

In the early years following independence, towns in the 
new West were commonly overcrowded with shoddily 
built housing and mercantile facilities. Seven-eighths 
of New Orleans, the export point for everything being 
sent down the Mississippi River, was destroyed by fire on 
Good Friday 1788. A second conflagration seven years 
later burned out an additional 200 structures in New 
Orleans’s French Quarter. In 1805, the entire village of 
Detroit was virtually wiped out, save for one building. 
Older towns were being transformed into industrial 
centers and as a result experienced ever-larger fires. 
Paterson, New Jersey, America’s first planned industrial 
city, saw its first mill destroyed by fire in 1807. Philadel-
phia was particularly hard hit in this period but soon 
undertook a massive water-supply project that became 
the model for other cities. 

19TH CENTURY 
During this period, efforts were made to make fire 
ground operations somewhat more organized as officers 
using speaking trumpets attempted to direct ladder 
companies, hand-pumped engines, and informal salvage 
operations. Hundreds of new volunteer fire compa-
nies were formed, many including hose companies (the 
first was introduced in Philadelphia in 1803) using 
American-designed “gooseneck”-style, hand-pumped 
fire engines with solid-metal play pipes much like 
modern-day deck guns. Some engine companies were 
equipped with more maneuverable leather fire hoses held 
together by copper rivets. In New York, the first primi-
tive American fireboat, a hand-rowed barge on which 
hand-pumped Engine 42 was mounted, went into opera-
tion. During this period, Philadelphia and New York 
insurance companies organized the first paid fire patrol 
units to perform salvage work. Other cities followed. In 
2006, following 203 years of service, the New York Fire 
Patrol became the last of all the insurance-supported 
salvage corps to operate in the United States. 

Once again, during the War of 1812, America’s War for 
Economic Independence, periodic raids caught border 
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and threats to civilian and line-of-duty personnel. 
At the same time, balloon-constructed housing and 
shoddily built, multiple-occupancy housing turned 
many neighborhoods into tinderboxes. Tenement fires 
became frequent and killed hundreds. Complicating 
those threats was the uncontrolled storage of combus-
tibles in residential-area warehouses. A New York City 
sperm oil storage warehouse destroyed 300 buildings in 
1845. The Jennings warehouse fire and collapse claimed 
the lives of 11 New York City volunteers in 1854. The 
Pemberton Mills fire in Lawrence, Massachusetts, killed 
115 occupants. Nonetheless, in the absence of effective 
training cycles and multi-unit coordination, volunteer 
operations generally remained chaotic. 

As fiercely held ethnic, religious, and neighborhood 
loyalties pitted members of fire companies against one 
another, traditionally healthy competition got out 
of hand as some companies fought each other. In the 
1830s, native-born Philadelphia firemen fought Irish 
newcomers. In 1834, firefighters responded to the 
Charlestown, Massachusetts, Convent and elite boarding 
school that had been set afire by an anti-immigrant 
mob. In the 1840s, mobs in the City of Brotherly Love 
destroyed the Hibernia fire station, Catholic churches, 
a market, and many Irish homes. Nativist and anti-
immigrant riots in Baltimore (1856) and Washington 
(1857) divided the firefighting community. 

Some departments became entangled in party politics, 
notably in New York City. Organized on a bottom-up, 
democratic basis, elections allowed popular but unskilled 
officers to hold rank. By the late 1840s, the controversial 
Tammany leader, William M. “Boss” Tweed, began his 
rise to political power as foreman of Americus Engine 6 
on Henry Street in lower Manhattan (fig. 2–5). Many of 
the more than 4,500 volunteers in the city were among 
his ardent supporters. 

In the larger cities, it seemed that the fire bells were 
ringing all the time and that the scale of fires was growing 
enormously. Suburban flight of older, middle-class 
volunteers forced a lowering of recruiting standards in 
the companies they left behind. Active members found 
it difficult to run their businesses or keep full-time jobs 
and respond to fires at the same time. Line-of-duty deaths 
and fire losses rose rapidly. Under these circumstances, it 
became increasingly difficult for volunteers to keep pace 
with the growing fire challenges of the big cities. There 
were no formal training cycles or multi-unit drills. 

Fig. 2–5. This is a helmet frontispiece from Americus 

Engine Company 6 of New York, made famous by its Foreman 

(Captain), William “Boss” Tweed. A tiger was their 

symbol — they even tied a real one to their hand pumper during 

a parade! 

On the other hand, the fire service, inventors, and civic 
leaders were not idle. In Great Britain, James Braidwood, 
credited with organizing the first effective paid fire 
department when he was appointed superintendent of 
the London Fire Brigade in 1833, offered a model for an 
effective urban fire department. In America by the early 
1840s, a number of circumstances began to cast doubt 
on the traditional volunteer system as inventor and 
philanthropist Peter Cooper proposed a paid fire service 
for New York City. 

During the 1850s, New York insurance companies began 
pressuring the traditional volunteer system to modernize 
by urging the appointment of new assistant engineers to 
cover newly settled uptown districts. They hired Alfred 
E. Baker, a former reporter for the New York Herald, as 
fire marshal in spring 1854. He was tasked “to examine 
into the origin of and other matters connected with fires” 
and to continue supporting the fire patrol. Nonetheless, 
in the face of legitimate appeals to change over to horse-
drawn steamers made by progressive fire ser vice leaders, 
insurance companies, and urban reformers, a majority of 
traditionalists within many departments resisted. 
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almost hanged by rioters when he ordered fire compa-
nies to put out fires. Many firemen and their companies 
were praised for their courageous actions in turning back 
mobs, rescuing people, and fighting fires. Martin Scors-
ese’s film Gangs of New York contains many historical 
inaccuracies, not the least of which is its overemphasis 
of the role of New York City’s volunteer firemen as mob 
participants (fig. 2–9). 

Fig. 2–8. Gettysburg monument to firefighters 

In the final days of the conflict, General William T. 
Sherman captured and burned the city of Atlanta, 
portrayed so dramatically in the film Gone With the 
Wind. He then commenced his March to the Sea, 
torching everything in his path and leaving a swath of 
total destruction from Savannah to Columbia, South 
Carolina. When Richmond, Virginia, burned in the 
chaotic final days shortly before General Robert E. Lee’s 
surrender, many Confederate records were lost. In spring 
1867, New York City’s Volunteer Association sent a hose 
reel to their colleagues in war-torn Columbia. The first 
was lost in a hurricane on its way. The New Yorkers then 
took up a second collection, which enabled the South 
Carolinians to purchase their own piece of apparatus. 

Fig. 2–9. In order to keep New York City’s firemen from 

having to serve in the military as a result of the draft (many 

of whom were already “exempted” from militia duty), the 

city paid “substitutes” to take the firefighters place. This 

firefighter, John Boden of Engine 17, was replaced by a man 

named John Wiilliams, as seen in this certificate. 

With generational continuity broken by the loss of a 
substantial number of older and experienced members, 
the Civil War put an end to New York City’s neighbor-
hood-based, volunteer, locally controlled fire depart-
ment. Amidst bitterness and controversy, New York’s 
volunteers were dismissed in 1865. They were replaced 
with a paid Metropolitan Fire Department under the 
direction of commissioners appointed by the insurance-
influenced, rural-based, state legislature. Hand-drawn 
apparatus was replaced by horse-drawn and steam-
powered. Alexander T. Shaler, appointed as New York’s 
fire commissioner in 1866, is credited with creating New 
York’s paid department. In 1870 under the terms of the 
Tweed Charter, the Fire Department of the City of 
New York was established, thus restoring home rule to 
the City of New York. Departments across the country 
quickly followed the Cincinnati and New York models. 
Philadelphia went paid at year’s end in 1870, and Los 
Angeles followed the same route in 1886. 

Between the end of the Civil War and the First World 
War, the population of the United States more than 
doubled. In that environment, the American fire ser vice 
coped with fires of increasing magnitude and deadli-
ness. During this period, major technological and 
managerial innovations were introduced to cut response 
time, improve firefighting capacity, and strengthen 
fire-safety laws. 

Cincinnati, Philadelphia, New York, and other cities 
established fire department and hospital-related 
ambulance services based upon the military model that 
emerged from the carnage of the Civil War. (During the 
Civil War, volunteer fire companies in Philadelphia built 
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Fig. 2–11. The Great Baltimore Fire of 1904 led to creation 

of the first comprehensive standardized building code. 

Firefighters were not successful in standardizing hose 

threads; many responding mutual aid fire departments, 

including New York City, were unable to attach their hoses 

to Baltimore’s hydrants. There are still a multiplicity of hose 

threads across the United States today. 

Individual catastrophes such as the Brooklyn Theater 
fire (1876), the Iroquois Theater fire (fig. 2–12) in 
Chicago (1903), and the Triangle Shirtwaist Factor y 
fire in lower Manhattan (1911) led to improved laws 
for high-occupancy structures. A series of marine disas-
ters were led by one in Hoboken, New Jersey (1900), 
followed by another on the excursion boat General 
Slocum in the East River in New York (1904), and a 
third on Chicago’s excursion boat Eastland (1915). 
Several “high-rise” fires in New York City, one in the 
Home Insurance building (1898) and the other in the 
Equitable Life building (1912), pointed out the need 
for better fire-prevention regulations in office build-
ings. San Francisco’s Great Earthquake and Fire of 
1906 destroyed more than 28,000 buildings and caused 
the death of Chief of Department Dennis T. Sullivan 
(fig. 2–13). Originally reported to have cost fewer than 
400 lives, researchers now suspect the loss of life to be in 
excess of 3,000 after revealing a great cover-up by the city 
after the event. It was the largest fire in American history. 

At the same time, a generation of experienced fire 
ser vice leaders introduced revolutionary changes 
in apparatus, fire prevention laws, and technolog y. 
In 1901, New York City’s chief of department was 
assigned a gasoline-driven Locomobile (fig. 2–14). 
By 1922, the last horse-drawn apparatus made its final 
run. Rescue companies were established in major 
cities, and high-pressure water systems aided central 
business district fire companies. Following the Triangle 

Shirtwaist fire that cost 146 workers’ lives, political 
leaders from the Progressive Movement, advised 
by fire department personnel, introduced factory 
legislation intended to guarantee greater safety in indus-
trial workplaces. The International Association of 
Firefighters was established (1918), followed by the 
founding of fire officer associations intended to support 
their professional interests. 

Fig. 2–12. The Iroquois Theater was supposedly “fireproof” 

(this is never an accurate term). 602 people died in a fire 

during a performance of “Mr. Bluebeard” soon after the 

new theater opened in 1903. It still stands today as our 

country’s worst theater disaster. This image shows victims’ 

bodies being removed in a hose wagon. 

Fig. 2–13. The San Francisco Earthquake and Fire of 

1906 was America’s largest conflagration. It destroyed 

nearly 28,000 buildings, including City Hall as seen in 

this photograph. 
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25th, 1990, an arson fire in the Happyland Social Club 
in the Bronx, New York, killed 87 people. Polyurethane 
foam lining the walls of The Station nightclub in West 
Warwick, Rhode Island, was ignited by indoor pyrotech-
nics used during a performance of the band, Great White, 
on February 20, 2003. One hundred people eventually 
died as a result of the Station fire; lethal conditions in the 
nightclub developed in about 90 seconds. 

21ST CENTURY AND BEYOND 
With increasingly intrusive human use of naturally 
forested areas, wildfires are a growing hazard in most 
regions of the United States, posing a threat to life and 
property. Thus, wildland firefighting is a major and most 
significant professional specialty, particularly in western 
states. The Mann Gulch Fire in the Helena Forest in 
Montana killed 16 smoke jumpers (1949); the Rattle-
snake Fire in the Mendocino Forest took 15 firefighters 
(1953); and in the summer of 1994, 14 wildland 
firefighters died when shifting 70-mile-per-hour winds 
trapped them and fire swept over their position in South 
Canyon Glenwood Springs, Colorado. In fall 2007, 
out-of-hand wildfires destroyed thousands of homes and 
dislocated hundreds of thousands, resulting in major 
economic losses in Southern California. 

Recurrent and more frequent fires involving major 
commitments of personnel and equipment spurred 
many incident command models in the late 20th 
century. Firefighting Resources of Southern California 
Organized for Potential Emergencies (FIRESCOPE) 
initiated a version of ICS for wildfire operations that was 
a major improvement over previous systems. Under the 
leadership of Alan Brunacini, FIRESCOPE evolved into 
the Incident Management System. Inspired by Capt. 
Ron Gore, the first hazmat team formally went online 
in Jacksonville in January 1977, inspiring the intro-
duction of such units all over the nation. In 1989, the 
National Urban Search and Rescue System established 
regional task forces under the jurisdiction of the Federal 
Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) designed to 
coordinate emergency services during major disasters. 

The attacks on the World Trade Center Twin Towers 
(1993 and 2001) were not the first terrorist events 
American firefighters faced. Left-wing extremists include 
those who destroyed the Los Angeles Times building 
(1910), anarchists who bombed Wall Street (1920) 
(fig.  2–17), and revolutionary Weathermen (1960s) 
whose bomb factory exploded in New York’s Greenwich 

Village in 1970. Racists bombed homes, schools, and 
churches from the post-Civil War KKK years throughout 
the Civil Rights era of the 1960s and later. During the 
long , hot summer of 1964, Mt. Zion Church was burned 
to the ground, one of 20 black Mississippi churches to be 
firebombed that year. The FBI initiated the MIBURN 
(Mississippi Burning ) investigation. Violent national-
ists from Croatia and Puerto Rico (FALN) were active 
in the 1970s. Anti-government, right-wing radicals 
bombed the Alfred P. Murrah Building in Oklahoma 
City (1995). The firefighting community was on the 
front line in each case. 

Fig. 2–17. Many Americans think that the terrorist attacks of 

September 11, 2001, were the first on American soil. There 

have been many attacks through the country’s history, 

including this one on Wall Street in 1920. Damage to this 

building’s (the J.P. Morgan bank) exterior wall, near the 

corner of Wall and Broad Streets, is still visible. 

Fires in aging commercial buildings, some occupied, 
others abandoned and deteriorated, continue to take 
an increasingly heavy toll.  A fire in the basement of a 
lower Manhattan loft killed 12 in 1966.  Warehouse 
fires killed four firefighters in Seattle (1995) and six 
in Worcester, Massachusetts (1999).  After nine of 
their members died in a collapsing furniture store in 
June 2007, the Charleston Fire Department requested 
FDNY ’s Emerald Society Pipes & Drums to play at the 
memorial service. 

The destruction of the World Trade Center Towers and 
the Pentagon on September 11, 2001, was the most 
despicable act of mass murder ever perpetrated in the 
United States (fig. 2–18). At the Towers, it is estimated 
that nearly 15,000 were led to safety prior to the collapse. 
The retired FDNY Fireboat John Jay Har vey, which 
was maintained by a historical association of private 
citizens and retired firefighters, responded immedi-
ately and supplied the only water at the scene for more 
than 96 hours. Hundreds of ambulances from New 
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QUESTIONS 

1.  As early as 1648, Peter Stuyvesant, the governor of New Amsterdam, implemented the use of fire 
wardens and strong fire prevention techniques and imposed requirements for homeowners. Nearly 
360 years later and following countless large loss fires, is American society more conscious of the effects 
of fire or better prepared to prevent them? 

2.  Around 1852 the first patents were issued for the first sprinkler-perforated pipe systems. Almost 156 
years after the first patents were issued, the American fire service still battles to educate politicians, model 
code developers, builders, businesses, and homeowners to adopt requirements to protect all structures. 
Discuss why the efforts to do so have been and continue to be difficult. 

3.  Name four professional organizations that were developed in the late 19th century. What positive effects 
have these organizations had on the fire ser vice? 

4.  A document titled _________________ was first published in 1973 in an attempt to focus attention on 
the nation’s fire problem. 

5.  Two national programs were created from this document. What are they and what are their 
current responsibilities? 

6.  George Santayana, the author of “Reason in Common Sense” is quoted as saying , “Those who cannot 
learn from the past are doomed to repeat it.” The history of the American fire service is riddled with 
accounts of large fires resulting in property loss, and loss of life to civilians and firefighters. Many of the 
circumstances surrounding those events mirror one another. Why does it appear that the American 
fire service has failed to take heed of our past and take the necessary steps to prevent such losses 
in the future? 




