Page 1 of 3

ENCYCLOPEDIAY CHICAGO

Entries|Historical Sources|Maps|Special Features|User's Guide

SEARCH
ENTRIES : FIREFIGHTING
e Firefighting
N:;lt!ﬁgmmg From Chicago's incorporation in 1833, volunteer laborers protected the city from fire.

Sanctioned by municipal ordinance in 1835, volunteer firefighters organized themselves
into exclusively male companies and elected officers to lead them at fires. These
community institutions reflected the class and ethnic diversity of the city. They also
received support from their neighbors, local property owners, and insurance
companies, By 1853, over 500 Chicago volunteer firemen worked in 12 separate
companies,

Volunteer firemen divided their demanding physical
| ¥ labor into two components: making hose connections
and operating hand-pumped fire engines. Upon
alarm of fire, they dragged their heavy apparatus to
the scene of the fire. Hosemen established
connections of riveted leather hose between fire
eng'mes and the city's bm'genmng network of water
pipes and hydrants. E meanwhile, p
levers or “brakes” attached to their engines in  order
to “throw” water onto the fire. Pulsing these brakes

ELMHURST VOLUNTEER FIRE DEPT., 1920 Tequired intense physical strength and stamina. Few
men could maintain the normal pace of 60 strokes
per minute for very long, so a company’s entire membership rotated in order to pour a
steady stream of water onto the fire.

Intense competitiveness marked volunteer firefighters' service. The act of dragging
apparatus to fires became an informal test of competence. Firefighters also competed to
see which company could project water highest into the air, Firemen believed that
winning such contests proved their manhood and their abilities as public servants.
However, these formal and informal competitions sometimes exploded into violent
confrontations between companies. Frequently such outbursts were expressions of
ethnic and class tensions in the eity, but just as often they resulted from the exuberant
all-male culture of volunteer firefighters.

In the 1850s reformers took advantage of middle-class
concerns over violence in the fire department. Along
with business leaders, the insurance industry sought
to replace the volunteer fire department with paid
municipal workers operating steam fire engines,
Reformers especially emphasized the efficacy of steam
technology as a firefighting tool. However, such claims
were dubious in the context of unreliable 1850s steam
firefighting technology. In fact, when a steam engine
was tested in 1856, three of the city's hand-operated - o

engines defeated it by throwing water higher into the  riguTinG A FIRe on NEAR NORTH SIDE,
air. Although the city's volunteer firemen had proved 1948

their mettle, reformers pressed on. They remained
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