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The Burlingame Historical Society presents



Got wagon, will travel.

! The city authorized the purchase of a chemical wagon to fight fires in 1908. Cost: $675.
! Simultaneously the city passed an ordinance authorizing the formation of a volunteer fire

department. The ordinance provided a compensation of $2.00 for the person hauling the
apparatus to the fire. 



Chemical Wagon in Action in 1929



Who are these guys anyway?



Fire in them there hills?

Until approximately 1910,  both Burlingame and San Mateo fought fires occurring in the hills we 
now know as Hillsborough. Following a devastating fire that destroyed much of the Burlingame 
Country Club and the formal incorporation of the Town of Hillsborough, the Hillsborough Fire 
Department was initiated.



Where there’s a town, there’s fire.

! In 1910 Weinberg was secured by the city council for use as city hall and fire house on Main St., 
now Lorton.

! The first fire hydrant in Burlingame was furnished by the Peninsula Water Company. In 1910 there 
were only 10 hydrants for the entire city. 

! The first alarm was a bell on top of the station, a donation from The Woman’s Club. Soon, an 
electrical bell was installed and could be operated remotely from city hall or from the SP Railroad 
gatehouse at Howard and the RR tracks.

1913 Big Six locomobile



Two steps forward. One step back.

! The chief was entitled to a telephone in his home, although when the position of chief changed 
hands, the telephone was moved as well. 

! By 1911, a new volunteer company was formed, Chemical Co. #2 was located at the corner of Balboa 
and Easton. 

! By 1912 an additional 10 more hydrants were placed for a total of 20.
! By 1913 the Big Six was converted into a hose wagon for $2800. The new truck was equipped with a 

new starter called the “ever-ready” starter, but it gave firefighters so much trouble it was nicknamed 
the “never-ready” starter. The piece of equipment was purchased by the city council without 
consultation of the fire department. This resulted in the resignation of both Chief Vincent, his 
assistant chief and all the volunteers.



Never Ready Starter



Salary. What a concept.

! An election was held and S. Madden was elected Chief and W. Dessin assistant chief, both 
were volunteers previously.

! This was a new era. It was the first  time salaries were issued for firefighters in Burlingame. 
The pay? $1.00 per month for each member limited to 15 members. As a bonus members 
would receive $2.50 if they attended the fire.



Insurance?

! The advent of fire insurance companies required cities to be more efficient to receive lower rates. Thus 
response times and equipment were constantly upgraded. 

! In 1914 “tappers” were installed in some volunteers’ homes making it possible to answer a call sooner.
! In 1916 five more hydrants were installed. 
! Much of the funding for the dept. was from residents whose homes had been saved from destruction 

from fire. Donations ranged from $10-$50.

Seagrave 750 gallon truck 
purchased in 1922 for $12,250



New bonus, new horn, new Chief

! Firefighters were paid $2.00 for burning empty lots in the evenings.
! The alarm “horn” was installed at city hall as a result of a poorly handled fire at Larsen’s 

Store on Bayswater Ave. and California Drive.
! In  1922, Wilkie Dessin was appointed Chief by the Mayor and assigned to reorganize the 

department with new men and new equipment.



! In 1924 the first social event to raise funds for the dept. was held at Pacific City. It later 
became an annual affair. Total raised: $1540. By 1931 the event benefitted the newly 
created Widows and Orphans’ Fund.

! By 1925 Wilkie Dessin became the first “full time” fire Chief at a salary of  $250 per month.



Did 
someone 

say, 
“horn?”



Half of downtown almost burns

! A devastating fire downtown, including the destruction of much of the Portola Hotel, Thomas 
Millam Used Cars and H. R. Park Plumbing Shop because of poor equipment, resulted in a 
campaign to improve the department with the purchase of new coats and helmets.

Corner of Lorton and Donnelly 





How ‘bout a real fire house?

! Until 1927, the Dessin Garage accommodated the fire equipment. Dessin needed to expand his garage, and 
a movement to build a permanent , modern fire house began by the city council in the form of a bond. 

! The site selected was California Drive at Palm Avenue. The final construction bid was $30,000.

324 Main (Lorton Ave) / 321 California Dr



Alarms, alarms, alarms

! The proposed $85,000 bond measure included 72 alarm boxes. No longer would the city have a push 
button system. The alarm system proposal was awarded to the Harrington-Seaberg Company for 
$29,000.

! It was a telegraph system consisting of a “tapper”. A number code was used for communicating where 
a fire was located. Firefighters had a pocketbook that explained the location of the corresponding 
number.





Did 
someone 

say, “horn” 
again?

! When an alarm box was 
pulled the location code was 
transmitted to the station’s 
ticker tape system. 

! The dispatcher would read it 
and sound the “diaphone” 
horn.

! The horn would repeat four 
rounds of alarms with the 
number of rings matched to 
the box number.



A new toy

! In 1927 a Mack Pumper truck was purchased for $13,240.



A new station

! After 1929 the council agreed to have three full time firefighters at a salary of $165 per 
month and four others at $20 per month to sleep overnight and operate the apparatus in 
the evening. 

! In 1929 equipment and personnel were moved to the new station from Donnelly.
! The new station contained a banquet room and housing.



Ribbon 
cutting

! The original station, which 
housed the chemical 
wagon, was a mere 16’ x 
24’. The new station was 
luxurious by comparison.

! By 1931 there were eight 
full-time firefighters and 
four sleepers. There were 
also nine partially paid 
firemen -paid according to 
the fires they attend. All 
were required to attend 
every fire day or night. 
Leaving town required 
permission of the Chief.

! Until the 70’s firemen were 
required to live within 15 
minutes of the station.



Another new station on the way

1990



A new, old station

! In order to better serve the community, the old station was rebuilt in 1990 to replicate the 
old station. Modern amenities like a classroom for training, larger garage doors, modern 
exhaust equipment and other technological advances were added. However, some original 
artifacts were retained.



Old in the new

! The first alarm system was a bell donated by the Burlingame Woman’s Club in 
1910. It can be seen today outside the station. 

! An original pole is still in use.
! The exterior lights are original.



It’s a tower. 
It’s a giant 
fireplace.



Santa’s workshop

! The new station also included a workshop where used toys were restored by the firefighters 
for distribution every holiday season.

Dec. 1939



Santa’s 21st century workshop

The fire department to this day continues the toy drive tradition. Pictured is a toy giveaway at 
Franklin School.



Seagrave hook and ladder

! This photo was taken at Oxford and Cambridge in 1938, and displayed in mural 
form at the 1939 World’s Fair at Treasure Island in San Francisco.



Chief Dessin injured

1940 



Chief 
Dessin 
passes

1942



The wagon goes for a ride

1958



The horn starts here

! Tex Patterson operated the Gamewell dispatch system. The system itself was used from the 
1930’s through the 1970s.



His memory lives on

An engraved silver bell on the front of Engine Co. #36 honors Tex Patterson for his years of service to the 
fire department.



Restoring 
the 

chemical 
wagon

1970’s



It’s a woman’s world

Miss Burlingame gets a ride on the chemical wagon.



Pat the fire dog was
well known in
Burlingame from
around 1936 until
his untimely demise
in 1938 when Pat
slipped trying to
board the fire truck
as it rushed off to
a fire. Often the
firemen would put a
pipe in Pat’s mouth
to discourage fans
from feeding him. 

Pat

The widespread 
custom of having a 
dog with a fire 
department 
originated with the 
need in the earlier 
days to clear the 
streets ahead of 
onrushing horse-
drawn fire wagons. 
Then, at the blaze, 
dogs stood guard 
over the rig while 
firemen attended to 
the flames.



Whitey



?



Car running hot?



Don Dornell joins department.

1977



Burlingame’s second theater burns

Originally, the site of The Garden Theater, 1224 Burlingame Ave. Billed as “fireproof” 
at the turn of the century, it burned to the ground on December 25th, 1990.



December 1990 Fire, Channel 2 



Hot out of the oven

Village Host, 1201 Broadway, 1994



Blackened Chicken

Chicken, Chicken!, 234 Primrose Rd, 2005



A New Era.

! On April 20, 2004, the Hillsborough and Burlingame City Councils approved the 
merger of the neighboring fire departments, thus creating Central County Fire 
Department. The combined operating budget for the two departments working 
independently was $13,250,000. The 2004/2005 operating budget under the newly 
merged department is $11,533,350.

! The cities formed a Joint Powers Authority comprised of two council members from 
each city. The city managers of Burlingame and Hillsborough will alternately lead the 
JPA.


