125 Years of Dedicated Service
ISO Class One
Accredited
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O

ver the past
two centuries,
the Skokie Fire
Department has developed
into one of the most
superior fire protection
agencies in the United
States as is validated by the
Department’s Class 1
rating by the
Insurance
Services Office
(ISO). While
the Skokie Fire
Department’s
growth over the
past 50 years is
the result of a proactive
approach to fire safety,
in the Department’s early
years change
often occurred
in response
to tragic
circumstances.

Due to the devastation
witnessed at The Great
Chicago Fire, Niles Centre’s
citizens unite to form a
bucket brigade.

1881
Iserman Family home burns to
the ground creating a demand
for better fire protection.

may 6, 1881
Residents assembled
in George Klehm’s
saloon and officially
formed The Niles
Centre Volunteer
Fire Company.

In 1881, the first
documented fire
in Niles Centre,
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Niles Centre spelling gradually
changed to Niles Center.

1891-1910

2

October 21, 1884
Niles Centre Volunteer Fire
Company is incorporated.
Stock sold for $100.00
per share.

1887
Niles Centre’s first firehouse was
built at 8031 Floral Avenue with
donated labor and money. It was
used until 1969.

September 6, 1910
At noon on Market Day, a fire
broke out behind a saloon
and leveled half of the
business district on Lincoln
Avenue. Five towns fought
the fire. Due to the lack of
water, Evanston was forced to
pump from a pond 2 blocks
away. By 1912 a water
system with 30 fire plugs was
in place.

the area now called
Skokie, was at the
home of the
prominent Iserman
family. The “bucket
brigade” was unable
to stop the home
from burning to the
ground. That same year,
the Niles Centre Volunteer
Fire Company #1 was
formed, with the officers
electing Adam Harrer as
the first Fire Chief. Through
fundraising, the company
purchased a used 1865
hand pumper, a 250-foot
hose and reel, and a horsedrawn ladder wagon. The
equipment was stored in a
horse barn in the rear of
Ludwig Schmitz’s saloon.
In 1887, the Fire Company
built a station
themselves with
monetary and
construction
supply donations
from citizens.

May 3,1914

The two-story brick station at 8031 Floral Avenue
had two equipment bays, a
meeting room and enough
room under the front and
back stairs for two jail
cells that were used by the
Police Department.
Until a bell
tower was
installed in
1898, St. Peter’s
Lutheran church
bells called the
firemen to duty.
On September
6, 1910, five area fire
departments spent hours
fighting to save half of Niles
Center’s business district.
While Evanston Steamer 2
is credited for saving the
town, the horses pulling it
gave out on the way to the
blaze. A local farmer met
the firemen with a change
of horses and the engine
made it to the fire.
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A Howe horse-drawn
gasoline pumper was
purchased to replace
the old handpump. In
1917 this pump was
remounted onto a truck
chassis - starting the
progression to
motorized equipment.

December, 1926
An Ahrens Fox 1,000
gallon-per-minute pumper
is purchased.

November, 1937
A new 60-foot aerial fire
truck arrives in town.
In 1936 two major
simultaneous apartment
building fires were cited
as a need for a new
ladder truck. This truck
had one of the very first
powered aerials.
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November 15, 1940

November 27,
1940
Blaze rages through the
three-story Blameuser
building at 5118 Oakton
on the day before
Thanksgiving. Forty-five
residents were made
homeless in the blaze.

July 20,1947
Skokie authorizes a
full-time, paid Fire
Department.

May, 1948
A used police car
became Skokie’s first
village-owned
ambulance. The rear
seat was removed so
the patient could be
placed in the vehicle
through the trunk.

Niles Center changes its
name to Skokie.

Chicago Engine 108 came
but incompatible hoses
kept it from being used.
A total of nine buildings
caught fire that day, a
smoking device in a
hay barn was the
suspected cause.
Within the next two
years the Village
installed a water system
and purchased a Howe
horse-drawn gas pumper
to replace the old hand
pumper. During the
mid-1920’s, the Village
began paying $1.50 an
hour to paid-on-call
firemen and also
purchased additional
firefighting equipment. A
referendum passed in 1947
to hire the first full-time
Fire Chief, full-time
firefighters and to build
Fire Station #2, then
at 8340 North Hamlin.

Ambulance service began
in 1948. Previously the
local undertaker provided
ambulance service.
Events that occurred on
October 2, 1958, resulted
in more changes to the Fire
Department and the Village.
A mid-afternoon call came
in to Station #2 reporting
a fire at 8006 North
Kostner, the residence of
on-duty Skokie fireman
William Hughes. When the
engine arrived firefighters
discovered that the closest
hydrant was broken. When
Firefighter Hughes arrived,
he tried unsuccessfully
to enter the apartment.
Tragically, Mrs. Hughes,
their 6-month-old baby
and three-year-old child
perished. Shortly
thereafter, six firefighters
filed charges against the
Village stating that they
were under-manned,

January, 1949
Hamlin Avenue Fire
Station #2 is opened.

1952
Sunshine, Skokie
Fire Department
mascot, starts her
new job.

Skokie’s ISO Fire Insurance
Rating drops from Class 5
to a Class 6.

August, 1958

October 2, 1958
The home of Skokie Firefighter
William Hughes catches fire
while he is on duty. His wife
and two children perish in
the fire.

5

6

January 25, 1959
A blaze causes $250,000
in damages to Hughes Oil,
3349 Howard Street.

April 3, 1959
Off-duty Skokie Firefighter
Howard Siemsen was severely
burned when he alerted residents
of a fire in the basement of the
building in which he lived. He
was cited by the Village for valor.

June 15, 1959
Raymond Redick, the former
Assistant Chief of the Chicago
Fire Insurance Patrol and a
32-year Skokie resident,
becomes Skokie’s Chief.

under-equipped
and poorly
trained. The
charges also
stated that the
hydrants were
not routinely
tested. The
Department’s Insurance
Services Office (ISO) rating
dropped from Class 5 to
Class 6 in August of 1958
prior to the unfortunate
occurrence of October 2,
1958.
Big changes came in June
1959 when Raymond
Redick, a former Assistant
Chief from the recently
disbanded Chicago Fire
Insurance Patrol, was
hired as Fire Chief. Redick
recommended that the
Village hire several former
Chicago Patrol members.
The Village agreed, and
Skokie Squad #1 was
formed in 1960. Redick
also developed a new
training program and
hired Captain Trier from

the Great Lakes Fire
Department as the
drillmaster. During

April, 1960
Five firemen are burned by
a gas explosion in a drive-in
restaurant at 3933 Oakton
Street.

November 6, 1960

Redick’s ten years as Fire
Chief, the Department’s ISO
rating was improved from
Class 6 to Class 3.
In 1960, the third fire
station was built at 9024
Gross Point Road. Tragedy
struck the Fire Department
again in 1963 when, on
exactly his one-year
anniversary with the
department, Firefighter
Richard Haefle fell from
Squad #1 and died from his
injuries. Just weeks later, a
drunk driver hit an
on-duty Lieutenant.
Although his injuries
prevented him from
returning to work as a
firefighter, he became one
of the department’s best
dispatchers.
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Fire Station #3 at
9024 Gross Point Road is
dedicated at a cost of
$185,000. This station was
built as a direct result of the
October 2, 1958, William
Hughes fire.

Under Chief Redick’s
leadership, ISO Fire
Insurance Rating
improves from Class 6 to
Class 5.

August, 1961

February 28, 1963
Firefighter Richard Haefle dies
en route to a car-train collision
on his one-year anniversary with
the department.

May 19, 1963
Lt. Neville Bicknase was
severely injured by a
drunk driver who
rear-ended a fire truck
he was riding.
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April 26, 1965

ISO Fire Insurance Rating improves
from Class 5 to Class 3.

December 8, 1965
Happy Foods at
4616 Oakton Street is
destroyed by fire the evening
of its Grand Opening.

April 5, 1968

Two Skokie Engine Companies change
quarters into Chicago during the 1968
riots. They respond to several fires
during their 18-hour stay.

November 4,
1968
Jewel Foods at 4028
Dempster Street is
destroyed by fire.

February 26, 1969
Fire Station #1 at 7424 Niles Center
Road is opened. The old Fire Station
on Floral Avenue is closed after 82
years of service.

The mid-sixties started out
on an upbeat note when,
in 1965, the Insurance
Services Office
(ISO) improved
the Village’s
fire protection
rating from 5 to
3. A jump
of this
magnitude
rarely occurs. By this
time, the department
had reached its peak in
terms of manpower. Each
of the three engines and
trucks were
manned with four
firefighters; the
squad had five.
Both ambulances
had two
firefighters and
each shift had a Captain.
Numerous fires broke out
in Skokie during the 1960’s
and 70’s testing the newly
reorganized department.

April 4, 1975

Major fires included
the Marsh Instrument
Manufacturing Co.
located at 3501 Howard
Street causing a $2.0
million loss–a huge loss
in 1963. Three firefighters
were injured battling an
extra alarm fire in a strip
mall at 3353-61
Dempster Street
on June 7, 1963.
On December
8, 1965, Happy
Foods, 4616 Oakton
Street, burned
to the ground
the evening of its Grand
Opening. In 1966, a major
fire heavily damaged the
Montgomery Ward store
at Old Orchard Shopping
Center resulting in injuries
to seven firefighters. The
Groceryland Store at 3343
Dempster Street was struck
by an extra alarm fire on
November 20, 1966.
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Ten families were forced
from their apartments at
8140 Knox in the middle
of the night by a fire.
Three firemen are injured
in the blaze.

June 23, 1977
125 Firefighters and nine
suburbs battled a major
blaze at the Skokie Lumber
warehouse.

June 27, 1977
A chemical storage facility
at G.D. Searle explodes in
flames, shooting 55-gallon
drums 300 feet into the
air. Over 100 firefighters
battle the blaze for hours,
and seven are injured.
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November 8, 1982
Arson was the cause of this
extra-alarm blaze at College
Hill school located at
9000 Forestview Road.

March 1, 1987

Skokie achieves ISO Class 2 rating.

November 2, 1992

Ladder Truck #16 rescues 10 trapped
people from a fourth floor window at
The Bank of Lincolnwood.

September 1, 1995

Skokie achieves ISO Class 1 rating
- the highest possible rating for
Fire Protection.

November 17, 1996
Skokie Engine #17 and Tower Ladder
#16 assist Evanston with a major fire.
They are credited with stopping the
progression of fire and saving the rest
of the block.

March 23, 2001

The Skokie Fire Department earns
accreditation from The Commission on
Fire Accreditation International.

September 11, 2001
The World Trade Center is
attacked. Within hours, Skokie
firefighters put together a
plan to send firefighters to
New York - seven at a time.
Approximately 45 men make
the journey.

The National Die-Casting
Company explosion and
fire at 3636 Touhy Avenue
occurred in July of 1968.
Two of Skokie’s engine
companies responded to
assist the Chicago Fire
Department during the
Martin Luther King riots
of 1968. The Jewel food
store at 4028 Dempster
Street was destroyed by fire
on November 4, 1968. On
June 27, 1977, one of the
largest conflagrations
ever to strike Skokie
occurred at the G. D.
Searle Pharmaceutical
labs. There were
many more fires that
occurred during these
decades. The 1960’s
and 70’s were probably
the busiest times in
the history of the Fire
Department.
By the 1970’s, the Village’s
population was
nearly 70,000. A new

September 14, 2003
The new Fire Station #17 at
8157 Central Park Avenue is dedicated.

firehouse
opened in
1969 on Niles
Center Road
replacing the
Floral Avenue
station that
had served
Skokie since
1887. A new
drill tower
was built
behind the Public Works
garage. In September 1975,
two paramedic modular
ambulances became
operational. In 1977, the
new “Jaws of Life” was
placed in service
on Squad #1.
In 1995, the
department
earned the
prestigious
ISO Class
1 rating. In
2000, the department
earned accreditation from
the Commission on Fire
Accreditation International,
making it one of five
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October 20, 2003
Due to the increase in ambulance calls
a third ambulance is added to the fleet.
The paramedic unit is stationed at the
Central Park Station.
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October 24, 2003

Firefighters with ladders
rescued seven people trapped
on the third and fourth floors
of an apratment building at
8901 Lamon Avenue.

December 24, 2003
A car fire extends into the
structure at 7601 Lowell
Avenue. Firefighters worked
aggressively to control
the blaze.

April 20, 2004

Skokie Ambulance #16 responds
to downstate Utica, Illinois to
assist at the scene of the
tornado-ravaged community.

departments in the country
to hold both honors.
On September 11, 2001,
in New York City, the two
buildings of the World
Trade Center collapsed
and 343 New York
City firefighters lost
their lives. Within
days, three Skokie
firefighters arrived in
Manhattan to assist
at “Ground Zero”. An
organized program was
established to send 40
more firefighters over the
next several months. Upon
their return, firefighters
stood on street corners
collecting $15,000.00 for
the families of New
York’s fallen heroes.
Skokie provided
mutual aid to Chicago
on several occasions
during 2004 and
2005. Several other

July 22, 2004
President Bush visits with firefighters at the
Northeastern Illinois Public Safety Training
Academy (NIPSTA) to review regional response
capabilities and public safety preparedness.

A person lighting a grill
accidentally starts an
extra alarm fire causing
significant damage to a
four-flat structure at 4800
Grove Street.

calls for mutual aid
outside of Skokie’s normal
response district were
answered over the next few
years. Skokie sent several
firefighters to Utica, Illinois
when it suffered horrific
tornado damage in April
of 2004. On September
1, 2005, Truck Company
#18, with five firefighters,
was sent to New Orleans
to assist after Hurricane
Katrina decimated the area.
The Skokie Fire
Department responded to
over a quarter of a million
calls in its 125-year history,
including over 100,000
fire alarms. In addition,
firefighters have answered
over 117,000 calls for
medical assistance.
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June 25, 2005

August 31, 2005
Utility #17 is placed in service at
the Central Park Station. This unit
carries specialized and heavy
rescue equipment.

September 1, 2005
Truck Co. 18 responded to New Orleans
with five Skokie firefighters to assist the
hurricane-devastated state as part of a
statewide reponse. This is the farthest and
longest Mutual Aid call in Skokie's history
(2,533 miles and 15 days).
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October 26, 2005
Ambulance #17 was sent to
Chicago as part of a task force for
the White Sox World Series game.

March 18, 2006
Fire breaks out in a twelve-unit
apartment building at 8023
Kilpatrick. Squad #18 leads
out to the seat of the fire.

Skokie’s three fire stations
are equipped with:
• Three engines, each
with three firefighters;
• Two ladder trucks, each
with three firefighters;
• One heavy-rescue
squad, dispatched with
three firefighters;
• One rescue engine,
dispatched with three
firefighters;
• Three advanced life
support ambulances,
each with two
firefighters; and
• One incident command
vehicle staffed by the
Battalion Chief.
The Fire Department
responds to approximately
7,500 calls for service
each year.

May 6, 2006
Skokie Fire Department
celebrates 125 years of
dedicated service.
From Buckets to Hoses

~Skokie’s Fire Chiefs~
Adam Harrer

1881 - 1888
(became first Mayor after
resigning as Chief)

Ludwig Schmitz
1888 - 1898

Sam Meyer

1898 - 1900

Jacob Schmitz
1900 - 1910

Michael Schmitz
1910 - 1945

Otto Honemann
1916

Andrew Proesel
1945 - July 1945

Michael Schmitz

July 1945 - Sept. 1947

Richard Houren
1947 - Aug. 1949

Herman Maierhofer
1949

Edward Steek

1949 - June 1959

Raymond Redick

June 1959 - Sept. 1969

Jerome Burke

May 1970 - Feb. 1984

Thomas Quillan

Aug. 1984 - Oct. 1990

James Eaves

May 1991 - Jan. 2001

Martin Oscarson

Sept. 2001 to Aug. 2005

Ralph Czerwinski
Nov. 2005 - present
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July 4, 2006
Firefighters and their families
celebrated the Fire Department’s 125th
Anniversary in the July 4th Parade.

Fire Station History
Lincoln Avenue Station
1881 - 1887

Floral Avenue Station
1887 - 1969

Hamlin Avenue Station
1949 - 2003

Gross Point Road Station
1960 - Present

Niles Center Road Station
1969 - Present

Central Park Avenue Station
2003 - Present
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Then
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Now

Village of Skokie
www.skokie.org

Council-Manager
Government
Mayor
Clerk

George Van Dusen
Marlene Williams

Trustees

Michele L. Bromberg
Michael A. Gelder
Frank G. McCabe
Donald P. Perille
Randall E. Roberts
Edie Sue Sutker

Manager

Albert J. Rigoni

Counsel

J. Patrick Hanley

Village of Skokie Awards and Distinctions
Insurance Services Office (ISO) Class 1 Fire Department
Commission on Fire Accreditation International (CFAI)
American Public Works Association (APWA) Accreditation
Commission on Accreditation for Law Enforcement Agencies (CALEA)
Government Finance Officers Association Certificate of Achievement for
Excellence in Financial Reporting
Government Finance Officers Association Budget Award
Fitch IBCA AAA Financial Bond Rating
State of Illinois Certified Health Department
Governor's Hometown Award
Tree City U.S.A. Distinction
All America City Finalist
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