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Origins of the Edgerton Fire Department 

 

In the 1800s across the country, if there was a fire in a rural town or village there was no fire 

department to call. Neighbors and citizens would help by creating a “bucket brigade” to pass buckets of 

water by hand to each other along a line and at the end of the line the water in the bucket was then 

thrown on the fire.  

Edgerton, Wisconsin, had its share of fires.  On February 21, 1867, half of downtown Edgerton along 

Front Street (now known as Fulton Street) was destroyed by fire.  Eight buildings were destroyed, and 18 

businesses and 4 families were displaced.  
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1883 

Edgerton incorporated as a city in 1883 and had no fire department yet.  A number of fires occurred 

during the early years as a City that prompted discussion on the need for a fire department with engines 

and other equipment, however the city was slow to take action. 

On August 21, 1883, a major fire destroyed one building and damaged several others all in a row in 

downtown Edgerton (known as the Croft Hall fire).  In the Wisconsin Tobacco Reporter newspaper 

(now known as the Edgerton Reporter), the editor noted that cost of the damage would pay for and 

equip a good fire apparatus.  It raised the question of whether or not Edgerton should consider 

purchasing a steam fire engine.   
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In October of 1883 there was a citizens meeting to discuss the report of a committee that investigated 

procurement of a fire engine.  There were only about a dozen people present, and though most seemed 

in favor of procuring a fire engine, no definite action was taken.  The city council met later that evening 

and there was a motion to levy a tax of $2,000 for the purpose of procuring a fire engine but it was not 

seconded and the council adjourned “without anything being done, except some rambling talk on the 

subject. The indications are that the people of Edgerton will not invest in a fire apparatus at present. ” 

(Wisconsin Tobacco Reporter, October 12, 1883). 

 

About a month later on November 6, 1883, there was a special election to raise $2000 by taxes for the 

purchase of fire apparatus. The newspaper encouraged people to vote for it. The ballot actually had two 

questions:  1) to raise $2,000 by tax to organize and equip a fire department, and 2) to issue bonds in 

the amount of $2,000 for the purpose of organizing and equipping a fire department. The voter turnout 

was exceedingly light, and there was some confusion about whether the city wanted a vote on one or 

the other option, or if the city was really trying to raise a total of $4,000. The newspaper reported that 

“The whole matter appears to be in something of a muddle, but we trust nothing serious will result to 

prevent the purchase of the apparatus.” (Wisconsin Tobacco Reporter, November 9, 1883). 
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Even though both propositions in the November 6, 1883 election were voted for, there was no action 

taken.  In mid-December the Wisconsin Tobacco Reporter learned that the city treasurer was not 

collecting the $2,000 tax approved in the November election and they didn’t know why. (Wisconsin 

Tobacco Reporter, December 21, 1883) 
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1884 

The following spring, the question of a bond to raise $2,000 for the purpose of organizing and equipping 

a fire department was again put to the voters in the election on April 2, 1884.  A light turnout of only 

270 people voted on a dreary rainy day and this question was voted down by four votes (113 to 109).  
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The Wisconsin Tobacco Reporter had encouraged citizens to vote for it in the March 28, 1884 issue, 

stating “That a town which has in store upward of $300,000 worth of tobacco, not to mention the other 

valuable property, ought to have some protection against fire, seems too self evident to need any 

argument to support the assertion.” 

   

 

After the vote lost, The Wisconsin Tobacco Reporter’s editorial comment in in the April 4, 1884, issue 

was “Perhaps after all, Edgerton doesn’t need any fire department. But let a fire sweep over us and 

there is a chance for a change of sentiment.” 
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It may be worth noting that on April 25, 1884, the city council levied a highway tax to be spent on 

improving the streets and highways leading to town.  Perhaps if the citizens knew that was coming they 

didn’t also want to pay for a fire engine in the same year. 

 

 

The lack of support for a fire department was noticed by the neighboring city of Janesville.  In the April 

18, 1884, issue of the Wisconsin Tobacco Reporter, an editorial from the Janesville Times was printed, 

stating “The neighboring city of Edgerton voted down a proposition to issue bonds for a fire engine, by 

four majority.  Clearly the city of Edgerton doesn’t intend to be caught with metropolitan ideas if she 

knows herself.  Still we should suppose that a fire engine was among the necessities.” 

 

 

In the June 27, 1884 issue of the Wisconsin Tobacco Reporter, it was noted that “Evansville has a new 

Steam fire engine and is happy. The late fire has brought about a great change of opinion on the engine 

question.  Edgerton will some day think different about it.” It appears that envy, pride, or competiveness 

were being used to prod Edgerton to purchase a fire engine. 
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On October 30, 1884, a fire destroyed the Edgerton jail, and a confined person died in the fire. The 

Wisconsin Tobacco Reporter published an editorial comment from the Janesville Gazette in the 

October 31, 1884 issue, “The people of the city of Edgerton having lost their jail by fire, being compelled 

to look on and see the fire destroy the entire building in which a half witted person was confined, and 

who perished, will now revive the discussion of procuring some kind of a machine to extinguish fires, 

and if it does not end in talk, similar to a previous agitation of the same subject, they will provide 

themselves with something better than hand grenades to fight the flames.” 
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1885 

Throughout 1885, actions started being taken towards the creation of a fire department.  

In February, 1885, members of the Edgerton Athletic Association organized a private fire company with 

a membership of between 40 and 50.  The Athletic Association had only been created the month before. 

The following officers were elected: 

- President - C.R. Bentley 

- Secretary  - Nelson Taylor 

- Foreman  - Alex Van Praag 

- 1st Assistant  - Chas. Whitcomb 

- 2nd Assistant  - P.C. Brown 

The company called upon the City for ladders, pails, hooks, etc., so they would be able to respond to a 

fire. Again, the Wisconsin Tobacco Reporter called upon the citizens to support and encourage the 

new fire company, adding “which the town sadly stands in need of.”   (Wisconsin Tobacco Reporter, 

February 20, 1885)  
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A third election was held on April 7, 1885, to authorize the City of Edgerton to establish a fire 

department. The Wisconsin Tobacco Reporter wrote a lengthy editorial encouraging citizens to vote 

for it, stating “the prosperity of Edgerton is largely due to the tobacco trade” and that “tobacco dealers 

often complain that our town grants no protection against fire, and insurance rates are exhorbitant.”   It 

raised the question of what would happen to Edgerton if the tobacco trade left town, painting a pretty 

dire picture—property values would drop, income would drop, and businesses would have to close up 

shop. 
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The results of the April 1885 election were overwhelmingly in support of a fire engine with 268 in favor 

and 43 against. 

 

At the city council meeting a week later on April 14, 1885, the members listened to a presentation on 

fire engines, but no other action was taken towards forming a fire department. 
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In June, 1885, the City Council voted to raise money by bonds for building a city hall and the purchase of 

a fire engine, and a fourth (and final) election was held on July 9, 1885, to vote for a fire department, 

along with a city hall.  “In order to dispel any doubt that might arise upon previous proceedings it was 

thought best that another election be held, result carried out strictly, according to law” (Wisconsin 

Tobacco Reporter, July 3, 1885).  The bonds were a total of $7,000, with $4,000 to be used to organize 

and equip a fire department--including the purchase of a fire engine--and $3,000 to be used to erect a 

building that would house City Hall as well as an engine house and jail. 
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The Edgerton Fire Company that had formed in February, met on Friday July 31, 1885, and they 

recommended to the city council that C. Wes. Burdick be named chief of the department. The company 

continued to meet regularly on Friday evenings. 

 

 

 

Note:  There are previous publications stating that George W. Price was the first fire chief in Edgerton in 

1883. As you’ll see here, there was no fire department until 1885 and C. Wes Burdick was named the 

first chief of the privately organized fire company in 1885.  You’ll see further on that Price was the first 

chief of the “newly re-organized”, officially incorporated department in 1894. Read more about these 

men in the chapter on Fire Chiefs. 
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The “Constitution and By-laws of the Edgerton Fire Department” show that on August 14, 1885, a 

meeting was held for the purpose of organizing a Fire Company, namely ”The Edgerton Steam Fire 

Engine Company No. 1”. 

 

 

The following names were signed as Charter Members on August 14, 1885: 

- C. Wes. Burdick, Chief  

- E. E. Sherman, Foreman 

- Phil Welch, 1st Assistant Foreman 

- Alex VanPraag, 2nd Assistant Foreman 

- L. N. Bushau, Secretary 

- C. R. Bentley, Treasurer 

- Wm. Morrisey, Engineer 

- R. J. Connors, Fireman 

- H. C. Burtt 

- T. W. Clatworthy 

- P. C. Brown 

- H. R. Lidicker 
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The City Council approved Burdick as chief at their August 13, 1885, meeting, and approved the full list 

of the 12 charter members at their August 17, 1885, meeting. 
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In August of 1885, there were additional presentations and demonstrations of fire engines from 

LaFrance and Prince & Eaton, including a side by side test of these two. The city alderman were torn 

between the two. Leading citizens started a petition to purchase the LaFrance.   

      

 

It appears the City purchased the LaFrance engine as a year later at the August 9, 1886, City Council 

meeting they approve to pay a bill for the LaFrance engine. 
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The Edgerton Fire Company responded to a fire on November 6, 1885. They had to wait for a team of 

horses to be brought from a stable to pull the steam engine, then drive to a cistern for water, but the 

streets to the cistern were almost impassable and they got stuck several times. The fire had completely 

enveloped the building before it was noticed so the Fire Company likely wouldn’t have been able to save 

much anyway.  The newspaper noted “It is hardly to be expected that the fire company can make very 

good time in getting out to a fire so long as the engine is kept in one place and hose carts, etc., in 

another and the location continually being shifted, or until the cisterns are graded so that the engine 

can get up to them.” Again, pushing the need for a full-fledged fire department. 
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By December, 1885, the new city hall building which would also house the fire department was 

complete and the fire engine and hose carts were moved into the fire department. This building also had 

three jail cells, and the second floor served as the police court room, city council room and city clerk’s 

office.  This building still stands today at 16 Burdick Street.  

            

 

A new fire alarm bell was purchased in January, 1886, and placed in the engine house tower, at a cost of 

roughly $100.  That bell still stands today, in front of the current fire station at 621 N. Main Street. 

         

 

It took about two years to create but the City of Edgerton finally had a fire department by the end of 

1885. 

As was common at that time, the City of Edgerton owned the physical assets of the fire department, 

such as the engines, ladders, hoses, and the station to hold them.  The firefighters themselves were still 

members of the private fire company. 
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In addition to all the efforts by the editor of the Wisconsin Tobacco Reporter, Frederic William Coon, to 

encourage the creation and support of a fire department, another resident who served on the City 

Council was also a strong advocate for the new City Hall and Fire Department.  His name was John 

Murwin Kizer.  His obituary in the May 20, 1921 issue of the Wisconsin Tobacco Reporter recalled his 

efforts to create a fire department, a cistern for water, and obtain an engine. 

 

  

 

 

  



 21 of 30 

1893-1894 Re-Organization 

Eight years later, during 1893 and culminating on February 1, 1894, the Edgerton Fire Department was 

reorganized “on a more substantial and permanent” basis (Wisconsin Tobacco Reporter, October 20, 

1893).    

 

 

On April 20, 1893, a committee of five members voted to draw up a new set of bylaws.  The five elected 

were Harry Toynton, Ben Springer, J.P. Mooney, George Ogden and George Green.  The new bylaws 

were to be read at three meetings—they were read at September 7 and September 21, 1893 meetings 

and at the January 4, 1894 meeting. 

At the October 5, 1893, meeting a committee was formed to charter the fire company.  J. P. Mooney, 

Silas Thwing and W. H. Morrisey were appointed to the committee. The charter cost $27.35.  At the 

October 19, 1893, meeting a member of the department, C. W. Clatworthy, was appointed to work with 

a member of the city council to take an inventory of the property of the fire company and appraise its 

value.  

Articles of Organization had been filed with the Secretary of State, and on October 14th, 1893, the 

“Articles of Organization” for the “Edgerton Volunteer Fire Company” were signed. The capital stock was 

$500, which consisted of 250 shares valued at $2.00 each.  The incorporators were John P. Mooney, Silas 

Thwing, G.W. Price and W. H. Morrissey. The Edgerton Reporter re-printed a copy of the “Articles of 

Organization” in their centennial issue on June 22, 1983, shown below. 
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At the December 21, 1893, meeting of the fire company, a motion was made and carried to accept the 

new charter and have it take effect at the first meeting in February. 

 

 

The January 4, 1894, meeting appeared to function as normal, with election of officers as usual.  

However, the January 18th meeting had a lot of discussion and motions for and against the new charter.  

At one point there was even a motion to disband the company and turn the property over to the City, 

but Mayor Heddles and City Attorney Towne advised them not to.   
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A few days later on January 24, 1894, the Fire Department met with the City Council at City Hall. A 

motion was made and carried “that the Edgerton Fire Co. be now organized and the constitution and 

bylaws of the old Co. be adopted.”  Twenty-nine new members were accepted, and new elections were 

held for officers of the company which resulted in many positions being filled by men other than the 

ones elected earlier in the month at the January 4, 1894 meeting. Fire department elections for “street 

officers” (chief, foremen, hose company, hook and ladder) were held over until a meeting on February 

1st, 1894.  At that meeting, George W. Price was elected chief and the department voted to “furnish the 

City papers with list of Officers as elected.”  

 

 

At that same meeting the City Council accepted the new fire company and disbanded the old company. 

A new Ordinance, No. 36, was passed officially disbanding the old Edgerton Steam Engine Fire Co. No. 1, 

and creating The Edgerton Volunteer Fire Department.  
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Ordinance 36 was published In the January 26, 1894, issue of the Wisconsin Tobacco Reporter. 
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The Wisconsin Tobacco Reporter also noted there was an internal issue going on with the Fire 

Department in the January 26, 1894, issue. 

 

 

 

It is not known why the department had to re-organize but there are some possible reasons. Early in 

1893 the state Legislature revamped the charter for general laws for city governments and perhaps 

there was a need for the fire department to be officially incorporated. Possibly they needed to become 

an official corporation in order to receive the “2% dues” tax which the State collected from all fire 

insurance premiums and distributed to municipalities for their fire departments. There simply may have 

been members that wanted a different organization structure for the fire department (note there was a 

large turnover in membership at that time).  

The original meeting minutes from the department document the activity that occurred during this time 

period, but no specific reason is mentioned. 

 

After the re-organization, there was still an issue of what to do with money in the old fire company’s 

treasury. This was discussed at the City Council meetings on March 6, March 20, and April 10 of 1894.  It 

was decided to pay them for the value of the property that had been inventoried, and it was to be 

divided equally among the members in good standing after any debts had been paid.  
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For nearly 100 years, the fire department operated on the basis of this new organization.  In 1992 the 

“Edgerton Fire Protection District” was created (which included the Towns of Albion, Fulton, Porter and 

Sumner as well as the City of Edgerton), absorbing the equipment from the City of Edgerton, and the 

volunteer firefighters and EMTs. 

The legacy of the Edgerton Volunteer Fire Company lives on today as the “Edgerton Fire and Rescue 

Association” in which current and former firefighters continue fundraising activities to help purchase 

equipment for the Edgerton Fire Protection District. 

 

 


