MEMORIES OF THE IDAHO FALLS FIRE DEPARTMENT
Summarized by Carl N. Poulter, Retired
On May 15, 1949 CARL N. POULTER started his professional career with the Idaho Falls Fire Department. The employee roster on that day consisted of:

L.G. Jackson, Fire Chief 




Ed Anderson
Bert O. Brown, Assistant Chief



Marvin Kirby
T. Arnold Prestgard




Eli Taylor

Frank Norton





Morgan Parks

Parley Gillen





Earl Danielson

Dale Mead





Tom Jephson

Ed Elg






Joel Humphries

Orla F. Poulter





Carl N. Poulter

A fire siren was mounted on the roof of city hall. When a call was received, the siren was used to notify all the firemen that there was a call. The siren was also a warning to all citizens that they should immediately turn off their water—particularly garden and lawn hoses. When the call was completed and t he firemen returned to the Fire Station, the siren was again activated with one LONG BLAST to let the citizens know they could again use their water.
When the firemen were off-duty and were unable to hear the siren, (for example, if they went to a show or someplace outside the range of the siren), they were required to advise the dispatcher where they could be reached—a telephone number, address, etc.. The dispatcher at that time was referred to as “the stay-in man”. The dispatcher would then call all paid firemen and advise them were the emergency was. All firemen had to report to the Station for roll-call. There was no compensation for call-back firemen. Compensation was paid only to volunteers.

Our 24-hour shifts changed at 12:00 o’clock noon. We worked 6 shifts and had the 7th shift off. This gave us a 72-hour period off-duty. However, we had to stay in town either the first 24-hour period or the last 24-hours—so actually we had only 48 hours to go out-of-town. We were allowed to trade with someone to get a full 72-hour period off if we needed to do so.

As I recall, the starting salary was $185 per month. Benefits included health insurance, a retirement plan, and an annual 2-week vacation. Vacations were schedule on a “seniority basis”.

The Idaho Falls Fire Department and the Idaho Falls Police Department were under the Civil Service Commission.
We had only one fire station. Firemen were responsible for all cleaning, painting, repairs, and maintenance of the Station.

Our first line engine was Engine 403—the 1947 American Lafrance pumper which I eventually purchased and restored. A 1916 American LaFrance was replaced with Engine 402—a 1937 Seagrave.  (This Seagrave is presently owned by a family in Boise—and I have tried to purchase it, but the family is not interested in selling it.) We also had the 1930 American LaFrance ladder truck which was in service until we acquired the 1963 Crown 85-foot Snorkel.

In addition to the City-owned apparatus, we had a 1947 Chevrolet fire truck which was owned by the Snake River Mutual Fire Insurance Company to be used for rural calls outside the City limits. It responded to many calls. I can recall it responding to calls as far as Ashton, Mud Lake, Blackfoot, and all points in between. The Snake River Mutual truck could be used by the Fire Department if it was needed. The Snake River Mutual Insurance Company furnished this fire protection a selling point for fire protection. When a rural call was received, two on-duty firemen responded and 2 off-duty firemen were called back. Snake River Mutual paid for the two men who were called back.

When I joined the Fire Department in 1949, the Department had a 1923 Brockway Chemical Truck. At that time, the truck was only used to transport toys to the Salvation Army for distribution to needy children at Christmas time. Each year the Department reserved the month of December for the “Toy Project” wherein on-duty firemen spent many hours repairing toys which had been donated for the Christmas Program. We received wagons, tricycles, bicycles, rocking horses, dolls, doll furniture, cars, trucks, etc.  We “welded”, “sanded”, “painted”, “glued” and did whatever we could to brighten up the toys. They really looked good when we finished with them. The dolls were renovated by the wives of the firemen and new doll clothes were made by the women as well. It was a massive project and a lot of work, but it was very rewarding to everyone and it truly was a great accomplishment. When it was time to deliver them to the Salvation Army, the toys were loaded onto the 1923 Brockway truck—and on my shift, Morgan Parks drove the truck to the Salvation Army and I got to drive it back to the Station.
The entire City Hall building was heated by a coal furnace which was in the basement of the Fire Station. In addition to the Fire Department’s responsibilities to maintain the Fire Station, we had to keep the coal hopper full and remove the clinkers from the furnace itself. Generally the two youngest firemen performed these chores. On Sunday, the furnace was turned off to let it cool down. The person assigned to the furnace had to use a “rod” to clean out the flues in the boiler—which took about two hours. It was a hot and dirty assignment.
We were not required to wear a work a uniform, but we were NOT allowed to wear Levi’s, overalls, or cowboy boots. We had to wear clean pants and shirts and were required to have a “good” haircut. No facial hair was allowed unless it was a well-trimmed mustache. After a short period of time on the Department, we were expected to purchase a dress uniform.
My earliest memory of the IFFD began when I was 10 years old. I lived in Burley, Idaho at that time and spent my summers in Idaho Falls. My Uncle was a member of the Fire Department and I would go to the Fire Station and visit him. The Fire Station was in its present location on Shoup Avenue. I remember there were 3 apparatus bays: The 1916 American LaFrance was in the South Stall, the 1928 American LaFrance ladder truck was in the Middle Stall, and the 1923 Brockway was in the North Stall. For a period between the late 1940’s and 1050’s, the Police Department occupied the space that is now occupied by the Fire Department for an ambulance. The entrance to the Police Department was a door just south of the first door of the Fire Department now.

I remember when the Fire Department received a call, the driver got into the driver’s seat and one other fireman would crank the engine. It had to be cranked with the left hand and choked with the right hand. All the engines and ladder truck were noise as none of the equipment had mufflers. The American LaFrance and the Brockway had hard rubber tires. When they were in the Station, they were put on wooden blocks so the wheels wouldn’t touch the floor. It was explained to me that if the wheels sat on the apparatus floor, they would get flat spots on the rubber and in responding to a call, the engine would bump so much the driver had difficulty steering it. The blocks were very narrow and the engine could be pushed off the blocks very easily. Later on regular tires and wheels were added to the two pieces of apparatus.
In the early 1940’s my family moved to Idaho Falls and my Father became a volunteer fireman.  I can recall going with him on fire calls. I soon learned the names of all members of the Fire Department—paid and volunteers. Later my father became a regular fireman.

In the mid-1940’s I became a volunteer fireman. In 1946 or 1947, I was asked to fill in for a fireman who had back surgery—and I worked 6 months for him. By then another fireman had to undergo surgery so I was asked to stay on until he recovered. In all, I worked 8 months as a paid fireman and again stayed on as a volunteer. Shortly after those 8 months, the City held Civil Service Exams for both the Fire Department and the Police Department. There was not an opening on the Fire Department so I took the exam for the Police Department, and became a member of the Police Department. As soon as an opening occurred for the Fire Department, I again took the Civil Service Exam and was hired May 15, 1949. I was 14th in seniority.
All repairs in fire equipment were done in the Station by our mechanic, Parley Gillen, and included changing tires, doing lubrications, overhauling motors, etc. The City furnished all tools and materials which were kept in a large tool chest located under the stairway where the alarm room is now located. Before the alarm room was partitioned off, there were 4 plush rocking chairs, 5 or 6 straight-back chairs, and a big poker table in that space. The kitchen was located in the northwest corner with a 7-foot enclosure around it. The lower 4 inches were hinged so on scrub day firemen could lift up the hinged portion and clean the kitchen floor at the same time the apparatus floor was cleaned. The kitchen had a sink, a stove, and a refrigerator. There were 15 lockers against the wall. There was nothing above the kitchen at all—no mezzanine. 
All equipment was cleaned after every fire—even if it was 3:00 o’clock in the morning. We had to clean under the fenders as good as we cleaned the outside of the engines. The Department had no radios so the only time the equipment left the Station was on a fire call or for training.

The Fire Department telephone number was 310. If someone called this number, the telephone operator would ask if the caller wanted to report a fire or an emergency. If the answer was “Yes”, the operator would ring the “hot phone” which automatically turned on the lights. We had 2 telephones: one on the main floor and one in the dormitory upstairs. The phone had 2 bells which were 8” to 10” in diameter with a clanger between them. When this phone rang, the nearest person would answer and write the information on the blackboard by each phone.

There were 10 beds in the dormitory. We changed sheets once a week. When we got up in the morning, we removed our sheets, folded them, and put them under the mattress at the foot of the bed. Then we removed the sheets that were under the mattress at the head of the bed and made the bed for the fireman who was on the other platoon. The dorm was dust-mopped every morning and the furniture was dusted also. The bathrooms and toilets were cleaned each morning as well. On the main floor, the floor was swept daily, everything was dusted—including the fire equipment—and the bathroom and kitchen were cleaned.
On Saturday if weather permitted, all the equipment was pulled out onto the apron and the floor was cleaned with real hot water and strong soap, brushed, then washed into the floor drain with a hose by the hose dryer, and then mopped and squeezed. Also on Saturday we cleaned all equipment with a chamois. All oil was cleaned off the motors, all tires were checked, all windows on each floor were cleaned with ammonia and Bon Ami. We then polished them with a clean cloth. All brass on the engines, the pole, the door openers, etc. were all cleaned. I might mention that in cleaning the floor, most people except the Captain usually got a good bath. Back then we didn’t have any electronic equipment such as we do today, so the water fights were quite frequent.

As time went by and more manpower were added, the work week was reduced and we eventually went to the 3-platoon system.
Ambulance service was provided by local funeral homes. If we had a first-aid call, 2 men responded with a resuscitator. 

We had a number of fires where we had loss of life—every firefighter’s worst fear—and most of the lives lost were children. The very worst loss of lives during my career was the Porter Rest Home fire which was just outside the city limits north of John’s Hole Bridge and west of the river. We lost either 8 or 9 older folks in this fire, and many of the residents were treated for burns and smoke inhalation. The John’s Hole bridge was an old metal bridge and the Fire Department had standing and explicit orders that we WOULD NOT take fire apparatus across the bridge because it would be too risky for equipment and manpower. The only other access to the fire scene was on a rough, dirt, farm-to-market road—much slower and further from the fire—now known as LINDSAY BOULEVARD. Although it was a tough call, the Captain on duty made the decision to disobey the standing order and took equipment and manpower across John’s Hole Bridge. The Porter Rest Home was a total loss and was never rebuilt.
There were many fires in alleys and vacant lots because citizens were allowed to burn leaves, branches, garbage, etc. Frequently old sheds, garages, shrubs, and some power poles caught fire. The City had very few requirements as to building codes, plumbing and electrical inspection, etc. and therefore we had quite a number of large fires during the 1940’s and 1950’s. One major fire I remember occurred early in my career. We responded to an implement dealership located on Park Avenue and Spud Alley (approximately where Tandy and Wood is presently located). Smoke was billowing out windows, doors, and under the eaves. Two engines and the ladder truck all pumped water on the fire which took a long time to extinguish. We loaded all the hose back on the engines and ladder truck when all of a sudden fire was coming out the roof and the building was fully involved. Apparently there were false ceilings—so needless to say, by the time we got water on the fire again, all we could save was the lot itself.
Another major fire occurred one month after I joined the Department. Our first line engine—No. 403—had responded to a car fire on Lomax Street and shortly after No. 403 left, we received a call from Old Faithful Beverage Company located on Eastern Avenue and Maple Street (now Bott’s Yamaha). Because we did not have 2-way radio communication at that time, we could not contact Engine 403—therefore we responded with No. 402, the 1937 Seagrave which had only 150 gallons of water and the 1928 American LaFrance ladder truck which had no water. Before we arrived on the scene, it was obvious the building was fully involved. There was a fire hydrant at Maple and Eastern Avenue. We took the hydrant, pulled up in front, put a ladder up to the second story, and pulled our lines to fight the fire. THERE WAS NO WATER, so we had to check to where the water was. The nipple was leaded into the hydrant, but the nipple came out of hydrant and consequently all the water was running into the street. By the time we made a reverse lay to another hydrant and got water to the fire, No. 403 arrived and laid a hydrant as well. By this time, the fire was completely out of control and the building and contents, as well as several delivery trucks, were a total loss. The following morning, Idaho Falls had a NEW FIRE CHIEF!
The most heartbreaking fire of my career—and one the Idaho Falls Fire Department should never forget—took place on December 2, 1952. The call came in at 2:45 p.m. CAPTAIN JOEL F. HUMPHREYS to his last fire call. Although the basement fire itself was of minor consequence, rubber tires were consumed in the flames and heavy black smoke filled the basement. Joe retreated and called for airmasks and the fire was quickly extinguished. While firefighters were quickly doing cleanup operations, Joe and the Assistant Fire Chief inspected the fire scene. Captain Humphreys collapsed and fell to the concrete floor. He was immediately transported to the hospital, but died en route. His death certificate stated the cause of death was asphyxiation, concussion, and over exertion. At the age of 42, Captain Humphreys became the first and only Idaho Falls firefighter to fall in the line of duty. 

Joe joined the Idaho Falls Fire Department on June 16, 1942. He served approximately 10 ½ years. He was an excellent fireman who had many hobbies and talents. He was a member of a popular band and played for many dances, weddings, and various celebrations. He loved to entertain on and off duty. Fishing and hunting were among his favorite activities. His most outstanding talent was making custom gunstocks for rifles. He carved intricate designs in the wood, using silver, ivory, jade, and onyx for inlaid patterns and designs. He was truly a master craftsman and became very popular and well known among sportsmen and gun enthusiasts. He always had a long list of orders for custom personalized gunstocks.
Joe was survived by his wife Elva, a 10-year old daughter Annette, and a son Kay who was serving in Korea with the United States Air Force. When Joe responded to his final curtain call, he was riding on Engine No. 403—the 1947 American LaFrance that I subsequently purchased and restored. It was truly an honor to have worked with Joe for several years. He was a good fireman, a good family man, and a good friend. 
The Fire Department has changed over the years—always for the better. One of the biggest accomplishments in my career was passing a $587,000 bond—an enormous amount at that time—for Fire Department improvements. This took place in 1964 while I was Fire Chief. 

The improvements included a n Fire Station at Skyline and Grandview (now the 911 center), a fire training center, 2 new Seagrave engines No. 419 and No. 420, 112 fire alarm call boxes, remodeling Station 1 to include an alarm room, a mezzanine for a new kitchen and dining area, and a new dormitory over the South Bay. It also included 21 new firefighters a rescue truck an equipment for the new fire apparatus.

There were many, many hours spent preparing information to present to the citizens to justify the bond. We had to have architectural plans for the new fire station, the drill tower, and the remodeling plans for Station 1. In addition, we had to prepare specifications for the two new fire engines and rescue truck. When the new Seagrave engines were put in service, Engine No. 403 was retired and sold to Swan Valley.

The City of Idaho Falls Mayor and City Council, the Fire Department, City Attorney, and dozens more played major roles in preparing information and conveying it to the voters who overwhelmingly approved it. In fact, the improvement bond passed with the highest approval rate the City had then experienced.

If I had my life live over, I would have joined the Department two years earlier and would still be a firefighter if they would allow it. I loved my career and am very proud of each and every member of the Idaho Falls Fire Department. What a great bunch of fellows!

Carl N. Poulter       Dated: August 12, 2008

At Chief Poulter’s funeral January 19, 2010 his son-in-law gave a life sketch and I quote “The only thing retirement meant to Carl was that he no longer had to sleep at the Fire Station.”   
