
Early Firefighting 1816 to 1880 

An April 17, 1816 act of the New York State legislature granted the village many 
governing powers. (Geneva was a village until 1898 when it became a city.) Village 
trustees could erect fire houses, organize fire companies, and elect three fire 
wardens. Duties included visiting every building in Geneva for a safety inspection 
and checking the condition and number of fire buckets at each place. 

 

By 1851 there were four volunteer fire companies. Ocean, Victor, and Franklin were 
engine companies for pumping water. Rescue Hook & Ladder manned the ladder 
wagon and used long poles with hooks to clear fire debris. Due to declining numbers 
of volunteers, in 1870 the village converted to a paid firefighter system.  

Bought in 1846, this engine was Geneva’s first mechanical pumping 

apparatus. A fire engine is any machine that pumps water, regardless 

of power.  

A covered cistern on Seneca Street was one of 

many placed around the village as a water supply 

for fire engines.  

In 1866 the village bought a Silsby steam-powered pumper made in 
Seneca Falls. 

In the mid-19th century, arson, or 
incendiarism, was responsible for numerous 
large fires in Geneva. 

The American Fireman, Always Ready, Currier and Ives, 1858 

The paid fire department, shown here, 
lasted from 1870 to 1880. Complaints 
about service from residents and 
businesses led to a change. 



Hydrant Hose Company 

After renting space on Castle Street, the company’s 

first building of their own was on Linden Street, the 

site of the current post office. It housed equipment 

and beds for six firemen who stayed there.  

Social events have always been part of fire companies. 

In 1901 Hydrant Hose took a day trip by steamboat to 

Sagoyewatha Inn on the southeast side of Seneca Lake.  

On May 28, 1940, 57 Hydrant Hose firemen responded to 
the Prouty Block fire on Seneca Street. 

Hydrant Hose’s 1916 750-gallon Seagrave engine 
in front of its Geneva Street firehouse. 

In the early 1900s Hydrant Hose played indoor baseball 
against western New York teams and Geneva teams, 
including Nester Hose Company. 

In 1880, the Dunning Boiler Works  on Exchange Street burned down, in part due to a 
slow response from the paid firefighters. A group of men petitioned the village board 
of trustees to form a new volunteer company. It was opposed by the fire chief, but  

W. B. Dunning, owner of the factory, convinced the trustees to approve it. 

 

In addition to being the first volunteer company of the modern era, Hydrant Hose has 
led the way in many areas. They were first to have a chemical fire wagon (1902), a 
motorized truck (1916), and radio monitors (1954). Today, Hydrant is the “first call” 
company for city fires.  

Hydrant Hose Company firehouse 



Nester Hose Company 

Founded on February 17, 1886, the Nester Hose Company was named for their 
sponsor, local businessman Samuel K. Nester. Charter members were Irish 
immigrants and Irish Americans who were unwelcome in other fire companies. Their 
first piece of equipment was an old hose cart with six-foot wheels and 500 feet of hose. 
Carts were pulled by two men; Nester bought a lighter, newer cart for the company. In 
1910 the city furnished all the companies with horse-drawn carts.  

The Rod and Gun Club was located on West Lake Road. 

Geneva had two consecutive fire chiefs from Nester 
Hose. Lou McGuigan served from 1924 to 1958, and 
Carlton Naegele followed from 1958 to 1987. 

Nester Hose firemen display the ornate parade cart that 

Samuel Nester gave to the company in 1896.  

Samuel K. Nester (1840-1908) owned 
Geneva Malt House, the Nester Hotel, and 
multiple Geneva properties. 

In 1999, Nester Hose moved from their home since 1914, behind City 

Hall, to the new firehouse on Geneva Street.  

Dance card for Nester Hose Company ball, 1891 



The C.J. Folger Hook & Ladder Company was founded February 19, 1886. It was 
named in memory of Charles J. Folger (1818-1884) who had been a village fireman for 
many years. When they received a new hook and ladder truck in 1886, it was paraded 
through the streets and demonstrated at the old Franklin House hotel. 

 

Ladder trucks have evolved in reach and capabilities. In 1974 the city purchased an 
aerial platform truck that could rescue people on upper floors and was mounted with 
a hose. Equipment was upgraded in the 1990s to reach the top of the new Seneca 
Apartments on Exchange Street.  

C.J. Folger Hook & Ladder Company 

Fire skill racing teams are for fun, trophies, and honing 
teamwork. The Untouchables were City Champions from 1971 
to 1973. 

In 1916 Folger Company received its first motorized 
ladder truck. The articulated chassis required a second 
driver to steer the back end. 

In the early 1900s the Folger firehouse was at 

106 Seneca Street. The same building is now a 

restaurant.  

Charles J. Folger, a Hobart College graduate, had a 

distinguished legal and political career. He was the 

U.S. Secretary of the Treasury under President 

Chester A. Arthur.  

Folger Hook & Ladder responds to a Seneca Street fire. 
Center of Concern fire, 1991 



Past City Companies, 1880-Present 

In the late 1800s, there were seven volunteer companies. Two were formed to serve 
specific neighborhoods. The Ogoyago Hose Company covered the south part of the 
village. The Black Diamond Hose Company, named for a Lehigh Valley Railroad 
express train, protected property north of North Street.  

 

The Holtz Protectives provided a special service. With a lack of street lighting and a 
small police force, fire scenes were chaotic and looting was a problem. The Protectives 
removed property from fires and guarded it until owners could claim it. The company 
disbanded when the city refused financial support.  

The Ogoyago Hose Company (1884-1907) firehouse at 84 Hamilton 

Street is now a house.  

The Black Diamond Hose Company (1896-1912) posed in their dress 
uniforms in front of Pulteney Park. 

The Kanadesaga Steamer Company was formed on July 1, 1870, and 

operated until motorized engines replaced horses in 1916.  

Like many volunteer groups/organizations, the Holtz 
Protectives (1891-1900) relied on fundraising fairs for 
operating income. 

Black Diamond Hose Company, 1908 



Serving the Town of Geneva 

Until 1956, the Town of Geneva had no fire department and depended on City 
companies and other area fire associations. With an increasing number of people and 
businesses the Town Supervisor appointed a Fire Protection Committee to give 
recommendations. 

 

The Town was split into three service areas: West Lake Road, White Springs, and 
North Side. Each fire association is run solely by volunteers who respond within the 
town, city, and neighboring areas as needed. Two fires at the corner of Pre-Emption 
Road and Hamilton Street tested the town companies: Lafayette Inn (1975) and 
Ponderosa Steakhouse (2003). 

Established in June 1956, West Lake Road Fire Association serves the south 
side of the town and the Town of Benton in Yates County.  Its first home 
was on the site of the Kashong district school, using a portion of the 
schoolhouse before a 1967 renovation demolished the remains. 

Founded in October 1956, the White Springs Fire Association serves 
the area from Turk Road on the south to County Road 4 on the north 
and west to the Town of Seneca. First housed in a carriage house, the 
association raised enough money to build a firehouse on the opposite 
side of Pre-Emption Road. 

Originally served by White Springs, the company’s response 
times were slowed by the street layout between the central 
and north side of town. By July 1960, North Side Fire 
Company began serving the area from the center of North 
Street to the Phelps town line. With temporary quarters on 
Ferraro farm, its fire station was built on Carter Road in 1962. 

High Acres fire on Snell Road, 2021 



Memorable Fires 

Fires are tragic but memorable events, especially when large buildings or businesses 
are involved. Teenagers have skipped school to run to a fire while others recall seeing 
the glow from their classroom. When buildings are beyond repair from a fire, their 
replacements have changed the face of Geneva. 

 The vacant Patent Cereals factory on the lakefront burned on 
February 25, 1963. Western winds blew embers toward the lake 
and away from the city. 

A December 27, 1977 fire at the Lyceum Street Garden 
Galleries warehouse destroyed part of the former Shuron 
Optical factory.  

McCarthy’s Pharmacy on Castle Street burned in April 1956, and 
the vacant lot has never been rebuilt. 

In 2021 a fire destroyed the High Acres estate on 

Snell Road.  

The February 14, 1953 fire at 362 Exchange Street 
destroyed three businesses. The building was replaced 
with a single-story modern structure.  

Trinity Episcopal Church fire, 1932 



“The combined efforts of the volunteer and paid staff of the Geneva Fire Department shall always be directed 
towards a fire safe community. The fire department shall attempt to educate the community on all matters of 
fire safety, while maintaining a well-equipped and properly trained fire suppression force.”  

  – Geneva Fire Department Mission Statement 

Beyond Putting Out Fires 

Modern fire departments face many challenges that were not present in 1816. Vehicle 
accidents require fire suppression, chemical containment, and emergency medical 
care. Hydraulic rescue tools, or Jaws of Life, are standard equipment. The number of, 
and knowledge about, hazardous materials in fires and chemical spills has increased 
the dangers firefighters face. 

 

Fire safety education begins in the city elementary schools. There are specific 
programs for babysitters and the elderly, and demonstrations for using fire 
extinguishers properly. Firefighters conduct safety inspections of commercial 
buildings and multi-unit residences. The fire department offers free tours of the 
firehouse and speaks to community organizations. 

West Lake Fire Association 

firefighters and Emergency Medical 

Technicians (EMT) practice safely 

removing passengers from a mock 

car accident.  

School visit to the Hydrant Hose fire station, 1950s. School 
visits to fire houses have always been an exciting way to 
begin teaching fire safety. 

Firefighter Joe Perry conducts a 

building inspection, 1997.  

Firefighters Matt Giordano and Nicole Wright visit North 

Street School Career Day.  

Firemen conducted fire extinguisher training at Geneva 
General Hospital as part of Fire Prevention Week. 

Fire Chief Carlton Naegele shakes Stephen Jones' hand at West Street School  

during Fire Prevention Week, 1978  


