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The Chestnut Hill Fire House (right) and Police Station, circa 1917. The Police Station was
torn down in 1959. (Courtesy of the Archives at the Chestnut Hill Conservancy)

by George McNeely

The current careful restoration of our �rehouse on Highland Avenue leads this writer to
wonder how the sleepy village of Chestnut Hill ended up with such a grand and imposing
building? 

The �rehouse was constructed in 1884 to the designs of John Torrey Windram (1886-
1934), the proli�c Philadelphia architect.  Its style has been dubbed “Richardsonian
Romanesque” in honor of one of the greatest American architects of the 19th Century:
Henry Hobson Richardson (1838-1886).

Between the Civil War and the First World War, the expanding and boisterous United
States required new and ever larger buildings of all types.  Architects responded by
creating structures in a smorgasbord of styles that incorporated historical references into
con�dent new designs that responded to ever more complicated functional
requirements.  Some of those buildings may not seem attractive to contemporary eyes,
but they are wonderful testaments to the Gilded Age.

H.H. Richardson drew on the vocabulary of early Christian, Byzantine and Romanesque
churches in Europe to produce buildings that conveyed strength and authority.  Among
his greatest buildings is the astonishing Allegheny County Courthouse in Pittsburgh, a vast
irregular glacier of reddish granite that is an essential visit when in that city. 
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For our �rehouse, Windram chose Richardson’s style with large roughly cut blocks of
stone that gradually diminish in size as the building rises, two massive arched doors
topped by huge blocks of contrasting smooth limestone, a range of other windows,
gables, dormers, and the tall vertical accent of the chimney. 

The imposing Romanesque pile is also linked to its particular location by the choice of our
native Wissahickon schist and the unexpected diaper pattern in the central gable, with its
varying colored and textured stones.  It simultaneously references both the Arts & Crafts
movement colored glass tiles of that period and also the glazed header bricks found in
our earlier regional Colonial architecture.

When originally built, the �rehouse was complemented by an adjacent police substation
designed by the same architect in the same style.  Together, they o�ered an imposing
testament to governmental authority.  (Sadly the police substation was demolished in
1959.)

Fire �ghters have had a complicated history in this country.

Back in 1683, when William Penn dictated the grid street pattern for his new city of
Philadelphia and encouraged open space between houses, he was remembering the
crowded London that was devastated by the Great Fire of 1666.  Our city’s �rst �re
prevention laws were passed in 1685, but it was not until 1736 that the tireless Benjamin
Franklin founded the �rst volunteer �re company.  The nearby German township,
including Chestnut Hill, founded its own volunteer �re companies in 1764.

Throughout the following century, �re companies were volunteer fraternal organizations,
similar to masonic lodges.  In most locations it was considered an honor to serve as a
�reman, and applicants were carefully vetted.  Firehouses were important social centers
in each town or neighborhood, and sometimes played the role later played by political
parties in in�uencing public sentiment. 

Such organizations were also competitive and occasionally violent, sometimes giving �re
�ghters a bad reputation.

The 1854 Act of Consolidation greatly expanded the borders of Philadelphia and
incorporated Chestnut Hill.  The larger city established a centrally organized municipal �re
department in 1871. 

At that time, our local voluntary �re company was known as the Congress Company and
operated out of a modest wooden structure on Germantown Avenue near Evergreen. 
With the establishment of the city �re department, the Congress Company ceased to
operate but remained as a social organization for another decade.  For a time, local
residents had to rely on the �rehouse three miles away in Germantown.

But not for long.  The decade of the 1880’s brought signi�cant changes to Chestnut Hill. 
The train line now known as Chestnut Hill West was opened, along with the Wissahickon
Inn (now SCH School), the Philadelphia Cricket Club, and a signi�cant number of new
houses.  It also saw the establishment of our local municipal �re station in 1886.

All across Philadelphia (and the country), the Progressive Era brought fervent growth in
municipal services, including an expanded police department, more parks and
recreational facilities, bridges, sewer lines, and schools.  That tide then eventually brought
the construction of our own new �rehouse in 1894.

That period of municipal expansion and reform often took its stylistic cues from the
buildings of the World’s Columbian Exposition of 1893 in Chicago, which commemorated
the 400th anniversary of the landing of Christopher Columbus.  For its layout and
buildings, designers looked to European Beaux Arts and Neoclassical precedents and
created what became known as “The White City.”

For the Chestnut Hill �re station, the young architect John T. Windrim produced one of his
last buildings in the Romanesque Revival style before turning enthusiastically to embrace
that Neoclassicism.  He went on to create many notable local buildings in that style,
including the Franklin Institute and the Family Court Building just across Logan Circle. 

Our �rehouse is reportedly now the oldest such building in the City.  As we observe its
restoration and expansion, perhaps we should consider an event to celebrate its
completion that honors both the grandeur of that building and the importance of our �re
�ghters to Chestnut Hill today?

I would like to acknowledge the Chestnut Hill Conservancy.  Without their archives and
helpful sta�, writing this article would have been much harder.

This entry was posted in Featured Post (https://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/category/featurepost/), Our Town
(https://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/category/our-town/) and tagged Our Town
(https://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/tag/our-town/). Bookmark the permalink
(https://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/2020/01/09/a-phoenix-rising-a-history-of-the-chestnut-hill-�re-house/).

https://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/category/featurepost/
https://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/category/our-town/
https://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/tag/our-town/
https://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/2020/01/09/a-phoenix-rising-a-history-of-the-chestnut-hill-fire-house/


1/10/2020 - A phoenix rising: a history of the Chestnut Hill Fire House - Chestnut Hill Local Philadelphia PA -

https://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/2020/01/09/a-phoenix-rising-a-history-of-the-chestnut-hill-fire-house/ 3/6

← Discover local authors-to-be at Blue Marble tonight, Jan. 9
(https://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/2020/01/09/discover-local-authors-to-be-at-blue-marble-tonight-jan-9/)

Discovering Chestnut Hill: Two winners’ stories from the Chestnut Hill Conservancy’s Preservation Recognition
Awards → (https://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/2020/01/10/discovering-chestnut-hill-two-winners-stories-from-

the-chestnut-hill-conservancys-preservation-recognition-awards/)

Sponsored

americansafebath.com

americansafebath.com

americansafebath.com

Gundry MD

LeafFilter Partner

Quick Medigap

See How A New, Affordable Walk-In Tub Made Bathing Safe For Seniors Again

Finally, a Walk-In Tub Is Affordable For Everyone. What Are You Waiting For?

Proven Way To Avoid Unnecessary Accidents While Bathing. Walk-in Tubs More Affordable Than Ever!

Soak Your Dark Spots With This One Thing (Trending Morning Routine)

Prevent Gutter Clogging With This Trick. See Why Gutter Cleaning Companies Hide This From
Homeowners

Are you on Medicare? If you live in Pennsylvania, Read This!

0 Comments Chestnut Hill Local Login1

t Tweet f Share Sort by Best

LOG IN WITH OR SIGN UP WITH DISQUS 

Name

Start the discussion…

?

Be the first to comment.

Subscribe✉ Add Disqus to your siteAdd DisqusAddd Disqus' Privacy PolicyPrivacy PolicyPrivacy🔒

 Recommend

https://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/2020/01/09/discover-local-authors-to-be-at-blue-marble-tonight-jan-9/
https://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/2020/01/10/discovering-chestnut-hill-two-winners-stories-from-the-chestnut-hill-conservancys-preservation-recognition-awards/
http://www.mnbasd77.com/aff_c?offer_id=2809&aff_id=2087&source=Bul&aff_sub=3123682_wit-desk&aff_sub2=disqus-widget-safetylevel20longtail09-1042962&aff_sub3=2856396853_nov19-desk-ad5&utm_source=taboola&utm_medium=referral
http://www.mnbasd77.com/aff_c?offer_id=2809&aff_id=2087&source=Bul&aff_sub=3123682_wit-desk&aff_sub2=disqus-widget-safetylevel20longtail09-1042962&aff_sub3=2863347738_dec19-desk-ad2&utm_source=taboola&utm_medium=referral
http://www.mnbasd77.com/aff_c?offer_id=2809&aff_id=2087&source=Bul&aff_sub=3123682_wit-desk&aff_sub2=disqus-widget-safetylevel20longtail09-1042962&aff_sub3=2844377576_oct19-desk-ad1&utm_source=taboola&utm_medium=referral
http://gundrymd.com/cmd.php?ad=822792&utm_source=taboola&utm_medium=referral
http://www.mnbasd77.com/aff_c?offer_id=2024&aff_id=2592&url_id=6346&source=Bul&aff_sub=3082048_states-aud-desk&aff_sub2=disqus-widget-safetylevel20longtail09-1042962&aff_sub3=2853342303_Name&utm_source=taboola&utm_medium=referral
https://quickmedigap.com/articles/lowering-your-medicare-supplement-costs.html?utm_source=Taboola&utm_medium=ADV01&cid=1570461&aid=206187354
https://disqus.com/
https://disqus.com/home/forums/chestnuthilllocal/
https://disqus.com/home/inbox/
https://publishers.disqus.com/engage?utm_source=chestnuthilllocal&utm_medium=Disqus-Footer
https://help.disqus.com/customer/portal/articles/466259-privacy-policy


1/10/2020 - A phoenix rising: a history of the Chestnut Hill Fire House - Chestnut Hill Local Philadelphia PA -

https://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/2020/01/09/a-phoenix-rising-a-history-of-the-chestnut-hill-fire-house/ 4/6

Sponsored

Crowdy Fan

PsychicMonday

1888 Go Answer - CC QT

Travel Manner

LeafFilter Partner

Ciena

Salma Hayek's Daughter Is Probably The Most Pretty Woman Ever Existed

Remember Pauley Perrette? Try Not To Smile When You See Her Now

Solo practice or Fortune 500 company, we have a plan that fits your needs

The 20 Most Dangerous Cities in the World

Prevent Gutter Clogging With This Trick. See Why Gutter Cleaning Companies Hide This
From Homeowners

How Ciena is Transforming The 5G Network

 (http://lownes.com)

 (http://www.artisansontheavenue.com)

http://rfvtgb.crowdyfan.com/worldwide/celeb-kids-genes-2?utm_medium=taboola&utm_source=taboola&utm_campaign=ta-cf-celebgenes-des-us-10019f&utm_term=disqus-widget-safetylevel20longtail09
http://psychicmonday.com/trending/ncis-cast-then-and-now?utm_source=taboola&utm_medium=disqus-widget-safetylevel20longtail09&utm_campaign=3342891&utm_term=Remember+Pauley+Perrette%3F+Try+Not+To+Smile+When+You+See+Her+Now&utm_content=http%3A%2F%2Fcdn.taboola.com%2Flibtrc%2Fstatic%2Fthumbnails%2F040fed5c4f0b81241b05c9a962ac6be8.jpg&id=2020-01-10+18%3A03%3A11
https://www.business.com/redirect/one/?bdcu=3333&partner=bdc&ref_kw=Contact-Center-Support-3
https://travelmanner.com/most-dangerous-cities-world/?utm_source=taboola&utm_campaign=Dangerous+Cities+TAB+Desk&utm_medium=disqus-widget-safetylevel20longtail09&prompt=load&noRedirect=true&campaign=Dangerous+Cities+TAB+Desk&source=disqus-widget-safetylevel20longtail09
http://www.mnbasd77.com/aff_c?offer_id=2024&aff_id=2592&url_id=6346&source=Bul&aff_sub=3082048_states-aud-desk&aff_sub2=disqus-widget-safetylevel20longtail09-1042962&aff_sub3=2853342303_Name&utm_source=taboola&utm_medium=referral
https://www.ciena.com/insights/articles/Why-5G-Is-More-than-Just-a-Wireless-Upgrade.html?utm_campaign=X857918&utm_source=Taboola&utm_term=&utm_medium=Native&lang=EN&si=5G&utm_source=taboola&utm_medium=referral
http://lownes.com/
http://www.artisansontheavenue.com/


1/10/2020 - A phoenix rising: a history of the Chestnut Hill Fire House - Chestnut Hill Local Philadelphia PA -

https://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/2020/01/09/a-phoenix-rising-a-history-of-the-chestnut-hill-fire-house/ 5/6

Twitter

Embed View on Twitter

Tweets by  @TheCHLocal

20s

10m

Blinded in car crash, Hill store cashier keeps fighting 

ow.ly/gBSs30q8rPW 

  

 

Feast of the Epiphany at St. Paul’s Church this Sunday 

ow.ly/Tjxb30q8rBi 

  

 

Chestnut Hill Local

@TheCHLocal

Blinded in car crash, Hill store cashier keeps fighting

Sue Bovell of Mt. Airy was given a one-in-10 chance of surviva…

chestnuthilllocal.com

Chestnut Hill Local

@TheCHLocal

Feast of the Epiphany at St. Paul’s Church this Sunday

by Michael Caruso St. Paul’s Episcopal Church, Chestnut Hill, …

chestnuthilllocal.com

Chestnut Hill Local

People
Recent
Popular

Most Discussed

Localendar

FRI
10

Exhibition: Our Town: A Retrospect…
Woodmere Art Museu... | Philadelphia, PA

FRI
10

Golden Yoga -- Harris
Center on the Hill | Philadelphia, PA

FRI
10

"Philadelphia Story"
Allens Lane Theate... | Philadelphia, PA

FRI
10

International Folk Dancing -- Roo…
Center on the Hill | Philadelphia, PA

FRI
10

$4 Friday Dinner at Weavers Way A…
Weavers Way Co-op | Philadelphia, PA

FRI
10

Barefoot in the Park
Philadelphia, PA


FRI
10

SAT
11

SUN
12

MON
13

TUE
14

WED
15

 See all events See all events   Add your event Add your event

https://publish.twitter.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Ftwitter.com%2FTheCHLocal
https://twitter.com/TheCHLocal
https://twitter.com/TheCHLocal
https://support.twitter.com/articles/20175256
https://twitter.com/TheCHLocal/status/1215695630674415618
https://twitter.com/TheCHLocal/status/1215692221015580672
https://t.co/d9WyRFLi2G
https://twitter.com/intent/like?tweet_id=1215695630674415618
https://t.co/iWM7WZ6WxJ
https://twitter.com/intent/like?tweet_id=1215692221015580672
https://twitter.com/TheCHLocal
https://twitter.com/TheCHLocal
https://t.co/d9WyRFLi2G
https://twitter.com/TheCHLocal
https://twitter.com/TheCHLocal
https://t.co/iWM7WZ6WxJ
https://twitter.com/TheCHLocal
https://twitter.com/TheCHLocal
http://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/calendar-2-2#!/show/?location=40.070656%2C+-75.206738&distance=5.00
http://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/calendar-2-2#!/details/EXHIBITION-OUR-TOWN-A-RETROSPECTIVE-OF-EDITH-NEFF/7156206/2020-01-10T10?location=40.070656%2C+-75.206738&distance=5.00
http://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/calendar-2-2#!/details/GOLDEN-YOGA-HARRIS/7273114/2020-01-10T14?location=40.070656%2C+-75.206738&distance=5.00
http://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/calendar-2-2#!/details/PHILADELPHIA-STORY/7745512/2020-01-10T20?location=40.070656%2C+-75.206738&distance=5.00
http://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/calendar-2-2#!/details/INTERNATIONAL-FOLK-DANCING-ROOMS-3-4/5655390/2020-01-10T13?location=40.070656%2C+-75.206738&distance=5.00
http://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/calendar-2-2#!/details/4-FRIDAY-DINNER-AT-WEAVERS-WAY-AMBLER/6155922/2020-01-10T16?location=40.070656%2C+-75.206738&distance=5.00
http://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/calendar-2-2#!/details/BAREFOOT-IN-THE-PARK/7568452/2020-01-10T20?location=40.070656%2C+-75.206738&distance=5.00
http://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/calendar-2-2#!/show/?location=40.070656%2C+-75.206738&distance=5.00
http://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/calendar-2-2#!/show/?start=2020-01-10&location=40.070656%2C+-75.206738&distance=5.00
http://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/calendar-2-2#!/show/?start=2020-01-11&location=40.070656%2C+-75.206738&distance=5.00
http://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/calendar-2-2#!/show/?start=2020-01-12&location=40.070656%2C+-75.206738&distance=5.00
http://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/calendar-2-2#!/show/?start=2020-01-13&location=40.070656%2C+-75.206738&distance=5.00
http://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/calendar-2-2#!/show/?start=2020-01-14&location=40.070656%2C+-75.206738&distance=5.00
http://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/calendar-2-2#!/show/?start=2020-01-15&location=40.070656%2C+-75.206738&distance=5.00
http://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/calendar-2-2#!/show/?location=40.070656%2C+-75.206738&distance=5.00
https://portal.cityspark.com/EventEntry/EventEntry/ChestnutHillLocal


1/10/2020 - A phoenix rising: a history of the Chestnut Hill Fire House - Chestnut Hill Local Philadelphia PA -

https://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/2020/01/09/a-phoenix-rising-a-history-of-the-chestnut-hill-fire-house/ 6/6

...

 

(http://www.generation3electric.com)

This Week's Circulars

Hover for Circula Hover for Circula Hover for Circula Hover for Circula

Spring�eld Township to form new historic commission
(https://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/2020/01/08/spring�eld-township-to-form-new-historic-
commission/)
1 comment · 1 day ago

 (https://disqus.com)

Copyright 2019 - All rights reserved.

http://www.generation3electric.com/
https://www.flipp.com/dist?utm_source=fm&utm_medium=fm_30174&utm_term=title&utm_campaign=wishabi_1_0&channel_id=3250&traffic_source=destination_module_simple&fsa=19118&locale=en-us
https://www.chestnuthilllocal.com/2020/01/08/springfield-township-to-form-new-historic-commission/
https://disqus.com/

