
Emaline and Joseph Brown outside the Octagon House on Main Street around the year 1900. 

The roll call of the fire department since 
that June of 1898 is an honor roll of men 
who represent the best traditions of 
community and human service in this 
village. At the time of his writing, Arnett 
Lines had recorded most of them for future 
historians—the best he could do. 

Not all building in 1898 was related to the 
fire, and out of Emaline Brown's Easter 
Sunday letter to Laura comes some 
information that has long been vague. 
"When was it built?" is a frequent 
question. "Oh, around the turn of the 
century, early nineteen hundreds." The 
reference is to that grand house on West 
Main Street, the home of Barrington 
Realty. According to Emaline: 

John Robertson has bought half of Mr. 
Boehmer's lot and is going to build a very 
nice house this summer, you know it is the 
place where Mr. Farrar used to live. 

location, outside Chessie's Restaurant in 
The Ice House.) Next was a combination 
hook and ladder truck and hose reel with 
coats, hats, boots, axes and pike poles, 
pulled either by team or ropes reeled out 
for men to pull. 

There was always keen competition for 
teams of horses to be the first to get to the 
engine house on Station Street to haul the 
hook and ladder combination truck to a 
fire. The first team there got $5.00 for its 
service. The first hose cart was kept back 
of the Village Hall. In 1900 a fire equipment 
house was built on Station Street (where 
the Pump House and second well now are). 
Something had to be done about a quicker 
alarm than running from door to door 
ringing bells and shouting FIRE, or 
ringing church bells, or relying on the 
railroad engines blowing a whistle when 
seen from their distant vision and it was all 
too late. A two-hammered bell was put on 
the firehouse, and the old school bell ( from 
the cupola in the white frame Hough Street 
School) was put in the Gothic belfry on the 
Village Hall, but a better alarm was the 
Gieske Laundry whistle (on East Station 
Street) and after 1904 the Bowman Dairy 
whistle at the end of Garfield. 

Barrington, April 19, 1898. Tuesday. 
Dear Laura. We have commenced to clean 
house but I do not have much to do about it. 
Pa washed windows yesterday, and has 
been doing some at it today, but it is so cold 
outdoors he does not wash outside today. 
We have the paper hangers here this 
afternoon to paper our bedroom overhead, 
it was never papered only on the walls. The 
paper on the wall was just as good as it 
ever was so we thought we would not take 
it off, so we got something to match as 
near as we could and have torn off the dark 
narrow border and have got a light border 
nine inches wide, we did not know as we 
could get anyone to do such a small job, 
but the men had been up to Mrs. Wolf's 
house papering and pa saw them going 
home by here and he hailed them and told 
them he had a job for them, so they are 
here and I am glad to have it done. Hattie 
said she would help pa to do it but she has 
enough to do of her own work. Howard is a 
year and a half old today it don't seem 
possible. 

Wednesday. Yesterday when the men 
were here papering, Hattie came up home 
and so she engaged the men to come down 
and paper her sitting room overhead. She 
papered the sides herself, but she and Ren 
thought it was too much of an undertaking 
to paper that large room overhead, it costs 
more to put it on than it does to buy the 
paper we paid forty eight cents for paper 
and ninety cents for putting it on. 

"Thursday. Frank Wolthausen is here 
this afternoon putting down a new carpet 
in the front room, and the one we bought 
two years ago we have taken up and will 
put down in the sitting room and the one in 
the sitting room will put in the bedroom, 
you remember my bedroom carpet is not 
very good. If anyone buys a carpet of 
Frank they make them and put them down 
for five cents a yard, it seems nice to have 
your carpet all made and brought home 
and put down. 

Friday. Arthur's birthday, seven years 
old and reads in the first reader, he is a 
smart little boy. Roscoe must feel so 
lonesome when Arthur is at school and I 
guess you all miss him. I went down to 
Mrs. Bute's today, do not go out much as 
the weather is not very pleasant lately. I 
have not been to Hattie's in five months, 
not since last Thanksgiving. 

Saturday. Moved out the coal stove and 
put down the carpet that was in the front 
room, and have set up the little coal stove, 
we need a little fire yet, next job is 
cleaning the bedroom. Hattie came up 
while we were putting down the carpet and 
Howard was very anxious to help. Our 
hyacinths are in blossom also the 
dandelions our yard is full of them and so 
is everyone else's, can't get rid of them. 
Dr. Richardson's wife is going to have a 
baby, everyone is quite surprised. I do not 
think of anymore to write this time. Love 
to all, Ma. 

mansion on our street, it is magnificent, 
you will hardly know our street, a new 
house across the road, and Mrs. Bute's 
new house just a little way from here. 

Emaline and Joe Brown did not build, 
but they were busy with some home 
improvements in 1898, and Emaline wrote 
about them with great enthusiasm. It was 
a real spring cleaning: 

and its brick facade remains under the 
more contemporary slipcover favored by 
the Bob and Betty Shop. The tailor, the 
jeweler and Catchpenny occupy the 
renovated spaces of the blacksmith and 
the wagon maker. The blacksmith was 
George Stieffenhofer and the wagon 
maker was August Jahn. George 
Foreman's new building has survived and 
adapted beautifully to time. A short spire 
on the east roof of the building was 
removed at some point, but otherwise the 
decorative details in the brickwork have 
been retained and highlighted through 
careful painting in a recent renovation. 
The Silver Vault is there now. 

Arnett C. Lines provides some more 
accounts of the events which led to the 
organization of the Fire Department on 
June 15, 1898. At the time of the March 1898 
fire there was no equipment or water to 
stop it and the public demand led first to 
the building of the waterworks. Lines 
says: 

There was no whistle, and church bells, 
especially the big Zion church bell, were 
the only alarm. 50 fire equipment 
salesmen held public demonstrations 
lowntown on a huge kindling pile soaked 
with kerosene. The mayor shot a gun to 
'all the men with the pump a block away. 
't was a two-handled pump on four wheels 
Ike Billy Wilmer's speeder. The well went 
try and the fire kept on burning 
molested. A bigger pump was tried later 
t Triangle Park (Park and Main Streets) 
'ith the same failure. A big mass meeting , 
'as called to propose waterworks. We 
(ways felt that Dr. Kendall's little speech 
inched the undertaking. 

That story has been told already, both 
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from Arnett Lines and Emaline's different 
perspectives. Strangely, Emaline's letters 
contain no reference at this time to the 
establishment of the Fire Department, but 
Arnett Lines does provide some details. 

Lines writes: 

A Fire Department was organized June 
15, 1898 with 37 volunteers listed. Mr. Ed. 
J. Heise of the Creamery was the 
organizing President. John 
Brommelkamp was Fire Marshall, George 
Stieffenhofer was Secretary and Carl 
Neaher was Treasurer. At the next 
meeting they adopted a constitution 
approved by the Village Board, but 
reduced their membership on the Charter 
at their request, it is understood, to twenty 
men. Every man was assigned duties, and 
regular meetings, practices and roll calls 
were held with faithful attendance 
required. For some time each member 
was paid twenty five cents for attendance 
at each meeting, they began paying each 
man $2.00 for attendance at a fire. The 
Secretary was paid $5.00 a year. Oyster 
suppers and many ball games were put on 
for fun as well as to meet expenses. 
Firemen were sent to State Fire 
Conventions, Henry Schroeder being 
among the early ones who brought home a 
good report of suggestions and 
demonstrations at Princeton, Illinois. 

A further part of Lines' account is as 
follows: 

The first equipment was a two wheeled 
hose cart, hand drawn and in usable 
condition. (This was written some forty 
years ago, the hose cart was wheeled 
through the streets of Barrington two 
years ago when it was taken to its present 

John Robertson was a partner in the 
private banking business which had borne 
many well-known Barrington names 
including that of H.C.P. Sandman. The 
business was known at the time as The 
Bank of Robertson, Plagge & Company, 
John Plagge being the other partner. (In 
1913 it was to become the First State Bank 
of Barrington. ) John Robertson was the 
son of a Lake Zurich landowner, also John 
Robertson, who had been a county road 
commissioner. John Sr. was shot to death 
in what is probably one of the most violent 
confrontations known in this area. In 
September 1877, after many delays, an 
order was issued to complete the extension 
of Rainbow Road from Cuba Road to 
Honey Lake Road. An easement was 
supposed to exist through the farm of 
Peter Davison, which Davison resisted 
and disputed. When the Commissioner 
arrived with his men to tear down 
Davison's fences and enforce the order, 
the farmer got his gun, and without too 
much more attempt at compromise, shot 
the commissioner. Several eyewitness 
accounts exist of the incident. Davison's 
pretrial hearing was in Barrington on the 
second floor of the Cheese Factory that 
stood on North Cook Street between 
Washington and Liberty. He spent most of 
the rest of his life Downstate in a 
penitentiary. 

But Robertson's son was to build a home 
that was to signal the changing face of 
Barrington. Some spacious homes had 
been built through the years on East Lake 
Street and Cook and Grove Avenues, but 
not too many. The first concentration of 
more elegant homes came with the 
development of West Lake Street in the 
late 1880's, many of them built by Jennie 
Lines' father, Fred Lines. Now in 1898, he 
was to reach the epitome of his work as a 
builder and carpenter. On Sept. 6, Emaline 
wrote to Laura: 

John Robertson is building a grand 

Emaline's reference to the length of 
time since she last visited Hattie on the 
farm three miles away, is a reminder that 
she had once more settled into the routine 
of her own life on West Main Street, and 
once more taken up her absorption with 
the affairs of her friends and neighbors 
and the events of the community, where 
for a couple of years her letters had 
reflected more of her younger daughter's 
life in the country. But in 1898 the 
alternating letters of mother and daughter 
to Laura in Fairmont, are a contrast of 
interests, yet important in highlighting 
how closely related the village and farm 
life of the Barrington area were at that 
time. 

In the next article: Letters from Hattie—a 
different perspective. 
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