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The Fire Alarm Office was given 

a total makeover in 2014.  This 

was one of our major accom-

plishments this year.  Disman-

tling of the alarm apparatus 

and demolition of the old office 

began on December 30, 2013.  

Construction of the new office 

was dedicated on  April 26, 

2014.   

A walk through the new alarm 

offices takes you through four 

periods of  fire alarm technolo-

gy: 

1870ð1890  Introduced fire 

alarms, greatly improving re-

sponse time.  This was a period 

of experimentation in every 

city. 

1900ð1930 Communications 

and signalling apparatus were 

sophisticated and stable.  

1940ð1960 Radio added its 

voice resulting in a need for a 

different kind of recording 

equipment.  

1970-2000 Brought the advent 

of the digital age and with it 

sophisticated electronics that 

enables rapid and more flexible 

response to  many different 

emergency situations.  We are 

seeking reel-to-reel and disc 

mechanisms. Contact the cura-

tor if you can help.  



             THE  

    FIRE ALARM  

         OFFICE   

Here are three images of the office as it 

completed its 1971-2013 period.  In Sep-

tember of ó71, it consisted of a tapper and 

register sitting on an old table in the cor-

ner. Founding Supôt. Les Keller and Joe 

Rock spent three years getting the Cityôs 3

-dial transmitter (seen in photo, next page, 

top)to work, and pulling 7,000 feet of wire 

through the overhead.  From ó72 to ó85 

there was a desk and stand suitable for the 

registers and misc. equipment. The circuit 

board was made from brass parts that Les 

had saved from the 1922 Baltimore sys-

tem.  

The purpose was, and still is, to explain 

how brilliantly the F.D. conveyed their fire 

signals using (mostly Gamewell) equip-

ment that rarely ever broke down.  

John LaCosta, Supôt of Fire 

Alarm since 1982 standing in 

the old office in December 

2013. The status or órunning 

boardô was required to keep 

track of every Company in 

the City. 

More volunteers are needed 

to learn the system and con-

tinue building exhibits. 



 New Yearôs Day 2014: Make Space! 

Truth be known, planning started in 2003. This project consumed over 

$57,000 which had to be raised separately from the annual income. Then in 

order to have fresh exhibits ready to be placed in the new exhibit, restoring  

and refurbishing began in 2012. The old exhibit had to be dismantled and hun-

dreds of artifacts carefully logged and stored: this started Christmas week 

2013 after we closed for the season. First came the little pieces, gradually 

building up in size. Objects were sorted into corresponding spaces for their 

newly intended relationships. Bigger materials, weighing hundreds of pounds, 

were moved by fork lift and rollers, and secured so that incoming contractors 

would not be hindered. Much 

of this was done on New 

Yearôs Day by a hearty crew 

who  gave up their holiday for 

the greater good!  

Glen Arm Building Co. was 

the general contractor that did 

a great job. A wall was 

knocked out; ceiling demol-

ished; doors changed, and so 

much more. Meanwhile two 

of the biggest machines had 

to be moved around in the 

room to stay clear of work. 

Artifacts that had been col-

lected and stored elsewhere 

were brought out.  

This Garl Box 212 

was a gift of Mrs Pa-

tricia Bowling along 

with a splendid as-

sortment of other box-

es and some central 

office equipment. 
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See if you can find the indi-

cator on your next visit. It 

was built after 1883 with a 

walnut case, making it one of 

the earliest known indica-

tors.  

John Palese is cleaning the Gamewell indicator and installing some 

replica parts made for Tom Laun. Bill McCartin is seen lettering Box 

213 on the previous page. Many machines went through their hands for 

cleaning. Some required that early paint and brass finishing details be 

copied. 

BELOW: Earp and Lenny from Beta Systems, put our Gamewell 

óForm 4ô console in service. It is a gift from Bethlehem Steel Corp. 

This was state-of-the-art in about 1940 and was very popular with mil-

itary installations and factories.   



c.1873 Moses Crane 23 circuit 

inking register such as every 

major city had until replaced by 

either the 2 circuit unit shown in 

the lower left corner, or the 

punching registers invented 

about 1898. All machines were 

driven by weights at first and 

later by springs. 

ABOVE: new outside wall showing gongs and status boards. Do-

nors of these artifacts include Curt Elie, William Willock, John J. 

OôMalley, John LaCosta, Amtrak and Baltimore City 

                                BELOW RIGHT: 1889 Gamewell box before 

lettering last winter and with its new bracket made by Rut Colt to 

hold the c.1895 enameled sign. 



Touring the Alarm Office Today  

Your tour of the Alarm Office begins in 1859 with the earliest fire alarm signalling apparatus. 

Baltimoreôs very first transmitter (white marble case, top photo) was installed by a young 

Gamewell company and we can deduct from some scant local records that there were two out-

going alarm circuits. This artifact is on loan by the Box 414 Association. Technology in those 

days was crude but there was an emphasis on reliability which also meant redundancy.  

Bells, whether in towers or on walls, were critical as were recording registers at the central office. 

The concept of having registers in the fire houses came along fifteen years later. By the 1880s fire 

signalling had matured, just as did the fire fighting apparatus. 

Simplification in design and appearance was the watchword in the 1930s but no major  operation-

al changes took place until the 1960s when digitization and verbal  recordation became the stand-

ard. 
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RIGHT: the boxes 

on the far wall 

show an amazing 

variety of technolo-

gy. Most of them, 

however, are made 

in the ócottageô 

style peaked roof 

box. The plastic-

wrapped shelf is 

temporary. It con-

tains many rare 

registers and other 

telegraph equip-

ment. An exhibit on 

radios is coming. 
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