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The fire engine has always captured the fascination of young and old since the advent of the 

exciting horse drawn steam pumpers to the present day goliaths.  The history of the fire engine is 

a long complex study.  This will be a finite story mainly of Los Angeles County.  The past 

hundred years there have been countless manufactures, big and small, producing fire apparatus-- 

and so it was with the Auto Vehicle Company and the Tourist.  They delivered the first gasoline 

powered factory assembled engines to be built on the Pacific Coast.  In 1907 they advertised in 

national trade magazines a "four cylinder fifty horsepower combination hose and chemical fire 

engine for a base price of $5,000."  When the Auto Vehicle Company (AVC) closed their doors 

in 1910 they had manufactured over four thousand automobiles.  However, only three of them 

were fire engines.  And herein lays an interesting story about fire apparatus and this early period.  

 

On June 20, 1908, the Auto Vehicle Company arranged a Tourist fire engine demonstration for 

the Los Angeles City Council and fire department personnel.  They whipped all over the city, up 

and down hills, thru tunnels, speeds up to 35 miles per hour and loaded with 12 men and all 

kinds of equipment!  It was an impressive show, but the AVC still lost out to a 1909 Seagrave 

combination chemical engine--LAFD's first gasoline powered fire engine! 

 

* * * * *  

 

It was the beginning of the era of gasoline powered fire apparatus in the west.  Townships were 

incorporating, organizing city owned fire departments and experiencing the same critical budget 

problems.  However, the time had come to replace the hand drawn hose cars, horse drawn steam 

pumpers and ladder trucks.  There were two choices:  to contract for factory built fire engines 

like the Tourist or Seagrave for around $5,000. or buy new or used automobile chassis and build 

their own apparatus for half the price.  Most of the conversions took place in city owned shops.  

There were mail order catalogs promoting fire apparatus and paraphernalia from ladders, hoses 

and chemical tanks to uniforms and fancy hats.  American-La France and Pirsch & Sons 

advertised standard bodies that could be assembled on most automobile chassis complete with 

ladders and chemical tanks.  Model T Ford were the most popular candidates.  

 

* * * * *  

 

The Los Angeles Times, on June 14, 1908, reported that the Los Angeles Gas and Electric 

Company had acquired a Rambler four cylinder touring car equipping it with fire fighting 

"paraphernalia".  It was also stated that it was "the first of it's kind in America."  It is interesting 

to note that the Los Angeles Times reported on December 11, 1907, that two Rambler chassis 

were being converted by the Long Beach Fire Department into fire engines.  Rambler dealer W. 

K. Cowan was doing a brisk business also selling Ramblers to the cities of Pomona and San 

Diego. 
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