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Recently, LACoFD Capt. Joe Woyjeck was involved in
the transition of Signal Hill from Long Beach Fire
Department to Los Angeles County Fire Depart-

ment. Here’s his account of the change and the fascinating
history of Signal Hill’s protectors.

My general impression is that most people (and fire-
fighters in particular) do not like change. Some changes

are harder than others, though. Imagine how you would
feel if some other fire department came into your sta-
tion to “take it over.”  However, I’m here to tell you the
personnel from Long Beach were great. What a class
act! They treated us like the firefighter brothers and sis-
ters that we are during the complete transition period.

As it happens, this was not the first such transition.

Editor’s note: We were getting ready to send this issue out when news
of former President Ronald Reagan’s death arrived. We revised page 6
of this issue to share a vintage moment – and a final goodbye.

This crew assembled on a 1924 American LaFrance, which was one of the first 15 L.A. County fire engines. It features a mid-mounted pump that
requires a separate water supply. The brightwork – spotlight, soda-acid chemical tank, all the plumbing, siren, bell and handrails – is all nickel,
not chrome. The monkey (just above man fifth from the right) was not department-issue. The County of Los Angeles Fire Museum Association
has this rig in storage now pending a restoration project.

continues on page 4

Here is a brief history of the fire protection for the City
of Signal Hill. In 1923, the L. A. County Fire Depart-

Protectors of Signal HillProtectors of Signal Hill
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Actor Randolph Mantooth slipped
back into his “Johnny Gage” turnout
gear recently to help raise funds for
the County of Los Angeles Fire
Museum Association. 

The Torrance Fire Department
showcased CLAFMA during their
annual Fire  Service Day celebration
on May 8, 2004. Museum volun-
teers staffed an information  booth
and displayed a number of our
restored apparatus.

Mantooth attended on behalf of
CLAFMA. To the crowd’s delight, the
“Emergency!” star donned his
LACoFD gear from the show before
autographing merchandise and pho-
tographs available from our Third
Alarm Fire Shop [www.thirdalarm-
fireshop.com].

We appreciate Mantooth’s con-
tinued support, and we encourage
members to check out his latest pro-
jects at www.randymantooth.com. 

Ever the crowd-pleaser, actor Randolph Mantooth harked back to his days on “Emergency!”
and promoted the new series he’s developing, “USAR-1.” Photos by Dave Moyle.

Actor lends star power to CLAFMA 
Get ready, “Emergency!” fans:
In the last issue, we told you about
Virginia firefighter Ron Saikowski’s
pen-and-ink rendition of Squad 51.
He’s created a new take on an old
favorite – but he made only 551.
The finished 11-inch by 14-inch
prints are perfect for framing, and
soon we’ll be offering exclu-
sive prints autographed by
original cast members. 

CLAFMA receives a portion of the
proceeds, so be sure to watch this
space in the next issue for details!. 



As part of the L.A. County Fire Department’s
ongoing oral-history videotape series, Capt.
David Boucher (ret) interviewed Chief Engineer

Richard H. Houts (ret) in 2002. Here are a few excerpts
from their conversation, starting with his father’s start
in the fire districts back in 1928.

Q. How did you
become interested in
the fire service as a
career?
A. My father, Ray
Houts, was a fire dis-
trict employee begin-
ning in 1928 at Fire
Station 3 in Belvedere
Gardens on Eastman
Street. His career fos-
tered my interest. He
retired in 1948 follow-
ing a heart attack.

Q. I understand you
came on in the “other”
branch of the depart-
ment, the Forester and
Fire Warden.
A. Yes. I hired on in
1942 at the age of 18
and went to work at
the Newhall Station
(73s), which was
known then as the
Soledad Division HQ.
The rate was $115 per
month, and my title
was Forest Fireman.
The district equivalent
title of Fireman earned
$135 per month.

Q. You rose fairly rapid-
ly through the ranks,
did you not?

A. Some people thought I did! [laughter]. Coming back
from four years in the Army following World War II, I
returned to the F&FW and became one of the first full-
time fire prevention inspectors. In those days, the Fire
Prevention Bureau was found in the F&FW, not in the
districts. I was promoted to captain there, and I served
as a station captain at 61s for a time, then as a captain

in the bureau. When I
made battalion chief in
1958, they assigned
me as a relief (suitcase)
chief. I served battal-
ions 2, 8 and 9, then
one year later I moved
permanently into Bat-
talion 2. When promot-
ed to assistant chief in
1963, they put me in
charge of the commu-
nications system for
the entire department.
As division chief, I
served in the Services
Division [now referred
to as a bureau] until
being appointed chief
engineer in 1969 fol-
lowing the retirement
of Chief Keith Klinger.

Q. Do you recall any
serious problems you
handled during your
tenure as chief engi-
neer?
A. There were a few,
but the most serious
was our being impact-
ed by Senate Bill 90. It
froze the tax rate at
$1.04 per $1,000 prop-
erty value. I had just
dropped the rate from

Here’s the story of a man who signed on the department in 1942
and rapidly moved through the ranks to become chief engineer. See
how Richard H. Houts followed in his father’s footsteps, how he con-

tributed to the first paramedic program, and
how he faced the unique fiscal and social
challenges during his eight-year tenure from

1969-1977. If you’d like to suggest someone for our “Biography” feature, please let us know. See
the editorial contact information on page seven. 
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Studio portrait following Chief Richard Houts’s appointment on June 10,
1969. During the interview with Dave Boucher in 2002, he spoke about one
of the most difficult times in his career: “I lost a construction crewman on
the Woodwardia Fire. He did not heed the order to ‘drop’ as a borate
bomber hit our location. That was in 1959 in the Angeles National Forest.”  

biography

continues on page 7
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Signal Hill

From left: LACoFD Explorer; Administrative Deputy Eric Webber (ret); FF/PM
James Hining; Deputy Chief Daryl Osby; FF/PM Danny Velez; FF Specialist Corey
Bruner; Supervisor Don Knabe; Fire Captain Randy Nagaoka; Fire Captain Leonard
Gullin; Signal Hill Mayor Mike Knoll; City Manager Ken Farfsing; Council members
Tina Hansen and Larry Forster; Assistant Chief Michael Bryant. Below, CLAFMA’s
Engine 1/3 mascots join Supervisor Don Knabe and Capt. Joe Woyjeck during the
grand re-opening of Fire Station 60.

ment opened Fire Station 12 in the Signal Hill
area of Los Angeles County. Rig of choice: a
1924 American LaFrance type 75 with a 750-
gpm pump. (We have this rig in storage at the
County of Los Angeles Fire Museum waiting
funding for a complete restoration).

In October 1925, the City of Signal Hill
was incorporated and the new Signal Hill Fire
Department was born. The Signal Hill Fire
Department purchased the 1924 American La
France and kept it in service in the city. Signal
Hill later replaced the American LaFrance with
an Ahrens-Fox that may have been funded by
the local oil companies.

(An aside that will come up later: In 1928,
the County of Los Angeles Fire Department re-
assigned the number 12 to a new fire station
in Altadena. Station 12 is still in service today,
and it’s the county’s oldest fire station.)

The Signal Hill Fire Department stayed in
service from 1928 until February 1968 when
the county again contracted to provide fire ser-
vice to the city of Signal Hill. This would now
be known as Fire Station 154, which housed
one engine.

In December 1987, the Long Beach Fire
Department took the helm of the fire service
in the City of Signal Hill. The station was re-
numbered station 23. Long Beach Fire provid-
ed service until late 2003, when once again
the County of Los Angeles was contracted to
provide fire service to the City of Signal Hill. 

That’s when a small problem arose assign-
ing a station number. The original number 12
was already in use in Altadena, the number
154 had been placed in service when the
county absorbed Covina Fire Department, and
the county already has a Fire Station 23 in ser-
vice. (Fire stations in the County of Los Ange-
les are numbered from 001 to 189.The County
of Los Angeles has 153 fire stations; this
means there are a handful of numbers
between 1 and 189 that are not in use.)

Conflicting numbers with Long Beach
would cause two engines of the same number
from different agencies on the same response. 

And that brings us back to today – with
Fire Station 60 in Signal Hill. It runs a 1990
KME and responds as a paramedic engine
with four postpositions: a captain, engineer
and two paramedic firefighters.



1927 Ahrens Fox
➤ ‘Rolls Royce of fire engines’
➤ front-mounted spherical pump
➤ equalizer ball
➤ drive shaft
➤ hard suction hose
➤ cotton dungaree duty uniform

March 1958 
Signal Hill Fire
➤ Hancock Oil Fire
➤ started with propane leak
➤ burned for four days
➤ chemox re-breathers
➤ re-breathers not county-issue



The death of former President Ronald Reagan in June prompted us
to recall that his effect on California and the department stretches
back a long way. Here, the 1950s-era movie-star Reagan plants a tree

in front of the Federal Building in downtown L.A. At
left is Chief Spence Turner; to his left is William V.
Mendenhall, supervisor of Angeles National Forest. It

seems fitting that Reagan’s final journey through California drew respectful attention from
Los Angeles-area fire departments one last time. Photo courtesy of David Boucher.

Inset: A caisson carries the body of former President Ronald Reagan
through Washington, DC. Los Angeles-area firefighters lined up and
saluted as his hearse headed up the 118 Ronald Reagan Freeway on
June 7, 2004. Inset photo by Mary Marshall.

flashback



$1.09 in order to save the taxpayers
a little money anyway, so when it
became frozen we had to close a
few fire stations. [Those were 2, 13,
24, 28 and 52.] No one lost their
job. The stations were, I felt, super-
fluous anyway.

Q. Didn’t you manage the largest
purchase of new pumpers in the
department’s history anyway?
A. Yes, I insisted [on it], because a
lot of the money had been set aside
already for that purpose. We had
many rigs that were old and worn
out, so $44,000 each for 46 Ward
La France pumpers was timely and
an excellent bargain. We simply
had to have them!

Q. The paramedic program came to
fruition during your
tenure. How did you
figure into that situa-
tion?
A. Collaboration with
Supervisor Kenneth
Hahn set everything
into motion. We asked
Harbor General Hospi-
tal to serve as a training
ground for the program. There was
some resistance from the nursing
staff at first [fearing a threat to their
job security], but that soon faded.
The first squads were at the hospi-
tal [59s] and Station 36 in Carson.

That was in 1969. By 1972, we
must have had 15 or 20 squads in
service all over the county.

Q. A famous outgrowth of that pro-
gram was the TV series “Emer-
gency!” How did that evolve?
A Bob Cinader of Universal Studios
contacted the department to see if
there was enough interest in the
program to develop some plots
interesting enough for a TV series.
By riding along on calls out of Fire
Station 36 for some time, he deter-
mined that there indeed was, and
the rest is history. [Of course, our
own Jim Page was the battalion
chief and studio contact at Battalion
7 at the time.]

Q. Let’s talk a little more about your
experience in the fire-
fighting end of things.
A. The granddaddy of
them all was a series of
fires in September
1970. We lost almost
300 homes and
107,000 acres from
Newhall to the Malibu
Colony in about 36

hours. We saved a lot of homes, but
we did lose one civilian. That was a
bad time. The fires did what we
knew they would do, what they
always do in Malibu – burn to the
ocean. You just have to plan for it.

The L.A. County Forester and Fire War-
den provided the first accurate aerial
survey maps of the Malibu Hills. Do
you know what year that happened
and how they managed it? See if you
can choose the correct answer from
the choices below.
a. in 1918 using hot-air balloons;
b. in 1919 using blimps;
c. in 1920 using autogyros; or
d. in 1921 using blimps.

Answer: D

Help us preserve the history of your
fire department. If you have equipment
or memorabilia to share, please call
Dave Boucher at 818-242-3035.
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ASSOCIATION LEADERSHIP
President
James O. Page 760-729-2201
Vice President
Joe Woyjeck
Secretary
Paul Oyler
Treasurer
Ken Jury 818-249-8165
Director
David Boucher 818-242-3035
Director
Howard Schneider
Director
Paul Schneider

FIRE WARDEN NEWSLETTER
Editor
Timothy Elliott
Historian
David Boucher
Contributors
James O. Page Nancy McFarland
Dave Moyle Joe Woyjeck

Paul Schneider
COMMENTS OR QUESTIONS?
Contact the Fire Warden editor via
e-mail at firewarden@earthlink.net 
or call 818-729-9955.

MEMBERSHIP INFORMATION:
For details, go to www.clafma.org.

© Copyright 2004 by County of Los
Angeles Fire Department Museum
Association. All rights reserved. 
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Pursuing trivia

Richard Houts from page 3

Above from left: Chief Richard Houts (left and right, respectively) with Gov. George Deuk-
mejian at Station 15 dedication in 1971. Below: PR with Miss Hawaiian Gardens at 34s.



Make CLAFMA’s Third Alarm Fire Shop your source for the L.A. County Fire Department’s new dutywear
sunhat! These water- and wind-resistant hats provide better protection from the damaging effects of the
sun than baseball caps. We have them custom made in New Zealand using SPORT X DRY fabric. It’s soft
and breatheable, and its moisture-wicking properties help keep you
cool and comfortable. Available in navy blue for firefighters and black
for chiefs. For details about sizes and pricing, visit our new Web site:

sun,
sun,
sun,
here it
comes
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