
(This is the second part of a short series for the Pioneer Hook and Ladder 
Museum-Notes of Box 2851 Newsletter on the infamous SDFD Fireboat Bill 

Kettner.)

Many of our members are aware that the SDFD Fireboat, Bill Kettner was 
built  at  what is now the San Diego Firehouse Museum, however there are 
interest ing details in its history that make the boat one of the most 
fascinat ing pieces of ?apparatus? in the department?s history. The series 
will cover the concept and creat ion of it , its service, its disappearance, and 
the search for its current whereabouts.

The opening of San Diego?s Fire Stat ion 6 in 1915 brought much-needed 
relief to the growing city and fire department.  For the city, it  provided 
improved fire protect ion to the increasingly busy waterfront, as well as for 
the growing Lit t le Italy neighborhood where most of families of the 
fishermen and dock workers lived.  For the department, it?s sixth fire 
stat ion would become the centralized hub for all the department?s vehicle 
maintenance, carpentry, and welding needs. 
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For SDFD Fire Chief Louis Almgren, 
however, the stat ion would serve an 
addit ional purpose.  Staffed with 
hand-picked skilled 
tradesmen/firefighters, it  would set 
the stage to begin his pet project, the 
building of world?s first  internal 
combust ion, wood-hulled fireboat. 
This design he envisioned was due 
more to necessity than choice.  

Almost immediately upon opening, 
Stat ion 6?s crew began laying the keel 
in the yard behind Stat ion 6.  It  was 
quickly realized, however, that in 
order to provide all the required 
services for the rest of the 
department the workshops would 
have to expand beyond the original 
building. The current locat ion was 
needed for the carpenter?s shop (now 
banquet hall), so the developing hull 
and associated scaffolding was moved 
to the south side of the shop (where 
the paint shop would eventually be 
built ).  It  would remain there unt il 
complet ion almost four years later.

As the hull was being built up, the 
mechanics went to work preparing to 
install the powerplant, which was a 
6-cylinder Atlas 220 HP Marine 
Gasoline Engine, built in San 
Francisco, CA. The engine would 
drive a 54-inch propeller giving the 
boat a max speed of 10 ½ miles per 
hour.

The Atlas would provide propulsion, 
but along with a firehouse engineered 
power-take-off system it would also 
power one of the three two-stage 
water pumps. The other two were 
driven by two Seagrave engines, (also 
gasoline), and together they would 
provide a respectable 4,500 gallons 
per minute at 125 psi, three times the 
volume of a modern-day fire engine.

That was under the hood. Above 
deck there would be a 2 ½? tower 
nozzle, two 2? deck guns, and ten 2 
½? outlets off of a manifold. Over 
3000? of assorted hose would be 
available for hand lines for the 
proposed 4-firefighter crew. The 
reported cost of the project was 
$8,500.

For the next four years the crew 
from SDFD Station 6 worked to 
perfect every detail of the fireboat. 
They did so in addition to 
responding to emergencies in their 
community, maintaining SDFD?s 
ever expanding fleet of vehicles, as 
well as making chairs, tables, and 
other carpentry items for all the city 
fire stations. In fact, their carpentry 
skills were so renowned other city 
departments began making requests, 
including the mayor?s office.

In November, 1919 the large fireboat 
on Columbia St. had been a growing 
fixture in the neighborhood for 
almost four years, and as it was 
nearing completion another daunting 
task awaited the crew of Station 6: 
How was it going to be moved to its 
new home, the San Diego Bay? The 
overall length was approximately 
65? long with an 18? beam, and 
weighed 55 tons.

It was ultimately decided that that a 
slow, elaborate and methodical 
wood rail system was the best way 
to move it. At the time none of the 
streets leading to the bay were 
paved. Slowly it was moved to the 
water, with each part of the rail 
system picked up and re-laid, all the 
way into to the bay.

Next, the SDFD Bill 
Kettner goes to work 
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Chief Brunacini, pictured at the San Diego Firehouse Museum in one of his signature Hawaiian print 
shirts, along with Pioneer Hook & Ladder President Kevin McWalters (SDFD Captain-Ret.) and 
retired SDFD Fire Chief Jeff Bowman.

On Sunday, October 15, 2017 the fire service lost an icon to our industry. Alan ?Chief Bruno? 
Brunacini, passed away unexpectedly at 80 years old. He was the Phoenix fire chief for 28 years, 
and held a rare distinction of holding every rank in the department from 1958 to his retirement in 
2006.

He was a longtime friend and supporter of our museum, and graced it?s presence several times with 
his heartfelt nature and speeches.

At the October 17th, 2017 Firehouse Museum Executive Board meeting a moment of silence was 
observed, and following that nearly everyone had a personal story to share. That is a testament to 
the man who taught us all a little bit more about added value, and about acknowledging that as 
much as we already do, there is always a little more to give.

As Del Mar Fire Chief Jim Baker would say, he was a nice guy. Our collective condolences go out to 
the Brunacini family, and we thank you for sharing him with us.

Legendary SD Firehouse Museum Fr iend &  Suppor ter 
Chief Bruno Passes Away 

by Stu Sprung
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Chief Brunacini, pictured at the San Diego Firehouse Museum in one of his signature 
Hawaiian print shirts, along with Pioneer Hook & Ladder President Kevin McWalters 
(SDFD Captain-Ret.) and retired SDFD Fire Chief Jeff Bowman.
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President's Notes
Kevin McWalters
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Executive Director's Report
Captain Mike Colafrancesco

I hope everyone had a safe and enjoyable summer. We continue to improve our facility, host 
numerous social events and participate with the Little Italy community toward improving the 
district.

The mission of the PH & L is to preserve the past, capture the present for the future and this 
is all accomplished by your support and membership. The driving force behind the museum 
is the ?Volunteers?. If you or know of someone that has the desire to become apart of our 
team please contact Mike at the museum.

Additionally we are seeking corporate sponsorship at the museum to assist us with capital 
improvements. If you have a company or organization that may be willing to support the 
museum please forward the contact information to Mike.

Until next time stay safe and may you and your family have a great holiday season and look 
forward to seeing you at the Christmas Ball!!!

It has been a busy few months at the Firehouse Museum. We recently hosted the Bomberos de 

San Diego Homebrew Contest. This event helps raise money to support those in need within the 

community. The Bomberos did an excellent job. We were happy to be a part of such a beneficial 

event.

Volunteers are the backbone of the museum. If we did not have staff, there is no way we could 

keep our doors open. I am very proud to congratulate museum volunteers Hannah Chang, Jared 

Creamer, Mike Lowe, Daniel Warren and Maclane Whims on being selected as Fire Recruits in the 

San Diego Fire-Rescue Department 84th Basic Fire Academy! Good luck!

As we move through the holiday season, the museum is undertaking a few capital improvement 

projects. The fencing behind the museum is being upgraded, thanks to a capital improvement 

grant from Council Member Chris Ward?s Office. We appreciate their support! In addition, we 

plan to remodel the display area in the front of the museum. This project will require a lot of 

volunteer support. If you are interested in helping, please contact me at:          

sdfirehousemuseum@gmail.com.

I look forward to seeing everyone at the Christmas Family Day and Christmas Ball!



SDFD Update from Assistant Fire Chief 
Kevin Ester
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Many new fire stations are under construction right now.

Station 2 (Bayside, Cedar & Pacific Highway) will be completed at the end of the year and will 
house Engine 2. Stations 5, 17 and 22 had unfortunately met the end of their serviceable life. 
They have been torn down and are being rebuilt on the same sites. We continue to work on 
future fire station sites, to allow for expansion of service across the city.

We also continue to buy new apparatus to replace our oldest fleet. Many new engines continue 
to be purchased, and several 9-10 year old engines are moving into reserve now. No front line 
engine is more than 10 years old! We have also aggressively replaced truck companies, 

replacing three more this year.

In the Emergency Command and Data Center (former FCC), we are currently running a 14 
person dispatcher academy to augment the current dispatchers. Due to the rising call volume in 

the City and the departments we dispatch for, the goal is to get to 12 dispatchers on duty at all 
times.

Questions 

?

FOR INFORMATION 

on membership and/or these events, visit 

www.sandiegofirehousemuseum.com 

or contact us at: 

phone: 

619-232-3473 

email: 

sdfirehousemuseum@gmail.com






