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EL DORADO BREWERY FIRE OF 1877 – BEER ANYONE?

      Anyone for a keg or so of free beer? All you need to do is put out a brewery fire! That’s what our Brothers experienced in the year 1877 – when the El Dorado Brewery was hit by a serious fire.
      In that year Stockton was only 27 years old as an incorporated city and had a population of 14,000. Its location at head of navigation on the San Joaquin River, with direct water connection to San Francisco, had already made it a natural point for a large interior city. It commanded import and export trade of the entire San Joaquin Valley. Earlier, it had been the major provider of supplies to the Gold Rush’s Southern mines.
      In 1877, Stockton outranked every city in the state, except San Francisco, as a commercial center. It enjoyed pre-eminence as a shipping mart. Agriculture was a major industry, with the city being the most important primary wheat market of California.
      Originally one square mile in size, the city limits now expanded north to (current names given here) Harding Way; East to Wilson Way; south to Dr. Martin Luther Blvd.; and west to Pershing Avenue. 
      The city was located on the main line of the Transcontinental Railroad, served by one other railroad, and had a horse drawn street car line. The Stockton State Hospital for the Insane (Insane Asylum), the first mental hospital west of the Mississippi, was located here. There were nine public schools, a high school, business college, and a parochial academy.
      Shipbuilding was a major Stockton industry from the start. Built here were river steamboats, sloops, barges, and dredgers. (In the 1870’s, several ships were built here for export to Russia!). It had a continually developing waterfront, and was served by a number of types of vessels. There were freight and passenger steamboat service to various points including San Francisco. Indicative of Stockton’s prominence as a ‘port city’, even in 1877, was its revenue derived from wharfage on steamer and barges, totaling $2,539; and from sail vessels, $378. (Interestingly, revenue from liquor licenses was $6,320; and all other licenses only $798! It seems El Dorado Brewery was doing its part quite well). 
      





      
     Other major industries here in 1877 were: a paper manufacturing company producing wrapping paper, and newsprint for San Francisco newspapers and the West Coast; a woolen mills producing blankets and flannel for suites; and a tannery making leather products for distribution  nationwide, and for export to the South Pacific and the Orient.
      Located here were manufactures of wagons, carriages, harvesters, various kinds of machinery, and much more. There were lumber yards, bulk fuel facilities, foundries, grain and flour mills – and of course, the El Dorado Brewery Company!
      Thus we have the City of Stockton of the year 1877. And protecting all of it from the ravages of fire was an already seasoned, brazen, and gallant, volunteer fire department headed by Chief Engineer Pope Mountjoy.
      The Department was well experienced in fighting fires that destroyed entire city blocks and parts of blocks. Also, in a variety of occupancy types, such as wagon shops, stables, bakeries, newspaper offices, schools, barns and hay, and multiple story hotels. They even had a ‘ship fire’ – a fire in the hold of a schooner moored at the wharf – fought by hand pumpers. And, a brewery fire, at the El Dorado.
      That year, the department consisted of two engine, one chemical, and one hook and ladder company. In reserve was one second class Neafy & Levy steam pumper named “Old Betsy”. The combined membership of these companies totaled 222 proud and devoted men. But sadly, we experienced our second line of duty death that year. Firefighter Frank Kingsley of Weber Hose Company, responding to a fire, was thrown from, and ran over by the hose wagon.
      Weber Engine Company No. 1 had a second class Amoskeag steamer, a hose carriage, and three horses. Company President was George Tilghman. Eureka Engine Company No. 2 had a second class Jeffers steamer, a hose carriage, and three horses. Company President was S.S. Burge. San Joaquin Engine Company No. 3 was a Babcock chemical engine with two horses. Company President was James L. Mowbray. And Protection Hook & Ladder Company No. 1 had a truck and one horse. Company President was Walter Chittenden.
      These companies operated out of three fire houses. The total fire department cost to the City was about $10,000 annually. Altogether, the Stockton Fire Department was reportedly “considered as among them most efficient in the state”.
      The El Dorado Brewing Company began in 1853, and remained in business for over 100 years. The facility consisted of a number of structures, and occupied the block bounded by Oak, American, Park, and Stanislaus streets. Today, this site contains the Doyle Gardens Apartments.






      The brewery produced beer for distribution to the entire region. In 1918, and during the prohibition, it switched to making near beer. Then with the repeal of the prohibition it again began bottling its popular beer, this time under the label of Valley Brew. This was sold to restaurants and salons in Stockton and all over Central California. The brewery finally closed in 1955, and was demolished in 1957. But it was thriving in 1877 – the year of the fire.
    To quote the Stockton Daily Independent newspaper of February 22, 1877: “Last evening, a destructive fire occurred in the El Dorado Brewing Company, belonging to D. Rothenbush, which came near to destroying the whole property. The alarm was given about 8 o’clock, and before the engines got a start the sky in that direction was aglow with the flame. The brightness of the fire and density of the smoke led many to believe that it was in the Insane Asylum,, near by the brewery, and there was a general rush to see it, as many as 2,000 people flocking to the spot. The Fire Department was promptly on hand, giving a fresh assurance of its efficiency and the dependence to be placed upon its services when required.” 
     The fire was actually in the breweries original building, a large one and a half story structure constructed half of brick, and the eastern half of wood. While the west half was saved, the east half, containing large amounts of malt, vats, and kegs of beer, were destroyed. The fire caught in the roof of the malt room from a defective chimney. The loss was about 3,000 in 1877 dollars.
     The fairly new Babcock chemical engine of San Joaquin Engine Company No. 3 had already acquired a community wide reputation for rapid response, quick extinguishment of incipient fires, and for keeping the larger ones in check until its big brother steamers arrived and got up steam.
     The Babcock arrived first at the brewery fire from its quarters at 509 E. Weber Avenue. Keeping with its reputation, the Daily Independent commented: “its efforts suppressed and controlled the flames until other engines could get to work, and many are the opinion that the whole building would have been destroyed had it not been for the timely presence of the Babcock engine.”
     It seems the City Fathers prohibited fire from being kept under either steamer, and thus, the engines began their response cold. The Weber’s arrived and got first water. However, the Eureka engine, due to its rapid drive in getting to the fire, shook the fuel through its grates, and arrived with cold water. Thus, “It was therefore obligated to stand idle while the fire was gaining headway until steam could be gotten up”.
     Finally, with the Eureka’s steam up, both steamers were playing streams on the blaze. However, the Babcock was credited with saving the structure from total destruction by keeping the fire “suppressed and controlled” until such time. Protection Hook & Ladder had arrived early on and promptly got to work.
     


     


     Much praise was heaped upon the work of the Brothers. The Daily Independent is quoted as saying: “The entire fire department is deserving of much credit for having stopped the fire where they did, after running fully a mile from their engine houses to the scene of the fire”.
     Not all kegs of beer were lost. The brewery proprietor, Mr. Rothenbush, was especially elated and grateful. He displayed “commendable generosity toward the firemen for their labors to save his property, in giving them all the beer they wanted to drink”. And get this, when it came time for the companies to return to quarters, he put a ten gallon keg of beer on each of their engines!
     Of course, we don’t accept gratuities today. Neither do we drink beer on the job. Expressions of gratitude take different forms today.
     This brings into mind the Elk’s Building fire of 1980. All five floors can be seen today at Weber and Sutter streets. However, the fire had totally gutted the top floor and went through the roof. Great work by the Brothers kept this fire to the floor of origin, much to the overwhelming joy and appreciation of the building’s owner, who at the time, was in the process of restoring the structure. He expressed his gratitude by placing a large sign on the upper level of the building facing Weber Avenue, publicly commending the Stockton Fire Department for a great job done, and allowing the restoration to continue. 
     Many times today, however, thank you’s and expressions of appreciation seldom come, if at all. That does not necessarily mean others are not grateful for, or personally acknowledge our fine work and efforts. They simply fail to express them. And at many times, we may even receive criticism. 
     Nevertheless, responses of any kind – or even a lack of – by the citizens, media, public officials, or any source, does not alter this truth: that the Stockton Fire Department is a dedicated, skilled, professional, hardworking, achieving, and top rated firefighting organization. 
     Much of the time our reward is a personal one. It comes from the knowledge that we always do our very best, and faithfully serve the citizens of our community exceptionally well.  This of course, is part of the proud and honored tradition of our chosen profession – the Fire Service. The individual personal benefit is the internal pride and good feeling resulting from hard work, sincere efforts, positive attitude, a job well done. These consistent efforts, over a period of time, will be recognized and a well-deserved positive image of our Department will grow.        
     Meanwhile, if you’re craving a nice cold beer, you’ll need to relegate such partaking to off duty time. And the brew won’t come from El Dorado, but will be provided by a generous friend, or bought out of your own pocket. Whatever. Beer anyone?
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San Joaquin Engine Company No. 3 with their 1873 Babcock 
chemical engine, star of the EL Dorado Brewery fire of February
21st ,1877. This is engine is preserved and can be seen at the 
Haggin Museum. 
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[bookmark: _GoBack]EL Dorado Brewery in 1893, sixteen years after the 
fire. View is on American Street, between Oak and 
Park streets.
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