
 

Remembering the Heroic Students of Stanford University in Fighting Fires

Throughout its rich history, Stanford University has 
witnessed countless events that reflect the spirit of 
resilience, bravery, and community. Among these stories, 
one stands out: the accounts of students who took up the 
mantle of responsibility to combat fires during the 
tumultuous times of its early years. This article recounts 
the historical context and significance of student 
involvement in firefighting at Stanford, capturing the 
profound sense of duty that motivated these young 
individuals.

Historical Context

Stanford University was established in 1885, and from its inception, it faced various challenges, not least 
of which were the serious threats posed by wildfires in California. The campus itself was expansive, 
situated in a region characterized by dry conditions and susceptible to seasonal wildfires. One of the 
most prominent instances of student bravery occurred in the early 1900s when a series of devastating 
fires swept through the state.

The Great San Francisco Earthquake of 1906 and the subsequent fires that ravaged the city also 
impacted Stanford. Many faculty, staff, and students participated in firefighting efforts, leaving a lasting 
legacy of courage in the face of adversity. With the proximity of such disasters, it became evident that 
Stanford students needed to be prepared for fire emergencies.

The Formation of Student Volunteer Firefighters

Recognizing the threat posed by fires to the university and the surrounding communities, student 
volunteers established firefighting brigades in the early 1900s. These student-led groups formed out of a 
necessity to protect their campus and homes. Filled with a sense of camaraderie, these students trained 
rigorously in firefighting techniques, organized drills, and established communication protocols to 
respond effectively to any fire incidents.

The involvement of students in firefighting made significant strides in 1922 when the Stanford Volunteer 
Fire Brigade was formally organized. This brigade comprised students, faculty, and staff who were 
committed to safeguarding the university. They met regularly and received training from local fire 
officials on best practices in battling flames, rescue missions, and the use of firefighting equipment. 

Significant Incidents



 

One of the most notable incidents in which these 
student firefighters played a critical role was during 
a series of wildfires in the 1920s. Fueled by dry 
conditions and strong winds, the fires threatened 
not only 



 

the campus but also nearby residential areas. Students quickly mobilized, donning their firefighting gear 
and working tirelessly to protect the university buildings and surrounding communities. 

Using available firefighting equipment, including hoses, pumps, and buckets, student volunteers joined 
forces with local firefighters. Their determination and resilience were highlighted as they battled fires 
late into the night, often risking their safety for the well-being of others. The bravery demonstrated by 
these students became a point of pride for the university, showcasing their commitment to community 
service and collective action.

Legacy and Impact

While the direct involvement of students in firefighting may have diminished over the decades with the 
establishment of professional fire departments, the spirit of those early volunteers remains deeply 
ingrained in the culture of Stanford University. Their story serves as a testament to the university’s 
values—emphasizing the importance of community service, leadership, and resilience.

Stanford's history of student involvement in firefighting has also influenced the university's approach to 
emergency management and public safety. Today, Stanford has a comprehensive safety and emergency 
services program that draws on lessons from the past, ensuring a well-prepared community ready to 
face any crisis.

Furthermore, the university continues to emphasize the importance of volunteerism among students. 
Various programs and initiatives encourage students to engage with their communities, fostering a 
sense of responsibility that aligns with the spirit of the early student firefighters. 

The history of Stanford University is rich with examples of resilience and community spirit, particularly in 
the context of student involvement in firefighting. These brave young individuals not only protected 
their campus and surrounding communities from the perils of fire but also set a precedent for future 
generations regarding the importance of civic engagement. The legacy of the Stanford Volunteer Fire 
Brigade stands as a shining example of how collective action can make a difference in the face of 
adversity. Their remarkable commitment to service continues to inspire current students and serves as a 
reminder of the profound impact that individuals can have when they unite for a common cause.
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