


SEAGRAVE COMPANY letterhead, featuring a fire engine bearing the motto "Always Ready," 1904 

Two days later, however, Seagrave worried that the 
"La France people are likely to be heard from with 
their imitation truck," and that the "'Waterous people 
would bid [for American-LaFrance] both on that [wa­
ter tower] also Aerial Truck unless some compromise is 
made." He suggested a deal to allow the Waterous 
agent to bid on behalf of Seagrave instead, with 
Browning getting part of the commission. However, 
when Browning objected to allowing another agent 
into his exclusive territory, Seagrave hastily wrote 
"Friend Browning" to reassure him, but pleaded that 
he "fix things so that we are sure of that Aerial and 
Tower. . . . We want those orders awfidl bad. fix it to 
get them for us."*^ 

A month later, Seagrave wrote Browning that he 
had advised the Waterous agent to join with Browning 
"and put in such separate bids as will in either case give 
the t rade to my goods and that you and they share the 
agents profit thereon." Seagrave on his own next offered 
$300 to the Waterous agent to stay out of the bidding 
against Seagrave, half of it to come from Browning's 
commission. The unscrupulous Waterous agent, how­
ever, demanded in return that Nott stay out of bidding 
on the steamer and upped the ante to $450. So desper­
ate was Seagrave for the sale (apparently, because it 
included the first spring-hoist water tower offered by 
his firm) that he accepted the agent's terms. Browning 
would have none of it. He went ahead with his bid for 
Nott and Seagrave (the latter complaining that he was 
"terribly disappointed")—and won the sale.^'* 

Rivalry with Waterous actually pitted Nott against 
another Twin Cities firm. The Waterous Engine Works 
had manufactured fire apparatus and pumps in St. 
Paul since 1888. It built up a market in smaller towns 
and cities of the Midwest by offering inexpensive ver­

sions of large-city equipment : a straight-frame, hori­
zontal steamer, an innovative hand-drawn aerial lad­
der truck, and a variety of hose carriages and reels. It 
also sold an upright , crane-neck steamer that found 
buyers in larger cities as far afield as Springfield, Mas­
sachusetts. In 1898, it brought out a pumper powered 
by a gasoline engine and drawn by hand or horses. 
Waterous had retained its right to market this machine 
while it was par t of the Internat ional trust, and the 
pumper continued to sell widely in small towns and 
villages across the country after the St. Paul firm broke 
away in 1904. The Winnipeg competi t ion suggests that 
Waterous initially remained close to the trust's succes­
sor, American-LaFrance, but in the fickle world of 
business alliances, by 1908 Waterous was acting as Ca­
nadian agent for Nott chemical engines.'" 

Western and Canadian markets remained impor­
tant for both Nott and Seagrave production of lighter 
equipment . "When do you think? They will have our 

'̂ Seagrave to Browning, May 4, 10, 1904, in Winnipeg 
folder 

=̂ Seagrave to Browning, June 1, 6, 13, 20, 1904, in Win­
nipeg folder; Fire and Water Engineering, July 28, 1906, p. 
420. 

'" Fire and Water, Aug. 25, 1888, p. 91, Jan. 5, 1889, p. 
XV, July 25, 1896, p. 36L362, Oct. 2, 1897, p. 367; Fire and 
Water Engineering, Aug. 13, 1904, p. 78, Oct. 7, 1905, p. 
219, Oct. 14, 1905, p. 229; "Mgr Wpg. Branch," The Water­
ous Engine Works Co. Ltd. to W.S. Nott Co., Dec. 8, 1908, in 
Waterous Engine Works folder; Clarence E. Meek, "From 
Hand Cranks to Self-Starters," Fire Engineering 113 (Aug., 
1960):722-723; John M. Peckham to author, Oct. U, 1986. 
Waterous, like Nott, pioneered but failed to compete success­
fully in building motor fire apparatus. It continued to build 
fire pumps, however, and remains, as a division of Amhoist, a 
major supplier of pumps for fire apparatus. 
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new waggons here," inquired a Nott agent in 1908 from 
Victoria, British Columbia. "[W]rite to Seagrave & tell 
him to do his best work on these as I want to show those 
hobos out here wha t sort of apparatus is manufactured 
in the East." Competit ion had developed in this market 
by 1909, when Nott's Winnipeg agent advised, "we 
find it practicalh' impossible to sell your chemicals in 
competition with the Oberchain [sic] & Boyer ma­
chine, unless we had a cheaper machine to offer. We 
have just . . . lost another sale simply on account of 
price." Sales methods in all markets continued to be 
irregular when deemed necessary. "1 have also gone 
further,' wrote one agent after a successful sale of Sea­
grave equipment in 1913, "and paid the commission 
that was agreed upon. The party wanted this immedi­
ately." There are strong implications in his letter that 
the party was the fire chief." 

DESPITE competition, sales remained so strong that 
Nott (as well as Seagrave and Ahrens-Fox) had to pass 
up exhibiting products at the 1909 conference of the 
National Association of Fire Engineers because of their 
press of work. By 1910, however, it was clear that motor 
fire apparatus would command a growing share of fu­
ture orders. Nott already had some experience with 
building internal combustion engines. Its original 1901 
line of apparatus had included a motor-powered rotary 
pumper, similar to the Waterous engines, that appealed 
to volunteer fire departments wanting pumping capac­
ity without the constant at tendance needed to keep 

'" Thomas Davis to Browning, July 5, 1909, in Victoria, 
B.C., folder; "Mgr Wpg. Branch," The Waterous Engine 
Works Co. Ltd. to W.S. Nott Co., Dec 8, 1908, in Waterous 
Engine Works folder; [Browning] to the Seagrave Company, 
Dec. 2, 1913, in Wichita, Kans., folder The competing firm 
was Obenchain and Boyer of Logansport, Ind. 

"" Fire and Water Engineering, Sept. 1, 1909, p. 169-170, 
Nov 9, 1910, p. 321; Peckham, Fighting Fire, 97; Meek, 
"Hand Cranks," 722-723. 

'" Fire and Water Engineering, Feb. 22, 1911, p. 119, Mar 
15, 1911, p. 181, Mar 22, 1911, p. 187, Sept. 25, 1912, p. 234, 
Mar 26, 1913, p. 202-203, Sept. 10, 1913, p. 217-223; Meek, 
"Hand Cranks," 722-723; Calderone and Lerch, Wheels of 
the Bravest, 53, 56. 

•"" Walter P. McCall, American Fire Engines Since 1900 
(Glen Ellyn, 111.; Crestline Publishing Inc., 1976), 23-46; 
Ditzel, Fire Engines, 188-194; Sanborn Map Company, In-
surance Maps of Minneapolis, Minnesota 8 (New "fork: The 
Company 1913, updated to 1928): 966; City Planning Com­
mission, Minneapolis, map. Ward 9, District N, Block 6, in 
"Building and Housing Survey" (Minneapolis: City Planning 
Dept., July 1, 1937); Minneapolis Tribune, Dec. 11, 1910, p. 
34, Dec. 25, 1910, p. 20. Northern Fire Apparatus became 
the Northern Pump Company, then Northern Ordnance, and 
remains in business as a subsidiary of EMC. 

•" Fire and Water Engineering, Nov 18, 1914, p. 376, Jan. 
5, 1916, p. 8. See, for example, Proposal and contract, Sept. 
17, 1915, Fox Lake, 111., folder, and Contract, Nov 24, 1916, 
Bedford, N.J., folder 

steam fire engines ready for operation. Nott announced 
construction of both a motor-driven pumper and a mo­
torized steamer in late 1910.'" 

The steamer, built for New York City, mounted a 
s tandard second-class Nott boiler and p u m p on an 
enormous , e ight- ton 100-horsepower motor -dr iven 
chassis. New York did not find it a success. The motor 
pumper, equally large, featured a three-cylinder piston 
p u m p rated at 1,000 gpm. In 1912 tests, it delivered 
1,275 gpm at 171 pounds-per-square-inch p u m p pres­
sure, superior to most modern-day pumpers , but it vi­
brated so badly it found no buyer. Nott had more suc­
cess with a line of rotary pumpers introduced in 1912. 
Minneapolis, St. Louis, New York, and Chicago were 
early buyers. Offered with four-, six-, and eight-cylin­
der engines capable of pumping 600, 800, and 1,200 
gpm, the rigs suffered from large, clumsy chassis with 
an outlandishly high center of gravity, and less-than-
reliable motors. A 600-gpm pumper tested at the Na­
tional Association of Fire Engineers ' conference in 1913 
achieved its rated capacity, but failed to finish a six-
hour pumping test.'" 

No American city ordered steam fire engines after 
1914. American-LaFrance, Ahrens-Fox, and Seagrave 
poured large amounts of capital into design, tooling, 
and production of motor fire apparatus , and new 
builders such as Webb and Robinson entered the na­
tional field. Nott faced new competition after 1910 even 
in its regional small-town market from another Minne­
apolis firm, the Northern Fire Apparatus Company— 
which, ironically, in 1920 would build a plant on 18th 
Avenue Northeast, a few hundred feet away from the 
Nott factory.™ 

Nott tried to respond -with a whole new line of Uni­
versal motor apparatus in 1914. Its design was star-
tlingly modern, with direct drive to the rear axle (as 
opposed to the more common chain drive), a stream­
lined radiator, semienclosed cab, built-in tool compart­
ments, and an enclosed p u m p mounted at the running-
board level. It sold reasonably well, pr imar i ly to 
western cities, but not enough to overcome Nott 's de­
sign failures of the previous three years and the huge 
head start in the motor fire apparatus market gained by 
its competitors. Faced once again with the need for 
major investment to remain in the market , Nott refused 
to take up the challenge. At the end of 1915, W. S. Nott 
ceased production of its own chassis and terminated the 
Nott Fire Engine Company. The parent firm, however, 
continued to produce chemical engines for small towns 
in its Central Avenue plant; part icularly popular after 
1913 was the "Victor" model mounted on a Model-T 
Ford chassis specially built for it.^' 

W. S. Nott had remained an active sales agent for 
Seagrave even when its subsidiary was producing motor 
apparatus . On occasion, its Seagrave sales representa-
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NOTT'S attempted comeback vehicle, about 1914, featuring a streamlined, startlingly modern design 

tives even bid against agents for the Nott Fire Engine 
Company. When the latter went out of business, how­
ever, Nott became an agent for its former archrival, 
American-LaFrance, in place of Seagrave. Nott's 
abrupt abandonment of Seagrave probably represented 
a careful business judgment that American-LaFrance 
would prove a stronger supplier in the ultracompetitive 
field of motor fire apparatus. At the same time, the 
difficulties of working with the autocratic, nervous, 
and sometimes erratic F. S. Seagrave are evident in the 
Nott files. Seagrave remained an old-style entrepre­
neur, controlling all decisions in his firm at a time when 
sales agents negotiated as much with their supplier as 
with their customers. Salesmen had the delicate task of 
balancing their suppliers' prices against a price to the 
customer low enough to win the sale, still leaving a 
balance sufficient for their firm's profit and their own 
commission. The Nott correspondence is filled with ar­
guments between Seagrave and his agents over factory 
price quotations. Emmett Browning was emphatic to 
his friends on the ease of working with American-La­
France as compared with Seagrave.^-

AFTER 1916 Nott diversified its industrial supply busi­
ness as the advance of electrical power reduced its mar­
ket for leather belting. Auto tires, batteries, pipe lag­
ging, radios, refrigerators, and roofing were only a few 
of the many products Nott sold as it became more a 
jobber than a manufacturer. H. E. Penney rejoined the 
Minneapolis Fire Department as master mechanic, 
where he built more than 30 pieces of motor fire appa­
ratus for the city from 1920 until he retired in 1927. 
Although Nott seems to have dropped production of its 
Model-T chemical engines after 1918, it continued to 
build a limited number of chemical engines and hose 
wagons on commercial truck chassis in the early 1920s. 
It remained agent for American-LaFrance and a wide 
line of accessory fire equipment, hose, and supplies. 
Then, in 1925, the Nott company re-entered the major 
apparatus market.^' 

Its reasons resembled in one respect those that had 
prompted its first efforts in 1901. Am§rican-LaFrance 

apparatus was apparently too expensive for many small 
towns looking for modest-sized rigs. Nott announced a 
new line of pumpers and triple combinations (carrying 
three components: a pump, hose, and chemical or 
"booster" water tank), to be marketed as Universals, 
selling for $1,500 to $3,000 less than comparable Amer­
ican-LaFrance products. Both advertising and name 
plates on the rigs attributed the line to Nott, but com-

PIERCE ARROW chassis with a chemical engine, 1924, 
built by H. E. Penney after lie left the Nott Fire Engine 
Company 

pany records reveal it was built for Nott by the Luverne 
Fire Apparatus Company of Luverne, Minnesota. Pro­
duction of the new line ran from 10 to 25 rigs per year 
from 1925 through 1928, then fell off sharply with the 
onset of the Great Depression. Sales of the 75 or more 
rigs produced occurred almost entirely in Minnesota 
and immediately adjacent states. As introduced, the 
design used a Continental engine and Northern pump 
with capacities of 350 gpm to 500 gpm, limiting sales to 
small towns. A larger Continental engine in 1928 and 

" Penciled notes of bids, Sept. 16, 1913, Vancouver 
folder; Fire and Water Engineering, Jan. 5, 1916, p. 8; fold­
ers in general files series, 1902-15; Heath interviews. Donald 
Heath's father, Willard B. Heath, was a close personal friend 
of Browning. 

" See listings and advertisements in annual Minneapolis 
City Directory, for example, 1927, f03; Heath, Mill City 
Firefighters, 100-101, 105, 131-132, 219-223; Nott History file. 
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Waterous p u m p in 1930 increased capacity to 600 gpm 
and even 750 gpm, but efforts to interest larger cities 
failed, particularly as municipal financial problems in 
depression years drastically limited the market for all 
fire apparatus. The Luverne company built its last rig 
for Nott in 1931." 

W. S. Nott continued to build some fire apparatus 
on commercial truck chassis for the small-town trade, 
as well as selling a large catalog of hose, nozzles, lad-

UNIVERSAL rig, built jor Nott by the Luverne jinn 

ders, extinguishers, and other firefighting gear. It typi­
cally took orders for rigs to be built in its Minneapolis 
plant on chassis supplied by truck dealers in the towns 
ordering apparatus. These rigs were fitted out with 
equipment that Nott ordered from other national sup­
pliers. In 1936, however, all of its personnel engaged in 
municipal fire department sales faced a threatened in­
vestigation by the Minnesota public examiner into al­
leged kickbacks to officials, particularly in the iron 
range towns. It was not the first t ime Nott had faced 

" Bid document, June 8, 1926, in Rice Lake, Wis., folder. 
Memorandum of agreement, W.S. Nott Co. and Luverne 
Fire Apparatus Co., Jan. 2, 1926, in Contract with Nott Co., 
1926, folder, and other folders, 1925-33—all in Luverne Fire 
Apparatus Co. files series. The Luverne Automobile Com­
pany began manufacture of fire apparatus in 1916 and re­
mains in business as a fire apparatus maker Fire and Water 
Engineering, Mar 22, 1916, p. 192. 

••̂  Interview with Robert Morgan, April 4, 1985, notes in 
author"s possession; Minneapolis Tribune, Jan. 17, 19, 30, 31, 
1929, Nov 14, 15, 1930—all p. 1; George H. Mayer, The 
Political Career oj Floyd B. Olson (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 1951), 15. 

" Here and below, see Morgan interview; W.S. Nott Co. 
catalog, Firejighting Equipment and Supplies (Minneapolis, 
1941); Terry Fiedler, "How A Fire Truck Company Stays Out 
of the Red,"' Minnesota Business Journal, May, 1984, p. 34-
39. Six Nott steamers are known to be preserved: one by the 
Tucson Fire Department, one by the Los Angeles Fire De­
partment, one by Wainwright's Lehigh Valley Museum at 
Bethlehem, Pa., and three by private collectors in the New 
York State area; Gary K. Aardahl to Robert W. Morgan, Aug. 
26, 1977, James B. Cain to Nott Co., Jan. 11, 1980, Warren I. 
Shumaker to R.W Morgan, May 21, 1981, R.W Morgan to 
Thomas E. Wainwright, Aug. 10, 1983, all in Nott History 
file. 

public scandal. In 1929 Hennepin County Attorney 
Floyd B. Olson, relentlessly pursuing rumors of graft 
on the Minneapolis City Council, brought indictments 
against five aldermen and seven businessmen. These 
included Nott salesman Emmet t Browning, charged 
with having paid a $700 bribe to an a lderman to secure 
a fire-hose sale. Browning, one of only two of those 
charged who pleaded innocent, won acquittal in a jury 
trial, largely on the basis of his personal reputation. 
Publicity of the graft investigation helped Floyd Olson 
on his way to winning the governor's office in 1930.-" 

The Nott company managed to escape damaging 
public scandal in 1936, but the incident led toward its 
eventual and final withdrawal from fire apparatus pro­
duction in order to concentrate on the firm's far greater 
(and less risky) t rade in industrial supplies and whole­
saling. It found a successor to its fire apparatus business 
in Elmer H. Abrahamson, fire chief and town black­
smith for Lindstrom, Minnesota, who had built a suc­
cessful rig for his depar tment in 1938. Nott arranged to 
transfer its apparatus business to Abrahamson, helping 
him to set up the Minnesota Fire Equ ipment Company 
in 1939. After a company reorganization in 1940, Nott 
scrapped or sold all equipment and inventory for fire 
apparatus production remaining in its Central Avenue 
plant. It remained a jobber for fire depar tment sup­
plies, however, and solicited sales and supplied accesso­
ries to Minnesota Fire Equipment until 1942.^" 

This newly founded firm went on to become the 
General Safety Equipment Corporation, the state's 
largest builder of fire apparatus, now located in North 
Branch. It supplies the bulk of fire trucks for the Twin 
Cities area and communities in a multistate region. 
Nott for many years retained significant business in in­
dustrial fire protection, offering extinguishers, equip­
ment, engineering, and training, but now concentrates 
on power transmission for industry—no longer leather 
belts, but such modern technology as electric motors, 
hydraulic drives, and V-belt drives. Its plants in north­
east Minneapolis and Bloomington provide comprehen­
sive design and engineering services for materials-han­
dling systems, and the company also markets conveyor 
belts and forklift trucks. Only in its archives and in the 
handful of Nott steamers still found in fire depar tment 
museums and private collections remains the evidence 
of how a Minnesota business fought the "fire engine 
trust" at the tu rn of the century—and won. 

THE DRAWINGS on p. 174 and p. 177 are from William T 
King, History oj the American Steam Fire-Engine; the photo 
on p. 175 is courtesy of the Extra Alarm Assn.; that on p. 180 
is courtesy of the Minneapolis Fire Dept.; those on p. 182 are 
in the 1905[?] Nott catalog; p. 186 (top) is in the author's 
collection; aU others are in the historical society collections. 
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