
Rotary Report 

by Jodie Cook


Rotarian Bobby Lewis, a volunteer Highlands fireman, introduced fellow firefighter, Robbie Forrester to the Rotary Club of Highlands. Forrester is the first full time employee of the Highlands Fire Department which was founded in 1953. 

In 1953 Highlands Fire Department had a manually drawn fire cart and about 150 feet of hose. This worked fine with the three fire hydrants then in place with buckets being the source of water beyond the range of the hydrants and hose.


Today, HFD has one ladder truck and six front line fire trucks capable of carrying 7,000 gallons of water to areas not served by the system’s 300 plus fire hydrants. In addition to these hydrants, a number of private systems have their own water and hydrants. One of the tasks for Forrester is to inspect and correct issues with fire hydrants. And yes - the color of the hydrant is related to its rating with blue being the highest.


HFD has 30 volunteer members under Fire Chief James “Popcorn” Manley. Tuesday nights are ‘school nights’ for HFD and classes last from an hour and a half to three hours. Firefighting classes may be in neighboring cities and usually find about 25 firefighters from HFD in attendance. 


Forrester described his job at HFD as multi-faceted as his duties range from class scheduling and record keeping, to vehicle and systems maintenance, to operational readiness and, of course, firefighting. This organizational enhancement helps to insure that the volunteers’ time is most efficiently utilized and alarm response productive.  


Fire prevention lectures are now a routine as opposed to once a year. Forrester can be found at the Highlands School on a weekly basis teaching fire prevention to students. Fire prevention and education are also offered to adults; Chestnut Hill being an example as well as area country clubs. Tours of the fire department and equipment are available upon request.

Outfitting a firefighter has changed considerably since 1953. Today it costs about $1800 to outfit a fireman with a helmet, coat, boots and other gear directly for a particular fireman. Getting an individual certified as a firefighter costs $4,000-5,000 in educational and field training classes. Medical responders require an investment beyond the firefighter cost. Fire trucks are priced in the hundreds of thousands of dollars. In short, Forrester continued, firefighting is expensive. Costs are funded by the Macon County Fire Tax. 


Firefighters are volunteers and when called by radio or pager may have to leave work to respond to a call. Often this requires the cooperation of the volunteer’s employer to allow them to respond to a fire call. 


False alarms coming from fire alarm systems are costly as volunteers and equipment respond only to discover nothing is amiss. While there is relief that a structure isn’t afire, HFD allows an address one false alarm at no charge and charges for false alarms thereafter on a per year basis. 


To report a fire: call 911 and the system will take over from there.

