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     A tradition continues ... 

     The fire service is proud of its tradi-

tions. For example, RED fire trucks, 

suspendered pants, rather elaborate 

head gear and one that's near and dear 

to me - polishing the brass slide poles.   

     For as long as I have been a fire-

fighter, Saturday mornings at Royal 

Oak Station #1 have included getting 

out the tin of BRASSO BRASS & 

CHROME POLISH, climbing tall step 

ladders, slathering on the foul-smelling 

stuff and buffing to a slippery shine.  

     Failing to completely remove any 

residue would most often result in a 

serious rebuke from a senior firefighter 

whose uniform inadvertently provided 

the final wipe while sliding to answer 

an alarm.  

     I've told many a visiting school 

group of my earliest memory of the fire 

service. As a kindergartener in Warren, 

Michigan, my class visited the old 

Beebe Street station (still there, but 

decommissioned). Even as a 5-year-

old, I questioned the legitimacy of the 

operation because it lacked fire poles. 

After all, ñrealò fire stations have brass 

slide poles. 

     Over the years, I've learned that the 

first ñfire polesò were actually nearby 

trees that firemen used as an alternative 

to crowded stairs. These trees were 

modified more and more over time un-

til they evolved into the brass poles that 

became standard in most fire halls in 

the early 20th century. I believe that 

Royal Oak stands out as an exception 

these days in maintaining this tradition. 

     My efforts to restore the tradition of 

a fire pole at old Station #2 (now the 

Royal Oak Museum on Webster Street) 

were met with a certain degree of frus-

tration. Initially, with the help of muse-

um volunteers Randy Burean and 

Glenn Klosterhaus, all was going 

smoothly. We were able to position the 

pole in its proper place. It turned out, 

however, that the buildingôs new alarm 

system would not tolerate that locale.  

 

(Continued on Page 2) 

About That Fire Pole 

See You There! 

 Memorial Day Pancake Breakfast 
Monday, May 26, 7 a.m.-Noon 

At Farmers Market 
 

See Page 3 for details 

Royal Oak 

Historical Society 

Board of Directors 

 
PresidentðDeb Anderson 

Vice PresidentðJay Dunstan 

2nd Vice PresidentðTom  

   Wurdock 

SecretaryðKelly Muller 

TreasurerðKevin Sutherland 

Past PresidentðKarrie Mahrle 

 

DIRECTORS 

TERMS EXPIRE  

OCTOBER 31, 2014 

Phil Lewan 

Chuck Nutt 

Trish Oliver 

Sandy Wilkins 

 

TERMS EXPIRE  

OCTOBER 31, 2015 

Aaron Dorn 

Pete Mancourð 

Building Director 

Bill Sullivan 

 

TERMS EXPIRE 

OCTOBER 31, 2016 

Gloria Moran Harper 

Bob Muller  

Barry Shulman 

 

Museum Curatorð 

Muriel Versagi 

 
Newsletter Editor: Trish Oliver 

Production: Deb Anderson 

Mailing: Muriel Versagi  



Page 2 

 

Royal Oak Historical Society 
 

Volunteers Needed 
Memorial Day Pancake Breakfast 

Monday, May 26, 2014 

 

Come join the fun and help out your community and a good cause at the same time! 

 
 

JOB    Shift: (Number of Volunteers Needed per Job) 

    6-8:30 am 8:30-10:30am  10:30 -Noon 

Sausage Griller  1  1 

Batter Mixer  1  2   2 

Pancake Griller  2  4   4 

Food Delivery  2  3   3 

Juice/Milk Table  1  2   2 

Floaters   2  2   2 

Ticket Takers  2  2   2 
 

To reserve your selection, please call Marge Smith. 

Phone:  (248) 547-8967 

or e-mail: psmithjr@talkamerica.net 

(Continued from Page One) 

After some ñheatedò conversation and additional re-

search, it was decided to place the pole in its current, 

ñnon-officialò position. 

 

     Editorôs Note: Calling All Volunteers and ñKids 

of All Agesò- we have a tin of Brasso and rags at the 

ready at the Museum. Help us honor the proud tra-

dition of the Royal Oak Fire Department by keeping 

that fire pole shiny ð at least to as high as you can 

reach! Whenever you visit, you can be a ñvolunteer 

firefighterò and help shine the pole! 

 

     Many thanks to Mike Matthews-Pennanen  for do-

nating his time and expertise in restoring the fire pole 

to its current, ñnon-officialò position. Our apologies 

for any frustrations incurred in the process. Also, 

thank you to Mike for collecting and installing much-

needed air conditioners at the museum. 

 

     Mike Matthews-Pennanen wears many hats. He 

has been with the Royal Oak Fire Department for 22 

years and was the 2013 Firefighter of the Year.  

     In his ñspare time,ò he is a licensed builder, mas-

ter electrician, attorney and paramedic, longtime ski 

patroller and just this winter became a certified ski 

instructor at Mount Brighton (now owned by Vail Re-

sorts). He has been married to Catherine for 35 years 

and they have sons Cary and Neil and daughter Da-

ley. 

     Mike has fond memories of working at the Old No. 

2 Station on Webster when it reopened briefly from 

2002 to 2004. He says the large front doors used to 

rattle and make a heck of a racket. So to get away 

from the noise of the doors and also the snoring of 

some of the firefighters, he at times slept on the 

stretcher in the ambulance!   

Fire Pole 
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Volunteer Spotlight: Rita Simons 

As Interviewed by her Great-Grandchildren  

Kyla and Justin Christopher-Moody 

  
     This month, newsletter editor Trish Oliver puts 

her interviewing duties into the very capable hands 

of volunteer Rita Simonsô great-grandchildren Kyla 

(age 12) and Justin (age 14) Christopher-Moody. 

 

     Kyla:  What made you interested in volunteer-

ing at the museum? 
     Rita: I had been thinking about volunteering at 

the museum, but kept putting it off until your grand-

parents (Editorôs Note: Kyla and Justinôs grandpar-

ents are Tom and Colleen Christopher ï Ritaôs 

daughter and son-in-law) visited there and met Cu-

rator Muriel Versagi. They were so impressed that 

they said, ñYou have to go and do it now,ò which I 

did.  And it has been a most rewarding and great 

experience. It opened new doors for meðworking 

with a great group of volunteers and learning so 

much. 

  

     Justin:  You are nearly 93, when do you plan 

to retire? 
     Rita: Retirement is not an option for me. Iôm 

grateful for being able to do all that I can do.  And I 

plan to keep going down that same path. 

  

     Kyla:  How long have you been volunteering 

at the museum? 
     Rita: 3İ fun-filled years! 

  

     Justin:  What do you love most about the mu-

seum? 
     Rita: I thoroughly enjoy the people I work with! 

I also enjoy doing research, going through old 

newspapers, school yearbooks, and many other 

available resourcesðas well as seeing how the col-

lected materials are put together and displayed in 

the exhibits. It is all very fascinating. I love it all. 

  

     Justin:  What was your favorite exhibit and 

why? 
     Rita: My favorite was the World War II exhibit. 

The public response was awesome. I had known so 

many of the veterans from the area and their fami-

lies. And it was personal to me because my husband 

and two brothers were also in the service. It brought 

back many memories of those years. It was moving 

for me to hear and read about the experiences of 

everyone who had been touched by the war in so 

many ways. 

  

     Kyla:  How has living in Royal Oak your 

whole life contributed to the exhibits at the mu-

seum? 
     Rita: I believe having lived in Royal Oak my 

entire life helps in some way. As we work on vari-

ous exhibits, I often recall things I had forgottenð

one memory seems to spark another. 

  

     Justin:  The museum is in the old firehouse, 

have you ever wanted to go down the fire pole? 
     Rita: The museum being an old firehouse makes 

it very unique. As for me going down the poleðit 

probably would be fun, but Iôve never had the 

urge. J 

About the Interviewers 

By Justin Christopher-Moody 

  
Kyla and Justin have grown up watching their Great 

Grandma express a true passion for local and na-

tional history.  They are very honored to have inter-

viewed her about this job, which is a true labor of 

love.  History is an important part of life that re-

flects the good, the bad, and everything in-between.   

 

(Continued on Page 5) 

ANSWERS TO BOB MULLERôS PHOTO GAME (See Page 7): All of these are on Main St., north of 

11 Mile: Photo A ð State Farm, 407 N. Main. Photo B ð Saloon at 810 N. Main. Photo C ð First Bap-

tist/Genesis Church  
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(Continued from Page 4) 

But, most importantly, it provides a sturdy learn-

ing ground that tells us who we are as a peo-

ple.  Rita Simonsô dedication to the Royal Oak 

Historical Museum shows how important history 

is to not just a community but to society as a 

whole. 

  

Editorôs Note: Thank you to Kyla and Justinôs 

mom Holly Christopher (Tom and Colleenôs 

daughter, Rita Simonsô granddaughter) for facili-

tating Kyla and Justin in doing this interviewé 

and to both Holly and husband/father Gary 

Moody for bringing their children to the Royal 

Oak Historical Society Museum in support of their 

wonderful great-grandmother! 

  

The Royal Oak Historical Society thanks all vol-

unteers for the valuable gift of their time and tal-

enté.. Please be sure to bring your children, 

nieces, nephews, grandchildren and great-

grandchildren in to visit! Or perhaps, they will 

bring you! 

Justin and Kyla Christopher-Moody with their great-grandmother,  

museum volunteer Rita Simons 

Volunteer Spotlight 

ñMysteries at Starr Cornersò 
Written by Gloria M. Harper and Lois A. Lance 

 
A new edition has been published with all of the Nelson paintings in color. Available at Frentz Hard-

ware or The Royal Oak Historical Society Museum. Stories of the people and places between 12 & 13 

Mile Roads and between Main and Crooks. Interesting reading for $5.  


