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When he was 6, Mort
Feldberg was playing with
matches near the drapes
in his family’s living room
whentheycaughtonfire.He
panicked.
Fortunately, his parents

were home and the fire
station was right across
the street. No damage was
done, except to the scorched
drapes.
A little over eight decades

later, Feldberg broke the
VillageofSkokie’srecordand
became the oldest graduate
from theCitizensFireAcad-
emy,aneight-weekeducation
program that exposes resi-
dents to the day-to-day life
of a firefighter at the Skokie
FireDepartment. At 87, he is
52yearsolderthanthemaxi-
mum age to be a firefighter
applicant.
“You’ve seen a firehouse,

and you see the fire trucks
all the time, but you don’t
really know anything about
it,”Feldbergsaid.“Ifyoudon’t
know anything about it, you
wanttogothere.”
He and his wife, Karen

Feldberg, 81, decided to sign
up together for last fall’s
program.

Firefighting,
CPR, vehicle
extrication
Last fall, 11 graduates,

ages 22 to 87, completed the
programwith three aspiring
tobecomefuturefirefighters.
Karen Feldberg was one of
thetwofemaleparticipants.
The Feldbergs’ careers

before retirement had noth-
ing to do with firefighting.
Theybothgraduatedcollege
with degrees in education.
Mortthenworkedforanelec-
tronics equipment company
thatmanufactured intercom
systems,whileKarenworked

inthespecialeducationfield.
They raised two sons and
have two grandchildren and
twogreat-grandsons.
Mortdescribedthecouple

ashaving“a lotofcuriosity.”
SteveFeldberg,theireldest

son, said the family often
traveled to different parts of
the country during summer
vacations to experience new
things.
One of Steve’s earliest

memories of his parents’
explorationwas learning to
sail in South Carolina about
40 years ago, which ended
with sending out a 12-year-
old Steve for help because
the couple capsized the boat
inthemiddleof thepond.
Before the fire academy,

MortandKarenparticipated
in the Skokie Citizens Police
Academy and visited the
Boeingfactorytoseeworkers
buildingairplanes.Museums
arealsoafavoritedestination.
Karenevenwentonaslaugh-
terhouse tour to see how
butchersprocessanimals.

“I tell any older person
to learnwhatever they can,
howevertheycan,”Mortsaid.
“We like to do things that
weren’tusual inour lives.”

Rappelingdown
abuilding
The Feldbergs said that

before the fire academy
started, they had no idea
what it entailed. When a
staff member put a mask
over Mort’s face and asked
him toholdhis breath for 30
seconds, Mort said he real-
ized,“Thismaybemorethan
Ithought.”
In the third week of the

training,theinstructorasked
the students to rappel down
three stories of a fire tower
with a harness and a rope, a
type of technical rescue in
firefighting special opera-
tions.
For most participants,

having trust in the ropes and
overcoming fear of heights

are the toughest parts. But
Mort’s challenge started
before he could perform
this operation. He had to
first climb over the stair-
well handrails to be lowered
down. Arthritis in his back
madethisespeciallydifficult.
“I haven’t climbed over a

fence in20years,”hesaid.
But once he managed to

climb over and jump off the
balcony, he realized, “This is
fun.”
“This is the closest I’ve

ever come to Spider-Man,”
Mortsaid.
Steve said he initially

thoughthisparentswerejust
attendingaclassroomsession
to “meet some people and
listen to some experiences,”
sohewasveryshockedwhen
he saw the photo of Mort
rapellingfromthefiretower.
Fireinspectorandprogram

coordinator TimothyTaylor
said he initiallyworried that
heneededtoalterthecurric-
ulum when he saw Mort’s
andKaren’sages.

“Itturnsoutwedidn’thave
to alter a thing,” Taylor said.
“They knocked it out of the
park.”
Christopher Vrshek,

captain of the Skokie Fire
Prevention Bureau, said the
programdoes not set an age
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Couple in their 80s graduates fromfire academy
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I’ve come to
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Karen Feldberg, 81, center, uses tools to cut open a car windshield during Skokie’s Citizen Fire Academy. Her husband Mort, 87, left, became the oldest person to
graduate from the academy. Firefighter Chuck Degeneffe watches their progress.

Mort
Feldberg,
87, rappels
while taking
Skokie’s
Citizens Fire
Academy
classes. He
is the oldest
graduate of
the hands-
on program
for people
who want
to learn
more about
the fire
department.
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restriction,asidefromhavingtobe18orolder
to joinup.
“Timneveraskedaboutphysicalhealthor

limitationswhenwesignedupfortheclass,”
Karen said. “He just always said, eachweek
toeveryone, ‘Dowhatyoucanandwe’llhelp
you,’ andthat’sexactlywhathappened.”
On the last week of training, all students

mustfightarealfireas their“finalexam.”
Mortpreparedbyputtingonhisfirefight-

ingsuit, facemaskandair tank—a97-pound
load. Hewould need to bear this weight to
climb stairs, go into a burning room endur-
ing smoke, heat and fire, then use a hose to
putout thefireandrescuedummyvictims.
Mort finished all the tasks just like all the

younger participants. And in the photos,
it was impossible to even distinguish the
87-year-old among other class members
under his baggy black firefighting suit with
yellowstripes,abigblackhelmet,anairtank
andamask.Hesaid theywereall “drenched
withsweat.”
“It was fatiguing. Everybody came out

perspiring,”Mort said. “But the fact that I
coulddoitwastheproudestmomentforme.”
As for Karen, she showed no fear when

being raised five stories up in a big basket
during the seventh week of training. She
proudly took videos and showed her family
members how shewas enjoying the night
viewofChicagofromthatheight.
“Iappliedtobethefirstteacherinspacein

1986,”shesaid.“Thiswasonlyfivestoriesup.”

More thanared truck
When the Feldbergs learned how to

conduct CPR and use the automated exter-
nal defibrillator, how fire trucks prepare
lumber in different sizes to rescueworkers
whoarestuckintrenches,andhowfirefight-
ingmethodsvaryifbuildingshavechemicals,
theyrealizedfirefighting ismuchmorethan
“sprinklingwithahose.”
“We are not just firefighters. We have

specialties thatwe do beyond,” Taylor said.
“Wetrain, train, traineverydaytokeepupto
datewithall thetechnologychanges.”
Taylor plans to open a Fire Explorer

program for teenagers from 14 to 18 to give
the Skokie young generation a taste ofwhat
it’sliketobecomeafirefighterandhelpthem
makeacareerdecision.
He said the fire department faces a talent

shortageasfeweryoungpeopleareconsider-
ing jobs in thepublic service sector, because
they aremore attracted by the tech indus-
try insteadofa jobthatcouldendanger their
lives.
“WhenIbecameafirefighter40yearsago,

youusedtohave6,000or7,000applicantsfor
possiblya job,”saidTaylor.“Nowif lucky,we
mayhave20.”
He said hewished the citizens academy

and the explorer program could let more
peopleunderstandthatthefiredepartmentis

morethanjustaredfiretruckandambulance.
“Firefighters work 24-hour shifts. They

eat,sleepandtrainwitheachotheronaregu-
larbasis,”saidTaylor.“It’sasecondfamily.It’s
agoodcamaraderie.”

Firefighting takeaways
Thefireacademyhasn’tchangedtheFeld-

bergs’retiredlifemuch.Karenstaysdevoted
toherrecent interest—genealogy.Mort still
enjoys, when theweather is warm, digging
around the yard, growing plants, mowing
lawns and trimming bushes. Occasionally,
heplayssomegolf.
Butoften, theynoticeunsafeconditions.
Three nights after training to extract a

patient from a car accident by cutting away
thewindshieldwithgiantscissorsanddisas-
sembling car doorswith appropriate tools,
theFeldbergsfoundacarblockingafireplug
next to their house, a position policemight
notnoticedrivingpast.
“IstaredatitforawhileandthenIthought,

‘MortandIknowhowtotakethatcarapart,’”
Karensaid.“IfonlyIhadthetools.”
Mort’s curiosity hasn’t stopped him from

exploring.He said his plan is to learnmore
aboutspace,startingbyinvestigatingpossible
astronomyclasses.
Hewas delightedwhen Taylor told him

that he had broken Skokie’s record as the
eldestgraduateofthefireacademy.Helooked
atTaylor,62,andKaren,andraisedhisarms,
shakinghisfistsupanddownwithasmile.
“Iwin,”hesaid.

Mort Feldberg, 87, is the oldest person to
graduate from the Skokie Fire Department’s
Citizens Fire Academy. NANCY MARONEY
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