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Chief Joseph Roberts 

Joseph Roberts was almost unbelievably accomplished in service to his country and 

the Tucson community.  Roberts served with both the U.S. Navy and U.S. Army.  In 

1921, at age 31, he was appointed Chief of the TFD, a position he held for 17 ½ years, 

the longest term in TFD history.  Under his leadership, the TFD expanded from two to 

four fire stations and added five fire apparatus, while experiencing relatively few 

major fires.  Roberts was a progressive manager, supporting TFD civil service 

guidelines, fire insurance underwriters’ evaluations, and firefighter training, while 

proactively publicizing fire hazards, fire prevention tips, good firefighting practices, 

and even TFD history. After his retirement from the TFD, he helped establish and lead 

fire departments at the army airfield in Marana, Consolidated Aircraft at the future 

site of Tucson’s municipal airport, and the town of South Tucson.   

This article focuses on the life of former TFD Chief, Joseph (Joe) Roberts, from 1889 to 1966.  For 

perspective on what was happening in Tucson and with the TFD during that period, please read the 

previous articles in this “Reflections” series. 

Early Years       

Joseph Roberts was born in El Paso, Texas on March 5, 1889 and came to Tucson with his parents in 

1903.  He worked at his father’s beer bottling business until he was 17, when he responded to a 

newspaper recruiting ad and joined the U.S. Navy.   

Roberts spent four years in the Navy, including a two-year cruise around the world with Teddy 

Roosevelt’s “Great While Fleet.”1 

When he got back to Tucson after finishing his Navy service, Roberts’ father was operating a 

delicatessen on the southwest corner of Congress Street and 6th Avenue, where Roberts went to work, 

only a short walk from the Central Fire Station.  It was 1911 and the TFD was operating horse-drawn fire 

wagons, had just purchased the Nott Steamer2, and was transitioning from an all-volunteer department 

to a fully-paid department.  Later, Roberts would recall that era, 

“It was really something in the old days.  The bells would all start ringing and the horses 

would come galloping out at full speed with the firemen hanging on top of the old fire 

wagons.  That was real excitement!” 

Wanting to participate in the excitement, Joseph Roberts joined the TFD on January 11, 1913 as a 

hoseman - the seventh paid firefighter to be hired by the Department.   

                                                           
1
 Towards the end of his administration, U.S. President Theodore Roosevelt wanted to demonstrate growing 

American military power and the Navy’s ocean crossing capability to enforce treaties and protect overseas 
holdings.  Roosevelt dispatched 16 U.S. Navy battleships plus escorts (with their hulls painted white, the navy’s 
peacetime color) on a complete circumnavigation of the world from December 16, 1907 to February 22, 1909. 
 
2
 For full details on this historic fire engine, see the earlier “Reflections” article, “Tucson’s Nott Steamer.” 
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April 1917 was a critical month in Joseph Robert’s life.  Anticipating that the U.S. would soon enter 

World War I, on April 3rd Roberts applied for assignment in the U.S. Army.3  Two and a half weeks later, 

on April 20, 1917, he was seriously injured while testing a hose coupling for the Nott Steamer.  The 

coupling suddenly burst, releasing a two-inch stream of water under high pressure.  Standing 15 feet 

away, Roberts was hit in the abdomen by the water knife, causing severe internal injuries to a kidney 

and his intestines.  Roberts was taken to Saint Mary’s Hospital, and underwent a two-hour operation, 

followed by months of recovery.  While recovering, he met a student nurse named Helen Hankemeier 

whom he married4 in the fall, after resigning from the TFD on September 9, 1917, just before he went 

overseas with the U.S. Army 340th Field Artillery. 

When Roberts returned to Tucson, after serving for two years in World War I on his second military tour 

- this time with the U.S. Army where his leadership earned him a promotion to Sergeant - he was 

“reappointed” to the TFD as a hoseman on June 12, 1919. Roberts’ experience in two military tours must 

have “counted” for a lot because on the first day of 1920 he was promoted to lieutenant and almost  

                                                           
3
 The United States declared war on the German Empire on April 6, 1917. 

 
4
 Joseph and Helen Roberts would have four children together. 

 

Young Joe Roberts is standing third from the right in this well-known photo of horse drawn fire engines and 

suspended harnesses, taken inside Central Station in 1913.  (Courtesy of the TFD) 
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exactly a year later, on January 3, 1921 - at the young age of 31 - 

Joseph Roberts was appointed Chief of the TFD by Tucson Mayor 

Olva Clayton Parker. 

Roberts as Chief 

Joseph Roberts served the TFD as Chief for 17 ½ years, from January 

3, 1921 to his retirement on June 6, 1938, the longest term of any 

Chief in TFD history.  As reported in The Southwest Veterans 

magazine, Chief Roberts “built up a splendid organization which has 

won attention by its efficiency.  Based on a military system of 

discipline and organization, the local fire department has served the 

city well and faithfully.”   

Roberts continued to expand TFD coverage to the growing city, 

building Fire Station 3 in 1923 and Station 4 in 1930.  He also 

oversaw the acquisition of five new fire apparatus - two 1923 

American LaFrance pumpers, a 1923 American LaFrance aerial ladder 

truck, a 1928 Ahrens Fox pumper, and a 1930 American LaFrance 

pumper.  By the mid-

1930s, Roberts 

commanded a Department of 35 firefighters. 

Chief Roberts was very interested in improving the quality of 

the TFD and its firefighters.  He enthusiastically received the 

first visit to Tucson of fire inspectors from the National Board 

of Fire Underwriters to evaluate the TFD and recommend 

improvements that might reduce insurance rates.  He was a 

“strong booster” of civil service guidelines and training in the 

Department.  In 1930 Roberts started a vocational training 

program for firefighters that included first-aid and life-saving 

training, and instruction about fire hazards, fire detection, 

building vulnerabilities, and how to use complex firefighting 

equipment. 

Roberts was also very concerned about educating the public 

about fire safety and his fire department.  He continuously 

wrote articles in the local newspapers covering such subjects 

as fire hazards, fire prevention tips, good firefighting 

practices, and even the history of the TFD. 

This photo of Joe Roberts 

appeared in the July 11, 1919 

Tucson Citizen, honoring the 

Commander of Tucson’s new 

American Legion Post. 

Chief Joseph Roberts shown in 1928.  

(Courtesy of the Arizona Historical 

Society, 56534) 
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There were relatively few major fires during the 17 1/2 years that Roberts served as Chief, only three 

with damage estimates greater than $100,000:  the Hotel Congress fire on East Congress Street in 1934 

(leading to the capture of desperado John Dillinger and his gang), the Pima Print Company on North 

Scott Street in 1934, and the Arizona Flour Mills on Toole Avenue in 1937.  (More to come on the Hotel 

Congress fire)   

Chief Roberts was highly regarded both in Arizona and nationally.  As the Arizona Daily Star and Citizen 

reported, “During his time with the department, Mr. Roberts was given almost every possible citation.”  

He was instrumental in the founding of Arizona’s State Firemen’s Association and in 1925 was elected 

president. Roberts was honored in such national firefighting magazines as Fire and Water Engineer 

(1923) and Fire Protection (1926). 

One incident from 1934 clouds Joseph Roberts’ otherwise stellar reputation.  Apparently Roberts was 

observed in violation of the TFD’s intoxication rules, along with another officer and three firefighters.  

After an investigation by the Civil Service Commission (resulting in 178 pages of testimony from over 30- 

In an effort to inform the public, Chief Roberts continuously wrote articles in the local newspapers on such 

subjects as fire hazards, fire prevention tips, good firefighting practices, and even the history of the TFD.  These 

are a sample of headlines from some of the articles.  (Courtesy of the Arizona Daily Star, Tucson Daily Citizen) 
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witnesses), the City Council voted to suspend Roberts without pay for 60 days, commencing on August 

30, 1934.  A month later, the other violators received the same punishment. 

In mid-1938, at age 49, having successfully carried the TFD through the Great Depression, Chief Roberts 

submitted a request for retirement to the City Council, along with a Certificate of Disability, based on 

the injury he suffered 24 years earlier in 1914.  The City Council approved Robert’s retirement and 

approved his application for a pension. 

After the TFD 

Joseph Roberts’ retirement from the TFD by no means ended his service to the Tucson community on 

firefighting matters.  During World War II Roberts helped establish fire departments at both Marana 

Army Air Field and for Consolidated Aircraft.  Later, in the early 1950s, he did the same thing for the 

town of South Tucson. 

In 1942 Marana Army Air Field was built to train pilots for World War II.  As the air base was developing, 

Joseph Roberts served as Fire Chief from July 16th to September 22nd, before arrival of permanent 

firefighting equipment and a Fire Chief from the U.S. Army.  Marana Army Air Field went on to train 

10,000 pilots by the end of the war, becoming the largest pilot-training center in the world.5 

In 1943 Consolidated Aircraft built three huge wooden hangars for B-24 Liberator modifications on the 

future site of Tucson International Airport.  Again, Joe Roberts helped out by acting as wartime Fire 

Chief of the newly-formed 45-member, four-fire-engine Fire Department.6   

A resident of the south side, starting in late 1943, Roberts began a decade-long relationship with the 

volunteer fire department of the city of South Tucson.  He was appointed technical advisor and an 

honorary member of the department.  He was directly involved on the finance committee, in 

recruitment of volunteers, and civil defense instruction on how to cope with an emergency in case of 

enemy attack. 

In his later years, Joe also continued an unofficial association with the TFD - attending special events like 

Fire Prevention Week displays, opening ceremonies for new fire stations, and retirement parties for 

some of his old friends in the Department.    

                                                           
5
 Marana Army Air Field was closed following the war, afterwards reused as a contractor-operated USAF flying 

school in the early and mid-1950s, became the headquarters of all CIA air operations during the Vietnam War in 
the late 1950s, and today, as Pinal Airpark is a Pinal-county-owned, public use airport, with several military and 
civilian on-site users.  
 
6
 After the World War II, aircraft modifications continued in the three hangars for B-29 and B-47 bombers in the 

early 1950s, and civilian aircraft like the DC-6 and DC-7 in the late 1950s.  Meanwhile in 1947 Tucson Municipal 
Airport moved to the site from Davis-Monthan field.  The original Consolidated Aircraft Fire Department gradually 
transitioned into the Tucson International Airport Fire Department.   
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These are the firemen of the Consolidated Aircraft Fire Department, shown in 1943.  Fire Chief Joseph Roberts is 

standing, third from the left.  (Courtesy of the Joseph Roberts Collection) 

TFD Chief John Sievert and Joe Roberts (right) 

stand in front of the old Nott Steamer at a Fire 

Prevention Week display in October 1949.  

(Courtesy of the TFD) 

Joe Roberts (right) inspects TFD Chief’s John Sievert’s 

new rifle presented to him at his retirement in 

October 1953.  (Courtesy of the TFD) 
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In 1959 Roberts was honored as the first Commander of the Morgan McDermott Post of the American 

Legion at their 40th anniversary celebration banquet.  Roberts was also a lifelong member of both the 

“Regular” and “Under-Fire” Veterans Associations. 

After a long illness, at the age of 77, former TFD Chief Joseph Roberts died on October 17, 1966 at the 

Veterans Hospital, only a few blocks from his home in south Tucson.  He was buried in Tucson Memorial 

Park (now Evergreen Memorial Park).  Joseph’s Robert’s long career of service had come to an end. 

 

 

 

James Roberts 

All three of Joe Roberts’ sons followed him into military service.  One son, James Roberts, also became a 

member of the TFD.   

Chief Joseph Roberts’ long career with the TFD can be summarized in the headlines of Tucson’s newspapers.  

(Courtesy of the Arizona Daily Star, Tucson Daily Citizen) 
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James Roberts was born in Tucson in 1929 and grew up here, 

attending Tucson High School.  He served two tours of duty 

with the U.S. Marine Corps, the first from June 1946 to April 

1947 and the second from July 1950 to April 1951.  During the 

second tour Roberts served as a Browning automatic rifleman 

in the Korean War, participating in most of the major landings.   

In between tours he was an engineer for Tucson’s South Side 

Fire Department.  Following his military service, James Roberts 

joined the TFD on May 1, 1951 as a firefighter.  He was 

promoted rapidly to Inspector (1953), Dispatcher (1956), 

Driver (1957), and Captain (1959), until attaining the rank of 

Battalion Chief in 1963.    

At the way too young age of 35, this very highly regarded 

firefighter died on April 1, 1965, after four months of 

hospitalization following an operation for removal of a 

malignant tumor.  The TFD honored its fallen comrade with a 

solemn ceremony at the Central Fire Station on South 6th 

Avenue.  Fire department vehicles escorted engine No. 10, 

bearing the flag-draped casket, to 

South Lawn Memorial Park for burial. 

Ironically, James Robert’s father, 

retired Fire Chief Joseph Roberts, had 

been in the hospital for some time 

(with his own terminal illness) and was 

unable to attend the funeral of the son 

of whom he was so proud. 

The Joseph Roberts Collection 

Joseph Roberts was not only an 

incredibly productive fire fighter; he 

was also an avid collector of 

memorabilia related to his job in 

particular and firefighting in general.  

One of the first resources obtained by 

the builders of this Tucson firefighting 

history web site was the extensive 

collection of Joe Roberts.  This literal 

gold mine of information contains 

Firefighter James Roberts is shown in 

this undated photo from TFD records. 

Standing at attention, Tucson firemen saluted the flag-draped 

casket of Battalion Chief James Roberts as it paused before the 

Central Fire Station on April 3, 1965.  (Courtesy of the Arizona 

Daily Star) 
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personal letters, all kinds of brochures and booklets on (now historic) 

firefighting equipment, training manuals, promotion exams, 

firefighting tips, safety information, and chronological TFD history - all 

of which are now available on this web site under “Scrapbooks:  

Roberts Collection.”  This fabulous research data base was obtained 

from the Roberts’ family by current TFD Captain Fred Bair, who by the 

way, donated his family’s own extensive TFD history collection, 

available on the web site at “Scrapbooks:  Captain Fred Bair 

Throwback Thursdays & More.”   

 

Primary Sources 

1. “Great White Fleet,” Wikipedia. 

2. Tucson Reflections - Living History from the Old Pueblo (Bob Ring, 2015). 

3. Tucson Fire Department Archives / Greater Tucson Fire Foundation, 

http://www.tucsonfirefoundation.com/tfd-archive-down/  

  Articles, History & More:  Tucson History, “1871-2005 Mayors-Council 1” 

  Honor Roll & Membership Information (1):  Chiefs, “Joseph A. Roberts;” Chief Officers,  

   “BC - James E. Roberts”  

  Magazines, Newsletters & More:  Magazines, “Roberts-Coll Booklets” 

  Scrapbooks:  Roberts Collection, (nine scrapbook files) 

   

 

  

This is one of three boxes that 

contained the Joseph Roberts 

collection. 

http://www.tucsonfirefoundation.com/tfd-archive-down/
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Greater Tucson Fire Foundation 
 

Thank you for taking an interest in 
Tucson Fire Department history — 

 
This is one of many sections that contain information, documents, letters, newspaper articles, 
pictures, etc. They have been collected and arranged in chronological order or by a subject. 
These items were collected, organized and entered into a computerized database by Dave 
Ridings Retired Assistant Chief Tucson Fire Department, Al Ring friend of the department, 
Greater Tucson Fire Foundation and with the help of many friends and fellow firefighters.  
 
All graphics have been improved to make the resolution as good as possible, but the reader 
should remember that many came from copies of old newspaper articles. This also applies to 
other items such as documents, letters, etc.  
 
Credit to the source of the documents, photos, etc. is provided whenever it was available. We 
realize that many items are not identified and regret that we weren’t able to provide this 
information. As far as the newspaper articles that are not identified, 99% of them would have 
to be from one of three possible sources. The Arizona Daily Star, The Tucson Citizen and the 
Tucson Daily Citizen, for which we want to give a special thanks.  
 
Please use this information as a reference tool only. If the reader uses any of the information 
for any purpose other than a reference tool, they should get permission from the source.  
 

Should the reader have additional information on the above subject we would appreciate you 

sharing it with us. Please see the names and contact information on the 1st. TFD Archives page 

right below this paragraph. 

 

 


