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TFD:  The First Twenty Years:  1881-1900 

The Tucson Fire Department began as an Anglo fraternal club, was beset with 

political arguments about organization and management, experienced several false 

starts, for 20 years was an all-volunteer organization, suffered from a limited water 

supply, and struggled to adequately equip itself in tough economic times. 

The last two decades of the 19th century were a difficult period for Tucson.  An economic depression 

ǎǘƻǇǇŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴ άƛƴ ƛǘǎ ǘǊŀŎƪǎέ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ¢ǳŎǎƻƴ CƛǊŜ 

5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ǎǳŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ƛǘǎ ƻǿƴ άƘƛŎŎǳǇǎΦέ  CƻǊ perspectiǾŜΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ talk about what happened in 

¢ǳŎǎƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǿŜΩƭƭ ǘŀƭƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ early challenges of the TFD. 

Tucson Perspective 

Lawlessness and Violence.  In these years, frontier Tucson endured a sustained period of lawlessness 

including gunfights, and stagecoach and train robberies.   

Two of the more famous gunfights occurred right on the streets of Tucson.  On March 20, 1882, the 

ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ŀƴƴƛǾŜǊǎŀǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŀƛƭǊƻŀŘΩǎ ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ƛƴ ¢ǳŎǎƻƴΣ sometimes lawman Wyatt Earp gunned down 

Tombstone cowboy Frank Stillwell along the railroad tracks near the Southern Pacific Depot - supposedly 

ƛƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ {ǘƛƭƭǿŜƭƭΩǎ ƪƛƭƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ 9ŀǊǇΩǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ aƻǊƎŀƴΦ1 

Tucson historian C. L. Sonnichsen described another shooting that occurred almost a decade later, 

άDŜƴǘƭŜƳŜƴ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ Ǉƛǎǘƻƭǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƴƛƴŜǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ǿƘŜƴ ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴ ŘŜƳŀƴŘŜŘΦ  The most 

ƴƻǘƻǊƛƻǳǎ ǎƘƻƻǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ¢ǳŎǎƻƴΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ 

occurred on September 24, 1891, 

when two of its most prominent 

citizens engaged in a gun duel at the 

corner of Pennington and Church 

ǎǘǊŜŜǘǎΦέ  5ǊΦ WƻƘƴ /Φ IŀƴŘȅ ŀǘǘŀŎƪŜŘ 

lawyer Francis J. Heney for 

ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ IŀƴŘȅΩǎ ǿƛŦŜ ƛƴ ŀ 

domestic dispute - with lawyer Heney 

managing to kill Handy with his own 

gun.2  

                                                           
1 During the early 1880s, shootings were not uncommon in the southwest, indeed across the entire U.S.  In New 

Mexico, Sherriff Pat Garrett killed the desperado Billy the Kid in July 1881.  In Washington DC, President James 

DŀǊŦƛŜƭŘ ŘƛŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴ ŀǎǎŀǎǎƛƴΩǎ ōǳƭƭŜǘ ƛƴ {ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊ муумΦ  ¢ƘŜ ƛƴŦŀƳƻǳǎ άDǳƴŦƛƎƘǘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ hY /ƻǊǊŀƭέ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜŘ ƛƴ 

Tombstone in October 1881.  And in April 1882, famed outlaw Jesse James was gunned down in Saint Joseph, 

Missouri.  Southeastern Arizona was infested with all sorts of now-notorious scoundrels including Doc Holliday and 

Johnny Ringo (no relation to authors).  

2 Handy was a curious mix of compassion and anger.  From 1871 to 1891, he practiced medicine in Tucson, highly 

¢ƻƳōǎǘƻƴŜΩǎ CǊŀƴƪ {ǘƛƭƭǿŜƭƭ ǿŀǎ ƎǳƴƴŜŘ Řƻǿƴ ōȅ ²ȅŀǘǘ 9ŀǊǇ ƴŜŀǊ 

¢ǳŎǎƻƴΩǎ ǊŀƛƭǊƻŀŘ ŘŜǇƻǘ ƛƴ муунΦ  ό/ƻǳǊǘŜǎȅ ƻŦ ²ƛƭŘ West) 
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Stagecoach and train robberies were also common in the 

Tucson area.  According to the fascinating book, Encyclopedia 

of Stage Robbery in Arizona, there were 129 stagecoach 

robberies in Arizona between 1875 and 1903.  Eleven of these 

occurred in Pima County, including two robberies near present 

day Marana, single robberies near Patagonia and present day 

Green Valley, and a robbery of the Tucson-Quijotoa stage.   

The first train robbery occurred in 1887 at the Pantano 

Station, 28 miles east of Tucson. 

On the brighter side, thirty-five years of debilitating Indian 

Wars came to a close in the mid-1880s, with Apache leader 

DŜǊƻƴƛƳƻΩs final surrender.3  In Tucson, 

Fort LowellΩǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǊƻƭŜ ŀǎ a supply 

center for troops in the field was over. 

On November 8, 1887 Tucson held a 

huge parade to pay honor to General 

Nelson A. Miles to whom Geronimo 

finally surrendered.   

Expanding Rail Network.  The 

Southern Pacific Railroad reached 

Tucson from California on March 20, 

1880, and continued building eastward 

and hooked up on March 8, 1881 with 

an Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe line in 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
regarded as a physician and for his willing service to poor Tucsonans and Apaches.

 
 Handy also belonged to many 

civic organizations and was a charter member and early president of the Society of Arizona Pioneers, which later 
became the Arizona Historical Society.  But Handy also had a dark side and was regarded by some as a dangerous 
man.   While serving as an interpreter of the Apache language for the U.S. Army in 1870, he shot and killed a man 
in an argument.  In 1879 Handy and another doctor got into an argument about how a patient had died.  At a 
hearing to determine the cause of death, the two doctors got into a brawl and had to be restrained. 
   
3
 Starting in late 1850s, Geronimo fought against both Mexican and U.S. troops and became famous for his daring 

exploits and numerous escapes.  He was captured in 1877 and sent to the San Carlos Reservation east of Globe.  In 

1881 Geronimo left the reservation to join other bands to fight the growing number of U.S. troops. He was 

pursued into Mexico, talked into returning to the reservation in 1884, escaped again in 1885, agreed in a parley to 

surrender, but broke free once again.  On September 4, 1886, Geronimo surrendered for the final time.  (For 

details, see Arizona Reflections - Living History from the Grand Canyon State at ringbrothershistory.com.) 

  

Well known Dr. John Handy attacked 

lawyer Francis Heney on the streets of 

Tucson in 1891.  (Courtesy of 

Wikimedia) 

C. S. Fly photographed Geronimo posing with members of his 

tribe and GeneǊŀƭ DŜƻǊƎŜ /ǊƻƻƪΩǎ ǎǘŀŦŦ ƛƴ муусΦ  ό/ƻǳǊǘŜǎȅ ƻŦ 

Wikimedia) 
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New Mexico to complete a transcontinental route.  Southern Pacific continued building eastward to 

make connections to New Orleans by January 1883.  Meanwhile in 1881-1882, the Atchison, Topeka & 

Santa Fe built a New Mexico & Arizona line from Benson to Nogales, connecting with the Sonora 

Railroad to the important trade center Guaymas on the Gulf of California.  Over the next two decades, 

connection railways were built in Arizona from the transcontinental route to outlying towns and mines.  

By 1900 you could take a train from Tucson to Prescott, Phoenix, Nogales, Globe, Tombstone, and 

Bisbee.   

This slowly expanding rail netwƻǊƪ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƻ ¢ǳŎǎƻƴΩǎ long term development.  Anglo settlers 

were now able to reach Tucson in large numbers - precipitating a slow change in Tucson from a Mexican 

agricultural economy to an Anglo urban center. The railroad brought heavy equipment that enabled 

efficient mining development in places like Tombstone and Bisbee.  Cattle ranching in southeastern 

!ǊƛȊƻƴŀ ōŜƎŀƴ ǘƻ ŜȄǇŀƴŘΦ  !ƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŜŘǎ ƻŦ ƴŜǿƭȅ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ άǊŀƛƭǊƻŀŘ ǘƻǿƴǎέ - at Gila Bend, Maricopa, 

Casa Grande, Benson, and Wilcox - had been planted to ensure future growth and development across 

southern Arizona.  By the 189лǎ ¢ǳŎǎƻƴΩǎ wonderful climate was attracting thousands of health seekers 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀΩǎ ŘŜǎŜǊǘ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƎƻƻŘ ǿŜŀǘƘŜǊ ōŜƎŀƴ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƻǳǊƛǎǘǎΦ  

Economic Difficulties.  Ironically, the completion of the transcontinental railroad initially brought grave 

economic problems to Tucson.   For example, after two decades of dominating the southern Arizona 

(wagon) freighting business, the Tully and Ocha Company ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ 

the railroad.  They tried to cut expenses and sold some of their assets to raise capital, but finally were 

forced out of business in 1884.  Historian Sonnichsen described other calamitous effects on Tucson: 

άaany of the old firms were already in trouble.  Stock on hand had to be sold at loss to 

compete with the cheap new goods brought in by rail.  Old customers failed to pay 

promptly when money was desperately needed, and some did not pay at all.  

Catastrophe fƻƭƭƻǿŜŘΦ  Χ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ ½ŜŎƪŜƴŘƻǊŦ ώƳŜǊŎƘŀƴŘƛȊŜǊϐ ǿŜƴǘ ƛƴǘƻ ōŀƴƪǊǳǇǘŎȅ ƛƴ 

1883.  Safford, Hudson & Company [bank] failed in 1884.  Solomon Warner closed the 

ŘƻƻǊǎ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ Ƴƛƭƭ Χ ƛƴ муумΦ Χ ¢ƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǎǇŜŎǘŀŎǳƭŀǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜǎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

great house of LoǊŘ ŀƴŘ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎ ώƳŜǊŎƘŀƴŘƛǎŜǊ ŀƴŘ ōŀƴƪŜǊϐ Χ who fled to MexicoΦέ 

¢ǳŎǎƻƴΩǎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ŎǊƛǎƛǎ ǿŀǎ ƳŀŘŜ ŜǾŜƴ ǿƻǊǎŜ ōȅ ŀƴ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŘŜǇǊession in Arizona that lasted a 

dozen years, from 1884 to 1896.  All major industries were affected.  Tucson historian David Devine 

described the effect of decreased mining: 

ά¢ƘŜ ǎƛƭǾŜǊ ƳƛƴŜǎ ƻŦ ¢ƻƳōǎǘƻƴŜΣ ƻƴŎŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǊƛŎƘŜǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΣ ōŜƎŀƴ 

playing out and then flooded.  The result was an economic calamity for Tucson with 

Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ƭƻƴƎ-established businesses being forced to shut their doors 

ŜǾŜƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜƎŀƴ ǘƻ ŘƛƳƛƴƛǎƘΦέ 

The cattle industry was also hard hit.  Heavy rains in the late 1880s, followed by scant rain in the early 

1890s, caused ranchers to suffer severe losses on overstocked ranges. 
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ά.ȅ ŜŀǊƭȅ муфсΣέ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴ 5ŜǾƛƴŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘΣ άǘƘŜ ¢ǳŎǎƻƴ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ǿŀǎ Ŧƛƴŀƭƭȅ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻǾŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ 

its extended downturnΦέ 

Population Dynamics.  !ǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴ {ƻƴƴƛŎƘǎŜƴ ƴƻǘŜŘΣ ά.ǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ǿŀǎ so bad in Arizona [during the 

1880s] that the population of Tucson, its largest city, declined in 1890 to a little over 5,000 - down 2,000 

ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ƛƴ муулΦ  ¢ǳŎǎƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƳŜƴǘΣ ǎƘǊƛƴƪƛƴƎΦέ  .ȅ мфлл ¢ǳŎǎƻƴΩǎ 

population had recovered to just over 7,500 - a net growth of fewer than 500 people (about seven 

percent) over two decades.4 

City Development.  With the pace of 

growth slowed due to the long 

economic depression, Tucson still 

managed to continue its transition 

towards an American city.  The 

commercial district expanded to the 

south and eastward along Congress 

Street, with new residential 

neighborhoods arising on the fringes.  

Along with the growing Anglo 

influence came a change in building 

styles - from adobe to brick and 

lumber.  Development now followed 

traditional Anglo patterns, based on a 

grid concept of expansion - with more 

multistory commercial buildings, and 

houses set back from the street on 

ample lots. 

{ƻƴƴƛŎƘǎŜƴ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘΣ ά¢ƘŜ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !ƴƎƭƻ ƭƛŦŜ-style was reinforced by American 

technoloƎȅΦέ  ¢ŜƭŜǇƘƻƴŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ōŜƎŀƴ ƻƴ !ǇǊƛƭ мΣ муумΣ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Tucson Weekly Star 

newspaper was connected to the telegraph office.  Gas lighting was introduced in 1882, a few months 

before the first delivery of a reliable water supply to the downtown area.  The first attempts to provide 

Tucson with electricity also occurred in 1882, but fell short of expectations; a successful electric 

company was not organized until 1892.  The automobile made its first appearance in Tucson in 1899. 

.ȅ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ муфлǎ ¢ǳŎǎƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǘǊǳƭȅ ŀ άǊŀƛƭǊƻŀŘ ǘƻǿƴΦέ  ¢ƘŜ {ƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ tŀŎƛŦƛŎ wŀƛƭǊoad provided 

most of the jobs and paid more local taxes than any other business in town.  Their operations in Tucson 

included not only running the trains with engineers, conductors and brakemen, but also substantial 

                                                           
4
 hƴŜ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘ ƻŦ ¢ǳŎǎƻƴΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǎǘŜŀŘƛƭȅ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ - the percentage of Anglos, growing from 25% in 

1880 to 47% in 1900.  This trend would continue until 1960. 

  

.ƛǊŘΩǎ-eye view of Tucson in 1899.  Looking southwest towards the 

San Augustine Cathedral.  (Courtesy of the Arizona Historical 

Society) 
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maintenance facilities employing mechanics, machinists, boilermakers, blacksmiths, and builders.  

Southern Pacific even had its own fire department. 

The most important development to 

TucsonΩǎ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ during these years 

was the opening of the University of 

Arizona in 1891.  Started on 40 

donated acres about a mile to the 

northeast of downtown, UA sat on 

the edge of the Tucson city limits.  A 

horse/mule drawn streetcar system 

was introduced in 1897 to connect 

the downtown area with UA. 

Tucson seemed ǘƻ ōŜ άōŀŎƪ ƻƴ ƛǘǎ 

ŦŜŜǘΣέ ōǳǘ ǿƛǘh the 20th century just 

around the corner, Tucson still 

suffered key deprivations of a territorial frontier toǿƴΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ ǎǘǊŜŜǘǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ unpaved, the town 

had no sanitary sewer system, and Arizona would not be admitted as an American state for more than a 

decade, in 1912. 

Tucson Fire Department 

Formation and Organization.  By mid-

1881 concerned Tucson citizens had 

noted the increasing number of fires 

in the city, had observed that new 

buildings in town were being 

constructed of (more fire-vulnerable) 

wood rather than traditional adobe, 

and realized that even more 

flammable building materials and 

furnishings were being unloaded daily 

at the railroad depot.  It was time for 

the growing city (they thought) of 

Tucson to have a fire department. 

In late June 1881, less than four months after trains began arriving in Tucson from the East on the new 

transcontinental route, the forerunner of the Tucson Fire Department was born as the Tucson Hook and 

Tucson about 1885 looking east.  The Southern Pacific Railroad 

round house is on the right.  (Courtesy of Mountain States 

Telephone & Telegraph Company) 

Old Main was the first building completed at the University of 

Arizona in 1891.  (Courtesy of History of Arizona) 
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Ladder Company No. 1, with Sam Baird, a 34-year old Canadian-born shoe store clerk, named as Chief, 

and Jack Boleyn, who operated a hauling business, designated as Foreman.5   

As the City struggled to stave off economic depression in the early 1880s, newspaper records of the day 

ό{ŜŜ ά/ƘǊƻƴƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ муум-мфрфέ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜΦύ show that the first Tucson fire organization 

died in its first year but had to be resuscitated quickly in a new form in the face of increasing fire danger.  

On May 28, 1882 Tucson Hook & Ladder Company No. 1 dissolved because its membership fell below 

the requirements ǎŜǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ Ŏƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴ.  On June 4, 1882 the Tucson Volunteer Fire 

Association was organized with Thomas A. Hallahan, a clerk at the Palace Hotel, named as Chief, and 

Jack Boleyn again designated as Foreman of the Association. 

According to an early history of the Tucson fire department (see ά!ǊǘƛŎƭŜǎΣ IƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ aƻǊŜΥ  IƛǎǘƻǊȅ 

¢C5έ on this website), two recurring issues plagued early fire company ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎΣ άthe lack of 

community support and constant in-fighting of leading Tucsonans over who would occupy positions of 

ƘƻƴƻǊ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΦέ 

Finally in 1883, Tucson adopted a revised City Charter, and on May 8th approved Ordinance No. 45 that 

officially created the Tucson Fire Department (TFD) and Ordinance No. 46 that defined fire regulations.  

(See ά¢ǳŎǎƻƴ IƛǎǘƻǊȅΥ  мууо /ƘŀǊǘŜǊ-Ordinances-/ƛǘȅέ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜΦύ 

The Charter confirmed that Tucson would be governed by a mayor (at the time, Charles Strauss, 

accountant and member of the Tucson Volunteer Fire Association) and a six-person Common Council.  

The Mayor and Common Council were elected by the citizens of 

Tucson on an annual basis.  The duties of the Common Council 

included: 

ά¢ƻ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜΣ ƘƻƭŘΣ ŀƴŘ Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴ ŦƛǊŜ ŜƴƎƛƴŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ 

for the prevention and extinguishment of fires; to organize and 

maintain a fire department, and provide the compensation of the 

officers and members thereof whenever in their judgement it is 

necessary to organize a paid fire department; to establish fire 

limits and prescribe what character of buildings and other 

ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŜǊŜŎǘŜŘΦέ 

In addition three members of the Common Council were assigned to a 

Fire Committee to oversee TFD operations. 

Ordinance 45 ǎŜǘ ǳǇ ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άƴƻǘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ǘǿƻ ǿŀǘŜǊ 

throwing engine companies, not more than two hose companies and 

ƴƻǘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ǘǿƻ Ƙƻƻƪ ŀƴŘ ƭŀŘŘŜǊ ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎέ - with minimum and 

                                                           
5
 bŀƳƛƴƎ ¢ǳŎǎƻƴΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŦƛǊŜŦƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŜ άƘƻƻƪ ŀƴŘ ƭŀŘŘŜǊ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅέ ǎŜŜƳǎ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜ ǎƛƴŎŜ ¢ǳŎǎƻƴ 

would not purchase a hook and ladder wagon until 1886.  The only firefighting equipment authorized for purchase 
in late June 1881 were a few rubber buckets, axes, picks, shovels, and two primitive fire extinguishers described as 
two buckets with pump handles sticking out.  

/ƘŀǊƭŜǎ {ǘǊŀǳǎǎ ǿŀǎ ¢ǳŎǎƻƴΩǎ 

mayor when the TFD was 

formally authorized in 1883. 
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maximum membership defined for each company.  The TFD was to be led by a Chief Engineer and an 

Assistant Chief Engineer, who would be elected annually.  On August 7, 1883, the minutes of the 

Common Council record that Jack Boleyn was appointed Chief Engineer of the Tucson Fire Department. 

Ordinance 45 also set rules to distinguish the Chief Engineer and Assistant Chief Engineer in the field: 

άThe Chief Engineer shall be distinguished while on duty by a silver or white metal speaking 

trumpet beariƴƎ ƻƴŜ ōƭŀŎƪ ōŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨChiefΣΩ and in addition to this it shall be proper 

for him to wear a white baƴŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Ƙŀǘ ōŜŀǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ Ψ/ƘƛŜŦΣΩ together with an appropriate 

badge on his left breast. 

The badges or insignia worn or carried by the Assistant Chief Engineer while on duty shall differ 

from those of the Chief Engineer only in that the speaking trumpet shall have two black bands, 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ Ψ!ǎǎƛǎǘŀƴǘ /ƘƛŜŦΩ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀŘƎŜ ǿƻǊƴ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōǊŜŀǎǘΦέ 

Ordinance 46 defined city-wide rules for fire safety inspections and handling/storage of combustible 

materials like candles and lamps, straw, ashes, and explosives.  There were also rules against interfering 

with TFD operations or damaging firefighting apparatus and alarm systems.6 

For 15 years the TFD continued to operate under this organization but suffered almost continuously 

from water availability.  Things came to head on September 17, 1898 when the TFD was unable to 

effectively fight the enormous Radulovich Building fire that engulfed several businesses.  (See below)  

The well-disciplined fire brigade of the Southern Pacific Railroad, using its own equipment and source of 

water, was able to at least prevent the fire from expanding to other buildings. 

The Tucson Citizen in an article headlinedΣ άDƻƻŘ [Ŝǎǎƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΣέ ǿǊƻǘŜΥ 

ά¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊŜ ǇǊƻǾŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǳǘǘŜǊ ǿƻǊǘƘƭŜǎǎƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƻ-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǎǳǇǇƭȅ Χ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǳǘǘŜǊ 

helplessness in which the city would find itself in another conflagration.  Had it not been for the 

prompt and noble attendance of the railroad boys with their matchless stream, perhaps a good 

ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƛƴ ŀǎƘŜǎ ǘƻŘŀȅΦέ 

The morale of the TFD was crushed; membership dropped to just six men, and the department was 

disbanded within the month, based on membership dropping below the  Ordinance 45 minimum. 

On October 2, 1898, hopeful about new pumping improvements to the water system, the TFD was 

reorganized with Frank Russell, city councilman and hardware store owner, as Chief.  Minor changes 

were made to the management of the several fire companies and as an incentive to join the reorganized 

fire department, charter members were exempt from poll taxes and city taxes to the extent of $1,000 

worth of property. 

                                                           
6
 For perspectiveΣ ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ tƘƛƭŀŘŜƭǇƘƛŀ ŦƻǊƳŜŘ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŦƛǊŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅ ƛƴ мтос.  Philadelphia also employed 

the first hand drawn hook and ladder truck and the first hose wagon at the turn of the 19
th
 century.  
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Six months later in March 1899 the Mayor and Common Council approved Tucson Ordinance No. 120 

that added to the TFD, ǘƘŜ {ƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ tŀŎƛŦƛŎ wŀƛƭǊƻŀŘΩs Tucson Fire BrigadeΣ ǘƘŜǊŜŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƻ άōŜ ŘŜŜƳŜŘ 

active members of the Fire Department of the City of Tucson.έ7  

Firefighters.  In the 1880s and 1890s TucǎƻƴΩǎ CƛǊŜ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ¢ǳŎǎƻƴ 

Volunteer Fire Department (TVFD) because ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ early firefighters were unpaid (male) volunteers.  

hƴŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘΣ άaŀƴȅ [fire department] members were full-time merchants, farmers, and 

ƻǘƘŜǊ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎΦέ  Officers - foremen of the various engine, hose, and hook and ladder 

companies; and a secretary and treasurer - were elected annually by a vote of the members.  

Firefighters were added by a verbal nomination and approval process.   

Even though Anglos comprised only 25% of ¢ǳŎǎƻƴΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭation in 1880, compared to Hispanics at 70%, 

Anglo domination of city affairs extended to the early fire department.  TFD records show that from 

1881-1885, with an average TFD membership of about 20 volunteers, 

there were no Hispanics listed on the annual rosters.  In many 

respects the early fire department was liƪŜ ŀƴ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛǾŜ !ƴƎƭƻ ƳŜƴΩǎ 

social order or fraternal organization. 

This began to change in 1886.  The TFD began to grow in membership 

- averaging 50-60 personnel over the next fourteen years with roughly 

ten per cent Hispanic participation, including three influential Tucson 

pioneers - Pedro Aguirre: freighter, stage line operator, and cattle 

rancher; Jesus Maria Elias: rancher, farmer, and Indian fighter; and 

Mariano Samaniego.8   

Other Tucson pioneers to serve with the TFD during this period 

include merchandisers William Zeckendorf and Albert Steinfeld; 

businessmen and politicians Robert Leatherwood, Hiram Stevens, and 

Fred Ronstadt; Mayor of Tucson and UA catalyst Charles Strauss; and 

entertainment entrepreneur Alex Levin.  Steinfeld, Stevens, Levin, and   

Strauss were Fire Committee members. 

                                                           
7
 {ƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ tŀŎƛŦƛŎ wŀƛƭǊƻŀŘ ŦƛǊŜŦƛƎƘǘŜǊǎ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ άǳƴƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭƭȅέ ƘŜƭǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ¢C5 ŦƛƎƘǘ ŦƛǊŜǎ ǎƛƴŎŜ муупΦ  {ƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ 

Pacific dǳƎ ŀ ǿŜƭƭ ƴƻǊǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƻǿƴΣ ƴŜŀǊ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ tǊƛƴŎŜ wƻŀŘ ŀƴŘ LƴǘŜǊǎǘŀǘŜ млΣ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǳǊ ƳƻǊŜ ƴŜŀǊ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƴ ŘŜǇƻǘ ǘƻ 

pipe water to its facilities.  High-pressure steam pumps provided water to run company operations and fight fires. 

8
 Born in Sonora, Mariano Samaniego, was a long time Tucson resident, prominent in wagon freighting, cattle 

ranching, and the stagecoach business.  He served four terms in the Arizona Territorial Assembly, terms on the 
County Board of Supervisors, Tucson City Council, and as Pima County Assessor.  He is acknowledged as the most 
influential Tucson citizen of the 1890s.  Samaniego served as a Tucson firefighter from 1887-1895 and was a 
member of the Fire Committee in 1892.  
 

Tucson pioneer Mariano 

Samaniego and his wife pose in 

1890.  (Courtesy of the Journal 

of Arizona History) 
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Public opinion of the job the fire 

department was doing ran hot and 

cold, at least as reported in the local 

papers.  For example, in 1885 in 

ŀƴƴƻǳƴŎƛƴƎ ŀ ŦƛǊŜƳŜƴΩǎ ōŀƭƭΥ 

 ά¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊŜ ƭŀŘdies are 

deserving of every favor that can be 

possibly shown them.  They are ready 

ŀǘ ŀ ƳƻƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƴƻǘƛŎŜ ǘƻ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƘŜ 

ŦƛǊŜōŜƭƭΩǎ ǘŀǇ ŀƴŘ rush heroically to 

the rescue of property and lives, and 

that too, at the risk of their own, 

without the possible hope of reward 

beyond a due acknowledgement of 

their good deeds by an appreciative 

ǇǳōƭƛŎΦέ 

An example of a non-favorable comment would be the Star report in 1894 ŘŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊŜŦƛƎƘǘŜǊǎΩ 

continuing battles with city hall over additional firefighting equipment:  

ά¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊŜ ƭŀŘdies are in hot water all the time and it 

looks as if nothing can be done to adjust matters.  The 

council members have about come to the conclusion 

ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ ƘƻǇŜƭŜǎǎ ŎŀǎŜΦέ9 

In 1900 the first paid firefighter was added to the TFD, 

beginning a slow transition to a fully-paid TFD by 1915. 

Following the service of Sam Baird and Thomas A. Hallahan as 

Chiefs of the organizations that preceded the TFD, seven 

additional men, starting with Jack Boleyn, served as Chief of 

the TFD from 1883-1900, most of them for a year or less.  Their 

full-time occupations included hauling and delivery, machinist, 

proprietor of a soda works, saloon keeper, opera house owner, 

and hardware store proprietor.   

Highly respected Jack Boleyn served two different terms as 

Chief for a total of eleven and half years - well over half of the 

                                                           
9
 In the mid-19

th
 century, Charles Dickens captured the spirit and lore of volunteer fire companies by using the 

ǘŜǊƳ άCƛǊŜ [ŀŘŘƛŜǎέ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ŦƛǊŜŦƛƎƘǘŜǊǎ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƴƎ ŎŀƳŀǊŀŘŜǊƛŜΣ ȅƻǳǘƘŦǳƭƴŜǎǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊƻƛǎƳΦ 

  

Tucson pioneer Albert Steinfeld 

was a member of the Fire 

Committee. 

Fire Committee member and 

Tucson pioneer Alex Levin 

poses with his son.  

Jack Boleyn was Chief of the TFD for 

11 1/2 of its first 20 years.  (Courtesy 

of TFD) 
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early TFD period - from August 1883 to June 1884 and from January 1888 to September 1898.  He 

operated a successful hauling business in Tucson for nearly thirty years and long after retirement, but 

still working as a volunteer fireman in 1910, died as a hero when a building collapsed on him while 

fighting a fire.  (More to come) 

Fire Alarms.  Concurrent with the formation of Hook and Ladder Company No. 1 in late June 1881, the 

Common Council accepted a proposal from the new Arizona Telephone Company for a fire alarm system 

- a long term contract where the phone company would install and maintain circuitry boxes and 

telegraph lines, and introduce improvements over the years.  By December 1881 eighteen fire alarm 

boxes were installed around town with keys available 

at convenient locations near the alarms.   All 

policemen carried keys.  The fire alarm boxes 

continued to be used through the 1890s, but by 1899, 

ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ άŀƴǘƛǉǳŀǘŜŘΦέ  Plans for a new fire 

alarm system were in the works by 1900. 

After the Council approved the purchase of the alarm 

boxes, they ordered a 1,447-pound alarm bell from 

Boston.  When the bell arrived in December 1881, it 

was installed in a newly erected two-story bell tower 

in the Church Plaza at the center of town.  The tower 

was built of wood throughout and sat upon a 

foundation of stone.  The lower floor was 16-feet 

square and built to be rented out.  In January 1882 

the Arizona Telephone Company moved into the 

second floor of the bell tower and directed alarms to 

that location to save time and ring the bell more 

quickly when needed.  The first floor served as a 

meeting place for TuŎǎƻƴΩǎ Mayor and Common 

Council, and a polling place during elections.   The 

alarm bell resided in the wooden tower until August 

мууо ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƳƻǾŜŘ ǘƻ ¢ǳŎǎƻƴΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŦƛǊŜ 

station.10 
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 After the bell was moved, the City rented out the original fire alarm tower as office space for several years.  The 

telephone company housed its exchange there until 1896.  About 1900 a judge bought the tower as a playhouse 

ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǾŜŘ ƛǘ ŀ ŦŜǿ ōƭƻŎƪǎ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ƘƻƳŜΦ  !ŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƧǳŘƎŜΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΣ ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘ ǘƻǿŜǊ ǿŀǎ ǳǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ 

residence, county highway office, ƎŀǊŀƎŜΣ Ŏƻǳƴǘȅ ŀƎŜƴǘΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ Ŧƛƴŀƭƭȅ ŀ ǘƘǊŜŜ-unit rental, before burning to 

the ground in 1934.  

The old wooden bell tower after it was moved 

from Church Plaza.  (Courtesy of the Arizona 

CƛǊŜƳŀƴΩǎ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴΣ мфнфύ 
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In 1891 Tucson was divided into five wards.  A bell code 

was assigned to each ward so firefighters listening to 

the alarm could get a good idea of the location of the 

fire.  After continuous rapid ringing of the bell, the 

alarm would end with one, two, three, four, or five 

slow taps to identify the particular ward.11 

Fire StationΦ  {ǇǳǊǊŜŘ ōȅ ¢ǳŎǎƻƴΩǎ ǊŜǾƛǎŜŘ /ƛǘȅ /ƘŀǊǘŜǊ 

of May 1883 and the approval of Ordinance No. 45 that 

formally created the Tucson Fire Department, the 

Common Council approved the building of ¢ǳŎǎƻƴΩǎ 

first fire station.  This was part of a building complex 

that included a new City Hall and a new Police 

Headquarters.  The three buildings were completed in 

1883, just before severe economic depression hit 

Arizona and Tucson in 1884. 

TFD Station 1 was opened in July 1883 

at 111 N. Church Avenue, a couple of 

blocks northeast of Church Plaza.  The 

station was a two-story adobe 

building on a stone foundation that 

measured 37 feet across the front and 

60 feet deep - large enough to garage 

significant future firefighting 

equipment. At the west end of the 

building was a new bell tower which 

stood 75 feet high and was ten-foot 

square.  On August 19, 1883, the 

alarm bell was removed from the 

original wooden bell tower in Church 

Plaza and installed in the new tower 

behind the new fire station.12     

                                                           
11

 Even though Tucson had been served by fire alarm boxes and a bell since 1881, another source of fire alarm, 

firing three pistol shots, remained in vogue in Tucson until at least 1900.  On July 23, 1900 the Tucson Daily Citizen 

reported that in the middle of the previous night, a man had fired three shots to scare a persistently barking dog - 

unintentionally summoning the fire department.  

12
 ¢ǳŎǎƻƴΩǎ first fire station was in steady use until 1909, before moving a few blocks east to 6

th
 avenue.  A second 

fire station would not be built in Tucson until 1917.  The original fire alarm bell moved with TFD Station 1 to 6
th

 

Avenue in 1909, resided at the Arizona Historical Society from 1939-81, returned to the TFD in 1981, and was 

The original fire bell was displayed at a TFD 

Fire Fair in 1981.  (Courtesy of TFD) 

¢ǳŎǎƻƴΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŦƛǊŜ ǎǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ōŜƭƭ ǘƻǿŜǊ ŜȄǘŜƴŘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ 

behind the building.  (Courtesy of TFD) 


