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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 

stopped the growth of the town “in its tracks” and while this was going on, the new Tucson Fire 

Department was suffering its own “hiccups.”  For perspective, let’s first talk about what happened in 

Tucson, and then we’ll talk about the 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 

second anniversary of the railroad’s arrival in Tucson, sometimes lawman Wyatt Earp gunned down 

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

in response to Stillwell’s killing of Earp’s brother Morgan.1 

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

“Gentlemen still carried pistols in the early nineties and used them when occasion demanded.  The most 

notorious shooting in Tucson’s history 

occurred on September 24, 1891, 

when two of its most prominent 

citizens engaged in a gun duel at the 

corner of Pennington and Church 

streets.”  Dr. John C. Handy attacked 

lawyer Francis J. Heney for 

representing Handy’s wife in a 

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 

Garfield died from an assassin’s bullet in September 1881.  The infamous “Gunfight at the OK Corral” occurred in 

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 

Tombstone’s Frank Stillwell was gunned down by Wyatt Earp near 

Tucson’s railroad depot in 1882.  (Courtesy of Wild 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 

Geronimo’s final surrender.3  In Tucson, 

Fort Lowell’s important role as 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 General George Crook’s staff in 1886.  (Courtesy of 

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 network would be critical to Tucson’s 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 

Arizona began to expand.  And the seeds of newly established “railroad towns” - at Gila Bend, Maricopa, 

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

southern Arizona.  By the 1890s Tucson’s wonderful climate was attracting thousands of health seekers 

and the area’s desert attractions and good weather began attracting tourists.  

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 quickly found that they couldn’t compete with 

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: 

“Many 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 followed.  … William Zeckendorf [merchandizer] went into bankruptcy in 

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

doors of his mill … in 1881. … The most spectacular of these failures was that of the 

great house of Lord and Williams [merchandiser and banker] … who fled to Mexico.” 

Tucson’s financial crisis was made even worse by an overall economic depression 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: 

“The silver mines of Tombstone, once thought to be the richest in the region, began 

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

many of the community’s long-established businesses being forced to shut their doors 

even as the town’s population began to diminish.” 

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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“By early 1896,” historian Devine reported, “the Tucson economy was finally beginning to recover from 

its extended downturn.” 

Population Dynamics.  As historian Sonnichsen noted, “Business was 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 

from the number recorded in 1880.  Tucson was actually for the moment, shrinking.”  By 1900 Tucson’s 

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. 

Sonnichsen points out that, “The dominance of the Anglo life-style was reinforced by American 

technology.”  Telephone service began on April 1, 1881, when the office of the 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. 

By the end of the 1890s Tucson was truly a “railroad town.”  The Southern Pacific Railroad 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
 One component of Tucson’s population was steadily increasing - the percentage of Anglos, growing from 25% in 

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

  

Bird’s-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 

Tucson’s future 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 to be “back on its 

feet,” but with the 20th century just 

around the corner, Tucson still 

suffered key deprivations of a territorial frontier town.  The town’s streets remained 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 

(See “Chronological History 1881-1959” on this website.) 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 set in the organization’s constitution.  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 “Articles, History, and More:  History 

TFD” on this website), two recurring issues plagued early fire company organization efforts, “the lack of 

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

honor within the company.” 

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 “Tucson History:  1883 Charter-Ordinances-City” on this website.) 

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: 

“To purchase, hold, and maintain fire engines and all implements 

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 

structures may be erected.” 

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

Fire Committee to oversee TFD operations. 

Ordinance 45 set up an organization of “not more than two water 

throwing engine companies, not more than two hose companies and 

not more than two hook and ladder companies” - with minimum and 

                                                           
5
 Naming Tucson’s first firefighting organization the “hook and ladder company” seems a little strange since Tucson 

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.  

Charles Strauss was Tucson’s 

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: 

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

trumpet bearing one black band and the word ‘Chief,’ and in addition to this it shall be proper 

for him to wear a white band on the hat bearing the word ‘Chief,’ 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, 

and the words ‘Assistant Chief’ upon the badge worn upon the breast.” 

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 headlined, “Good Lesson for the City,” wrote: 

“The fire proved the utter worthlessness of the so-called water supply … and the utter 

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 

part of the city would be in ashes today.” 

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 perspective, note that Philadelphia formed America’s first fire company in 1736.  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, the Southern Pacific Railroad’s Tucson Fire Brigade, thereafter to “be deemed 

active members of the Fire Department of the City of Tucson.”7  

Firefighters.  In the 1880s and 1890s Tucson’s Fire Department was popularly known as the Tucson 

Volunteer Fire Department (TVFD) because the town’s early firefighters were unpaid (male) volunteers.  

One historian observed, “Many [fire department] members were full-time merchants, farmers, and 

other local professionals.”  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 Tucson’s population 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 like an exclusive Anglo men’s 

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
 Southern Pacific Railroad firefighters had been “unofficially” helping the TFD fight fires since 1884.  Southern 

Pacific dug a well north of town, near today’s Prince Road and Interstate 10, and four more near the train depot to 

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 

announcing a firemen’s ball: 

 “The fire laddies are 

deserving of every favor that can be 

possibly shown them.  They are ready 

at a moment’s notice to answer the 

firebell’s tap and 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 

public.” 

An example of a non-favorable comment would be the Star report in 1894 describing the firefighters’ 

continuing battles with city hall over additional firefighting equipment:  

“The fire laddies 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 

that it is a hopeless case.”9 

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 

term “Fire Laddies” to describe firefighters exhibiting camaraderie, youthfulness, and heroism. 

  

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, 

were considered “antiquated.”  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 Tucson’s Mayor and Common 

Council, and a polling place during elections.   The 

alarm bell resided in the wooden tower until August 

1883 when it was moved to Tucson’s first fire 

station.10 

                                                           
10

 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 

for his children and moved it a few blocks to his home.  After the judge’s death, the old tower was used as a 

residence, county highway office, garage, county agent’s office, and finally a three-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 

Fireman’s Association, 1929) 
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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 Station.  Spurred by Tucson’s revised City Charter 

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

formally created the Tucson Fire Department, the 

Common Council approved the building of Tucson’s 

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
 Tucson’s 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) 

Tucson’s first fire station with the new bell tower extending from 

behind the building.  (Courtesy of TFD) 
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Firefighting Equipment.  Restricted by the economic depression 

of the 1880s and 1890s, the TFD found that obtaining 

firefighting apparatus was a difficult and slow process. 

With the building of Tucson’s first fire station, the city 

purchased two hand-drawn hose carts in July 1883.  These were 

two-wheeled carts that carried a thousand feet of hose 

wrapped around the cart’s “axel.”   The hose carts’ wheels were 

about the height of the men who pulled them. 

It wasn’t until December 1886 that the TFD got its first hand-

drawn hook and ladder truck, actually a four-wheeled wagon.  

The wagon had an overall length of 31 feet and carried six 

ladders from 12-23 feet in length, with adjustable extensions 

for a total length of up to 45 feet.  The wagon also carried a 

number of hook poles, axes, crow bars, rubber buckets, and 

assorted other firefighting paraphernalia. 

A decade of Tucson economic 

difficulties passed before, in the fall 

of 1896, the TFD got its next piece of 

firefighting equipment, a hand-drawn 

chemical engine, again really a four-

wheel wagon, carrying two 60-gallon 

tanks, two 2½-gallon fire 

extinguishers, and a 16-foot 

extension ladder.  Fire-suppressant 

chemicals - a mixture of water, 

sodium bicarbonate, and sulfuric acid - were carried in the large tanks - to be sprayed onto the base of 

fires. 

The hand-drawn-only era of firefighting equipment came to end in Tucson in August 1900 when the city 

purchased four horses and special harnesses to pull the hook and ladder, and chemical engine wagons.  

Two horses pulled each wagon, with a hose cart often attached behind the chemical wagon.13    

                                                                                                                                                                                           
installed at TFD’s new Central Station in 2009, where it remains in active service today for use on ceremonial 

occasions.  

13
 The hose carts were used regularly until 1903 and kept in reserve until 1917.  One of these original hose carts 

resides today in the Tucson Rodeo Parade Museum.  The chemical truck was decommissioned in 1917 and also is 
on display in the Tucson Rodeo Parade Museum. 

One of Tucson’s hose carts decorated 

for an 1898 parade.  (Courtesy of 

TFD) 

Tucson’s Hook and Ladder Company decked out in their parade 

livery in 1887.  (Courtesy of TFD) 
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Availability of Water.  On September 

16, 1882, thanks to a plan proposed 

by former Mayor Robert 

Leatherwood, water was delivered to 

downtown Tucson for the first time by 

the Tucson Water Company via a 

gravity system of pipes from a 

collection area along the Santa Cruz 

River about six miles south of the city.  

The water was piped to the southwest 

edge of town at the corner of Main 

and McCormick Streets, where it 

connected with mains for distribution 

to the city.  By April 1883, eight miles 

of mains and 34 fire hydrants were in 

place around town.  By July that year, 

to supplement bucket brigade tactics, firefighters could pull their new hose carts to the site of a fire, and 

then “plug” the hose into the nearest hydrant to apply water directly to fires. 

With water now more easily available, Tucson began watering streets to keep dust down and residents 

set about landscaping.  This improved the look of the town, but used a lot of water.   

To meet increasing water needs, in December 1889 the Water Company constructed Tucson’s first 

steam-driven pumping plant at 18th Street and Osborne Avenue, about four blocks south of the water-

delivery point to city mains.  The Company also dug a large well at the pumping plant to a depth of 40 

feet and then drilled to a total depth of 200 feet to reach additional water from Tucson’s ground-water 

aquifer to pump into Tucson’s water mains. 

Tucson suffered an almost catastrophic slowdown in water development in early 1890s caused by a 

combination of environmental conditions and Tucsonans’ efforts to exploit Santa Cruz River water.  

What happened was described eloquently by Douglas E. Kupel in his book Fuel for Growth: 

“A series of floods followed the drought in the mid-1880s, culminating in a major flood 

in the summer of 1890.  Water raged over the Santa Cruz floodplain destroying dams 

and irrigation works.  Floodwater followed a ditch constructed by [Tucson Pioneer] Sam 

Hughes to divert water from the river, rushing with such force it eroded the soft soil in 

the bed of the river.  The Santa Cruz became entrenched below its banks, leaving points 

for surface diversion far above the water level in the channel.” 

To increase Tucson’s water supply, in 1893 the Water Company drilled a well on the San Xavier 

Reservation, south of the 1882 gravity system collection point, and diverted water into the city mains.  

However, in just a few months, the water supply became inadequate and customers complained.  

 

Two horses pulled the chemical wagon purchased in 1896.  

(Courtesy of TFD, 1903) 
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In addition the water table began to 

lower and interfered with the gravity 

supply, so the city had to increasingly 

rely on pumped water.   

By 1900, temporarily satisfying water 

requirements, the city had added a 

high pressure pump at the pumping 

plant, and had 15 miles of mains and 

62 fire hydrants.  But Tucsonans, and 

especially firefighters, were 

disappointed with the service they 

received from the privately owned 

Tucson Water Company - because of 

the inadequate water supply and 

frequent low water pressure.  So on 

July 24, 1900 the City purchased the 

Company and was officially in the 

public water business. 

Major Fires.  From late June 1881 through 1900, there were over twenty major fires in Tucson - most in 

the more crowded, commercial, central downtown area.  Here are summaries of a representative group 

of these fires, compiled from TFD records and newspaper accounts of the day.  Comments in “quotes” 

are from newspapers. 

Hook and Ladder Company No. 1 - Only water from local wells and domestic water wagon 

August 21, 1881     William Zeckendorf & Co. Merchandise Store at Main and Congress  

“Tucson was startled by the cries of “Fire! Fire! Fire! … Soon the Hook and Ladder Company 

came up and active work on the fire commenced.”  Foreman Jack Boleyn used 100 blankets to 

help extinguish the fire. The clothing, hat and retail department were completely destroyed.  A 

dirt roof over the clothing room caved in smothering the flames and saving much of the 

merchandise.  Fire started when coal lamp left burning overnight by clerks exploded.  The 

resident clerks barely escaped.    

May 24, 1882     Goldschmidt’s Furniture Store on Meyer  

Alarm sounded by fire bell.  Fire probably started from spontaneous combustion in a manure 

pile at a stable next door.  In less than one hour the whole building and valuable contents were 

destroyed.  Water from nearby wells delivered by wagon.  “This calamity painfully demonstrates 

the necessity of a proper water supply and fire engine.”  The Arizona Weekly Citizen reported a 

lack of organization in fighting the fire and called for a thorough investigation of the fire 

department. 

The City of Tucson purchased the private Tucson Water Company 

in 1900 along with this pumping station.  (Courtesy of Fuel for 

Growth - Water and Arizona’s Urban Environment) 
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Tucson Volunteer Fire Association - Water available from city mains and fire hydrants - September 16, 

1882 

October 16, 1882      H. J. Brown’s Crockery House on Main  

First fire since reorganization.  “They were, after the sounding of the alarm bell, promptly on 

hand and by a liberal use of water succeeded in confining the flames to that particular building.”  

Nothing in the building was saved.  Fire probably caused by bursting of a nighttime lamp.  “It 

was a fortunate circumstance … that the Santa Cruz Company had reached the city with their 

Here are some representative newspaper headlines for fires that occurred in Tucson over the first 20 years of 

the TFD.  (Courtesy of the Arizona Weekly Star, Arizona Weekly Citizen, Tucson Daily Citizen) 
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water. ... R. N. Leatherwood is entitled to much credit for the energy and enterprise he displays 

in pushing this work.” 

TFD - Two Hose Carts Available - July 1883 

September 22, 1883   Dr. C. P. V. Watson’s Drug Store and Allison’s Grocery on Congress   

“Fire Department does some effective work. … The ringing of the fire bell brought the 

department together … There was but one boss and his every word was obeyed to the letter. … 

three heavy streams of water were playing on the fire … [an hour later] Chief Boleyn called off 

his boys.”  All contents destroyed. 

February 8, 1884     Tucson Opera House at Congress and Sixth Avenue  

“The fire department arrived as soon as possible and did all in their power with the streams of 

water at command. … Opera house could not be saved … being constructed of wood and plaster 

… The firemen devoted their entire attention to protecting [adjoining structures].”  Fire caused 

by smoldering coals [charcoal pot] on roof being repaired.  Southern Pacific Railroad firefighters 

tried to help but their equipment was temporarily unserviceable.  Agreement for future 

cooperation on fires between the two organizations. 

August 9, 1884     Crescent Restaurant at Congress and Church 

Restaurant occupied wooden second floor of building above grocery.  Fire ignited from red hot 

stove pipe igniting wood partition; building burned to ground.  Some panic-stricken customers 

injured trying to escape.  “The fire company fought the flames with great determination, and 

kept it from spreading to adjacent properties.” 

September 25, 1884    Joseph Sresovich Grocery at Congress and Mesilla 

“The hose company was very prompt upon the scene and in less than fifteen minutes after the 

fire was first seen, it was entirely extinguished.  It was probably the most expeditious work the 

hose company had performed and their efforts certainly saved much valuable property.”  

September 25, 1885    White House Dry Goods Store at Main and Congress 

“The hose company was promptly on the ground and although there was not a shadow of 

possibility of saving anything in the building, they gave their attention largely to saving adjacent 

property, and in this they did excellent service, confining the flames to the White House 

structure.”   

TFD - Hook and Ladder Truck available - December 1886 

July 19, 1887    John Ivancovich’s Produce Store on Congress 

“The fire companies were promptly on hand, the hose attached to the fire plug at the corner of 

Congress and Church streets, but to the amazement of everyone present there was no water in 
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the pipes.”  Fire rapidly spread through adjoining building, entirely destroying the office of Dr. 

John Handy and badly damaging the offices of two other physicians.  Small amount of water 

finally secured and bucket brigade brought fire under control.  “The absence of water in such 

times of abundance seemed inexcusable and cause much unfavorable comment.  Had there 

been water in the pipes, but little damage would have been done.” 

December 12, 1891     John Gardiner’s Machine Shop on Fifth Avenue 

“The first extensive fire in years.”  TFD and Southern Pacific fought fire together.  Both 

companies “streams were turned at once on the sheds near, and later on the main fire.”  Total 

loss, but adjoining properties protected.  Fire was caused by unattended stove dangerously 

close to wood wall.   

December 9, 1893    Dr. Wright’s Drug Store on Congress  

“The interior of the drug store was all ablaze and bottles were popping like fire crackers when the 

firemen got there.  The back doors of the store and those neighboring were broken down and 

the firemen poured on water with good will.  Short work was made of the fire.”   

TFD - Chemical Engine Available - Fall 1896 

October 13, 1897    Pima County Court House/Jail at Pennington and Court 

Fire bell rang for ten minutes.  Fire was in the basement of the Court House.  “ … a number of 

the fire department [members] had arrived with the chemical and hose carts and it was not long 

before the fire was under control.”  During fire prisoners transferred to city jail.  Theories of 

fire’s origin included a carelessly thrown cigarette by a prison worker, and a deliberate attempt 

to destroy city records. 

February 25, 1898    Jack Boleyn’s Stables on Fifth Avenue 

Several tons of hay stored by merchants burned at TFD Chief Engineer’s stables.  “Water was not 

played on the fire for twenty minutes after its origin, the pressure of the city water being too 

low for effective service.  The Southern Pacific operatives were summoned and ran hose 400 

feet, this brigade doing good service.”  Adjoining buildings “saved with great difficulty.” 

September 17, 1898   L. G. Radulovich Building at Stone and Congress 

“Tucson visited by a disastrous fire. … the building was one of the best brick business blocks in 

Tucson.”  Fire started in second story doctor’s office.  “It rapidly spread and with Tucson’s 

inadequate water system could not be checked.  The boys from the railroad shops worked hard 

and the Southern Pacific water supply did the only effective work but still the fire burnt until it 

had exhausted itself.”  The fire consumed many businesses including W. F. Hitt Dry Goods, L. G. 

Radulovitch Crockery, Wells Fargo and Co.’s Express Office, Odd Fellows Office, Western Union  
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Telegraph Office, and the 

Central Telephone Office.  

“This is the heaviest loss 

Tucson has had for many 

years and demonstrates 

clearly the imperative need of 

a more effective water 

system.” 

 

  

 

 

 

June 15, 1900     Bee Hive Clothing Store on Congress  

“By the time the firemen arrived it looked as though whole row was doomed.  Flames and 

smoke in great volume were rising above the Bee Hive clothing store, and the storekeepers for 

many doors adjacent were busily collecting their valuables.  Fortunately there was a good head 

of water for the firemen to work with, and they were not long in getting it on the fire either. … 

[The timely, effective work on the fire, with three water streams] speaks volumes for the fire 

L. G. Radulovitch Building before the fire started in a second story 

doctor’s office.  (Courtesy of U of A Digital Collection) 

The Radulovitch Building is still smoldering in the distance in this view down Congress Street looking 

west.  (Courtesy of U of A Digital Collection) 
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laddies. …  There were several slight injuries received by the firemen.”  Stock of the Bee Hive 

Clothing store was total loss.   

The Tucson Fire Department completed its first 20 years without Tucson suffering a widespread 

conflagration, and without losing a life.  TFD had overcome its initial challenges and, though still 

suffering from an inadequate water system, was ready to protect a growing Tucson in the 20th century.  
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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. 

 

 

 


