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The Pioneer Hotel - Tucson’s Most Tragic Fire 

During Christmas week in 1970, Tucson’s finest hotel suffered a terrible, intentionally-

set fire that took 29 lives - the worst disaster in Tucson’s history.  Tucson firefighters 

fought the fire heroically under very difficult heat and smoke conditions, guided 

hundreds of celebrating guests to safety from holiday parties, and rescued terrified 

people from upper floor fire escapes, windows, ledges, and drain pipes, while 

suffering 34 serious injuries themselves.  As horrific as this event was, it saved 

countless future lives from improvements in flammability standards, building codes, 

fire suppression systems, and firefighting equipment and procedures.  Louis Taylor 

served 42 years in prison for setting the Pioneer Hotel fire. 

This story has many parts - all interrelated.  We start with some background on the Pioneer Hotel, 

before the fire, and follow that with a snapshot of Tucson Fire Department (TFD) readiness on the eve of 

the tragedy.  Next are the stories of the fire, the post fire assessment, the recovery of the Pioneer Hotel, 

fire safety improvements, and the arsonist. 

The Pioneer Hotel - First 41 Years 

The Pioneer Hotel was built in 1929 as one of Tucson’s first 

high-rise buildings in the heart of downtown on the 

northeast corner of North Stone Avenue and Pennington 

Street.  The hotel was built by pioneering businessman 

Albert Steinfeld and his son Harold.1  When Albert died in 

1935, Harold took over sole ownership of the hotel and 

continued running Steinfeld’s Department Store on the 

opposite corner.  Harold sold the hotel in 1963 to a group of 

local investors, but he and his wife continued to live on the 

top floor where they had resided for many years. 

The Pioneer Hotel was the hotel of choice for tourists, 

dignitaries, and celebrities visiting Tucson.  The warm 

hospitality extended to Mexico; many prominent families 

from the State of Sonora made it a point to stay at the 

Pioneer Hotel while on business and pleasure trips to 

Tucson.  Local and out of town groups often held banquets, 

dances, and conventions in the hotel.  A popular expression 

in the 1960s was, “If you grew up in Tucson, you grew up at 

                                                           
1
Albert Steinfeld came to Tucson in 1872 to work for his three uncles, the Zeckendorf brothers, at their mercantile 

store.  Albert purchased the entire operation in 1904 and then established his own wholesale hardware, grocery 
and general merchandize emporium at the southwest corner of Stone and Pennington, cattycorner from the future 
site of the Pioneer Hotel.  His son Harold joined the business in 1904 and Steinfeld’s became a modern department 
store recognized throughout the Southwest.   

Harold Steinfeld helped his Tucson 

pioneer father Albert build the Pioneer 

Hotel and after Albert’s death in 1935, 

owned the hotel until 1963.  (Courtesy of 

the Arizona Historical Society) 
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the Pioneer Hotel.”  In the 1960s the name of the hotel was changed to the Pioneer International Hotel 

to reflect the number of international guests.2 

“For 41 years, the Pioneer Hotel was the place to go for luncheons, 

to conduct business, to attend conventions, banquets, and parties.”   

The Pioneer Hotel of 1970 had three distinct elevations, 

meaning that there are differing numbers of floors in the 

three attached parts of the building.  The main structure was 

11 stories high, with a roof garden with exterior walls that 

made it appear to have a 12th floor.  It was approximately 150 

feet from the top floor to the pavement below.  The east 

wing was six stories high.  The third part of the building was 

two stories high - attached to north and east sides of the 

main structure and the east wing. The exterior walls, vertical 

and horizontal 

structural 

components, and 

floors were 

constructed of reinforced poured concrete.  The roofs were 

constructed of a combination of reinforced poured concrete, 

metal decking, and insulation and built up composition.  The 

building exterior was designed in the Spanish Revival style. 

At the time of the disaster, the ground floor of the Pioneer 

contained the main lobby, kitchen, dining room, cocktail 

lounge, and several businesses.  The second floor had several 

banquet rooms, business offices, and a large ballroom.  Floors 

three through 11 contained 203 hotel rooms and suites. 

The 1929 press release announcing the building of the 

Pioneer Hotel had trumpeted that, “The entire structure will 

be absolutely fireproof.” The building had standpipe 

connections on each floor to water sources on both Stone 

Avenue and Pennington Street.  There were two exterior fire 

escapes, four elevators, and a smoke tower to provide 

firefighter access to the upper floors.  There were about 100 

                                                           
2
In 2010, to commemorate the 40

th
 anniversary of the tragic Pioneer Hotel fire, the Greater Tucson Fire 

Foundation collaborated with retired firefighter Al Pesqueira and his wife Elsa, to produce a stirring documentary 
tribute video, “Hot Pion,” and an accompanying brochure, recounting the entire story, with incredible interviews 
with surviving firefighters.  This article liberally quotes from this material for emphasis and urges readers to watch 
the video and read the VIP screening brochure on this website under “Major Incidents, Pioneer Hotel Fire.”  
 

The Pioneer Hotel in the 1960s, looking 

northeast. The west side (Stone Ave.) 

and south side (Pennington St.) are 

visible.   (Courtesy of the TFD) 

The Pioneer Hotel was built in the heart 

of downtown Tucson.  (Map  courtesy of 

Bob Ring) 
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fire extinguishers around the building.  But, the hotel did not have heat or smoke detectors, or a 

sprinkler system.   The two interior stairways were open from the ground floor to the top floor, and 

were unprotected.  There were no floor number identification signs in the stairwells. 

Most of the hotel rooms and suites had typical furnishings such as wooden dressers and chests, beds, 

and drapes. The floors of hallways and rooms were covered with synthetic carpeting.  Hallway walls 

were covered with vinyl wallpaper.  Wooden doorframes, painted doors, and Christmas decorations 

contributed to the fire load (combustible contents).  

At the time of the fire there were 113 permanent and overnight guests occupying 60 of the 200 

available hotel rooms.  Harold Steinfeld and his wife Margret had retired for the evening in their top-

floor suite.  Many of the guests were visitors from Mexico, including the large family of Francisco Luken, 

the head the Sonoran Judicial Police.  Approximately 350 persons from Hughes Aircraft (now Raytheon) 

were attending a Christmas party in the large ballroom on the second floor.  About 300 additional guests 

were enjoying holiday festivities in the first floor dining room or second floor banquet rooms.   

TFD Readiness 

According to the post-fire TFD report, providing background before assessing the fire, “The Tucson Fire 

Department provides protection within the city limits of Tucson, which covers approximately 80.9 

square miles and has a population of 263,000 people.  On December 20, 1970 the Fire Department had a 

total complement of 288 firefighting personnel … 79 [firefighters] and three chief officers on duty.  

There are 12 fire stations, housing 13 engine companies, 4 ladder companies, and 5 rescue companies.”  

In the previous five years, the TFD had performed efficiently in preventing and fighting fires.  In 1966 the 

TFD achieved its all-time lowest per capita fire loss of $1.14.  In FY 68-69 the TFD made 6945 runs of 

which 52% (3610) were rescue or first aid runs.  In 1970 the TFD had already successfully fought four 

sizeable fires, including the $330,000 Copper State Chemical Company explosion and fire in July.    

Leonel Peterson, with 30 years’ experience with TFD, had been Chief for 4 ½ years. 

The TFD hadn’t put much new firefighting apparatus in service in the last five years, just two pumper fire 

engines and an aerial ladder truck with an 85-foot ladder.  That gave the TFD a total of four available 

ladder trucks, two with 85-foot ladders and two with 100-foot ladders. But, on the eve of the fire, one of 

the ladder trucks was undergoing major overhaul and was out of service. 

Self Contained Breathing Apparatus, called airpacs for short, had been introduced to the TFD in the 

1950s, but in December 1970, there were not enough units to supply all firefighters, and were instead 

limited to one or two for each apparatus. 

There were only four portable radios available - normally assigned to Chiefs and Captains. 
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The Pioneer Hotel Fire 

The Firefight.  It was a clear evening, but cool with a temperature of 43 degrees Fahrenheit.  The fire 

started about midnight in two separate locations on the fourth floor (determined during the post-fire 

investigation).  Fueled by flammable carpeting, wallpaper, and Christmas decorations, the fire “extended 

up the open stairways and engulfed the fourth through 11th floors with inconceivable speed.”  “It was 

just like a chimney - fireplace,” a fire investigator said afterwards.  

Fire dispatchers received the first three reports3 of the fire by telephone between 12:19 am and 12:20 

am.  One of them is heard to mutter, “Oh my!” when he realized this was not a drill or a false alarm.  

Early reports indicated that people were yelling for help and breaking glass windows.  

Three minutes later the first fire companies 

arrived at the scene.  According to the post-fire 

TFD report, firefighters “reported considerable 

smoke coming from windows of the upper floors 

of the hotel.  People were in a state of panic and 

yelling for help.  Some of them were hanging 

from windows, standing on ledges and balconies 

waiting to be rescued.  A woman jumped to her 

death near the first arriving ladder truck [on 

Stone Avenue] as the aerial [ladder] was being 

extended.”  Firefighters and civilians watched in 

horror as at least two other desperate guests 

jumped from windows to their deaths ahead of 

fire that filled their rooms. 

The external fire escape at the north end of the building was blocked by fire, preventing escape by that 

route.  Some guests trapped in rooms began making ropes from sheets and hanging them out the 

windows.  Six guests “shinnied” down the side of the hotel on a thin copper pipe to safety. 

“It was a combination of firefighting and rescue.”  

Meanwhile, hundreds of party goers and guests on the first three floors of the hotel had been alerted to 

the fire and had been escorted to safety.  The battle was going to be on floors four through 11.   

Fire Chief Leonel Peterson responded from home soon after the first arriving companies.  His initial radio 

appeal summed up the severity of the situation, “We’ll need all the help we can get at the scene.” 

The fire spread so quickly that there were a total of four alarms, the last one at 12:45 am.  Virtually all 

the fire equipment in the city was dispatched to the Pioneer Hotel and positioned on Stone Avenue or 

                                                           
3
The fire reports, subsequent alarms, fire equipment dispatches, and radio communications were recorded on 

audio tape.  You can follow the dramatic firefighting developments in real time from these tapes, available on this 
website at “Major Incidents, Pioneer Hotel Fire, Pioneer Audio, Parts 1-4.”    

These firefighters set up on Pennington Street on the 

south side of the Pioneer Hotel.  (Courtesy of Fred Bair, 

Sr.) 
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Pennington Street.  All three of the available ladder trucks participated in rescue operations - two on 

Stone Avenue and one on Pennington Street.  Off-duty personnel were called to the scene; all told 203 

TFD firefighters responded.  A Fire Department Operations Center was established at the Central Fire 

Station, only four blocks from the fire scene.  Mutual-aid fire companies from Davis-Monthan AFB, 

Hughes Aircraft, and South Tucson provided fire protection for the rest of the city during the emergency. 

Chief Peterson initiated a “Yellow Alert,” a crisis requiring the assistance of outside agencies or other 

city departments.  As Disaster Operations Chief, he coordinated the on scene activities of the TFD, Police 

Department, ambulance and physician support, the Red Cross, and news media. 

Ladder companies immediately positioned their 

trucks and extended their aerial ladders for rescue 

operations, but the longest aerials could reach only 

to the ninth floor windows from street level.  

Several hand ladders were also used for rescue.  

Firefighters rescued terrified guests from flaming 

rooms and smoking hallways, windows, fire 

escapes, ledges, a drain pipe, and the rooftop of the 

six-story part of the hotel.  After completing rescue 

operations from the exterior of the building, 

firefighters pumped water through windows on the 

eighth and ninth floors. 

Other engine companies took hose lines to each of the fire floors and attached them to standpipes 

(water connections) to battle the fire in hallways and rooms.  Some of the standpipe connection threads 

did not match the threads on TFD hose couplings so the firefighters improvised straps to attach their 

hoses.  Two lines were laid to the rear of the building and some firefighting was done with these lines 

after being taken up ladders.   

Firefighters spread out, working on several floor simultaneously.  In order to satisfy frantic calls for more 

equipment like airpacs, air bottles, hand lights, and stretchers, they set up temporary supply depots at 

crucial locations in the burning hotel.    

“The toughest part was opening the door, walking into the room,                             

and then stepping on a body.” 

There were other severe challenges.  Heavy smoke in the interior of the hotel made visibility next to 

impossible.  The shortage of airpacs caused some firefighters to inhale the smoke and toxic fumes; they 

were forced to stick their heads out of upper floor windows to get a breath of fresh air as they fought 

the flames and searched for survivors.  There were frequent radio calls for resuscitators when they 

found unconscious victims, and in one case, when a fireman needed resuscitation.  In the stairwells, 

floor numbers weren’t posted; firefighters did not know what floor they were on or even their exact 

location. When asked by radio whether he was on the ninth floor, a firefighter responded, “I don’t know 

Multiple hose lines were run to supply water for the 

firefight.  (Courtesy of Fred Bair, Sr.) 
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… it’s up high.”  Finally, it 

was sometimes difficult to 

pass along valuable 

information unless 

firefighters came across an 

officer with one of the four 

portable radios.   

Towards the end of the 

firefight, a radio message 

somberly advised the 

firefighters, “Let’s help the 

living. … No rush on the 

others; they’re already 

gone.”   

The TFD declared the 

Pioneer Hotel fire under 

control at 1:16 am, less 

than an hour after the initial 

dispatch of fire companies.  

Firefighters then spent 

approximately 2 ½ hours 

making a systematic search 

of every room for victims 

and to extinguish any 

existing smoldering or spot 

fires.  A white rag was tied 

to the door knob of each 

room after it was searched 

and cleared of any victims.   

Finally firefighters reached 

the 11th floor and the 

Steinfeld penthouse suite.  

A firefighter reported, “We 

believe we have Mr. and 

Mrs. Steinfeld.”  “Are they 

OK,” the radio asks.  

“Negative,” was the reply.   

Firefighters began leaving 

the scene at 3:22 am.  The 

A harrowing moment during TFD rescue operations is shown in this famous 

photograph of the day.   Fire Captain Ellis Franklin (center of photo) hangs by 

his ankle from a ladder that collapsed as firefighters tried to rescue the 

woman hanging from a pipe outside her window.  Other rescuers, on the roof 

of the hotel wing, hold a small rope she attached to her waist. At ground 

level, meanwhile, others brace the broken ladder as a second ladder takes a 

colleague up to the hanging firefighter’s aid.  (Courtesy of the Arizona Daily 

Star) 
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last fire company stayed to check for smoldering fires and to gather equipment scattered throughout 

the hotel; they left the scene at 2:50 pm the next afternoon.  

   

Communications.  The unsung heroes of the Pioneer Hotel firefight were certainly the three dispatchers, 

identified in the TFD Post Fire Report as “Asmus, Rickets, and Barkley.”  These non-TFD City employees 

were located in the City Communications Center,4 which had two-way radio communication, as well as 

direct telephone connection, with each of the fire stations.  All mobile fire equipment was equipped 

with two-way radios and could be contacted from the Center.   

The three dispatchers received the first 

notifications of the Pioneer Hotel fire by 

telephone and then scrambled for three 

hours to handle further notifications, issue 

alarms, dispatch fire equipment, coordinate 

with command posts, pass along radio 

commands to firefighters on the scene, 

monitor equipment requests, coordinate 

mutual-aid fire department support, and 

locate and call in ambulances - in an 

atmosphere of organized chaos.  The 

dispatchers referred to typed flip charts that 

told them what to do in certain 

circumstances, e.g., extra alarms, when to 

notify City officials, etc.   

Listening to the audio tapes, you are struck 

by the calm, businesslike, confident, and 

                                                           
4
The City Communications Center was opened in 1961 in Randolph Park for use by the Tucson Fire Department, 

the Police Department, and the Public Works Department.  

This lonely ambulance waits to transport a fire 

victim to the hospital.  (Courtesy of Fred Bair, Sr.) 

A fire victim is wheeled out of the immediate fire 

area on a gurney.   (Courtesy of the TFD)  

Fire Chief Leonel Peterson checks a circuit in a new console 

in the City Communications Center in February, 1969.  

(Courtesy of the Tucson Daily Citizen) 
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unfailingly polite manner of the dispatchers as they struggle to handle multiple simultaneous calls and 

requests for help or action.5  The dispatchers also had to handle non Pioneer Hotel fire calls, like a brush 

fire that same night in the suburbs and a heart attack victim.  Equally impressive is how politely but 

efficiently they handled nuisance calls, like requests for “any information” on the fire from individuals, 

local TV stations, and CBS radio from Chicago.  One caller even wanted to know when she could go back 

into the hotel to retrieve her clothes. 

Damage, Deaths, and Injuries.  According to the post-fire TFD report, “There was extensive damage to 

the hallways and stairways from the fourth to the 11th floor.  One room on the sixth floor, three rooms 

on the eighth floor, and one room on the ninth floor, including their contents, had extensive smoke and 

heat damage, as indicated by melted telephones, lamp shades, plastic articles, light bulbs, etc.” 

There was no structural damage to the building.  

Looking at the hotel from the outside, the only 

visible aftermath of the fire were extensive black 

discolorations from the smoke. 

Fire damage to the contents and building was 

estimated at $1.5 million. 

The Pioneer Hotel fire caused “the single greatest 

loss of life in Tucson’s history.”  Twenty nine hotel 

guests died, one of them months after the fire, still 

in a hospital as a result of smoke inhalation.  All of 

these persons were occupants of rooms from the 

sixth through the 11th floors.  Several victims, 

including Harold and Margaret Steinfeld, died of 

carbon monoxide poisoning.  Sonoran Francisco Luken, who was in Hermosillo the night of the fire, lost 

his wife and five of his seven children.  Dr. Jose Jesus Antillon, prominent cardiologist from Hermosillo, 

Mexico, perished along with his wife and three children.     

“At the end of the fire, I have never seen so many firefighters shedding tears.” 

At least 13 persons received medical attention due to injuries from the fire.  Many other guests received 

first aid treatment at the scene.   

There were 34 reported injuries to firefighters, many due to smoke inhalation and overexertion, from 

which full recovery was speedy after fresh air and rest.  Nineteen firefighters were taken to hospitals or 

treated by doctors.   

                                                           
5
Today, fire notification calls go to a dedicated call taker who asks a group of programmed questions, then enters 

the data into a computer that determines the appropriate response.  The notification is then transferred to a 
dispatcher who has the GPS status of all apparatus and executes a preplanned response automatically.  The 
computer aids the dispatcher throughout the firefighting operation in responding to requests for additional 
equipment, alarms, etc. 

Black smoke discoloration can be seen scarring 

the back of the Pioneer Hotel after the fire.  

(Courtesy of the TFD) 
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The most seriously injured was firefighter Pedro Trujillo, who fell 45 feet from a ladder, shattering his 

pelvis.  He recovered, but was never able to return to duty.  

Firefighter Arthur Apodaca broke his ankle when the ladder he was climbing toppled over. He recalled 

years afterwards, “It scared the hell out of me.  Your life flashes in front of your eyes.  I took a different 

look at things for sure.”  

“We had not gotten the upper hand on this fire.  We had lost.” 

Public Information Officer, Captain Ellis Franklin, shown earlier hanging upside down from a ladder, 

received severe lacerations on his legs.   

Chief Officer Fred Spring suffered severe smoke inhalation.   

Seven others were injured seriously enough to lose time from work.   

Eleven ambulances, from two different services, were used to transport the injured to local hospitals, 

including Saint Mary’s, Carl Hayden, Tucson Medical Center, and the Veterans Administration. 

The heavy loss of life, in spite of their ultimate efforts, bothered the firefighters for years.  Years after 

the fire, firefighter Frank Tamayo, one of the first firefighters on the scene, recalled, “We put it in the 

back of our minds and we didn’t want to talk about it.  It hurt.  It was terrible.”   

“Those who fought the fire, those who witnessed it first hand, or watched                

on their televisions in disbelief … would never be the same again.” 

 

  

Part of the rooftop neon “Hotel Pioneer” sign can be seen in this view of the southwest corner 

of the hotel as the fire starts to burn on the upper floors.  (Courtesy of Fred Bair, Sr.) 
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Top:  Firefighters start to attack the Pioneer Hotel fire from the front of the hotel on Stone Avenue, but the 

aerial ladder can’t reach the upper floors.  Bottom:  Fire erupts from windows on the back side of the hotel.  

(Upper photos courtesy of the TFD.  Lower photo courtesy of Fred Bair, Sr.) 
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Firefighters rescued terrified guests from flaming rooms and smoking hallways, windows, fire escapes, ledges, a 

drain pipe, and the roof of the six-story east wing, while relatives and bystanders watched anxiously from below.  

(Courtesy of the TFD) 
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These are the horrible realities of the Pioneer Hotel fire.  Top, left to right:  Scorched open stairway and hallway.  

Bottom, left to right:  Fire damaged wooden door and guest room.  Center:   Heavy smoke and ash deposits outline 

where a victim died of smoke inhalation.  (Courtesy of the TFD and the Tucson Police Department)  
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In Memoriam for Those who Died in the Pioneer Hotel Fire 
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This is how the events around the Pioneer Hotel fire were captured in newspaper headlines of the day.  (Courtesy of     

the Arizona Daily Star and Tucson Daily Citizen) 
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Post Fire Assessment 

Once the last fire company left the Pioneer Hotel, the Fire Prevention Division of the TFD began its 

official on-the-scene investigation “to determine the cause and place of origin of the fire.”  The 

assessment lasted 11 days, including fire-starting “experiments” on the fourth floor of the Pioneer 

Hotel. 

R. B. Slagel, Chief of the Fire Prevention Division, concluded in his report,  

“the fire originated on the fourth floor in the public hallway and there were at least two 

major fire origin areas separated by approximately 60 feet.  No natural or accidental 

causes could be found.  In my opinion this was a deliberate, man-made fire, with 

malicious intent; therefore, the fire cause is arson.” 

After the fire, the Tucson Mayor James N. Corbett, Jr. appointed a Board of Inquiry, consisting of 

himself, and Councilmen Borozan and Royal, to investigate the Pioneer Hotel fire and “take all available 

steps to prevent any occurrence of a similar tragedy.”     

“We lost our innocence with that fire.” 

The Board interviewed witnesses and evaluated the roles of both the Tucson Fire Department in fighting 

the fire and the Police Department in traffic and crowd control assistance, rescue attempts, and aid to 

the injured.  The Board concluded that “there is no question concerning the capable reaction and 

performance of the City’s organizations and employees in responding to the fire and rendering aid and 

assistance.”   

An independent outside fire investigation consultant concluded “that the fire was intentional and man-

caused … its point of origin, the fourth floor of the hotel, with two distinct ‘start’ points in the fourth 

floor hallway, each separated from the other by approximately 60 feet.” 

Pioneer Hotel Recovery 

Almost a year after the terrible fire, on December 21, 1971, the Pioneer Hotel reopened for business.  In 

the interim the owners reportedly spent $200,000 on a “life safety system” and another $1M 

refurbishing.   

The life safety system included smoke and heat detectors in rooms and hallways, and a direct fire alarm 

connection to the TFD.  

Refurbishments included installation of fire resistant carpeting, decorative asbestos on the walls rather 

than the previous vinyl, and dropped ceilings using a flame resistant acoustical material.  All interior 

stairwells were enclosed.  Fire exits were improved.  Doors were installed in floor corridors; the doors 

closed automatically, triggered by smoke sensors, but not preventing emergency exit.  Finally, automatic 

sprinklers were installed in each room.   
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But the Pioneer Hotel’s “magic was gone.”  The 

building was sold in 1975 and in 1977 was 

converted to an office building, with extensive 

remodeling and façade work.  A metal frame was 

added to the top of the building in the 1970s.  

There was additional extensive remodeling in the 

early 1980s, including hallways and other 

common areas.  The “modernization” included 

stripping the building of its ornate cast-stone 

entryway and adding vertical glass striping.  Other 

changes included covering of the building’s 

rooftop terrace arcade, changing the storefront 

window configuration, and reconfiguring the 

lobby. 

The Pioneer Hotel building is now owned by the real estate services company, Holualoa Congress LLC, 

and functions as a business office and apartment building. 

Fire Safety Improvements 

At the TFD’s urging, Tucson adopted a uniform fire code in 1975.  The code required that all buildings 

over 50 feet high (about four stories) had to have smoke detectors in rooms and hallways, and sprinkler 

systems.  Stairwells had to be completely enclosed with panic doors.  There were also requirements for 

non-flammable carpeting and wall coverings in hallways, posting of emergency exit plans on each floor, 

enlargement of exit signage, and indirect emergency lighting in hallways and exits.  

TFD improvements were equally significant.  Immediately following the Pioneer Hotel fire, the TFD was 

authorized to purchase the largest elevated platform available - that reached a height of 150 feet.  The 

apparatus budget was increased to update the entire fleet, including pumpers and rescue trucks.  

Staffing was increased; overall the TFD grew in size.     

Airpacs were provided for every fire crew member. Portable radios were assigned to each officer.  

Protective “bunker” pants were added to the “turnout” ensemble. 

Emergency medical (EMT) training was improved for all Department members.  This indirectly led to the 

introduction of a paramedic program and medic fleet in 1974. 

An Incident Command System for high-rise fire operations was developed. 

The following eloquent words of former TFD Chief Patrick T. Kelly appeared in the brochure that 

accompanied the VIP screening of the Hot Pion video in 2010: 

 

 

Today, the modernized Pioneer Hotel building houses 

businesses and apartments.  (Courtesy of Wikimedia 

Commons) 
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Major disasters that have happened throughout history have shaped 

how we approach the future to ensure we do not repeat the past as 

we move towards the future.  Lessons learned from the Pioneer 

Hotel fire in Tucson helped bring life-safety codes and modern 

firefighting practices to the forefront within this community.  Many 

of the practices in place today within the Tucson Fire Department are 

directly related to this event; helping make Tucson a safer 

community in which to live, work and play for all. 

                                                                                       Patrick T. Kelly, Chief 

       Tucson Fire Department   

 

The Arsonist  

At 2:30 am on the night of the fire, 16-year-old Louis Taylor was 

“taken into custody” by a policeman on the fourth floor of the 

Pioneer Hotel as a suspicious person during the fire.   

Childhood.  Louis Cuen Taylor was born in Tucson on February 27, 

1954.  He dropped out of grade school about the time his mother 

divorced his father.  Taylor’s mother remarried and had five more 

children before she divorced her second husband.  At the time of 

the Pioneer Hotel fire, the African American youth had eight 

brothers and sisters, including a twin sister and a 19-year-old 

brother.  The family lived in a two-story apartment in a federally 

financed public housing project at 941 South 11th Street. 

Louis Taylor’s problems with the law began at an early age.  He was 

referred to Juvenile Court for the first of 14 times when he was 11 

years old.  At age 13, he was found guilty of strong arm robbery 

(threatening victim with body only).  In the next three years, he 

was taken into custody for crimes ranging from burglary to auto-

theft.  He was committed to the Arizona State Industrial School6 at 

Fort Grant on four separate occasions, starting with his first 

robbery conviction in 1966.     

                                                           
6
This school for troubled youths was located on the site of the former U.S. Army fortification, Camp Grant, built in 

1860 at Aravaipa Canyon in Graham County.  The Army abandoned Fort Grant in 1905, and since Arizona 
statehood in 1912, the fort was occupied by the Fort Grant State Industrial School.  In 1968 the state of Arizona 

 

Thirteen-year-old Louis Taylor’s 

“mug shot” as he started his first 

commitment to the Arizona State 

Industrial School.  (Courtesy of the 

Arizona Daily Star) 
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Free, after his third term at the Arizona State Industrial School, in July 1970, Taylor was committed to 

the Arizona Youth Center, north of Tucson in the Catalina Mountains, for strong arm robbery and 

burglary and then transferred back to Fort Grant for the fourth time on August 11th.  On August 24th, 

suffering from convulsions,7 he was committed to the Arizona State Hospital for the mentally ill in 

Phoenix, where he stayed only a few weeks before he was released from the hospital. 

According to juvenile officials, Taylor came back to Tucson, where “he neither returned to school nor 

attempted to find a job or work.”  The superintendent of the Arizona State Industrial School, Steve 

Vukcevich, for whom Taylor worked while at the school, stated the general opinion of those familiar 

with Taylor’s background that, “He was antisocial with most people and our belief was that he was 

utterly incorrigible.”  

Arrest.  On the night of the fire, a Tucson policeman 

apprehended Louis Taylor “on the fourth floor [of the Pioneer 

Hotel] at 2:30 am because he was acting suspiciously and 

couldn’t explain his presence in the building,” while TFD 

firefighters were making a systematic search of hotel rooms 

for victims and to extinguish smoldering or spot fires.  When 

he was taken into custody, Taylor had five partially used 

matchbooks in “various coat pockets.” 

Taylor was taken to Police Headquarters where he was 

interrogated by several different policemen over a period of 

about six hours, then arrested and “booked as an arson 

suspect,” before being turned over to authorities at the Pima 

County Juvenile Detention Facility at about 9:30 am.   

While in Police custody, the youth was read his rights8 at 3:30 

am and was given a lie detector test around 5:00 am.  He was 

not permitted to contact his mother.     

At the Juvenile Facility, Taylor called a family friend and 

arranged for a lawyer.  He first talked to Public Defender 

Howard Kashman at about 11:00 am.  The initial charge was “juvenile delinquency in connection with 

starting the fire.” 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
officially assigned the site to the Department of Corrections, and in 1973 Fort Grant became a state prison for male 
convicts.   
  
7
Six months later, after the Pioneer Hotel fire, the staff physician at the Arizona State Industrial School would 

testify that Taylor has “a space-occupying brain lesion.” 
 
8
Taylor would later testify that he understood his “rights” due to his many previous contacts with the law.   

Sixteen-year-old Louis Taylor was 

arrested for starting the Pioneer Hotel 

fire.  (Courtesy of the Arizona Daily 

Star) 
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Pretrial Hearing.  From January 29th to February 11, 1971 a hearing was held in Pima County Juvenile 

Court, presided over by a Superior Court judge.   

By this time, the Fire Prevention Division of the TFD had determined that the Pioneer fire was arson and 

that there were at least two origin points on the fourth floor of the hotel.  An outside fire investigation 

consultant concluded that “the fire was intentional and man-caused … its point of origin, the fourth floor 

of the hotel, with two distinct ‘start points’ in the fourth floor hallway.” 

The purpose of the hearing was (1) to determine if there was “probable cause” that Louis Taylor started 

the Pioneer Hotel fire and (2) whether Taylor should be tried as juvenile or as an adult.  As a juvenile he 

could be charged only with delinquency.  Public Defender Kashman represented Louis Taylor. 

Witnesses established Taylor’s presence in the hotel as early as 9:30 pm the evening of the fire and the 

fact that he carried at least one book of matches.  Taylor was seen in the third floor hallway before the 

fire started - a location only hotel guests should have been.  There were no witnesses to Taylor starting 

the fire.  

The Superior Court judge, after holding a constitutional rights hearing, ruled that Taylor’s statements 

made during the initial hours of interrogation by policemen were admissible. 

The police testified that Taylor had changed his story several times about why he was in the hotel in the 

first place, ranging from seeing a friend, getting ready to apply for a job, to copping free food from 

ongoing holiday parties in the ballroom and banquet rooms.  Taylor had also at various times told the 

police that he had seen two black boys, then two Mexican boys, finally a long-haired Mexican, start the 

fire.  He eventually admitted that he had made that all up under police pressure, and had no idea how 

the fire started, but that he didn’t do it.   

Taylor reportedly told the police that he had previously set fires in some garbage cans and in dumpsters, 

and that “he might set a fire in an old house [he denied ever doing this], but not where people would 

get hurt.” 

The results of the lie detector test were not disclosed. 

Other witnesses, including a policeman, testified that Taylor helped alert hotel guests to the fire, 

participated in the first unsuccessful attempts to put it out, and assisted guests in escaping from the 

hotel. 

Changing his earlier characterization of Taylor as “incorrigible,” Arizona State Industrial School Head, 

Steve Vukcevich, testified that “the youth’s heroism in making rescues during the fire was consistent 

with his behavior at Fort Grant. … He’s the type of kid who would jump in and help with anything.” 

An arson investigator from California testified that the person who set the Pioneer Hotel fire probably 

did it as “nuisance fire,” with no idea how it would develop.  “The type of person who sets a nuisance 
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fire often derives satisfaction from watching 

people rushing from their rooms … or may 

gain pleasure seeing the response of the fire 

department or assisting in rescue efforts.” 

Another fire expert said that, while there 

was no evidence of an accelerant, the fire 

could have been started with one or more 

paper matches set on the hotel’s hallway 

carpet.  He testified that this conclusion was 

supported by an “experiment” he performed 

on similar carpet materials. 

On March 5th the judge ruled that there was 

probable cause that Louis Taylor started the 

Pioneer Hotel fire, and that he should be 

tried as an adult because he is “not amenable to treatment or rehabilitation as a delinquent child … is 

not committable to an institution for mentally ill persons.”  The criminal charges were arson and 28 

counts of murder. 

On June 10th, after a series of reviews and appeals, the Arizona Supreme Court upheld the judgement of 

the hearing that Louis Taylor be tried as an adult. 

On August 10th Taylor was released from jail on $10,000 bond, paid for by a friend of Taylor’s lawyer, 

Howard Kashman.  This same friend also provided for a full scholarship for Taylor to attend the private 

rehabilitative Arizona Ranch School, on Casa Grande Highway.  He was enrolled as a “beginning 

student”9 and spent almost six months there.   

Taylor was returned to jail on January 28, 1972, a few days before his criminal trial was scheduled to 

start.  The trial was to be held in Phoenix because of excessive pre-trial publicity in Tucson. 

Trial.  Louis Taylor’s trial started in Maricopa County Superior Court in Phoenix on February 2, 1972.  The 

“white, middle-class,” sequestered jury was made up of eight men and four women.  Howard Kashman 

again represented Taylor.   

Interestingly, in mid-trial, on February 16th Taylor was released from Maricopa County Jail on $5,000 

cash bond paid for by his Tucson consulting physician.  For the balance of the trial, Taylor moved in with 

his attorney, Kashman. 

                                                           
9
Attorney Kashman would later testify that Taylor has been diagnosed as having the intelligence and common 

sense of a 12-year-old.  Arizona State Industrial School records showed that Taylor’s IQ was 77, generally regarded 
as borderline, able to live independently with difficulties. 
   

Louis Taylor’s Tucson Police Department mug shot.  

(Courtesy of news.com) 
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The prosecution, headed by Deputy Maricopa County Attorney Horton Weiss, disclosed to the court 

“that the state’s arson case is largely based on circumstantial evidence - the defendant was in the hotel 

and five matchbooks were found on his person when Taylor was taken into custody.”  

During the six-week murder trial, testimony was heard from more than 80 prosecution and defense 

witnesses.  The same issues discussed in the pre-trial hearing were presented in the trial, highlighting 

conflicts with both Taylor’s explanations and witness testimony.   

Both the prosecution and defense called fire experts who testified that the fire was arson.  A possibility 

of a third fire-start point in a stairwell was presented, but was inconclusive.   

Louis Taylor (then 18-years-old) testified and denied setting the fire at the Pioneer Hotel. 

In a pre-trial motion, the Maricopa County Attorney’s Office 

had rejected a defense request for another lie-detector test 

for Taylor, this one administered by a “disinterested third 

party.”  

Perhaps most damaging to Taylor, surprise prosecution 

witness Robert Jackson, testified that while he and Taylor were 

together for six days in the Pima County Juvenile Court Center, 

Taylor told him that he started the fire by squirting lighter fluid 

on hallway walls and igniting it. 

The case went to the jury on March 20th.  After 9 ½ hours of 

deliberation, on March 21, 1972 the jury found Louis Taylor 

guilty of 28 counts of first-degree murder and set the penalty 

at life imprisonment.  The prosecution had urged the death 

penalty.   

Appeals.  Howard Kashman (by then a private attorney, but 

continuing as Louis Taylor’s lawyer) immediately launched a 

series of appeals - based on supposed prosecutor misconduct, 

jury instruction errors, and violation of Taylor’s constitutional 

rights in the police questioning of the defendant in the hours 

immediately following the fire.  

After a series of legal skirmishes, all initial requests for a new 

trial were denied, and on July 9, 1975 Taylor’s conviction was 

upheld by the Arizona Supreme Court. 

But Kashman’s appeals continued and on September 17, 1982 

the 9th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals in San Francisco overturned Taylor’s conviction, ruling that the 

statements he made to police in the hours after the fire were improperly admitted as evidence.  Finally, 

on May 23, 1983 the U.S. Supreme Court reversed the ruling of the 9th Circuit, reinstating Taylor’s 

Louis Taylor was led to jail immediately 

after being convicted of setting the 

Pioneer Hotel fire.  (Courtesy of the 

Associated Press) 
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conviction and saying that the 9th Circuit Court was wrong to have based its decision on the 

circumstances of Taylor’s arrest. 

Prison Years.  Meanwhile, since March 30, 1972, Louis Taylor had been serving his life sentence at the 

Arizona State Prison in Florence.  

While in prison, Taylor reportedly earned a high school 

diploma and took college-level courses. Prison records show 

that over the years, Taylor worked at various times as a 

barber, library clerk, porter, landscaper, cook, dishwasher, 

and seamstress.  The incomplete prison record also shows 

that over a 30-year period, from 1982 to 2012, Taylor 

committed 87 violations, at a remarkably steady pace, many 

for “minor violations” like disobeying orders and disorderly 

conduct.  But there were also many “major violations” 

including drug possession, arson, sexual assault, and stealing. 

Release Efforts.  In 2002 the “60 Minutes” television show on 

CBS presented the results of an investigation into the Pioneer 

Hotel fire “that raised questions about the guilt of the African 

American who is serving a life sentence.”  Among other issues 

raised, 60 Minutes questioned why other suspicious 

characters around the fire were not interviewed by police and whether or not it was proper to admit 

Taylor’s post-fire comments.  Taylor was interviewed by telephone from prison and maintained his 

innocence.     

Based on the information developed by 60 Minutes and partner Court TV, the Arizona Justice Project,10 

an organization of lawyers, investigators, and law students began looking into Taylor’s case.  

In 2006 the Arizona Justice Project questioned whether or not the fire actually resulted from arson.  

According to this group, fire experts from around the country, evaluated the [36-year-old] evidence and 

Pioneer case records and found that the cause of the fire could not be determined. … There was no 

evidence of arson.”   

In October 2012, the Arizona Justice Project petitioned the Pima County prosecutor and court to dismiss 

the case or hold an evidentiary hearing with “fire experts using modern forensic science.”   

Pima County Attorney, Barbara LaWall consulted with TFD fire experts on the “arson issue” and after 

“many hours of review of the photographs and evidence that still exists” and “applying the methodology 

of today’s fire investigation” was told that “a fire cause determination is not possible, partially because 

they could not examine the scene, or any evidence that had been destroyed over the years.”  

                                                           
10

The volunteer non-profit Arizona Justice Project was established in 1998 to help inmates overturn wrongful 
convictions.  In 2013 the Arizona Justice Project was involved in 36 cases then in court or under review. 

Undated prison photo of Louis Taylor.  

(Courtesy of kgun9.com) 
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LaWall agreed to release Louis Taylor if he would plead “no contest”11 to arson and murder charges.  

Pleading no contest would set aside the original conviction and give him credit for time served.  

Prosecutors still believed that “Taylor is guilty, but they would not be able to pursue a new trial due to 

lack of evidence and living witnesses.   

Taylor continued to maintain his innocence, but 

agreed to the no contest plea to get out of prison 

quickly.  Taylor’s lawyers at the Arizona Justice 

Project said that Taylor “would have eventually 

prevailed [at a new trial] but thought the process 

could have taken another 18 months.” 

So on April 2, 2013, in Pima County Superior Court, 

Louis Taylor pleaded “no contest” 28 different times 

- for each murder count against him - and was 

declared a free man, at age 59 and having spent 

almost 42 years in jail since the Pioneer Hotel fire.  

Taylor’s lawyer for the first 13 years of his legal fight, 

Howard Kashman, was in the courtroom to 

congratulate him.12 

Epilog.  Following his release from prison, Louis 

Taylor received thousands of dollars of donations 

solicited by the Arizona Justice Project.  His 

attorneys used the money to buy him clothing and 

necessities, and paid for a year’s worth of rent in a 

Tucson townhome.  He worked as a 

groundskeeper at The Loft Cinema on East 

Speedway, but quit after six months.   

Since then Taylor has only worked sporadically at 

odd jobs around town.  He reportedly “shifted 

between apartments and hotels, and even spent 

some time on the streets.”    

                                                           
11

A no contest plea in this case meant that Louis Taylor neither disputed nor admitted starting the Pioneer Hotel 
fire.  It is not an admission of guilt, but is treated as a criminal conviction by the court which hands down 
sentencing - in this case credit, for time already served. 
 
12

Kashman had been Pima County’s first Public Defender, at age 27 on the job for only 11 months when he started 
defending Louis Taylor in 1970.  After the U.S. Supreme Court made the final judgement on Taylor’s case in 1983, 
Kashman continued as a criminal defense lawyer, handling 13 additional murder cases.  

Louis Taylor, surrounded by his lawyers, shakes 

hand with his former attorney, Howard Kashman, 

moments after gaining his freedom.  (Courtesy of 

Tucson.com) 

Louis Taylor answered questions at a news 

conference with his lawyers in Phoenix the day after 

his release from prison.   (Courtesy of Cronkite News 

Online) 
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Tucson newspapers captured the every facet of the Louis Taylor’s legal struggle.                                               

(Courtesy of Arizona Daily Star and Tucson Daily Citizen) 
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On January 30, 2015 Taylor “filed a lawsuit [in Pima County Superior Court] against the city of Tucson 

and Pima County, accusing them of conspiracy and discrimination.”  Charges included complaints about 

improper actions by the police and prosecutor before and during Taylor’s trial for setting the Pioneer 

Hotel fire.  Taylor is seeking undisclosed compensatory and punitive damages.  On April 13, 2015 the 

case was moved to the United Stated States District Court.  No further information is available at this 

time.   
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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. 

 

 


