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Tucson’s Nott Steamer 

The horse-drawn Nott Steamer was Tucson’s first steam-powered fire engine and 

served Tucson from 1909 to 1917, when the TFD fully transitioned to motorized fire 

trucks.  After decades of neglect and an occasional parade, in the 1980s the Nott 

Steamer was fully restored to mint condition and today is on display at Fire Central. 

This is the story of Tucson’s premier horse-drawn fire apparatus.  For perspective on what was 

happening in Tucson and with the TFD during this period, please read the previous articles in the 

“Reflections” series. 

Need for Steam Power 

A successful Tucson bond issue of March 1907 authorized funds to “improve the fire department.”  The 

TFD had urgent requirements to replace the deteriorating central fire station, to purchase a new alarm 

system, and replace aging firefighting equipment.  On the firefighting equipment issue, recognizing that 

the city had an increasing number of multistory structures, the July 5, 1907 Tucson Daily Citizen stated, 

“The present danger lies mostly in an inability [with current equipment] to throw a stream of water to 

the roof of a two story building.”  The article recommended upgrading to a “complete and modern 

outfit” by “securing a steam fire engine.” 

In early 1908, the U.S. Congress approved the Tucson bond issue (a requirement for a U.S. Territory).  On 

March 18, 1908 the Tucson Daily Citizen updated its position on a new fire engine, “A steamer of 

capacity sufficient to throw several streams to the top of the taller buildings in the business section 

would certainly seem to be essential.” 

The Nott Steamer 

Meanwhile, the TFD, along with the Mayor and Common Council, had pretty much decided what kind of 

fire engine they wanted - a so-called Nott Steamer, made by the W. S. Nott Company in Minneapolis, 

Minnesota.1 Earlier, the Nott Company had provided Tucson officials with a brochure that described 

their equipment in detail. 

The Nott Company offered six size options based on water pumping requirements (gallons per minute).  

The TFD selected the option rated at 600 gallons per minute, the designated “third” size.  (See 

accompanying table.)  This horse-drawn steam fire engine weighed 7,000 pounds, was 24-feet long, 8 

2/3 feet high, and almost five feet wide. 

The Nott brochure stressed both the company’s experience and advanced design:   

“The results obtained in delivery tests and actual service thruout the country prove our 

claim that the Nott Spiral Water Tube Boiler is the greatest steam generator for fire 

                                                           
1
 The Nott Company, named after Irish immigrant William S. Nott, was formed in 1887 and was one of at least 15 

companies in the United States that manufactured and sold steam-powered fire engines at some time in the 
period from the early 1860s to the mid-1910s.  (See the World-Wide Steam Fire Engine Register.) 
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engine purposes and in addition it is the most economical and reliable, it is less liable to 

get out of order and is more quickly repaired than any other steam generator ever 

produced.”  

 

 

 

 

The brochure went on to say that all key parts of the fire engine were made of steel, cast iron, bronze, 

or brass.  All exposed metal parts were covered with nickel plating or spun copper. 

When the Nott Steamer was on a fire run, a coal fire, started by kindling in a firebox below the boiler, 

heated water to produce steam that enabled the machine to pump water through its two 2 1/2-inch 

hoses, after being attached to a fire hydrant.  

Instead of a siren the Steamer had a foot-operated, triple-strike gong or bell, positioned at the top-

center of the fire engine.  Depressing the pedal produced one strike and releasing the pedal caused two 

strikes.  In larger cities, different “gong patterns” could identify different fire companies.    

Tucson officials selected a steam fire engine from this brochure provided by the W. S. Nott Company.  (Courtesy 

of the TFD) 
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On March 12, 1908 Tucson’s City Clerk 

was authorized to advertise for bids on 

the Steamer and 3,000 feet of cotton, 

rubber-lined 2 ½-inch hose, plus a 20-

alarm-box Gamewell fire alarm system.  

On March 30th, at a special meeting, the 

Common Council accepted the bid of 

the American Fire and Water Company 

of Dallas, Texas (acting as a sales 

distribution outfit) to provide the Nott 

Steamer for $6,000, and the other 

equipment at a total cost of $14,563. 

Just four months later, on August 1, 1908 the Tucson Daily Citizen reported that the “fire engine 

purchased by the city arrived here this morning [by train] and is now in the local freight yards.”  Tucson’s 

Nott Steamer, Serial No. 737 had arrived. 

Getting Ready 

There were three immediate issues to resolve about the Nott Steamer:  1) where to house the new fire 

engine while a new fire station was being considered, but not yet built; 2) confirming that the Steamer 

could indeed pump water as advertised; and 3) securing and training horses to pull the Steamer.   

Not wanting to house the Steamer in the crowded, and now deteriorating, adobe fire station on Church 

Avenue, the TFD initially decided to keep the engine on the city farm, about ¾ mile northwest of 

downtown.  But by the end of September the TFD had moved the Steamer to temporary quarters at 

Tompkin’s livery stable at the corner of Broadway and Scott Street.  As the Tucson Daily Citizen reported, 

“An arrangement has been made for a hanging harness so that no time will be lost in the event that the 

engine is needed for a fire.”  The livery stable would be the home of the Steamer until July 1909 when a 

new brick fire station on South 6th Avenue replaced the old adobe station.   

A successful water pumping test of the Nott Steamer was held on August 16, 1908 on the Carnegie 

Library grounds on the corner of 6th Avenue and 12th Street.  Several streams of water were “thrown” 

over a 100-foot flagpole.   

The matter of horses2 for the Steamer would take a little longer.  The city didn’t get serious about horses 

until January 1909.  Officials somewhat belatedly realized that a three-horse team would be required to 

pull the heavy Steamer over long distances on Tucson’s (then unpaved) streets.  In January it was 

arranged to use city horses temporarily to pull the Steamer until special fire horses could be procured.   

TFD Chief Sam Barkley travelled to Arizona’s Gila Valley to purchase a well-matched team of three gray 

horses.  On February 10th, Harry Parker was appointed to be the paid Steamer driver.  An engineer for 

                                                           
2
 For the complete story of TFD fire horses, see the previous “Reflections” article, “Our Four-Footed Friends.” 

These were the Nott Brochure choices for “size” of a steam fire 

engine.  (Courtesy of the TFD) 
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the Steamer was also hired.  On March 24th a new three-horse hitch arrived for the Steamer.  Training of 

the firefighter-horses team began in earnest with frequent runs to fire hydrants in various parts of the 

city. 

On one of the training runs, when the Steamer was taken to the scene of a fire, a serious problem was 

exposed.  According the Tucson Daily Citizen, “It was almost a quarter of an hour after it arrived before 

sufficient steam could be raised to make it of any use.  This was due to the fact that it required some 

time [for the kindling-coal fire] to heat the water in the engine boiler.”   

On March 29th a new gas heater for the Steamer arrived.  This heater would be used in the fire station 

(then the livery stable) to keep water in the engine boiler constantly at the boiling point so there would 

be no delay in getting up steam after the Steamer started a run with the coal heater in operation.  

So eight months after arriving in Tucson, the Nott Steamer was finally ready to fight fires. 

Steamer TFD Service 

The horse-drawn Nott Steamer was Tucson’s principal firefighting apparatus from April 1909 to June 

1914 when the TFD purchased its first gasoline fire engine, the Velie motorized fire truck.  The Steamer 

was retained until June 1917 and the delivery of two Seagrave motorized fire trucks, completing the 

transition to a fully motorized TFD.   

 

 

 

 

The Steamer, pulled by its team of three gray horses, appeared in the July 4, 1909 parade, here shown traveling 

east on Congress Street between Stone and Scott, with the Opera House in the background.  (Courtesy of the 

TFD) 
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During the eight years of Nott Steamer service, there were 100’s of fires around town, 44 in 1910 alone.  

The Steamer served Tucson well, helping fight major fires at the Moreno and Valenzuela Building; the 

Southern Pacific Railroad Shops; Goldring’s Furniture Store; Kitt’s Sons Department Store; the Tucson 

Citizen Plant; a Stationery, Meat, and Candy Store complex; Litt’s Drug Store and adjacent buildings; the 

Kress Building; and the Tucson Furniture Company.3  Fire insurance rates declined in Tucson due to the 

efficient service of the Steamer. 

Here are a few other noteworthy events from the Nott Steamer’s service: 

a. On the very first actual fire run with the Steamer on April 29, 1909, one of the three gray horses 

stumbled and fell.  As the Tucson Daily Citizen reported, “Driver Parker applied the brakes and 

stopped the other engine horses.  The fallen horse was unhitched and then quickly hitched up 

again and run resumed.  The horse was not badly hurt.”  

b. On May 12, 1909, at the TFD’s request, Tucson’s Common Council agreed to name the Nott 

Steamer after Tucson fire pioneer and former Chief, Jack Boleyn.4  A metal plate inscribed “Jack 

Boleyn” was prepared and placed on the new Steamer. 

                                                           
3
 These fires are discussed in a previous “Reflections” article, “Early 20

th
 Century:  1900-1915.” 

 
4
 For more information on Jack Boleyn, see the previous “Reflections” article, “The Incredible Life of Jack Boleyn.” 

This photo of the Steamer was taken soon after the fire engine was moved from Tompkin’s Livery Stable to the 

new brick fire station on South 6
th

 Avenue in late July 1909.  (Courtesy of the TFD) 
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c. By June 22, 1909 all TFD firefighting apparatus had been moved to a new brick fire station on 

South 6th Avenue - most equipment coming from the old fire station and the Nott Steamer from 

Tomkin’s Stable. 

d. In its first two years, the 7,000-pound Steamer overturned three times:  in September 1909, 

when its wheels slid along metal streetcar tracks; in April 1910, while trying to turn around on a 

training run; and in May 1910, while trying to avoid a collision with a wood-filled wagon.  

Thankfully, there were no reported injuries to the driver, engineer, or the horses. 

e. On November 18, 1910 Jack Boleyn, namesake of the Steamer, died the day after being injured 

fighting the Goldring’s Furniture fire as a volunteer.  

f. On April 12, 1911 the three-horse team that pulled the Steamer ran away when detached from 

the fire engine while the Steamer was pumping water at a fire on 6th Avenue. 

g. The Tucson Daily Citizen reported on December 7, 1913 that the Steamer had undergone a 

three-week repainting effort at the fire station, made more difficult by needing to keep steam in 

the boiler at all times so the engine could respond immediately to a fire.  “It presents a thrilling 

appearance in its bright red and heavy gold leaf, true to all the story book descriptions.” 

h. On August 18, 1914 the Steamer concluded a month in a repair shop to renew the lining of the 

boiler. 

 

The Steamer was a unique part of Tucson’s history.  Roy P. Drachman, one of Tucson’s pioneer business 

leaders, recalled in his book, From Cowtown to Desert Metropolis, seeing the Steamer as a youngster, 

 

“Many times, we excitedly watched those horses run up and down South Main Street, 

pulling the steaming boiler along ‘like sixty’ as they exercised the horses on that wide 

street with very little traffic.  The fire men were a friendly lot, and we enjoyed visiting 

them and looking at the large horses.” 

 

(Note:  To better appreciate the sights and sounds of a steam-powered fire engine in the early 1900s, 

check out the “Eureka Steam Fire Engine” video on this website at 

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

Decades of Neglect 

Trying to keep track of the Nott Steamer for the years following its decommissioning in 1917 is like 

trying to follow a fish in murky water - you only get a glimpse from time to time.  Thanks to the Tucson 

Daily Citizen, Arizona Daily Star, Tucson Common Council Minutes, and TFD records we have these 

“sightings.” 

After being retired in June 1917, the Steamer was stored for years in a corner of the fire station on 

South 6th Avenue, where it was “exhibited with pride.” 

In December 1920 the Steamer was taken outside of Tucson for the first time - loaned to Pastime Park 

about 13 miles north of town along the road to Oracle Junction.  Pastime Park had requested the 

Steamer for temporary fire protection duty while the Park constructed buildings for a World War I 

http://www.tucsonfirefoundation.com/tfd-archive-down/apparatus/
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veterans’ treatment facility.  The Steamer remained at Pastime Park for eight months after proving that 

it operated perfectly in a two-hour demonstration, pumping water from a well at the Park.  

In October 1922 the Steamer participated in a Fire Prevention Week parade through downtown Tucson. 

In a meeting on December 3, 1923, the Common Council authorized the City Clerk “to advertise for bids 

for the sale of the Steamer,” still at the old fire station.  In June 1924 Tucson businessman James P. 

Greaber offered to buy the old fire engine for $200, but was refused by the Common Council (reason 

unknown). 

In 1930 the Nott Steamer appeared in a photograph, with a two-horse team, carrying a banner on its 

side advertising an appearance by famous actress Clara Bow at the Opera House on 49 East Congress 

Street. 

 

 

 

 

The Steamer, pulled by a two-horse team of black horses, was used to help advertise an appearance by actress 

Clara Bow at Tucson’s Opera House in 1930.  (Courtesy of the TFD) 
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An August 13, 1931 report in the Tucson Daily Citizen mentioned, “An old boiler type fire engine is [still] 

pushed away in a dusty corner of the Central Fire Station.” 

By November 1936 the Steamer apparently resided at the Arizona Pioneer Historical Society (today’s 

Arizona Historical Society) because in a letter dated November 3, 1936, the Arizona Pioneer Historical 

Society agrees to loan its “property” to the “La Fiesta de los Vaqueros Parade Committee for use in the 

annual Rodeo Parade5 and for exhibition purposes, to be returned to the Arizona Pioneer Historical 

Society upon their demand.” 

In October 1949, seemingly under the auspices of the TFD again, the Steamer was part of a Fire 

Prevention Week display of fire equipment. 

In 1954 the Steamer participated in the February Rodeo Parade and in October was displayed during 

Fire Prevention Week. 

TFD records contain a photograph of the Steamer taken in March 1957 with two Cleveland Indian 

baseball players visiting during Spring Training. 

In January 1961 a Tucson Daily Citizen photo shows the Nott Steamer being driven by a Fire Department 

crew “for the last time … on its way to the Arizona Historical Society for permanent display.” 

In November 1964, Tom Peterson, an assistant curator of the Arizona Pioneer Historical Society fired up 

the Steamer’s boiler to produce steam.  

In June 1968 the Arizona Daily Star reported about the Steamer on June 22, 1968 that, “The engine is 

owned by the Arizona Pioneer Historical Society and will be moved from there by the fire department 

this morning.”  The Steamer was displayed at the Tucson-Mexico Olympic Pavilion in front of City Hall. 

A letter, dated March 11, 1981 from Tucson’s Assistant City Attorney, to the TFD, reviews Steamer post-

retirement history, “The Nott steam fire engine was put on ‘permanent loan’ to the society [Arizona 

Pioneer Historical Society] as custodians for the Tucson Fire Department on November 14, 1964.  It was 

‘loaned back’ to the City, starting at least in 1978 (since you have been signing yearly loan forms since 

then).”  Additionally, this letter states that the Steamer “actually does belong to the City” and 

encourages the TFD to contact the Society directly to bring the fire engine back permanently.   

This permanent “bring back” of the Nott Steamer to the TFD apparently occurred in a timely manner, 

although we have not yet found any records to confirm the timeline.  (Is this murky enough for you?)   

At any rate, as TFD property, the Steamer was displayed in May 1981 at the centennial celebration of 

the TFD, “Fire Fair 81,” at the Tucson Fire Training Academy, and a year later in April 1982 at the Pima 

County Fair. 

 

                                                           
5
 The Tucson Rodeo Parade has occurred each February since 1925.  The Parade begins at Park Avenue and Ajo 

Way and ends at the Tucson Rodeo Grounds.  
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The Nott Steamer is shown here in January 1961 on its way to the Arizona Historical Society for permanent 

display.  (Courtesy of the Tucson Daily Citizen) 

The Nott Steamer on display at the Arizona Historical Society, 1961.  (Courtesy of the Arizona Historical Society, 

28911) 
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Meanwhile, in April 1981 four-year firefighter Pete Daniels, newly assigned to Station 10 at 801 East Ajo, 

become “aware that the ‘Steamer’ was being stored in an apparatus room at the [adjacent] Fire Training 

Academy.”  Pete Daniels’ life and the condition of the 73-year-old Nott Steamer were about to change 

dramatically. 

Restoration 

Firefighter Daniels began 

thinking that the Nott Steamer 

should be restored. He talked 

with a few other Department 

members who agreed, and in 

1982 made a formal proposal 

to TFD Chief Richard M. 

Moreno to overhaul the 

Steamer and enter it in the 

Rodeo Parade in 1983.  As 

Daniels wrote in a later “TFD 

Hot Line” article, “Chief 

Moreno agreed that it was a 

worth-while project and 

approved limited funding for 

the necessities.” 

Project coordinator Daniels 

described the overhaul effort, 

“We had the hitch equipment rebuilt by Southwest Wagon & Wheel Works in Patagonia, 

AZ.  With the help of civilian Jim McDerment (who restored it for the Arizona Historical 

Society in 1967) [and] many Tucson Fire Department members from Station #10 and the 

Training Academy, we cleaned it up, painted the boiler and got it certified to operate.  A 

team of three horses was provided at cost by the Rodeo Parade Committee and period 

uniforms, caps and a banner were made.  Chief Moreno agreed to ride on the ‘Steamer’ 

during the parade.  Although the weather was on the wet side, our entry seemed to be 

big hit with the crowd. 

“Due to the success of this effort, it was decided to proceed with a complete restoration 

of the ‘Steamer’ both to preserve a portion of our heritage and to use it as a public 

relations tool for the Department.” 

Restoration work began in earnest in 1983 with Pete Daniels running the show.  Daniels had been 

honored as the TFD “Firefighter of the Year” in 1982, and as the restoration project moved into high 

gear, he was promoted to Paramedic. 

Pete Daniels (right) and Jim McDerment working to get the Steamer ready 

for the 1983 Rodeo Parade.  (Courtesy of the TFD) 
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The restored Steamer “was dedicated to the citizens of Tucson on February 24, 1988” at a ceremony 

held at Fire Central.  The plaque6 that accompanied the restored fire engine succinctly and eloquently 

describes how the restoration was accomplished, 

“A complete functional restoration was begun in July 1983.  The entire ‘Steamer’ was 

disassembled, stripped, repainted, nickel-plated and gold leafed.  All damaged, broken 

or missing parts were repaired or replaced.  The boiler was recertified to pump and the 

‘Steamer’ was reassembled.  The wheels and hitch equipment were rebuilt and a 

harness set was made.  After approximately $20,000, 4,000 to 5,000 man hours, and 4.5 

years, the restoration was complete.  Most of the labor was done on a volunteer basis 

by members of the Tucson Fire Department, both on and off duty.” 

                                                           
6
 The restored Nott Steamer plaque labels the fire engine as the “1910 Nott Steam Fire Engine.”  As we have 

shown, the Steamer was purchased in 1908, delivered in 1908, and began its 8-year operational service in 1909.  
Over the last hundred-plus years, both newspaper and TFD records have occasionally misdated the Nott Steamer 
as “1904,” “1906,” and “1910.”  Moreover, the Steamer plaque says the Steamer’s purchase price was $2,500.  The 
August 17, 1908 Tucson Daily Citizen states, “It cost the city $6,000.” 

TFD Chief Richard M. Moreno rides on the Nott Steamer during the rainy 1983 Tucson Rodeo Parade.  Note the 

steam coming from the Steamer boiler.  (Courtesy of the TFD) 
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The plaque identifies the following 

key responsibilities, “Restoration 

Project Coordinator, Pete Daniels; 

Painting, Chuck Thim; Nickel Plating, 

Quality Plating, Tucson; and Gilding, 

Peter Achorn.”  Achorn, a celebrated 

gilder from Maine, was flown in to 

apply 23-carat gold-leaf decorations 

in the original style. 

The restored Steamer participated in 

the February 1988 Rodeo Parade, 

winning that year’s “American Spirit 

Award.”  Since then, the Steamer has 

appeared at many other events, 

including Department musters and 

car shows - often drawn by a team of 

three horses.  Today, the Steamer is permanently displayed at Fire Central.  

 

Pete Daniels and Chuck Thim are shown here in 1986 working on 

the complete restoration of the Nott Steamer.  (Courtesy of the TFD) 

The restored Nott Steamer was dedicated to Tucsonans on February 24, 1988.  (Courtesy of the TFD, 2009) 
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The key TFD people in the restoration 

of the Nott Steamer are all retired 

now.  Chief Moreno retired in 

September 1992.  Pete Daniels 

retired as a Captain in January 1998.  

Chuck Thim also retired as a Captain 

in May 2000.  At the time of this 

writing (February 2016), all three are 

enjoying retirement in southern 

Arizona. 

In recent years general maintenance 

of the Nott Steamer has been 

performed by the TFD Restoration 

Crew under the leadership of Ted 

Geare, a retired Assistant Chief of the 

TFD. 

The W. S. Nott Company produced 

hundreds of steam fire engines 

between 1902 and 1914.  According 

to the World-Wide Steam Fire Engine 

Register, 24 of these steamers 

survive today, many of them 

restored.    

A visiting author of a book on antique 

fire apparatus, having viewed 

Tucson’s Nott Steamer, stated that 

he had not seen any finer 

restoration.  He said that very few 

steamers had been both cosmetically and functionally restored. 

Certainly, no restored steamer is displayed with more pride and greater appreciation for its service than 

Tucson’s Nott Steamer, the “Jack Boleyn,” Serial No. 737.  

Primary Sources 

1. From Cowtown to Desert Metropolis (Roy P. Drachman, 1999). 

2. 1908 Nott Steamer, http://www.tucsonfirefoundation.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/07/1908-

Nott-Steamer-4th-Edition.pdf. 

3. Tucson Rodeo, http://tucsonrodeo.com/historyparade.html.  

4. World-Wide Steamer Fire Engine Register, http://www.steel-wheels.net/sferegister.html.  

 

The Nott Steamer is on permanent display at Fire Central at 300 

South Fire Central Place.  (Courtesy of Bob Ring, 2016) 

http://www.tucsonfirefoundation.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/07/1908-Nott-Steamer-4th-Edition.pdf
http://www.tucsonfirefoundation.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/07/1908-Nott-Steamer-4th-Edition.pdf
http://tucsonrodeo.com/historyparade.html
http://www.steel-wheels.net/sferegister.html


14 
 

 

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. 

 

 


