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Fairfax Fire Chief John S. Butler:  American History Trailblazer 
 
 
Dear Editor: 
 
As President-Elect Joe Biden builds a Cabinet that looks like America, let us 
remember that Fairfax County has been working for many years on that issue 
with its One Fairfax Vision.  In particular, Fairfax County has wisely chosen our 
First African American Fire Chief John S. Butler who has made American History 
-- enhancing the Butler family story that embodies American history from the time 
of our country's founding. 
 
John S. Butler has been an outstanding pioneer in the public service careers that 
he has chosen -- serving honorably as a Marine for many years and then as a 
career Firefighter in Howard County and Fairfax County; he was selected as the 
First African American Fire Chief of both counties. 
 
The family of John S. Butler began its American history as slaves brought from 
West Africa to build our country--some living in Virginia for many years and 
eventually becoming freed slaves and patriotic soldiers for our nation in the War 
of 1812.  Then in 1822, the family as freed slaves, joined the American 
Colonization Society and moved to Liberia in a project sponsored by then-
President James Monroe.  Liberia's capital Monrovia was named in his honor.  
As Americo-Liberians, the Butler family through several generations helped build 
Liberia.  John S. Butler's father was a successful businessman and his mother 
worked with the Peace Corps -- with the Butler family believing ardently in 
community service as a guiding light for life. 
 
In 1980, the Butler family had to make the roundtrip voyage back to America, as 
part of the Liberian exodus from the upheaval triggered by the coup of Samuel 
Doe.  And so, John S. Butler had to pick up the threads of his family's American 
History, but now back in the United States of America. 
 
John S. Butler, then 13, continued his American History odyssey by doing well in 
American public schools and then serving America in the US Marine Corps.  He 
served in some 26 posts, including overseas assignments, and returned to his 
home in Howard County where the Fire Department actively recruited him.  
During his service of some 25 years in Howard County, John S. Butler reflected 
so much credit on his chosen profession, that he was promoted as the First 
African American Fire Chief of the Howard County Fire Department. 
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In 2018, Fairfax County recruited John S. Butler to continue his remarkable 
service to the community by becoming the county's First African American Fire 
Chief.   Fire Chief Butler generously answered the call from Fairfax County that 
has been working to resolve thorny issues of strengthening our county's team of 
First Responders/Firefighters -- and in particular, developing more effective and 
fairer integration of women and minority firefighters in the ranks of firefighters that 
were originally created as “for white men only." 
 
John S. Butler has also honored the history of firefighters in Fairfax County.  In 
2019, the Fairfax County Fire Department celebrated seventy years of history 
that started in 1949 when the county hired its first ten "paid men", the nucleus of 
the career firefighting service.  Fire Chief Butler met in 2019 with the "last man 
standing" of that pioneer crew, Vincent Guidi of the Annandale Fire Department.  
I am sure that Vince Guidi appreciated the kindness and deep historical insights 
of Fire Chief Butler.  It is sad to note that in November 2020, Vince Guidi, age 97, 
died as a victim of the coronavirus pandemic that has been ravaging the whole 
world.  
 
I am so honored that on November 19th, our historic First African American Fire 
Chief John S. Butler granted me an interview on his family's remarkable 
American History Odyssey.  He has also been kind enough to agree to write a 
short essay on the Fairfax Fire Department and the One Fairfax Vision for my 
upcoming local history book on "The First Burke Firefighters, 1948-2020: 
Protecting Our Hometown of Burke, Virginia" that will be published in July 2021 
to honor the 91st birthday of Glenn Howard Curtis.  Marshal and Glenn Curtis 
were brothers and they both served as the first firefighters of the Burke Volunteer 
Fire and Rescue Department (BVFRD) that hired its first "paid men" in 1950. 
https://fairfaxstories.files.wordpress.com/2020/10/201013coverburkefirstfirefighte
rs.pdf 
 
Many Thanks for the outstanding community spirit and public service of our 
trailblazing First African American Fairfax County Fire Chief John S. Butler. He 
has been a source of great pride for Howard and Fairfax counties -- and perhaps 
even more important, for the Butler family that has made American History for 
many generations, including the 1822 voyage of the ship Elizabeth to Liberia 
sponsored by the US President James Monroe. 
 
Corazon Sandoval Foley 
Burke, Virginia 
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November 19, 2020 Zoom interview of Fairfax Fire Chief John S. Butler by 
Corazon Sandoval Foley, a local history author of her Burke, Virginia hometown. 
 
 
 

 
Fairfax County Fire Chief John S. Butler, community leader, wearing a facemask 
to encourage safety and good health practices to protect against the coronavirus 
pandemic. 
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Fairfax County Fire Chief John S. Butler in 2019 honored seventy years of history 
of the Fairfax County Fire Department with Vincent Guidi, the “last man standing” 
of the first ten “paid men” career firefighters hired in 1949.  Vincent Guidi, 97, 
died on November 7, 2020, a victim of the coronavirus. 
https://adventfuneral.com/tribute/details/202717/VIncent-Guidi/obituary.html 
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