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So that they not be forgotten, this book is
dedicated to the memory of the ninety-two
children and three nuns who perished in the
fire at Our Lady of the Angels School on
December 1, 1958;
to the families of the fire victims and to the
survivors of the fire, all of whom have quietly
passed through life bearing grief and
memories;
and to those members of the Chicago Fire
Department who battled the blaze and who, in
the face of great personal danger, performed
unselfishly in the highest traditions of the
American fire service.


Foreword

THIS BOOK IS about the fire at Our Lady of the Angels School in Chicago, one of the most tragic in the nation’s history, and about how it affected the people and the community it touched. What happened on December I, 1958, and after is much more than a story of sorrow and death. It is also a story of hope and survival. Through taped interviews with former students who survived the fire, parents of those who died, teachers, firefighters, clergy, police, investigators, hospital personnel, news reporters, and others—many of them talking publicly for the first time—we have tried to construct a narrative of courage, perseverance, compassion, and professional dedication. The stories of these lives testify to the resiliency and essential goodness of the human spirit, and deserve to be remembered.

Our Lady of the Angels was not the worst school disaster in American history. That dubious distinction belongs to Consolidated School in rural New London, Texas, where on March 18, 1937, a natural gas explosion demolished the building and killed 427 pupils and teachers. The nation’s second worst school tragedy occurred March 4, 1908, when fire swept the Lakeview Elementary School in Collinwood, Ohio, killing 178. Although the death toll at Our Lady of the Angels was not as great, it remains more than a defining episode in the colorful and tragic history of a great city, for it led to a complete overhaul of school fire safety laws in the United States, thereby changing the manner in which schoolchildren are housed.

The fire at Our Lady of the Angels School brought crushing grief to those who lost loved ones, inflicted terrible physical and emotional suffering on survivors and their families, sickened firefighters, police officers, and news reporters who responded to the scene, and literally destroyed the school’s neighborhood. It brought angry denunciations of the archdiocese of Chicago, school personnel, and the city of Chicago.

We have often been asked why we decided to write this book. The question has never been an easy one to answer. For both of us, what began as genuine curiosity soon turned into outright obsession. The deeper we dug, the more attached we became to the subject. In many respects the Our Lady of the Angels fire remains as much a mystery as it did the day news of the disaster appeared on the front page of virtually every newspaper in the country. After several years of working independently, in 1990 we decided to combine our efforts and work together as partners. By doing so we hoped finally to set straight the record on the fire, perhaps to give voice to those who still grieve, and to provide a sense of closure to an historical void that has remained open for nearly four decades.

Outside of government and the official church, many people helped make this book a reality. It is their story, not ours; we simply put it together for them. We relied on numerous sources in the Chicago Police and Fire Departments, the Cicero, Illinois, Police and Fire Departments, the Cook County State’s Attorney’s office, the Cook County Medical Examiner’s office, and the Illinois State Fire Marshal’s office who provided us with documents, reports, photographs, and other materials. The Catholic Archdiocese of Chicago allowed us access to its archives, but the information it had collected on the fire was skimpy. There was not even a specific file on the fire, and missing were any personal papers from former Archbishop Albert Meyer pertaining to the fire. Other, more abundant sources of relevant information include the National Fire Protection Association, the International Association of Firefighters, Chicago Fire Department annual reports, and news reports published in the Chicago Daily News, Chicago American, Chicago Tribune, and Chicago Sun-Times.

At the time of the fire more than sixteen hundred pupils were enrolled in the school. Many of them had riveting stories to tell. The time, energy, and logistics involved in researching and writing a history of this fire were enormous. We sought out as many survivors as possible. Most were willing to talk with us about their experience, as unpleasant as this may have been for them, and we are deeply grateful for their candor. In most cases there was one constant: people remembered the fire as if it occurred yesterday, and they carried many unresolved feelings about it.

In the final manuscript we chose to include those recollections we thought best represented all who were involved. We made no attempt to create a “pecking order” of those who endured the worst trauma or whose lives were most deeply affected by the fire. Because there are too many people to mention, and because we fear we might inadvertently omit a name or two, we simply wish to extend a heartfelt “thank you” to everyone who gave of themselves. We would, however, like to recognize the parents of fire victims who shared their recollections with us: Lydia and John Trotta, Nick and Mary Malinski, Mario and Della Maffiola, Nick and Emma Jacobellis, Mary Stachura, and Josephine Jajkowski.

Many other men and women contributed important information or opened doors that enabled us to complete this book. The late Fire Commissioner Robert J. Quinn authorized access to the Chicago Fire Department’s files on the school fire and granted us permission to interview department personnel. Among many Chicago firefighters who spoke with us were the officers of the first three fire companies to reach the scene: Lieutenants Stanley Wojnicki, Charles Kamin, and Jack McCone. Chief George Schuller, an original member of the Fire Department’s arson squad, offered invaluable assistance. We are also grateful to Richard Scheidt, Salvatore Imburgia, Henry Holden, Walter Romanczak, Tony Pilas (whose daughter died in the fire), Thomas O’Donnell, Anthony Reilly, James Neville, Albin Anderson, William Mueller, Thomas Powers, and other Fire Department personnel. Ken Little, the Chicago Fire Department’s unofficial historian, provided helpful information about Fire Department history, statistics, and organization.

Sergeant Drew Brown of the Chicago Police bomb and arson unit, the lead police investigator assigned to the case, provided details of his personal findings. So too did private fire investigator John A. Kennedy, who offered his extensive report on the origin and cause of the fire. Polygraph examiner John Reid turned over to us his complete files. George Lindberg, Reid’s former associate, was equally helpful. Maurice Door and Ed Rothchild were patient and gracious in explaining Illinois juvenile laws and juvenile court procedures. We are grateful to former youth officer Ron Richards of the Cicero (Illinois) Police Department, and to Cornelius J. Harrington, attorney for the Chicago archdiocese. Several others deserve mention but wish to remain anonymous. They know who they are.

Many in the religious community helped us. Sisters Mary Davidis Devine and Andrienne Carolan, BVM, teachers who were in the building when the fire started, gave generously during personal interviews. Clergy stationed at OLA at the time of the fire who offered information included the Reverends Joseph Ognibene, Charles Hund, Alfred Corbo, and Monsignor John Egan. Monsignor Ed Pellicore, former OLA associate pastor, and Bishop William McManus, former Catholic school superintendent in Chicago, were especially candid in responding to our questions. So too was the Reverend Patrick McPolin, who served as Chicago Police chaplain at the time of the fire. Personnel at St. Anne’s Hospital who spoke with us include Sister Mary Almunda Klaus, the hospital’s administrator, and Sisters Judian Brietenbach and Stephen Brugeman, PHJH, and Henriette Rocks, RN, all nursing supervisors at the hospital when the fire occurred.

We thank several members of the news media who covered the disaster and its investigation: Hal Bruno, formerly of the Chicago American, one of the first reporters at the scene; Charles Cleveland of the Chicago Daily News, who covered the Cook County Morgue; William Braden of the Chicago Sun-Times; George Bliss and Weldon Whisler of the Chicago Tribune; Steve Lasker, former photographer with the Chicago American; and Jimmy Kilcoyne, photographer for The New World Catholic weekly. Sister Rita Benz, BVM; Alex Burkholder of WLS-TV; Dick Fitzpatrick and Bill Burnham of the Chicago Fire Department photo lab; and Jay Copp, news editor of The New World, also provided information and photographs.

Social workers Terri Schmidt and David Plaggemars were especially helpful in providing background information on posttraumatic stress disorder, and we are equally grateful to social worker Carolen King, herself a survivor of the fire, for sharing with us her expertise. Linda K. Maffiola graciously made available to us her many contacts in the Our Lady of the Angels community and served as a source of inspiration and encouragement.

We are particularly indebted to our editor and publisher, Ivan Dee, whose demanding editorial criticisms and suggestions made this a better book.

Lastly, we can never adequately acknowledge the support and helpful suggestions we received from our families and close friends, who never gave up on us, especially during those times when we ourselves were the greatest doubters.

DAVID COWAN

JOHN KUENSTER

Chicago, Illinois
January 1996
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TO SLEEP WITH THE ANGELS

Suffer the little children to come unto me, and forbid them not: for of such is the kingdom of God.

—MARK, 10:14

Though the young have experienced few joys, at least they have suffered few sorrows.

—A GREEK POET

Well has it been said that there is no grief like the grief which does not speak.

—LONGFELLOW


One

SETTING

SCHOOLS WERE NOT ALWAYS made of concrete and steel. There was a time when they were built of wood and plaster, encased by façades of exterior brick walls. To the naked eye the buildings seemed permanent, indestructible, and when parents sent their children off to learn in such structures, they usually did so without a second thought to safety, assured by routine that their youngsters would return home safely at the end of each school day.

So it was in most American cities, no more and no less than in the city of Chicago, not only in the public schools but also in the Roman Catholic school system.

In 1958 Chicago was filled with a mixture of human integrity and the transgressions for which it had become known the world over, very much the “Toddlin’ Town” that Frank Sinatra exalted in song and Al Capone and his mobster proteges had defamed with evil deeds. Under the new leadership of Mayor Richard J. Daley, a neatly groomed, ambitious former county clerk with slicked-back hair and piercing blue eyes, the city was poised to grow in stature and influence. Daley was a hard man to define. He could be immovable at times, sentimental at others. He had been elected mayor in 1955 and was busy constructing his legacy as the last political machine boss to dominate a major American city, forging alliances with business and labor, pushing forward with expansive civic projects. There was much work to do, and Daley knew how to pull people together to get it done.

A new airport, expressways, and skyscrapers needed building. Slums were torn down, replaced by featureless brick high-rises that in time would evolve into even greater slums. The heart of the city’s old Taylor Street Italian neighborhood was bulldozed to make way for the University of Illinois at Chicago, an arguably ugly urban campus spreading across several square blocks of city landscape.

Like the two Chicago mayors who preceded him—Edward J. Kelly and Martin Kennelly—Daley was of Irish Catholic stock and came from Bridgeport, a South Side working-class neighborhood heavily inhabited by Irish immigrants. Bridgeport’s homes sat near the sprawling, malodorous Union Stockyards, the slaughter-place that prompted Carl Sandburg to christen Chicago “Hog Butcher for the World,” and that Upton Sinclair exposed in less romantic prose in his 1906 muckracking novel The Jungle. As mayor, Daley was never far from these humble roots or the deep Catholicism he had inherited from his mother. He would remain in Bridgeport his entire life, living out his twenty-one years as mayor in a simple brick bungalow on South Lowe Avenue, less than a block from where he was born, worshiping his god a few blocks away in the same Nativity of Our Lord Church where he had been baptized as an infant.

The mayor took enormous pride in the city and wanted Chicagoans to feel likewise. Most did. He was a stickler for cleanliness, and during his administration the block-long City Hall and adjoining County Building were sandblasted of the grime that had accumulated for years. The cleansing job exemplified Daley’s paternal stewardship and symbolized the city’s defiant “I will” spirit.

Chicago has always been an action town, a place where the locals work hard and play hard, where good and bad happen in equal proportion. It was chartered as a city in 1835, and thanks to the railroads and Lake Michigan—the inland sea on which it sits—it boomed. The city grew with the pace of a speeding bull until one evening in October 1871 when a fire started behind Kate O’Leary’s barn in the Irish ghetto on West DeKoven Street and sparked a roaring blaze that—fanned by fierce winds—traveled north for three miles, destroying everything in its path, including the heart of the old downtown and Near North Side. Three days after the fire began, the skies turned grey and the heavens opened up. It started to rain and the flames died out. Chicago rose from the ashes, licked its wounds, buried its dead, then built itself anew. Before long it was booming again.

By the 1950s it had grown into the nation’s transportation hub, the crossroads of the country. Though its image and reputation had been smeared by bootleggers and machine guns, it nevertheless survived to become a center of business and industry, a nucleus of sophistication and culture that spawned some of the leading writers and academics of the twentieth century, and home to one of the great universities of the world. No longer a rebellious teenager, it had matured into a worldly adult. Yet it was still so unpredictable that it would clobber anyone who crossed it. It was the nation’s Second City, and it didn’t mind being so. Inside its 224 square miles lived 3.5 million residents; the greater metropolitan area held twice as many. Almost half of all Chicagoans—1.5 million—were members of the Roman Catholic church, either in name or in practice.

In May 1958 Cardinal Samuel Stritch, the archbishop of Chicago, died in Rome after suffering a stroke. Stritch was an elderly, soft-spoken Southerner who had administered the largest archdiocese in the United States, including a massive system of churches and schools, most of them closely associated with the flow of neighborhood life in the city. His prelature covered the expanse of two counties and included 424 parishes, 399 elementary schools, 37 high schools, and 21 hospitals, as well as numerous service centers, orphanages, and other charitable institutions, involving a tremendous force of priests, 2,300 in all, as well as many religious brothers, nuns, and lay people. It was a vast operation indeed, one woven tightly into the city’s cultural fabric.

In September that year Archbishop Albert G. Meyer of Milwaukee was named Stritch’s successor. The youngest son of a second-generation German-American grocery store owner, Meyer took up residence in a red-brick mansion owned by the Chicago archdiocese on November 15, 1958, and was enthroned in Holy Name Cathedral the next day. He was fifty-five years old, a tall, reserved, scholarly man, a keen administrator who was good at detail. He was conscientious and perhaps more sensitive than Stritch had been to the urgency of preparing for the many social changes then impending.

As the youngest archbishop in the country, Meyer faced a number of problems. He had to resolve questions of forming new parishes or redrawing the boundaries of existing parishes. He had to act on several major building projects. It would take some time before he could familiarize himself with his new and many responsibilities, not the least of which was tending to Chicago’s large Catholic school enrollment, then listed at 270,299 elementary and high school students.

Meyer retained the superintendent of schools, Monsignor William E. McManus, who had been appointed by Stritch in 1957. One of the challenges facing them was the need, as pointed out by McManus, to build more elementary and high schools outside Chicago, where parishes were being formed to take care of the waves of Chicagoans leaving their old neighborhoods for the greener pastures of the suburbs.

The exodus of residents from the city, which had been going on for some time, had many causes, not the least of which was race—the movement by blacks into once all-white neighborhoods, especially those on the city’s West and South sides. Just the day after Meyer was installed as archbishop, Edwin Berry, executive director of the Chicago Urban League, called Chicago “the most segregated city in the nation.” To a degree it was. Even though the word “catholic” means “universal,” to embrace and tolerate all people, some Catholic pastors and parishioners in Chicago were openly and bitterly opposed to any sort of integration. They did not want blacks moving into their neighborhoods, and they were ready to battle to protect their “turf.”

As archbishop, Meyer was sensitive to the festering antagonisms brewing inside the archdiocese, but almost a year would pass before he admitted that the racial situation in Chicago was far worse than in Milwaukee, and that direct episcopal action was needed to diffuse animosities against blacks in many Catholic parishes and in the city at large. Still, not until 1961 would he see the end of segregation in all Catholic institutions.

Even as blacks moved into previously all-white neighborhoods, Chicago retained a rich pluralism of residents whose heritage defined them as Irish, Polish, Jewish, German, Italian, Czech, Lithuanian, Swedish, Greek, or Asian. Hispanics had not yet migrated in large numbers to the city, though they maintained sizable communities in South Chicago and on the Southwest Side. But with Mayor Daley at the controls, despite a varied electorate many key city positions were dotted with Irish names, including that of Fire Commissioner Robert J. Quinn, a boyhood friend of the mayor’s. Both had belonged to the Hamburg Social and Athletic Club, a group of young men better known for their antagonism toward unwanted strangers—especially those with dark skin—who happened to stray into the neighborhood, than for organized sportsmanship.

In keeping with his loyalty to old friends, especially Bridgeport Irish, in 1957 Daley appointed Quinn commissioner of the nation’s second largest fire department. The new fire commissioner was fifty-three years old, a rough-hewn character who kept his head shaved bald and preferred business suits over a Fire Department uniform. He had been as good a choice as any to head the department. Highly regarded as a firefighter in the early days of his career, he had once climbed eight floors to the roof of the Stock Exchange building to rescue three persons during a fire that heavily damaged the Union Stockyards. The exploit earned him the Lambert Tree Medal, the city’s highest award for valor. During World War II he had risen to the rank of navy commander in charge of firefighting and prevention for the entire Atlantic Fleet. The navy had also decorated him for his part in a daring, three-day battle against a raging fire aboard the tanker Montana, loaded with 100,000 barrels of aviation fuel.

As fire commissioner, Quinn commanded a department that in 1958 responded to more than 65,000 fire and special duty alarms and included a force of 4,278 men who worked twenty-four hours on duty followed by forty-eight hours off. He was a stickler for discipline within the ranks, and he demanded that personnel assigned to individual fire companies stay in good physical shape. A committed bachelor, he neither smoked nor drank and stayed fit by playing handball at the Fire Department gymnasium near Navy Pier on the city’s lakefront. His first-floor office in City Hall was filled with photographs and memorabilia; he also kept a set of exercise weights there.

Quinn liked nothing better than to show up at extra-alarm fires in his battered white fire helmet and take command. He had his detractors who claimed he was a poor administrator, but no one questioned his firefighting credentials or his dedication to the job. He could be brusque with people, but there was a sentimental side to him. He looked after the department’s rank and file like a big brother.

One of Quinn’s priorities upon being named fire commissioner was fire prevention, particularly for schools. Chicago had more than 800,000 buildings, including 404 public, 354 Catholic, 90 Jewish, and 49 Lutheran schools. Through the end of October 1958, the Fire Department had responded to 89 emergency calls from schools—60 public, 17 parochial, and 12 private. Like many large cities, Chicago faced serious problems not only of providing adequate classroom space for its burgeoning young student population, but also in making sure that fire-prevention standards were being observed in older educational buildings. Catholic elementary schools in particular were fully occupied, and it was not uncommon to find classrooms in the city’s parochial schools jammed with more than fifty to sixty pupils. Typical of such structures was Our Lady of the Angels School on the city’s West Side.

An ordinary parochial school virtually indistinguishable from hundreds like it in the Chicago archdiocese, OLA, as it was known, did its work quietly and was barely known beyond the confines of the city and the order of sisters that administered it. But though no one paid much attention—not even a fire inspector who reviewed the premises that October—part of a deadly formula was in place at Our Lady of the Angels that would make it famous the world over: crowded classrooms and an aging school building.

WITH 4,500 REGISTERED FAMILIES, Our Lady of the Angels in the late 1950s was a thriving parish, one of the largest in the Chicago archdiocese. It was spread over 150 blocks about five miles west of the downtown Loop. Within its confines was a tree-lined, working-class enclave that featured modest, well-kept homes interspersed with two- and three-flat apartment buildings.

In the early days of the parish, the Irish had been the dominant ethnic group in the community. Gradually the neighborhood around Our Lady of the Angels changed, and by 1958 it was about 60 percent Italian and 30 percent Irish, with the remaining 10 percent Polish and other Eastern European extraction. Many residents, both young and old, had immigrated to the United States, and many spoke an English tinged with the dialects of their native homelands.

The neighborhood was close-knit and boasted a convivial spirit, like an overgrown family. Its residents were proud to say they were from OLA. Their religious faith was deeply rooted in the teachings of the Catholic church, and the parish church and social hall were centerpieces of the neighborhood. On Sundays ten prayer services were held, with Masses and confessions conducted both in English and Italian.

Parishioners for the most part were ordinary hardworking people who cared deeply about their families and took pride in their community. The men were chiefly blue collar and made their livings with their hands, as carpenters, electricians, and plumbers, or in various jobs in factories, warehouses, on construction sites, or with the railroads. Some held city jobs—policemen, firemen, or sanitary workers—while others owned and operated many of the neighborhood’s small shops and businesses. Most of the women were housewives and mothers; some held small jobs that helped bring in a few extra dollars. A good number of the adults had witnessed the horrors of World War II, either as Allied or Axis servicemen or civilian refugees forced from their homes; more than a decade later they had settled comfortably into the neighborhood, striving daily to provide their families with a good life.

Unlike Hyde Park, Edgewater, or Roseland, other well-known Chicago neighborhoods, the community around Our Lady of the Angels had no special name. Yet it enjoyed a sense of place, what Italians call compagnismo, a feeling of permanency that tied each family to the community. People were entrenched; they were not transients. They maintained their homes, produced homemade wine in their basements, tinkered with small gardens, and in general stayed put. When the evening was warm, they would often take to their front porches and chat with neighbors or passersby.

Like most others in Chicago, the neighborhood had all the ingredients of an urban village, a small town in the big city. The main street for shopping was Chicago Avenue, an east-west artery that cut through the heart of the area. Chicago Avenue was known throughout the city as a bustling, eclectic commercial strip that had the feel and smell of a European high street. Its many storefronts included a mix of businesses sprinkled with Italian names. Bakeries and butcher shops, cafes and produce stands were jammed among an array of small grocery stores, dime stores, drugstores, clothing stores, tailor shops, barber shops, pool halls, social clubs, restaurants, taverns, bowling alleys, and two movie houses. There were doctor and dentist offices for the living, funeral parlors for the dead. It was a place where women pulled shopping carts and bartered with merchants, where soda fountains and corner saloons stayed open late, and where the scents of baked bread, sweet confectioner’s sugar, pungent garlic, and fresh produce filled the air.

Vice was represented mainly by gambling and booze. Bets could be placed in many a back room, and if a loan was needed to pay off a bookie, juice could be squeezed from defaulters in unpleasant ways. Still, for the most part the neighborhood was safe. A person could walk the streets at any hour of the night without fear. No one was malicious. The cops bothered few because they had nothing to bother them about. There were no strangers. Persons who walked the street would “hello” everyone.

It was a good neighborhood for growing up, a place where a kid could still be a kid. Parents expected their youngsters home when the streetlights came on. During the day, alleys behind the homes and apartments were crowded with milkmen, junkmen, and fruit peddlers, all competing for space with neighborhood boys playing softball on the narrow concrete surface.

Kells Field at Kedzie and Chicago avenues was the site of hotly competitive softball games involving older players from the neighborhood who belonged to such teams as the Bobcats, Stompers, and Shotwells. The field was named after George Kells, a former alderman and Democratic committeeman of the Twenty-eighth Ward. In the 1951 aldermanic elections, organized-crime figures decided Kells should retire, so he bowed out of politics and left Chicago the same year, claiming his wife had taken ill. He was replaced by Patrick Petrone, brother of State Representative Robert “Happy” Petrone, a close associate of syndicate boss Tony Accardo. Both Petrones were members of the city’s West Side Bloc, a group of elected officials who were under the tight control of the Chicago mob.

To the young men who played softball at Kells Field, such weighty matters were of little concern; no one paid much attention to the “made guys.” Instead they had their own heroes who wore steel spikes and carried wooden bats. One of these was a muscular kid named Bill Skowron who did what no one had done before: he smacked a home run
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