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					Whether or not we believe that events are consciously ordered before their occurrence, we are compelled to admit the importance of Contingency in human affairs. If we believe in such an orderly and predetermined arrangement, the small circumstance upon which a great event may hinge becomes, in our view, but the instrumentality by means of which the great plan is operated. It by no means sets aside the vital influence of chance to assume that “all chance is but direction which we cannot see.”

					
						—Joseph Edgar Chamberlin, The Ifs of History, 1907

					

					Very sensible men have declared that they were fully impressed at such a time with the conviction that it was the burning of the world.

					
						—Frederick Law Olmsted, “Chicago in Distress,” The Nation, November 9, 1871
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			Author’s Note

			The Chicago River cuts a wobbling line inland from Lake Michigan for one and a quarter miles, at which point the river splits into two branches, one to the north and one to the south. Between 1871 and 1874, the years covered in this book, the three land areas delineated by the river had two sets of names: the North Side, South Side, and West Side; and the North Division, South Division, and West Division. Residents and municipal offices used both names, sometimes interchanging them in the same conversation or document.

			After the Great Fire, Chicago’s homeowners and businesses submitted insurance claims that totaled more than $310 million, around $190 million of which would eventually be paid. While monetary equivalents across 150 years are difficult to determine, those figures translate to, at minimum, $7 billion and $5 billion today. When measured by the number of buildings lost and the amount of urban space affected, however, the cost of a similar disaster in 2023 would be many, many times greater.

		

	
		
			
			
				Prologue

				Saturday, October 7, 1871

				One night before the Great Fire

				From across the river the courthouse bell sounded: twice, then a pause, four times, a pause, eight times.

				Two, four, eight, again and again. For months now, all through the dusty summer, the massive bell atop the Cook County courthouse in the middle of downtown Chicago had provided the cadence of the city: a warning for some, but for many more a sound like the chime that told them to take their seats at the start of a show.

				The newspapers called them “firebugs.” Sometimes they came in dozens, sometimes hundreds. On this night they came in the thousands, moving toward the brightening orange glow over the rooftops just west of the river. They blocked the streets, they crowded the bridges, they climbed atop storage sheds and shimmied up lampposts. They gasped, they laughed, they shouted encouragement to firemen and fire alike. They drank. They didn’t represent all of Chicago, but in their appreciation of just about any sort of ready-made entertainment they were Chicagoans through and through.

				The city, only thirty-four years old on this warm and windy October evening, was urban America’s youngest child: full of promise and mischief, making its own way, accountable only to itself. In a city populated by more than 300,000 people, spread for miles up and down the shore of Lake Michigan, fires provided a unique sort of intimacy and knit its people together in a way little else could. The sight of a blaze over the rooftops and the piercing cries of “Fire!” brought out men, women, and plenty of children, who loved to test the flames, no matter what the hour, running in close and running back out before they were shooed or dragged away. Nothing quickened the blood more than the sight of one of the sixteen gleaming cast-iron steamers of the fire department clattering past, its bell clanging as the company foreman lifted his speaking horn to his mouth and shouted, “Aside, damn you!”

				Some came out into the streets because the fire had started nearby, while others were drawn from miles away. As the sense of excitement grew, a wiry and bespectacled twenty-year-old newly anointed as a city editor at the Evening Post hurried along with the firebugs through the West Division. With the wind up, the sky dark and clear, and many of the city’s manufactories, mills, furnaces, and boilers shut down for the week’s day of rest, the sound of the courthouse bell was as clear as a conversation in the same room. Something in the energy surrounding him, the number of people outdoors in the dark of night, and the unusual brilliance in the sky told Ed Chamberlin that this could be a big one. Maybe the big one.

				Twice the bell rang, then a pause, four times, a pause, eight times. Every editor and beat reporter in Chicago carried a detailed map of the city in his head. Chamberlin knew that 248 was a fire department call box in the neighborhood the insurance men called Red Flash. Fire was always a good story. But a fire in Red Flash had the makings of a great story.
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				Ed lived with his older brother Everett, a drama and music critic at the Tribune, farther out in the West Division, away from the river, where the houses and the lots on which they sat began to get bigger and nicer. Though he’d lived in Chicago for just two years, Ed already knew many of the city’s streets and alleys as he’d known the dells and country roads of eastern Vermont, where he’d lived until he was six, or those of southern Wisconsin, where he’d come of age. He was a rural boy at heart, raised in rustic little villages, come as a young man to the least clean, least painted, least charming big city in America. Chicago was all drive, ambition, movement, smell, and noise. For the tens of thousands of newcomers like him from the American countryside—and for the tens of thousands who’d come from Europe—its pull was awesome and irresistible.

				Block 52—just across from the South Side, bounded by Canal, Van Buren, Jackson, and Clinton—was a typical Chicago block, a mix of residences, small factories, storefronts, saloons, and empty lots arranged in a heedless jumble. Into its five acres were stuffed two sawmills, a box factory, a small lumberyard, several coal sheds, and numerous two- and three-story row houses, all made of wood. Wood shavings and wood dust filled the block’s warehouse floors and floated in the air.

				Ed’s newspaper, the Evening Post, was six years old and known for its genial, all-comers Republicanism, its literary pretensions, and its lower-tier status among the city’s broadsheets. But when it came to chasing fires, Ed might as well have worked for the Tribune, or the Times, or the German-language Staats-Zeitung. The editors of Chicago’s newspapers made their money by disagreeing about politics and by catering to like-minded readerships, but they also sold papers by competing to provide the most timely, breathless, and lurid coverage of the myriad ways the city could disfigure or destroy its own inhabitants. To read the Evening Post during the first week of October 1871—or to read any newspaper in any of the country’s fast-expanding urban centers—was to believe that to live in an American city, one must be possessed of an insatiable death wish.

				In just the past few days, a dozen or more Chicago lives had been ended or forever altered. Less than a quarter mile from where Ed now ran, a boy named James had lost his left foot when it was crushed by a horse-drawn omnibus as he was picking up wheat along the track. Another boy, named Michael, seated on the edge of an omnibus, lost both feet when he swung them out too far and into the path of an oncoming trolley. A woman named Wilhemina and her three-year-old daughter were crushed to death beneath a moving railroad car when they tried to jump on. Two unnamed girls playing on the North Western Railroad bridge across the Chicago River found themselves in the path of a crossing train; both ran for the other side, but one didn’t make it. Four unnamed boys went rowing on Lake Michigan and never returned; later, their boat was found bobbing upside down against the long breaker formed by the Illinois Central tracks. A man named Tomas was shot through the temple by a saloon keeper after a confrontation that concerned $2.71 in unpaid debt. Robbery, murder, collision, collapse—it seemed that every street corner was full of peril, every day an obstacle course, every minute potentially one’s last.

				Of all the ways to be rendered homeless, injured, or dead, fire was the most feared. In part this was because fire was, by a wide margin, the most likely. Two hundred seventy-nine days had passed so far in 1871 as Ed Chamberlin dashed toward Canal and Jackson, and during that time at least two hundred blazes had been extinguished by the city’s small band of paid firemen. The last meaningful burst of rain had fallen two days after the July 4 holiday, and in the thirteen weeks since, not a drop had fallen that hadn’t disappeared without a trace into the city’s prodigious coating of dirt and dust. Chicago was famous for its mud, but little of the stuff could now be found.

				In the course of the past week, between October 2 and October 7, the city’s 193 firemen had been summoned to twenty-eight fires. Name a neighborhood, name a type of business or building, something had burned: a residential duplex, a warehouse, a box factory, a Catholic church, a barn. Careless boys with cigarettes, an inattentive tin worker, an overheated kerosene lamp, a grease spill, a defective flue, spontaneous combustion of oil-soaked rags and crackled-dry paper—it seemed during this hottest and most arid summer and fall in Chicago’s history that there were as many ways for a fire to start as there were residents of the city.

				More than 150,000 immigrants lived in Chicago, most of whom had arrived in the previous ten years. They came from Germany, Ireland, Norway, Bohemia, Poland, and other European points of origin. Their entertainments were modest, for the most part, and they held them close. No matter how poor, every immigrant neighborhood had its fiddler, its raconteur, its card dealer, its street-corner saloon keeper. But fire outdid everything. Fire crossed all boundaries of politics, national origin, and language. It cost nothing, required no ticket, demanded no influence, no personal connections. And no neighborhood was immune to the spectacle of the run for the alarm, the excited wait for the engines, the sweat-soaked exertions of the firemen as they battled the blaze.

				From the north, a crowd pressed down Clinton Street until it reached Adams. At the center of that intersection, six horse-drawn omnibuses had converged face-to-face with no way to extract themselves. Most of their passengers disembarked, heading for the flames or walking against the crowd to find another ride or to make the rest of their way on foot. The best vantage point was the bridge over the southern branch of the Chicago River at Madison Street. From railing to railing and end to end this span was packed with traffic as those who’d come from farther away encountered those who had satisfied their curiosity and were going home. All across the Madison bridge men and women shouted at each other, in English, but also in German and Norwegian and many other languages.

				A crush of people lined the southern side of the bridge, facing the conflagration. Might the sparks, cinders, and pieces of burning wood that floated through the night air in long skips and arcs travel this far? Every big fire brought collateral damage to its spectators: a ruined garment, a burn across the arm, a head of singed hair, sometimes even death. But not yet. The spectators on the Madison bridge knew that the wind was coming from the southwest. Would the fire jump? Meaning: Would the blaze send a piece of burning wood over the Chicago River and into downtown, where it might find the roof of a paint factory, or the top of a coal shed, or just a pile of dried shingles, and turn what was already the biggest fire most of them had ever witnessed into a catastrophe of historic dimensions?

				In the twenty minutes that had passed since the first sound of the courthouse bell, the northern half of block 52, the downwind half, had disappeared in flame. At its center burned the Lull and Holmes planing mill. Inside, for many years rough-sawn wood had passed through a sequence of guides and gears on many long, low tables with saws powered by steam-driven motors, for ten or twelve hours a day, six days a week. Sweepers collected the shavings and sent them down long chutes to the bins below. A row of boilers ran beneath the floor and powered the machinery. There, in the basement, shovelers spent the day stoking the fires, using the recycled sawdust and fragments of wood as fuel. To keep the machines running, oil was poured onto and into them until it congealed and hardened into a knobbed black rime, lending the machinery a lumpy obsidian sheen. When a lumber mill caught fire, these boilers caught and held the heat, pulsing red and even blue.

				On Clinton Street, on the western edge of the block, the houses seem to have been turned inside out as their residents prepared to flee. A well-dressed family patriarch sat atop a pile of bed frames, bureaus, tables, and chairs; a grim-faced grandmother guarded a great heap of clothing; a nervous-looking lad loaded an entire household into a wagon. The throng of firebugs stared at them; they stared back.

				By the time Ed Chamberlin arrived at the center of the action, the situation had gone from bad to worse. From the mill, the fire spread in three directions at once: to a paper-box factory to the west, to a frame town house to the north, and to a vinegar works to the south. The wide level space between Canal Street and the Chicago River, where the Pittsburgh, Fort Wayne, and Chicago Railroad ran to and from its passenger and freight depots a few blocks to the north, was full of flammable coal sheds and lumberyards. Sparks, embers, and cinders flew overhead, launched into the air by the heat at the center of the block and then scattered by the winds.

				Fires of this size were fought in one of two ways: by going in and dousing the blaze at its source, or by setting a perimeter and arresting its progress until it died down. In this case, in Red Flash, containment was the sole option. Block 52 was a goner. Now block 51, to its north, needed saving, as did the train and lumber yards along the river. But things were getting tricky. On Jackson Street, on the blaze’s northern boundary, the fire engine Chicago was in trouble. As the wind blasted hot air into their faces, forcing their eyes shut and setting sparks to dancing on their clothes, the men of the Chicago’s company had to fall back in a rush, flames licking at their machine.

				In that instant, a pack of citizens deputized themselves into service and in a dash wheeled the engine out of harm’s way as the crowd behind them roared at their success. Every foreman of every engine company carried a speaking horn, a simple flared metal tube that allowed him to direct his own men and to press bystanders into duty. It was written into city law: if “outsiders,” as they were called, were told to help fight a fire, they had to help. This was one way that a force of 193 men spread across more than ten square miles could beat back a dozen fires or more in a week. In any case, the kind of spectator who raced to a fire and stood so close that he could feel the heat on his face was the kind who needed no prodding to lend a hand. Such men imagined themselves to be heroes-in-waiting and were giddy at the chance to prove their courage.

				Now, without waiting for instructions, another small squad of outsiders ventured into the space along the railroad tracks, close to the river, where they demolished coal and wood sheds along with the ramshackle residence of one “poor old woman.” As the fire gathered strength and began to burn up block 51, another gang of men detached the Pittsburgh, Fort Wayne, and Chicago passenger coaches and pushed them up the tracks and out of the reach of the flames. Yet another set of spectators grabbed ahold of various spare trucks and wagons that might serve to spread the fire and pushed them into the river. When a smaller group of overzealous volunteers found itself trapped in the riverside lumberyard of Sherills and Son, the men kicked out the wall of a storage shed and tipped it into the river, then floated away on their makeshift raft.

				All six of the West Side fire engines were on the scene by this time, and all six now retreated from Van Buren one more block northward, to Adams Street, where they attached twelve lines to the hydrants there and turned as one to face their adversary. In the language of the Civil War, which in the days so soon after that conflict sometimes seemed to be the only language writers knew how to use, this was their final stand. If the fire spread any farther northward, it might become uncontainable, and their summerlong war against high winds, dry air, and combustible wood could be lost.

				Along Adams Street, a wall of flame now battled a wall of water. Not two blocks behind the firemen, beside the river and just south of the Adams bridge, towered the National grain elevator. Five stories high, their catwalks higher than the cupola of the county courthouse, Chicago’s grain elevators were its tallest structures, and their presence up and down the river foreshadowed the city’s coming mania for skyscrapers. Towering vertical shafts made of wood and full of dried wheat or corn, the elevators were also ready-made torches awaiting ignition. And once they were ignited, burning bits of pinewood from their crowns might launch themselves hundreds of feet up into the high wind. Such a brand could float for a mile or more and fall anywhere.

				Meanwhile, in the streets surrounding Red Flash, the viewing party grew more raucous. Every increase in the degree of danger seemed to produce an equal increase in high spirits. On the north side of Adams Street, a saloon keeper named Quirk threw up his hands in the expectation of defeat and invited the crowd to help itself to his stock of liquor and cigars. Many of the men who now enjoyed an unexpected round of drinks and a smoke carried their own portable soda-acid fire extinguishers, copper contraptions full of water and sodium bicarbonate. In return for Quirk’s largesse they doused the side of his saloon, singing as they did so.

				The blaze continued hot for several hours. But in the end the wall of water along Adams Street did its job. Quirk did not lose his business. Red Flash did not become the citywide Great Fire everyone feared. The number of empty lots along the north side of Adams might have made a difference as well, by making fuel sparse and giving the firemen more room in which to operate. In any case, by the time the blaze died down early on Sunday morning, October 8, every West Side fire engine and hose cart was coated with ash and cinders, its coal reserves exhausted, its hoses split at the seams. This had not been an ordinary job: six engines spent and four dozen men overcome with smoke and heat, some now unable to open their eyes, a few unable to walk without assistance. As for the horses, the two or four needed to pull each engine, they were better off; they had been tied up away from the blaze, and substitutes were always at the ready.

				Everything had almost gone wrong. Walls had collapsed, but not on top of any of the men. The National grain elevator had smoked and flared, but it hadn’t caught. Flaming debris had flown for blocks, but it had failed to ignite a new blaze beyond the reach of the engines. In the end, the firemen and their civilian deputies had achieved victory, but at the cost of total exhaustion.

				In all circumstances, even these, protocol dictated that the engine companies return to their stations and make ready for the next fire. Before eating, sleeping, or drinking, the men were to replace or resew the hoses, clean and restoke the boilers and keep them at a low burn, examine and adjust the fittings. On this night, though, many didn’t complete their checklists. Instead, many of the firemen ate and slept. Many went home or were sent home. Some drank. One man from each company went to the roof of his station and kept an exhausted watch for more fires.

				The steamer Chicago returned to its station house, three blocks away from Red Flash, its tall, cylindrical boiler and its many lengths of hose—not to mention its crew—in less-than-ideal condition. Under normal circumstances, as the closest machine, the Chicago would have stayed behind to tend the ruins of the fire. Instead, the Little Giant, an engine housed twelve blocks to the south and in much better condition, spent most of Sunday wetting a red glow back toward the center of the block, keeping a weary watch over tendrils of smoke, a carpet of wet ash, and mounds of charred, collapsed brickwork.

				Ed Chamberlin, meanwhile, headed off to the offices of the Evening Post, on Madison Street, downtown. Like all the gawking citizens who’d crowded the streets of Red Flash, Chamberlin was sure he’d seen a catastrophe cut short by the slimmest of margins. It was the best fire story he’d get out of the city before winter came, and it would no doubt fill seven or eight columns, maybe more.

				But Ed Chamberlin’s story never appeared in print. In the end, few residents of Chicago would remember much about the fire in Red Flash—except as a portent, a prelude, a tiny taste of what was to come. The next night, the city would supply them with a much bigger fire and a much, much bigger story—the biggest story, in fact, that the city of Chicago has ever told.
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			Far below the walkway that circled the top of the Cook County courthouse, Chicago spread itself out beneath Mathias Schaefer, an ordinary fireman in the most fire-prone city in the world. Overhead, the sky was clear, the moon three-quarters full. The sun had set more than an hour earlier.

			A hundred and twenty feet below his perch, Schaefer could see pinpricks of gaslight illumination, hear the occasional voices of men and women going home from the taverns, theaters, and churches that ringed the courthouse square, or watch the occasional shopkeeper lock up for the night. Sunday night was a quiet time downtown, a lull before the noisy, surging storm of workers who would overwhelm the central business district at the start of the new workweek. A warm October wind rushed across the city from the southwest, a wind that carried a tinge of the odor of the Union Stock Yards and of hundreds of small West Side factories before it piled the waves along the Illinois Central breakwater at the edge of Lake Michigan.

			Schaefer was not a watchman by occupation, and this post was a temporary assignment. His usual place was not up here but out there, “on the nozzle,” as they said. Pipemen were their own breed. First in, first to feel the heat and breathe the smoke, too often the first to die. Like so much of the paid labor in Chicago—jobs defined by pulling, lifting, pushing, shoving, sawing, stacking, hauling, throwing, breaking, and battering—fighting fires wore you down. Still, to be a fireman was a big step up from most menial work. It was a job a man could brag about, one he used familial or ethnic or political connections to arrange. It paid him $75 a month or more and earned him the respect of the men at the station, the gratitude of the public, and the admiration of the girls and their mothers.

			Walking the tight circle with Schaefer were two young women, sisters of other firemen. They’d brought him supper from the Blenis House hotel down the street and across the river, a small fee to pay for the magnificent view they now enjoyed. Schaefer lived in a boardinghouse on the South Side, beyond the business district, where he roomed with a policeman, a laborer, and a sign painter. But his true home was his station, where he often slept and more often ate—unless he was posted here.

			In this era of breakneck technological progress just before the invention of the skyscraper—an invention that would make its first appearance four blocks south of where Schaefer now stood—the courthouse was an anachronism: an archaic, quasi-medieval lump of dirty gray stone that served as a bureaucratic battlement, a vast information warehouse, and, above all, a testament to Chicago’s rising commercial supremacy over the middle and western portions of the United States. The courthouse was an ugly building, but a broad-shouldered kind of ugly that Chicagoans could appreciate. In the five stories beneath Mathias Schaefer’s feet, one and a half of which lay underground, the political and administrative engines of Chicago churned. Here were located the central offices of the police and fire departments, the mayor’s office, the chambers of the Common Council and the Board of Public Works, the city’s courts, its law library, its jail, and, not least, every scrap of paper bearing every real estate and tax record for the city of Chicago.

			The only piece of the building that might be described as elegant was its cupola, a cylindrical two-story tower ringed with rounded windows and a balustraded balcony, above which was housed the courthouse’s giant bell. Beneath the bell, down a broad stairway and occupying the lower half of the cupola, sat the circular telegraph room, where signals were collected from 172 numbered fire alarm boxes scattered around the city. Attached to drugstores, saloons, and other establishments, or placed inside fire stations, each of these boxes operated with the turn of a key and a single pull of an iron lever. The newfangled electrical model—the old ones used an unreliable hand crank—had been installed that summer, the keys entrusted to well-known men in their neighborhoods.

			The telegraph room of the courthouse held twenty-five relays that could send a signal out from the building and sound a series of tones in any or all of the city’s twenty-five fire stations. All these lines, incoming and outgoing, a system of wires snaking through the city on white-pine posts, converged just below Mathias Schaefer. There, in the middle of the telegraph room, sat William Brown, the spider waiting at the center of this quivering electronic web. Brown entertained his own guest, and from below Schaefer came the soft strum of a guitar.

			The two men operated in tandem. William Brown’s job was to send and receive the alarm signals and to set the bell to tolling. Schaefer’s task was to circle the cupola and watch over the city, to decide what was a fire and what wasn’t and then to decide where the fire was. Discernment was everything. Care was needed not to mistake the orange glow of a gasworks or the smoke from a small factory for a genuine event. To call down a false alarm was embarrassing and unprofessional. But more to the point, it was dangerous.

			The job was difficult enough in the day, but at night the city seen from up high, especially on a Sunday, was a sea of darkness littered with an intermittent confusion of gaslights, lanterns, and candlelit windowpanes. To round out the fire department’s night watch, additional observers stood in enclosures atop each of the city’s sixteen steam-engine stations during the hours after dark. But all these other sentries were as thrushes to Schaefer’s hawk. His was the only viewpoint that encompassed the entire city.

			Many others had walked this cupola balcony before Schaefer, but none would afterward. If this Sunday evening in October 1871 was the last moment in the life of old Chicago—its last breath, as it were—then Mathias Schaefer might be considered the last person to see old Chicago alive.

			The precious few records that have survived to reveal Schaefer’s life and character indicate that he was honest and conscientious. His testimony at the post-fire inquiry would reveal that much. But in this quiet moment under the stars, suspended over the cliff edge of history, what sense did he possess of Chicago’s place in the universe? Here he stood, at the center of the city that sat at the center of the United States, a country that was waking up, day by day and dollar by dollar, to the proposition that it might soon stand at the center of the world.

			The city beneath his feet was awash in money. Not with money handed down through long generations, or money made on the stock market, but with money amassed through the sale and exchange of tangible things: pigs, steers and heifers, lumber, grain, land, and all the dry goods necessary to support the pell-mell growth of the city. The men who’d made the lion’s share of this money were factory owners, wholesalers, merchants, railroad builders, and real estate tycoons, and they’d built their fortunes in public view, most within recent memory. They had come to Chicago well after its birth; they were a transplanted Yankee elite, a relocated eastern establishment. Most of them had arrived from New York and the New England or Mid-Atlantic states, and most of them felt that this heritage made them special, that building Chicago had been their unique task, and that they’d done it especially well. They sat on the boards of a dizzying array of organizations—railroad companies, insurance companies, banks, asylums, private charities, children’s homes, libraries, schools—with memberships that overlapped so much that they became de facto social clubs of massive influence. Some were Republicans and some were Democrats, and for the first thirty-four years of Chicago’s existence successful businessmen had traded the mayor’s office back and forth as if it were a choice piece of riverfront land.

			The growth of the city had taken place in three phases: one frontier settlement period beginning with the incorporation of the city in 1837 and ending with the coming of the railroad and telegraph in 1848; then a period, ending with the coming of the Civil War, during which the city passed St. Louis and New Orleans to establish itself as the commercial hub of the American interior; and then the period encompassing the Civil War and its aftermath, marked by an astonishing expansion in human and financial capital. Since the first shots were fired at Fort Sumter, the city had added more than 200,000 people, more than 70 percent of them immigrants, whom the Yankee elite watched with mistrust and condescension even as their businesses reaped the benefits of the influx in cheap, willing, and always-available labor. The mantra of the city’s elite was a belief in the unfettered free market—the right of a business owner to pay whatever wages the supply of workers could support, the right of a landlord to raise rents as high as the demand allowed, the right of everyone to choose if and when and how they might help the less fortunate—and that mantra had gone for the most part unchallenged by rich and poor alike during the city’s history. In comparison to eastern cities of similar size—and especially in comparison to the large urban centers of Europe—class conflict was a muted force in Chicago politics. The rapid growth of the city meant that the poor and foreign of Chicago could still recognize in their employers a possible version of their own future progress, from renters to homeowners, from employee to employer, from naive new settler to seasoned old-timer.

			By 1871, Chicago had become the country’s busiest, most populous, and most important link in a never-ending chain of goods and materials that bound the Eastern Seaboard to western farms and fields, and the United States to Europe and Asia. Chicago was a place always receiving or offering, accepting or sending, taking or giving. Up the river, down the lake, across the land came tangible goods, more than twenty million tons every day disgorged into its lumberyards, stockyards, grain elevators, and warehouses. Every day, likewise, a roughly equal amount of material moved out. No one in any stratum of society who arrived in the city for the first time during these decades of runaway growth was immune to the transactional mania of the place. Chicago processed raw materials with a hunger that excited every one of its residents and shocked many visitors. Mathias Schaefer’s night-shrouded vista in this moment encompassed a fast-growing young American city. But with a small nudge of the imagination, it could also be said to include the entire country and much of the rest of the world.

			To his east, past the gilded townhomes of millionaire businessmen along the shore and the Illinois Central depot at the breakwater, lay Lake Michigan, and beyond that, the rest of the Great Lakes, all the manufacturing East, then the Atlantic Ocean and Europe, a vast geography that fed Chicago’s docks and rail terminals with new foods, fashions, factory goods, and people. To his west, past the modest, crowded neighborhoods of Irish and Bohemians, lay the prairie, the Mississippi River, and the newly settled farm and ranch country beyond, sending in its endless orders for Chicago-made farm implements, making its innumerable purchases from Chicago-based household-goods catalogs, satisfying its unceasing demand for Chicago-cut lumber.

			To Schaefer’s south lay the city’s powerful business district, its banks and hotels and concert halls, and beyond those lay the postwar South, the lucrative markets in sugar, cotton, tobacco, and molasses reopened in full to Chicago at the end of the Civil War. To his north, finally, beyond the trim and tidy German blocks and the urban villas of the city’s Old Settlers and business barons, lay the forests of Wisconsin and Michigan, shipping 170 million board feet of lumber to Chicago every month that the rivers were open, from April until October. Great flotillas of denuded tree trunks floated down the Illinois and Michigan Canal skirting Lake Michigan for hundreds of miles, from Wisconsin towns named Manitowoc, Chippewa Falls, Green Bay, and Peshtigo, or from Michigan hamlets called Whitehall, Lincoln, Traverse City, White Lake, Grand Haven, and Muskegon.

			The trees sacrificed to create all this lumber were magnificent, lofty soft pines that America would never see again. A hundred feet and higher they rose, five feet in diameter, sprouting from thick, endless forests full of wolves and moose and bears, species that each spring retreated farther to the north and west at the returning sound of the ax and saw. Wisconsin and Michigan pine was pliant, yielding wood with few knots: clear, soft, light, and strong, workable by hand or by even the most threadbare of mills.

			The thousands of men who cut these trees in northern climes and floated them on their way down the lake were for the most part French Canadians, Scandinavians, and former New Englanders, while the thousands of men who handled them at the docks along the Chicago River were mostly Bohemians, or Irishmen, or Blacks, almost all of them post–Civil War newcomers to the city. They worked for meager pay in teams segregated by race and ethnicity as they made plans to move on and up to better jobs as drovers, carters, draymen, railroad workers, or coal haulers.

			The wood, like everything else in Chicago, moved. It came in on the water, it was processed, it rose in its stacks, and then it went out on the railroad lines that ran behind every lumber lot along the southern branch of the Chicago River. The market for Chicago’s wood extended everywhere the railroad went, and by 1871 the railroad went almost everywhere. An order of Chicago wood sent out west was sometimes intended to build cattle fences and railroad ties, but more often it was earmarked for barns, churches, stores, and above all houses. To that customer in the hinterland, the train from Chicago carried not just an order of lumber but the future.

			Chicago’s lumber also built Chicago itself. Between 1850, when Chicago was home to twenty-four thousand people, and 1871, when it housed fourteen times that number, a substantial portion of this wood left the lumberyards not by barge or train but by cart, or wagon, or even hand, destined for building lots within the city itself. The endless inventory of pine just down the street, and the sizable amount of land still available within the city limits, especially on the West Side, meant that wooden sheds, barns, and town houses proliferated like wildflowers. In 1871, homeownership in Chicago was accessible to a wider swath of the population than in any other city in America.

			A brick home, even of modest size, was an investment of at least $1,000, and construction in stone was reserved for the city’s richest families. But $300 or $400 could buy a respectable, if cramped, lot and all the wood needed for a small cottage, while $600 or $700 bought a comfortable two-story house. Tightly packed streets encroached on the prairie to the west and to the south, while spacious, tree-lined avenues reached northward along the lakeshore. In the eastern half of the North Division, where many of the most well-to-do residents lived, three or four houses, or even just one, might complete an entire city block. In wide swaths of the West Division, close to the river, a similar parcel might contain twelve, twenty, even forty houses, in addition to a like number of barns, sheds, and coops.

			Almost all the houses in the West Division were made of pinewood. Balloon-frame construction transformed America. Unlike a timber-frame or a platform-frame building, a balloon frame was built out of long pinewood two-by-fours that ran from the foundation of the house to the roof, however high that roof was. This was a cheap and speedy way to build, but it also meant that many such buildings were wrapped tight in a skin that turned their walls into ready-made wooden chimneys, with no outlet for air at the top. As a pipeman, Mathias Schaefer had formed an intimate familiarity with the way such structures burned: hot and swift. A small piece of burning pine was easily lifted high into the wind. A building built of brick or stone burned slowly, stubbornly, crumbling in on itself, while a balloon-frame structure blew apart, in small pieces, like the seeds of a dandelion before a child’s breath.

			Many of the city’s warehouses, hotels, and factories were sheathed in brickwork or stone, but these sturdy, reassuring veneers often concealed balloon-frame skeletons made of wood. Or, if yours were the rare structural walls made of brick, your neighbors’ on all sides might still be made of wood. Where the poor lived, the wooden sidewalks attached to their homes might rise as many as six feet above the street, creating a dangerous enclosed airspace beneath their feet. Where the rich lived, worked, and shopped, even the street might be made of wood and elevated above the mud.

			Cities visited by so-called natural disasters always turn out to have planted the fertile seeds of their own destruction, and Chicago in 1871 was no exception. The city’s firefighting force was far too small, its tolerance of wood buildings too entrenched, its belief that the worst couldn’t happen too sanguine. Seen from the distance of history, this ordinary pipeman walking his tight circle with the splendid view and chatting with two excited young women would make a crucial mistake, yes. But perhaps, in the end, his was only the final, and the smallest, in a long chain of mistakes.

			Half a mile to the west of the courthouse lay the charred remains of the Lull and Holmes planing mill in the heart of Red Flash. Even after the previous night’s blaze had been tamed, the block still smoked and smoldered. With the wind high and the night dark, no moon yet above the horizon, the remnants of the Red Flash blaze created a fitful, glowing font of rising smoke, beyond which Mathias Schaefer could be sure of little. For the length of this night’s courthouse watch, he would have to remind himself not to confuse that glow and smoke for a new fire.

			At some moment between nine o’clock and nine ten, as they stood on the north side of the cupola, Schaefer’s guests asked him about a steady pinprick of brightness away and off to their left, over the river in the West Division, north of but not so far away from Red Flash. Together the three peered with care at a small smudge of orange in a sea of black. The People’s Gas Light and Coke Company on Washington Street, Schaefer decided, running its boiler through the night. He watched for a few minutes more, and then, satisfied with his judgment, returned his attention to his guests. Turning slowly around the balcony, the companions circled to their right, to the east, as Schaefer answered questions about the imposing new clock above them, sixteen feet high with faces on four sides and a mechanism that rattled and hummed atop their conversation.

			Another minute or so passed before their slow stroll brought them back to the southwestern curve of the walkway. There, beyond the smoldering ruins, to the south this time: another orange light, small but bright, beyond and to the left of Red Flash, pulsing behind the thin tendrils of smoke put out by ruins of that fire. A separate light, no doubt, in the inky black where the immigrant shanties pressed close one on another.

			A fire, for certain. But just how close to Red Flash? Distances were difficult to ascertain under normal conditions, and these were not normal conditions. Schaefer now had a decision to make. He raised a spyglass to one eye, lowered it again. After a short time—for time was always of the essence—he called down to William Brown and told him to strike 342, the box at Halsted and Canalport, out toward the city’s southern limit.

			Brown called up to say that he’d been watching the same spot of light from his own window, also taking care to differentiate it from the Red Flash ruins, having the same troubles putting a fix on it. Could Schaefer confirm? Three forty-two? Schaefer did confirm, and Brown set the bell’s mechanism. Fifty-five hundred pounds of brass and iron, in the cupola just over their heads, now came to ponderous life, operated by a small lever connected to a much larger motor.

			Three booming rings, then a pause, four rings, a pause, two rings. The sound of the big bell put smaller alarms into motion all over the West Side of the city, including those inside the same station houses that had responded to the Red Flash fire the night before. In these stations, those firemen who hadn’t gone home were sleeping off the previous day’s work. Some had fallen asleep minutes earlier, getting their first rest in more than twenty-four hours. Too many pumps and ladders and hose still sat uncleaned and unrepaired. The men of the Little Giant had just come in from tamping down the last flames of Red Flash. And a few of the firemen now at the stations were undoubtedly nursing hangovers.

			Schaefer would have known or guessed at all of this, and he would have worried. And as he worried, an insistent doubt itched at his mind. Was the light growing? Moving? Had he seen right? As the small illumination grew and shifted in the dark distance and smoke began to smudge the distant air, the scale of the image in front of his eyes continued to resolve into ominous clarity. Not two minutes after calling down his initial sighting, Schaefer realized he’d made an error.

			Not 342. Whereas Schaefer’s first call had identified the fire as two miles away from the courthouse, he now realized the flames were closer than he’d first imagined: perhaps not even ten blocks south of Lull and Holmes, a mile away from his position rather than two.

			Schaefer called down again to Brown. He’d made a mistake, he said. The number ought instead to be 319, a box a quarter mile from where he now believed the fire was burning.

			Below, William Brown digested Schaefer’s information for a moment, and then called back up.

			“I can’t alter it now,” he said.

			For the rest of his life, Schaefer would offer no public comment, much less judgment, on Brown’s decision not to change the alarm. But Brown would later testify that regulations and common practice forbade him to do so. Engines and hose carts had already been dispatched, were already on their way to Canalport and Halsted. Most would pass the fire on the way. A new alarm would only confuse them, if the alarm even reached them in time. Besides, to Brown, the new blaze didn’t have the look of a big boiler fire, or a gasworks, or a lumberyard. No explosions, no tall jets of flame. A fire out there in the shanties and hay barns of the poorer class of Chicago’s citizenry would be found and put out in short order. Such fires always were.
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			One mile to the southwest of the courthouse, across the southern branch of the Chicago River and across a wide gulf of wealth, language, history, and custom, lay DeKoven Street. If Schaefer and his guests on this windy Sunday evening were granted the spectacle of all of Chicago laid out at their feet from a splendid height, DeKoven Street provided no view of any part of the city other than itself. Like most of the southern reaches of the West Side, the neighborhood was home to thousands of people who worked long hours for low pay to nourish its ever-hungry industries. As Mathias Schaefer watched over Chicago, assuming a god’s perch, Catherine Leary lay in bed, very much a mortal.

			The young reporter Ed Chamberlin would soon describe the Learys’ environs as “a terra incognita to respectable Chicagoans,” a neighborhood “thickly studded with one-story frame dwellings, cow-stables, pig-sties, corn-cribs, sheds innumerable; every wretched building within four feet of its neighbor, and everything of wood—not a brick or a stone in the whole area.” His sneering description represented the view of many of the city’s well-to-do residents. But if life on DeKoven Street was cramped, it wasn’t small or empty. There were rough neighborhoods in Chicago, places where a well-dressed outsider couldn’t walk in safety, but the Learys’ neighborhood wasn’t one of them. In fact, DeKoven Street represented everything Chicago’s Yankee establishment said an immigrant neighborhood should be: a place full of wage earners working long hours to lift themselves up, planning for their own slow but sure advancement. In the Learys’ city ward, eight of nine residents were immigrants, but only one in seven owned property, and this made the Learys not types but archetypes: hard and uncomplaining workers who had saved enough money to build their own small house and who rented out another for additional income. Kate fed her cows timothy hay, not the unhealthy distillery slops that poorer milk peddlers were sometimes forced to use, and she did a good business.

			Two houses shared 137 DeKoven Street, the Learys’ address, on the north side of the street between Jefferson and Clinton. Both were small square two-room shacks, one right behind the other, with an arm’s width of space in between. In the front house, facing the street, lived the McLaughlins, who paid rent to Kate and Patrick. Patrick McLaughlin, the father, was a laborer and an ace fiddle player, while Catherine McLaughlin, the mother, worked as a seamstress. Their only child, a girl named Annie, was five years old.

			Kate and Patrick Leary did not read or write, but their five children, three boys and two girls, all under fifteen in 1871, would. They expected that their children would rise in the world, and in the end they did. The family was the definition of good people—hardworking, sociable, and well liked, with friends up and down the street and throughout the blocks around them. Catherine McLaughlin said of Kate that “an honester woman I never would ask to live with,” and the sentiment seemed common.

			The densely populated blocks in the southern half of the West Division, close to the lumberyards and train tracks along the Chicago River, were called “Irish,” and the neighborhood’s surnames included Daltons, Donovans, Finnegans, Fitzpatricks, Hoolihans, and Kellys. But the names in the city directory attached to addresses along DeKoven, Taylor, Jefferson, and Clinton Streets also included Uhers and Urbans, Vaneks and Vesillis, Weatherbys and Welshes. More so than language, history, or culture, what bound these families together was work. Fathers worked, mothers worked, children worked.

			The men worked ten- or twelve- or fourteen-hour days from Monday to Saturday at thousands of different occupations: teamsters, shoemakers, tailors, brush makers, brewers, cigar makers, varnishers, painters, wagonmakers, milliners, stonecutters, carpenters, plumbers, peddlers, dyers, blacksmiths, butchers, machinists, musicians, draymen, plasterers, clerks, saddlers, roofers, gas fitters. The neighborhood’s saloon keepers owned their own businesses, as did the druggists and grocers, but for the most part the Learys’ neighbors toiled for the elevation of other men’s names. Many of the neighborhood’s younger women joined the hordes that traveled every morning over to the South Side, to clerk in notions stores or to sit on assembly lines, while older women, mothers and grandmothers, stayed at home and took in sewing and laundry, sold milk and eggs, cleaned houses and churches.

			Even by 1871, Chicago’s efficiency at bringing in and making use of livestock, wheat, and lumber had become legend. But its real genius, for good and for ill, was the way it brought in and used people. Kate and Patrick first appear on the city’s census rolls in 1857, after a time in Pennsylvania; most likely they were escapees from Ireland’s potato blight. Every individual emigration from Europe was its own personal epic, but as far as the newspapermen and novelists of the time were concerned, an immigrant’s history was something that began when she set foot on American soil. Even amid the geyser of post-fire interest in the Learys’ lives, no one—not a single reporter or contemporaneous historian—would bother to delve into the past of the family they so profitably exploited.

			In October 1848, when the first railroad had come through town, there had been around 4,000 foreign-born people living in Chicago. Twenty-three years later, on the brink of the Great Fire, there were more than 150,000—about half of the city’s population. Add to that number the additional hundreds of thousands who by 1871 had already spent time in the city on their way to destinations farther west, and all this inflow created a polyglot, polyethnic, polymorphous city that was more immigrant in proportions and in flavor, at this moment in history, than even New York City or London.

			Politics meant little to people like the Learys. Patrick, like all adult men in the city, was able to vote, and because he owned property, he was also a taxpayer. But those taxes were minimal and provided for only the most basic of public works, as well as for the departments of police, fire, and health. For the most part, Chicago’s government left the poor alone, for better and for worse. If the sidewalks of DeKoven Street needed repairs, the residents of DeKoven Street would band together to pay for the materials and do the work themselves. If Patrick were to suffer a debilitating injury, private charities or the church, or his neighbors, would step in. If one of the tanneries or glue factories or lard-rendering facilities nearby were to foul the river, as happened often, the city’s remedy was to try to charge the responsible business owners for the cleanup, because few public funds existed for that purpose. Landlords—a group that included the Learys—could charge whatever rent the market bore, and employers could demand whatever hours and pay whatever wages an employee might accept.

			The city could function this way, with little attention to a larger public interest, because the postwar economy was strong and Chicago was full of people who for the most part believed they’d entered into a fair bargain and were destined for better things. Jobs for newcomers from afar were abundant. Those jobs might be grueling and low paying, but the bedrock of the city in 1871 was not its attention to the present but its belief in the future. A proprietorial spirit reigned. The rags-to-riches tales of Horatio Alger were read everywhere. The size of the immigrant neighborhoods and the accumulation of their needs ensured that a small businessman from Bohemia or Germany could most often find the friends and neighbors necessary to keep his storefront from going under. And the amount of raw material passing through the city meant that a job as a cart driver, lumber shover, or factory hand was almost always available.

			Saturday was payday, Chicago’s busiest night. The saloons were packed late into the evening, and the whorehouses and faro dens were just as full. The police—many of whom hailed from the same kinds of poor and immigrant communities that surrounded the Learys—leaned in a live-and-let-live direction. Vice laws were enforced and the most visible excesses curbed when a point needed making, but seldom otherwise. The temperance groups were always a nuisance, but no one believed that anyone in city government would—or even could—attempt to place any serious brake on the drinking habits of the Irish and the Germans, who were united by their love of a weekend mug of beer, if by little else.

			On Sundays, the working-class neighborhoods took their ease. Many residents worshipped in the mornings, while others, especially the men, slept. Mothers went calling on friends and relations for blocks in every direction while their children were set free to play along the river or chase one another through the streets and alleys. In the afternoon, the men returned to the saloons to sit and socialize, where they drank, played cards, talked about ward politics and international events, and compared opportunities for advancement. When evening came, families met again at home and sat on their porches, told stories and sang, ate supper, fell asleep.

			This Sunday was no different. The night was warm for October, the temperature in the seventies, enough to allow people to keep their doors and windows open and to loiter outside. The wind was up, the air dry and dusty.

			The house of the McLaughlins, the Learys’ tenants, was the liveliest on the block. Catherine McLaughlin’s brother was newly arrived from Ireland, and the family performed the hallowed Irish ritual of welcoming the greenhorn with a beer and music party, a “shin-dig” as The Chicago Times called it. They’d all eaten supper at a neighbor’s and were now at their own home again, celebrating yet another of the city’s frequent four-thousand-mile reunions. Their guests included eight boys and two girls, a number of adult relatives and neighbors, and the newcomer. The smell of pine shavings and cow dung and cooking and dust filled the air, while the noise of laughter and singing and Patrick McLaughlin’s fiddle filled the street. Other neighbors stopped by to say hello and to greet the greenhorn. Across the way, young men leaned on the sidewalk railing and did nothing in particular. The sound was pleasant and so was the night. Their houses were small, but the outdoors was not. Every so often a man emerged from the McLaughlins’ house and walked down the block to the west, shoes pattering on the street’s raised wooden sidewalks, soon to return with another half gallon or two of beer from Frank Schultz’s saloon on the corner.

			Privacy was something Chicago’s poor learned to live without. Kate lay in bed, close to sleep, listening to the McLaughlins’ revelry through the pinewood walls while the rest of her family also prepared to turn in. Patrick McLaughlin’s fiddle went quiet early, at about eight o’clock, after which the drone of conversation next door became Kate’s lullaby. At four thirty that afternoon she had fed the cows in the barn, at seven the horse. The next morning, she would need to wake up well before dawn to milk her cows, feed her children, and send her husband off to work, before heading off on her own rounds to peddle her milk. The sounds from the McLaughlins’ party ebbed and rose alongside the other sounds of the neighborhood: the shutting of a door, the low of a cow, the whinny of a horse, the bark of a dog, all these mixed with laughter, conversation, the occasional shout.

			As Kate drifted away into sleep, a few minutes short of nine o’clock, she and her children were startled by a panicked banging at their door. Someone was shouting. A scuffle of feet, running, other shouts. Then she heard a familiar voice in a clipped, panicked exchange with her husband: that of Daniel Sullivan, the young man with a wooden leg and nickname of Peg Leg, one of Catherine Sullivan’s many boys, who lived right across the street. Something had agitated him, badly. Peg Leg knew the block well and would not raise a cry unless the danger was real. He knew his neighbors. He loved to talk; he knew everyone. He was around a lot, and sometimes he and his friends used the Learys’ barn for a late-night smoke.

			A clatter. More footsteps. Then Patrick was back in the room, tugging at the children.

			“Kate,” he said. “The barn’s afire!”

			Whatever myriad thoughts went through Kate Leary’s head in the minutes that followed as she scrambled out of bed and outside, two are certain. One was of the contents in and around her barn. Five cows and a calf. A horse, wagon, and harness. Two tons of coal and two tons of timothy hay, laid in for the winter ahead. Another cow, tied to a fence along the alley. She also knew that the barn held a barrelful of wood shavings from one of the nearby wood mills. All the families in the neighborhood used the shavings as kindling for their stoves, and the mills were happy to give their excess away or sell it for a few nickels. To Kate, the fates of the Learys’ house and that of the McLaughlins were, in many ways, immaterial. The barn and its contents represented the lion’s share of the Learys’ capital and a large part of their living. The house would not be possible without the barn.

			The second thought was that none of it, “not five cents,” as Kate would later say, was insured.

			By the time she stepped outside her house, she would later testify, the fire was working on three buildings: her barn, the Murrays’ barn one lot to the west, and the Daltons’ storage shed to the east. These structures bordered the narrow alley that ran between the properties on the north side of DeKoven and those on the south side of Taylor. As she stood outside her house, Kate’s only impression was that the blaze was already very bright and very hot and spreading fast. As she would later describe the chaos, “The wind blowed every way. You could not tell one way more than the other way. The fire went just the same as you would clap your two hands together.”

			She took a few steps toward her barn, thinking that she might try to save the new wagon and an animal or two, but the heat was too intense and the smoke too thick. Instead, she took hold of one of her younger children, while Patrick gathered the others, and together they all moved around to the front of the house, where they found the three McLaughlins and their new arrival outside. No greenhorn would ever receive a more memorable welcome to Chicago.

			Kate didn’t put together, or care, that the strength and direction of the wind, spiriting the flames northward away from her and into the alley that ran behind her lot, might very well spare her house. One of the McLaughlin brothers stood in a vacant lot across DeKoven, holding his five-year-old nephew in one arm and some of the family’s clothes in the other. Others tended to Catherine McLaughlin, who had fainted dead away. Kate took in all of this and then looked down the street three lots to the west, to the corner with Jefferson. There she could see the two-story row of houses called Turner’s block, occupied on its corner by Schultz’s saloon. To her horror, flames began to flutter out of a second-floor window.

			Several water pumps dotted DeKoven, including one on either side of her house. These were fed by the city’s wooden mains and produced water of dubious quality, but in the parts of the city not outfitted for plumbing, which was most of the city, they had to serve. The previous spring, Chicago had borne witness to one of the great engineering feats of the era, when an engineer named Ellis Chesbrough had managed to reverse the flow of the Chicago River, pulling the deeper and cleaner waters of Lake Michigan through the city and depositing them into the Illinois and Michigan Canal instead of the other way around. His success was partial, and the river would take decades to fully accept the new flow, but during the summer and fall of this year families like the Learys had found fewer small fish coming through the line when they gathered water to make their suppers or take their baths. Now these pumps, their pressure far too feeble for the use of firemen, became a lifeline in the effort to save the Learys’ final piece of salvageable property.

			As Kate looked on, her husband and Patrick McLaughlin emerged from their houses. Both buildings were still intact but were surrounded by flames. Each man carried his wife’s washtub, and both shouted at their guests and neighbors for help. Patrick McLaughlin had been sick all day with a cold, perhaps accounting for the early end to his fiddling, but he found plenty of energy now. Kate would later describe “hundreds of men” all working to pour water on the two houses. This was an exaggeration, but many in the neighborhood did what they could for the Learys. Patrick McLaughlin and Patrick Leary would draw water into the tubs nonstop for the next three hours, a scene repeated by other men at other houses on the south side of the street, at the Sullivans’, and up and down the block.

			When her barn was fully aflame, perhaps ten minutes later, Kate saw men in tall hats, firemen, come running past her from the direction of Schultz’s saloon. Two or three of them appeared, many fewer than she would have expected, trailing a five-hundred-foot length of hose behind them and dashing between her house and the Daltons’ until they came close enough to put a vigorous spray into the heart of the fire. Kate didn’t have any frame of reference to measure the speed of the fire department’s arrival, though it didn’t seem to her especially quick or slow. Weariness, panic, and despair had accumulated, and her wits deserted her. “I got frightened,” she said later. “I got so excited that I could not tell anything about the fire.”

			She was in a private place, descending into shock. Her barn was gone, her animals were dead or gone, her house might burn. The arrival of the pipemen signaled hope to other residents of her block and to those living on Taylor, the next street up. The fire department was here, and the fire department always put out the fire. But whether one block or two burned, or for that matter the entire city, Kate’s loss was almost complete. The first tragedy of the Great Chicago Fire was hers. Had she known there was far worse to come, who knows but that she might have joined her neighbor, friend, and tenant Catherine McLaughlin on the ground in unconsciousness. Instead, she watched her husband and tenant wet down her house, watched the fire spread, saw the sky start to fill with a rain of sparks, and waited for a second fire engine to arrive.
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			All that Sunday, before the Learys’ barn caught fire, Billy Musham’s Little Giant and its company had lingered at the site of the Red Flash blaze, wetting down the smoking detritus, watching for reignitions, and guarding against curious sightseers and opportunistic arsonists. As the ruins had cooled and calmed, one by one the ladders, hose carts, and other engines had gone away to more distant stations. Only Christian Schimmels’s Chicago was located closer to Red Flash than the Little Giant, but the damaged Chicago had been sent home well before dawn.

			At about eight o’clock at night, Musham’s men decoupled their hoses from the hydrants, closed the boiler door, reeled in their lines, and hitched up their horses for the twelve-block ride back south to Jefferson and Twelfth. They returned to their station at eight thirty, twenty-two sleepless hours after the courthouse bell directing them to Red Flash had first sounded the sequence 2, 4, 8.

			Too much was asked of these firemen. But then, too much was asked of many people in Chicago. Theirs was dangerous work like other dangerous work, of which there was plenty to be had. The very commonplace nature of fire made the extinguishing of any single blaze an everyday event. In the sense that no fire had ever spread to destroy the entire city, the department was a complete success.

			This success had helped to convince the forty aldermen on the city council that little more needed to be done to continue the
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