
  
  CHAPTER 1


  Hubris in the Hub



   Boston is just like other places of its size;—only, perhaps, considering its excellent fish-market, paid fire-department, superior monthly publications, and correct habit of spelling the English language, it has some right to look down on the mob of cities.


  —OLIVER WENDELL HOLMES SR. THE AUTOCRAT OF THE BREAKFAST-TABLE, APRIL 1858




  OLIVER WENDELL HOLMES SR., THE PHYSICIAN, POET, INVENTOR, AND father of a future Supreme Court Justice, was the epitome of a Victorian-era Bostonian: brilliant, self-important, and subject to social bias. He contributed much to the reputation of his hometown, not least of which was a nickname for which newspaper headline writers have been eternally grateful—his tongue-in-cheek reference to the gold-domed Massachusetts State House as the “Hub of the Solar System.” The “Hub” has been shorthand for Boston ever since.


  In 1872 the Hub was a city of about 250,000, with a growing population of immigrants, particularly from Ireland. A busy port city, with ships from England and Europe docking at the harbor’s many wharves, the Hub was a capital of commerce, a center for the sale and export of wholesale goods. The city jealously guarded its position as the springboard for the American Revolution, and its wealthy families, the Brahmins, considered it a guardian of culture, the “Athens of America.” Reformers supported causes ranging from temperance to women’s suffrage to animal welfare. The city nurtured writers, poets, and intellectual elites such as Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Ralph Waldo Emerson, William Ellery


  [image: chpt_fig_001]


  Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr. epitomized Boston’s intellectual elite. WIKIMEDIA COMMONS


  Channing, and Louisa May Alcott—and others, even those without three names.


  William Lloyd Garrison, the passionate abolitionist, published his influential newspaper The Liberator in Boston beginning in 1831 while living on bread and water and sleeping on the floor of the paper’s office in Merchants Hall at the corner of Congress and Water Streets. The aging warrior, who had riled many moderate abolitionists for his uncompromising stance on slavery, continued to live in Boston in the 1870s, taking a lively interest in the politics of the day, including advocacy for better treatment for Black Americans. Writing was a valued skill; young and old kept journals or wrote letters on a daily basis. Bostonians flocked to the theater, listened to lectures and sermons, and read magazines such as the Boston-based Atlantic Monthly, the national Harper’s Weekly (with its sumptuous illustrations of world events), and “ladies’ journals” such as American Homes, which published a mix of fiction and household tips. In this era, Boston didn’t walk as much as swagger, says Stephen Puleo, author of A City So Grand: The Rise of an American Metropolis, Boston 1850-1900. “It was a city on the move.”


  In 1872, Boston was still descending from a cloud of fervent civic pride, due to the National Peace Jubilee, a massive series of concerts and performances meant to celebrate the end of the Civil War. A high point in the five-day event, held from June 15 to 19, 1869, was a performance of the Anvil Chorus from Verdi’s Il Trovalore with a hundred Boston firemen who pounded hammers on anvils to create a melodious cacophony that, according to American Heritage magazine, “turned an Italian opera into an even greater showstopper as an American patriotic hymn.” The jubilee appeared to be exactly what America needed as it closed out the 1860s, Puleo writes, “It was emotionally uplifting for a nation that had started the decade ripped apart by war and it was culturally important for a country and a city whose dedication to the arts was still questioned by Europe.”


  Amid the celebration of arts and culture, Boston was enjoying the latest Victorian technology and infrastructure. Lights in the city’s residences and businesses, for example, were lit by gas from a network of pipes, which replaced lanterns and candles. Railroads linked the Hub to cities in the
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  An illustrated portrait of William Lloyd Garrison from an article about him in Harper’s Weekly, June 14, 1879.


  South and the West. Other innovations, such as the steam engine and a telegraph-based alarm system, had greatly improved firefighting, easing the danger that had plagued Boston since its founding. Boston was so prone to fires that many declared it “was built to burn.”


  Generations of Boston youngsters would be awed by the sight of a steam fire engine, already lit and smoking, careening down the road drawn by a team of horses, as firemen raced to a blaze. The steam fire engine was, in fact, an ingenious contraption. Before its use, Boston fire companies responded to alarms by dragging a hand-powered pumper to a fire scene and plugging hoses into the nearest a water source, such as a reservoir or hydrant. With sheer brawn and a fierce sense of honor, groups of firemen grabbed the handles of these machines and pumped, creating pressure that would force streams of water on to a fire. This was far more effective than the bucket brigades of the past. It was an honor to “run with the masheens,” as it was then called, although fire companies sometimes fought over who would get the distinction of being the first to plug into a hydrant and get water onto the fire.


  Invented in the early 1800s, steam fire engines used “fire to fight fire” by burning coal or wood to generate energy and create water pressure. When plugged into a water source, these engines could shoot water through long leather hoses to rain streams on fire from the top down, the most efficient way to quell a blaze. Boston got its first steam engine, the Miles Greenwood, in 1854, and by 1860, the department had converted entirely to steam engines. These engines weighed from 6,800 to 10,500 pounds each, including about 450 feet of hose, and could throw from 300 to 550 gallons of water a minute to a horizontal distance of 320 feet and a vertical distance of 220 feet, then considered an amazing feat of technology. Horses had to be employed to pull this heavy machinery, and, after some grumbling about newfangled changes, steam engines and horses were accepted by the city’s firemen. Horses were specially trained for fire work. They would be quickly harnessed to the engines after an alarm was struck, the engine fires would be lit, firemen would jump on, and the steeds would take off at a gallop. By 1872, Boston had a fleet of steam fire engines made by Hunneman, which was based in Boston, and Amoskeag, based in New Hampshire.
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  During the era of the hand-pumped fire engine, fire companies often staged competition to see who could produce the highest streams as shown in this illustration of an event on the Boston Common, from the May 10, 1851, Gleason’s Pictorial Drawing Room Companion.


  To modern eyes, the steam fire engine with its hodgepodge of a smokestack, bulbous boiler, twisting pipes, nozzles, gauges, and flywheel, may seem like a steampunk dream, but these were reliable, hard-working, and efficacious machines. Former Boston Fire Chief and Commissioner Paul Christian spoke highly of their effectiveness. “They worked great,” he told me. The 1872 fire would test their limits.


  The invention of the telegraph in the 1830s produced another uniquely Boston contribution to fire safely. Inspired by Samuel Morse’s revolutionary invention, a telegraph fire-alarm system was conceived in 1850 and subsequently installed in 1852 by William Frances Channing (son of the prominent theologian William Ellery Channing) and engineer Moses Farmer, who would later work with Alexander Graham Bell on another signature invention. The fire alarm system, which drew on the principles of the electric telegraph, alerted firefighters as to the location and ferocity of a fire. Previously, the main option was to run through the streets, screaming, “Fire! Fire!”—a practice known as “hallooing fire”—and hope that word reached a firehouse or someone who could ring church bells to raise the alarm. The new alert system was the forerunner of today’s first-responder technology. The city was crisscrossed with lines connecting hundreds of alarm boxes to a central headquarters atop Boston City Hall on School Street. When someone cranked a mechanism inside a box, it sent a signal to the headquarters. The man on duty noted the box’s location and triggered instruments that rang bells throughout the city and in the firehouses.


  For example, if the crank was turned in Box 52, located at the intersection of Summer and Bedford Streets, the bells would chime five times, then pause, then chime two more times. This signal would be repeated twice at an interval of a minute. Via a system of “running cards,” firemen would know whether their company should respond to a fire reported in the area of Box 52. For a serious fire, a second alarm (ten rings, or “blows”) would call in more fire companies and a third alarm (twelve blows twice) would call in even more. A fourth alarm (twelve blows three times) called in the entire department.


  This system had one serious flaw. Due to the fear of miscreants triggering false alarms, alarm boxes were kept locked. Policemen had keys, as did nearby shopkeepers or residents—those designated as responsible people. This could cause delays, as those “hallooing fire” had to find a key-holder to open the box to send the alarm.


  Even with the latest in technology, Boston was vulnerable to fire—nowhere more so than in its downtown commercial district, formerly a neighborhood for wealthy residents. Benjamin Franklin spent his young years there before departing for Philadelphia. Summer Street was once considered one of the city’s most splendid avenues, with fine houses and huge trees overarching the street. Summer Street was home to the venerable Trinity Church, an Episcopal congregation dating to 1735 and, at the time of the fire, overseen by the Reverend Phillip Brooks, then one of the nation’s best-known religious thinkers. (Brooks is remembered today for writing the lyrics to the Christmas carol “O Little Town of Bethlehem.”) His flock had been moving out of the downtown to the Back Bay and other areas, so Brooks was now supervising the building of a new Trinity Church, an even more magnificent structure designed by the famed architect Henry Hobson Richardson, in Copley Square, about a mile away from Summer Street. In the years after the Civil War, the aristocratic mansions were demolished, and, according to Charles “Carleton” Coffin, a contemporary historian with a flair for overstatement, “In their places had risen magnificent palaces of trade, until every street in the district was flanked by the most substantial and architecturally beautiful edifices on this continent, if not in the world.”


  Hyperbole aside, the new construction in the area was truly more than utilitarian; structures were meant to be temples paying homage to the burgeoning forces of industry, capitalism, and commerce. They abounded with architectural frills and flourishes; they were made of brick and iron and faced with gleaming granite. Stately buildings housed retail and wholesale businesses for clothing, boots, shoes, leather, wool, and other dry goods; massive warehouses stored bundles and boxes of merchandise ready for shipment. Small factories with rows of sewing machines churned out women’s clothing, such as the popular hoop skirts and bustles, and employed hundreds of women. Due to the development of steam-powered elevators, larger buildings could accommodate goods on higher floors; hence, buildings rose to hitherto impossible heights—four, five, and even six stories. The six-story Beebe Block, the prize of the commercial district housing some of the city’s largest wholesale dealers, took up a large swath of Winthrop Square. “The effort was to cover the territory as closely as possible, and then to build stores upon it as high into the heavens,” Diane Tarmy Rudnick wrote in her landmark 1971 dissertation on the political and economic forces that shaped Boston before and after the Great Fire, Boston and the Great Fire of 1872: The Stillborn Phoenix.


  Boston was then the nation’s publishing capital. Several leading publishers were in the downtown area, along with many of the city’s
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  A view of Franklin Street in the heart of Boston’s elegant commercial district before the fire. Source: Boston Illustrated, a pamphlet published by James R. Osgood & Co.


  half-dozen newspapers, including the Boston Transcript and the upstart Boston Globe. A few blocks from Trinity Church was the popular C. F. Hovey’s department store, a business founded by the forward-thinking Charles Fox Hovey, who pioneered the then-unusual concept of fixed prices for customers (he didn’t want them to have to haggle with clerks) and profit-sharing for his employees. The downtown had some homes and boarding houses. But the city’s poorer citizens, including recent immigrants, packed into a hilly section to the north known as Fort Hill, once an area for fine residential homes but, by the 1870s, considered a slum. In 1872, it was gradually being leveled for new development.


  Many new buildings were topped with something called a Mansard roof, a popular architectural feature in which the roof has two slopes on all four sides and the lower slope becomes steeper than the upper one. They were designed by French architect François Mansart who used the style for his Paris hotels and chateaus in the seventeenth century. Averaging twelve to twenty feet high, most Mansard roofs in Boston were made of wood such as pine and coated with tar.


  The Mansard roof faced a cadre of detractors. In a furious article in the November 25, 1871, Boston Advertiser, architectural gadfly Charles Bird of Watertown warned that the roofs were a fire hazard, a bonfire waiting for a spark. Architect A.C. Martin would later say a Mansard roof was not necessarily dangerous, but when constructed out of wood, as most in Boston were, rather than stone or copper, it could be “a very dangerous feature.” Boston fire chief John Damrell would later call them “elevated lumber yards.” This elegant feature, however, crowned Boston’s status as a commercial realm of national importance. Even Damrell acknowledged the grandeur of the Hub’s business section, saying, “These magnificent stories and massive warehouses were the pride of Boston merchants and architects.”


  The Hub thus had a decidedly mixed character in the nineteenth century: inventive, smug, high-minded, and materialistic. It was a place for shrewd businessmen and ethereal poets. It was a place where civic leaders could not wrap their heads around the possibility that their shining city on a hill was sitting on a tinderbox.


  This was the city into which John S. Damrell was born.



  
  CHAPTER 2


  A Self-Reliant Man



   The Chief Engineer of 1872 was a self-reliant man . . . with experience not only on the fire department but in the building trade and the field of politics.


  —JOHN VAHEY, BOSTON DISTRICT FIRE CHIEF “THE EPIZOOTIC FIRE”




  I ONCE FELL IN LOVE WITH A NINETEENTH-CENTURY FIRE CHIEF. WHILE writing my first book on fires, I became infatuated with John Stanhope Damrell—pronounced DAM-rell—the hero (or perhaps the scapegoat) of the Great Fire of 1872.


  I was hardly alone. Almost everyone who studies this conflagration falls hard for Damrell, none more so than filmmaker Bruce Twickler. In 2003, when Twickler made a documentary on the 1872 fire, he became so intrigued by Damrell that he ended up changing the title of his film from something generic about the disaster to “Damrell’s Fire: How One Firefighter Stopped America’s Cities from Burning Down.” In Twickler’s telling, Damrell became almost a kind of nineteenth-century Marvel superhero, complete with the special powers of foresight and the angst that accompanies insight.


  It is easy to be enamored of a man who seemed to epitomize the better traits of the Victorian gentleman, to admire his sense of honor, duty, and initiative, and to overlook his streaks of stubborn self-righteousness. Still, an understanding of Damrell’s actual personality remains elusive, and his very measured eloquence—as seen both in his speech and writing—tends to obscure what he might have been like in person. Photos
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  Boston Fire Chief John S. Damrell in a lithograph by E. R. Howe. 
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  AFTERWORD



   O vision of that sleepless night,
What hue shall paint the mocking light
That burned and stained the orient skies
Where peaceful morning loves to rise,
As if the sun had lost his way
And dawned to make a second day,
Above how red with fiery glow,
How dark to those it woke below!


  “AFTER THE FIRE” OLIVER WENDELL HOLMES SR.




  RECENTLY I TOOK A TRIP TO DOWNTOWN BOSTON—THE FIRST TIME since the country shut down in March 2020 due to the Covid-19 pandemic. It is still a lively area, even if people are masked and wary of getting too close to each other. I walked the perimeter of the fire, much as photographers John Soule and James Black did in 1872. The crooked streets are a bit wider and straighter than before the Great Fire, although the buildings are much, much taller. Passersby likely thought I was just another tourist with a camera and eyes craning upward, but I was not looking at the buildings that were there, I was trying to imagine what once had been there. The only smoke I smelled was the occasional whiff of marijuana. I wandered over to Box 52 near the intersection where Bedford, Lincoln, and Summer Streets converge. The box is not officially 52 anymore—to the fire department it is Box 1431. It still is labeled 52 on the outside and it is set on a special lamppost. From there, I continued along Summer Street, to Kingston, to the site where the fire began. Once there was a
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  A special light marks the location of the original Box 52 near the corner of Summer and Kingston Street. The fire alarm box is still labeled 52 but the official number is 1431. PHOTO BY STEPHANIE SCHOROW


  historical marker here; there is nothing now. I continued along Summer Street, passing the locations of Hovey’s and Trinity Church to Washington Street. I paused by the Old South Meeting House, still a vital historical site, now surrounded by retail outlets. It is the only reminder of the fire that I can find.


  As I write this during Covid-19 pandemic, many of us think this country will never be the same, that we have learned lessons about public health and public safety. Yet if someone is reading these words ten, twenty, or even fifty years from now (the vain hope of any history writer) will Covid-19 seem as distant as the Fire Fiend seems today?


  Boston has rewritten the story of its downtown many times. The city did not straighten or improve the downtown street grid after the fire, which, Diane Rudnick asserted in her dissertation, blew the chance to revitalize the commercial section. Rudnick, writing from the perspective of the economic doldrums of the 1970s, saw the fire as a failed opportunity to remake Boston. “In these responses to the fire can be seen the signs that a once unique vital creative society had begun the long process of contracting its own horizons,” she lamented. But by the 2010s, the downtown area had evolved into one of the city’s hottest real estate markets. Today, there are skyscrapers whose heights would make Damrell blanch. Washington Street is lined with theaters, coffee shops, restaurants, and even a grocery store, all of which serve the area’s growing number of residents. Jordan Marsh, which took over C.F. Hovey’s place in Downtown Crossing in 1947, has itself disappeared, its space taken over by Macy’s. Strangely, the downtown is once again becoming a wealthy neighborhood, thanks to the burgeoning luxury condominium market. Burt’s magnificent US Post Office Building was finished in 1874 and Post Office Square was created nearby. In 1929, the building was lost—not to fire, but to a wrecking ball, as architectural tastes and space needs changed. The John W. McCormack Post Office and Courthouse now stands on the footprint.


  You can walk the streets of downtown Boston all day and find no trace of the Great Fire. Its history lies under the surface, popping up at odd moments. Much of material for this book was found in the archives of the Boston Athenaeum, which was established in 1807 as an independent library to collect books, art, and artifacts. While I was waiting to check into the Athenaeum’s elegant building on Beacon Street, a striking painting of a nighttime fire hanging in the foyer caught my eye. I walked closer and was astonished to see this was a rendition of the Great Boston Fire of 1872, painted by F. William Shaw in 1876 and gifted to the Athenaeum in 1986. The perspective is from East Boston. Against a night sky with a faint crescent moon, the fire sends up billowing clouds of peach, rose, and lemon, which light up the city and reflect off the harbor’s water. Tiny figures watch transfixed from a dock. It’s a glorious, terrible vision. I have seen and collected many images of the fire, but I had never seen this image. And here it is, reminding me of Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr.’s poem on the fire, quoted above.


  The Athenaeum staff tell me a story of their own institute’s brush with the Fire Fiend. The blaze destroyed the Athenaeum’s warehouse on Pearl Street, including a large collection of arms and armor that had been bequeathed in 1869 by Colonel Timothy Bigelow Lawrence. (Perkins made note of this in his detailed descriptions of the losses to art and culture in the fire). The armor was intended to grace the halls of the new Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, founded in 1870. Fortunately, about twenty-eight items from the Lawrence collection were stored elsewhere and did ultimately go to the museum. When Mrs. Lawrence heard of the fire, she reportedly said, “There is no armor against fate,” and I fervently hope she actually said this. The Athenaeum has one memento of this loss, the key to the storeroom in the Pearl Street warehouse.


  While downtown Boston forgets, firefighters and fire buffs do not. The Box 52 Association, one of the nation’s oldest fire buff organizations, was founded in 1912 and incorporated in 1918. It was, the Boston Globe wrote on December 13, 1912, “composed entirely of men who taken an extraordinary interest in firemen and fires [and includes] very prominent men who would rather miss a meal than miss being present at a large fire, no matter at what hours it might occur or how severe the weather should be.” Today, the association continues to meet regularly to discuss fire issues and promote fire protection. The Boston Sparks Association, another fire buff group, runs the Boston Fire Museum in South Boston, which also keeps alive the story of the Great Fire. The story goes that rubble from the fire was used as landfill and the Boston Fire Museum sits on this landfill. The Boston Fire Historical Society (of which I was a founding member) maintains a web site (bostonfirehistory.org), where you may read the Boston Fire Department annual reports of 1871, 1872, and 1873 and ponder Damrell’s own words. Indeed, the “spark,” or fire buff, has a long history in Boston; the beloved conductor of the Boston Pops Orchestra, Arthur Fielder, was an avid spark who would travel in his own vehicle to large fires at any time of the day or night to watch Boston firefighters at work. He was even made an “Honorary Captain” in the Boston Fire Department. He was also a collector of antique fire-fighting helmets and material; much of his collection was donated to the Boston Fire Museum.
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  The Bare Cove Fire Museum in Hingham, Massachusetts, has artifacts believed to be collected from the ruins of the fire. At the time, enterprising youths attempted to sell souvenirs gleaned from the wreckage. PHOTO BY STEPHANIE SCHOROW


  [image: bck_fig_003]


  Two burned letters, believed to be from the ruins of the Great Fire in the collection of the Bare Cove Fire Museum in Hingham, Massachusetts. PHOTO BY STEPHANIE SCHOROW


  Some years ago, when I gave a talk on fires at the Bare Cove Fire Museum in Hingham, Massachusetts, the staff pulled out a box containing, according to the handwriting on a fading orange card, “artifacts collected by Hingham historian George Lincoln after the 1872 disaster.” It held dusty pieces of melted and fused glass, fragments of two letters, burned like toast around the edges, dated February 3, 1872, and March 13, 1872, and a formal photographic portrait in a scorched frame. In the photo, a woman’s face framed by bobbed hair peers out from behind cracked glass; her eyes look away from the camera, as if, perhaps, the fire in the far distance catches her attention. There were many references in the research about “souvenirs” sold by enterprising boys after the fire, perhaps they were tossed out over the years or sit in dusty boxes. Some apparently survived. I held some of the bits and pieces from the museum and tried to imagine the inferno that nearly consumed them.
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  In 2012, a partially restored Kearsarge turned to Boston for a day, sponsored by the Boston Fire History Society, which tried to place the machine in the general location where its company fought the fire 140 years before. PHOTO BY STEPHANIE SCHOROW


  After the fire, the Kearsarge Company 3 returned to a hero’s welcome in Portsmouth. Overhauled in 1888, the engine continued to operate until early in the twentieth century. In 1925 it was sold for $60. For decades it languished in a shed, slowly rusting. It was eventually purchased by a collector, refurbished by notable fire apparatus restorer Andy Swift of Hope, Maine, and was repurchased by the Portsmouth Fire Department for display. Through the efforts of the Boston Fire Historical Society, the Kearsarge returned to Boston in November 2012 as part of a Fire History Month event. For a day, the machine sat outside the Old South Meeting House, the site of its great triumph, in all its steampunk splendor. Only a few passersby realized the significance of that example of Victorian technology. It is now back with the Portsmouth Fire Department.


  We continually re-evaluate the past in terms of the present as diaries or artifacts are uncovered, as science reorients our knowledge of anatomy or disease, or as we speculate on continued consequences of decisions made decades or even centuries ago. Louisa May Alcott’s work is experiencing a popular revival, while Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr.’s image has been tarnished by a historically embarrassing fact. While he was dean of Harvard Medical School in 1850, the school revoked the acceptance of the school’s three Black students, citing concerns of interracial mixing. Holmes was not alone in reflecting the racial bias of the day—it was likely not solely his decision to exclude the students—but that moral failure casts a pall over the legacy of an otherwise distinguished career. By contrast, abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison’s uncompromising stance on slavery remains truly visionary.


  Thanks to improvements in building codes, construction techniques, fire sprinklers, home smoke detectors, and better response communication, Boston does not suffer from fires to the same extent it once did, although tragic deaths and property damage continue to haunt us. The Great Fire, thus, presents another kind of lesson; we may not worry about fires as much as we did—at least not in cities, the danger has shifted to forests and rural areas. Yet Damrell’s warnings of what could happen should we face a worst-case scenario are as timely now as ever.


  Even though I am writing about events that happened 150 years ago, I can’t help but see them through the lens of daily life in 2020 and 2021. What lessons will we draw from the past two years facing Covid-19? And which will we forget?
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