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THE GREAT SEATTLE FIRE, TEACHER RESOURCES

The Great Seattle Fire Slideshow Script
The Great Seattle Fire slideshow and script were created to serve as a foundation for your unit on the fire. We encourage you to modify this content to meet the needs of your audience, and use these images as a base to inspire questions and deeper discussion. In its current form, the slideshow can be condensed by focusing on bold lettering only, or expanded by incorporating other resources on our site.* 

1. MOHAI Fire Mural: The following presentation describes a major event in Seattle’s history; The Great Seattle Fire of 1889. Look closely at these historic images to see what it would have been like to live through the collapse and rebirth of our city. 
2. Birds Eye View Map: The 1880’s were a busy time in Seattle’s history. Lured by inexpensive land and more efficient travel, Seattle’s population grew rapidly, jumping from 3,553 people in 1880 to 42,800 in 1890
. With this increase in people came the need for new businesses to serve them.  

3. Seattle Businesses: Seattle’s Business district provided a wide variety of goods and services. Look closely at this photo. What businesses can you see? (New England House, Miners Supplies, Beer Hall, Stoves & Tinwear, Clothing, San Francisco Store)  What do the words on the border of the photo say? What does “Wash’g Ter.” Mean? (Washington Territory- meaning that Washington was not yet a state).
4. Fir Water Main with Wooden Spigot: Without the benefits of statehood, and unaccustomed to such rapid growth, Seattle’s small city government was not well prepared to meet the needs of its expanding population. As a result, volunteers and private companies provided services that are today managed by the city. For example, several private companies managed Seattle’s water supply. What impact do you think this may have had on water services across the city? What other factors may have influenced residents ability to get water? (Landscape, technologies, resource availability, cost, etc.).
5. Deluge Hose Company No.7: To protect property and ensure the safety of business and homeowners, another important job Seattle citizens took on was firefighting. 

This picture shows Seattle’s Fire department in 1889. Today there are 1,044 paid fire fighters in Seattle’s fire department.
 How many paid members do you think there were in 1889 (only 7!)
? Look closely at the uniforms these volunteers are wearing- do you think this is what they wore when they were fighting fires? What types of protective gear do firefighters wear today? 

6. Hand Powered Pumper: Another type of fire equipment that looked very different in the 1880’s was the “fire truck.” How do you think this truck works? (Many volunteers would grab the long parallel handles and pump them up and down rapidly to get water up from the tub). How would you get it to the scene of a fire? (By pulling it). 

7. Steam Powered, Horse Drawn truck: Larger steam carts were powered by coal and often could be hooked up to a team of horses, rather than being pulled by hand. Looking at the truck, how do you think most fire fighters traveled to the scene of a fire in the 1880’s? (They ran- the truck has no seats!).

8. Communication Technologies: In addition to slower transportation, communicating and determining the location of fires was also a more difficult task. The device on top is a telegraph key used to send messages electronically. Citizens were then alerted using large fire bells. On the bottom is a talking pipe, used by firefighters like a modern day megaphone. What might we use instead of these technologies today? (Cell phone, walkie talky, computers, electronic alert systems, etc.). 

9. City of Wood- Docks: Homes and businesses relied heavily on fire for heat and energy in the 1880’s, so starting a fire was a common accident. With wooden buildings, boardwalks, and docks as fuel; an unreliable water supply; and a lack of modern technologies - small fires in Seattle had the potential to grow and spread very quickly. 

10. Resin and Glue Pot: It was under these conditions, during the hot, dry summer of 1889 that the Great Seattle fire was started. On June 6th, around 2:30 in the afternoon this glue pot began to boil over on a stove in the Clairmont and Co. Furniture Shop. According to carpenter John Back, a block of wood was placed on top of the pot to stop the glue from flowing out, but the wood soon caught fire. Back then threw water onto the stove, spreading the flames onto wood-shavings that were scattered across the basement floor.
11. View of Fire from Front Street: From its starting point on the corner of Front and Madison, the fire rapidly spread south through the city’s business district. Water supplies ran out quickly and the tide was out in Elliot Bay, so obtaining water to refill the hoses took nearly half an hour. Even when water supplies were restored, pressure was very weak so the upper floors of tall buildings were well beyond the firemen’s reach.
12. Spread of the fire: With no water, and precious too few firefighters, telegrams were sent to all neighboring cities for help. Within an hour, 40 firefighters from Tacoma arrived. Despite efforts to stop the fire by ripping up plank sidewalks, forming bucket brigades, and dynamiting buildings, the fire continued to spread. 

13. Possessions Stacked on SL&E Depot: Frantic business owners tried removing their belongings to intersections and the seemingly safe wharves…
14. Burned Waterfront: However, the fire soon reached the waterfront as well; burning railroad tracks, saw mills, warehouses, and docks essential to the city’s infrastructure. 

15. Mayor’s Proclamation: Realizing that the fire was out of control, Seattle Mayor Robert Moran called an 8:00 P.M meeting of citizens in the courthouse. He then swore in 200 citizen deputies to help city police guard against looters. This copy of his order appeared in the Seattle Morning journal the next day. 
16. Map Showing Destroyed Area: By the time the fire was finally extinguished, nearly 32 blocks of downtown were destroyed with losses estimated at between 15 and 29 million dollars. Despite this devastating blow to the city’s infrastructure, most residential neighborhoods survived untouched. 

17. Militiaman Guarding Safe: The day after the fire, the militia remained on duty alongside paid security guards to protect banks, safes, and other valuables left in the ashes. Only those with an official pass were allowed into the burned area. 

18. Tacoma Relief Tent: Volunteers from Tacoma and other cities quickly sent food and supplies to help the fire victims. In the 20 days following the fire, over 41,000 meals were served in this relief station tent. Have you or anyone you know ever helped provide food or other services to people in need?

19. Wall of San Francisco Store: Though miraculously no one died in the fire itself, a man was killed when this massive wall from the San Francisco Store collapsed several weeks after the fire. Several others were killed due to the unsafe environment created by large construction projects throughout the city.

20. Seattle PI Temporary Location: Despite the destruction of downtown, businesses were quick to get back to work. All three of Seattle’s major newspapers lost their offices to the fire; however, by June 9th the Seattle PI had set up shop outdoors and began printing powered by a threshing machine engine. Eventually, this house was acquired as a temporary PI office. 

21. Tent City: Other businesses set up shop in tents, and within two weeks the rebuilding process began. Under new regulations, the only building materials permitted for the reconstruction of downtown were brick and stone. 
22. Downtown, circa 1890: Within a year, little evidence of the fire remained; and the face of downtown was drastically changed for the better. Streets were straightened and raised for better drainage, new sturdy buildings were constructed, and other city improvements such as an improved fire alarm system, new sewers, and fresh water lines were added.

23. Raised Streets: Because construction began so quickly, some buildings actually rebuilt their first floors before streets were raised. For several months, patrons had to use ladders to get from storefronts to street level. Several people actually died by falling from street level to the sidewalk below! Buried foundations similar to the one shown in this image remain as Seattle’s “underground” in the modern Pioneer Square Area.
24. Seattle Today: Though the fire of 1889 was a major catastrophe, it opened up many new opportunities for the city, encouraging building and growth that would carry Seattle into the 21st century as one of the most important cities in the Pacific Northwest.  

*All slideshow images should be credited to MOHAI. Images have been digitally altered to create this slideshow. For high-resolution originals, please contact MOHAI’s Library Services department by phone at 206-324-1126 or by email at library@seattlehistory.org.
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