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THE GREAT SEATTLE FIRE, TEACHER RESOURCES

Background Reading

1880’s, Boomtown Seattle
With the departure of Seattle’s first trans-Pacific steamship in 1882, and the arrival of the Northern Pacific Railroad in 1884; Seattle began shifting rapidly from an isolated rural frontier to an urbanized, industrialized city with economic and cultural ties to the rest of the country, the Pacific Rim, and the world.

Seattle offered jobs in a wide range of fields including: shipping, catching and canning fish, logging and milling timber, manufacturing (leather shoes, harnesses, clothing, rope, soap, hardware, beer, food, etc.), coal mining, construction, shop and service industry, and professional service fields (legal, medical, etc.).

The newly constructed railroad lines allowed for the fast transportation of people and goods into and out of the area. The railroad companies promoted growth by selling land along their routes and offering price reductions for those traveling to the Northwest.

As a result, the city expanded rapidly; it’s population increased over seven times between 1880 and 1889.[footnoteRef:1] Yesler’s Mill and Skid Row ran at full steam to churn out enough lumber to house the newcomers, and to enable the hasty addition of dozens of new buildings to the downtown cityscape. In March of 1889 alone, there were nearly 500 buildings under construction.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Seattle’s City Halls, Katzenjammer Castle, table 1]  [2:  Seattle Facts, Brief History of Seattle, paragraph 4] 


Unfortunately, like many other frontier towns of the time, the cities infrastructure had not yet grown to match the needs of its new population. Schools were strained by over-enrollment, water services were
inconsistent, and newspaper comments that were critical of the fire department appeared regularly.

Seattle’s Volunteer Fire Department
Fire protection was first added to the city’s charter in 1883.[footnoteRef:3] By 1888, Seattle’s fire department consisted of 380 members. Of these, only seven (engineers and drivers) received any form of payment for their services. Members of the department held a wide variety of occupations including drugstore proprietor, carpenter, and realtor. [3:  Strength & Stamina: Women in the Fire Department, Early Years: 1883-1915, paragraph 1] 


“Protective” uniforms for the brave volunteers consisted of little more than leather belts, wool coats, boots and helmets. Seattle’s fire fighting equipment included: leather buckets, two Gould steam fire engines, a large Preston Arial truck, a hook and ladder cart, a light Babcock Village truck, a 13 year-old hand pump engine, and six horses.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Warren, 1989, p. 6] 


Private companies controlled water supplies in the city. As a result, reliability and accessibility varied greatly from neighborhood to neighborhood. Water pressure on the hills was low, access to water was difficult at low tide, and rural areas lacked hydrants to connect hoses to wooden water mains. Even in areas of good pressure, water flow would drop off significantly when three or more hydrants were used at once.

Though a telegraph alarm system was in place, it did not provide any information on the actual location or size of fires. For this reason; the city’s church, school, and fire department bells were the primary means of alerting the volunteers and the public that there was a problem. Not knowing the details of the emergency, inefficiency was a trademark as all volunteers endeavored answer every alarm.

Over the years, the departments’ lack of technology and resources lead to the loss of numerous homes, businesses, and public structures. Notable among them was the burning of the city’s beloved Central School in 1883. Located on a hill, firefighters were slow to get equipment to the site; with little water pressure and no pumps, the school collapsed before anything could be done.

The Great Seattle Fire
Though Seattle has experienced many fires in its history, the largest by far struck after an unusually dry spring on June 6th, 1889, while Seattle’s Fire chief, Josiah Collins was away on a trip to San Francisco.

Around 2:30 in the afternoon, a small fire broke out in Victor Clairmont’s cabinet shop near Seattle’s
modern day Pioneer Square district. According to the men who were working in the shop that day, the crisis began when a pot full of hot glue boiled over onto a stove. A piece of wood was placed on top of the pot to stop the flow of glue, but the wood soon caught fire from the heat. The fire was then spread when a young Swedish carpenter named John E. Back threw a pail full of water onto the stove and burning glue. The glue splashed out onto wood and turpentine soaked shavings on the shop floor and immediately consumed the room with fire.

Located on the southwest corner of Madison and Front Street, the fire stealthily moved from the carpenters shop up the street at the basement level, eventually surfacing in a street level explosion of flames from the Denny Building.

Fire trucks quickly arrived at the site and volunteers began hooking up hoses and prying up wood sidewalk planks before the blaze was even visible at street level. Though initial efforts to calm the blaze looked promising, as more hoses were attached to the city’s decrepit water valves, they quickly lost water pressure. Soon, the water supply gave out entirely, leaving trucks sitting idle for a full thirty minutes as water was pumped and brought up from Elliott bay.

To assist the firefighters, lines of men with buckets stood on the roofs across the street from the fire battling the barrage of sparks. Despite their efforts, the fire leaped across the street onto the cities newly constructed Opera House. With the entire Denny block burning to the West, the heat surrounding the opera house was intense. Hoses melted and clothes caught on fire. Brave attempts were made to move scenery and furniture away from the flames, but exposed to the intense heat, they too began to burn.

To the south, the fire jumped across Marion Street catching the walls of the massive brick Colman building on fire. A full block in length, intense heat from Colman Row sent sparks flying south across Columbia Street. Meanwhile, flames from the Opera house moved south across Marion Street onto the brick buildings of the Kenny Block.
Within a half hour of the start of the fire, Seattle’s Mayor Robert Moran began telegraphing all major surrounding towns for assistance. By 4:00, an hour and a half after the fire began; flames had already consumed four blocks of Seattle’s business district. As the fire continued its march to the southeast, many believed that the large brick San Francisco Store would serve as a powerful line of defense. To assist, firefighters decided to blow up the Colman block. When that failed, they dynamited the White building, which soon after fell into the Reining Building. With the flames rapidly approaching the walls of the San Francisco Store the decision was made to dynamite it as well; but to no avail. The fire continued to grow.

Twenty minutes later the flames arrived at Cherry Street. The advance was briefly slowed by a safe deposit building on west side of Front Street, before picking back up inside Gordon Hardware; home to 30 tons of shell cartridges. Nearby Seattle Hardware added to the commotion by offering up another 20 tons of ammunition as well as a variety of chemicals, oil, and paint.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Warren, 1989, p.23] 


From Front, the fire moved underground to the north, engulfing the commercial mill and wharves. As the fire jumped from dock to dock, ships being loaded with rescued materials retreated to the bay. Locals tore up planks, demolished shanties, and set up a firebreak at the excavation sites of the Holyoke and Gilmore Buildings, while a bucket brigade endeavored to move salt water up to Front and University.

Moving along the west side of Front Street, the fire burned through the Northwestern Cracker Company, Seattle Electric, and Seattle Ice Co., but was prevented from consuming the Boston Block by another vacant lot and a determined bucket brigade.

Around 5:00 P.M., firefighters from Tacoma arrive by train. The fire’s advance was slowed temporarily due to shift in wind, but by 6:30 it had reached the towns “fireproof” Occidental Hotel. Despite strong optimism that the building would hold, a 3-story building across the street burned hot, and allowed flames to jump the street to the hotel. Progressing up Yesler, the John Collins House, the Trinity church behind it, and the County Courthouse at Third and Yesler were soon lost. From Yesler, the fire spread rapidly through the old frame structures to the south until it ran out of fuel on the tide flats (where the stadiums are located today). The city smoldered through the night.

In the morning, the devastation could be seen. The city’s railroad terminals, four wharves, and nearly 32 blocks of downtown were destroyed. Though 116 acres of Seattle’s business district were now in ruins, there was some good news; residential areas were spared, and despite many rumors, there is no evidence that anyone actually died in the fire.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Rebuilding
Immediately after the fire, Seattleites began rebuilding their city with diligence and enthusiasm. They say that this determination to rebuild as quickly as possible was the birth of the “Seattle Spirit.” Within days, a city of tents rose out of the ashes and business resumed. Public school students were back to school the Monday following the fire, and by June 19 more than 100 businesses were running out of makeshift offices in the 8 blocks between Union and Yesler.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Warren, 1989, p.48] 


The Army provided 150 four-man tents. Tacoma, Port Townsend, Spokane, Portland, Vancouver, Yakima, and others sent money, as well as trains and boats loaded with provisions. In all, $95,000 was donated. By mid-July things were going so well, the city’s government began returning money to cities in greater need.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Warren, 1989, p.39] 


Though seemingly disastrous, the fire actually played a large role in Seattle’s shift from frontier town to
international city. It gave people the opportunity to build with brick and masonry (in place of wood), and to plan the streets more carefully. It inspired the creation of new city ordinances that set standards for the thickness of walls, and required “division walls” between buildings. It also helped make the city more sanitary by chasing out rodent infestation that was common in the old buildings and by making the water system a public utility. By shifting pipes to draw from Cedar River the city was able to expand and improve the amount of water available.[footnoteRef:8] Other improvements included raised streets and sidewalks to eliminate flooding at high tide, and a professional paid fire department. [8:  CDDHoward Consulting, History of Conflict] 


After the fire Seattle’s population continued to grow rapidly. Home to around 20,000 people in 1889, within a year it had grown to nearly 43,000 inhabitants. The speed of the city’s recovery reflected the progressive, modern mentality of Seattle’s people and its new brick and iron buildings spoke of permanence and prosperity. The reconstruction of Seattle after the fire illuminated a determination to build not just a new city, but a great city.
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