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PROLOGUE “Don’t Try to Magnify the Wants of Your Department”





  Barely three weeks after the Great Fire had cooled, John Stanhope Damrell, head of the Boston Fire Department, was summoned to explain exactly why the city had nearly burned down on his watch.




  He was not the first witness to be called by a five-man commission appointed by Boston Mayor William Gaston to investigate the Great Fire’s cause and its management. Nor would he be the last. Just the most important. This being Boston, the commission would not rest until every nuance, every detail, could be wrangled out of witnesses to find out why the Athens of America—the birthplace of the American Revolution—had come so close to destruction.




  Damrell hoped the five men who would hear his testimony were honorable men, reasonable men who would listen to him now, as other perhaps less reasonable men had not. He may have wished that rather than donning his formal frock jacket and tie, he could wear his battered and sooty helmet and his stained coat and boots to the hearing. It would be evidence of the lingering effect on him and every fireman who had fought the conflagration. He hoped his voice would not break; his throat was still recovering from the smoke and searing heat.




  As he walked to the meeting with his satchel of papers, he found himself neither fearful nor hopeful. To be perfectly frank, he was still a bit numb from the sights and sounds of November 9, 10, and 11: the inhuman howl of the flames, the crack of exploding granite, the crash of falling brick, and the reassuring chugging from the steam fire engines, water hissing as it sprayed the fiery monster that seemed to have emerged from hell itself. He thought of his men, tiny dark figures against an orange backdrop, “playing” the fire, sending arches of water into the maws of totally engulfed structures. Again, and again, those streams failed to reach the tops of the buildings, and he had to watch as the flames jumped from roof to roof and block to block. In some ghastly moments, falling granite and brick landed on hoses, cutting off the streams. Worse yet, the water sometimes petered out altogether, leaving nothing between his men and the flames. The sight of those faltering streams would haunt him the rest of his life. He had long dreaded that exact occurrence and it was terrible to see his nightmare come true. He grieved for the firefighters and volunteers lost, all good men, from Boston, Cambridge, Malden, Charlestown, West Roxbury, and Worcester, and for the others nursing burns and scorched lungs.




  As he was sworn in and readied himself for the commissioner’s first question, he took comfort in knowing the ruins of the fire were no longer smoldering and the streets were being cleared of rubble. Merchants had even set up makeshift stores on the wrecks of their former businesses. Thank God for the insurance companies which, however reluctantly, were obligated to cover their subscribers’ losses, even to the point of becoming insolvent. God bless New England pluck! He always admired the region’s can-do attitude, the same attitude that helped catapult him from orphan to skilled carpenter to volunteer firefighter to assistant fire chief and, finally, to Chief Engineer of the Boston Fire Department.




  Damrell regarded the faces of the commission members before him, men prominent in the city who had agreed to perform this duty. He knew most of them. They might be willing to listen to his explanations. Or perhaps they were simply looking for someone to blame.




  Commissioner Thomas Russell asked the first question: How long had he been chief of the department?




  “It will be seven years the first of April next—six years and nine months.”




  The questions flowed quickly after that: How did Damrell first hear about the fire? What was the condition of the fire when he arrived at the corner of Kingston and Summer Streets in downtown Boston?




  Damrell took a deep breath. “Well, Sir, I have no language that I could [use to] describe it, really; suffice it to say, that the building was on fire from the basement to the top, presenting, as it were, one vast furnace. The heat was so intense on my arriving there, that it was impossible to get within fifty or seventy-five feet of the building. The material of the building being granite, its explosive properties were shown very conclusively by the shower of granite that was flying in every direction, from pieces weighing one pound to ten and twenty.”




  “I say this, and wish to be distinctly understood, that in my experience in the Boston Fire Department, covering twenty-five years, I never saw such a sight as was presented that night . . . and I don’t think there is a man in the fire department who ever did.”




  After more preliminary questions, Russell came to the issue that was really at hand: “State what, in your judgment, was the cause of the fire becoming uncontrollable.”




  So it begins, Damrell thought.




  “It was uncontrollable from the fact that there was no alarm given until the building in which the fire originated was literally consumed, a matter which I think needs the most thorough and rigid examination,” he said, keeping his language neutral and his tone even.




  “The other causes?”




  “The other causes that made it unmanageable were the scarcity of water and the extreme height of the buildings.”




  “What was the reason [for] the scarcity of water?”




  “The inadequate size of the pipes to give the supply.”




  The commissioners pressed on. “Have you thought of any way of supplying that [water] except by increasing the size of the mains?”




  Damrell gave a lengthy answer, explaining he had thought of many ways—installing larger water mains, using different kinds of hydrants and stationing more fire engine houses in the downtown commercial district, which although “comprising nearly all the wealth of Boston, has been largely destitute of steam fire engines.” He spoke of building heights, how larger four-and five-story commercial buildings had taken over what was once a residential area.




  “I have for quite a number of years regarded the buildings that have been constructed in Boston, especially the large warehouses, as being the instrument that would eventually destroy Boston,” he said.




  He brought with him his annual reports from the previous five years. He repeated what was in those reports: The districts were now inadequate to protect the newer intensive commercial development; the main of four and six inches should be at least eight inches in diameter. But, a commissioner asked, weren’t there other districts just as thickly inhabited where water supply was the same? Yes, Damrell said, but not where the buildings had been built so high.




  “I sent a written communication to the President of the Water Board upon this subject. He did not answer my communication in writing, but sent one of his clerks to me, saying, when they were in want of any suggestions from the Chief Engineer of the Fire Department, he would let me know.”




  He could not keep the pique out of his voice with that last remark.




  The commissioners appeared unmoved. Perhaps, Damrell thought, they believed he was merely dissembling, trying to pass off blame. He returned to the issue of fire engines. There were simply not enough stationed downtown to protect the rapidly growing area. “No amount of influence that I could bring to bear has remedied the evil,” he said.




  “When did you bring that to the attention of the city?” Russell asked.




  Damrell replied wearily, no longer concealing his frustration, “I have been constantly doing it for the last four or five years.”




  “Have you stated to the City Council what you have stated here?”




  “I have said much about this matter. I have been met with the reply, ‘Don’t try to magnify the wants of your department or of your office so much.’”




  The commissioners paused to consider what Damrell had said. Then Russell spoke—whether to challenge Damrell or to allow him to underscore his points cannot be determined from the transcript of the commission hearing.




  “The idea of the City Government has been that they employed you to do a piece of work, not to tell them what should be done.”




  Was Damrell able to keep anger from his voice, the anger of a man who had devoted twenty-five years to the science and the art of firefighting? Did he speak with fierce indignation, thinking of how he had visited the smoking ruins of the Great Chicago Fire just a year earlier, and returned with the determination that what happened in Chicago should not happen in Boston? Or did he keep his composure, putting aside the thoughts of how his recommendations had fallen on so many deaf ears?




  The transcript only shows his measured response.




  “They did not consider my judgment worth entertaining.”










  



  
INTRODUCTION Built on Ash







   The Downtown Crossing area of Boston has always seemed like the heart of the city to me. I disagree with friends who prefer strolling the North End or the Public Garden or any of a number of other favorite hangouts. For me, the corners of Washington and Summer Streets beat with the city’s pulse; retail, entertainment, tourism, and finance coalesce here, a mash-up of chic and cheap.







  DURING THE DAY, THE INTERSECTION BUZZES LIKE A HIVE, AS COLORFUL as an aquarium of gaudy fish. Passing by are bargain hunters, college students, commuters, tourists, teens hanging out with other teens, and the occasional street photographer. Lawyers and accountants cross paths with homeless men clutching lumpy garbage bags. Windows of the office buildings and condos glimmer like unseeing eyes, reflecting shades of tan and steely gray from construction barely a decade old. Nearby is Chinatown, with its buffet of Asian cuisine and culture. At night the neon necklace of the Paramount Theater bathes faces of showgoers in shades of orange and rose.




  But imagine this: What if, in the space of two days, everything in Downtown Crossing and the blocks around it disappeared? The department stores, the restaurants, the theaters, the condos, the offices . . . the people. Gone. Just gone. What if you emerged from the subway into what appeared to be a nuclear wasteland? Swaths of twisted wreckage, granite snapped into pieces like china, bricks piled as carelessly as if a young giant built a sandcastle and gleefully knocked it down. Among the ruined streets are odd bits of buildings, arches rising like ruins of the Roman Empire, the stripped-down bones of once-elegant structures, leaving no hint of the furnishing and merchandise once housed inside.
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  A headline in the Boston Sunday Herald of November 10, 1872, details the ferocity of the Fire Fiend.




  Imagine that this devastation goes on for blocks to the northeast, reaching Franklin, Devonshire, Federal, Congress, and Pearl Streets, and stretching over High and Purchase Streets, covering a half mile to Boston Harbor, where an uncaring tide laps the charred posts of once-bustling wharves.




  We are imagining no mere fire. This is scorched-earth havoc, a kind of destruction that, to modern eyes, recalls Hiroshima or Dresden. The common term for this kind of fire is conflagration—a word firefighters use to describe a fire so hot that it can ignite material across natural or man-made barriers, such as a street. You could also call it a firestorm, a fire that creates its own wind, becoming a small hurricane of sparks and smoke. But let’s use the epithet the politicians, pundits, and reporters used so lavishly and liberally at the time as they tried to fathom the devastation: the “Fire Fiend.”




  From November 9 to 11, 1872, the Fire Fiend ruled Boston. Igniting in a building at the corner of Kingston and Summer Streets, fire rampaged through the downtown, scorching nearly sixty-five acres and obliterating 776 buildings. A quickly overwhelmed Boston fire force called for help and fire companies from the surrounding communities, plus Connecticut, New Hampshire, and Maine, rushed in, bringing in fire engines by train as needed.




  This can’t be called Boston’s worst fire. That dubious distinction likely belongs to the 1942 Cocoanut Grove nightclub fire, which resulted in the deaths of nearly five hundred people. But the Fire Fiend was the largest and most expensive fire in the history of Boston, a city that has seen more than its share of brutal fires. The Fire Fiend took out warehouses, factories, stores, and apartments. It destroyed the Trinity Church and two newspaper offices. It nearly destroyed the Old South Meeting House and burned to within three blocks of City Hall. It left thousands homeless or out of work and some financially ruined. The assessed value of the destroyed properties was nearly $13.5 million and personal property loss totaled $60 million—equal to $1.6 billion today.
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  An illustration in the November 30, 1872, Harper’s Weekly captured the devastation of the Great Boston Fire. This shows the scene of the ruins from the west side of Washington Street. The Old South Meeting House and the ruins of the Transcript building are in the foreground.




  At least eleven firefighters and one former firefighter died fighting the fire. The total number of deaths is difficult to determine, which was not uncommon in large fires of the day, but likely totaled twenty to twenty-five, including firefighters. That the toll was not higher is surprising, given not only the extent of the destruction, but also the crowds of people who packed the fiery streets to retrieve property or watch the mesmerizing Fiend rising over the skyline.




  Bostonians witnessed their city burn with horrified awe. In her diary, Little Women author Louisa May Alcott called the fire a “very splendid and terrible sight.” Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr., the famed poet and physician, saw the fire “dissolve the great high buildings which seem to melt away in it.” Eighteen-year-old Grace Linzee Revere, a great-granddaughter of Paul Revere, said the flames appeared to roll up to meet the sky, saying, “The moon was directly over them, and it really seemed as though the flames were running a race to burn it up.” Abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison found it “a sad, wonderful and fascinating sight to see the ruins from Washington Street, extending from Summer to Milk Streets, thus sweeping broadly to the water.” Even the city’s best writers said words failed them when they tried to recount what they saw.




  The Fire Fiend was finally halted by a concerted effort involving firefighters from across New England. Boston reeled and the nation mourned. The Bangor, Maine, Whig & Courier told the entire story in a single dramatically stacked headline:






   Boston in Flames!




  Fearful Conflagration




  The Heart of the City Burned Out!




  The Fire Spreads in All Directions!




  FANNED BY A FIERCE GALE




  Buildings Blown Up to Save the City




  Frightful Devastation!




  THE GREAT WHOLESALE BLOCKS DESTROYED




  The Flames Finally Checked!!




  Boundary of the Ruins




  SEVENTY ACRES BURNED OVER!!




  Losses $80,000 to $90,000,000







  Perhaps the most telling of all declarations was this label repeated in newspapers around the world: “SECOND CHICAGO.”




  Because the country had seen this before, just a year before, in fact. Reporters simply dusted off the hyperboles of October 1871 and plastered them in new configurations of newsprint type.




  You know about the Chicago Fire? Of course, you do. Let’s sing it together, like you probably did at camp:






   Late last night, when we were all in bed,
Mrs. O’Leary left a lantern in the shed.




  And when the cow kicked it over,
She winked her eye and said,
It’ll be a hot time in the old town tonight!




  FIRE, FIRE, FIRE!







  From October 8 to 10, 1871, a conflagration consumed two-thirds of the city of Chicago, burning 2,000 acres and destroying 17,500 buildings. An estimated three hundred people lost their lives. Supposedly the fire started when a cow kicked over a lantern. That tale is doubtful, but the myth remains powerful, underscoring an unsettling truth that devastation can result from a single careless event.




  Certainly, fires have always been a menace to human civilization. Think of the Great London Fire of 1666 and, centuries later, the earthquake-induced fire of 1908 in San Francisco, perhaps the worst in this country’s history. The mid-nineteenth century in America was a period of particularly acute destruction. The country’s rapid urban growth ushered in an era of unprecedented fire losses, when the nation’s cities were in danger of burning down.




  “California and New York were like giant andirons flanking an entire nation that threatened to go up in smoke,” authors Margaret and Robert Hazen note in their book, Keepers of the Flame. “Although the devastation can be measured in many different ways, almost every conventional yardstick reveals a country plagued by what one early twentieth-century publication called ‘Enormous Fire Losses . . .’” The yardstick for the Chicago Fire of 1871 “reached epic proportions.” (It’s worth noting that the Peshtigo forest fire in northeastern Wisconsin occurred the day the Chicago Fire started, killing more than a thousand people.)




  Whether sparked by a startled bovine or another cause, the Chicago Fire was an epic conflagration, spreading uncontrollably through dry wooden structures with tar and shingle roofs to the shores of Lake Michigan. News of the fire sent a shudder through urban firefighters around the US, including the chief of the Boston Fire Department, John S. Damrell.




  Those who study the Great Boston Fire will almost invariably find themselves intrigued by the character of Damrell. Fire chiefs in those days were called “Chief Engineers,” a reflection of how fire companies were then centered around and dependent on steam fire engines—contraptions that used, ironically enough, fire—to create pressure for streams of water that made firefighting more effective. As Paul A. Christian, Boston Fire Commissioner and Chief from 2000 to 2006 put it, Damrell was “a firefighter’s firefighter,” judicious, intelligent, and completely devoted to his profession, which then, as now, is a calling that engenders fierce devotion and commitment from generations of men and women.




  Even as Chicago’s streets cooled, Damrell boarded a train for Illinois to spend a few days reviewing the damage. He met with General Philip Sheridan, the Civil War hero stationed in Chicago, who played a significant role directing firefighting efforts. What Damrell learned surely chilled him. Before traveling to the Windy City, he knew Boston’s growth had far outstripped its firefighters’ ability to keep the city safe. Now, he believed, time was running out. He returned from Chicago and redoubled his efforts to convince Boston city officials that they were sitting on a tinderbox. While he was able to bring about some improvements, such as the construction of a special fire boat, most of his recommendations were ignored.




  This, then, is the real issue of the Great Boston Fire. All that destruction was a disaster foretold, a tragedy caused not by capricious nature or an unfathomable deity, but by the determined ignorance of men who, like far too many figures in history, supposed nothing would go wrong. It is a lesson in hubris and in the courage of those who doggedly, determinedly, do what they know is right despite criticism and disgrace. What is truly remarkable about Damrell is what happened to him after the fire, when he was largely blamed for the destruction. A lesser man might have licked his wounds in seclusion, but Damrell never stopped pushing the lessons of the Great Fire: that both prevention and vigilance are the chief enemies of the Fire Fiend.
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  A popular lithograph of the Great Boston Fire shows its fiery force. AUTHOR’S COLLECTION




  This is not the first time I have written about the Great Boston Fire. I included a chapter about it in my first book, Boston on Fire: A History of Fires and Firefighting in Boston. The fire has also been the subject of various books, most written in haste after the fire, and numerous articles. It was the focus of a 1972 special magazine section of the Boston Globe to mark the one-hundredth anniversary of the fire.




  So, what is there left to say?




  Well, plenty.




  When I wrote my chapter on the Great Boston Fire in 2002, I did not have access to the records, documents, and other resources now available via the Internet, which has let me write a better, more systematic examination of the fire, its context, and its aftermath. Since Boston on Fire was published, a former computer entrepreneur, Bruce Twickler, wrote, directed, and produced a remarkable documentary, “Damrell’s Fire: How One Firefighter Stopped America’s Cities from Burning Down.” Twickler and crew built a computer model of 1872 Boston and then “burned” it through digital wizardry. In the spirit of academic altruism, Twickler also uploaded much primary source material to the web, the beginning of what would become a trove of material on the fire hitherto only available in physical archives. Over the years, I’ve run across other primary source material in online archives and, surprisingly, on eBay.




  I’ve wanted to return to the scene of the fire because the disaster was more than a huge conflagration. Other themes and stories branch out from the main narrative in ironic twisting streams. I’ve learned how the Fire Fiend turned out to be a source of entertainment, as odd as that seems. Images of ruined Boston became a mini-industry for the day’s photographers and illustrators. While no photographs of the actual fire have ever been found, and likely none exist, Boston photographers swarmed the so-called Burnt District after the flames cooled. Many of the photos they took were processed into stereoscopes, a popular parlor game of the day, in which photos are viewed through a special lens for a 3D effect—Victorian-era special effects.




  There is another, even more important reason for this book. The Chicago Fire and the tale of Mrs. O’Leary’s cow are instantly recognizable as Americana. The city’s professional soccer team is called Chicago Fire, and a search on Amazon will yield dozens of books about the Chicago disaster—a good portion of them for children. But the current generation of Bostonians knows virtually nothing of the Great Boston Fire. What you hold in your hand is the first systematic, sourced, print account of the fire in fifty years that also includes a social history of its cause and effect. Boston firefighters—and fire buffs in general, most prominently the members of the Box 52 Association—are familiar with the fire, along with a smattering of historians, architects, and city planners. The vast majority of those passing daily through Downtown Crossing have no clue about the drama that occurred there nearly 150 years ago. They don’t know they are walking streets built on ash.




  The past, as William Faulkner tells us, is never really dead; it’s not even past. As I began this book, massive bushfires, fueled by global warming, swept through Australia. In the US, the Camp Fire wiped out the town of Paradise, California, and brutal forest fires returned the next year. The Fire Fiend has not disappeared; it’s just taken other forms.




  There are modern Damrells. Young Swedish climate activist Greta Thunberg has endured ridicule to declare that our house—the earth—is on fire and that we must rush to the rescue. And then there was the Covid-19 pandemic. In late 2019, a Chinese physician, Dr. Li Wenliang, attempted to warn Wuhan-area hospitals about the spread of a deadly new virus; he was instructed by police to keep his concerns to himself. He later succumbed to Covid-19, among the first of the millions who died worldwide. In the US, just a year earlier, the Trump administration reduced funding for the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s pandemic-response programs as part of an overall cost-cutting move. And while Dr. Anthony Fauci, chief of the Laboratory of Immunoregulation, eventually became a kind of folk hero for his role, early in the pandemic, his comments were met with hostility by many politicians, including, at times, the US President. As the coronavirus began its march around the globe, many denied that it was worse than the typical flu, or that wearing masks could minimize its spread, or that it even existed at all.




  We still refuse to listen to those who warn of possibilities and consequence: the whistleblowers, the Cassandras, the prophets of doom. “Don’t magnify the situation so much,” we say. “What do you know anyway? It can’t happen here. Don’t tell me to wear a mask against my will. Lighten up.”




  Boston didn’t listen to John S. Damrell, a man who tried to tell the city that it faced a monumental disaster, and who first bore the brunt of the blame for what happened. He would understand the dilemma of those who warn us of the unimaginable, and whom we ignore until a strange light wakes us from sleep and we open the door to a furnace.




  Note on use of firefighter/firemen: Women have joined the fire service in increasing numbers and the proper title for everyone in the service today is “firefighter.” In the nineteenth century, those in the service were all men, so I use both the term “firemen” and “firefighter” in the context of the 1872 fire.










  

  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
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  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.
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