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To my daughters, Isabelle and Lorelei, and my nieces, Aster and Beatrice, and all their cohorts in Gen Z and Gen Alpha—who are going to be tasked with managing a climate-change mess.






“For the sun rises with its scorching heat and withers the grass; its flower falls, and its beauty perishes.”

—James 1:11

“All the nations will say, ‘Why has the Lord done thus to this land? What caused the heat of this great anger?’ ”

—Deuteronomy 29:24

“For now, these hot days, is the mad blood stirring.”

—William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet

“Too hot, too hot!”

—William Shakespeare, The Winter’s Tale








Author’s Note

On November 17, 2023, during a Taylor Swift concert in Brazil, a twenty-three-year-old woman lost consciousness. She later died in the hospital of cardiorespiratory arrest. The heat index, a term coined in 1979, is what the temperature feels like when you merge the air temperature with the humidity. When the young woman fainted, the heat index was 138 degrees Fahrenheit.

She fainted, in what almost seems like a vicious prank, during the song “Cruel Summer,” and while she was the only concertgoer to die that day, one thousand other Swifties passed out before the night was over.

For the last few years, the world has lived through what’s become something of a heat horror show, although maybe you haven’t noticed it much if you work and relax in the comfort of an air-conditioned office and home. But if you’re a construction worker, a farmer, a park ranger, a botanist, or anyone who spends time outdoors, you know. It has been hotter than normal, except that isn’t the right way to describe it, because the new normal is that it’s always hotter than normal.

In Mexico, monkeys now routinely collapse and fall from trees. Doctors and pharmacists have warned patients that the quality of their mail-ordered prescription medicines may be diminished because temperatures inside the cargo areas of delivery trucks sometimes hit 150 degrees in the summer. When Muslims embarked on a Hajj pilgrimage in Saudi Arabia in mid-June, 2024, over 1,300 people died in the extreme high temperatures. Over ten days during the summer of 2025, approximately 2,300 people died of heat-related causes across twelve European cities; researchers determined that two-thirds of those deaths were linked to climate change.

We could spend all day scrutinizing statistics and news stories about melting polar ice caps and how climate change is shaking up the planet, but it isn’t as if anyone should be surprised. We’ve known these summers were coming for some time. For decades, scientists have warned of climate change. But generations from long ago perhaps could have done a better job passing on their own stories of what it was like to endure a monster heat wave. Still, even if they had warned us more, would we have ignored them like many people and politicians continue to ignore today’s scientists?

The summer of 1936 was a season that we should all hope is never repeated. When people think of the good old days, 1936 would not be that year. Most of 1936 was bonkers, a freak of nature. It was a year when the country appeared to be cursed.

Especially during the summer of 1936. This was a heat wave that could have been designed by Mary Shelley or Bram Stoker. Records were hit that had never been seen, many that still haven’t been broken—not yet at least.

It wasn’t just hot. It was scary hot. Deadly hot. Apocalyptic hot. This was a heat wave that often acted not natural, but supernatural, and it had prophetic timing.

What follows is the story of North America’s worst heat wave. How many people died? Nobody can ever say for sure, but 12,000 is a conservative estimate.I

It was always a challenge to assign a cause of death. It still is. If you have a heart attack in 110-degree weather, did you die because of a bum ticker or the heat? What if you were a healthy 104-year-old who died in 104-degree weather? Did the heat finish you off, or was it your age? In more recent times during the pandemic, doctors, patients, and politicians were arguing whether an elderly person died of COVID, or if poor health or advanced age finished the person off. These things can be up for interpretation.

There were many heat waves before 1936 and there have been many since, but what made this heat wave so unique was its length, scope, and impact on the nation. The entire summer, most of the country resembled an overturned bowl with heat trapped inside. Only a handful of states, like Florida and Wyoming, made it through the summer of 1936 relatively unscathed.

Air-conditioning wasn’t much help. It existed, but it was a rarity. Homes lacked it. The White House installed air-conditioning for the West Wing in 1930, and in 1933, President Franklin Roosevelt had it put in his residence. But most homes, even affluent ones, were without.

Most hotels lacked air-conditioning too, and almost no hospitals had it. If you were a heatstroke patient, it was probably far hotter inside the building than outside, and odds were good that you were about to become acquainted with an ice bath. You’ve probably heard that people cooled off in air-conditioned movie theaters during the Great Depression, but that’s only 40 percent true, since 60 percent of the country’s movie theaters didn’t yet have it.

After the summer of 1936, nobody could credibly make the argument that air-conditioning (or keeping your food cold in a refrigerator instead of an icebox) wasn’t a necessity. That said, crazy as it now sounds, there were people who thought technological marvels such as air-conditioning and refrigeration were examples of a world going soft. The critics were right to be skeptical, albeit they should have been for different reasons. Ever since air-conditioning’s arrival, the world has produced AC units and refrigerators that pump out hydrofluorocarbons, chemicals now considered super-pollutants because of their potential to warm the earth. They’ve been in a phasing-out period for some time now. And, of course, the warmer the planet gets, the more people need air-conditioning and refrigeration. Still, it’s hard to argue that as a civilization, we are better off cooling ourselves and our food with blocks of ice.

The summer of 1936 changed air-conditioning, refrigeration, and how we dressed; improved public healthcare; and started conversations about climate change. Skeptics of climate change have argued that the summer of 1936 demonstrates that the planet has always run hot and cold, and the world’s temperatures aren’t changing appreciably. That’s one way to look at it. Another is that the summer of 1936 was a warning from Mother Nature that if the planet continues to heat up, the world will continue to be one hot mess.

Before we visit the summer of 1936, several housekeeping notes are in order:


	When you see a sentence like “In Lexington (99°F), a sixty-three-year-old died,” here’s how to translate that: The high that day was 99. Maybe the sixty-three-year-old died when it was 94 degrees? Quite possibly.

	Regarding the daily death toll at the start of most chapters, those are estimates simply to give you a sense of the ongoing devastation.

	As for the people you are about to encounter in the book, if I know somebody’s ethnicity or race, it’s generally mentioned. You can make an excellent argument either way that I should or shouldn’t do that (i.e., it’s best to be inclusive; it’s best to be color-blind if somebody’s race or ethnicity isn’t germane to the story of the heat wave). What I don’t do is typically mention if anyone in the book, a victim or potential victim, is White. That would overpower and exhaust the reader. In 1936, the American population was mostly White; about 88 percent, according to Census records.

	Throughout the book, I stick with Fahrenheit versus Celsius, even when writing about Canada, which also got walloped by the heat wave. For our Canadian readers, I hope that doesn’t annoy you.

	Back in the day, newspapers often stated exactly how hot it was. For example, they would note that it was 104.7 degrees. In the interest of accuracy and offering a 1936 ambiance, I do the same thing.

	If it helps, you can think of this book as a how-to manual on surviving a deadly heat wave. Because if the world continues to get hotter, someday this story will be the story of all of us.





	
I. A 1936 report from the U.S. Department of Commerce suggests 4,678 people died of the heat wave over the summer, which may be why 5,000 deaths is often cited whenever there’s discussion of the 1936 heat wave. But on October 8, 1936, the National Safety Council, then and still a prominent safety advocacy nonprofit, estimated the heat wave was responsible for the death of at least 6,000 Americans. It also suggested that an additional 5,000 home accident deaths could be attributed to the heat. So right there, that’s 11,000 deaths. The Dominion Bureau of Statistics, in 1937, suggested the heat death toll for Canada was 780. So that’s at least 11,780 heat deaths. If you round that up, you’ve got 12,000 Americans and Canadians.










Prologue The Winter of 1936


Eight days after the American side of Niagara Falls froze over, approximately 465 miles away, at about 3 P.M. on February 8, 1936, five fishermen from Charlevoix, Michigan, found themselves in a predicament.

The ice below them broke off—and drifted into Lake Michigan.

Alarmed bystanders watching them float away contacted the coast guard. Eventually, a rescue boat came, but there was only room for three fishermen. Two would have to wait. Clayton Brown, twenty-five, and his father-in-law, Claude Beardsley, fifty-one, volunteered to stay behind.

Another boat later arrived, helmed by Earl Cunningham, a coastguardsman. By now it was dark and snowing. Brown and Beardsley gratefully scrambled into the boat and off they went. Except the snowstorm was now a blizzard. Cunningham tried to paddle them back to shore but couldn’t. Not against sixty-mile gusts of wind and eight-foot waves.

It was a lousy way to spend a Saturday evening. Lakeshore thermometers indicated that it was twenty below zero. Five people in Michigan died of exposure, and a gravedigger had a heart attack provoked by the freezing temperatures. A snowplow driver fell asleep in his vehicle and died of carbon monoxide asphyxiation. In the last twenty or so days, subzero temperatures had ended the lives of two hundred people in twenty-two states.

Brown, Beardsley, and Cunningham remained in their boat, hoping not to freeze to death.

At 3 A.M., twelve hours after the ice beneath them took them into Lake Michigan, Brown, Beardsley, and Cunningham decided to start a fire, and tore up the back seat of the boat for kindling. Gusts of wind kept blowing out their matches, which was probably just as well. Maybe they could have contained the flames, but maybe not. Starting a fire when the cold has muddled your brain is risky. Around this time, Edward Grachet, a twenty-year-old farmhand in Ithaca, Michigan, also tried to warm himself. Only he did it by lighting a fire with a can of oil. He blew himself up.



The winter of 1935–1936 was one of the worst the country had ever seen. Langdon, North Dakota, became world-famous for its cold temperatures: The community experienced temperatures below 0 degrees Fahrenheit for forty-one consecutive days. Once Langdon landed on a day over zero degrees, the cold spell nonetheless continued for ninety-two more days without hitting 32 degrees. The townspeople shivered their way through sixty-seven nights with the mercury below zero.

Minneapolis achieved a record low: -34 degrees. McIntosh, South Dakota, saw temperatures plummet to -58 degrees. Parshall, North Dakota, dropped even a little bit lower: -60.

Fawns froze in the woods along with cattle on prairies. Gravediggers couldn’t bury the dead; the ground was too hard. The Chicago River turned to ice for the first time in twenty-four years. On the evening of January 22, sheriff’s deputies on horseback in St. Clairsville, Ohio, rescued a hundred children from school buses buried in sixteen-foot snow drifts in this hilly, sparsely settled section of the state near West Virginia. “You couldn’t see the buses at all,” the sheriff said. “The drifts were 15 and 16 feet deep, and snowplows that set out simply bogged down and would not budge. The temperature was about 8 below and going down all the time. It was terrible. On the way, we had to help about fifteen motorists who were stalled or blocked by the buses.”

On January 24, rescuers saved thirty-five kids from having to spend a night in a Neptune, Ohio, schoolroom—and another two hundred children were rescued from a school in Geneva, Indiana, with just enough wood remaining to keep the fire going for another hour.



On the morning of February 9, Claude Beardsley, his son-in-law Clayton Brown, and coastguardsman Earl Cunningham were alive but still somewhere in the middle of Lake Michigan. They could barely tell it was morning. The blizzard hadn’t stopped. The three men occasionally rowed but didn’t get far. From what they could discern, they were ten miles from shore. They could see a church steeple in the fishing village of Good Hart, which they weren’t from but were familiar with. The blizzard persisted. Cunningham, who was wearing his regulation coast guard uniform but not a coat, was getting weaker by the hour.

Brown, feeling intense guilt that their rescuer was not going to survive, tried keeping Cunningham alert, continually slapping him on the back with an axe handle. But nothing worked. Ice was forming on Cunningham’s face and his body was stiff. Cunningham died around 9 P.M. His last words were “I wish I could see my wife and three children once more.”

Claude Beardsley, who had remained as optimistic as anyone could be in such a situation, wasn’t doing well either. He probably never should have been out fishing in the first place. He felt ill the night before and skipped breakfast, having no earthly notion that he would soon be stranded on an ice floe in Lake Michigan, and then a boat, without food. Nothing to drink either, other than ice-cold lake water.

At some point, Beardsley threw his tackle box into the water and swore off fishing forever. As the temperatures dropped, with Cunningham’s frozen body still in the boat, Beardsley and his son-in-law watched the waves around them solidify.

Around midnight, Beardsley made a fateful and desperate decision—he was going to get help by walking to shore, across the ice.

Brown tried to dissuade his father-in-law, who he called Dad. It didn’t seem safe and they weren’t anywhere near shore. But Beardsley was determined and bid his son-in-law farewell. Perhaps after Cunningham’s death, he felt he had nothing to lose. He made the trek for about two hundred feet—until the ice snapped underneath him. Beardsley plunged into the water, shouting for help. Brown scrambled to him and managed to get him back onto the ice and even dragged him over to the boat. But Brown was too weak to help his father-in-law climb back inside.

Claude Beardsley’s last words were “I’ll never go fishing again if I get out of this alive.”

Brown tried to rouse his father-in-law but eventually gave up and covered his father-in-law with the tarp. He went inside the boat and jumped up and down to try to stay warm for the rest of the night.

The next morning, on February 10, Brown checked on his father-in-law, hoping for a miracle. There was none. Beardsley was frozen.

With the arrival of daylight, Brown was the last one alive, though maybe for not much longer. The blizzard was finally over, and Brown had the same epiphany as his late father-in-law: Nobody was coming. If he had any chance of survival, he was going to have to make it back home on his own. He scanned the horizon and believed he could see land about nine miles away, west of Petoskey. He tested the ice, and it seemed secure. Brown decided to chance it. Leaving the boat and two bodies behind, he began walking. He also kept falling. His feet, numb and in dire shape, kept failing.

Back at home, Brown had a wife and two daughters, a two-year-old and a four-month-old. Brown kept thinking of them. Four times, Brown saw an airplane and took off his coat to wave, attempting to attract the pilot’s attention, but the aviator, searching for three men in a rowboat, didn’t see him.

Brown kept walking, crossing several open cracks in the ice. In many stretches, the ice was so thin that he was scared to step on it. Hoping to disperse his weight, he crawled across. Several times mid-crawl, Brown fell asleep, but when his face hit the freezing ice, he awakened. Eventually, even when he could walk, he was too weak—he couldn’t feel his legs—and was forced to crawl.

But at 4:30 P.M., on Monday, nearly three days after the ice floe broke away, Brown reached the doorstep of a shack belonging to George Andrus, a Native American living in Good Hart. “He took me in and helped me change into dry clothes. He gave me first aid and some warm soup,” Brown later wrote.

Despite all he had suffered, he was one of the lucky ones.



For much of the winter of 1936, large swaths of the nation were paralyzed by cold. Why it was such a brutal winter hasn’t been extensively researched, at least, not as much as one might think, according to Travis Allen O’Brien, an associate professor of earth and atmospheric sciences at Indiana University Bloomington. But what scientists believe occurred is that there was an unusual amount of precipitation in the Northeast that winter, O’Brien says, due to abnormally warm ocean temperatures in both the Atlantic and Pacific Ocean. Those same ocean temperature anomalies likely stuck around into the summer, he adds.

Whatever was responsible for the extreme temperatures, the winter was heartless. People fearful of freezing to death in snow-covered homes set fires for warmth, only to die from carbon monoxide poisoning that built up due to obstructed chimneys. Around the time Brown was out on the boat with Beardsley and Cunningham, in Cape Cod, Massachusetts, seven men around the ages of eighteen and nineteen working for a voluntary government relief program called the Civilian Conservation Corps were on an ice floe that broke apart from land. They were all rescued—twenty-two hours later. At that point, five of them were on one floe and two on another. But they were all floating in the same area when a pilot spotted them.

The day after Brown was saved, a forty-two-year-old pregnant mother of eleven children from Fulton, Michigan, was pulled on a sled for six miles to the town of Athens, where an ambulance was waiting to take her to the hospital. She gave birth on the sled. Upon reaching the ambulance, everyone discovered the baby had been smothered by the blankets covering him.

On February 12, in Marcus, South Dakota, a Presbyterian reverend and his wife were rescued after a week of being snowbound at their ranch; their fuel ran out, and for the final two days, they burned twenty-five religious books. “It was so cold that water froze in glasses near the kitchen stove. My wife and I couldn’t even keep warm in bed,” the reverend said. Elsewhere in Marcus, snowbound ranchers burned furniture, hay, fence posts, and parts of their homes.

February 13 was one of the worst days. Wolves were seen in great numbers around Chicago, driven south by the cold and looking for structures like chicken coops where they could seek shelter, warmth, and perhaps a hearty meal. In Austin, Minnesota, Lee Hobbe, a salesman, stopped his car to rescue a truck driver stuck in the snow. While trying to dig the truck out, two-inch-long icicles formed on both men’s eyelids, freezing them shut. The two men groped their way back into the truck to thaw them out. And a fifty-five-year-old mail carrier, Lawrence Harden, was found in the Idaho wilderness. Best as people could tell, he was struck by a landslide of ice and snow. His frozen body was found in a tree.

But on February 18, something near-miraculous happened that works as a metaphor for how surreal the weather was in 1936. In Hagerstown, Maryland, a dog chased a cat up a telephone pole. The cat’s owner and friends shooed away the dog and tried to convince the cat to come down, to no avail. There the cat remained until it froze and fell to the earth. The owner thawed out the cat and brought it back to life.

Across the country, people shivered under layers of clothing and quilts, wishing for warmer days ahead. They would come to regret that.






MAY THE GREAT WARM-UP
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Hotter Than Fiction



There was a reason Hollywood studio heads encouraged directors to shoot on sound stages. Your actors weren’t rained on. Well-coiffed hair remained unmussed, and if you wanted it tousled, the director could create wind. It never got too cold inside a Hollywood studio, and it never got too—well, actually, it was often plenty hot. The heat radiating off the cameras and lights could be intolerable, especially from the key lights. Still, exchanging rugged and realistic terrain for a Hollywood studio was a pretty good trade-off for everybody involved. Actors focused on their craft instead of the weather, and directors controlled the environment instead of the environment controlling them.

David O. Selznick knew that. The famous Hollywood mogul had produced a slew of hits, including his blockbuster 1933 film King Kong, and while that story was mostly set on a jungle island or in the streets of New York City, it was largely filmed in the backlot at Culver Studios in Los Angeles. But for his latest triumph, The Garden of Allah, Selznick wanted the realism of the great outdoors. In fact, he shot the movie in glorious Technicolor, a rarity for the times.

The $2.2 million budget was a serious chunk of change for 1936, and while the plot involved two star-crossed lovers in the Sahara Desert, filming in North Africa would be cost-prohibitive. Buttercup Valley, twenty-three miles out from Yuma, Arizona, would have to do. Decades later, the same sands would be the setting for a scene in Return of the Jedi, the one in which Jabba the Hutt, with an enslaved Princess Leia at his side, makes a futile attempt to eliminate Luke Skywalker and Han Solo.

The Garden of Allah film crew built elaborate sets representing Algerian villages and an oasis near Castle Dome Peak, where rock outcroppings offered the cast and crew a little shelter from sandstorms. Thirty-four sedans, trucks, and buses brought in supplies, creating movie sets as well as a community of sorts for the cast and crew, one with barber shops, dressing rooms, lavatories, a commissary, and a schoolhouse for the children working in the picture. Most everyone slept in bunkhouses, although the stars and high-level crew members spent their nights at the Hotel San Carlos, a fancy hotel in Yuma that was built in 1928. Thanks to the luxury of air-conditioning, the prices set guests back $3.50 a night, a dollar more than the competition. Unfortunately, the actors and high-level crew members were rarely at their air-conditioned hotel long enough to enjoy it.

Years later, Maria Riva, the eleven-year-old daughter of the film’s leading lady, would recall life on location. “Canvas flapped in the hot wind,” Riva wrote her in her book Marlene Dietrich: The Life. “Like something out of Kipling, tents stretched among the sand dunes as far as my eye could see. Except for the maze of wooden walkways, the trucks, generators, reflectors, arc lamps, sound booms resting lopsided in the fine sand, I expected Gunga Din to materialize.”

Riva slept in the bunkhouses. She found hotel life tedious, listening to her mother complain to her fellow actors about the quality of the script. Around the set, the weather was suffocating, but there were other kids her age and a menagerie of animal actors, including horses, donkeys, dogs, goats, sheep, rabbits, and chickens, along with their handlers.

Naturally, since the movie was set in the Sahara Desert, there were camels. Everyone fell in love with little Djemila, who was born on the set and named after a town in Algeria. Marlene Dietrich called Djemila the camp mascot. Every day, leading man Charles Boyer and director Richard Boleslawski brought snacks to feed to the infant camel.

Djemila was a pleasant distraction. While many creature comforts of home were at the film site, nothing was actually comfortable. This was no desert paradise, just a desert. With no air-conditioning for miles, Boyer showered seven or eight times a day.

Buttercup Valley was beautiful but barbaric. The production quickly became an unexpected endurance test, offering heat far worse than the Sahara Desert. Reliable weather records for Algeria from 1936 are admittedly a little hard to come by, but the average April temperature in North Africa is 67 degrees. The April weather in Yuma had mostly been in the 90s and low 100s.

April, in general, was not a comfortable month for the country. Really, it started getting hot in some of the country on March 30. Parts of Pennsylvania saw 76-degree weather. On April 12 in Phoenix, Arizona, it was 99 degrees, a new record for the city, and Idaho was unseasonably hot: it was 83 in Boise. On April 14, the high hit 99 in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. On April 17, it was 86 in Spokane, Washington. On April 29, a twenty-three-year-old Black man collapsed in Washington, DC’s 85-degree heat. An ambulance took him to the hospital, where he was revived.

The heat spawned extreme weather. On April 5 and 6, at least fourteen tornadoes tore through the Southeastern United States; 200 people in Georgia died, and another 254 perished in Tennessee, Mississippi, South Carolina, Arkansas, and Alabama. One house that was destroyed had two parents and eleven children in it.

Amateur weather forecasters were already predicting a harsh summer, in part because it seemed like the symmetry might be right after such a harsh winter.

Now it was May, and while the country’s weather appeared to be settling into some normalcy, it was anything but at the outdoor set of The Garden of Allah. It was so hot that the film stock kept melting. Once Selznick was clued in, he informed his director that there would be no shooting from 11 A.M. to 3 P.M. They should wake up early to film, like in-the-middle-of-the-night early. Each day’s footage would then be placed in a truck with a refrigerated compartment and driven to the studio, where it could be developed. It was the one bit of trouble encountered during filming that had a somewhat easy fix. Most problems on the set had no readily available solutions.

For starters, the actors didn’t think much of Boleslawski, despite the forty-seven-year-old director having helmed critically acclaimed hits such as Les Misérables and The Three Godfathers. The language barriers didn’t help the tension. Boleslawski, who everyone called “Boley,” was a native of Poland. Dietrich was German. Boyer was French. Basil Rathbone was British, though born in South Africa. Joseph Schildkraut was Austrian. Even when communication was possible, the actors didn’t like what they were saying and hearing. Everybody hated the script.

But the heat made everything worse. Exhibit A: Charles Boyer’s toupee. The thirty-six-year-old actor kept sweating it off. According to Riva’s memoir, Dietrich took Boyer’s lush black-haired hairpiece to Yuma and cleaned its hair lace with gasoline. The thirty-four-year-old actress then shampooed, styled, and returned it the next day, gluing it to Boyer’s head using a half bottle of spirit gum, an adhesive often used with wigs. It worked. Boyer was delighted. So was Dietrich. The two actors filmed throughout the morning without issues. But then, while the camera filmed a close-up of an embrace, Boyer’s toupee rolled off and a pool of perspiration that had collected underneath all morning doused Dietrich’s face.

Dietrich had her own clammy hair issues, although she tried fixing things by having a full-length mirror placed by the camera. She also told the cinematographer how to best light her. Selznick, hearing from frustrated crew members, complained to Boleslawski that Dietrich was too concerned about her appearance. “Dear Boley,” Selznick said in one of his hand-delivered memos to Boleslawski, “would you please speak to Marlene about the fact that her hair is getting so much attention and is being coiffed to such a degree that all reality is lost.”

Still, Dietrich had reasons for her militant devotion to a mirror and brush. She was a star emerging from some recent career misfires and didn’t want another one. Besides, fans paid their hard-earned Depression-era money to see her looking glamorous, and that wasn’t easy to do in 100-degree weather. She knew better than to risk disappointing them.

The heat was a challenge for everyone. Boyer’s sunburned face was layered with heavy makeup. Some crew members were hospitalized for heat exhaustion, and those who didn’t make the trek to the hospital visited the medical staff standing by. Riva remembered the set’s infirmary being especially busy: “Our specialties were sunstroke, blistered skin, diarrhea, infected eyes and lacerated shoulders.”

The film crew was doing strenuous work in the worst of conditions. For starters, to get to their spot at Buttercup Valley, a mile off the highway, the crew built a plank road made of 95,000 feet of lumber and forty-five kegs of spikes. When Selznick decided the set needed an oasis, he shipped twenty-five date palm trees from Los Angeles and dispatched his crew to dig a pit for the desert lake—the size of ten swimming pools, according to Dietrich. It was no easy job; overcome by the heat, laborers kept toppling into it.

Scorpions were always underfoot. Aside from having a small uncredited role as a young girl sewing, one of Riva’s jobs was to search for scorpions alongside other film crew members and, with thick gloves, remove them from the sand dunes where scenes were going to be performed. (According to Riva, the film crew kept the scorpions in a cage and had quite a little zoo by the end of the shoot.) Gadflies, also known as horse flies, thrived and swarmed the cast and crew.

The movie’s cast of animals, however, were not faring as well, and on April 30, when it hit 90 degrees, two-week-old Djemila died. She was buried on a knoll near the camp while his mother, Hepzibah, and two hundred somber members of the cast and crew looked on.

Sandstorms came daily; some lasted three days, and a crew member recalled that everyone was constantly breathing sand. In fact, when crew members did an autopsy on Djemila, sand was in her stomach. Even when the wind died down, the quality of life improved little. Riva described the shoot this way: “Everyone continually searched for an unoccupied patch of man-made shade and sweated profusely.”

The heat hadn’t let up since April 15 when the film began shooting in 99-degree weather. On April 16, it was 101, and the next, 103. But on May 2, the heat finally caught up with the movie’s biggest star, Marlene Dietrich. In the middle of a scene, Dietrich collapsed.

The high that day was 101. Press releases and breathless news reports would later say that it was 138 degrees on May 2, and PR flacks would jack that up to 148 degrees. That may have actually been true, if you factor in the additional heat from the camera lights.I

Riva wrote in her book that her mother, knowing they were about to lose the light, faked a fainting scene to get Boleslawski to wrap up for the day. Maybe that happened once—Dietrich wasn’t an enthusiastic member of Team Boley—but it also seems plausible the actress, after fainting, would have told her daughter she feigned a collapse, not wanting the adolescent to worry.

But there is no doubt that on May 2, 1936, while filming in the early morning to capture the light and to avoid the worst of the day’s temperatures, Dietrich fainted in the heat. Newspapers reported it, including the Associated Press, and Selznick’s office sent out a press release. For those understandably skeptical about the veracity of news coming from a Hollywood set, at a time when the publicity machine thought nothing of stretching the truth, some entertainment journalists of the era were equally jaded.

On May 3, James Reid, writing for Picturegoer Weekly, came onto the set to write a feature and soon heard about Dietrich’s fainting scare. “On every side, I heard the story. From Boleslawski, from Marlene’s stand-in, from cameramen, from prop men. The story was no hoax. It had happened,” wrote Reid.

Moreover, Joseph Schildkraut, a silent film star who won an Oscar the following year in The Life of Émile Zola and later played Otto Frank in the 1959 classic The Diary of Anne Frank, who had no reason to lie, wrote in his memoir that Ms. Dietrich had not one but multiple fainting spells on the sand dunes.

In Riva’s book, she writes of Dietrich dismounting a horse and falling into Boyer’s arms, then pretending to faint. But according to a comment Dietrich herself made to the press later, it happened after her costar Basil Rathbone came riding up to her on his horse. He dismounted and greeted Dietrich, who brushed the back of her left hand across her eyes and forehead. She must have had an odd look because Boleslawski asked: “Do you feel all right, Marlene?”

She nodded, went limp, and flopped into the sand.

Schildkraut had a weak heart, and it being the days before beta blockers and ACE inhibitors, he was carrying an ice bag with him, keeping it pressed over his heart between scenes. Schildkraut was the first at Dietrich’s side and placed his ice bag on her wrists, followed by the rest of the cast and crew, which swarmed around her.

Dietrich had been up late the night before studying her lines, and there were the early wake-up calls. So Dietrich may have also been somewhat sleep-deprived, making her more susceptible to the heat. Dietrich was reportedly unconscious for five minutes. The company doctor was soon by her side, helping her to a sitting position and putting a bottle of smelling salts under her nostrils. Moments later, Schildkraut grabbed the bottle and took a whiff for himself. The doctor informed Dietrich that she had suffered a slight sunstroke and wouldn’t work any more today. She protested, but Rathbone and Boleslawski carried Dietrich into a car and sped off to the hotel in Yuma.

Selznick was a brilliant producer and storyteller—maybe you’re more familiar with his 1939 masterpiece Gone With the Wind?—but considering that The Garden of Allah became a box office dud, he would have been better off scrapping the script and using his footage for a weather documentary. Unbeknownst to the cast and crew, a real-life disaster worthy of a Hollywood movie was just getting started.



	
I. The hottest temperature ever recorded on the planet was in 1913 at Death Valley, California, with the mercury reading 134 degrees, although there is some debate as to the accuracy of that number.











2 MAY 4


Heat and Weak Hearts




Today’s Death Toll: 1

Most people have a body temperature of around 97 to 99 degrees, and 98.6 is considered optimal. Ninety-five degrees may not sound bad to a layperson, but if your temperature drops below it, hypothermia has probably set in. If that happens, your heart, nervous system, and other organs will start to malfunction.

You also don’t want your body to go above 99 degrees. That’s when you start to develop hyperthermia (not to be confused with hypothermia). A small rise in body temperature is generally not a big deal, but if your body goes above 104, that’s when the trouble begins. You may become confused or angry. Your pulse may quicken. You may feel faint or discover your skin is awfully dry. You may even pass out and wind up in a coma. If you have a fever of 106 or more, you may already be dead.

But depending on what is happening in your body, several outcomes can occur. As your body heats up, your blood and oxygen flow toward your skin, which means those are resources that are now not going to the stomach and intestines—and if things get really bad, toxins that were in your gastrointestinal system can start to leak into other parts of your body. That can lead to blood clots and organ failure, such as your kidneys and lungs. But maybe that won’t happen. Instead, you may merely get confused, a possible sign that your brain is shutting down. Or the heat may bring on a heart attack.

When any of this happens, you’ve had a heatstroke, sometimes called a sunstroke.

In a heat wave, if you’re healthy, your body will usually keep you cool, or cool enough. When the heat becomes unmanageable, however, your body starts to react. For instance, your blood vessels widen. But that’s good, because your blood is flowing toward the skin and sending extra body heat packing. Still, the main way your body stays cool is by sweating. Your sweat carries hot water out of your body, and as it hits the surface of your skin, the water evaporates, which cools you off, even though it may not feel like that’s happening.

If you remember your high school biology class, your heart pumps harder as those blood vessels widen, and it circulates two to four times more blood a minute during warmer months than cooler ones. So the hotter it gets, the harder the heart works to keep the body cool. Hearts in peak condition tend to do this just fine. Weaker hearts have trouble.

It was said that John Baden had a weak heart. Around the time that Marlene Dietrich returned to the desert set, Baden was working hard in Omaha, Nebraska. His heart was working even harder.

Baden was a sixty-nine-year-old general contractor who specialized in remodeling homes. He had been doing this for at least twenty-one years. He did it all. He could build you a cabinet, a bookcase, a stairway, a porch, and the house to go with it. In 1916, he led a team of contractors to build a bank in the city of Schuyler, about one hundred miles away. It was the talk of the town for years.

Today, Baden toiled outside, remodeling the affluent Fischer residence—the home’s owner was a train engineer—and temperatures kept rising, eventually reaching 87 degrees. Baden collapsed at four P.M. Mrs. Fischer saw him fall and immediately called her family physician and then probably his wife, but there was nothing to be done.

Not surprisingly, Baden’s death wasn’t covered nationally, and wasn’t even a topic of interest for neighboring states. But even if Baden’s death had been more widely covered, it wouldn’t have registered with anyone for long. Everyone was used to people dying from the heat. In fact, when Nebraska’s papers reported on Baden’s demise, most headlines designated Baden as “Omaha’s first heat victim.” In the decades before air-conditioning was mainstream, cities annually ran news stories about the community’s first heat wave victim. Every summer, it was expected that sooner or later, some unlucky soul would win the heatstroke lottery.









3 MAY 7


The Sand Pit




Today’s Death Toll: 3 Total Death Toll: 4


Summer showed up early in the upper Midwest. In Cleveland, Ohio, (86°F), men removed overcoats and vests. In Alpena, Michigan, it was 90, the hottest part of the country, even hotter than Yuma, Arizona, which was down to 87 degrees. Canada was hot, too. In western Ontario, farmers hustled to make good use of the warm weather, in the high 80s, only to have their horses collapse.

In Detroit, Michigan, city dwellers marveled that on February 18, it was 9 below zero, but now you could fry an egg on the sidewalk. Bemused residents observed that the local weatherman predicted today would be on the cold side: it was 86 degrees.

“What happened was this—” began an apologetic meteorologist, Clarence Root, who told the Associated Press that the problem was a stalled pressure system. Heat waves are caused by high-pressure systems that trap the warm air, which sinks to the surface of the earth. Root, who worked out of Detroit’s weather bureau, said, “The pressure areas just stagnated all over the country and until they move, there won’t be much change in the weather. I can’t tell you why they didn’t move.”

Root’s diagnosis was spot on. What Root didn’t know and couldn’t have known was that the stagnating high-pressure areas wouldn’t budge for a long, long time. In 1936, weather forecasting was a mix of science, technology, and guesswork. Germany had made some strides in predicting the weather ten days out, a feat that its chancellor Adolf Hitler believed could come in handy in future battle planning. But right now, an accurate three-day forecast was about the best anyone could hope for. That people could predict the weather three days in advance was largely because of technology that allowed weather professionals and amateurs to share information and spread the word on what was coming.

“Meteorological observations are virtually useless in current service unless immediately transmitted to a wide network of stations where they can be promptly charted, analyzed, and issued in the form of bulletins and forecasts,” stated a 1936 report from the United States Department of Agriculture’s Weather Bureau. In fact, two to six observations were made from fifteen radio stations throughout Alaska, run by the United States Army. Weather intel from most of those stations was sent twice daily to Seattle’s weather bureau, which distributed them to weather bureaus nationwide. Mexico, meanwhile, sent weather bulletins to an army station in Marsh Field, California, which distributed the information to bureaus throughout the west. The bulletins would race ahead of the actual weather, so weather forecasters generally had a sense of what was coming.

That lingering high pressure above the country would start to have serious consequences today. Several people, from Illinois to Pennsylvania, passed out in the 80-plus degree heat. And then came the deaths. A fifty-six-year-old railroad switchman in Milwaukee collapsed in 87-degree heat and never woke up.

Maybe the switchman could have avoided dying if he consumed more water or sat down more, but it’s hard to imagine what Alexander Szumanski, of Detroit, Michigan, could have done differently. In fact, maybe he had no chance of survival this summer. The Polish immigrant moved to America in 1912 and ever since worked for car companies. But like many people, he lost his job during the Great Depression, and he and his wife only kept their kids fed by taking in Polish boarders. But recently he found steady employment at Chevrolet Motor Company. It must have seemed like a lucky break.

It was anything but. Szumanski had a demanding role, one that was often given to Black residents and immigrants, says John Hinshaw, a history professor at Lebanon Valley College in Annville, Pennsylvania. It was also a dangerous job during the summer, especially this summer. Because of the low-pressure area hanging over the country, Szumanski collapsed on the job, in conditions that would have been far hotter than the 87 degrees it was outside, and he was pronounced dead at Grace Hospital. Until he died, it was Szumanski’s responsibility was to maintain and control Chevrolet’s equipment used to melt metal. It was a sweaty, unforgiving position even in cold weather, but today, the thirty-seven-year-old didn’t stand a chance. Alex Szumanski was a furnace tender.



If you were a school kid on a hot day in Michigan in 1936, you had two choices—sit in a stifling classroom and melt into your desk or engage in an American ritual as old as school itself: play hooky.

You can hardly blame Melvin Foerster and four of his pals for not showing up at Midland High School on a day when the high was 92 degrees. For high school seniors, weeks away from graduation and with the rest of their lives ahead of them, skipping school was probably an easy decision. In fact, across the country, during the summer of 1936, millions of Americans of all ages would do just what Melvin did when faced with hot, unbearable temperatures: They went swimming.

Unfortunately, there weren’t many practical and safe swimming options in Midland, or in many communities in America. Public swimming pools in America only started to gain traction in the late 1800s. The modern-day Olympics, which began in 1896, popularized the sport and pastime of swimming, but pools were also inspired by public bathhouses, which were pretty much what they sound like: places to get a bath. Many homes, especially in cities, didn’t have access to clean water. By 1936, public bathhouses had sort of come around full-circle; they were still being built, but people usually patronized them as a place for indoor swimming. Of course, since prehistoric times, people had been frolicking and cooling off in creeks, rivers, and the ocean, but in more land-locked places, those options were few.

By the 1920s, it was no longer unusual for a city to have a swimming pool, but many communities still lacked one during the 1930s. As the economy spiraled, building them quickly became an afterthought, with at least a quarter of the nation unemployed.

Still, after President Franklin Roosevelt debuted his New Deal and began putting people to work, more pools were constructed. In Jeff Wiltse’s book Contested Waters: A Social History of Swimming Pools in America, he estimated that over a thousand swimming pools were built in cities across America during the 1920s and 1930s. Not many were built between 1929 and 1934, but a resurgence occurred from 1934 until the end of the decade.

Midland, Michigan, didn’t yet have a city swimming pool, nor did Auburn, eight miles away, where Melvin lived. If you were a resident of the area and wanted to swim, the best and safest option was a man-made lake thirteen miles away in Francis Grove. In 1929, the lake’s owners, loaded and generous, opened three acres of their land and water and allowed the public to come and swim. There was a sandy beach and shallow water—for about 150 feet until the ground began sloping deeper—and the Red Cross provided lifeguards.

But thirteen miles was a drive for five high school seniors, and roads in 1936 weren’t what they are now. Instead, Melvin and his friends swam at the local swimming hole—a sand pit. Normally, this pit was used for excavating sand and gravel. But it was spring, and right on schedule, the snow melted, the rain fell, and something resembling a lake had formed. For much of the morning, Melvin and his friends swam laps.

For decades across North America, sand-pit swimming holes had been popular destinations. For instance, Larned, Kansas, had a sand-pit swimming hole that their newspaper described on August 9, 1917: “The bathing beach at the sand pit is proving the most popular place in the county these warm evenings, and crowds of bathers are there every day. The fresh, cool water and the clean sandy riverbed make it an ideal place to swim, and it is pronounced far superior to the swimming pool at Great Bend.” Sounds idyllic, but many sand-pit swimming holes were not so pristine. In 1932, an editorial in Hackensack, New Jersey’s The Record noted that most of the city’s swimming choices, some of which were sand pits, contained “broken glass, wooden piles or other debris, and polluted matter, which often cause serious accident or illness.”

The same editorial noted that the “sand pit at North Hackensack is usually crowded with children, some unable to swim.” Part of the issue at North Hackensack’s sand pit—and most sand pits—was the unpredictability of the sand beneath everybody’s feet: “In some places the drop is sheer, while in others a gradual descent forms a perfect beach except for treacherous holes where they are least expected. Filled with water, the pits are death traps for the unwary.”

Indeed, that’s exactly what sand-pit swimming holes were: death traps. In 1933, at the popular swimming hole in Lindsborg, Kansas, one hundred people saw either a man or a boy—nobody was sure—sink and disappear. There was an all-night search. They blew up the pit with dynamite and still couldn’t find anyone. Three days later, searchers dredged up the corpse of a seventy-six-year-old man. That same year, about two miles out of Garysburg, North Carolina, a young Black woman on her honeymoon went into ten-foot water in a sand-pit swimming hole. The papers said she was seized with cramps and drowned.

Seized with cramps. That was almost always the language that the papers used when reporting about a drowning victim. While it was shorthand for “something unexplainable went wrong in the water” to the point of being ridiculous—virtually every swimmer was seized with cramps?—there was good reason for reporters suggesting it.

When the swimmer was in extremely deep water, especially if in the shade, the water could be extremely frigid, sometimes 50 degrees or colder. Swimmers would hit that chilly water and it would be a shock to the system, and their muscles would cramp.

The seized-with-cramps excuse was aided by the myth that everybody should wait a full thirty minutes to swim after a meal. It’s a “rule” that has no basis in fact but is believed to have originated in 1908 when a Boy Scout manual recommended that people refrain from swimming after eating—so if people drowned within any proximity to having eaten a meal, cramps became a suspect.

Drowning happened a lot during the summer of 1936; it still happens a lot. Recent numbers from the American Red Cross suggest that eleven Americans drown every day, or a little over 4,000 people a year. Many Americans never learn how to swim even today due to a wide range of factors, many of them socioeconomic. In 1936, swimming lessons as a concept were rare. If you were a middle-aged adult in 1936, you probably remembered a time when swimming lessons essentially didn’t exist. Not that there weren’t swimming instructors in, say, 1890. You could find them at some bathhouses. But swimming lessons didn’t really take off until the YMCA started a swimming campaign in 1909. Being the Young Men’s Christian Association, it vowed to teach “every man and boy in North America to swim.”I By 1936, quite a few YMCAs also provided swimming lessons to girls (even though officially girls wouldn’t be allowed to become members until 1964), and some organizations, such as the Girl Scouts, stepped in and offered swimming lessons to girls and women. If you were a kid of color or of poverty, however, your odds of receiving swimming lessons in any formal capacity were fairly low—and that’s still the case today.

Melvin, thirteen days past his eighteenth birthday, could swim. When he and his buddies went into the water, it was in what papers described as a sand-pit pond about seventy-five feet long and six feet deep. They spent a good chunk of the morning swimming, and as the noon hour approached, the five young men decided to dry off. And that would have been that, and this story wouldn’t be in this book, except that Melvin told his friends that he wanted to take one last lap across the pond and back.

His friends waited for him. And watched. Then they could see that something was wrong. It was said later that Melvin was seized with cramps.

Clinton Callahan, one of Melvin’s buddies, swam after him. He got hold of him twice, but he couldn’t save him.

Panic ensued. Clinton returned to the shore and the four teenagers piled into their car, driving a mile and a half into Midland, where they notified the city fire department that they had an emergency on their hands. Firefighters scrambled toward the swimming hole. Evan Price, a Boy Scout executive, telephoned Red Cross lifesavers and drove back with Melvin’s friends.

Word got around of Melvin’s plight, reaching Dirk Waltz. Twenty-two years old, married, and living at his parents’ home, Waltz was unemployed, as were many people, although in the future he would become a local legend as the owner of an auto dealership and community philanthropist. Waltz swam into the lake and located Melvin, pulling the eighteen-year-old’s body to shore at 12:30 P.M., forty minutes after he went under.

Everyone must have understood that this was a hopeless mission, but two Red Cross workers, the fire chief, and police officers attempted to revive Melvin anyway. They used an inhalator—a device that came with two tanks, one of which was filled with oxygen and another with carbon dioxide—a hose, and a mask. The rescue workers pumped a mixture of oxygen (93 percent) and carbon dioxide (7 percent) into Melvin’s lungs. The inhalator had saved a lot of victims from drowning, but it wasn’t doing anything for this teenager. Still, Melvin had two parents, two sisters, a grandfather, and numerous friends depending on the rescuers’ success, so they pumped air into the eighteen-year-old’s lungs for two hours. Then they had to acknowledge there was nothing more to be done.

The day before, citizens of Midland, understanding that they needed something safer than a sand-pit swimming hole, formed the Midland Swimming Pool Association and set up a meeting to discuss how to finance the creation of a city swimming pool. Melvin was the sixteenth person to drown at a swimming hole in Midland County in the last decade.

Melvin’s story soon became sickeningly familiar. In fact, across the country, during the summer of 1936, thousands of Americans of all ages across North America would do just what Melvin did when faced with hot, unbearable temperatures: They went drowning.





	
I. Generally, White boys and men. In 1910, there were segregated YMCAs built for the Black community. The YMCA wouldn’t officially ban racial discrimination at their facilities until 1967.











4 MAY 9


Unseasonably Hot




Today’s Death Toll: 13 Total Death Toll: 20+


Across the country, men and women traded in their fedoras and berets for cooler but also stylish straw hats.

It was a wise fashion choice, although one might have suggested that everybody simply go hatless. But generally, in 1936 if you were in public, you were going to wear a hat, hot or not.

Canadian heat waves are practically an oxymoron, but that’s what Ontario was experiencing, with one heat death in the province the day before. In Toronto, it hit 89.8 degrees, an early May record that hadn’t been matched for ninety-four years. New Jersey’s Asbury Park and Atlantic City beaches were teeming with bathers. In California, thousands of people were flocking to the water, and a thirteen-year-old Black boy’s drowning in a channel of water near the Oakland airport was blamed on the heat. In some California cities, it was in the 90s; in Imperial, it was 104 degrees. Between the coasts, people were passing out. In Hamilton, Ohio, a fifteen-year-old girl and a thirty-five-year-old man collapsed on different streets in the late afternoon, when it was 93 degrees.

The heat was affecting sidewalks. In Belleville, Ontario, the temperature rose to 84.02 degrees and the concrete exploded. This wasn’t too unusual. Because concrete is porous, water can get trapped in it. When concrete gets really hot, the trapped water expands. If the temperature rises faster than the steam rises from the concrete, then it’s kablooey, which may not be the actual technical term the construction industry uses. Still, it was awfully early for this type thing to be happening, especially in Canada.

Ten deaths throughout North America were attributed to the heat that day: in California, New York, Michigan, Pennsylvania, and in Ontario. Three of those deaths were in Pennsylvania.

In Phoenixville, where it was in the low 90s for the second day in a row, Frank Ingram, fifty-nine, was playing tennis when his game was interrupted by a heart attack.

In Wilkes-Barre (95°F), the heat came for Marko Vuksonovich, forty-one. His work as a miner had given him “miner’s asthma,” a condition also known as black lung. Half an hour before his body was found on the floor of his home by his brother, Vuksonovich appeared healthy, talking to his neighbors, who had no clue anything was amiss.

And near Hazleton, Pennsylvania (95°F), thirteen-year-old Salvadore Damato and three buddies wanted to cool off in the lake at the Sugarloaf Dam. When Salvadore reached the middle of the lake, which was eight feet deep, he was stricken with cramps. At least, that’s what people said. But that isn’t what the boys thought when they heard their friend groan and disappear under the water.

They believed it was a prank.

In a few seconds, Salvadore would resurface. Any second. Any minute now. Even when five minutes became ten and Salvadore didn’t appear, the boys still thought it was a gag. Obviously Salvadore swam underneath the water and made his way to the shore. But thirty minutes later, Salvadore’s friends started to panic. Rex Matteo, a twelve-year-old boy, went for help and found some on East Diamond Avenue. A score of men living near the dam rushed to the lake, the fire companies were notified, as was city hall. Soon, it was as if the entire town had descended upon the dam and lake to search for this boy.

There were nine state police officers present. A district attorney. The superintendent of the Wyoming Valley Water Supply Company. There were also firefighters from the 14th Ward Fire Company, shining spotlights on the dam and rushing around, trying to secure a boat. Somebody donated one to the cause, but it leaked. A second boat was found and rescuers set out to search for the boy.

A nineteen-year-old resident began diving underneath the water, looking for Salvadore Damato. Crowds formed on the edge of the lake.

Around midnight, the authorities went to Salvadore’s home to alert the family while rescuers concluded they were going to have to drain the lake. To speed that up, a miner who lived nearby set off a charge of dynamite that blew away the southeast corner of the dam. That did the trick: Salvadore’s body was found by a firefighter sometime after 1 A.M. Around then, Salvadore’s father and sister showed up. Lifesaving equipment was used on Salvadore, just in case, but a physician soon declared the youth dead. If there was any solace for the family, maybe they hoped Salvadore was now with his mother, who died eleven years earlier.

Despite this and the other tragedies, there was still little inkling of what was to come. In Oklahoma and Texas, residents were dodging tornadoes. Farmers in Aitkin, Minnesota, were welcoming heavy rain for their crops—that is, until hundreds of acres were flooded by the Mississippi River. And road crews in Colorado were still battling the long winter, digging communities out from a fifteen-inch snowfall.









5 MAY 30


Summer Comes Early




Today’s Death Toll: 20 (mostly drownings) Total Death Toll: 50+


The May heat continued to occasionally pick people off. On May 10, in Michigan, there were two heat deaths. On May 11, The Boston Globe enthused, “To Mrs. Carrie M. Davis, 48, of 127 Merriam Ave., Leominster, goes the dubious honor of being New England’s first heat victim for the present year. She lost consciousness in the lobby of a Leominster theatre and was held last night for observation at the Leominster Hospital.”

Mrs. Davis was fine, but as May continued, more people were passing out and not waking up—and wisecracks about the heat became less amusing. Then the dogs started acting up. When temperatures shot from the 60s into the high 70s over the course of a few days, thirty Pittsburgh residents went to the hospital for dog bites.

There would be a lot of people getting treated for dog bites this summer. Heat made dogs irritable, doctors theorized, and in recent years, there has been research to give that theory more teeth. In 2023, researchers from Harvard Medical School and Spaulding Rehabilitation Hospital analyzed 69,525 dog bite cases in eight cities and found that dog bites increased 3 percent on days with high ozone pollution, 4 percent on days with higher temperatures, and 11 percent on days with elevated ultraviolet radiation (in other words, a lot of sunshine).

On May 17, in Boston (92°F), two men in their sixties became heat victims, one found in his home and the other watering his lawn. On May 18, in Pottstown, Pennsylvania (88°F), a fifty-two-year-old farmer had a heart attack while shopping.

That same day, more than one million New Yorkers, city officials estimated, mobbed the beaches. Attendance records were broken. It was 86 degrees, and on Coney Island, hundreds of men strolled along the waves without a shirt. Police held off on making arrests for public lewdness. Last year, shirtless men on the beach were dragged into court and slapped with heavy fines. But not this time. Maybe the police were more sympathetic, or just as likely, social mores had subtly shifted in twelve months’ time. In fact, an NYC alderman had just announced plans to introduce a bill permitting “shirtless bathing” for men.

There was no question that cooler clothing was the smart way to dress this summer. In New York and New Jersey, several people passed out; all were revived. Drownings were harder to reverse. A father and son lost their lives in Brady Lake near Franklin, New Jersey; the boy fell out of the boat and the dad leaped into the water after him. Three more boys perished in New Jersey’s rivers.

In Boston, where it was a record-breaking 91 degrees, 300,000 people headed to the beaches, and two children drowned. In Portland, Maine, it was 90. In Fresno, California, it was 100. And it was only mid-May.



The filming of Garden of Allah continued to slog on in 105-degree heat. Ever since Marlene Dietrich’s fainting spell, most days the high temperature was over 100, sometimes well over. Boyer, Dietrich, and sometimes Rathbone sought sanctuary in the actress’s deluxe tent, insulated with an inner lining of silk. On one occasion, it was so hot that Rathbone refused to come out to shoot a scene, and Boleslawski threatened to write him out of the picture.

Rathbone talked to a reporter the following year about the miserable heat the actors endured. He discussed how he fought in World War I for four years, saying it was a nightmarish experience for him, especially since his brother, also a soldier, was killed. But Rathbone said that despite the hardships he endured, “I would fight the war to the end because I believed it meant something. In Buttercup Valley, however, the whole thing seemed senseless to me. If I hadn’t been bound by contract, I would have handed them back their money and left the picture.”

Nobody was enjoying themselves. Boleslawski collapsed from the heat, according to news reports, though the press office said he had become ill from drinking polluted water. A week after Dietrich’s fainting spell, she had another one. Thirty minutes later, she performed for the cameras, but as entertainment reporter Elizabeth Yeaman put it, Dietrich looked “deathly wan.”

The sandstorms continued, the heat didn’t let up, and crew members were passing out daily, all of which cost the production $20,000 a day. It surprised nobody when almost a week later, on May 30, 1936, Producer David O. Selznick finally waved the white flag and pulled everybody from Yuma, where it was 105 degrees, so the movie could finish shooting at a studio in Los Angeles, where the camera lights would still cook everybody, but at least the weather could be controlled.
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6 JUNE 3


Hot Where You Wouldn’t Expect It




Today’s Death Toll: at least 8 Total Death Toll: 60+


It was hot even where you wouldn’t expect it. Juneau, Alaska, hit 78 degrees; sled dogs panted and looked pained while perplexed miners shed their black woolen underwear. Kamloops, British Columbia, reached 92 degrees. In parts of Maine, it hit 95, and in the town of Norway, a horse became a casualty of the heat. Flocking to rivers and lakes for relief, half a dozen Canadians drowned. Melting snow in the mountains created the worst flooding in thirty years, washing over railways, washing away buildings and bridges, and turning telegraph and telephone lines into kindling.

It was also hot where you would expect it. In New Brunswick, New Jersey (94°F), police officers secured permission to remove coats while directing traffic—and across the country, a lot of people were waking up in the hospital covered in ice. People collapsed in Philadelphia (97°F), Washington, DC (96°F), in Newark, New Jersey (93°F), and in other scattered states like North Carolina, Virginia, and Texas. In Englewood, New Jersey (90°F), a mail carrier was discovered face down in a gravel driveway, unconscious and his eyeglasses broken. Police initially thought it was a hit-and-run.

In New York City, a fifty-year-old man died in 90-degree heat, the hottest it had been that day since 1895. And in Pottstown, Pennsylvania (93°F), Edgar Hummel’s luck, such as it was, ran out.

Hummel was a sixty-five-year-old mostly unemployed painter who had a job to finish. He had painted a family’s garage and other parts of the house. Only the chimney remained. In his eleven years of professional painting—before that, he was a photographer—these last few months had been the bleakest. This was only his second job in several months.

It was hot outside—a twenty-year-old Pottstown woman picking strawberries returned home, where she lived with her parents, and passed out in the doorway. Hummel’s wife had implored Edgar not to go up on the ladder, but if he had to, she wanted him to do it tomorrow morning when it would be cooler. But Hummel wanted his paycheck and said he “would be all right.”

He would not be. Hummel may have simply lost his grip, but everybody, including his physician, assumed the heat made him dizzy. He plunged off the ladder headfirst, falling thirty-five feet, landing on a concrete sidewalk, both his blood and the can of red paint splattered on the ground.

Summer wouldn’t officially begin for another eighteen days.









7 JUNE 10


Sunburns and Skimpy Clothing




Today’s Death Toll: at least 1 Total Death Toll: 60+


Scientists in 1936 didn’t fully grasp how sunbathing might lead to skin cancer, but they knew there was a connection. Laymen also recognized that subjecting yourself to a sunburn wasn’t the healthiest thing you could do to your body. As an op-ed that ran on July 3 in a Berwyn, Illinois, newspaper stated, “People who would shudder at the thought of burning themselves with a match or having scalding water sprinkled on them will unhesitatingly expose their entire bodies to the blazing rays of the sun. The results may be a burn which is just as severe and as deep as that made by scalding water or fiery flame, for sunburn is a true burn.”

Suntans, however, were considered healthy. The same writer stated, “It is essential that human beings get into the sunlight as much as possible…” and wrote there was nothing wrong with getting tanned, just that one should do it gradually. That actively tanning wasn’t the best idea would be more widely grasped gradually over decades.

It’s too bad: While it feels wonderful to lounge outside and soak in the sunshine, the rays burn the skin, make it less elastic, and pre-age it. In fact, if a sunburn is severe enough, along with your body being dehydrated, your skin can get infected. You could even find yourself hospitalized with a high fever, chills, or nausea.

Fortunately, you could protect yourself. Sunscreen was invented in 1891 by a German scientist, and it started going mainstream in the 1920s; many people used a sponge to apply it to their skin. By 1936, there were quite a few suntan lotions on the market, many resembling the sunscreens of today.

Rexall, the drugstore chain, sold its own brand of suntan lotion, naturally called Rexall Suntan Lotion. Noxzema sold Noxzema Suntan Oil for prices between 23 cents and 79 cents. Elizabeth Arden’s Ideal Suntan Oil would have set you back $1.75. Less familiar names included Gaby’s Suntan Lotion, Vin-a-Balm Sun Lotion, Rubinstein Sunproof Cream, and Tussy Suntan Oil. Many suntan lotions went for $2 a bottle, or over $40 in today’s dollars. It wasn’t cheap.

“This year, get your tan the Norwich way,” read one newspaper ad. “Slowly, evenly, without tanning your skin like leather and ruining it for the rest of the year.”

There were also suntan powders, which you’d mix in with foundation cream and then rub on your face, arms, and the rest of your body.

Some people simply pooh-poohed sunbathing altogether. “This fad they have of sun-bathing is ridiculous. It is just another excuse to show the body,” a Canadian reader wrote to the Windsor Star in mid-July.

Sunbathers had lots of opportunities to enjoy the heat so far this year. On June 6, in Spokane, Washington, it was 80 degrees, and thousands showed up at the beaches. But not everyone was enjoying the warm weather. The last several days, people around the country fainted from the heat, in states that included Kentucky, Kansas, Nebraska, Maine, Missouri, Maryland, Indiana, Oklahoma, Pennsylvania, and Kansas. On June 6, at a politician’s funeral in Nashville, Tennessee (94°F), attended by President Franklin Roosevelt, six women collapsed.

Today, in El Paso, Texas, it was 102 degrees. In Phoenix, Arizona, it was 104. Across the country, the heat was becoming really hard to shrug off.




California

Today, the news broke that Jean Harlow was moving out of her palatial hilltop home in Hollywood, due to doctor’s orders.

Harlow was a film actress and one of the biggest Hollywood stars of the 1930s, but she was also a twenty-five-year-old who loved to sunbathe. Harlow, who lived with her mother, owned a house with a swimming pool. Thanks to a bad case of sun poisoning in 1935 and several bad sunburns earlier in the year, her physician ordered her to stay in the shade. He certainly didn’t suggest she sell her home, but Harlow quipped, “If I can’t swim, what’s the use of having a place with a pool to tempt me?”

Despite ridding herself of temptation, Harlow would be lured to lay in the sun’s golden rays throughout the rest of the summer, and while she used many of the numerous suntan lotions on the market, they never seemed to work. There may have been reasons for that, however, which nobody would understand until much later.




Louisiana

Mike & Harry’s Bar in Shreveport announced their newly installed air-conditioning, a big deal at the time. Harry Lazarous, one of the proprietors, informed the press of the change in one of those self-serving public relations comments that never seem to change no matter what decade or century: “It has always been the policy of this institution to offer the utmost in comfort as well as merchandise, and we feel that all Shreveport and Ark-La-Tex will appreciate the installation of air-conditioning.”




Kentucky

A group of guys patrolled the streets, seeking teenage girls and women dressed in shorts and halter tops on the streets of Covington. These men weren’t being creeps per se. A woman police offer named Elizabeth Cohran requested that her colleagues keep an eye out for any girls or women wearing any clothing that was deemed too revealing.

Miss Cohran was a product of her time, and the girls she was trying to look out for were a product of theirs. Cohran was a rarity in 1936—a female police officer, known then as a police matron. The unmarried former nurse handled situations that the city government believed needed a woman’s delicate touch. For instance, if the authorities were looking for a teenage runaway girl, Cohran would get involved. If a young woman was pregnant and needed to find a home for her baby, Cohran was on the job. If a woman was the victim of abuse, you’d call Miss Cohran.

She did a lot of good in Covington, but this summer, she arguably went too far. She wanted any girl over the age of ten cited for indecent exposure if they were caught outside wearing scanty outfits, such as shorts.

“The heat of the past few days has brought them out,” Cohran told a reporter. “Now, I think the shorts and halters are perfectly lovely in the right place. The streets, however, are no place for them.”

She had been on a crusade against hot-weather garments since late the previous year. Not everyone in the area agreed with how Cohran saw things.

“I don’t think that under the law, shorts and halters would be defined as contributing to indecent exposure. They seem to have become an accepted custom,” said John Ames, acting secretary director of Cincinnati, in an interview.

Still, Cohran may have had a point, if you look at it from the viewpoint of a woman born in 1891. Maybe she encountered a lot of male deviants who couldn’t handle women wearing skimpy clothing. Cohran was living in an age in which masculinity and youth were prized (she shaved four years from her age when she applied to the police force). She probably believed she was saving young women from predators by ensuring they were well clothed.

But this was 1936, not 1836, and the younger generation embraced the freedom of not being buried in layers of clothing. This was an issue that emerged repeatedly this summer, an argument made by younger folk but also by frustrated members of the older generation. When it came to loose clothing, society needed to loosen up. Some people were dying because they chose a heavy garment to wear over a lighter one.




Alaska

Temperatures hit 80 and above. Fires broke out, and glaciers melted off mountains and created floods. Cabins, some full of prospectors, trappers, and homesteaders, washed down the Stikine River. But what really confounded physicians in Juneau was a female patient suffering from a condition that no doctor could recall ever seeing in these parts. The woman had a sunburn.




Nebraska

Adolph Dahl’s funeral was held today in the town of Davey. Two days earlier, in the morning, the sixty-six-year-old helped put up hay at the farm of one of his sons. But in the afternoon, nobody could find Dahl. His son, Ben, and other farmhands went looking for him.

Adolph seemed to be in good spirits, which is why it was shocking when he was found around 3:30 P.M., hanging from a low tree branch near a barn. His feet were touching the ground, but it didn’t matter; the rope and gravity had done their work.

The high was 96, and everybody speculated the heat had driven the farmer mad. Of course, it was also the Great Depression, and Dahl may have been suffering from economic stress or any number of problems. These were bleak times. On July 10, in Los Angeles, Thomas Carroll, unemployed, asked for his job back at a hat factory. After being refused, he went up to the roof, sat on the edge, his feet dangling, and after ten minutes, dove off headfirst, to the horror of a thirteen-year-old girl who witnessed it from afar.

Suicide is incomprehensible to many people, and it may seem supremely simplistic that the media and healthcare professionals in 1936 would routinely suggest that a heat wave could cause somebody to kill themselves. But they did. And it is simplistic. Yet there may be something to it. In 2024, a study published by the French National Institute for Health and Medical Research analyzed the cause of deaths recorded between 1968 and 2016, of which 502,000 out of 24.4 million were suicide, and concluded that the heat does affect the rate of suicides. Extreme cold doesn’t seem to have an impact.

Maybe Dahl was doomed to end his life before the summer ended. His family said their patriarch dreaded hot weather. Considering everything that would transpire in the weeks ahead, it is possible that Adolph Dahl never stood a chance.
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Waxing Nostalgic




Today’s Death Toll: 2 Total Death Toll: 70+


The day before, Henry Helm Clayton, an esteemed seventy-five-year-old weatherman based out of Canton, Massachusetts, forecasted a brutal summer, one that would have “periods of intense heat,” especially in July.

It was perhaps the country’s first true warning of an impending calamity, although obviously the nation didn’t mobilize for a hot summer based on one professional meteorologist’s opinion. Still, the public took note. The year before, Clayton predicted the upcoming winter would have subnormal temperatures.

Scientists such as Clayton were in too short a supply, according to Edgar Calvert, head of the forecasting division of the United States. Calvert wasn’t a fan of amateur weather forecasters, and in 1936, there were a lot of them. About two weeks earlier at a hurricane preparation conference in Jacksonville, Florida, Calvert urged members of the public to follow the Weather Bureau (renamed the National Weather Service in 1970) for accurate information, “instead of following inaccurate advice disseminated by so-called weather experts, of which there are thousands.”

Calvert wasn’t wrong, although there were some excellent amateur weather experts across the country doing yeoman’s work, and many towns depended on their “unofficial” temperature readings. For instance, in Mankato, Minnesota, John Pihale was a sixty-four-year-old who had collected weather observations for the city since 1900. At first, he was a tailor who studied weather patterns as a hobby. But he was so good at what he did that in the 1920s, he was hired by the federal government to regularly furnish data to the Minneapolis weather bureau.

Then you had, just as an example, Charles Salick, a seventy-nine-year-old weatherman who collected weather data for Watertown, Wisconsin. Salick was a jewelry store owner fascinated by meteorology, and for the last fifty years kept meticulous climate data, furnishing it to the local paper and working with the United States weather bureau, all for free. On the worst day of the 1936 heat wave, July 14, Salick was found unconscious in his apartment and died in the hospital. Richard Hoge, a bank cashier and an amateur weather buff willing to work for free, replaced him.

That same day, Pihale also became ill in the 100-degree-plus heat and had to briefly shut down the city’s local weather bureau and stay in bed, per doctor’s orders. He rebounded.

Because weather forecasting was still in its relative infancy (the first US weather bureau opened in 1870), the amateurs outnumbered the professionals, and they relied on a variety of methods to make predictions that didn’t impress Calvert. John Pos, seventy-nine, a resident of Pella, Iowa, forecast weather by observing the moon and behavior of birds. C. W. Hawk, a resident of Des Moines, Iowa, made predictions based on the movement of the planets.

Abraham Fagen was a resident of Minneapolis and had a lot of careers during his life, including one as an insurance agent and, lately, that of a trolley car operator. But he was an amateur weather forecaster and correctly predicted the summer of 1936 would be awful. He was so confident that during the worst of the summer, he produced affidavits signed on April 22, stating his prediction that the country would face “the greatest crop losses in history throughout the world through drought, with the heaviest losses in wheat.” But Calvert and other weather professionals were underwhelmed by Fagen’s forecast. That’s because Fagen blamed the drought on atmospheric disturbances from radio broadcasting, a common belief at the time. Meteorologists understood that there was a lot about the climate they didn’t know, but they knew radio waves had no effect on the weather.

But out of all the amateur weather forecasters of the era, James Forbes, a Rochester, New York barber, stood out. He raised leeches in a large glass bowl, and his forecasts depended on how they reacted. He had done this for decades, a practice he learned as a barber’s apprentice. His boss was a barber from Europe, still engaged in the outdated practice of bloodletting.

Forbes told a reporter the following month, “What the leeches do is my secret. I just go into the room where I keep them in a large glass bowl, and when I come out, I can predict what the weather will be twelve hours later.”

It was a technique that didn’t work for him this summer. A few weeks from today, he would train an electric fan on his bowl of leeches to keep them cool. The fan didn’t help. For the first summer in fifty-three years, Forbes couldn’t use his leeches to forecast the weather—because they all died.



In many ways, predicting a hot summer this year was an easy call. The weather was already oppressive, with people passing out, dying, and drowning. It wasn’t difficult to imagine July and August would be worse.

Weird things were also happening. In Muncie, Indiana, patrons of the newly opened Baker Hamburger Inn were settling in for lunch when the spare tire of a car parked out front exploded. Rubber harmlessly scattered into pieces, but the hubcap flew into the air, narrowly missing a passerby, crashing through the inn’s front window, ricocheting off a wall, and falling harmlessly to the floor.

The tire blew up due to the heat, everybody figured. A reasonable assumption. The heat was making ordinary moments rather extraordinary.

In Frogtown, a suburb of St. Paul, Minnesota (95°F), the heat became too much for Rapinwax Paper. Nationally known for its wax paper, the conditions in the four-story factory were always hot. Paraffin wax was, after all, constantly melted before being embedded into the paper sheets. But today, the inside of the building became an inferno, fueled by the weather outside. A fire started under a loading platform at the rear of the building.

Fortunately the fire broke out at 11:40 A.M., when Rapinwax’s 125 workers were outside eating lunch. Over two hours, firemen saved enough of the factory that it reopened for business two days later. Frogtown was fortunate. The fire almost reached two oil refineries and a coal company a few blocks away. While firefighters sprayed water, three workmen from Rapinwax hurriedly hooked a truck to a gasoline tank car, containing 7,000 gallons of fuel, and hauled that away before flames consumed it.

While frantic adults fought the fire and a plume of smoke enveloped the skies across St. Paul, Minnesota, carefree children played, creating sculptures out of paraffin wax. For years, awestruck locals talked about the flood of wax melted by the flames and the sun flowing down Frogtown’s sidewalks and boulevards.
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Wally




Today’s Death Toll: 3 Total Death Toll: 75+


The terms “global warming” and “climate change” were not really in the 1936 lexicon, but the concepts were discussed—and the phrase “climate change” was occasionally used. Especially this summer. A few weeks from now, in Elmira, New York, the Star-Gazette would run a column with the headline “Climate Changing?” The article started off with “Secretary of Agriculture Henry A. Wallace notes the possibility of a weather change in the United States that is to make drouths a frequent occurrence from year to year. He bases this suggestion upon the drouths of 1930, 1934 and 1936 and the fact that history records that climate change have turned wide areas into arid lands, forcing the migration of peoples.”

In fact, this month, Brian O’Brien, a University of Rochester professor, made news for his new theory suggesting the ozone layer was keeping everyone alive. Ozone had been known to exist since the 1800s, and scientists were aware of the ozone layer since 1913. But O’Brien believed much of the reason we weren’t being fried like ants under a magnifying glass was due to the ozone layer’s protection. O’Brien was onto something, though the ozone hole wouldn’t be discovered for almost another fifty years, and scientists would realize that the more the hole widened, the hotter the planet would become.

It was certainly hot today. People passed out in Louisiana and Pennsylvania. In Kentuck, Virginia (94°F), a thirty-year-old tobacco farmer in poor health died working in his fields. Elsewhere, there were other problems.





Alaska

The Alaskan heat wave was now “unprecedented,” stated a news wire service. Firefighters in Homer battled a forest fire, where it was 72 degrees—instead of the usual 50s. Most of the state was in the 80s, although in Seward, where there was daylight twenty hours at a stretch, temperatures reached 108, causing two citizens to pass out. One year earlier, it was 55 degrees.




California

It was in the high 60s, but the morning began with 86 percent humidity. At the Herbert Fleishhacker Zoo, later renamed the San Francisco Zoological Gardens, one animal, an elephant named Wally, was particularly hot and bothered.

But, first, a little backstory: Wally was born in India in 1908 and probably came to America around the time the elephant became a teenager. He was enticed into a life of show business, mostly because Wally’s “agent” was a group of animal handlers with guns and chains. Showbiz can be a rough gig.

By the summer of 1922, Wally was one of the stars of the Sells-Floto Circus based out of Chicago. Wally’s name was not yet Wally—his name was Charlie Ed, named after the son of a circus executive. Wally had an interesting life as circus elephants go. He traveled around North America, was profiled in newspapers, and made headlines on August 2, 1926, when while being loaded onto a circus train, he and thirteen elephants made a break for freedom. Cranbrook, British Columbia, had never seen anything like it and probably never will again: fourteen elephants racing down Main Street, with citizens scrambling out of the way and rushing into stores’ doorways. Then the elephants charged into the Canadian wilderness.

Eleven elephants were quickly recaptured, but three remained on the run: Charlie Ed, Tillie, and Myrtle. Three weeks later, Tillie was caught, convinced to return by a trail of bread that led to her captors. On September 8, Myrtle (who some people called the ringleader), hungry and weak, was cornered six miles from Cranbrook and didn’t go down easily; two days later, she was dead. Some say she died of pneumonia; others claimed she was emaciated and had to be put down.

Charlie Ed was the last to be caught. He went down hard, battling men who brought him down with elephant hooks. He lost a tusk in the battle and ended up in chains.

Charlie Ed was renamed Cranbrook Ed, after the town where he escaped—but he wasn’t pleased to return to circus life, at least according to his handlers. A special steel car was soon built to transport and contain the elephant.

Four years later, perhaps exhausted from caring for the restless elephant, the Sells-Floto Circus executives sold Cranbrook Ed to the Hagenbeck–Wallace Circus, which may have had no more luck with the elephant, because they soon sold Cranbrook Ed to the Al G. Barnes Circus. During that time, Cranbrook Ed was loaned out to two movies that came out in 1935—Clive of India, an adventure starring Ronald Colman, and O’Shaughnessy’s Boy, a drama about a circus animal trainer starring the fifty-one-year-old actor Wallace Beery, who was a circus performer in his youth.

By now, Cranbrook Ed was called Wally due to his association with Beery, and while renting elephants to movie studios may have been profitable, perhaps the hassle of caring for a cranky pachyderm wasn’t worth the money. In 1936, the Al G. Barnes Circus donated Wally to the Herbert Fleishhacker Zoo.

As far as the staff knew, Wally was a sweet, gentle animal, but some zookeepers recognized this was not a docile creature. Do not turn your back on Wally, they would say.

Ed Brown, one of the zookeepers, may have never heard the talk. Brown, forty-five years old, was no stranger to elephants. He had worked in the circus, and from 1930 to 1934, spent four years as a zookeeper at the Herbert Fleishhacker Zoo in the elephant house until deciding to quit, a bold move during the Great Depression. But he had recently been rehired. The economy was still terrible, his wife was in poor health, and he had bills to pay.

On this somewhat hot and extremely humid day, Brown decided to take Wally to get a bath. He was accompanied by an assistant keeper, Rudolph Bjork.

Bjork was preoccupied, holding off four elephants from following Brown and Wally, so he didn’t see what happened. He heard what happened, though. Brown cursed and screamed.

Bjork spun around. Brown was down on one knee. Wally was swinging his one remaining tusk into Brown, knocking him flat onto his face. Bjork had no time to react. Wally swung his trunk again and rushed toward Brown, trampling him. After that, it was bedlam. Lions roared in their cages; tigers snarled; animals throughout the zoo were thrown into a panic. Zookeepers struggled to contain Wally so they could save Brown, or at least have something left over of him for the funeral. It took about an hour before Wally was in chains, his head, tusk, and leg splattered with blood.

Brown’s body was scattered on the ground in four pieces.

Afterward, the local newspapers offered headlines blaming the heat. One newspaper headline stated, “Former Barnes Circus Animal Goes Amuck in Bay Heat Wave.” “Heat-Crazed Elephant Kills Keeper,” screamed a headline in Longview, Texas. One paper described Wally as “a heat and lust-maddened, one-tusked bull elephant…” “Maddened by the unseasonable heat,” another newspaper article started. Variety, the Hollywood trade magazine, even weighed in, saying, “It is thought summer heat and being separated from the other elephants in the zoo brought on the rampage.”

Zookeepers like Bjork and Robert Cleary couldn’t help but recall why Ed Brown temporarily quit his zookeeping job two years earlier. The job, Brown said, was “too dangerous.”
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The Elephant in the Room




Today’s Death Toll: 20 Total Death Toll: 90+


The day after an elephant gored its zookeeper to death, the city of San Francisco was consumed with the question: What should be done about Wally?

The zoo director knew. Edmund Heller recommended that Wally’s life end—immediately. He was now hearing about other disturbing incidents in Wally’s past. There was a rumor that three months before he was donated to the zoo, Wally killed a circus worker, although the circus denied it. If the gossip was true, it was kept quiet; no contemporary news account of a circus worker gored to death by an elephant seems to exist. Other people recalled a moment a few years earlier when Wally reacted angrily while news camera crews took photos of him.

It really didn’t matter what Wally’s past was like, according to Heller. A zookeeper was dead. There would be retribution. Someone floated the idea of taking the elephant in chains onto a ship, and once it was nice and deep over the ocean, the crew would release Wally into the water. Cooler heads prevailed, however, and the zoo opted for a faster, cheaper, more humane, but still unsatisfying end. They would shoot him.

“Wally was never known to harm anyone before, but since he killed his keeper, I wouldn’t want to put any others in jeopardy,” Heller said.

Wally had no shortage of defenders. The Oakland mayor said his own city’s zoo was discussing whether they could bring Wally into their care. Society women spoke up for Wally. Children did, too. City officials weighed in, saying Wally’s life should be spared. A prominent veterinarian wondered if the San Francisco–Oakland Bay Bridge should be destroyed because twenty-two men died while building it.

Heller was having none of it. Wally would be put down today, right away. Indeed, Wally was chained to a post while two police detectives adjusted the sights of their guns, described by the press as big “moose guns,” and a crowd of zoo guests gathered to watch the execution. Except…

An attorney, Alexander Mooslin, arrived in a taxi. He dashed up to the elephant corral of the Fleishhacker Zoo.

“Stop it, stop it,” Mooslin shouted. The attorney asked which person was Heller. The zoo director identified himself. Mooslin handed Heller a writ, staying the execution until the next day. Mooslin, who just came from a courtroom, explained his law partner was suing as a “citizen,” pleading that the execution would be cruel and inhumane.

A hearing was scheduled for the next day at the zoo.

“I guess that’s that,” Heller said.

Heller was disgusted—and resigned to the idea that Wally might live. “There are a lot of disappointed people who came out just to see the killing. As far as I’m concerned now, anybody can have Wally,” Heller said. “I might ask the humane society or some nice old lady in the city to adopt him.”

“Maybe,” Heller wisecracked, “we can get some of the people who want the elephant protected to come out here and feed him.” At one point, a frustrated Heller said, “I reckon they ought to shoot me instead of the elephant.”

Heller may have felt ganged up on, but he had some allies. “If persons pleading for Wally’s life could see the mangled body of his victim,” said A. J. Cleary, the chief administrative officer of city hall, “I believe they would not insist upon keeping him alive.”

Mabel Brown, Ed’s widow, was noncommittal about Wally’s fate. She acknowledged that her spouse had been a little nervous about Wally and told reporters the elephant killed her husband in what was “a touch of midsummer madness, a bit of heat and of desire,” and it didn’t make any difference to her what happened to the animal.

“No matter what they do, it won’t bring Ed back,” she said. “Now please leave me alone.”

Elsewhere, the heat wave continued to spread across North America.




Oklahoma

In Tulsa, a woman’s body was found partially submerged in a stream behind a house, in a neighborhood where she was a governess. Police saw no signs of murder and believed she died by suicide. After an autopsy, they concluded the 97-degree heat was the culprit. She was thirty-four.




Alaska

In Fairbanks, it was 88 degrees. Children were dressed in bathing suits and light clothing; ice cream was selling better than ever. In Seward, forest fires continued to rage.




Missouri, Kentucky, Indiana

St. Louis, Missouri, lost two citizens to the 98-degree heat. Kentucky, which saw temperatures in the low 100s today, lost two people. In Indiana, where it was in the 90s, there were two drownings.




Ohio

Twelve deaths were blamed on the heat, though in most cases, indirectly: people drowned, while others were struck by lightning in storms brought on by high temperatures, which were well into the 90s in some parts of the state.

In Troy, the heat caused a section of State Route 66 to bulge upward, and an unfortunate motorist didn’t notice it. His car flipped and landed in a ditch. The driver staggered away from the wreck with a bruised shoulder.




Virginia

In Lynchburg, two boys drowned in Blackwater Creek in about eight-foot-deep water. Cornell Howard was thirteen, and Jetson Wesley York was twelve. They were swimming with two other boys when something went terribly wrong.

Lifesaving crews worked for more than two hours to save the boys, found seventy-five feet apart at the bottom of the muddy stream. York gasped a few times when he was removed from the water, and then… nothing. In the aftermath of their deaths, locals—at least, Black locals—floated an idea. They suggested perhaps the city could finally start building a swimming pool where there wouldn’t be signs saying “Whites Only.”

Lynchburg had no swimming pools for Black residents. There were, however, five swimming pools for Whites, including the YMCA and public park pools. In the past, there was talk of creating a swimming pool for Black people, but the project was shelved. This time, talk turned to action. The following summer, Jefferson Park Pool opened for Black swimmers, a welcome development that came too late for kids like Cornell Howard and Jetson York.
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