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Tenement holocaust

A wind-fed fire swept “like a tornado™ through a 20-block area of scrapyards and ten-
ements in Chelsea, Mass., a suburb of Boston, yesterday. Nearly a quarter of the city
was destroyed, and more than 2,000 persons were forced Irom their homes. No one
was killed, but four firemen were hespitalized for smoke inbalation. The biaze was
believed to have begun in an abandoned building and was continuing today.
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FROM THE FIRE ENGINEERING VAULT: CHELSEA (MA) CONFLAGRATION

10/24/2013
By Rob Maloney

The 1973 Chelsea Fire in Massachusetts occurred 40 years ago this month. The conflagration leveled 18 city blocks,
displacing 600 workers and 1,000 residents. See Fire Engineeringas fire report HERE (PDF, 2 MB). Herbert C. Fothergill
Sr., the chief of department at the time, was at home that Sunday. He responded in his recently purchased car, parking it
within 500 yards of the fire.

His son, Chuck Fothergill, discussed the fire. "I was in the military at the time, assigned to Company O Airborne Rangers. |
did learn about the fire the next day and had a difficult time imagining that such a large area of the city was burning. Of
course, | was very concerned about the family and in particular my father, knowing he woulid be front and center fighting
this fire.”

One result of the fire, Fothergill said, was a more formal and extensive regional mutual-aid network. A mutual-aid system
was in place in 1973, but, he said, "Never before was there such a demand on the mutual-aid network.” After the fire, the
mutual-aid system became more formalized with written agreements among all communities. Called "Metro Fire" since
1976, it now serves 34 communities over 351 square miles and protects approximately 30 percent of the stateas
population.

Fothergill said other innovations used in fighting the fire included directing the firefight from a helicopter and the use of
large-diameter hose, hydrant assist valves, and lightweight portable deck guns. A timeline slide show with radio
transmissions from the incident is available at http://youtu.be/_pTr512Q-Qo.
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CONFLAGRATION AT CHELSEA, 1908

05/20/2014
By Rob Maloney

As devastating as the 1973 Chelsea, Massachusetts (read more HERE), fire was, a far more disastrous one occurred on
April 12, 1908. See Fire and Water Engineering's initial report (April 15, 1908), "Conflagration at Chelsea,” HERE. An
editorial comment on wooden construction and the complete fire report, “The Chelsea, Mass., Conflagration,” appeared in
the April 22, 1908 issue HERE. The first alarm, received at 10:44 a.m., involved a fire in a pile of rags laid outto dry in a
vacant lot. The rag-and-junk business was prominent in the city, and many buildings contained large quantities of old rags.
Although this initial fire was put out, 45-mile-per-hour winds carried embers all over, and fire spread to a three-story rag
shop, a tar paper manufacturer, and other structures. When it was all over, more than one square mile--a third of the city,
including the city hall, the public library, 20 business blocks, and between 400 and 500 tenements were in ashes.

The April 22, 1908, editorial noted that "the more fire-resistive structures were destroyed as quickly and as completely as
wooden ones” simply because wooden structures were so predominant. "The same evil methods prevailed in San
Francisco and helped spread the flames in every direction,” the editor wrote, referring to the 1906 earthquake and
subsequent fire. Fire and Water Engineering urged more restrictive fire codes to limit or eliminate wooden construction,
especially in congested areas. "A preference should be given to monolithic concrete structures,” the publication concluded.

In the aftermath of the fire, Chelsea enacted more restrictive fire codes, which real estate interests and property owners
opposed, citing the high cost of “fireproof construction.” In the July 8, 1908, edition, a Fire and Water Engineering editorial
HERE declared, "It is to be hoped that the outcry of these self-seekers will not be listened to for a moment...the safety of
the people-—-the majority—is the law to be followed, and should be...to the fullest extent.”

An Underwriters Bureau of New England report cited HERE, "The Condition at Chelsea" in the December 2, 1908, issue
blamed among other things, bad city administration and careless building inspection. However, under improved “fire limits,”
Fire and Water Engineering said, the rag-and-junk shop area was reduced by half, and such operations must be licensed
by the city fire chief and be subject to frequent inspections. A contemporary observer noted the special construction
required under new building laws makes the further introduction of such businesses "almost prohibitory."
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Great Chelsea Fire, 1973

. . = % Just north of Boston is Chelsea
Plpe Markmg Wall Massachusetts. The second Great Chelsea
Chart Fire occurred in 1973. Eighteen blocks of
the city were completely destroyed, with
Free wall chart - pipe color National Guard troops cordoning off the
coding standards set by border streets to turn away spectators, and
ANSI and ASME support emergency response teams. The
first Great Chelsea Fire occurred in 1908.

In 1971, an area of Chelsea was slated for
urban renewal. This part of the city was
known as the "Rag Shop District," due to
many junk and salvage dealers being
located there. Negative economic conditions
in the early 1970s resulted in numerous
businesses closing up shop forever, with many property owners just

abandoning their buildings. Most of the structures in "Millionaire's Row" were
two-story wooden buildings or constructed of brick and wood.

At 3:56 p.m. on Sunday October 14,
1973, a fire alarm was sounded at
Third and Arlington Streets. The wind
was gusting up to 35 mph that day,
and the fire quickly spread from
Summer Street to Maple and Third
Streets. The fire was out of control
due to high winds, and a lack of
water from leaky ancient city water
mains. Aid was called in from sixty-
seven fire companies from eastern

Chelsea Historical Society Photo Massachusetts, and one from
Hampton New Hampshire.

After several hours, a stand was made at Everett Avenue. The fire was
controlled in a triangular area bounded by Second Street to the south, the
Boston & Maine Railroad tracks to the west, and Everett Avenue to the east.
Eighteen square blocks were completely destroyed, with 1000 people
evacuated from the disaster area.
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Chelsea Fire Department Chief Herbert Fothergill had to overcome many large
obstacles to battle the blaze, including high winds, low water supply, refueling
of equipment, and distribution of mutual aid from other fire departments
(from as far away as New Hampshire), as they arrived in the city. Fire Chief
Fothergill eventually employed a helicopter to assess the nature of the fire,
and develop a strategy to put it under control.

In 1973, this author lived about 1-1/2 miles from the Great Chelsea Fire. The
entire sky was filled with smoke, blowing swiftly to the north. There is a
famous photo of people on top of a hill in San Francisco watching the fire
after the 1906 earthquake; my view of the Chelsea Fire was very similar to
this image. That night the sky was glowing red in a broad swath, with several
small explosions observable that shot ambers high into the air. The sound of
distant explosions was discernible, although with a slight delay as the light
traveled faster than the sound. This author was just a kid, and the next day
walked to the center of the Meridian Street drawbridge to witness the
National Guard troops blocking off this road into Chelsea.

The fire fighters and emergency response people did an unbelievable job in
fighting this great conflagration, thus preventing a much greater disaster.

Historical Location:

Origin of Great Chelsea Fire of 1973
(200 yards away from the 1908 fire origin)
Spruce and Summer Streets, Chelsea, MA 02150
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