A Day In November: The Events of November 2, 1952.

A DAY IN NOVEMBER

An account of how the Boston Fire Department rallied its
forces to avert disaster on November 2, 1952.

By
ROBERTSON PAGE

Volunteer Member of the Public Relations Division of the
Boston Fire Department
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(Editor’s Note: This report is contained in the 1952 Annual Report of the Boston Fire
Department. It is presented here in order to call attention to events of November 2, 1952.)
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FOREWORD

The original intent of this report was to provide a detailed
account of the five-alarm fire which swept Union Wharf on
November 2, 1952.  Subsequently, its scope has been enlarged.
The wharf fire, although one of the most spectacular in recent
years, is part of an even bigger story — the series of events on
Sunday, November 2, which taxed the Boston Fire Department
to the limit and created a situation fraught with danger for the
entire city. The resourcefulness and ingenuity with which the
department met and overcame the difficulties of this crucial
day provide an inspiring chapter in the annals of department
accomplishment.

Although millions of gallons of water were poured on fires
during the day, one step which may have done more than any-
thing else to prevent further untold disaster lay outside the
realm of fire fighting. Shortly after the fifth alarm was struek,
a message was carried by Boston radio stations at the request
of the department warning citizens that fire apparatus was
depleted due to the large number of simultaneous fires and
urging every precaution to avoid grass and brush fires. The
results of this unique appeal were immediately apparent.
Alarms for grass and brush fires, which had continued unabated
for days, dropped sharply. The sudden decrease is reflected
in the graph of fire alarms shown in the appendix of this report.
In the light of such favorable experience, the use of commercial
radio may be well worth considering for similar emergency
situations in the future,

Also deemed worthy of special note in this foreword is the
response of off-duty firemen who performed yeoman service at
the Union Wharf fire, many of them staying throughout the
night. Splendid cooperation was manifested by the Boston
Police Department, Red Cross, Salvation Army, United States
Navy, United States Coast Guard, Boston City Hospital, and
all similar emergency services.

_I*'inully, the attack on the Union Wharf fire was conducted
without an equipment breakdown of any kind. The water
supply was excellent, the fire alarm and radio operated per-
fectly, hose lines did not burst, equipment was first-class, and
a sufficient force was mobilized with efficiency and dispatch.
These facts are believed worthy of special mention because, as
Chief Stapleton has pointed out, good performance is frequently
taken for granted by the general public.

Respectfully submitted,

RoBerTsoN Page.
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A DAY IN NOVEMBER

At 6.19 a.m. on Sunday, November 2, 1952, the sun rose at
Boston, Massachusetts.

Beyond having some value as a routine statistie, this infor-
mation would hardly be worth recording except for one thing
it concerned a sunrise that hardly anyone could see. It is
significant, from the standpoint of fire fighting, that the sun’s
rays vainly sought to find their way through an impenetrable
murk caused by an accumulation of forest fire smoke, some of
which had drifted all the way from Virginia.

Official records of the United States Weather Bureau at
Logan International Airport reveal that visibility at 8 a.m.
was only one and one-quarter miles. As the sun rose higher
during the course of the morning, visibility increased to three
miles at 10 a.z. and to five miles at 12 noon. At 2 p.m., how-
ever, visibility had decreased to three miles and to two and
one-half miles at 4 p.M. as the sun sank lower in the west.

Three-quarters of an hour after the outbreak of the Union
Wharf fire at 12.43 r.y., the Weather Bureau made the following
entry in its official log: “Heavy smoke layer west of airport,
drifting north.”

One of the most significant figures to come out of the Weather
Bureau on November 2 was the “burning index,” computed
at 60. The “burning index,” which is compiled by the Weather
Bureau from information forwarded by the various forest fire
lookouts, may range from 0 to 100. The figure 60 is considered
by forest fire authorities to be dangerous. In fact, the wood-
lands in Massachusetts had been closed for several days by
special proclamation of the governor.

The high burning index of November 2 was the result of a
gradual drying up of underbrush and trees due to an extended
period marked by infinitesimal rainfall. During the whole
month of October rain had totaled only a few one-hundredths
of an inch. Even this rainfall had come in widely spaced
showers, each of which was quickly absorbed by the parched
woodlands.

Contributing to the over-all hazard was an exceptionally
low humidity throughout the period. At 6.30 a.m. on Novem-
ber 2 the humidity was a high 70 per cent. By 12 noon, how-
elzv‘;:(;', it had dropped to 29 per cent, and to 26 per cent by

30 P

The temperature at Boston on November 2 ranged from a
low of 47 to a high of 71. Winds were light southerly early in
the morning and shifted to south-southwest at noontime with
a force of 12 miles per hour.

.
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It was against this backdrop of unusual weather conditions
that the drama of fire fighting was enacted on this memorable
Sunday. The sunrise that was not a sunrise, the high burning
index, the low humidity — all these gave an aura of foreboding
as the day shift reported for duty on November 2. The very
fact that it was a Sunday and citizens would be burning leaves
was in itself enough to cause concern. But, as if further proof
were needed, the department had the record of the past two
days to go on. A total of 253 alarms had been recorded on
Friday, October 31. Only 38 of these were false, despite the
fact that it was Halloween. On Saturday, alarms totaled 215
and included a three-alarm blaze in a Dudley Street paper
warehouse and a two-alarm fire on Blue Hill avenue, Roxbury.
At the risk of getting ahead of the story, it may be noted that
there were 127 alarms on Sunday, bringing the total for the
three-day week end to 595. Of these alarms 309 were box
alarms and 286 were stills.

Further reflecting the severe drought conditions which had
prevailed for weeks was the record of alarms for the month of
October. During this 31-day period, the Boston Fire Depart-
ment answered a total of 2,246 alarms of fire, the largest number
for any single month since March, 1946, when a total of 2,606
was recorded.

In the light of these conditions, it can be seen that the Fire
Department was justifiably concerned over what Sunday might
bring. Not only was there the ever-present danger of simul-
taneous fires, but, to make matters worse, many of the alarms
were for peat bog fires which tied up engine companies for eight
or ten hours, thus depleting available apparatus. (The chart
in the appendix shows the number of still alarms which kept
companies busy for extended periods of time.)

Action was taken to meet this threatening condition early
in the day. At 8.55 a.m. the Fire Alarm Office in the Fenway
transmitted the reduced assignment signal. At the same time,
Engine 14 was sent to cover Engine 45 and Engine 6 was sent
to cover Engine 14. For the next two hours the city was
relatively quiet. Between 9 and 11 a.m. a total of five boxes
and four stills was transmitted, perhaps a little more than
usual for a Sunday morning, but not enough to cause any great
problem. It was almost like the calm before the storm.

At 11.09 a.m. the action began, and it is safe to say that the
fire alarm operators at the Fenway had little chance to relax
for the next several hours. An alarm of fire was received from
Box 2355, which calls for a normal first alarm response of the
following companies: Engine 37, Engine 14 (in this case, Engine
6, which was covering), Engine 13, Engine 33, Ladder 26,
Ladder 12, Rescue 2, and District Chief 8.

One minute after the receipt of the first ala_lrm, the chief of
District 8 ordered a second alarm by radio, since the fire was
roaring through a three-story wooden tenement building upon
arrival of the first companies. Responding to the second alarm
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at 11.10 were Engines 42, 23, 41, 10, 3, Ladders 15 and 30,
Lighting Plant 2, Tower 2, and the Deputy Chief of Division 2.

Under the automatic covering system of the Boston Fire
Department, the following companies immediately changed
location: Engine 19 to Engine 24; Engine 20 to Iingine 23;
Engine 24 to Engine 14; Engine 32 to Engine 10; Engine 43
to Engine 37; Ladder 3 to Ladder 15; Ladder 20 to Ladder 26;
Ladder 23 to Ladder 30.

At 1118 a third alarm was ordered, and the following com-
panies responded: Engine 43 from Engine 37; Engine 24 from
Engine 14; Engine 20 from Engine 23; Engine 26 from its own
quarters; Engine 21 from its own quarters; Ladder 20 from
Ladder 26. Engine 19, covering Engine 24, was scheduled to
respond but was absent at a still alarm.

Covering on the third alarm on Box 2355 were the following
companies: Engine 2 to Engine 43; Engine 5 to Engine 26;
Engine 8 to Engine 33; Engine 15 to Engine 23; Engine 16 to
Engine 24; Engine 34 to Engine 41; Engine 53 to Engine 37;
Engine 55 to Engine 53; Ladder 13 to Ladder 26; Ladder 18 to
Ladder 13.

During the course of the three-alarm fire on Box 2355, activity
started to increase in the West Roxbury and Hyde Park dis-
tricts. A study of the covering assignments shown above will
indicate the problem raised as companies from outlying areas
moved in town to fill in at vacated fire houses. Between
11 a.m. and 12 noon, four other box alarms were received and
three stills, one of the latter tying up an engine company for
nearly three hours. Accordingly, at 11.30 A, Engine 15,
which had been covering Engine 23 on the third alarm, was sent
to Engine 55 in West Roxbury. Shortly after 12 noon two
more boxes and five still alarms were received. At 12.25 p.y.
Fire Alarm Headquarters sent Engine 21, no longer needed at
the third alarm, to cover Engine 30; Engine 39, which had
b‘een' covering Engine 15, was sent to the quarters of Engine 53;
Engine 9 was brought over from East Boston to cover at
Engine 15.

A glance at the chart in the appendix will show that between
11 a.ar. and 12.30 p.u., while the three-alarm fire was in progress,
six boxes'and nine still alarms were transmitted — a total of
15 fire alarms. The box alarms transmitted during this period
:\;\&g from the following boxes: 2853; 7437; 3656; 3212; 2555;

But all this was a prelude to what was to come. At 12,43
P.M. Box 1242 was received and transmitted. Several things
happened in quick succession. The Police Department called
to report a fire on Union Wharf, Engine 47 pulled out from
its berth nearby and radioed Fire Alarm Headquarters that it
could see the fire and that it looked serious.

In view of these reports, a full first alarm assignment was
sent into Box 1242, and the District and Deputy Chiefs were
apprised by radio of the apparent seriousness of the fire while
they were en route.
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Upon his arrival from Engine 8's quarters a few blocks away,
Deputy Chief Gaughan found the one-story, J-shaped building
on Union Wharf wrapped in flames at the harbor end, with
fire extending about half way back towards Commercial street
on the lengthier side of the building. Upon stepping out of
the car, the deputy asked his driver to get a second alarm, and,
after the second was struck, ordered a third. The second alarm
was recorded at 12.44 and the third at 12.46. The third alarm
would have been struck even earlier had it not been for the
receipt of Box 1677 in between. One minute after the third
alarm was struck, Chief Gaughan ordered a fourth alarm, and
nlt 12.56 p.m. Chief of Department Stapleton ordered the fifth
alarm.

The structure was “built to burn and gave every appearance
of living up to this description upon the arrival of apparatus.
The superstructure above the pier itself was two stories in
height at the end toward Commercial street and extended out
to the end of the 600-foot pier as a one-story, metal-sheathed
building with 9-foot cockloft, and thence to the left for 200 feet
along the harbor front and back for 150 feet on the other side
of the pier. (See Map 1x Appenpix.) Allinterior offices and
partitions were of wood construction. There were no fire walls
in the building, no fire stops under the pier, no sprinklers, and
no automatic alarms. The roof was made of wood, covered
with tar and gravel.

Even had it been empty, the building would have posed a
serious hazard. As it happened, it was heavily stocked with
thousands of empty wooden boxes and crates, heavy piles of
serap rubber in 800-pound bales, and general freight storage.
The cause of the fire is undetermined, but there was no question
that it must have burned for a long time before discovery.

The combustible material described above created a raging
inferno of rolling flames and heavy black smoke which posed a
threat to the entire water front. The plan of attack became
apparent at the outset of the fire — the exposures to the north
must be protected at all costs. Heavy-duty streams were
immediately placed in action on the north, or lee, side of the
blazing structure to protect the five-story separate warehouse
on the same pier and to break up the heat waves billowing out
toward Lincoln Wharf with the help of a 12-mile-an-hour wind.
Companies arriving on the first alarm took positions in the alley
extending out through the middle of Union Wharf and put
several deck guns into operation, some of them with two 2}-inch
lines which were supplemented with third lines by apparatus
arriving on subsequent alarms. One of the companies operated
a high-pressure fog nozzle to create a water curtain between the
blazing building on the south side of the pier and the five-story
warehouse on the north side. Lines were also put into position
on the roof of the adjacent warehouse itself, a position which
was maintained with the utmost difficulty due to the tremen-
dous volume of heat, smoke, and gases raging upward from the
burning structure below.

— — — G — — — — — — — — — — —
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Heavy deluge streams from fireboats were also used to pre-
vent the spread of the fire to the wooden coal bunkers on Lin-
coln Wharf. Despite this coordinated attack, three blazes had
started on Lincoln Wharf, and were extinguished by companies
from Cambridge and Chelsea under the direction of a district
chief who was off duty at the time.

To the south of the pier, hose wagons drove out on Sargent’s
Wharf and played streams from their deck guns across the
water separating the two piers. Deck guns also were operated
from Commercial street, playing at an angle into second-floor
windows on the south side of the building.

_In addition to the Boston fireboats (Engines 31 and 47), four
Navy tugs and two Coast Guard tugs responded to the blaze
and operated for several hours. Figures are not available on
Coast .Gu.m-(! operations, but the following official Navy statis-
ties will indicate the tremendous volume of water which was
poured on the blazing pier. The first Navy tug arrived at the
fire at 12.48 p.m., the second at 1.15 p.x. and the other two at
1.50 p.m. From the time of their arrival until 5 p.m. all four
of the Navy tugs used three streams of water each. From
5 P to 6 e each of the boats used one stream of water. At
this time the tugs were temporarily secured but were re-
employed at 6.45 p.m., using one stream of water apiece until
9.15 p.m. Two of the tugs were released at this time, but the
other two remained on duty until 4.15 a.m., November 3, using
their under-the-pier monitors.

Despite this heavy concentration of fire-fighting equipment,
t!nc fire continued to burn furiously under the collapsed por-
tions of walls and roofs for many hours after the threat to nearby
structures had ceased. The bales of serap rubber in particular
smouldered throughout the night, creating great volumes of
sickening black smoke. These had to be removed the next day
by a erane fx:om the Navy Yard before the burning rubber
could be extinguished. Meanwhile, the fire communicated
to the floor of the wharf itself and ate away at the underside
throughout the night.

Marshaled against this roaring inferno were 24 deck guns,
27 hand hpcs, and a water tower. A total of 29,650 feet of hose
was used in the operation. The five alarms brought 28 Boston
engine companies, five out-of-town engine companies, four
ladder trucks, two water towers, one rescue squad, four Navy
tugs, two Coast Guard tugs, and two police boats.

Fortunately, no serious injuries were sustained at the fire,
b‘ut. thel“? were numerous minor injuries of varying degrees.
Three City Hospital ambulances stood by with doctors who
treated the men at the scene, mostly for eyes inflamed by heat,
smoke, and gases. A total of 80 injury reports were forwarded,
and, although no one was hospitalized for any length of time,
about 15 members went off duty on injured leave, most of them
for a few days.

Aiding the fire fighters at the water-front blaze was a detach-
ment of 54 patrolmen from Police Division 1 under the com-
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mand of Capt. Francis Murphy, a lieutenant, and three ser-
geants. There were also three police detectives on the scene.
At one point the police cleared Commercial street of all civilians
when it was feared that a tank of heavy fuel oil on Lincoln
Wharf was endangered. This tank, about 20,000 capacity, was
not a factor, however, since the Fire Department was protecting
it with a water curtain. The police maintained fire lines and
rerouted traffic, many of the patrolmen staying on beyond their
regular hours of duty.

Great assistance was rendered by the Red Cross and Salva-
tion Army, which remained on duty throughout the night,
supplying the fire fighters with coffee and sandwiches.

In one sense, and one sense only, the fire occurred at a fortu-
nate time. It was a Sunday afternoon, and the problem of re-
routing traffic was not as great as it would have been on a week-
day. About five o’clock, the Chief of Department ordered the
10-21 signal struck, providing that all men should remain on
duty. This created a double force at 6 p.m. Fresh men were
important at the fire, and as the men who had been fighting
the blaze in the daytime were relieved, they reported to their
respective stations and stayed on duty until Signal 10-25 w:
sounded at 9.30 p.m., releasing them from further extra duty.
Many off-duty firemen responded to the wharf blaze and did
outstanding work, a tribute to the esprit de corps of the de-
partment.

Although traffic had not been a factor Sunday afternoon, it
became one Monday morning. Accordingly, all land lines were
relocated. Heavy streams were shut down as conditions
warranted. Fighteen land lines were stretched from Engine 31
(fireboat) during Monday to be used for mop-up operations on
smouldering fires throughout and underneath the structure.

Enabling mop-up details to get at the fire on Monday were a
huge crane obtained from the Navy Yard and a smaller crane
from the Fire Department Maintenance Division. Cutting
torches were also used. Large sections of the metal covering
had to be removed from the walls of the superstructure to get
at the smouldering bales beneath. As the debris was pulled
away it was revealed that the unprotected steel frame of the
building had buckled from the intense heat, in turn causing
the collapse of the structure in many places.

The fire at Union Wharf furnished no new lessons. On the
contrary, it seemed to combine in one roaring, five-alarm
demonstration many of the lessons of the past. To begin with,
the physical make-up of the pier was totally inadequate from
the standpoint of fire protection. As has been mentioned
already, there was a complete absence of fire stops, sprinklers,
or automatic alarms. Add to this a delayed discovery — and a
delayed alarm —and you have all the factors which made
possible a fire of such intensity.

It is the intent of this report to be factual — not editorial —
but if the writer permitted himself to make one editorial obser-
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vation it would be that in stopping this incipient conflagration
the Fire Department performed an outstanding job. Only the
highest degree of efficiency on the part of all services, wise
leadership by the chief officers, and devotion to duty by the
men kept the fire from spreading far beyond its point of origin.
The fact that departmental equipment was in the soundest of
condition is something which should not be overlooked. Despite
the fact that 29,650 feet of hose was in use for long hours, not a
section burst. Apparatus pumped without a breakdown, and
some pumps were in service long after the all-out was sounded
early Tuesday morning, November 4.

In view of the emergency which existed throughout the city
at the time the first alarm was received, a vital link in the attack
against the fire was provided by Fire Alarm Headquarters.
Some engine companies were still in service at the third alarm
on Box 2355. Some were on the way back to quarters with
rolls of wet hose piled on the wagons. Certain outlying com-
panies had been covering intown houses, while some of the
intown companies had been dispatched to cover West Roxbury
fire houses at 12.25 p.um., as noted earlier. Several fires were in
progress at the time, tying up apparatus for long stretches in
woods and peat bogs.

Consequently, with four alarms striking within four minutes
on Box 1242, the Fire Alarm Office had to improvise. The
conventional response of apparatus via the running card had to
be modified rapidly. The situation called for ingenuity and
quick decisions in filling out the response of apparatus. Fol-
lowing is the record of alarms and the engine and truck com-
panies which responded on each. It will be noted that, due to
the above-mentioned conditions, the actual response was sub-
stantially different from that of the running cards.

First Alarm: Engine 4; Engine 25; Engine 32 from Engine 10;
Engine 50; Engine 47 (fireboat); Ladder 1; Ladder 8; District
Chief 4; Deputy Chief, Division 1.

Second Alarm: Engine 3; Engine 8 from Engine 33; Engine 7;
Engine 43 from Engine 37; Engine 10 (returning from Box 2355) ;
Engine 9 from Engine 15; Ladder 24; Ladder 3 from Ladder 15.

Third Alarm: Engine 40; Engine 41; Engine 33 (by radio);
Engine 26 (by radio) ; Engine 2 from Engine 43; Engine 12 from
Engine 7; Engine 31 (fireboat); Lighting Plant 2.

Fourth Alarm: Engine 11; Engine 23; Engine 53 from Engine
37; Engine 42; Engine 22; Tower 1 and Tower 2.

Due to the number of other alarms that were being received
at about the same time, it was felt that the outlying districts
should not be stripped any further and that mutual aid should
be requested from adjoining cities. Accordingly, the chief
fire alarm operator called Cambridge, Somerville, Chelsea, and
Brookline, requesting them to send engine companies direct to
the fire. Each of these cities sent one engine company to the
fire, except for Brookline, which sent two.

Lr—P—P—————————————-—
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Fifth Alarm: Engine 20 (by radio); Engine 51; Engine 36;
Engine 39 from Engine 23*; Cambridge Engine 7; Somerville
Engine 2; Chelsea Engine 1; Brookline Engines 1 and 7.

Lighting Plants 1 and 3 were also dispatched to the fire, and
all three lighting plants operated throughout the night.

The all-out signal was sounded at 12.30 a.m., November 4.

Other mutual aid response was as follows:

Winthrop to Engine 56
Everett to Engine 32
Cambridge to Engine 4
Cambridge to Engine 41
Newton to Engine 51
Milton to Engine 16
Quincy to Engine 20
Dedham to Engine 49

An inspection of the chart in the Appendix will show that
between 1 and 3 p.m. a large number of alarms was recorded
throughout the city. It was while this crushing burden taxed
the facilities of the department that Superintendent O’Banion
requested Boston radio stations to carry a special emergency
appeal to the citizenry. This message explained that apparatus
was depleted due to the unusual set of conditions and warned
that citizens might have to fight grass and rubbish fires with
garden hose and wait for apparatus to arrive. It urged that
every precaution be taken to avoid such fires. The results of
the appeal are apparent on the Appendix Chart. At 3 p.m.
there was a sharp drop in the number of alarms received. This
quiet spell continued until 5 p.m., when there was a sudden
increase in alarms. Such an uptrend was not unexpected,
since it is normal to receive a good many alarms during the
supper hour. Of greater significance is the relatively few
alarms received at a time when a much larger number could
have been reasonably expected. A considerable number of still
alarms was received between 5 and 7 p.m., after which they
dmpped off, with only desultory action the rest of the evening.

It is customary to end a report with a list of conclusions.
The writer believes that the conclusions of this report are self-
evident. The efficiency with which all branches of the depart-
ment operated is a matter of record. The odds stacked against
the department are also a matter of record. The results speak
for themselves, and any attempt to embellish these results
would amount to gilding the lily. Suffice it to say that the
extreme fire hazard was ended the next day by a drenching rain.
The woodlands were reopened during the coming week, and at
last the pressure was off.

. * Engine 39, which had covered Engine 53 at 12.25 r.;., had relocated
in Engine 23’s quarters after the Union Wharf fire started.
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Those who saw duty during this period will remember it well.
Those who looked in from the outside will also remember it. In
particular, they will recall it as a time when men were asked
to meet certain tests — and met them well. And, finally, they
will remember having witnessed an inspiring demonstration of
teamwork, that quality without which no human endeavor can
succeed.

* * * * # *

%F——————————————-——
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APPENDIX

The following tabulation gives the fire apparatus available
in each of the Districts during the afternoon of November 2,
1952:

District 1. Lngine 56 at Engine 5, Winthrop at Engine 56, Ladder 2,
Ladder 21, Ladder 31.

District 2.
Ladder 22,

District 4. Cambridge at Engine 4, Engine 5 at Engine 8, Engine 34
at Engine 10, Ladder 15 at Ladder 24,

District 5.

District 6. Engine 1, Engine 18 at Iingine 39, Engine 16 at Engine 43,
Ladder 5, Ladder 19, Ladder 20 at Ladder 8,

District 7. Engine 24 at Engine 3, Engine 21 at Engine 33, Ladder 18
at Ladder 13, Ladder 13 at adder 3.

District 8. Engine 55 at Engine 13 (later relieved by Engine 37 and
Engine 55 ordered to quarters), Ladder 12.

District 9. Rescue 2 at Engine 23, Ingine 19 at Engine 12, Engine 15
at Engine 24, Ladder 4, Ladder 23.

Distriet 10. Engine 17, Engine 52 at Engine 18, Ladder 7.

District 11.  Cambridge at Engine 41, Engine 29, Newton at Engine 51,
Ladder 11, Ladder 14, Ladder 34.

District 12, Engine 28, Ladder 10, Ladder 30.

District 13.  Tngine 30, Engine 45 (later Engine 55), Ladder 16, Ladder
25, Engine 14 (out all day to a bog fire).

District 14. Milton at Engine 16, Quincy at Engine 20, Engine 46,
Ladder 6, Ladder 27, Ladder 29, Engine 54, Ladder 33 (Long Island).

District 15, Fngine 48, Dedham at Engine 49, Engine 49 at Engine 19,
Ladder 28, Ladder 32.

Lingine 27 at Engine 50, Everett at Engine 32, Ladder 9,

Engine 6 at Engine 26, Rescue 1, Ladder 17.
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