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PREFACE 

Before Titanic sank, before San Francisco shook, the Windy City burned.  It burned like no 

one had ever experienced before.  “The Great Conflagration,” as the survivors called it, is 

arguably America’s first great national disaster.  It was October of 1871, six years after the 

Civil War’s close.  The South was still in the throes of painful reconstruction with ex-slaves 

demanding their newfound rights.  Former Union General Ulysses S. Grant sat in the White 

House.  Barnum and Bailey’s “Greatest Show on Earth” just opened in New York City.  The 

famous Golden Spike had linked the Union and Central Pacific Railroads in Promontory, 

Utah.  America was expanding, and so was Chicago. 

 

In retrospect, Chicago of 1871 was a city built to burn.  It was a boomtown that boomed too 

fast to ensure adequate fire protection.  Riding the wave of the Industrial Revolution, it was 

jammed with dozens of mills, factories, lumberyards, and distilleries. It rapidly became the 

hub of nearly every cross-country railroad in the mid-west.  Though many ornate hotels and 

banks appeared to be built of fireproof stone, they hid wood frames and, much worse, wooden 

rooftops.  The rest of the city possessed homes and buildings made entirely of lumber, with 

wooden fences between them and miles of wooden sidewalks.   

 

Foolish construction wasn’t the only reason though.  The Great Chicago Fire was in fact a 

perfect storm.  Illinois was in a terrible drought.  It had not rained appreciably in Chicago 

since August and October brought an Indian summer heat wave.  Families had stocked every 

barn and shed with dry hay and coal for the winter.  Then there was the wind, the Devil’s 

Wind as many would call it.  It blew from the southwest on October 8th, out of the open 

prairie.  It blew, then it gusted, then it howled across the rooftops of Chicago.  The only 

element missing was a spark.  That finally occurred at the barn of Catherine and Patrick 

O’Leary the night of October 8th.  Once ignited, the wind pushed the fire’s smoke, embers 

and firebrands to the northeast.  The fire jumped alleys, then avenues, then rivers in its 

relentless quest for fuel.  It burned factories, grain elevators, train stations, hotels, homes, and 

churches alike.  
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For the 334,000 citizens and visitors to Chicago that fateful night, they experienced a true hell 

on earth.  Miscommunication amongst the fire companies let precious hours slip by before 

they arrived on the scene in full force.  By then it was too late to save the city.  The river and 

wide avenues did not stop the blaze.  The fire did not discriminate between the wealthy and 

the poor, men and women, the sick and the healthy.  They all fled before the tidal wave of 

flames that swept through the city.  Carrying what meager possessions they could hold, they 

rushed northward in advance of the hungry fire.  
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I 

SATURDAY 7 OCTOBER 1871 

 

Men said at vespers: "All is well!"  

In one wild night, the city fell;  

Fell shrines of prayer and marts of gain  

Before the fiery hurricane. 

- J. G. Whittier 

 

Chapter 1 

A Fire a Day 

 “Last stop, Chicago, last stop!”  The conductor strolled the train car aisle, shouting the 

announcement to all passengers.  

 Chicago!  Shannon McCleary stared out her window but could see only prairie grass.  

She’d seen nothing but endless, flat prairie for two days.  She lowered the window and stuck 

her head outside.  The wind instantly blew her bonnet off.  It flapped behind her neck like a 

bird on a string.  She could care less.  At the front of the train, the locomotive belched black 

smoke into the sky, laboring to pull its dozen coaches.  And farther ahead lay Chicago!  The 

buildings of the city stretched across the horizon like a mountain range.  Some appeared to be 

over seven stories high.  To the right, the sun glimmered off the grey-blue surface of Lake 

Michigan, so big she couldn’t see the other side.   

 Chicago, Shannon could hardly believe she was finally there.  She pulled her head 

inside and sat back down. 

 The gentleman seated next to her was smiling in amusement.  His name was Nathaniel 

Collins, her new employer.  He was very smartly dressed in a charcoal-grey morning coat and 

vest, starched white collar, polished boots and a perfectly knotted bow tie.  Shannon guessed 

him to be in his mid-twenties, not much older than she.  He was tall, though not exceeding so.  

The man was also quite fit, though it would be inappropriate for Shannon to notice that for 
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very long.  Unfortunately, his perfectly tailored clothes made it all too easy.  Angled 

cheekbones, thin eyebrows and firm chin framed his handsome face.  His hair was onyx 

black, slightly long in back, but combed flawlessly behind his ears.  The scent of fresh hair 

tonic drifted distractingly into her nose.  They were close enough on the seat that their 

shoulders and hips often touched.  Each contact made her pulse skip a beat and she chastised 

herself for behaving like one of her students. 

 Shannon, on the other hand, was dressed decidedly plainer.  She wore a simple olive 

traveling dress with sleeves to her wrists and fabric to her neckline.  The only ornament was a 

modest brass brooch at the neck, a gift from her mother. Bustles were the fashion of the day 

but she did not own one and they were not practical for travel.  She came from a working 

class Irish family and could afford few luxuries.  Though wearing no make-up, she was young 

and attractive in a fresh, appealing way.  Her pinkish skin was smooth and unblemished.  Her 

figure curved naturally without the rigors of a ribbed corset.  She had an oval face, small nose 

and light hazel eyes.  She’d wrapped her light auburn hair loosely in back with a single bone 

barrette. She needed no shawl as it was an uncharacteristically warm October.  

 Nathaniel Collins continued to smile at her. His hazel eyes twinkled in a disarming 

fashion. 

 “What?” she asked, fixing her bonnet and tucking locks of hair back in.  

 “You really are one of a kind.” 

 Shannon was not quite sure he meant it as a compliment or criticism.  “Really? How 

so?” 

 “You never cease to amaze me.  One minute you’re quite professional, telling me 

about your teaching qualifications, the next you’re sticking your head out the train like one of 

your students.” 

 “Well it’s Chicago for goodness sakes.  Do you know how long I’ve waited to see 

Chicago?” 

 Nathaniel shook his head.  “Years?” 

 “All my life.  I’ve always dreamed of living in a real city, with hotels and parks and 

opera houses.”  

 “Well you’ll see all that, and more.  Chicago is an amazing city.  It’s grown so much 
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since the war.” 

 The train was now close enough she could see the skyline through the windows.  

Shannon looked out the opposite side of the train and her excitement faded.   Black plumes of 

smoke billowed up off the western half of the city. Oddly, no one on the train seemed 

concerned.  

 “Oh dear.  Look at that.” 

 Nathaniel followed her gaze. “Hmm, looks to be another fire.” 

 Shannon did not care for the sound of that.  “Another fire?” 

 Nathaniel nodded.  “My father’s been sending me telegrams.   Chicago’s had almost 

twenty in the last week.” 

 “Twenty!  In just one week?” 

 “Yes.  Looks like a grand one today.  Appears to be over on the West Side.”   

 Shannon had experienced a horrifying prairie fire in her youth and could not disagree 

more.  Then was nothing grand about fires.  She still had nightmares about it.  The fire took 

their entire farm, house and barn included.  Only a storm cellar saved their lives.  “Don’t 

know that I’d call any fire grand.  I don’t care for them at all.” 

 “Ah, but everything in Chicago is grand.  You’ll see.  And not to worry, Chicago has 

the best fire department in the west.  They’ll soon have it under control.” 

 Shannon smiled but couldn’t help letting her eyes drift over to the black smoke on the 

horizon.  The closer they got to the city, the larger and more ominous the dark plumes grew.  

It was yet another twist in an already eventful week. 

 That is, if you considered meeting a handsome gentleman, being offered a new 

teaching job, and moving to the city all within seven days eventful.  She could hardly believe 

it herself.  Her parents did not approve of such an impulsive move.  It was a big change and 

an even bigger move.  She had only been teaching in Kansas City for two short years.  

Shannon defended her decision.  She would miss her family terribly and was worried about 

starting a new life.  But living in Chicago had been her dream as long as she could remember.  

Nathaniel Collins offered her the position as his younger brother’s private tutor.  She quickly 

said her goodbyes and they boarded the train from Kansas City only yesterday.  Now her 

nervousness began to build as her dream was rapidly becoming reality.   
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* * * 

 

 Nicholas Collins never felt so alive.  The wind rushed past his ears as he steered 

through Chicago’s North Side.  Smells flooded his nose: autumn leaves, chimney smoke, 

peoples’ sweat, horse manure.  It was intoxicating.  Sounds flew by him as well, clopping 

hooves, squeaking wagons, chattering people, even a distant train whistle.  The velocipede 

was the best present ever!   Father had traveled the world and brought him many strange and 

exotic gifts, but nothing like this.  Though his leg muscles burned, he pumped the pedals 

harder, working to increase his pace.  The speed was the best, more thrilling than a galloping 

horse.  Everywhere he went people stared at him, adults frowned in confusion, kids gawked in 

amazement.  And why not?  He was the only boy in Chicago with one, maybe in all of 

Illinois.  It was a brilliant idea - two wheels, one in front of the other, rather than side by side 

like a cart.  Pedals and steering bar were attached to the front wheel, seat to the back.  His 

father had purchased it on his last trip to New York City.  They were becoming all the rage in 

Paris, father said.  Imagine that, riding the latest French invention right here in Chicago.   

 Something to the southwest caught his eye and he slowed to a halt. Tickles of sweat 

ran down his back and he puffed to catch his breath.  Black clouds of smoke billowed above 

the rooftops and rose into an otherwise blue autumn sky. 

 Excellent, he thought, another fire!  And this one looked like a whopper.  With the 

velocipede, he could make it there in no time - Clark Street Bridge to the South Side, around 

the Courthouse Square, then the Randolph Street Bridge to the West Side, then down Canal.   

He hesitated for a moment though.  Father had forbidden him from riding beyond the North 

Side; some stupid rule about the neighborhoods being too dangerous.  The hesitation lasted 

only a second though.  Nicholas smiled a half grin.  Father would never know.  He could be 

down and back before anyone wondered where he was. The chance to see a really big fire up 

close was too much to pass up.  He steered rapidly around a wagon full of dry hay, startling 

both horse and driver.   

 “Hey you!”  the man shouted.  “Watch where you’re goin’ with that contraption.”  

 Nicholas only grinned.  He never felt so alive! 
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* * * 

 

 Shannon and Nathaniel stood in the sunshine outside the entrance to Chicago’s Central 

Station.  Past the grain elevators on the lakefront, Lake Michigan stretched out slate-blue to 

the horizon. To the north, the Chicago River was lined with docks, warehouses and factories.  

To the west rose the businesses of the South Side.  In the distance, a tall, domed cupola rose 

high above the rooftops.    

 “So, what do you think so far?”  Nathaniel asked. 

 “If Chicago’s half as grand as its train station, I won’t be disappointed.” 

 “This is only one of three stations.  There’s also the Michigan Depot on La Salle 

Street and the Northwestern on Kinzie.” 

 “Three stations,” Shannon marveled.  “To be so big as to need more than just one.” 

 Nathaniel pointed to a carriage waiting on Michigan Avenue.  “Come.  There’s Patrick 

with the carriage.” 

 Nathaniel carried her valise and satchel over to the waiting carriage.  One bag held her 

life’s belongings; five days of dresses, chemises, and petticoats, two nightgowns, an extra pair 

of shoes, a photo of her father and mother, and a comb and brush that had belonged to her 

grandmother in Ireland.  The smaller satchel held her modest supply of quills, parchment, 

chalk, slate, books and other teaching supplies that would need replenishing in the city.  

 Shannon fanned herself with her hand.  “It is always this warm?” 

 “No.  We’ve been in a drought since summer.  I can’t recall the last day it rained.  

Sometime in August I think.”    

 “August?  With that huge lake over there?” 

 Nathaniel chuckled.  “I know, ironic isn’t it?  Be thankful though.  Chicago can be a 

muddy mess when it rains.  It’s as dry as Texas now.  Plus when the wind blows there’ll be no 

keeping that bonnet on.” 

 They approached an expensive carriage, drawn by two perfectly groomed black 

horses.  Shannon began to get a better appreciation of the Collins’ family wealth.  The 

carriage was a four-seater, made of shiny black leather over a polished brass frame.  Even the 

wheel spokes were gilded in polished brass.  The red cushioned seats were made of thick, soft 
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velvet with matching buttons.  The roof was drawn back and folded like a concertina.    

 “Afternoon Patrick.” 

 The young man in the driving seat grabbed the peak of his cap.  “Afternoon Mr. 

Collins.  Welcome back.”  He had a heavy Irish brogue that made Shannon instantly feel 

homesick.  Her own accent was not as pronounced, but there was no doubting her ancestry. 

 “Patrick this is Miss Shannon McCleary, Nicholas’ new tutor.” 

 Patrick smiled and tipped his hat.  “Afternoon miss, welcome to Chicago.” 

 “Thank you.  It’s good to be here.”  

 They climbed aboard the carriage and settled in.  “This is Miss McCleary’s first visit 

to our fair city.  Why don’t we give her a tour of the South Side before heading home.” 

 Though she’d love a tour, Shannon protested nonetheless.  “Oh that’s not necessary.  I 

think I should meet Nicholas first.” 

 “Nonsense, we have plenty of time and I know you are anxious to see the city.  

Patrick, to Courthouse Square, the long way.” 

 “Very good sir.”   He flicked the reins and the carriage jerked to a start before she 

could comment further.   

 They rode down State Street, past the fabulous Crosby Opera House first, then by the 

First National Bank, the impressive Field & Leiter’s Emporium, and the Chicago Tribune 

Building.  Shannon stared like a child in a toy store but couldn’t help herself.  The buildings 

were all so tall and ornate.  Every single street bustled with activity.   They even had horse 

drawn trolleys that ran down the middle of the avenues on rails.  At the palatial Palmer House 

Hotel they turned and came up La Salle Street. 

 Shannon couldn’t help but notice less wealthy neighborhoods tucked off to the west.  

In fact, they looked downright filthy, with numerous shacks, shanties and shady looking 

establishments. The people down there looked equally poor and disheveled.   “What’s down 

that way?” 

 Nathaniel flashed a look of disgust.  “Oh that’s the Patch, Conley’s Patch.  I wouldn’t 

recommend an unaccompanied lady venture in there, even during the day.  It’s full of saloons 

and brothels.” 

 “Conley?  Are there Irish in there?” 
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  “Oh yes, and you won’t find an honest, hard-working one in the lot.  It’s nothing but a 

slum, full of crooks and drunkards.  The whole bunch needs to be run out and the place 

leveled.”  These were the first harsh words she’d heard her new employer speak.  Shannon 

wondered if he held the same opinion about all Irish, including her. 

 He pointed beyond the Patch.  “That large building just behind it is the Gas Works, 

then Armory and the South Chicago River.  On the other side, the city keeps on going, right 

up to the prairie” 

 La Salle Street took them north, into the business district, finally reaching Courthouse 

Square. 

  The Chicago Courthouse occupied a full city block boarded by Randolph and 

Washington Streets on the north and south, and La Salle and Clark Streets to the west and 

east.  Built of gleaming white limestone, it stood over five stories tall with a two leveled, 

domed cupola.  A watchmen’s walk encircled the middle of the tower where men scanned 

Chicago for signs of fire.  Inside hung a five and a half ton bell used to alert the city.  At the 

top of the dome rose a tall flag pole bearing the stars and stripes.   

 “Oh my goodness, it’s fabulous.  Like something built in Washington.”  

 “President Lincoln lay in state under the dome before being buried in Springfield,” 

Nathaniel explained.  “One of only two copies of his Emancipation Proclamation is stored 

inside.”   Deep in its cellar also sat the city jail where prisoners were held before transfer to 

the state penitentiary.  He spared Shannon that detail.  Surrounding the building was a 

pleasant landscaped park ringed with a black iron fence and autumn colored oaks.  The leaves 

on the noble trees noticeably drooped however from the harsh extended drought.   

 The square bustled with Saturday afternoon business.  Private carriages, loaded 

wagons and horse drawn streetcars moved sprightly about the square.  Women with handcarts 

sold vegetables and fruits, newsboys waved papers in the air.  Colorful awnings shaded the 

windows of shops and businesses.  The warm weather induced many couples to enjoy the 

fresh air and promenade around the square.  It was a lively place that seemed to pulse with 

activity.  Shannon instantly fell in love with it. 

 “This is the Chamber of Commerce building here on right and the Sherman House 

Hotel over there,” Nathaniel said, pointing out landmarks.  He motioned to a tall four story 
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building west down Randolph Street.  “And that over there is my father’s bank.” 

 Shannon shook her head in amazement.  “Banks in St. Joseph are lucky to have four 

rooms let alone four floors.” 

 “Well that is our headquarters.  We’ve branches all over the Midwest.” 

 At the edge of the square an odd sight passed by, a young boy riding what looked like 

two large barrel hoops connected by a series of  pipes.  Shannon had never seen anything 

quite like it.  The lad rode it like he was being chased by a dragon.  She pointed to the boy.  

“What on earth is that?” 

 Nathaniel followed her arm and frowned.  “That, unfortunately, is your pupil.” 

 

* * * 

 

 Chicago’s normally muddy streets had turned to dusty lanes full of hardened ridges 

and ruts.  The bumps were the worst.   The sun had baked the wagon wheel grooves into 

hardened gullies.  Every time the velocipede’s wheels hit one, Nicholas felt the jolt from his 

aching backside up to his neck.   The wooden sidewalks were too crowded to ride on and 

some were a foot or more off the street.   Fueled by adrenaline, he ignored the pain.  After 

crossing the South Chicago River, he turned down Canal Street, following the smoke above 

the rooftops.  This was the industrial side of Chicago where mills, factories, breweries and 

lumberyards lined the riverfront.  Even on a Saturday, horse-drawn wagons were everywhere, 

carrying their goods to docks on the river.  He had to slow his speed and swerve constantly, 

growing more frustrated by the minute.  In the river sat dozens of barks and schooners waiting 

to take on cargo.  Small steam tugboats puffed along, ready to drag ships out to the lake. 

 “Watch out!  Move!” he shouted over and over.  “Out of my way!” 

 Burly men looked his way, but when they saw a thirteen-year boy on some two-

wheeled contraption they ignored him and continued their work.  

 Finally, he reached the corner with Adams Street and was at last rewarded.  The fire 

was massive, bigger than he expected.  The Lull & Holmes Planing Mill was entirely ablaze.  

Not only that, the fire extended another city block to the lumberyard and factory south and 

east.  The flames had burned all the way to the grain elevators and railroad that paralleled the 
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river. 

 Nicholas skidded to a stop and his jaw dropped.  “Wow,” he whispered.  He’d never 

seen a fire that involved more than one block before. 

 Everywhere he looked, flames blew from the mill’s upper windows and smoke 

belched from rooftops.  He could see the heat waves rippling the air above the structure, 

taking with it cinders and embers from the blaze.  It actually had a voice, a deep whooshing 

growl, as if it could not breathe in air fast enough.  Circling the entire city block, dwarfed by 

the rising flames, was a small army of firemen, steamer engines and hose carts.  Black faced 

from soot, the men directed weak streams of water up at the burning structure.  Dozens of 

canvas hoses crisscrossed Canal Street like fattened snakes.  A man on horseback, probably 

the Chief Fire Marshall, rode a nervous horse between the engines, shouting out orders.  

Behind the firefighters, policemen fought a losing battle trying to keep ogling spectators at 

bay.  The coppers even threatened some of the pushier ones with jail, but it did no good.  

Everyone liked to watch a good fire.  

 Even from where Nicholas stood, the smoke made him cough and his eyes tear.   Plus 

the heat felt like a baker’s oven with the door open.  And he stood clear across the road.  

Nicholas sat mesmerized by the flames, dancing like madmen inside the mill.  He also saw 

strange colors in them, blues, purples and even greens.   The devastation was terrible, but the 

spectacle was thrilling.  Like any boy his age, he loved to stare at fires.  A part of him wished 

the firemen would lose and not be able to put it out.    

 The fire would eventually take out four city blocks.  By nightfall, it would be well 

under control.  The blaze was by far the worst Chicago had experienced.  The exhausted 

firemen climbed aboard their steamer engines and rode back to the stations.  Wagons were 

unhitched, horses watered and fed, and boiler fires extinguished.  Then they celebrated their 

victory with mugs of beer, and finally collapsed asleep on their cots.  It had been a daily ritual 

this week.  But the ritual had also singed their skin, swollen their eyes, choked their lungs, 

and tapped the strength of each and every man.  Every night they fell asleep utterly exhausted, 

praying tomorrow there’d be no fire and they’d get a badly needed break. 

 The Chief Fire Marshal blamed the fire on the lack of rain more than anything.  He 

said with all the dry wooden buildings in Chicago, the city was a tinderbox just waiting to 
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burn.  Very few structures, except for the new gothic Water Tower in the North Side, were 

made entirely of stone.  Many banks and hotels were proudly declared ‘fireproof.’  They had 

ornate stone facades, but only concealed an inner framework of wooden floors and roofs.  The 

Chief Fire Marshal’s prediction would prove all too right.   

 


