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“Oh My God, It’s Our Children!” 

www.texasmonthly.com  
 

It was the worst school disaster in U.S. history. In March 1937 a gas leak in the basement of the 1,200-

student Consolidated School in New London, Texas caused a massive explosion that killed almost 300 

children and teachers. So chaotic was the scene that an exact count of the dead was impossible, 

although the tally of the injured was pegged at 184. In a grim irony, the blast was caused by a 

petroleum product that had greatly enriched the small town just east of Tyler. In the rubble, rescuers 

found a blackboard still bearing one teacher’s message for the day: “Oil and natural gas are East Texas’ 

greatest mineral blessings. Without them this school would not be here and none of us would be here 

learning our lessons.” On March 18, students in the first through fourth grades had been dismissed as 

usual at two-thirty. Shortly after three o’ clock, according to witnesses, “the ground bounced” and they 

saw “a giant cloud rising” and heard “a terrible roar.” 
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Hundreds of horrified relatives rushed to the 

school; some 1,500 oil workers helped clear 

debris, recover bodies, and search for survivors. 

Garages, churches, and even the roller rink 

were used as makeshift hospitals and morgues. 
 

Thousands of people turned out to help, to 

gawk, to sell tombstones and insurance, and—

in the case of a young Walter Cronkite—to 

cover the story. Governor James Allred 

declared martial law to regulate traffic and 

rescue efforts. The many messages of 

condolence included a telegram from Adolph 

Hitler. 
 

Horror stories abound. One family lost all three 

children; one mother could positively identify 

her ten-year-old’s body only because the little 

girl, while playing dress-up the night before, 

had used a crayon to color her toenails red. 
 

Critics leveled 

charges of 

negligence 

against the 

school’s officials, 

who had 

eliminated its 

monthly gas bill 

by tapping, with 

permission, into 

a Parade 

Gasoline 

Company line. 

Ultimately, 

though, federal 

investigators 

blamed a faulty 

connection and 

inadequate ventilation in the basement, where 

the flipping of an electrical switch in the shop 

room was believed to have ignited the gas. 
 

Although dozens of grieving families filed 

lawsuits against the school district, a judge 

dismissed those that came to trial; no official 

was held liable and no fine was ever levied. 

Within two months, however, the Texas 

Legislature had passed a law requiring refiners 

to add a scent to natural gas, which is 

otherwise odor-free. Today, because of the 

familiar stink of a chemical called mercaptan, 

another tragedy like New London is far less 

likely to occur. 
 

Chief Archivist Named 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dick DeVore is a 35-year fire service veteran 

serving with the Ellerslie Volunteer Fire 

Company.  He has served twenty years as Chief 

and five years as President. Dick served two 

terms as President of the Allegany Garrett 

County Fire and Rescue Association. He is 

certified as a Fire Officer 4. Dick served thirteen 

years as a 911 dispatcher. He served eighteen 

years as an emergency manager and fourteen 

of those years serving as director of Emergency 

Services. Dick is a history buff and an author of 

fifteen books, six are about the fire service. He 

is a proud father of four and two of his children 

are involved in emergency services. Outside 

emergency services, he served sixteen years on 

the county election board, and he is active with 

his local animal shelter. Dick also serves on the 

board of the Allegany County Historical Society. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Walter Cronkite poses many years later 

in front of the light truck that served at 

the Beaumont Fire Department response 

to the 1937 disaster.  

 (Used with permission of the Fire 

Museum of Texas Collection, Beaumont, 

Texas) 
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History of the Chicago Fire 

Insurance Patrol 1871-1959  
by Keith Seafield and Michael Pack  
 

The History of the Chicago Fire Insurance Patrol 

is a treasure being added to the National Fire 

Heritage Center’s collection. It exemplifies the 

mission of the NFHC to preserve the history of 

America’s fire services. 

 

How many people in the fire service do you 

know who can tell you what a fire insurance 

patrol is and does? Your answer reaffirms the 

need to preserve our fire services’ history. 
 

Seafield and Pack met through their Visiting 

Firefighter membership. Membership 

application asked members to indicate their 

area of interest. When Keith saw Michael 

shared an interest in the Chicago Fire Insurance 

Patrol, he sent Michael a letter to discover 

more about his interest. They learned that 

Michael had been gathering information about 

the patrol for several years and Keith’s 

grandfather had been a Captain in the Chicago 

Fire Insurance Patrol from 1924 until the patrol 

was ended in 1959. He had a personal interest 

in preserving the stories of the fire patrol. 
 

They decided to collaborate and began their 

search for as much information as they could 

gather. They interviewed Ken Little, historian 

for the Chicago Fire Department, who was a 

valuable contributor to their book’s content. 

They discovered that former members of the 

fire patrol who were still living held a 

convention, which they attended and were able 

to conduct interviews that are shared with you 

in Chapter 7, In Their Own Words. They had the 

opportunity to interview Emmons E. Douglass a 

few months before his death. Learning of their 

interest in telling the story of the Chicago Fire 

Insurance Patrol, he permitted them to use 

information from a chapter from his book, 

‘While the Flames Raged,’ as well as his 

personal notes. Another key contributor Bob 

Freeman, a fire buff, also shared photographs 

and notes he had collected on the patrol’s 

history. Many other people shared their stories 

over the three years they worked on the book, 

which was published in 2007. 
 

So, what can we learn from their work? Fire 

Insurance Patrols began in New York City and 

followed in Chicago and other major cities after 

a group of executives from insurance 

companies that graded fire department 

operations met and formed the Fire 

Underwriters Guild in about 1840. To help 

reduce losses they covered, they assessed 

industrial clients a 1 – 2% fee to cover the cost 

of setting up Fire Insurance Patrols. Their 

mission was to work separately but in 

coordination with the fire fighters. Following 

strict SOPs to help fire fighters set up water, 

ladders and rescue operations first, they next 

went into the burning building to cover 
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merchandise or property with tarps. Then they 

set up means of getting water out of the 

property as efficiently as possible. When the 

firefighters completed their operations, they 

rolled up their hoses and left the scene.  The 

patrol members worked as long as necessary to 

cover ventilation openings and clean up the fire 

scene. 
 

The fire patrol had apparatus and uniforms 

similar to those used by the fire department. 

Their SOPs had a lot in common with fire 

department SOPs, however focused on how 

they were to minimize the loss of property. 

Their services were greatly appreciated by 

property owners as well as the insurance 

companies whose losses were reduced and 

firefighters who benefitted from their help. 

They reached their prime in 1929.  
 

They invented ways to be most effective such 

as a chute for the driver to slide down to get 

horse-drawn apparatus ready to respond, a 

system to pull up the sheets from the patrol 

members’ beds when the alarm went off, and 

tools that set the stage for later salvage 

operations. 
 

Then came the depression and when a 

recruitment announcement went up, over 1000 

people applied. How did they choose the new 

patrol members? They were given the 35 

pounds folded tarp made from 10 x 18-foot 

sheets of tent material and were timed as they 

climbed four stories of a fire escape. Those with 

the best time were first to be hired. 

Performance-based testing had begun. 
 

Christopher Baker, Lynn and David White 

interviewed Michael Pack to learn more about 

his motivation and lessons learned from 

working with Keith Seafield to write the book. 

Michael shared, “These guys were never 

second class. They were committed to their job 

and highly respected. They were inventive and 

reliable.” One chapter of the book is dedicated 

to those who lost their lives during patrol 

operations. “One of the most memorable 

events was a four-story building fire where 

ladders had been set up and rescue operations 

were underway when the building collapsed 

from the top floor down. One patrol member 

escaped through the back door, but one was 

killed along with five or six firefighters.” So, 

they were at high risk while doing a job that 

was as important to property owners as 

firefighting. 
 

Michael shared that between the 1930s and 

1950s, questions were being raised about why 

the fire department couldn’t take on these 

responsibilities so costs could be cut. At its 

peak, NYFD had eleven fire patrols and Chicago 

had nine. About 50 cities had a fire insurance 

patrol. Insurance companies were aware that 

they could raise rates to cover increased losses. 

Unfortunately, property owners were left to 

experience more losses and higher premiums 

after the patrols were integrated into the fire 

department operations by 1959. Today, barely 

four hours of salvage operations instruction are 

committed to firefighter training. 
 

Some 1,100 fire patrol members sought to 

become fire department members, but 

retirement programs and union rules limited 

their access. Most started without credit for 

their years of service, but their commitment to 

serve the public compelled them to do what 

they had to do to become firefighters. Many of 

those who became firefighters rose to 

leadership roles. 
 

Learn more about the people who served, and 

the practices followed by the Chicago Fire 

Insurance Patrol by securing a copy of this most 

informative book. It’s available from the 

Chicago Fire Department Museum, FSSP Books 

as well as from Keith and Michael. 
 

We salute Keith, who began his fire service 

career with the Miami Dade Fire Department in 
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1982 and Michael, who began his career at age 

15 as a volunteer firefighter and at age 80 

became Fire Chief Emeritus of the Southside 

Fire Department, west of the Houston Medical 

Center. Thank you for preserving the history of 

how salvage and cleanup operations began. 

Just as you bridged the gap of generations 

working together to preserve the history of the 

Chicago Fire Insurance Patrol, let’s commit to 

study and learn from their SOPs and 

innovativeness as we work to protect lives and 

property. 

 

 

Planning for the Superpumper 
By Maurice Ratner, Deputy Chief, Bureau of Fire 
 

At 10 AM on December 3, 1963, an historic 

document was signed in the office of the Fire 

Commissioner of the City of New York. It was 

the contract authorizing Mack Trucks, Inc., to 

build the Superpumper System conceived by W. 

Francis Gibbs of Gibbs & Cox, foremost marine 

architects and engineers." 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The American Influenza Epidemic 

of 1918-1919 
Source:  

https://www.influenzaarchive.org/cities/city-

cincinnati.html  

 

Cincinnati’s firemen, confined to cramped 

firehouses, suffered heavy losses during the 

first peak of the epidemic, and now were 

suffering once again. By the end of the first 

week in November, two entire companies of 

firefighters had to be abandoned temporarily 

after 139 of them fell ill to influenza. At the end 

of the month, after 21 more firemen developed 

influenza, stations were ordered to stop 

accepting used clothing for the white elephant 

rummage sale out of fear that the articles might 

be contaminated with influenza germs. 

Meanwhile, 21 civilians were posted to various 

firehouses to help there until the absent 

firemen recovered and returned to duty. That 

number would grow to 54 by December 5. The 

situation had grown so severe that Cincinnati 

asked the War Department for a loan of 69 

soldier-firemen to help until the city’s 

firehouses were back up to strength. 

Unfortunately, the War Department felt it 

could not spare any personnel. General 

Hospital was said to be overwhelmed with the 

sheer number of firefighters alone in its wards. 

Sick firemen brought the disease home with 

them after their shifts, infecting their wives and 

children. By mid-December, several dozen 

wives and over 60 children of firefighters were 

down with influenza.  
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