
By Mark W. Sorensen 
 

So one dark night when the 
folks were all in bed, 

Mrs. O’Leary left a lighted 
lamp out in the old cow shed; 
The cow kicked it over and 
winked her eye and said, 
“There’ll be a hot time in 

Chicago tonight.” 

[1898 lyrics attributed to Flossie Nash] 
 

It is widely accepted that 
“The Great Chicago Fire” 
started in the south side 

O’Leary family barn and 
burned October 8–10, 1871, 
killing about 300 people, 
destroying roughly 3.3 square miles of 
the city [including all of the business 
district], and leaving more than 
100,000 residents homeless.  Several 
newspaper stories at that time blamed 
the incident on the cow of Irish-
Catholic immigrant Catherine O’Leary 
kicking over a kerosene lantern while 
being milked.  In 1898, the very pop-

ular song “Hot Time in the Old Town” 
was reworked by Flossie Nash to make 
it about O’Leary’s cand the Chicago 
Fire.  Kids at summer camps for the 
past 100 years have sung variations of 
Nash’s lyrics before finishing each 
verse shouting FIRE, FIRE, FIRE!  

However, after much research, in 
1997 Richard F. Bales concluded that 
the real culprit of the conflagration 
was the O’Leary’s sotted neighbor 
Daniel “Peg Leg” Sullivan, and on 
October 28 of that year the Chicago 
City Council passed a resolution exon-
erating Kate O’Leary and her cow.  
Bales published his findings in book 
form in 2002 as “The Great Chicago 
Fire and the Myth of Mrs. O’Leary’s 
Cow.”  But in Richard C. Lindberg’s 
latest book, “Tales of Forgotten Chicago” 
[2020], the author contends that based 
on testimony from daughter Catherine 
O’Leary-Ledwell and others that it was 
recent Irish immigrant Denny Connors 
who  accidently set the blaze.  
Whatever the truth, the Robert J. 
Quinn Fire Academy has been training 

fire fighters on the former O’Leary 
property at 558 W. DeKoven Street 
since 1961. 

  The deadliest fire in Chicago 
 history as well as the deadliest theater 
fire in the United States took place  
on December 30, 1903 as over 2000 
mostly women and school children 
attended a matinee of the musical “Mr. 
Bluebeard” in the newly constructed 
Iroquois Theater on west Randolph 
Street.  At least 602 people perished 
after a broken stage light caught the 
curtain on fire.  The “fireproof” theater 
violated nearly every fire code and 
common sense requirement as it 
trapped hundreds of patrons inside 
locked doors.   

 

Several of the theater staff and 
some local politicos were soon 
after indicted on manslaughter 

charges.  The January 9, 1904 front 
page of the weekly Chicago Eagle sug-
gested that Mayor Carter Harrison was 
guilty of dereliction of duty and 
reported that he “Did not enforce the 
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building and fire ordinances and 
appointed politicians to the head of the 
building department in violation of the 
law.”  Of those few who eventually 
stood trial, none of the men were ever 
found guilty. 

In 2004, Jacksonville physician  
Dr. Frank Norbury wrote an excellent 
article based on the rememberences of 
his mother who escaped the fire when 
she was eleven years old.  “A Matinee 
to Remember: The Iroquois theater fire 
of 1903, Including experiences of a 
young girl who Survived” appeared in 
Illinois Heritage, March/April 2004 
and can be found online at 
https://www.lib.niu.edu/2004/ih031004.
html  

Dr. Norbury concluded that the 
following positive results came from 
this disaster - “Fire codes were estab-
lished to: limit the number of occupants 
in a building; ensure that clearly marked 
exists were kept open; that fire equip-
ment was required in theaters; and that 
stage crews and ushers are trained to 
deal with emergencies.”  Two well-

researched books came out during the 
2003 centennial of the Iroquos fire - 
Chicago Death Trap: The Iroquois 
Theatre Fire of 1903 by Nat Brandt and 
Tinder Box: The Iroquois Theatre 
Disaster, 1903 by Anthony P. Hatch. 

The Union Stock Yards opened in 
the Town of Lake on Christmas Day in 
1865, long before Carl Sandburg’s 
1914 poem Chicago proclaimed the 

Windy City “Hog Butcher for the 
World.”  Before closing for good in the 
summer of 1971, the Yards was the site 
of two of the city’s biggest fires.   

The first fire broke out before 
dawn on December 22, 1910 in a 
warehouse and while fighting the blaze 
for over 24 hours, 50 engine com-
panies and seven hook and ladder 
companies had been called to the 
scene.  Twenty-one firemen, including 
Fire Chief James J. Horan, and three 
civilians were killed when one of the 
blazing buildings collapsed with them 
inside, the worst such firefighter dis-
aster in Chicago history.   

 

The next large Union Stock Yards 
fire on Saturday, May 19, 1934, 
was second only to the Great 

Chicago Fire of 1871 in its scope and 
destructiveness.  A carelessly tossed 
cigarette on a very hot day after five 
months of draught caused massive 
destruction.  The fire was fought by 
over 2000 “firemen,” and destroyed a 
square mile of property, 100 freight 
cars, an elevated station, the iconic 
Stockyards Inn hotel and ironically, Jim 
O’Leary’s well-known gambling empo-
rium on Halsted Street - built by one 
of Catherine O’Leary’s sons.  2000 city 
residents were left homeless but the 
Yards exchange opened for business on 
Monday morning. 

In 2004, a memorial to all Chicago 
firefighters who perished in the line of 
duty was erected just behind the saved 
Unions Stock Yards stone gate. When 
dedicated, it had the names of 530 
deceased firefighters carved around its 
base.  Former Chicago firefighter Bill 
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Cosgrove provided a detailed account of the 1910 
stockyards fire as well as a history of the Chicago 
Fire Depart ment in his 2010 book Chicago’s 
Forgotten Tragedy. 

One of the last tragic school fires in America 
took place on December 1, 1958 at Our Lady of 
the Angels Catholic Elementary School in the 
Humboldt Park area of the city. A total of 92 
pupils and 3 nuns [from an enrollment of about 
1600] ultimately died when smoke, heat, fire,  
and toxic gases trapped them in their second floor 
classrooms.  This event shocked the nation and 
resulted in schools all over the country adopting 
stricter fire codes and no longer grandfathering 
older school buildings from the new rules.  
Changes included fire doors on all floors,  
sprinkler systems, building alarms connected to 
fire stations and mandated fire drills each year.  
The 1996 book To Sleep with the Angels: The  
Story of a Fire by David Cowan and John  
Kuenster documents the disaster. 

 

Finally, two other Chicago fires where front 
page headline events.  On July 10, 1893 the 
Cold Storage Building at the Columbian 

Exposition caught fire due to faulty venting of the 
chimney.  While working on the roof, firefighters 
were trapped when the fire dropped under them 
into the six-story ice palace.  Possibly 50,000 
people watched with horror as 14 men perished in front of 
their eyes.  The fire department lamented, “Never was so ter-
rible a tragedy witnessed by such a sea of agonized faces.”   

At 2 a.m. on January 16, 1967, janitors noticed smoke in 
one of the display booths for the National Housewares 
Manufacturers Association Show in the 1960-built lakeside 
McCormick Place exhibition center.   Even though the fire 
was put out in 8 hours, it had destroyed the entire 500,000 
square foot exhibition space as well as restaurants and a the-
ater.  Investigations revealed that the entire exhibition area 
did not have fire sprinklers or fire walls; many hire hydrants 
were turned off; fireproof materials did not protect the steel 
roof supports; electrical wiring for the booths did not meet 
safety standards; and a security guard was killed because he 
could not find an unlocked emergency exit.   

In 1925, President Calvin Coolidge proclaimed Fire 
Prevention Week a national observance, now making it the 
longest-running public health observance in our country.  It 
is observed each year during the week of October 9th in 
commemoration of The Great Chicago Fire.  We salute the 
firefighters of Chicago and in all Illinois towns that help 
keep us safe and prevent us from becoming headlines. 

 
Former ISHS president Mark Sorensen was an eleven year-

old Chicago public school student when the Our Lady of 
Angles fire occurred and remembers the installation of glass fire 
doors, exit door push bars, red pull alarms and an intensity of 
fire drills in his elementary school after 1958.  He also taught 
his grandchildren to always look for the fire exits when sitting 
in a theater. 

Chicago Fire Department memorial at the site of the Union Stock 
Yards dedicated to firefighters lost in the line of duty. 
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