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Hrs.lO'Leary's Cow And Other Newspap&g Tales ' , .
i About The ChicZgo Fire Of 1871 ¥ "
v

1%

For 200 years, editors obtained much of the news by sdbscr%bing to the
papers published in distaﬁ% qities and by copying their best ;toriesg 1f one

ﬁ:aihaﬁer published an interesting error, the editors in other cities might:copy

! ) ' ,
that error, not knowing.(pr perhaps caring) that' the story was false. Newspaper

readers might quote the error, 'so a single error could be répeated thousands of

L4
%

times. - By L

} «»

The errors embarrassed innocent victims ‘and fooled millions of Americans.

LY

One of the most famous errors 1nvolves Hﬁy/ 0 Leary 8 cow, which wag ace used

-

of starting the Chicago fire. : .“x- ‘o ‘ ‘ .
Chicago's great.fire of 1871 started in the O'Leary's bqtnr but Mrs.-
oqLeary was in bed at the time. Because of a sore foot, Mrs. 0'Leary had

gone to bed early that night. The tale about her cow seems to have been created

-

o -
by & reporter who wanted to make his story about the fire more interesting. It
was a fanciful tale, wucl more interesting than the i:rixthé .Other journglists

copied it, and the public believed and remembered it., °

-

Newspapers 43: from Chicago also published other inaccurate and sensational

¢

storles about the fire. For example: newspapers reported that vigilantes killed

hordes of thieves and arsonists, &nd that 2,500 bables were born and died during

-

the fire.

. r
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" Conditions In Chicagp ' ee ;
. T . : ) P

The* summer of.1871 was unusually dry. Chicago's 195: heavf rain fell on

July 3. During the next threg months, the_pity recbrdéd only one brief rainfall.

‘and a'feu sprinkles.

The Chicdgo Tribune called the city an enormous firetrap. The Tribune-

1& ‘
Sone,

_explained tha:-QOZ of the buildings }n Chicago weﬁ: constructed of wood.

4

particularly those in, the busihess district, had brick or stone walls -~ but wooden:

-

floors, v;ndow frames, QQoré. and roofs. A few owners conaidgrea fheir buildings

fireproof. but e;en their buildings had qg?&en raftérs and tai roofs.z
. Chica%s also had 56 miles oi wooden (pine block) stree:s and 561 miles of

wooden sideyalks.. Coal and lumber yards 1ined the" banks of the Chicago River.

Homes contained other flammable materials. wood or coal for heat and kerosene

for 1ight.

About 300,000 people lived in Chicago, but the éity employed only 200 \
firemen and owned only 17 steam-powered fiyve engines. “The city's Board of Police
and Fire Commissioners éomplained that the t;f.ro;fs were unsafe, that the city's .
water supply was inadequate, and that the city's fire hydrants wefe too‘far apart. -’
The‘board wanted to require the use of metal roofs, to hire more firemen, Pnd to
purchase several fire boats, but the city’'s Common 9ouncii ignq;ed its
'recommendacions.a

-

The O'Leary Family

-

Patrick O'Leary, his wife, and their five children lived at 137 DeKoven

Street. The 0'Learys were poor and lived in a neighborhood of woo shanties.

Witnesses said DeKoven Street was‘pnpsved and littered with papers, boxes, scraps

of wood, and other garbage. A reporter cailed it "a mega little atreet of shabby

wooden houses, with dirty dooryards, and unpainted fences falling to decay."4

r s

O'Leary was a laborer, "a pick and shovel-man, available for anything that

needed muscle.'’ His wife, Catharine, was a plump woman, about 35 years old.

o
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'Mré. O'Leary kept five cows, <8 calf, and a horse in a barn behind their house.

She ﬁi;ked the cows at 5 a.m. and at 4:30 p.m. every d&&, then ldadeq the milk

8

onto a wagen and sold it to nefghbora. . .
P
The 0'Learys had purchased their home for $500 and lived in three rooms
-y

"in the back. They rented the frohg\:alf to Patrick McLaughlin, a railroad man.

' From the outside, the house looked c eaﬁiy built: plain, unpainted,‘and almost

- LI

14

square, with few windows. .

- The barn was. abouttéo feet behind thelr house. 1t wash a two-story structure,

)

14 feet high. bug only 16 by 20 feet wide. Three tons of hay were stored in the .
: = : : o0 .
lOft. ] M . - @
' ' . . :

”

The Great Fire

P4

On a Saturday night =- Oct. 7:=- figmes broke/out at a woodworking factory

or. Canal Street. The area contained several lumber yards, saloons, and cheap wooden

homes. Flames xaged out of control until 3:30 z.m. Sunday, almost completely —
destroying every building on four city blocks and bausing $1.m11119n in

.Samages._ .
' One or two fire éngines were burned during the fire. But more impo:tantly.

the city's firemen were eghsuéted. Latér, critics charged that':hey became

drunk after extinguishiﬁg the fire, SQme.ctiticQ charged that Chicago's firemen

. ¥ \\ ) ‘ o
celebrated‘every great fire "by a good/;horough drunk."® However, their charges

were never proven.
Chicago's "Great Fire': started thet Sunday night. For the next 24 hours,
flames. raced through the city and could be seen in Peoris, 100 miles to the

-

South- ° .

Experts say a 20- to 30-mile-an-hour wind was blowing in off the prairie,

‘toward Lake Michigan. Witnesses rememﬁer a much strongetr wind, one“blowﬁng toward

BEST COPY AVAILABLE
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the héaft of the city at.almost-torﬁgdo strength. Typically, afnewsﬁan.recalled,

"A gale of wind was blowingfﬁrom the southwest and urging the fire onwa;d over -

4

the wealthiest and handsomest por;ion of the place."’ Experté concluded that ¢

the fire became so large and so hot that it created ete&endous upd;qfts and-

cycloni¢ winds similar to those reported in German cities bombed during World

wir 11.8

Chicago's firomen were helpleés. Intense heat and tremendous flames destroyed

L3

the lumber and céai*yards along the Chicago River. All-the city's waker_pumps were

® &?:‘_’ ¢

located in & single bdildihg Qith d}?ooden roof. hfter flames'destréyed the :

building, firemen were .unable to obtain any nore water from the city's fire

FAIN -

hydrants. They moved thelr engines to the Chicago River or to Lake_Hichigana

. and pumped water directly from them. But .th2ir hoses could Aot reach the heart

of the city, und flames raced through fl unopposed.

The fire gained in strength, sprea&&ng faster and faster. Flames shot forward

_as though they were aimed from a blowtorch, destroying blocks of banks, stores,

hotels, theaters, and goverfiment offices. After leaping agrosé'the Chicago River, .
they struck the North Side, turning its homes and factories to ashes. Witnesses
reported a,cbntinuous sheet of flames:.Z miles long and i mile wide.

A {ourﬁalist visiting Chicagq that weekeéd almost died in his hotel. He was ¥
tired from watching the fire on Saturday night and went to bed at 10:30. As he
was falling asleep, the jourralist heard a fire alarm\EQmewhere in the city.
Later, he heard other unusual noises but fell back aéleep. Wiaen he finally got

up and threw open the biinds. he "gazed upon a sheet of flames towering 100 feet

above the top of the hotel." n

The journalist ran out and reported: "There was a'tempést of w{nd. and °)

~d

shortly there could be seen a river of red cinders and burning timbers in the sky,
apparently miles in length;)sweeping acrogs the Chicago River at the doomed

business district, out onto Lake Michigan, to the northeast."?

6 BEST COPY Avaisi.
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Another'journalist remained ;ﬁ bed until the city's fire bells sounded &
w - - ‘ . oo hc ’ N T '. ¢
general ‘alarm,” then looked out an. saw a row of uooden tenements on fire. He -

} [ 4
reported: " "A column of flame would shoot up from a burning buildins. cacch the A\l

force of the wind, and strike the next one....it ‘was simply: 1ndescr1bab1e in

‘ Peoéle burried’through.fhe s;reéts. ca;;ying'buﬁdle; of éllthing and ‘- 4
podeehold goods é;Ttheif shoulders. W;gons also hurried to and fro, loaded
with hdhsehéld goods. and with the merchandige s#lvaged.from stores.

Thousand? of pe#plg ran toward Lake Michigan, theu stood neck deeé in the

&

wFte} to escape the heat‘and flames. Others fled toward Lincoln Park, formeriy

‘the city cemetery. ?amilies were separated, so huébands and wives -~ even parents

and their children =-.had no 1dea where they could find one anocher.i‘Hany fe;red

their relatives were dead. ) ; o ! -

¢ The fire burned itself out after reaching the northern cicy limica on Honday

nﬁght. A cold rain started a:.about m;ﬁnight. and 1t helped extinguish th& ramaining

’
o, .

fl mes. v \

Almost nothing\ggfyivedz Iron railings melted. Lamp posté drooped. ‘'Walls

crumbled into heaps of rubbish. wftnesses said that even brick'and'stoqf buildings

melted in the terrible heat. and a Chicago paper reported that marble buildings

| 4

"were burned to quickliqg. crumbled, fell, and disappeared as th gh they éare
the mere toys of children." Another source sezd the intepse heat "melted down N
five-story brick and sion huildings in five minudbs,...‘ll Other witnesses
said the interiors of bricg anq stoue bulldings burued, and that the bufldings'
#alls cracked or collapsed, but never melted. ™

The fire swept over 2,100 acres: an area.4 miles long and 1 milg wide. It
lestroyed 17,500 of the city's 60,000 buildings. About 100,000 people (one-third

>f the population) were hpmeless. The damage totalled nearly $200 million.
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t hicago s Newspapers “Rebuild ' ot
. The fito destroyed evety newspaper office in Chicago.

At first, the city 8 buaineus district had seemed safe. The fire started
i3
a Aong way away. and many downtown buildings «= including the four-story Trit
I Building -- were supposed to be fireproof. Buildinges directly ospposite the

Tribune‘Fuilding later burst into flahes, and the flames seeped undar the.

wooﬁeh pavement and sidewalk, igniting a Barbarshop in its basement. Eumployscas

. / . .
_ extinguished those flames, then returned to work. o -

The Tribune's employees were determined to publish a paper ihat day. When
the cityfs ﬁae inains burst, depriving them of I*ghi. they burned candles, When
. the city's water mains broke, they were fo;ced to givg'qp. They needed water
for alsteam engine that powered The Tribune's presses. Later, & the;ter wall
® | X coilapaed against the Tribﬁne'Building. téating it open to the flames..

‘; PPN

Joseph Medill, The Tribune's editor, immediately bought a small printing

piant that ebcapad the flames, then ordered é preée from Baltimore. Within

s 0 A4 v

hours, the presa was on 1its ways.\\ N

Another Chicago paper, the Evening Post, published an extra edition that

Monday and, -on Tuesday. reported that the fire had started in a small barn. The ;o
N ¢
/Post commented. "How those flames originated we do not know, though rfyar has it

that they vere the result of incendiarism, and also that they sprang from a.

carelessly used pipe or cigar "12

The'Chicago Tribune's reporters and editors recurucﬂltg-work on Wednesday,

- and thelr first story abgut the fire repprted. “%t 9:30 a gmall co#-barn_accache?

to a house on the corner of DeKoven and Jefferson, streets, one block north of

" Twelfth Street, emitted a bright light, fo;lbégd'by a blazé, and in a moment

the building was hopelessly on fire,"3
' ' IR o .
The publisher of another Chicigo newspaper considered retiring. Wilbur

Storey.;publiaher of The Chicago Times, reportedly exclaimed: "The Timas is -

ERIC . 4 BEST COPY AVAILABLE
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destroyed. Chicago is destroyed. 1'am an old man."1% But Storey was only 52 .
years old, and his employees urged him t¢ sebuild. Also, Storey remembered some

old type he had left in a bara. _ . .
The Chicago Time resumed publication on Oct. 18 - eight dayé later than

«r

[
its competitors -- and received a,flood of advertisements from businessg’n anxious.

to ;nncunce-their n;;-1o¢agion5 Witﬁin five weekst'Storey earned'a‘profit of -
$4,000, and hisﬁen:husiasm returnad. | ' o .
The Chicago Times iumediately publiahed a long story about the fire's origin
and progress. A tepor;er nased Franc Wilkie wrote the storx_"wich a bland gisregprd
\\\  for fach.*.."ls Much. of his story was obviously fraudulent.
Wilkie reported thﬁc, "plames were discovered in a sﬁall_stablc in the rear

of the house on the corner of DeKoven and Jefferson streéts." wilkie added that an

old Irish woman-living in the house had been a welfare técipien: fo? many years,; and

that: 'Her very appearance indicated great poverty. She was apﬁa:ehtly about 70

]

years of age, and was bent almost double with the weight from many years of toil,
and troub{;, and privation. Her dress corresponded with her denands. being

] ragged and dirty inlthe extreme, 16 ) \

wilke's story added that Mrs. O'Leary had applied for welfare. and that the

county always gave ic to her -- until learning that she owned a cow and sold its

milk. Infuriated when the county stopped her payments, Mrs. O'Leary "swore she o
would bring revenge on a city that woulé deny her g bit of wood or a pound of .
“bacon.” . e ‘
- ‘e

hj
In fairness to Mrs. O'Leary, The Chicago Times declared that it would also

L 4

present her side of the story. But her story was even morey-fradulent. zhg
"imes claimed that one of its reporte?s found Mrs. O'Leary "eiiélng on the ‘front
‘steps of her housg...bent'forward, ;;d ger head resting on her hands. She was
rocking t® and fro, moaning and groaning, and crying aloud after the manner 6f

hex country-women when in great trouble. At first, she refused to speak one

o BESI COPY AVAILABLE
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word about the fire, but only screamed at the top of her voice, "My poor cow.
. ’ A 7 , ,

; My poot cow,'” ' , : ‘ .

The Times continued: "On Sqnjax\pisht, about 9% o'clock, she took a lamp
.« in her hand ahg went out to have a look at her pet. Then she took-a notion the
cow must have some salt, and she sat down the lamp and went in the house for

” ' some. In a mpoment, the cow had accidentally kicked over the lamp, an explosion

»

followed, JLd in an instant the structure was involved in flames.,"*17
During an 1nterv1ew'for'another.Chicggo paper, Mrs. O'Leary complained

* that the story in Th'e_: Times was a 11e.18‘§x The s;econd interview (reprinted on

o the following page) seems genuine. The interview appeared in The Journal, and

the statements attributed golutb. O'Leary seem accurate, except for her description

of a stranger suspected 6f1causing the fire. Other sources never mention the

I
t

stranger. ' o . : _ o |
| : .
Curiously, a New York'daily had published a similar story five days earlier.

On Oct. 13, The (New York) World reported thi~ Mrs. O'Leary was a welfare reciﬁieni

and that the county had cut off her payments after learning that she owned six cows. ,

The World added: ‘'She was in the habit of visiting her cows every evening. On

Saturday right she took the lamp in her hamd and went out in the barn. Then .she

-

wanted some‘salt from the house, and she sat the lamp down to go after it.. A

”

moment later and tre barn was in flames."19

A
4 -

E There may be « logical explanation for the stories' gimilarities.‘ Repodters
/fin the West often supplemented their incomes by working as correspondents for

newspapers in tlie Esast, and Wilkie may have uritten:the story that appeared in
/

The World. ahen his regular employer -— The Chicago Times == finally resumed

*Copies of The Chicago Times are available on microfilm, but portions of
its story about the fire are virtually anreadable. Persons using a
magnifying glass can decipher most of the words but must guess at or
omit some. AS a consequence, accounts of the story quoted or

reprinted eclsewhere are likely to contain slight variations.

10 BESTCOPY AVAILABLE
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" Interview Published In The Chicago Journal

B
¢ . . .
. ‘ n

REPORTERS Are.yo ‘the lady of the house? , ®
MRS, LEARY://I/:;?/uir} | |
._2_/ .

RE§5§¥ER= Have you lived here long? -
MRS, LEARY: Going on five years. _ . ' "
REPORTER: Do you own this place? '

MRS. LEARY: I do. ,

REPORTER: Did the fire start in your bara?

MRS. LEARY: It did. .| ‘
REPORTER: What was in 1t? ° _— =

MRS. LEARE{LQFive‘c6§o. a horse, aad about two tons of hay In the loft.

1

REPOKTER: Is your husband an expreaaman? ) '

»

MRS, LEARY=- Indade, he is no:. We all knocked our living out of those five

blessed cows, and I never had-a cint fran the parish in all uy life, and the
disty Times had no business to say it, bad cess to it. ,

REPORIER. How about that kerosene~lamp story?

.MRS. LEARY: There wis not a word of truth in the whole story. I always

milked my dow cows by daylight, and_ngver had a lamp of any kind or a candle
about the barn, It must have been set afire. Two neighbors at the far end of
the alley saw a strange man come up about half-p.st 9 in the evening. He asked
them was the alley straight through. ?hey told him it was, apd he went through.
It wvas not five minutes till they saw the barn on fire. Befo%e ve had tlne to
get out the horse or any of the cows it was all gone, and the fire was ;urnipg

in every direction. The boys turned to and saved the houge. I hope to die if )

this 4sn't every word of it true. If yéu wvas a priest, I wouldn't tell it any

different.
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publication on Oct..18, Wilkie may have included the same 'facts" in the first o
‘story he wrote for it. - -'_.:1' - o L L
nfo:ming Thc Nation S - N A o :

The Chicago fire excited the nation.n The Hilwcukee Sentinel estimaccd that

6,000 to 7,0C0 people gathered at the train depot thcre tc greet . frianda and
rilatives fleeing Chicago. People also wanted to talk with indivzduals_who had
-witressed the flre, Editors in New York placed bulletin boarda outaide thcir

offices and posted the latest news on thcm.. Ihousands of people prealcd around ,

-thc bulletin bocrds. wandering £rom one office to another.

The first bulletins teported that Chicago was douwcd. Then tcaaion nounted' n

' [
because thé bulletins stopped. At 7 a.m. Tuesday, The Associatcd P:csa rcportcd' ‘b
!

that it had not ‘received any 1n£otmation ;;om Chicago for more than 12 hcurs.

Typically, The Atlanta COnstitutiog publishcd a brief story about the fire
. on Monday, then added, "It will be almost impossible to get any rcliablc dctailed

3

particulars for some time...." Two days later, The Atlancc Coneticution conplained
that. details were still difficult to obtain. Ic explained that.flancs had forced
telegraph operacors to abandon the Western Union offices in Chicago. '
By wednceday. the fire had been cx:inguiched. But The Atlanta Constitution
deglared: "The whole city 13 threatened. The panic is iancreasing.” Its story,

/s
obviously several days old, continued, "It is repogted chat all hope of saving the

eity has been given up -~ that it is doomed."20 h

“

Newspapers style of writing added to the confusion. “Newapapers recaived .
4

dozens of short bulletins about the fire, and moat newapapers publiched the:

bulletins in chromological order. They began by reporting :Egjfiro; bullstine,

S0 a cingld'cclumm.gighs contain 10 or 13, ificluding some that were old,
mistaken, and inconsistent. . :
, ‘ ./

/
BEST COPY AVAILABLL
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The New York Times employéd its own correspundent in Chicago, and a bulletin

it received at 2:10 a.m. Monday warned, "The flames are raging with increased fury

in every direction, and God's mercy cen only eave the city from Utter destruction."?2l
. ot o \

The Times' correspondent may have risked his life to transmit the bolletin. He

explained: “A 'raging, rosriag hell of fire envelopes 20 blocks of the city. It

1s already within a block of the telegraph office where this aiSpgtch is written,

:'sweeping'onward a’whirlwinézbf flames against whizh human efforts are pnwerless,

and it is impossible to tell where it will stop.”"

‘On Tuesday, The Milwaukee Sentinel blamed Mre. O'Leary's cow for the fire.

A front-page story reported, "The fire broke cut on the corner of DeKoven and

Twelfth étregts, at about 9 a”c}ock on Sunday evening, being Saused by a cow

kicking sver a lamp in a stable in which a woman was milking."zz

‘%By 1871, The Associated Press had begun to telegraph news stories to hundreds

of newspapers. As a result, identical stories (and errors) appeared in many of

them. For example: both The Milwaukee Sentinel and The New “)rk Times reported

that Chicago was an.'indesc.ibable scene of terror and deve  tion," and that,

"Almost everybody =-- men, Womeaq, a?d’childten -- are in the streets, and the

weeping and wailing are hearc in every direction." B
Similarly, an “Extra" published that Monday afternoon by The Daily Picayune

in New Orleans reported that flames threatened tc destroy Chicago. On Tuesday,

The Daily Picayune declared, A1l is terror.'" Three-fourths of the city was

destroyed, 150,000 people were homeless, and the flames were out of control.
Inconsistently, another bulletin on the same page reported that the fire was -~

under control. ,

On Wednesday, T2 Daily Picayune announced: "The origin of the fire was in

a stable where a woman, with a kerosene lamp, went to milk a cow."22' A later
bulletin disagreed; it insisted, 'Late on Sunday, a boy weat into a stable, on

DeKaven Street, near the river, on the West Side, to milk a cow, carryimg with

15  BEST COPY AVAILABLE -
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him a kerosene lamp. which was kicked over by ths cow, and the burning fluxd
_scattered among the straw., This was the beginaing of the fire." The n:ory

added that firemen arrived slowly and, “stupefied by the exertions At the fire

on Saturday night, workgd slowly and clumsily."Z4 ]

o
‘In Louisville, Ky., The Courier-Journmal reported: "A boy went into a stable

. on DeKeen Street near the river, on East Side, to milk & cow, carrying with him

. ¢
a kerosene lamp; this was kicked over by the cow, and the burning fluid scattered
amoang the straw. This was the beginning of the great fire."25 The New York Times

published a similar story and explaingd that it hpd been “especiaily prepafed .

for The Aasociated Press by those who witnessed and fought the flames."26

The/ﬁollowing Suﬁday. The Daily Picayune reported twd new theories. First,

toys playing with matches might have started the fire. Second, a gentlemgn -
poaitively asserted that the fire was started by "the explosion of 8 coal

0il lamp."27 -

In adiition to describing the fire, newspapers also described and encouraged
efforts to help the survivors. Editorials called the fire "a national piefortune"
and urged ;iericans everxwhere to congzibute‘haﬁey and supplies.

A few newspapers in the South were less charitable. A paper in Rushville,
Ind., said the fire helped ;;mpensate for the North's destruction of the South
during the Civil War. 1Its story continued: "It was far different when Sherman's
army desolated and destroyed the fairest region of the South, robbing and
plundering, and burning as they went, leaving the people to starve; or, when
Sheridan, a monster of cruelty, overran and destroypd the vélley of Virginia....

The Rushville paper also complained that Northern raids during the Civil

War had destroyed more property and killed more people thau the Chicago fire,

yet Northerners had rejoiced wheu they heard the news.
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News Of "Atrocities"

~

Every newspaper that reported the fire published some stories that were -
3 } , . ‘
exaggerated or inaccurate. But some newspapers published more than others. The

most sencational and inaccurate stories seemed to appear in theipoaton Daily

Evening Transcript and in The (New%York) World.
v P

The Boston Daily EveningﬁTranscript estimated that 500 - persons burned :o death

and that hundreds tiore were trampled in the rush to escape.29 The Evening Transcript

added that some firemen had died, that a wagon full of bodies had been driven thrgugh

¢ o . ( '
Chicago's qéreets, that arsonists were setting new fires in Chicago, and that, "Seven

or eight have been hung or shot at sight. n30

On Wednesday, the Evening Transcript reported, 'Two fiends caught in the

act of firing a house on the West Side were arrested and immediately hung to lamp

f - : '
posts == one of ‘Fifteenth Street, near the river, and the other, 3 miles away, on
Claiborne Avenue, North Side."31l \¥:

Newe . * : ¢
The Evening Transcript's moét sensational story reported that 70 ccngicts

”

died in a Chicago prison. The story explained: "A large number of people gathiered
about the building and clamored for the turnkey to release the prisoners., He showed
himself and said the building was perfectly fire-proof, and no harm could result

to the. confined, and he‘should not release the convicts. Soon the building was

enveloped in flames."32
“Other sources said all the prisoners escaped. One of the-sources explained

that Chicago's mayor established his ccmmand post in the courthouse and "ordered

the jail prisoners released."33 The sncon& source agreed tﬁat 150 prisoners were

-»

released from cells in the courthouse basement -- but complained that they looted

2 nearby jewelry store.

The (New York) World seemed to give all the information it received to its

most imaginative ed:Lt;gi%EL He combineu the information in a single story and used

his imagination to fillNin the gaﬁs. ‘%

-
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The World reported that Chicago had disappeared into a sea of fire. That
1ittle children "uhimpered with terror."” That half-naked women were running and

gscreaming through the city's streets. And that, "Thoae whn Were strongest and

t

most, cowardly knocked the others down in their delirium; men, women, and children

Py
wvere ‘trampled upon by‘ﬁuman hordes that fled without reason hither and thither,

uttering the mosr pitiful groans and, cries of distress."34

The wgéi% added that arson, rape, and gven murder were common; thus, "it
was found necdssary to form vigilance’ committees who promptly disposed of the

. ) . N
culprits....” The World claimed that even the soldiers guarding Chicago refused

to axrest crim.nals. Instead, soldiers "shot the.: on the spot."
. Other newspapers exéggerated the number of dead. Some newspapers reported

that searchers found 120¢%od1es in the ashes. Others reported that searchers

’ found 250 bodies. Still others estimated that 1,500 people died in the flames .33

i, , _
Newspapers reﬁorted dozen of cther horror stories. Some may be true, but
N .
most seem exaggerated, or even totally fictitious. For example:

L) (London) Times reported that "crowds of starving peoplc
thréytened a riot."36 ]

*The Daily Picayune reported, "Rooms which rented last week
for $50 now command $5,000."

. N

*The Milwaukee Sentinel reported that a gentleman offecred $5
for a drink of water but was unable to obtain 1it.’ Y,

*The Milwaukee Sentinel also reported that ithieves blew open
safes in the ruins, and that other scoundreia set new fires
to hide their ccimes. 37

*The Boston Daily Evening Transcript rep;;ked that some persons
jumped from upper windows, and that parents tied their ‘babies
into beds, then threw the beds out windows.38 . o

v *The Courier-Journal reported: "On Chicago Avenue, & father
rushed upstairs to carry three children away, when he was "t &
overtaken with the flames and perished with them. The mother
was afterward seen on the streecs, on the North and West ‘
sides, a raving mantac."39

l

L]
¢ f
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./ : lhere was some 1oo:iug and considerable drunkeuness in Chichgo that week.
F AN
_Saloon keepers rolled barrels of alcohol into-thgiétreets in an effort to, save
N

them, and people helped themselves: Also, criminafug\ooted abanidoned homes and

L4 k - -
stores, and some teamsters demanded exorbitant fees from people anxious to snavez

their belong.ngs. Bﬁt the numbar of crimés_and the number'of criminals killed

by mobs was greatly exaggerated.

Gen. Philip H. Sheridan cormanded the military district that.incluped Chicago,
and Sheridan immediately dispatched soldiers from Fort Omahs and supplies from an

Army depot in Indiana. On Oct. 12, Shertdan reported to Chicagb's mayor: "I am

MY

happy to state that no case of outbreak or disorder has been repor:ed. No

authenticated attempt at 1ncendiarism has reached me, and the people of the

_city are calm, quiet, and well-disposed."

+

Despite Sheridan's statemént,'the rumors continued. On Oct. 17, he again

reported: ‘'There has been no case of violence since the disaster of Sunday night

[

) and Monday morning. The reports in the public press of vinlence and disorder
. . . L

here are wichou: the slightest foundation. There has not &een a single case

of arson, hanging, or shooting -~ not even a case of riot or street-fight 40

. N
e

The New York gimes agreed. It reported: "The c ‘}':‘s sti{l disorganized
but not disorderly. The s:ories which have been telegl®

\

ed of attempted

incendiarism and lynchings are pronounced by -Gen. SheriAaﬁ to be fabrications,

and ng suQsthntiated cages of such-oucrageﬁcan be found."41
Why were so many stories about the fire so sensational and inaccurate?
No single source knew the entire story. Insteaﬁ. reporters Baq to plece
the story togethér. obtaining some details from on; source, other details from
a s:;ond source, and additional details from several other sources. Many of the
. - 4
sources were tired, friﬁhtened. and confused. Under the circumstances, some
exaggeratiohs and rumors were inevitable. '

.

L
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horeover, journalists had no way of determining which details were true and

which were falsa. Even the most inaccurate detdils may have seemed truedbecause
’ A . . . \ s .

" they were provided by normally reliable sources or because they contained familiar

-

names or other specific details.

'To r;duce its telegraph bills,' The Aséog}ated.?ress sqéus to have transmitted
skeletogized stories thac'containad.qn§y a few key'wordg. Some editdrs pugiishad
the skeletonized ;tories.- Others tried to £ill in the missing words' =- or combined
and tewrotﬁfzil the 1nforma;ion thex{tecgivedfﬁ So.hundreds of newspapers received
identical iulletins, but the stories the;qublished rarely remained idencical. ¢

\ | | \t .
The punctuation, the wording, even some “facts" changed. Because of typographical

[ 4

\\ Despite the problems, Americans had to rely upan their local newﬁpapers.
People in orhif cities were.unable to see and judge the scene for themselves.,
They received no pigture magazines. No newsreels. No radio. No television.

o
Horeoéer. historians have been unable to find a single photograph taken during
) - )

the fire. Some photographs may have been lost or destroyed. Or, ﬁsing the

' .

primitive techniques available at that time, it may, have been too difficult

. (and dangerous) to photograph the bright flames, particularly at right.

Soe sketches and paint.ings drawn after the flames were extinguished portray

Mrs. O'Leary as & witch, - surrounded by rats and black cats. Others portray her

as a devil, with horﬁs and a tail.

. -
.

-

A Communist Plot?

On Oct. 23, The Chicago Times published a story so bizarre that the newspaper's

own editots admitted that it might be false.. fhe story claimed that Communists

started the fire. The Chicago Times said 1& had received a conplcce confession

‘l?

' >,
from one of the conspirators but published his confessf%n "without the expression

of any opinion as to its. authenticity."42
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" The conspitafor séié‘he was a member of The Societe Internationale, and that N
two Communists from Paris helped him establish a branch in Chicago. They wanted

to promote Communisnxc sentiments among the masses in Chicago. “to elevate

AN A}

. .workingmen to the level of the rich" so everyone would "enjoy equal benefits,

o ® \
and poverty, would be unknown." A : C - \\\

~ For two months, -the society fried to stir up trouble between the city's

4

laboragg and theit employers. After failing, one of the conspirators suggesied

burning the ciny & business district. .

On Sept. 30, they ignited a warehouse .and hoped the flames would spresd to’

a row of wooden gLildings; A gsudder changeﬂin ‘the wind foiled their plans. On
Oct. 7 (Sagurday night), they started another fire “and for'atgﬁf_hours all
seemed to Se working well." Then one or *wo of the éroup's.petrélgum mines
failed to exﬁldde. saving thencity from destruction.

On Sunday, they ;gniCed a hélf dozen new mines. When flames reached the
Chicago Rlver. they set off moré minen on the opposite side. Paa&g.of_the city
might have escaped, but their colleagues were é;erywhera._ Ong,'pretending to save
some household goods, rushed inside an abandoned building. Moments later, "The
;eax\gf thé byilding became @ mass of flame, and a gust of wind carried it
eaécward....over the district that had thus far been spared, thus completing
the universal ruin.”

The fire became larger and more destructive than p;anned, but the conspixators
were dissatisfied. Too many buildingéisurvived. Also, theffirelcrippled thelr
organization. ‘The two me;\frgm Paris §1ad‘in.the flames. Seven conspirators glso

died, and“two others were crippled for iife. The author added that he would be

killed for violating the society's oath of secrecy.

Why did The Chicago Times publiéh the story? It was an exclusive and

sensational story, and The Chicagc Times was a sensational newspaper. One
) .

of its reporters may have written the story. Or, sbmeone may have given it

to a reporter, insi'ﬁing that it was true.
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Witnegses Exonera;e'ihe 0'Leary's
On Nov. 135, The Chicago Tribune complained that the city's Board of Police

and Fire Commigsioners faile&jin its duty to investigate and to report on the

causes and progress of the-fire. So The Tribune started its cwn investigation.

1%z began by sending a reporter to 1nterv;ew'the fire matshalland his assiscants,

. then published the results. Nine days later, the Board of Police ard Fire s

Commissioners announced that it would investigate the fire. One of its first

wicnessﬁs was Catharine O'Leer. . o,

Earlier, The Chicago Times ‘described Mrs. O'Leary as a 70~-year-old hag.
During the November hearings, The Times reported that Mrs. O'Leary appeared
before th board with a baby in her arms. It_added. "She is a tall, stout,

»

Irish wumah. with ne intelligeuce, and acted as if she believed the city
wanted her to pay every cent of the losses created by the fire. w43

Mrs, O'Leary testified that she, her husband, and all their children were in
bed when the fire started. She added that the McLaughlins who rented the front
half'of their home; had a party that night. Mré.IO'Leaty did not know how many
persons attended the party, nor who ﬁhey were, nor wﬂ?n they left. None of her
family attended. ‘After the fire, a neighbor told Hra: 0'Leary that a guest at
the party had gone to the barn to get some milk and carried a lantgfn. However, .
Mrs, O'Leary sai{ she had not seen anyone and could not swear.the story wa; true.

Catharine Suliivan, a neighboraon DeKoven Strest, testified that she had been
washing dishes and noticed a bright refiection on her window panes. Running into

the street, she saw the O'Leary's barn on fire. She heard that the O'Learys were

asleep and that the McLaughlins were naving a party, but could not swear it was

true.

b

H

On Nov. 23, Catharine McLaughlin testified that five young men and two women,
including a relative who had just arrived from Ireland, were at herv house that

night. Her husband played two tunes on his fiddle, but there vasg little dancing.
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Mrs. McLaughlin 1nsisted th..t she ‘had not started her stove that night.
‘that she had not cooked anything, that she had not even sexved any food. =
However.eeomeone may have gone out once or. twice for gome beer.

. Mrs. McLaughlin added thqt she weard someone cry "Fire," -then looked.cuts}dh
and saﬁ the.O’Leary's barn in flames. Her guests were still in the house. None

had gone out to éec milk for a puncb‘because she never served punch.

The Chicago Times described Patrick 0'Leary as a fast talker and “a gtupid
looking type of man" who could not read or write.\ o! Leary testified that he had
not been in the barn that day or night- hig wife and daughter cared for the family 5

cows. O'Leary added that his wife had gone to bed at.about 8 p.m., and he !ollowed

e

her half an hour later, When awakened. 0'Leary put their childran into the streec.‘

-

then climbed onto the roof and threw,yater on it until after é’“°“°

¢

Other witndsges seid the_O'Leary's home began to smoulder,'agd the rear of
the home caught fire several times during the, next few hours. But each time they

extinguished the flames, helped by neighbors and by guests from McLaughlin's

party. §

One of the next witnesses was Daniel "Peg Leg" Sullivan,* a neighbor with a
]

o

wooden leg. Sullivan said he had gone to,the O'Leary's home at about 8 v.5., and
that Mrs. 0'Leatry was already in bed. He was told that she, had hurt her foot,
and it ached. After a short visit. Sullivan atarted for home. He stopped to
£f111 his pipe, then sat on a curb to eanjoy it. As he sat directly opposite the
O'Leary's, Sullivan noticed flames in their barn. He hobbled across the street,

' crying “Fire" as loudly as he could..-The barn door was open, and he ran inaide,
tried to cut loase the horse and cows, but saved only a half~burned calf.

Sullivan and another witness also téstified.thac they saw Patrick and

. ’

Cathartne O'Leary come outaide after Being awakened by the clamor. Sullivan

*Some newspapers spelled his name "Danile." Others said it was
“Dennis" or "Denis," spelled with only one “n." Simflarly, some
newspapers spelled Mrs. O'Leary's name "Catherine," with two "e's."
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addéd that he had not seen anyone‘ieavg the HcLﬁughlin’a parﬁz’but would have

notiged anyone who had. - ‘ .
On Dec. 11, the Boatd.of Police and_Fir; Coﬁmiesibnera issued its report.

it had heard 51 witnesags and had taken more than 900 pages of sworn testimony.,

The bo#rd concluded that the fire started im the O!Leary'g barn and thgt. "The ‘

fire was fivst discovered by a draymgn by the n;me of Daniel Sullivan, who saw

]

it while sitting on the sidewalk on the south side of DeKoven Street.‘and‘nearly

oppos?te O'Leary's preﬁisqs." Sullivan fixed_the time at between 9=ZQ and ©
9:25 p.m. C | o _ ' - ; ' '
. However, ﬁhe board was unaﬁle to determin: what caused the fire. It explained:,
"There is no prouf that dny persons had been in the barn after nightfall that ‘evening.
Whether it originated from a.SPark blown from é chimneg on that windy night; or was |
set on fire by human agency, we aretunable.to determine. Mr. O'Leary, the owner,
and all his family, prove to havgﬁacén-in bed and asleep at the time. There was
a small parcy in the front part ofi O'Leary's house, whica was occupiéd bnyr.
McLaughlin and wife. But we failed to.find any évidence that anybody from
McLaughlin's part of the house went near the barn that nisht."‘a

Why had the fire spread so quickly?

The board concludeq that the first fire engine arrived 10 or 15 minutes after
Sullivan discovered the fire. ﬁy then, three to five buininq; were in flaues, and
strong winds carried. the flames to other buildings. Moreover; at least four of
the district's best fire engines were sent to the wrong address.

The board calculated that’'the fire burned oger 2,150 acres, and tha£'117 (
bodies were found in—zhe ruins. Finally, the board alsuv concludei: "Tge fire-'
men and their ogficers'wer; sober, and did all that msn.could do. They ucrked .
heroiéglly to save the property of others when their own housés were.burntns and

their families tleeing from the flames. _ﬁany had worked 18 hours Saturday night

and were nearly exhausted when this fire started."
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Thus, no one disputed the fact that the O'Learye were in bed when the fire

LY

- started. ’Cmcn sense also exonerates Mrs. o' Leary. 1f Mrs. 0 Leary trad gotten

out of dbed and gone to the barn. Sullivan would ‘have seen her. And if she had
started the fire, ‘she almos:;certainly woulq have called for help. The fi;e'cows |
in thetbarn helped support her family; Because of ‘their value, Mrs. O'Leary was .-
unlikely to start a fire, fhen quietly return to bed: without calliné for help,
without tryiﬁg to save the cows, without trying to extinguieh the flames.
She had nothing to gain. None of the o' Leary 8 property vas insured. And,
“t the moment the fjire started, she could not have known :hat it uould spread

to any other buildiqgs. : - . ' - . N

What Reallﬁ Caused The Fire?
By Oct. 27, The Chicago Tribune reported, ""here have been not less than 900

causes assigned for the Chicago conflagration." Most people blamed “the wrath
of God" but disagreed about why God was mad at Chicago.4? A*mgthodist‘minietdr
suggested it was because Chicago's voters had, epproved some new liquor laws.

4 A Wisconsir reformer named Ignatius Donnelly offered the most unusual theory.
Don5§1\3 evplained that a comet had passed over the Midwest thousands of years
earlier and had created new, flammable e{ements in he\?o‘1. .othet persons
insist«J that the houses in Chicago had beeﬁ built of -sueBtOne that

contained oil, and that the oil ignited.

The most popular theorles involvad an angry c0ﬁ7 People explained that

someone disturbed the cow several hours past its nAfmal milking time, and that

the angry cow kicked over a kerosene lamp. But who disturbed the cow? There

vere several suspects: . 4 ' %5@(/

*Degpite her testimony, perhaps Catharine O'Leary had gore to the
barn to care for 8 sick cow or to get some milk for & customer.

4 | /
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*Or, Patrick 0'Leary had gone to the barn bgcguae his- wife refused
to cook his supper until hé milked the cow. "Then he, in & fit of -
temper, gave the cow a kick...then the cow kicked at 0'Leary but

hit the lamp, and that started the fire...."46 =

J
[ 4

*0Or, Patt:lck 0'Leary hadéome home lacer than usual and put off the
milking until after he ate. He took & lamr and pail out to the
barn "and was getting along all right untili the cow switched her
tail around his face, nearly blinding hiam,' causing him to boot
the lamp over; thus setting fire to the hay before he could
stop 1t."47 ) )

*0r, someone at the McLaughlinFé-party had slipped into the barn,
to get fresh milk for a punch or oyster stew, :

*Or, a group of young men who had been playing cards tried to
get some m%&k.

Five other theories Qete almost as popular: ' ;l”

*Tramps sleeping in che barn started the fire
*Qr, young ‘boys enjoying a pipe\gr cigar started the fire.
*Or, sﬂ%ntaneous combustion started the fire in the hayloft.

*Or, an adult had stepped into the open barn to. light a pipe or cigar
while gheltered from the strong wind, and he started the fire.

*0r, three men trying out a new terrier had been chasing rats in the

O'Leary's barn, and one of them dropped a lighted mtch. -

One of tha O'Lear: ‘s sons, Big Jim O'Leary, became-a famous gambler and
politician. Big Jim O'Leary adui:ted that tﬁe fire started in his family's barn.
But O'Leary blamed tramps or neighborhood boys vho were smoking. O'Leary said

his mother blamed a neighbor' 8. carelesaneas (probably the HcLaugh]in's)
__,..-../7 '

1

A Reporter's Hoax? i i ' : ;I//f
Five uou;ces, all appérently teliable, s2y a newspaper reporter created
the story about Mrs. O'Leary's cow. v
/- John McPhaul, author of one of the best books about Chicago journalism,
explains, "The legend of Mrs. d'Loary had its start the aight of the fire.”

According to McPhaul, a correspondané for The (New York) Herald wrote a story
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that quoted Mrs. O'Leary. His story insisted that "she had gone to the shed to

|3

give salt to an ailing cow, and the animal had kicked over.a kerosene lemp. 48

'5 A book about The Chicago Tribune agrees that, "The correspons wmt of The

~ Herald said che fire began when Mrs. O'Leary went out to milk her cow, which

“ K3

: _ kicked over a lantern."49 Similatly. a third source declares that the.fire
started in Mrs. O'Leary's cowshed “several hours after she had milked the cow,

which, according to a reporter's fabrication that gained universa{ accepiance.

[ ]

'kicked over a kerosene lamp."50 . . - : .

-, .
The fourth source identifies the reporter: Michael Ahern. Moreover, it

adds that Ahern "admitted that he made up the whole story to add color to:his

account of the fire."31

The fifeh sourcewprovidea a slightly different account. It states: “"The

last survivor of the group which reported the Chicago firé of 1871 admitted,
. shortly before hies death, that Mrs, O'Legry's cow had not kicked over the

¢

lantern. The fire had started from spontaneous combustion in a hayloft, but
a fretful Bossie seemed to the reporters a more picturesque origin of the

disaster."2 The fifth account suggests that several reporters,’ not Ahern

alone. helped create the story.

Despite the clzims, The Herald seems to have been one of the last newspapers -
to mention Mrs. ©D'Leary's cow, not the fira:; On Monday, The ﬁeraldw reported,
"The fire started in a row of two-story wooden tenements on Deckoven Street.™53

»

/ .
J ~1ts story was skimpy, probably because .the fire destroyed the telegraph lines
leading into Chicago. Because the linesjwere destroyed, it would have been

difficult, perhaps imp?ssiple. for Ahern to transai:/his'story to The Herald

that night. / ,

The Herald did not mention a cow until Wednesday. Even then, it failed :o‘
mention Mrs. O'Leary. Instead, The Herald reported that the fire started when |,

. e,
a boy went to a stable to milk his cow. Later on the same page, The Herald

@
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reported for 8 second time’that a boy went 1n§o a sﬁable "to milk a cow, carrying

-

with him a, kerosene lamp., This was kicked over by the cow, and the burning fluid

scattered among the straw. This was the hesinning of the greaf fire. us4 g

Thac story. like most of the others published by The Herald, sgens to' hag:

been provided by The.Associated Prass, not by 1:3 own. cor:espondent in Chicago.

The Evenifnig Journal was publiahed in Chicago that Monday. and it immediately

[

.\\\; xeported that, "The fire broke out...at about 9 o'clock on Sunday eveningaggeing
caused by a cow kicking over a lamp in a stable in which a woman was milking."
1ts story -=- not a story in.fhe Herald --'seems to have been the first to mention
Mrs. 0'Leary's cow.sS o |

Pewspapers in other cities began to publish similar stories that Tuesday.

- Some admitted copying the Evening Journal. 55 Also, the reporters in chicago

% -
I

ungpubtedly knew and often saw one another. During the fire, they may have met

in the telegraph office (or at a popular saloon). Several reporters. may havg
heard a picturesque.rumor. started by someone else, and all those reporters may

have included it in their stories. #0Or, Michael Ahern may have worked for the

Evening Journal, or for some other Chicago daily, and supplemented his income

by serving as’'a correspondent for a New York daily.' If so, Ahern may have
submitted ~ ‘s story to the Chicago pape? before transmittiug.ic;:p New York.

Or, a correspondent for The.Associated Prggs mA;\ﬁiye seen the §co§y 1n\k\1

~ & Chicago paper, copied it, then transmitted it to hundreds of other papers.

Mistakenly, readers who saw the story in & New York paper may have assunmed
that 1t appeared there first.

Regardless of the story'ssourcé it was a fanciful tale. After it appeared £
it either a Chicago or a New York daily, it was certain to be noticed and,copiéa

by other Journalists. And to be believe4 by millicns of Americcns. .
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