PINE STREET FIRE

By Tom Carlson


On Saturday, May 16, 1891, at half past two in the afternoon, Engine House No. 1, located at City Hall, received an alarm.  The location of the fire was a barn on Clay Avenue, a half block east of Pine Street.  By the time the fire fighters arrived the barn was completely engulfed.  Nearby houses were ablaze as well and strong winds from the north were pushing the flames towards a row of wooden commercial buildings on Pine Street.


For a time it was hoped the fire could be contained within one city block.  But the gusts of wind launched sparks and flaming debris into air, to settle on roofs to the south.  Not only were the fire fighters battling furious winds, but a water problem as well.  The fire companies had plenty of hoses but the city’s outdated pumping station couldn’t provide adequate water pressure.


The fire soon raged on both sides of Pine Street.  A dozen or more small fires had sprung up to complicate matters.  Mill hands and all manner of volunteers battled the fire by using wet quilts and garden hoses.  As it became apparent the inferno could not be stopped, panic set in.  Household furnishings were quickly tossed into wagons and businesses tried frantically to haul off their commercial goods.  The streets became clogged with horses, carts and people, all moving in great disorder.  Parts of Muskegon Avenue were paved with cedar blocks, and those caught fire as well.


Because of the spacious grounds around the courthouse, it was assumed that building was safe.  But firebrands began landing on the structure, forcing fire fighters to climb to the roof, dragging their hoses.  A few small fires directly on the roof were extinguished, however the tall central tower was beyond the reach of the feeble streams of water.  Soon the tower was a mass of flames, which quickly spread down to the wooden interior of the building.  Courthouse records and law books were rushed down to the lower vault in hopes of preserving them.  Prisoners were moved to the City Hall or released to fight the fire.  Many people paused from other efforts and came to watch.  The newspaper said later, “Considered from a spectacular point of view, the burning of the court house was the event of the conflagration.”


The loss of the courthouse was demoralizing, but the firemen and hundreds of volunteers continued to battle.  Still the fire swept on, moving southward block by block.  As the day got towards evening the wind slackened and then died.  About half past eight the blaze was reduced to a few stray flames and embers.  The destruction had reached Iona Street, nine blocks south of its start.


Monetary losses were put at over $500,000.  Of that $200,000 was insured.  Almost 250 buildings, including many expensive residences, had been lost.  The exact cause of the fire was unknown.  


As devastating as it was, the Pine Street fire didn’t come close to destroying the city, nor the city’s will to survive and prosper.  The fire, however, did seem to signal the end of the city’s lumber era.  

