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SEPT. 6 » SEPT.
Ey g LOS ANGELES BACK
15 DAYS PLUS TAX $19.50
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Roundtrip Scheduled Jet
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28 DAYS R 'saN FRANCISCO PLUS TAX
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§ 00 3 00
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AROUND THE WORLD
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The Great Fire

(Continued from page 9)

A quivering deer darted from the
woods and stood confused in the saw-
dust streets. Dogs sniffed it, whim-
pered and crept away. Dozens of
house cats emerged from their evening
refuge, glanced back over their shoul-
ders and then padded off. Now the
roaring increased, the wind became a
gale and suddenly sheets of fire dropped
into the streets from above. In an in-
stant, the pine sidewalks were ablaze.
The bell of the Catholic Church tolled
a fire alarm, but it could barely be
heard above the thunderous roar.
Buildings flashed into flame; housetops
were torn away by the wind. As his-
torian Stewart Holbrook later described
it: “In less than five minutes all hell
rode into town on the back of a rising
hurricane.”

Giant black clouds of smoke erupted
into flame above the rooftops. The
air itself was burning. Explosions of
marsh gas showered torrents of fire
upon the helpless people of Peshtigo.
Those who were not burned on the
spot groped blindly through the smoth-
ering clouds of smoke. Men sought to
rescue their families from their homes
and died in the attempt. When the
fire began, some 40 working men
rushed out of the Peshtigo Company
boarding house. Seeing the inferno out-
side, they ran back in and were burned
to death in a matter of seconds.

A survivor, C.D. Robinson, of Green
Bay, thus described the panic: “Men,
women and children, horses, oxen,
cows, dogs, swine, everything that had
life was seized with pain, and ran
without method to escape the impend-
ing destruction. The smoke was suf-
focating and blinding, the roar of the
tempest deafening, the atmosphere
scorching; children were separated
from their parents and were trampled
upon by the crazed beasts; husbands
and wives were calling blindly for each
other, and rushing in wild dismay they
knew not where. Others, believing the
day of judgment had surely come, fell
upon the ground and abandoned them-
selves to its terrors. All the conditions
of the prophecies seemed to be ful-
filled.”

From both the east and west sides
of town, people ran toward the bridge
over the Peshtigo River, each group
thinking that safety lay on the other
side. They met in the center of the
bridge in a chaotic mass of twisting,
screaming humanity. Many burned to
death, others were crushed by wagons
and cattle and still more plunged into
the river and drowned when the bridge
collapsed.

_ Although walls of flame lashed the
river, it was the only hope for those

THE ELKS MAGAZINE MARCH 1969

who could reach it. But hundreds nev-
er got that far. Pretty Helga Rockstad
ran down a blazing sidewalk toward
the river, when her long blond hair
caught fire, turning her into a living
torch. While a husband of three days
pushed his young wife toward the wa-
ters in a wagon, she watched in horror
as the flames engulfed him. One man
carried his injured wife through the
streets until he reached the river. They
jumped in, he turned to her and began
to scream insanely when he discovered
that he had rescued a stranger. His
wife had burned to death. .

Dozens who could not reach the river
committed suicide. A father slashed
the throats of his wife and three chil-
dren and then killed himself. Another
leaped into a well and hanged him-
self on the bucket chain. A young
mother lay on the ground with her
dead child clutched to her breast, re-
fusing her husband’s screaming pleas
to save herself.

In the river, hundreds of persons
crowded in with cattle and other ani-
mals. Many dodged burning logs; oth-
ers bobbed their heads under water
when their hair caught fire and some
never surfaced. Animals repeatedly
knocked over logs to which people were
clinging. One woman saved herself by
grasping the horn of a cow swimming
downstream. Several pregnant women
gave birth in the muck along the shore
The wife of one man, David Maxon.
had been confined to bed with fever.
He dragged the bed to the river
pushed it in so that her head staye(i
above the water level and huddled
there all night with her and his five
children.

Father Pernin, the Catholic priest
lived to describe the river scene: “The
banks of the river as far as the eye
could reach were covered with people
standing there, motionless as statues
some with eyes staring, upturned to.
ward heaven and tongues protruded
. . . When turning my gaze from the
river either to the right or to the left
before me or upwards, I saw nothiné
but flames; houses, trees and the air
itself were on fire. Above my head, as
far as the eye could reach into sp’ace
. . . I saw nothing but immense vol-
umes of flames covering the irmament
rolling over one another with storm);
violence. . . .

“Once in the water up to our necks
I thought we would at least be safe
from the fire, but it was not so; the
flames darted over the water as they
did over land; the air was full of them
or rather the air itself was on fire. Our
heads were in continual danger. It was
only by throwing water constantly over
them and our faces, and beating the
river with our hands, that we kept the
flames at bay.”

(Continued on page 30)





































































































































































