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Foreword

The preliminary research for this study was carried out
more than ten years ago and was originally intended to provide
a catalogue listing of the buildings constructed following the
Great Fire. It soon became evident, however, that both the
quantity and the quality of information uncovered were suffi-
cient to produce a detailed manuscript treating this episode in
the architectural development of the city. The author, then an
historian with the Architectural History Branch of Parks Can-
ada, was invited to develop and refine the work, and to enhance
the product with such illustrations as were available and appro-
priate. The results of this effort were sufficiently impressive
that Parks Canada offered the manuscript to the then New
Brunswick Historical Resources Administration for publica-
tion.

This monograph is to date the only comprehensive
survey of the dramatic changes in the city’s architecture as a
result of the fire. A miscellany of structures — representing a
century’s growth in technology and design — was swept away.
The post-fire buildings incorporated the benefits of the current
construction materials and workmanship, and the varied deco-
rative elements of the late Victorian style. The city’s wholly
transfigured appearance was unlike that of any contemporary
urban setting in British North America.

Based largely upon information gleaned from newspa-
per reports, this study conveys not only an intimate view of the
process of rebuilding, but also the responses and opinions of the
citizenry. The accompanying photographs present a most rich
and varied selection for this examination. The reader will enjoy
this work for both the commentary and the illustrations of Saint
John and its people over one hundred years ago.

No attempt has been made to regularize the spelling
inconsistencies of nineteenth century writers, nor to correct the
abbreviation “St. John”, used frequently in referring to the city.
The editorial pages of the day flowed with good humoured ar-
gument and angry outcry, colourfully evocative of the range

and intensity of emotions stirred by the disaster and the deci-
sions which ensued.

The tragedy of the Great Fire touched the entire popu-
lace to a greater or lesser degree. W. Franklin Bunting,clerk of
assessment for the city, managed to save most of the records
of his office. His personal belongings, however, were entirely
lost. In early July he wrote his brother, “Since the fire, I have
been working on the Public Relief Committee and assisting as
far as I could to provide for the hundreds of miserable devils
without food, employment, or shelter; the many scenes I have
witnessed have been soul-agonizing.” The diary of eighteen-
year-old Ida Harding provides this brief but telling account:

June 20

Fine....A fire commenced in town about two
o’clock this afternoon. Before it stopped it took
from York Point to the Barracks Wharf. The
whole of St. John. In fact one might say all, for
all the business part is gone.... The fire was
dreadful. Uncle James Harding was burned out
and also Aunt Hammond, Mrs. Caldwell, Dr.
Ring. Ma’s three aunties at the Lower
Cove...were burned to death.

June 21
Lovely day. Fire still burning.?

For most people, however, the impact of the fire was not to fade
as quickly as it appears to have done for the young Miss
Harding. The losses of life and livelihood, of homes and
personal belongings, and of public buildings and official rec-
ords would long remain a sad and fearful memory.

Many individuals have offered both interest and sup-
port in the final production of this book. Warmest appreciation

is extended to all who have contributed.

—Editor

'P.A.N.B., MC 1103, W. Franklin Bunting to Stephen Bunting, 8 July 1877, transcript, p.4.
2Transcribed in Elizabeth W. McGahan, ed., Whispers from the Past: Selections from the Writings of New Brunswick Women (Fredericton: Fid-

dlehead Poetry Books & Goose Lane Editions Ltd., 1986), p.45.
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Introduction

The Great Fire of 1877 in Saint John, New Brunswick
was the most devastating conflagration in the history
of the city and ranked as one of the most destructive
urban fires in 19th century North America.' Saint
John was one of the most prosperous cities on the
continent in the mid-nineteenth century. The staple
industries of the community had traditionally been
shipping, shipbuilding and lumbering. By the 1870s,
however, the conversion from wooden vessels to iron
steamers and iron ships for the transportation of
goods around the world had led to the collapse of the
trade in wooden ships.

The decline of shipbuilding had a serious effect on the
lumber business. “Either of the two troubles was
enough to destroy anything but a strong commercial
centre and a sturdy people”, observed one contempo-
rary writer, “but they came not upon St. John singly,
nor unaccompanied with other calamities.”* On 20
June 1877 two-thirds of the central portion of the city
was destroyed by fire. Along with most of the central
business district, many grand public buildings and
private dwellings were lost. Documents relating to
family histories, church and business records, and
photographs were consumed in the disaster. Such was
the magnitude of destruction that a number of insur-
ance companies went bankrupt.

As a result of the great number and importance of
buildings destroyed, the need for their replacement
was urgent. By June 1881, the city had been rebuilt; in
fact, the buildings erected during the four and one-
half years of large scale reconstruction outnumbered
those standing before the fire. It was an unprece-
dented and since unrepeated period of building in the
city. Several factors combined to determine the proc-
ess of rebuilding. Elaborate building regulations were
passed at an emergency session of the provincial legis-
lature which opened on 29 August 1877. At the same
time a system of building inspection was established
for the rigid enforcement of the new building code.
Architects and workers crowded the city during the
building boom and competition was fierce. A greater
quantity and variety of construction materials were
available at this time than during any other period in
the city’s history. The outcome, at the end of four
years, was a dramatically new architectural view of
Saint John. Many of the buildings of this period today
dominate the older architectural landscape of the cen-
tral part of the city.

The present study, based chiefly on an examination of
the St. John Daily Telegraph, describes this significant
juncture in the city’s architectural history and the

elements which produced it. In the absence of any
standard interpretation of the city’s reconstruction,
newspapers were regarded as an important source. No
modern study of the post-fire architecture has yet been
compiled which relies extensively on contemporary
newspapers and photographs. Because the photo-
graphic and written record of the poorer class of home
is extremely limited, this study concentrates on the
central part of the city, where the more expensive
buildings were located.

Four major daily newspapers were published in Saint
John during this period: the Daily News, the Globe,
the Daily Sun and the St. John Daily Telegraph. The
Daily News began in 1839 as the Morning News. Its
founder was an advocate of Liberalism and responsi-
ble government. By 1863 it was the largest morning
paper in Saint John.' The Globe was started in 1858.
Between 1867 and 1913 it was under the editorship of
the outspoken John V. Ellis, who supported the Lib-
eral party until Confederation, and thereafter the
anti-confederation section of the party.* The Daily
Sun did not appear until 1878, and upheld the interests
of the Liberal-Conservative party. In 1910 it was sold
to the 7elegraph.*

Politically a Liberal newspaper with an ironically
large circulation among Conservative supporters, the
Telegraph was founded in 1862 as a weekly and tri-
weekly by John Livingston, editor and owner. Living-
ston ‘““began a new era in journalism in Saint John by
giving much attention to local news, thus increasing ...
circulation very rapidly”.® With control of both the
Telegraph and the Presbyterian Advocate, Livingston
and his successor as publisher, William Elder, had a
circulation of about twenty thousand each week, “the
largest output for advertising medium east of Mon-
treal in Canada”.’

Until his death in 1888, William Elder published the
Telegraph, with noted New Brunswick historian
James Hannay as associate editor. The Telegraph,
with its emphasis on local matters in reporting as well
as editorial comment, as opposed to world or national
politics, was chosen as the best single source of infor-
mation on the city’s reconstruction. The 7elegraph
supplied the public with contemporary building infor-
mation in the form of detailed descriptions of various
public, private and industrial buildings under con-
struction. General articles on building progress and
lists of new buildings appeared in the paper, both
throughout the reconstruction years and in lengthy
annual reports on building progress for the four-year
period examined.



The Telegraph also served as an advertiser for archi-
tects, builders, labourers, artisans and materials.
Since Saint John itself could not supply sufficient
numbers of architects and labourers for the initial
stages of such a large scale reconstruction program,
articles on these visitors’ origins, arrivals and depar-
tures were numerous. Information relating to archi-
tects and builders included announcements of their
partnerships and their previous professional experi-
ence. Building renditions and floor plans of some of
the major new buildings were reproduced in the 7éle-
graph. As a reflection of public attitudes, a vehicle of
public information, a record of daily changes, and a
participant in public debate, the newspaper’s role is
particularly significant. Its.editor strongly supported
the new building law, giving detailed reports of both
the infractions and the penalties imposed.

Although the Telegraph (20 June 1877 to the end of
1881) represents the major source of information for
this study, other documentation was consulted in or-
der to broaden the perspective. A less thorough read-
ing of its competitors was made, particularly for
supplementary editorial comment in annual reviews
of building progress. The Monetary Times and Trade

Review, a weekly insurance journal published in To-
ronto, provided information on the insurance com-
panies and related matters. George Stewart’s The
Story of the Great Fire in St. John, N.B., June 20,
1877, published shortly after the event, contains a
detailed and illustrated summary of the immediate
effects of the fire. R.H. Conwell’s History of the
Great Fire in Saint John, another early although less
detailed account of the fire, was also examined. The
new building regulations as well as the earlier regula-
tions (1872) were described in the New Brunswick
Acts. The “Report of Edward Willis, on the Manufac-
turing Industries of Certain Sections of the Maritime
Provinces”, published in the federal Sessional Papers
of 1885, offered illumination on the economic devel-
opment of Saint John from 1860 to 1885, with empha-
sis on the late seventies and early eighties. The Willis
report combines tables, interviews with Saint John
businessmen, and a lengthy analysis. Various photo-
graphic collections including those of the New Bruns-
wick Museum, the Provincial Archives of New
Brunswick, several American institutions, and the Ar-
chitectural History Division, Parks Canada were con-
sulted. A representative sample is included.



Notes

John C. Weaver and Peter De Lottinville, “The
Conflagration and the City: Disaster and Pro-
gress in British North America During the Nine-
teenth Century,” paper presented to the
Canadian Historical Association, 1977, p. 1.
The authors refer to the two Quebec fires of
1845, which left 20,000 homeless; the fire in St.
John’s, Newfoundland, in 1846, which burnt
out over half the populace of 20,000; and a fire
in Montreal in 1852, which rendered 10,000
homeless. “The Greatest Disaster in the City of
Saint John,” Globe (Saint John), 31 December
1911, p. 1. Although the cities of Chicago and
Boston both suffered serious conflagrations in
the early 1870s, Saint John’s losses were particu-
larly heavy, in that the fire struck both business
and residential districts.

Canada. Parliament, “Report of Edward Willis,
on the Manufacturing Industries of Certain Sec-
tions of the Maritime Provinces” in Sessional
Papers, 1885 (Ottawa: McLean, Roger & Co.,
1885), Vol. 18, No. 37, p. 42.

J. Russell Harper, Historical Directory of New
Brunswick Newspapers and Periodicals
(Fredericton: University of New Brunswick,
1961), p. 78.
Ibid., p. 62.
Ibid., p. 91.
Ibid., p. 92.

Ibid.
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The Extent of the Fire

The fire king claimed tribute from the people of the
rock-bound districts of the mouth of the St. John
River, and two-thirds of St. John City, acknowledg-
ing his demand, were on the 20th June, 1877, laid in
ashes at his feet.'

Fires were a major factor in the architectural evolu-
tion of most North American urban centres in the 19th
century; their susceptibility was determined in large
part by the predominance of wood as a building mate-
rial. Saint John, a typical example, has an early his-
tory liberally punctuated with frequent fires. In
January of 1837 the city’s main business district, then
centered chiefly about Market Square, Prince William
and Water streets and the wharves, burned. One hun-
dred and fifteen buildings, including nearly all of the
mercantile houses, situated near the harbour front,
were destroyed and losses totalled a half-million dol-
lars. Fire again swept through the business district in
1840, and a blaze in the same year claimed 60 houses in
Portland, a community just outside the city limits. A
year later, another fire in the business section caused
the loss of four lives and 40 buildings. During the 70-
year period prior to 1877, the block at York Point,
situated at the west end of Union Street, on the north-
ern line of the city (fig. 1), had burned six times.* It
was at York Point that the Great Fire appropriately
began.

In the afternoon of Wednesday, 20 June, a spark
ignited in a bundle of hay in Mr. Fairweather’s store-
house on the south side of York Point Slip, next to
McLauchlan’s boiler shop. Fanned by a strong north-
east wind, the fire skipped easily through the York
Point district, consuming the buildings on Hare’s
Wharf and sweeping up Smythe Street, along Drury
Lane, Mill and Dock streets. The area was densely
inhabited by poorer families, and contained a large
number of warehouses. Built closely together, the
buildings consisted of two or three storeys, with nu-
merous stoops and outhouses.' Here, where the lanes
and alleys were narrow and all of the buildings con-
structed of wood, thoroughly dry from the heat of the
previous weeks, the fire found ‘highly agreeable
food.”* Resisting the fire fighting effort, the flames
spread from Chipman Hill down to the harbour
(fig. 2). According to one report:

Nothing seemed to materially check their progress.
Brick buildings had wooden cornices, wooden sashes,
unprotected by iron shutters, or wooden outbuildings
attached, affording an easy entrance to the fire, and
when once within the flames were sucked up the flue-
like spaces between the bricks and plaster, made
openings for themselves at the top, then roared madly
as they fed on lath and beam.*

The neighbouring town of Portland sent its fire engine
and firemen, and an engine was brought from Carle-
ton by ferry boat. The fire fighting effort was widely
criticized. The Daily News, for example, described the
firemen as having been “too ambitious” in concen-
trating on saving individual buildings, or in attempt-
ing to put a fire out on one side of the street at a time,
instead of preventing it from spreading. They seemed
to have “little or no idea of putting out fires or render-
ing them harmless by tearing down the burning struc-
ture.” The fire fighters spent hours on flammable
attachments rather than the main buildings, “on a
wooden shed that might be torn down and drenched in
the gutter in ten minutes.”®

At its peak, the light of the fire could be seen from as
far away as Moncton and Fredericton. As the destruc-
tion progressed, so did the confusion and desperation
among the people, resulting in scores of incongruous
episodes. A fire department official was charged with
taking two engines from their proper place in the fight
and moving them to his own house, “vainly attempt-
ing to save it although risking the loss of a hundred
houses by doing so.”” One merchant boasted that he
had saved the key to his office; the building in which
his office had been located, however, was razed.* As
more and more of the city succumbed to the advancing
flames, the Bank of New Brunswick threw open its
vaults to all for the storage of their currency and
bonds, and when the building went, a large number of
people were financially ruined. One witness reported
that the safes dropped into the cellar, and the follow-
ing day when they were opened, the overheated con-
tents exploded. The amount lost, described in the
Telegraph as “‘hot cash,” was never known.’ In the
aftermath, the dilapidated Marine Hospital (fig. 3) at
the corner of Wentworth and St. James streets at-
tracted much attention; it was . . . an oasis of wood
in this desert of ashes.”' According to one source, the
structure was mistakenly saved by a crew that had
been dispatched to preserve a newly built residence."
For some time, the hospital had been slated for demo-
lition; now, all that was left of St. James Street was
ironically . . . the meanest public edifice in the city, a
mere wreck of decaying wood.”"”

Many of the homeless escaped on rafts into Courtenay
Bay, taking with them their household effects (fig. 4).
The International Company’s steamer, New York, the
Carleton ferry boat, several tugs, and the Empress
carried hundreds of refugees to Partridge Island and
to Carleton, while others were fed and sheltered
aboard the ships, boats and steamers overnight."



After about forty hours, the fire abated. The scene, as
viewed from elevated points in the area, was one of
“unrelieved desolation” (fig. 5). According to a con-
temporary account, there was:

. . nothing but ruin - brick, stone, mortar, charred
wood - On three sides of this desolation there is water,
and on the other rises the remainder of the town.
Heaps of coal and other material tenacious of fire still
flame up in many places, and smoke rises from al-
most every heap of debris, making lurid and ghastly
effects by night and day. A pile of broken mortar-
marked bricks, a jagged section of brick wall, a stone
basement with a heap of ashes within, or a chimney
standing like a sentinel in the desert, is all that re-
mains of thousands of homes in which men, women
and children lived, of factories in which hundreds
earned their daily bread, of churches in which the
people worshipped, of shops in which trade was car-
ried on.... More houses are in ruins than were built in
the first half century of the city’s existence."

It was estimated that the fire had swept 290 acres, 83
of which were in Queen’s, 73 in Duke’s, 95 in Sydney
and 39 in King’s wards." Streets and squares which
were partially or totally destroyed numbered thirty-
nine'® (App. A; see for example, Germain Street be-
fore and after the fire, figs. 6 & 7). Of these, 21 were
razed, “. . . not one house being left throughout their
whole extent”."

The remainder, other than King and Pitt streets, had
no more than a block left, and in most cases only
about two or three homes survived. The total length of
streets destroyed was about ten miles."

The number of families that had been burnt out was
calculated in July 1877 by the Telegraph to have been
2,780, and the dwellings consumed, approximately
2,000."” Nothing was left of Queen Square, one of the
wealthier residential districts (figs. 8 & 9). With few
exceptions, the manufacturing establishments, situ-
ated on the outskirts of the city, escaped destruction,
but losses fell heavily upon the mercantile interests.
Vast stores of provisions had been entirely consumed
in the early hours of the fire, and merchants in all
branches of business were destroyed. The principal

dry goods dealers, major grocers, ship brokers, com-
mission merchants and those trading in wholesale lig-
uors, flours, provisions, coal, salt, lumber, tea, and
West India goods lost both their inventories and their
premises.

The destruction of other types of buildings was also
high. Three theatres — the Academy of Music, Dra-
matic Lyceum, and the Dock Street Opera House —
were levelled.* Eleven major churches were reported
to have been destroyed (see ruins of Germain Street
Baptist Church, fig. 10).2* Most of the leading hotels
were lost. Other buildings of a public character which
burned were the customs house (figs. 11 & 12), the
Savings Bank (fig. 13), the Maritime Bank and the
Bank of Montreal (fig. 14), the post office (figs. 15 &
16), city hall, Wiggins Orphan Institution, Temper-
ance Hall, Home for the Aged, Protestant Orphan
Asylum, Deaf and Dumb Institution, St. Malachi’s
Hall, the Roman Catholic Temperance Hall and a
large number of school buildings.*

When to these losses are added private buildings to-
gether with personal possessions, libraries, art collec-
tions, documents, stocks held by merchants and the
enormous quantity of goods kept in bonded ware-
houses, the immensity of spiritual and material priva-
tion can well be imagined:

Who shall gauge the destruction of homes and fire-
sides, the sweeping away of old landmarks, the loss of
portraits of friends, of family heirlooms and of gifts
and momentoes of loved ones who have gone down to

the grave?. . . Yet all these have to be taken into
account when we speak of the losses by the St. John
fire.™

Campaigning for more financial aid from federal
sources for rebuilding, A.L. Palmer, a local Member
of Parliament, maintained that, ‘“Although fires
were, unfortunately, very common, the one of St.
John was of such an extraordinary character, that it
was not likely a similar one would occur in this Do-
minion for another 200 years. The country has never
seen a fire so destructive as that. . .. 7
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The New Building Laws

Legislation

A new building act was passed on 5 September 1877, at
an emergency session of the provincial legislature
which was convened to deal with the Saint John crisis.
For precedents, the city looked to its New England
neighbour, Boston, which had sustained a serious fire
four years earlier. This fire had consumed buildings on
110 acres of the city’s most crowded business districts
and was said to be “second only to that of Chicago in
respect to the value of property destroyed”.' The Bos-
ton building laws were recommended as a standard by
various advocates of strict reform in building con-
struction, including the Telegraph.* A month after the
fire when the new building laws were being drafted,
W.G. Preston, an architect then in Saint John, wrote
to the editor of the 7elegraph that, “although in some
minor points imperfect, like all things human,” the
Boston legislation was, he thought, “the best and
most complete code we have thus far, and might well
serve as a basis or model law for your city. It has well
stood the test of experience... and has been used by
several other cities as an outline for their own use.”*

Both the restrictions on building and the large powers
given to the inspector in the Boston act were consid-
ered when Saint John prepared its proposal for the
legislature. While the Saint John building laws were
being drafted and debated, the local newspapers
printed articles recommending precautions for fire-
resistant building. Boston’s laws, for example, recog-
nized the potential danger of wooden structures; this
applied not only to exterior walls, but to roofs, deco-
ration or internal construction. Even brick and stone
buildings could be hazardous if they contained, or
were surrounded by, wood. The 7Telegraph warned
that:

A lofty brick building, with a wooden roof, is the
most dangerous of all structures when it catches fire
for it becomes at once an enormous stove, and the
light wood from the roof is sent into the air with awful
force, in burning brands, to set fire to everything
combustible in the neighbourhood.*

The new Saint John building act superseded the less
detailed and more liberal “Law for the better preven-
tion of Conflagrations in the City of Saint John”
(1872).* The proposed “New Fire Limits Law” was
published in the Telegraph a few days before presenta-
tion in the legislature, in an effort to discourage any
construction which would contravene the new regula-
tions.® In fact, in order to avoid the more expensive
restrictions of the impending legislation, some prop-
erty owners hurriedly rebuilt before the act was passed

on 5 September 1877. Architect W.G. Preston, a
strong advocate of the use of brick or stone for re-
building, as opposed to wood, wrote to the editor of
the Telegraph concerning the problems these early
buildings were creating:

For example, 1 noticed an eight-inch wall being run
up on King Street. . . . Now, when you enact a build-
ing law, as surely you must, requiring such a wall to
be 16 or 20 inches thick, this party’s neighbours suffer
from being forced to build more expensively (entail-
ing a higher rental) than their thin walled friend, and
at the same time suffer the penalties of increased
danger, and insurance, from such proximity.”

The new act divided the city into three districts (fig.
17). The first district embraced the traditional busi-
ness portion of the city; two-thirds of this area had
been destroyed in the fire. The remaining one-third
contained only a small number of wooden buildings.*
In this area, no wood construction or unprotected
wood attachments were allowed.

In District 2 wooden dwellings and other structures
were permitted, provided they did not exceed 25 feet in
height, or 25 feet from a brick or stone basement not
more than 5 feet above the street surface. These build-
ings could not be built more than two storeys above a
basement, and their roofs were to be flat and covered
with slate or some other non-combustible material.®

In District 3, buildings rising to 36 feet (from the
highest level of any street on which the building
fronted) were allowed. Wooden buildings under 36
feet high, from a brick or stone basement measuring
no more than 4 feet above the street surface, could be
built in this area. Warehouse sheds could be con-
structed of wood on or adjoining the wharves and
piers of this district, providing that they measured no
more than 12 feet above the surface of the wharf or
pier and that their roofs were covered with gravel or
metal roofing."

The act followed the Boston building laws, which
stipulated that within a defined district every building
had to be constructed of a non-combustible fabric,
whether this be brick, stone, iron or some other appro-
priate material. The sole exception was that wooden
storage sheds, no higher than 27 feet, were allowed on
the wharves. These structures, too, required non-
combustible roofing."

A further amendment was passed in 1878, regarding
construction on wharves. In view of the difficulty and
expense of obtaining foundations of solid brick or
stone for buildings or walls on the North Market






