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IMPORTANCE OF NEW LOIDON, TEXAS, SCHOOL EXPIOSION

The explosion in l;he Consolicéated School Building at New London,
Texas, on March 18, 1937, was the most serious school disaster that has
ever occurred in America. As the result of this explosion approximately
300 boys énd girls, ranging from fifth grade to high school age, where
either instantly killed or died from the effects of injuries rececived in
the 'explosion. This tragic occurrence has created nation-wice interest
in the development and application of all possible safety measures for
the pre.vention of explo‘s:lona of this character in schoolhouses and other
public institutions.

At the personal request of Governor Jemes V. Allred the vu":lter was
detalled by Secretary Henry A. Wallace of the Department of Agriculture to

cooperate with Texas State officials in the investigation of this explosion.

DESCRIPTION OF SCHOOL BUILDING

The Consolidated School of the district was located neer New London
and many of the pupilg were brought to the school in busses from the various
points in the districte The estimated average enrollment for the district
at the time of the disaster was more than 700 pupils.

The builéing waé of reasonably good construction with brick wells
backed with hollow tile end having steel beam columns and giréerse. The
auditorium was located in the center of the building, with the high school
rooms at the north end of the building and the grade school rooms at the
south end. The ma:lﬁ building extended from north to south for a totel dls-
tance of '254 feét. with wings at éac.h end absut 136 feet in length. Although

most of the class recitation roo:ﬁs and offices, as well as the auditorium,
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were on the upper or what was commonly known as the first floor, there were
also clagsrooms on the lower or basement floor on the east side of the
building at the end of both wings.

The space on the lower floor on the wesf; side of the building and
directly under the rooms on the floor ebove was practicelly unoccupied
"dead space,!" used principelly for storage.

The school building was heated by 72 individual ges steeam radiators,
and the gas for heating at the time the explosion occurred wes obtained

from a nearby residue gas-pipe line owned by ome of the oil companies.

CAUSE OF THE EXPIOSION
The explosion which occurred about 3:10 p.m., shortly after the

classea had begun work in the last period of the day, eppeared to be on
the lower floor undernsath the classrooms on the first floor. The concrete
floor was blown upward and many of the pupils were hurled up into the eir.
The walls collapsed end the roof fell, burying large numbers of boys and
girls in the mass of brick, concrete, and steel debris. The investigation
showed that the explosion was caused by the ignition of an accumulation of
natural gas in the unoccupied space under the class recitation rooms, when
a portable plug electric connection was mede to start the operation of a
sanding mechine in the adjoining mamuel treining shop. The complete report
of the investigetion of the explosion, which includes recommendations for
the prevention of similar occurrences, has been published as U. S. Senate
Document No. 56. Copies can be obteined without charge from the Chemical
Engineering Research Division of the Bureeu of Chemistry end Soils, U. S.
Department of Agriculture, Weshington, D. C., as long as the present limited

supply is available.
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FIRE REQORD OF SCHOOLS

In presenting the important aspects of the Texas schoolhouse explo-
sion and the relation of the general public to the importance of constructive
action looking toward the prevention of tragedies of this character, it is
of interest to give consideration to available reports on the fire record
of schools and other types of educational buildings.

It is very unfortunate that many school and municipal officials
seem to believe that there is little or no danger of school fires, and
that no preceutions egeinst fire are necessary, even in some instances to
the extent of not cerrying any fire insurance on school property.

The files of the Department of Fire Record of the Netional Fire
Protection Assoclation contain reports of more thin 1200 school fires,
including buildings of all classes used for educationel purposes, only
about 50 of which occurred prior to 1917. The writer is therefore 1ndebped
to the Nationel Fire Protection Association, with Executive Offices at
60 Batterymarch Street, Boston, Mass., for the materiel in this article
relating to school fires and disasters. The officials of the Association
state that the fire record is by no means complete and does not include
meny of the smeller fires which heve occurred from time to time in school
property. Figures compiled by the National Board of Fire Underwriters
indicate that fires occur in school property at the everage rete of five a
dey, and that the annuel loss on school and college property in the United
States is well over $5,000,000, if the usuel allowance is made for unreported
fires.

Nearly every kind of school is included in this record. The follow-
ing is an analysis of 875 school fires teken from the N.F.P.A. record,

according to the types of school:
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Kind of School No. of Fires
College or university 248
Normel schools 25
Boarding schools and convents 97
Business and trade schools 41
Public high and junior high schools 183
Public elementary schools 257
~ Parochiel high or elementary schools 24
Totel 875

CLASSIFICATION OF BUILDINGS IN WHICH FIRES OCCURRED
Certain types of schools have similar fire hazards and may be

grouped together. 1t is the building a2nd the character of its occupancy
which are importent rather than the kind of school. The fires in this

record are grouped as follows for purposes of study:

High school buildings 183
Elementary school buildings 281
Dormitories 167

Classroom and office buildings of
private schools and universities 105

. Workshop end leboratory buildings 52
Miscellenecous (stores, offices,

power plent, gymnasiums, etc.) 87

Total 875

GENERAL LOCATICN OF ORIGIN OF FIRE

The following teble gives the general location of the origin of

the fires in the 875 school fires analyzed. It can be readily seen that

the basement stands out as the most frequent source of the fires, end this

must therefore be recognized as the most hazardous portion of a sehool

e —————

building.



ROOM FI RI GINATED ,
NUMBER OF FIRES

High Elemen- (lassroom Dormi- Shops Misc. 4ll

— _tery Buildings tories & Lebs. _—

Besement, various portions 22 31 15 15 1 5 89
Boiler or furnace room 17 44 3 12 0 11 87
Attic 13 18 6 15 1l 4 57
Roof o 8 23 7 9 1l 2 - 50
Chemicel or similar 1led. 10 0} 7 0 30 0 47
Clessroom 9 29 ? 0 0 ] 47
Assembly room 19 8 7 0] 0] 0 34
Students' room 0 0 Y 33 0 0 33
In walls or partitions 6 7 4 4 0 1 22
Closget ? 4 2 6 0 -1 20
Weste peper room or chute 2 5 3 6 1 0 17
Storeroom. 1 5 4 2 1 4 17
Gymnasium 0o 2 0 0] 0 14 16
Manual treining room 10 3 P 0 0] 0 15
Kitchen or restaurant 0 0 3 11 1 0 14
Ballwey or corridor 4 4 1l 2 0 1 12
Office or administration dept. 1 3 6 0 0 0 10
Domestic science room 7 2 1 0 0 0 10
Outside of bullding 0 6 0 2 0 1 9
Under stelirwey 3 1 0 1 "0 3 8
Mechanicel laboratory 0] 0 0 0 7 1 8
Locker room 0 3 1 0 -0 -3 7
Soclal toom 0 0] 0 7 0 0 7
Coel bin 3 3 0 0 0 0 6
Belfry or cupola 1 3 1 0] 0 0 5
Garage or steble 0 0 0 0 1 4 5
Miscellaneous known locations 6 10 7 3 3 3 3e
No data 33 67 19 89 8 27 _191
Totel 182 281 105 167 52 87 875

The ebove teble ahowé thét the besement end boiler or furnace room of an
elemaentary school ig a relativgly greater hazard than similer portions of e high
school. Does this mean that the heating equipment end eppliences of elementary
schools are'not so well installed es in the larger high school buildings, or that

there are more fire hazards present in the basement arees?
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L10SS OF LIFE IN SCHOOL FIRES

*

There have been more than 30 fires in school buildings involving loss
of life. 1In these fires gpproximately 800 people have been killed and sev-
erel hundred injured. The loss of 1life in the Texas school explosion -
approximately 300 - was the greatest in’any schoolhouse disaster.

4 number of school fires have occurred in which firemen or employees
rather than children were the victims. The number of recorded deaths emong
those fighting school fires is fer greater then in other similar occupancies,
perhaps because of a speciel feeling of responsibility for the safety of
schools.

SOME MAJOR SCHOOL DISASTERS

A1l of the following schoolhouse disesters have attracted considerable

public attention:

1. Lekeview School, Collinwood, Ohio, March 4, 1908. (Cleveland)

This school building was destroyed while the school was in sesgsion
end resulted in the loss of the lives of two teachers and 173 children - a
total of 175. The Collinwood schoolhouse was considered e modern building,
the construction being that of the average school. The lighting and heating
equipment was modern and apparently well instelled. The investigation re-
vealed that in the basement, under the front stairwey,az closet was used
for miscellaneous storage purposes. The fact that smoke and fire were seen
coming from the stairs directly over the closet led to the theory that the
fire mayvhgve originated et that point. ‘ ;

Reports indicate thet the children in the rooms on the first floor,

by means of the fire drill signals, were safely ushered out of the building.

The children on the upper floors, however, in some manner became penicky
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end all of them made a rush for the rear steirway exit. In the mad rush for
sefety the children became wedged egainst the inner side of ‘a vestibule par-
‘tition located e few feet from the outer entrance to the building, and were
found there jemmed in & heap. The children were so tightly wedged at this
point thot early roscuers could offer little assistance, with the result
that the children perished.

2. Cleveland School, Cemdsn, S. C., Moy 17, 1923.

While e pley was being presented by the children es a part of the
commencement exercises, firo broke out in the second floor auditorium of
the Clevolend district school. This fire resulted in the loss of 77 lives.

The causs of the fire was attributed to the heat from an oil lamp
igniting the wooden celling ebove ths lemp. The lack of adequate exits and

the resulting penic ceused the heevy loss of life.

3. Rurel School, Babbg Switch, Cxkleshome, December 24, 1924.
Thirty-six people lost their lives in this rural school tragedy at

Babbs Switch, neer Hobaert, Oklahcme. The fire started from e lighted candle
on & tree during e Christmas eve celebration. 4n overcrowded freme building,
lighted candles on the tree, keroscne bowl lights for illuminetion, inedequete

exits and resulting penic made this 2 striking rurel tragedy.

4. Hope Development Scrhool, Pleye del Rey, California, ey 31, 1924,

As a result of tiris fire the matron end 23 of the 41 girls in the
school lost their lives. This was o privately-operetsd school for subnormal
sirls, cud the fire ﬁus attributed vo melicious activity cn the pnrt of one
of the imnmetos. The metron and the 23 feeble-mindcd ¢irls were burned in

their beds.
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5. Parochial School, Peabody, Mess., October 28, 1915.

In this fire 22 puplils were burned to death when a fire, coming from
the besement stairway, cut off their exit. The fire evidently sterted in a
closet under the rear stairs or in the barrels kept in the corridor for rub-
bish as indicated by the burning at those points. There was nothing to show

how the fire started, but after it geined headway it spread very quickly.

6. St. Boniface College, Manitoba, November 25, 1922.
As the result of this fire 10 lives were lost. The fire was discovered

ebout 2:15 a.m., but the cause was not definitely determined. Although most
of the boys in the dormitories appeared to have used the fire escapes, nine
of them and one member of the steff lost their lives and a few others were

injured.

7. Bezuval Mission School, September, 1927.

This fire in an Indian Mission School at Beauval, Lac LaPlonge,
.Saskatchewan, in the north country of Canada, resulted in the death of 20
personsi' Reports indicate that the fire may have started from the furnace
and heating system. Nineteen boys, between the ages of seven and fourteen,
and the sister in charge of them were burned to death while attempting to

escape from the burning building.

Many other tregic school fires are on record involving loss of life.
In analyzing the 875 school fire records it will be found that the loss of

life per school fire is higher than in other types of public institutions.

* * * * * ) * *

WHAT ﬂiLL RESULT FROM THE NEW LONDON, TEXAS, EXPLOSION?

The important question et the present time is whet will result from

the New London, Texas, explosion insofar as the adoption and application of
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safety meésures ;n'the schools of Americe ere concerned. Tragic as the occur-
rence was, we must recognize that the Iroquois Theatre fire in Chicagpon
December 30, 1903, in which more than 600 people lost their lives, resulted
in the development of many sefety measures for thevprotection of people in
public‘buildings. Adeqﬁate exit fecilities, fire-resistive stege materials,
fire escapes, fire driils, systemetic inspection end similer meassures for the
protection of life have been epplied with incalculable valuse.

What are we going to get out of the Texas schoolhouse explosion? What
have we learned from this tregedy to bring sbout further protection for our
boys and girls in the many other consolideted school buildings in the United

Stetes, particulerly in the rurel eareas?

IMPORTANT DEVELOPMENTS IN TEXAS SCHOOL EXPIOSION
The most importent developments in the investigation of thg_explosion

in the Texas schoolhouse cen be summarized as follows:

1. It must be recognized that open or unoccupied spaces underneath class reci-
tetion rooms are dangerous. Such spaces eare too readily aveaileble for the
storage of combustible materiels or explosives, or for the eccumulation of
dangerous geses and vepors.

2. Inspection and supervision of school buildings, during construction end
before aend during occupency, by competent officiels 1is vitally necessary.

This must include the inspection of heating and lighting equipment and eppli-
ances and similaer instellations from the stendpoint of safety before boys and

girls are ellowed to occupy'the building. The safety of occupency is of the

most fundamentel importence.

3. Hazardous processes should not be corried on under or adjoining class

recitetion rooms. The isolation of mamuel treining room operations, smith
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and'forging operations, carpenter éhop work, automobile, moﬁor, and engine
repair work, and the location of these operations in buildings separete from
the mein school building is desirable. |
4. The inherent danger of using the besement under cless recitation rooms as
e gerage for busses, automobiles, trucks, etc., must be recognized. The neces-
sary storage of gasoline, oils;vand other flammable liquids in connection with
the operation and maintenance of garages introduces a serious hazard in the
development of ‘consolidated high schools, partiéularly in rural areas.
5. The use of éffective malodorants for detection of escaping combustible gases
due to leaking'equiﬁment or other ceuses, when the ges used for heating or
lighting has no odor or toxic effect, is vitally neceséary.
6. The importence of the further development of s2larm end werning devices,
in connection with the operation of combustible gas indicetors as adapted to
school buildings anqtgther institutions where large numbers of people are ex-

posed to explosion hazerds, has been clearly shown by this disaster.

SELF-INSPECTION OF SCHOOL BUILDINGS

The National Board of Fife Underwriters heas deveioped a Self-Inspection
Blank for Schoolswhich has been epproved and adopted by the Netional Associa-
tion of Public School Business bfficials. Thié form recommends that the
inspections be made each month by a éroup consisting of e mémber of the teach-
ing staff, the building custodian, and a member of the local fire department.
The completed reports should be filed with the local Board of Education.

The National Boerd else haé déveloPed a booklet entitled, "Fire Preven-~
tion and Protection as Applied to the Public and Parééhial Schools," which
explains the salient’feétures peftéining to proper maintenance end safety
conditions of schools. This booklet is perticulaerly useful for school princi-

pals and building custodians.
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The tragic New Loadon, Texas, disaster has renewed interest in inspec~
tion plens for school buildings One outstanding example is the action taken
by the Depertment of °ublic Instructlon, Coumonwealth of Ponnsylvenia. On
Merch 13, 1937, that department sant out 13,000 copies of this self-inspection
form with an urgent reqﬁest ﬁhat the local school officials throughout the
State make immediate check of school conditions.

The Taxas Inspection Bureau has been actively conducting a campaign
for the self—inspection of oublic schools since the disaster at New London.
A speciel letter with the caption, "Can It Heppen in Your School?", and em-
phasizing the importance and velue of reguler inspections, has beecn sent to
every school district in the Stete. This cempaign ealready héé glven encour-
eging results. |

The Oklahoma Inspectioanureau has prepared a ;pecial pamphlet on
school fire hazards, and hes done splendid work in bringing fhis matter to
the attention of school officicls in that State. \

Doubtless corresponding agencies in other States heve taken similer
action since the Texas disaster to guard against a repetition of this tregic

occurrenco,

The Netional Board of Fire Underwriters edvised the Depertment of Agri-
culture under date of sgpgember 11, 1937, that self-inspeétion methods have
proved both practicel end éffective in American schools; Since September,
1934, the Nationel Board has been celled upon to furhish, without charge,
more than 425,000 copies of the Self-Inspection Blenk for Schools, and their
records indicafe that the plen hés beeﬁ used in epproximztely 1100 communities

throughout the country. These self-inspection forms and booklets are availe
able to local school end fire officiels. Requusts should be addressed to
the National Board of Fire Underwriters, 85 John Street, New York, N. Y.;
222 West Adams Street, Chicego, Ill.; 1014 Merchents Exchenge Building,

San Francisco, Cel., according to the locetion of the community concerned.
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PROGRAM OF RECOMMENDED CONCERTED ACTION
In order that the tragic explosion in the New London schoolhouse may
not be just another "umisual disaster," the following concerted action pro-
grem is recommended to all responsible and interested agencies in order to
prevent similar occurrences in other school districts:

1. Arrenge for immediate inspection of school buildings, with special at-
tention to basements, unoccupied spaces, open and dead spaces under class.
rooms. All combustible material should be promptly removed end stepé taken
to prevent the future storage and collection of flammable and other dangerous
meterials. |

2. Provide proper agencies for passing en construction plens for new school
buildings or improvements and additions to existing buildings with respect to
safety for occupancy. See that 21l heating and lighting equipment and eppli-
ances are installed by’prdperly trained workmen in complience with require-
ments of recognized standard codes, and thet all possiblé safety measures
are adopted before school children are allowea to occupy the building.

3. Arrange to isolate 211 processes involving fire or explosion hazards
from underneath cless recitation rooms or in close proximity thereto.

4. Meke provision for extension of methods for inspection and supervision
of school buildings and similer institutions es now epplied in urban centers
to consolidated end other schools in rural areas.

5. Provide for systemetic and regular fire drills under supervision of

competent and qualified euthorities.
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CONCLUSION |

The tragic explosion in the New London, Texas, school, in which
approximately 300 fine boys end girls were secrificed, should not be Just
eanother "historical event." It should arouse every responsible agency in
America in a safety campaign to assure all possible protection to students
in our educationel institutions. We compel our children by law to attend
school, and the responsibility for their safety rests with the organizations
having Jurisdiction. Local officisls must meintein close contact with con-
ditions existing in their schools if hazardous conditions are to be eliminated
The parents directly concerned as well as the public at largse should see
that the knowledge now availeble for the safety and protection of our boys
and girls is applisd in every possible manner.

If Amorice will use this disaster in the Texas schoolhouse as an
object lesson in bringing sbout added protection to the students in our
educational institutions, then the boys and girls who lost their lives in

this tregedy will not have died in vain. Are we going to measure up to

this opportunity?
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