REMEMBERING THE STRAND THEATRE

WRITTEN BY CAPT. MARK PICHER BFD

THROUGHOUT THE UNITED STATES, MANY FIREFIGHTERS HAVE
BEEN KILLED BY THE UNEXPECTED COLLAPSE OF BURNING
BUILDINGS. UNFORTUNATELY, WHEN A BUILDING COLLAPSES
DURING A FIRE, IT CAN BE SUDDEN AND CAUSE LARGE NUMBERS OF
FIREFIGHTER DEATHS AND INJURIES. OVER THE YEARS, WE HAVE
SEEN, HEARD AND READ ABOUT THESE COLLAPSES, AND
SOMETIMES THEY CAN EVEN OCCUR IN OUR OWN COMMUNITY.

MANY OF THESE TRAGIC EVENTS ARE ETCHED IN OUR MINDS
FOREVER. SOME OF THE MOST NOTABLE BUILDING COLLAPSES
WHICH HAVE CAUSED FIREFIGHTER DEATHS SINCE THE TURN OF
THE CENTURY INCLUDE: CHICAGO, ILLINOIS STOCKYARD BUILDING



COLLAPSE, 1910, 21 FIREFIGHTERS KILLED; PHILADELPHIA,
PENNSYLVANIA, LEATHER FACTORY FIRE, 1910, 13 FIREFIGHTERS
KILLED; NEW YORK CITY DRUG STORE FLOOR COLLAPSE, 1966, 12
FIREFIGHTERS KILLED; AND THE BOSTON, MASSACHUSETTS HOTEL
VENDOME COLLAPSE, 1972, 9 FIREFIGHTERS KILLED. WITHOUT
QUESTION, THE MOST TRAGIC COLLAPSE EVENT IN FIREFIGHTING
HISTORY IS THE RECENT COLLAPSE OF THE WORLD TRADE
CENTERS IN NEW YORK CITY WHERE 343 FIREFIGHTERS LOST
THEIR LIVES ON SEPTEMBER 11, 2001.

ALTHOUGH SOME OF THESE EVENTS BECAME WELL KNOWN
PARTS OF OUR HISTORY, OTHERS DID NOT. VERY FEW PEOPLE ARE
AWARE OF ONE OF THE MOST DISASTROUS BURNING BUILDING
COLLAPSES IN OUR NATION’S HISTORY — THE STRAND THEATRE
FIRE. THE FIRE TOOK PLACE IN BROCKTON, MASSACHUSETTS ON
MARCH 10, 1941. THIRTEEN FIREFIGHTERS WERE KILLED WHEN A
ROOF COLLAPSED WHILE THE MEN WERE OPERATING ON A
BALCONY. TO DATE, THIS IS THE THIRD LARGEST LOSS OF LIFE TO
FIREFIGHTERS FROM A BURNING BUILDING COLLAPSE ALONG WITH
PHILADELPHIA’S LEATHER FACTORY FIRE IN 1910.

THE CITY OF BROCKTON

IN 1941, THE CITY OF BROCKTON WAS RANKED THIRTEENTH IN
SIZE AMONG MASSACHUSETTS CITIES. WELL-KNOWN FOR ITS
THRIVING SHOE INDUSTRY, THIS WORKING CLASS MANUFACTURING
CITY WAS KNOWN AS THE HUB OF SOUTHEASTERN
MASSACHUSETTS. LOCATED 20 MILES SOUTH OF BOSTON, WITH A
POPULATION OF 60,000 AND AN AREA OF 21.5 SQUARE MILES,
BROCKTON WAS SAID TO BE AMONG THE MOST ACTIVE AND
PROSPEROUS COMMUNITIES IN THE COMMONWEALTH.

THE CITY OF BROCKTON FIRE DEPARTMENT WAS HIGHLY
DEDICATED AND PROFESSIONAL IN 1941, WiITH 123 PAID
FIREFIGHTERS OPERATING FIVE ENGINE/HOSE WAGON
COMPANIES, THREE LADDER COMPANIES, AND A SPECIALIZED
SQUAD COMPANY FROM SIX FIRE STATIONS. BROCKTON



FIREFIGHTERS AT THE TIME RECEIVED $35.40 FOR AN 84-HOUR
WORK WEEK AFTER HAVING RECEIVED A PAY CUT SEVEN YEARS
PRIOR.

HISTORY OF THE STRAND THEATRE

THE STRAND THEATRE WAS FIRST ERECTED IN 1915 ON THE SITE
OF A PREVIOUS THEATRE WHICH WAS DESTROYED BY FIRE ON
APRIL 7, 1915. THE NEWLY-CONSTRUCTED STRAND WAS
FORMALLY OPENED IN MARCH, 1916, TOUTING ITS MODERN FIRE
SAFETY FEATURES. THE THEATRE, WHICH WAS LOCATED ON AN
IRREGULAR-SHAPED LOT, MEASURED 74 FEET OF FRONTAGE, 32
FEET IN THE REAR AND 139 FEET DEEP WITH A HEIGHT OF 60 FEET.
A SEATING CAPACITY OF 1,685 WAS ALLOWED MAKING THE
STRAND THE LARGEST PLAYHOUSE IN THE CITY.

WALLS WERE OF BRICK AND THE ROOF WAS MADE UP OF WOOD
BOARDS ON JOISTS SUPPORTED BY UNPROTECTED STEEL TRUSSES.
THE INTERIOR WALLS WERE METAL LATH AND PLASTER AS WAS
THE CEILING, WHICH WAS SUSPENDED FROM THE WOOD TRUSSES.

THE BALCONY COVERED A LARGE AREA ABOVE THE AUDITORIUM
AND HOUSED A MANAGER’S OFFICE, USHER’S ROOM AND REST
ROOMS. THE AREA UNDER THE AUDITORIUM WAS DEAD SPACE WITH
THE EXCEPTION OF THE WEST END OF THE BASEMENT WERE
FINISHED ROOMS CONTAINED THE FURNACE, VENTILATION
EQUIPMENT AND A JANITOR’S ROOM. THE LOBBY WAS AN OPEN
AREA WITH TWO OPEN STAIRWELLS ON EACH END PROVIDING
ACCESS TO THE BALCONY. A LONG CORRIDOR CONNECTED THE
LOBBY TO THE SCHOOL STREET SIDE.

FIRE PROTECTION FEATURES INCLUDED A DRY PIPE SPRINKLER
SYSTEM IN THE STAGE AREA WHICH WAS TERMED "FIREPROOF"'.
SURFACE EXITS PROVIDED WERE REPORTED TO BE 20% ABOVE
THOSE REQUIRED BY STATE LAW.

IN AUGUST, 1937, THE STRAND THEATRE UNDERWENT
EXTENSIVE REMODELING AND IMPROVEMENTS UNDER NEW



MANAGEMENT. THE BUILDING REMAINED INTACT UNDER THE NEW
MANAGEMENT UNTIL THE FIRE OCCURRED.

THE FIRE

IN THE HEART OF BROCKTON'’S BUSINESS DISTRICT, PEOPLE
USUALLY FLOCKED TO THE DOWNTOWN AREA TO SHOP OR TAKE IN
A SHOW IN WHAT WAS A BUSY PART OF THE CITY. SUNDAY, MARCH
9, 1941, LIKE ALL OTHER SUNDAYS, DREW LARGE CROWDS
LOOKING FOR THE ENTERTAINMENT OF A MOVIE OR VYAUDEVILLE
SHOW.

THE STRAND THEATRE, LOCATED ON A LARGE BLOCK AT THE
CORNER OF MAIN AND SCHOOL STREETS, WAS SHOWING THE FILM
"HOOSIER SCHOOL BoOY" STARRING MICKEY ROONEY. "SECRET
EVIDENCE" FILLED OUT THE DOUBLE BILL.

LONG AFTER THE LAST SHOW, THE NIGHT CUSTODIAN
DISCOVERED A FIRE IN THE BASEMENT AND INSTRUCTED HIS
HELPER TO ACTIVATE THE FIRE ALARM BOX LOCATED AT MAIN AND
HiIGH STREET. AT 12:38 A.M., THE FIRE DEPARTMENT RECEIVED
BOX 1311 AND SENT THE FIRST ALARM APPARATUS TO THE SCENE.
A SECOND ALARM FOLLOWED SHORTLY AFTER THE FIRST, AND
FINALLY A GENERAL ALARM WAS SOUNDED BRINGING ALL OF
BROCKTON’S APPARATUS TO THE STRAND.

WHEN FIREFIGHTERS FIRST ARRIVED, ALL INDICATIONS WERE
THAT THEY WERE NOT DEALING WITH A YERY SERIOUS FIRE.
HOWEVER, AS TIME PROGRESSED, THE FIRE GAINED HEADWAY.
THIS BECAME MORE APPARENT TO THOSE ON THE OUTSIDE OF THE
THEATRE THAN CREWS WORKING INSIDE.

THE FIRE STARTED IN THE BASEMENT AND WAS KNOCKED DOWN
BY CREWS WITH CELLAR PIPES WHILE FLAMES RACED THROUGH
THE VERTICAL VOIDS IN THE WALLS AND VENTILATION DUCTS.
FIREFIGHTERS WORKED FEVERISHLY TO EXTINGUISH HIDDEN FIRE
WHILE CREWS OPENED WALLS AND CEILINGS IN THE LOBBY AND
UNDER THE BALCONY. A NUMBER OF MEN MOVED UP TO THE



BALCONY TO ATTACK THE FIRE WHICH HAD MADE ITS WAY TO THE
AUDITORIUM CEILING JUST BELOW THE ROOF.

THE FIRST SIGNS OF VISIBLE OUTSIDE FIRE ERUPTED FROM THE
SOUTHWEST CORNER OF THE BUILDING AS OUTSIDE CREWS PLAYED
A LARGE HOSE-LINE ON THE EXPOSED FLAMES. FIREFIGHTERS ON
THE BALCONY CONTINUED THEIR EFFORTS TO EXPOSE THE FIRE
WITHIN THE CEILING AS HOSE STREAMS WERE DIRECTED
OVERHEAD FROM THE AUDITORIUM FLOOR.

LESS THAN ONE HOUR AFTER THE INITIAL ALARM, THE STRAND
THEATRE FIRE CHANGED THE COURSE OF HISTORY FOR THE CITY OF
BROCKTON AND ITS FIRE DEPARTMENT, PARTICULARLY FOR THOSE
MEN WORKING ON THE BALCONY. SUDDENLY, WITHOUT WARNING,
THE WEST SECTION OF THE ROOF CAME DOWN IN A CRASH THAT
RESTED ITS WEIGHT ON TOP OF MANY UNSUSPECTING
FIREFIGHTERS AND KNOCKED SEVERAL FROM THE BALCONY AND
ROOF TO THE AUDITORIUM BELOW.

REMAINING, UNINJURED FIREFIGHTERS WORKED DILIGENTLY IN
THE CHAOS AND RUBBLE TO FREE THEIR COMRADES DESPITE THE
DANGER AND FEAR OF FURTHER COLLAPSE. EVENTUALLY, FIRE
DEPARTMENTS FROM SURROUNDING TOWNS RELIEVED CREWS
FROM BROCKTON. LATER THAT MORNING, THE DEAD AND INJURED
FIREFIGHTERS WERE REMOVED FROM THE SCENE AS THE
DEPARTMENT AND OUTSIDE AGENCIES FACED THE DIFFICULT TASK
OF DETERMINING THE CAUSE OF THE FIRE AND THE SUBSEQUENT
COLLAPSE.

IN ALL, 13 FIREFIGHTERS WERE KILLED, AND MORE THAN 20
INJURED WHEN WHAT WAS TERMED A ROUTINE FIRE, TURNED INTO
DISASTER. SINCE THEN, EACH YEAR ON MARCH 10™ A
COMMEMORATIVE SERVICE IS HELD AT BROCKTON CITY HALL
WHERE A MONUMENT RESTS IN HONOR OF THE MEN WHO DIED.



CONCLUSION

NO DEFINITE CAUSE FOR THE FIRE WAS EVER DISCOVERED.
INITIAL REPORTS THAT THE FIRE WAS ARSON PROVED TO BE
INCONCLUSIVE. FURTHER INVESTIGATION REVEALED THAT THE
UNPROTECTED STEEL ROOF TRUSSES PLAYED A MAJOR ROLE IN THE
COLLAPSE. THE HEAT OF THE FIRE WITHIN THE CONCEALED SPACE
BETWEEN THE ROOF AND THE AUDITORIUM CEILING WAS BELIEVED
TO HAVE DISTORTED THE STEEL TRUSSES, CAUSING THEM TO
BUCKLE AND SEPARATE WITH EASE. EXPERTS QUESTIONED THE
EFFECTIVENESS OF THE CONSTRUCTION AND DESIGN USED IN THE
ROOF ASSEMBLY.

SOME REPORTS STATE THAT THE WEIGHT OF A PREVIOUS
SNOWFALL MAY HAVE ADDED TO THE COLLAPSE. HOWEVER,
WITNESS ACCOUNTS AND PHOTOGRAPHS INDICATE A MINIMAL
AMOUNT OF SNOW.

IT IS IMPORTANT TO NOTE THAT MANY OLDER STRUCTURES OF
SIMILAR DESIGN AND CONSTRUCTION TO THE STRAND THEATRE
STILL EXIST IN THE COUNTRY TODAY (PARTICULAR IN OLDER CITIES).
ATTENTION SHOULD BE BROUGHT TO THE POTENTIAL COLLAPSE
DANGER OF THESE UNPROTECTED STEEL TRUSS ROOFS IN AN
EFFORT TO PREVENT SIMILAR TRAGEDIES.

THIS ARTICLE IS DEDICATED TO THE MEMORY OF THOSE
FIREFIGHTERS WHO GAVE THEIR LIVES AT THE

STRAND THEATER ON MARCH 10, 1941 IN THE PERFORMANCE OF
THEIR DUTY.

CAPTAIN JOHN F. CARROLL~LADDER COMPANY 3

LIEUTENANT RAYMOND A. MITCHELL~-ENGINE COMPANY 4



FIREFIGHTER Roy A. MCKERAGHAN~SQUAD A
FIREFIGHTER DENIS P. MURPHY~SQUAD A
FIREFIGHTER WILLIAM J. MURPHY-SQUAD A
FIREFIGHTER DANIEL C. O'BRIEN~-SQUAD A
FIREFIGHTER GEORGE A. COLLINS~ENGINE COMPANY 1
FIREFIGHTER FREDERICK F. KELLEY~ENGINE COMPANY 1
FIREFIGHTER MARTIN LIPPER-ENGINE COMPANY 1
FIREFIGHTER HENRY E. SULLIVAN~ENGINE COMPANY 1
FIREFIGHTER BARTHOLOMEW HERLIHY~-LADDER COMPANY 1
FIREFIGHTER JOHN M. MCNEILL-LADDER COMPANY 1

FIREFIGHTER MATTHEW E. MCGEARY-LADDER COMPANY 3



