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accumuliated from the undetected fire be-
fore the flames broke through the work-
room door.  The rush of air through the
windows, broken by the eseaping occu-
pants, and the combustible fibreboard
ceiling increased the spread of fire into the
music room, Fire also flashed both ways
in the corridor providing further cvi-
dence of the presence of a large accumu-
lation of hot gases,

Whatever the cause, the delay in de-
tection, the absence of sutomatic protec-
tion, the (ombustible ceiling
and the presence of highly
combustible contents in the
room of origin have resulted
in the first fatal school fire,
according to the NFPA Fire
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room (15 ft. hy 20 ft.) was excavated to
full height.  The remainder of the base-
ment was excavated to a depth of 5 con-
crete blocks (about 40 inches).

As indicated in the floor plan below,
the building contained 7 (lassrooms, a
teachers” workroom, a teachers' room, i
toilets  and  miscellancous  Joscts
storcrooms. A 10 ¢, wide cornidor ran
full length of the structure with two 3
ft. wide doors it cach end.  The door on
the north end led outside; the door on

and
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Record Department,  since
1947 when four hoys werc
killed in Monroe City, Mo,
high school. *

Construction

The onc-story, 50 ft. by
120 ft. wooden building was
constructed by the Federal
Government in 1941 to re-
lieve the crowded conditions
brought about by the influx
of defense workers  into [
Checktowaga,

The soof construction con-
sisted of matcbed boards over
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over asphalt building paper. \A/:Jsiljlgl Art
Sidewalls were wood framing
covered with matched sheath- )
.

ing and clapboards. The
foundation wall was concrete

blwk,  Only the furnace

T
Passage way

*Pan of gasoline ignited from
welding sparks cut off escape
from the only exit in the 1-
room wooden building used for
vacationgl traming.

Scheol.

Floor plan of one-story annax of Cleveland Hili

Since no architects plans wers available,

this pian is based on a skefch that appeared in the
April 2 issue of the Buffalo Courier-Express and
from an inspection of the ruins.
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pancl door, the pressure of the hot gases
and the draft from the open window (di-
rection and velocity of wind evident from
photographs) drove flames and smoke in-
to the corridor and the music room where
the children were located,  Combustion
of the hot unburned gases progressed in-
stantancously,  The flame front where
the rapid oxidation occurred may  be
ascribed to the initial flash of fire and the
continued  rapid  burning  attributed  to
the fibrchoard ceiling and the combusti-
ble contents such as papers and hooks.
When the occupants broke the windows,
an additional draflt was created  that
further influenced the spread of fire into
the music room. Newspaper reports of
a dull explosion heard by neighbors and
occupants of other sections of the school
may be attributed to this initial rapid
combustion of unburned pases,

Until December, 1953 the entire build-
ing was used for classes and housed about
240 children,  There is the possibility
that this sthool, if fully occupicd for
classroom  purposes, in accordance with

Editor's

A secret investigation into the cause of
the fire is being carried out by the District
Board of Education. A similar probe is
being conducted under the direction of the
District Attorney of Erie County.  Since
the Board does not include any persons ex-
pecienced in the fire protection and  pre-
vention field, it scems doubtful that any ad-
ditivnal uscful information would be de-
veloped by the Board that would improve
on the information in this report, Tt s
also unlikely that the NFPA would he able
to obtain any facts from the District At-
torney's investigation, ‘This statement s
based on past cxperience with the Dis-
trict Attorney of Erie County in connection
with a secret investigation on the fatal ex-
plosion at the Lucidol Division of Novadel-
Agene Corp. in Town of Tonawanda, N. Y,
on Sept, 23, 1953 {see page 240, January
1954 Quarterly), To date the NFPA has
received no reply from the District At-
torney to our request for information on
his investigation into that fatal explosion,
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the original purpose of its design, might
well have had a fire without any loss of
life or injury to the children.  If every
room had been in use any fire should have
been discovered in time for safe evacu-
ation of the building under regular fire
drill procedures, b.fore the fire had de-
veloped to dangerous proportions,  de-
spite the combustible {ibreboard ceiling.
Actually, however, one room was used
for the storage of combustible materials
without any of the standard safeguards,
such as fre-resistive walls and ceilings.
with firc doors on doorways to other
parts of the huilding, automatic sprinkler
protection, or  automatic fire detection
cquipment.

Conclusions

The most significant factor in  this
fatal fire was the delayed detection.  If
the fire had been discovered in its incipi-
ent stages the children could have left
the building and the fire would probably
have been  extinguished  with  small
damage.  An automatic fire  detection

Note

The residents of Checktowaga are much
disturhbed about the closed door policy of
the Board of Education, The chief of the
Cleveland T Volunteer  Fire Depart-
ment (the chief who directed fire-fighting
activities at this fatal fire) is concrrned be-
cause he has not been asked to serve with
the board daring the investigation nor has
e been consulted at any time,

The April 1 issue of the Buffalo Evening
News sums up the situation i the following
quotativn:  “Sharp criticism s in order,
however, for the veil of scoreey drawn by
the District School Board as it launched its
investigation of the teapedy. Whatever the
board's reasons, the effect of such an un-
justified closed door policy is to raise sus-
picions or doubts about the adequacy of the
probe,  Ewvery citizen, not only in Cheek-
towaga bhut everywhere clse, has a right to
the tullest possible information on  the
course of the investigation now under way.”
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