Nutshell

The Peshtigo fire took more lives than
any other fire in American history. Part
of its cause was irresponsible use of the
forests surrounding Peshtigo, Wisconsin.
Students will color code a navigation
route, create a mileage “key,” and figure
out the shortest route to Peshtigo, WI
from their school. They will then act as
travel agents and generate a “trip tic” to
Peshtigo. Finally, they will read letters
from a nine-year-old survivor of the fire.

Concepts

e Peshtigo is located just north of Green
Bay in eastern Wisconsin.

e Maps can be used to locate places of
interest and navigate a route from one
place to another.

e [eftover slash from logging,
irresponsible use of fire, and a very dry
summer were all causes of the
Peshtigo fire.

e While the Peshtigo fire was extremely
violent, fires during that time period
were quite prevalent.

Objectives

o After completing this lesson, students
will be able to:

e Locate Peshtigo, WI on a Wisconsin
map.

e [dentify, describe, and record three
navigation routes from the student’s
school to Peshtigo, Wisconsin.

¢ Explain the causes of the Peshtigo fire.

State Standards
ELA SS EE
Ad41 A42 A444
B4.1 A44

Lesson 6 - The Peshtigo Fire

C43 A48
D.4.1 B43

Total Estimated Time
2 hours and 20 minutes

Vocabulary

Color code — to indicate or instruct by
using different colors

Mileage scale — a divided line on a map
used to show what length on the map is
used to show a certain number of miles
Navigate — to find one’s way
Sawmill- a mill that has sawing
machines for lumber

Travel agent — a person who arranges
travel for others

Materials
Copy of a “Trip-Tic” from AAA
(optional)
Wisconsin maps with town names,
including Peshtigo, Wisconsin for each
student (be sure to add your

own town to the map before running
off copies)
Colored pencils, fine-tip markers, other
drawing materials
Lined and plain paper
Overhead projector
Copies of the four letters for each
student (Insert 6.2)
Copies of three Wisconsin maps for each
group (Insert 6.1)

Teacher Preparation

Read through all of the provided
materials, photocopy Wisconsin maps,
make a Wisconsin map transparency to
use on the overhead projector, and copy
the four letters for each student.



Background Information

October 8, 1871 was a disastrous day for
two places in the Midwest. Two of the
most damaging fires in American history
happened on that day. One was the
famous Chicago fire, and the other took
place in the Wisconsin woods, in a town
called Peshtigo. Both were caused by
the same conditions: drought, a changing
wind, and human carelessness.

Peshtigo, Wisconsin was a typical
lumber town of the late 1800’s. Located
along the Peshtigo River, seven miles
upstream from the waters of Green Bay,
it was built around a sawmill and
surrounded by dense forest. The town’s
largest employer was the Peshtigo
Company, which operated several
enterprises including a sawmill with 97
saws, a gristmill, machine shop, and a
wooden factory that produced shingles,
tubs, pails, and broom handles.

For some time leading up to the Peshtigo
fire, burning forests had become almost
the norm. The summer and fall of 1871
were the driest on record in eastern
Wisconsin. In Peshtigo it had only
rained once all summer. In addition,
there was plenty of slash (leftover wood
from logging) left in the forests that
were easily ignitable. Fires were being
started to clear land for both railroads
and farming. Many of these fires were
not monitored, but rather were left to
burn. In fact, Peshtigo’s residents had
found it difficult to breathe due to all the
smoke in the air for some time before the
famous fire.

The fire that eventually consumed

Peshtigo was anything but typical. For
one thing, it was not just a ground fire.
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The trees were so dry that the fire spread
easily to the crowns and could travel
above land. In addition, the land itself
was on fire. Fire was actually spreading
underground from place to place.
Finally, it was not just a fire that befell
Peshtigo, but a firestorm. Survivors said
it sounded like thunder or freight cars
coming towards them. The winds were
so strong that people were blown down
while trying to escape. The term
“tornadic fire” has been used to describe
the tornado-like fire twisters that
demolished things before even burning
them.

It is estimated that there were about
2000 people living in Peshtigo and its
neighboring Sugar Bush logging
settlements at the time of the fire.
Estimates of the number killed range
from 700 to 1500. We do know that it is
the greatest loss of life in a fire in the
United States. Those that survived had
to jump into the river. Many stayed
there for up to five hours waiting for the
flames to stop. Even in the water, many
had trouble breathing or were injured or
drowned by objects and livestock
entering the river. Many survivors of the
actual fire died soon after from smoke
inhalation.

Surprisingly, even after the Peshtigo fire,
behavior was not changed to lower risks.
Similar disasters occurred up through
1908. In fact, the Peshtigo fire was at
first blamed on bogs. There was a
consensus of opinion that gasses being
released by peat bogs had caused the
intensity of the fire, not human
carelessness. Eventually, the lessons of
fire were learned, but not until far too
many lives had been lost.
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Introduction

Have your students close their eyes and
read them the following excerpt from
Reverend Peter Pernin’s first-hand
account of the Peshtigo fire.

“The air was no longer fit to breathe, full
as it was of sand, dust, ashes, cinders,
sparks, smoke, and fire. It was almost
impossible to keep one’s eyes unclosed,
to distinguish the road, or to recognize
people, though the way was crowded
with pedestrians, as well as vehicles
crossing and crashing against each other
in the general flight. Some were
hastening towards the river, others from
it, whilst all were struggling alike in the
grasp of the hurricane. A thousand
discordant deafening noises rose on the
air together. The neighing of horses,
falling of chimneys, crashing of
uprooted trees, roaring and whistling of
the wind, crackling of fire as it ran with
lightning-like rapidity from house to
house — all sounds were there save that
of the human voice. People seemed
stricken dumb by terror.”

How did that passage make you feel?
Discuss this with your students. Explain
that the passage was written by a
survivor of the Peshtigo fire. Who has
heard of the Peshtigo fire?

Activity 6.1 - Who Wants To Be

a Travel Agent? (1 hour)

Tell your students that before they learn
more about the Peshtigo fire, they should
first find out where the town is located.
Break your students up into groups of
about four. Give each group a map of
Wisconsin. Have them locate Peshtigo
with their group members, reminding
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them that it is located near Green Bay, a
large city in eastern Wisconsin. Have
each group raise their hands when they
have located Peshtigo. Go around to all
of the groups to check their work and
provide help to any who are having
trouble.

Now that you know where Peshtigo is,
make sure everyone knows where they
are located. Have each group locate
your town on the Wisconsin map (you
may have had to add this to the map
yourself). Again, help any groups
having difficulties. Today you are all
going to be travel agents. What is a
travel agent? Give your students some
time to come up with ideas. A travel
agent helps people make plans for a trip.
Today it will be your job to provide your
client with several travel options from
here to Peshtigo. As a group, you need
to identify three possible routes from
here to Peshtigo on the map. You will
then color code each of these routes on
the map.

Next, you will need to figure out the
length (in miles) of each leg of the trip.
This can be done using the mileage scale
at the bottom of the map. Show your
students how to measure distance on a
scale of miles. Show them how they can
line up a blank piece of paper along their
navigation route, mark the length of one
leg of the route, and line it up with the
mileage scale.

Once your students understand how to
do this, have them find the shortest of
the three routes to Peshtigo and write out
the directions for that route. You might
want to show your students a AAA Trip-
tic as an example. It might even be
helpful to have one available for each
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group to look at while they are
designating their own routes.

Once your students have completed the
task, have each group come up and
present their chosen route. After each
group has presented, discuss the project
with the class as a whole. Did you feel
that making the color-coded map and
writing out directions was helpful? Did
you learn anything? Do you think
navigation and map-reading skills are
important? Why or why not?

Activity 6.2 - Fire at Peshtigo (1

hour)

Now that you know where Peshtigo is
located, you are ready to learn more
about what happened there in October of
1871. Have your students read aloud the
series of letters in Insert 6.1. There are
discussion questions for each letter.

Discussion Questions For Letter 1

1. What do you know so far about
the town of Peshtigo?

2. How old is Claudia?

3. Why did Claudia’s family move
to Peshtigo?

4. What products were made by the
Peshtigo company?

Discussion Questions For Letter 2

1. What else have you learned
about the town of Peshtigo?

2. Are there any clues that
something bad might happen?

3. What are the causes of the fires?

4. Are you surprised by Claudia’s
reaction to what has been going
on in Peshtigo?

Discussion Questions For Letter 3

1. How is the town reacting to what
is going on?
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2. What are some things that affect
the fires?

Discussion Questions For Letter 4
1. How did this letter make you
feel?
2. Besides the fire itself, what were
some other things the people had
to face?

Conclusion

Have your students write their own
newspaper account of what happened in
Peshtigo. Each article should chronicle
the event and give some quotes from
people whether they be survivors, family
of those living in Peshtigo, government
officials, etc.

Even after the disaster in Peshtigo, fires
were common. Explain to your students
that while the number of people who
died in the Peshtigo fire made it
memorable, fires were very common in
the Wisconsin cutover lands. Did
Claudia seem concerned in her first few
letters about the fires? Not really. Fires
were considered a normal occurrence.

Extensions

¢ Have your students listen to the song
Peshtigo song by Ken Lonnquist
(http://www .kenland.com)

e Have your students do further research
on the Peshtigo fire and the events
surrounding it. Then have them
develop a timeline of the events.

Evaluation

¢ Grade the map routes and
presentations of the groups.

¢ Grade the newspaper article.

¢ Discussion participation.

95



Resources
e Lonnquist, Ken. Peshtigo on Weave.
http://www.kenland.com.
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Insert 6.2

August 6, 1871

Dear Alexis;

I miss yow so-muchv. I do-not like it here inv
Peshtigo; but father said we needed to- move here
so-that he could get aw good job:. He iy working for
the Peshitigo- Company. They do-all sorty or
woodwork there. It isthe lawrgest moanufoctuwrer of
wooderware in the whole country! Father works
invthe saowmil, but the Peshtigo- Company also-
makes wooden tubs and pails and broom handles
ond things like that. Infact, it seems like this
whole toww iy made of wood! I meowvit. Every
single buidding iy built from wood, and even the
streets owe covered inv sawdust to- make it less dusty.

I hawve not met very mony other girls my age, but I
hope to. Eligabetiv iy doing fine, but since she iy
only 10 months old she’s not much of a companion.
I do-get to-help mother with the houwse chores and
help her take cowe of Eligabetiv. She says that next
year, when I'mv 10, she iy going to- stawt teaching
me how to-cook withvherv. I want to-leawrn now, but
she says I hawve to- wadt.

The weather here has been dreadfully hot this

swmmer. People keep saying that they cannot
remember the last time it has been so-hot and dry.
It has only ravined once the whole ssummer! That
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makes me happy, because that means I can go-out
and play every day. What has the weather beevv
like: invAppleton? No- matter what it has beew like;
I wishv I were stil Living there. That way we coulds
play all swmmer long. I really do-miss yow. Tell
Auwnt Melinda and Uncle Thomas I savy hello-
Please write soov/

Love,

Claundiov
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September 3, 1871
Deoaw Alexis,

Things here are getting better. I have met some
friends inv school. Katherine is my best friend here.
Her father works invthe sowmill, too;, and she has av
Little sister, just like me: I hawe told her all about
youu

I like the town better now. There is o big river
runwning thwoughv it, and it iy surrounded by forest.
Sometimes Mother will take Eligalbetivand me
down to-the river and I will bring Katherine: We
like to-play there. Mother usually getly cross wikiv us
for getting dirty, but it is so- much fund

I want to-go-play invthe forest, but Mother forbids
it. There have been some small fires inthe forest
and so- she iy worried. The townspeople are alwaoys
able to-put themv out. Sometimes Father has had
to-leawve worvk to-help put out avfire in the forest.

He says that they stouwt because people are burning
the trees dowwn to- cleawr land for fowrming and the
railroad companies are getting rid of trees to-
make room for train tracks. It has beew so-dry
that the fures spread easily, but I awm not worried.
Father and the other men intown know how to-
put them out.
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Thank yow for your last letter. I was so-excited
when Mother said I had received mail. I hope to-
hear fromv yow agaiw soovw. Send my love to-
everyone.

Love,
Clandiov
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September 27, 1871
Deoaw Alexis,

Never before hawve I had suchv anv alawrming ands
exciting Sunday as last Sunday! I told yow before
that there have been frequent fires inthe forest
avround ws. Well; Satwrdoyy evening Fatiher was
called upon to-protect the town from fire. There
was v fire so-big and so- highv invthe trees of the
forest that spawks were blowing across the Peshiigo-
River and into-town. The sparks would, catch the
soowdwst streety onw fire, and Father and the other
mewv of the town would hawve to-put it out.

Father did not come home uwntid very early ow
Sunday morning. Mother and Father thought I
was asleep, but I was not, and I could hear Father
telling Mother all about it. He said that he coulds
see the tops of all of the trees on fire across the
river. A lot of the old pine tirees were falling over
and the air would be fillled with spawks and
cinders. To-make things worse; he said that the
birds of the forest were flying awvound inv o frengy

We went to- chuurchv onv Sunday as usual. The fires
had died doww. Father was quite tired; but he
came withv uy avwywovy. Invthe middle of the chuwuchy
sevvice, the steanm whistle from Father’s foctory
blew. Mother grabbed my hand and we all ravv
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out of the building to- see what was going ov.
tveryone had come out of their chuwrches to- see
what was happening. The sawduwst had caught
fire again near the factory, but by the time we got
there (& had already been put out.

The air was filled witiv smoke. Poor little Eligabetiv
was coughing the whole time. AW of the men were
fighting the fire and moving things from
buiddings that they thought might burn. Father
told us to-go-back home. He whispered something
to- Mother and thew rawv off to-help the other men.
The whole night was smoky. Mother prayed and
kept looking out the windows.

On Monday the wind changed divection and
finally blew the smoke aoway. Father caume home
and went right to-bed. He slept until supper! He
said that we were very lucky that things had not
beenwworse. Today all the mew are back at wovk
and things are going onw as uwsual. I hope that
never happens again! Do- not worry about us.
Everything has calmed dowwn. I miss you.

Love,
Clandiav
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November 2, 1871
Deoaw Alexis,

I know it has been some time since I have writtew.
I apologizge; but giverw all that has happened I awm
sure yow understond. I know yow must be so-
worried about us. I amv happy to-report that
Father, Mother, Eligabetivand I are all alive ands
well. It muust hawve beew some sovt of mivacle that
we ol suwrvived..

I amv sure yow hawve seerv invthe newspapers inv
Appleton that on the evening of October 8,
Peshitigo burned to-the ground. It was so-awful;
Alexis, I willl try and explain it to- yow but I know I
will not do- it justice.

Sunday, October 8, was av cold and smoky day inv
Peshtigo, quite similow to-most days this fall. In
the evening it stowted to-get wowrmer. This was odd,
but we were all happy to- not hawve to-hawve so- mawny
laers on. Father came ruvnmnming into-the house
and said that we all had to- leawve immediately.
Mother and I did not understand, but his voice
wa so-full of feaw that we just did as he said.
Mother took Elizabetivin her awrms and took my
hand and we left the house.

Ay soon as we were outside, we knew why Father
wa so-scowed. The sky had tuwrned orange, and
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there way fire everywhere. Father said we had to-
get to-the river. The fire was approaching withv o
loud roar. It sounded like avfreight train. The
winds were so- strong that I coudd hawdly runw. It
way like v tornado-of fire. The wind knocked me
down, and Father had to-pick me up and carry me
to-the river.

The smoke was so-thick I could hawdly breathe.
People everywhere were running and screaming.
Horses were running loose and trampling people.

I could tell Father wanted to-help people, but there
was no-time: We made it to-the river and went inv
wtth I coudd hardly stand. The air was so-hot
and there were so- mawnvy sparvks flying that we had
to-keep dunking our heads under water to-keep
fromv catching fire owrselves. Mother would hold
tligabetivy nose and dunk her under water.

We were invthe water for five howrs, but it seemed
like evew longer. It was so-cold and smoky. We
could hear people crying and screaming over the
roow of the firestorm.

Finally we were able to-get out of the water. The
ground was ST hot and there were some flames
left burning. We stood next to-thewm to-warm up.
There were buwrned bodies everywhere. I took
tligabetivfrom Mother and tried to-comfort her so-
that I would not hawve to-look at them. The next
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few days I covhowdly remember. I was inv such o
dage and i so- much paivy from breathing all of
that smoke:

We awre now in Greenw Bay, staying withvav foumily
that offered to-take in suwvivors of the fire. We awe
so-lucky to-hawe made it out of Peshitigo- alive.
There are hundreds that did not, including my
friend Katherine. I remember seeing her father
after we got out of the water. Katherine and her
I miss her, and so- many other people: I do-not
know why bad things like this have to-happern. I

Father says we might be coming to- stay withy yow
soon. I will tell yow move thev. It upsety me to-
even write about it, but I wanted yow to-know that

we are okavy.

Love,
Clandiav
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