
The Great Bangor Fire of  April 30, 1911, 
turned a pleasant Sunday afternoon 
into Dante’s Inferno for the Queen 
City’s 25,000 residents. Possibly ignited 
by smokers at J. Frank Green’s hay 
shed on lower Broad Street, flames 

jumped the Kenduskeag Stream onto Exchange 
Street and raged for eight hours before burning out 
around midnight.

“Bangor Swept by Furious Fire” reported the 
Bangor Daily News, which blamed Maine’s worst 
20th century urban disaster on drought and wind. 
Lost landmarks included six churches and a syna-
gogue, the post office and customs house, the li-
brary and historical society collections, Norumbega 
Hall, the high school and private dwellings.

A figure of  $3,168,080 eventually was decided on, 
with 60 percent of  the loss covered by insurance. 
But no amount of  money could restore the lost heir-
looms, public documents and landmarks.

Two men died in the fire, which burned so bright-
ly that one could read the finest newsprint by its 
light after gas and electric lights failed. “There was 
a continual crashing of  walls, chimneys and roofs,” 
stated the Bangor Daily Commercial. “Exchange 
and State Streets were roaring furnaces filled with 
seething flames and clouds of  dense smoke.”

Onlookers streamed into downtown to survey the 
damage. Brick and wooden ruins bordered Picker-
ing Square, with other losses on Exchange, State, 
Park, Harlow, and Central streets. Broadway’s mall 
and sweeping park helped halt the inferno. So did 
an insurance wall on Franklin Street that was cred-
ited with saving City Hall and all of  Main Street.

Silver linings in the storm clouds included the 
fact that the fire struck on a Sunday, minimizing 
mass evacuations, and in springtime, allowing plan-
ners to use the year’s warmest months. By 1912, 
public buildings, along with homes, had risen 
phoenix-like, proof  that the former lumbering 
capital had beaten the odds.

Mayor Charles W. Mullen’s prediction had come 
true. “Bangor is undaunted,” he told a local 
newspaper. “Bangor will come back.”
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A Terrible Confl agration
For eight hours on the night of 

April 30, 1911, a fi re raged out of 
control in the heart of Bangor.

29. Firefi ghters and residents attempt to fi ght the fi re at 
J. Frank Green’s hay shed, the fi re’s start.

18. The view from State Street bridge, with the ruins of 
the Morse Oliver Building beyond.

17. Lost in The Fire: U.S. Custom House and Post Offi  ce8. Lost in The Fire: Central Park and the Univeralist Church20. Lost in The Fire: First Congregational Church 18. Spectators, including a military cadet from the University 
of Maine, survey the ruins of the Morse Oliver Building at the 
intersection of State and Exchange streets.

18. Policemen near the corner of 
Harlow and Exchange streets. 
On Exchange Street, the fi re stopped 
at the Nichols Block, the fi rst building 
on the left.

23. Spectators are dwarfed by the fl ames raging across State Street near the State Street bridge in this photo by Leyland Whipple.  With cam-
era and tripod Whipple captured many remarkable scenes as Bangor burned, some later color tinted. In this dramatic photograph the 
silhouette at right is the burning shell of Bangor Savings Bank, the library and historical society. Up the street but hidden by the walls of 
fl ames is the seven-story Morse Oliver Building and in the right foreground is the facade of the Merrill Trust Bank Building. The lumber in the 
street suggests the bank was being renovated. Separated from the fi re by the Kenduskeag Stream, this building survived.

Match the numbers across the 
map below with the accom-
panying photographs and 
explore Bangor on the night 
of April 30, 1911.

Mapping 
The Great Fire 
of 1911

1.    Congregation Beth Israel Chapel*
2.    Advent Church*
3.    Fan Jones’ brothel***
4.    St. John’s Episcopal Church*
5.    Electric Light Substation*
6.    Bangor High School*
7.    First Baptist Church and Chapel*
8.    Universalist Church and Central Park*
9.    Tarratine Club**
10.  Central Congregational Church* 
11.  Windsor Hotel*
12.  Graham Building*

13.  Norumbega Hall*
14.  Central Fire Station*
15.  Jail**
16.  Courthouse**
17.  Post Office and Customs House*
18.  Morse Oliver Building*
19.  Union Hose House No. 1*
20.  First Congregational Church*
21.  City Hall***
22.  Wheelwright & Clark Building** 
        (Grasshopper, Mexicali Blues)
23.  Merrill Trust Building**

24.  Bangor Savings Bank*, 
       Bangor Historical Society*, 
       Bangor Public Library*
25.  Telephone Exchange*
26.  Nichols Block**
27.  Bangor Daily News building***
28.  Bangor House**
29.  J. Frank Green’s hay shed*
30.  Union Station***
*lost in the fire
**survived
***survived but later demolished
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“I was standing on the roof of the hotel 
that afternoon and saw a large piece of tar 

paper all aflame being blown up the stream. 
I saw it land on the old Morse Oliver 

building, lodge on an awning and soon the 
building was burning. Right after that I saw 

the same thing happen to the Church on 
Park Street. Broadway Park was full of about 
every kind of article. Beds, chairs, tables etc. 
People had brought them there to save them. 

It seemed like a safe place.”

Harold F. Moon
witness to the 1911 Bangor Fire

About the map
With a base map of a 1908 Sanborn Map, layered with a 1911 “Territory Burned” map produced by then city engineer P. H. 
Coombs, a building by building map of the 55 acres burned the night of April 30, 1911, was produced. Sanborn maps were 
created for assessing fire insurance liability in cities across the United States from 1867 to 1970.

24. A man stands in front of the building housing 
Bangor Savings Bank, the public library and the 
historical society in the early evening of April 30, 1911, 
as wind-whipped flames engulf it and spread across 
State Street. Earlier in the day, spectators, still dressed 
in their Sunday best, gathered at this spot to view the 
fire’s early assault of the city. The bank, the musuem 
and the historical society  were early and complete 
losses once the fire jumped the Kenduskeag Stream.  
About the photo
Two hand-tinted lantern slides taken on the evening 
of the fire by photographer Leyland Whipple were, 
100 years later, digitally combined to produce this 
wider view of both sides of State Street.

8. The Universalist 
Church was an early 
victim of the fire once 
burning embers caught 
in its steeples. The back 
wall of the church was 
dynamited in a futile 
attempt to create a fire 
break and prevent the 
flames from spreading 
up Center street. The 
gutted church was 
rebuilt.

Area of
1911 Fire

Buildings of significance
lost in fire

Buildings of significance
outside the burn area

Houses of worship
in the burn area

Dwellings
burned

Photograph
of this site

Fire starts here
Around 4 p.m. Sunday, a fire 
started in a large Broad Street 
hayshed (29) belonging to 
J. Frank Green.

18. The Morse 
Oliver Building.
Before its 
destruction in 
The Fire this 
seven-story 
building was 
Bangor’s
tallest.

The fire spreads
High winds carried burning cinders 
diagonally across the Kenduskeag 
Stream and ignited the Stetson 
Building (25) on Exchange Street, 
occupied by the New England tele-
phone exchange, and soon after 
the steeples of the Universalist 
Church on Center Street were burn-
ing. The wooden buildings in the 
rear of Exchange Street were ignit-
ed and from there, swept along by 
the wind, the fire spread from block 
to block. By midnight, it was finally 
under control.

City in darkness
With the destruction 
of the electric substa-
tion (5) on Park Street, 
the city lost its electric 
lights and electric 
streetcars stopped 
where they were.

The Fire
Borne by strong gusts up the 
stream, flaming debris jumped the 
Kenduskeag an hour later, igniting 
much of Bangor’s downtown and 
spreading to the neighborhoods 
along Broadway, French, Center 
and Harlow streets. By Monday 
morning, little but chimneys amid 
rubble remained as residents and 
business owners returned to 
survey the ruins.

Property lost
Six churches, a synagogue and 
100 businesses were lost. 
Prominent public buildings such 
as the post office and high 
school also were destroyed, 
along with 267 dwellings, with 
nearly 300 people losing 
everything. 

Fire stops
Attempts to slow the fire by 
dynamiting buildings in its path 
proved futile in stopping the fire. 
More effective were key fire walls, 
a light rain that began to fall 
overnight, and the broad 
expanse of Broadway Park.

A panoramic view of 
the destruction, 1911
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