
On Monday, May 1, Bangor resi-
dents woke up to a city trans-
formed. In an eight-hour window, 
fire had claimed 100 businesses, 

267 dwellings, six churches, a synagogue, 
the high school, post office and customs 
house, the library, historical society, and 
Norumbega Hall. And that was just the be-
ginning of  the losses reported in newspa-
pers over the coming weeks.

“It burnt across the city/ And the flames 
spread in the air,/ And it burnt upon to 
Central Park/ And it burnt across the park 
there,” wrote John F. Young in a 10-cent 
poem titled “The Great Bangor Fire.” In 
carefully measured verse, he listed lost 
landmarks such as the seven-story Morse-
Oliver block at State and Exchange streets, 
the Graham block on Central Street, and 
the Sterns block on Exchange Street.

Also destroyed were smaller treasures 
such as Rice and Tyler music store, East 
Side Pharmacy, H.L. Mayo’s stable, and 
Benoit Clothing store. Friendships were 
forged in those businesses and now they 
had been reduced to ashes, their futures 
uncertain.

Three banks were lost, including Bangor 
Savings Bank opposite State Street bridge. 
Also destroyed in rooms upstairs were the 
collections of  the city library and histori-
cal society. There were stories of  librari-
ans tossing books out into the stream, and 
a photo of  an armed U.S. marshal protect-
ing an exposed vault speaks volumes.

Perhaps the greatest loss was the seven 
houses of  worship. People who had attend-
ed services in those buildings on Sunday 
morning were horrified to see them burn 
by midnight. The 8 p.m. burning of  the 
First Parish spire at State Street and 
Broadway was visible for many miles, as 
was the glow from Third Congregational, 
First Universalist, First Baptist, Advent 
Christian, St. John’s Episcopal, and Jewish 
synagogue.

Charities offered assistance to those 
burned out of  mansions and working-class 
quarters on French Street, Broadway, and 
neighboring streets. In desperation, some 
had hauled their possessions into the mid-
dle of  Broadway and up to Broadway Park 
in hopes of  sparing them from the flames.

“Beds, chairs, tables ... people had 
brought them there to save them,” recalled 
91-year-old eyewitness Harold F. Moon in 
1976. “It seemed like a safe place. It was 
some sight.”

All the training in the world could 
not have prepared Bangor fire-
fighters for the April 30, 1911, 
disaster. A “perfect storm” of  

events that included a relentless southerly 
wind and a serious spring drought tested 
the men’s endurance. 

At first, the ringing of  Box 24 on lower 
Broad Street around 4 p.m. seemed a minor 
matter. Nuisance fires were commonplace 
in that warren of  warehouses and storage 
barns, and J. Frank Green’s three-story 
hay shed at 176 Broad St. had seen several 
fires since 1908. But there was something 
different about this call, as Green’s shed 
erupted into a seething caldron, reportedly 
ignited by idlers smoking.

“Hundreds thronged to view the specta-
cle of  the blazing building,” wrote Michael 
J. Callinan in his “A True Story of  the 
Fire,” “little dreaming that from this small 
bulding a conflagration, covering an area 
of  over sixty acres, would result.”

Chief  William Mason summoned every 
fire apparatus from the city’s seven fire 
stations. As horses pulled steamers and 
fire wagons down Broad Street, flames 
were spotted across the stream on Ex-
change Street as the telephone exchange 
ignited. Thus began a race against time as 
fire crews chased one hot spot after anoth-
er. Adding to their misery was the loss of  
Central Fire Station on Harlow Street and 
Hose 1 near State and Exchange streets.

Mayor Charles Mullen telegraphed Port-
land, Waterville, Lewiston and Augusta, all 
of  which sent fire companies by special 
trains. When the smoke cleared, the disas-
ter had claimed two lives. John Scribner, a 
70-year-old shoemaker, died as the walls of  
the seven-story Morse-Oliver building col-
lapsed. And 41-year-old volunteer firefight-
er George Abbott perished later that night 
when a chimney collapsed on Penobscot 
Street. Both men were from Brewer.

“Every [fire] man worked as though he 
was saving his own home from destruc-
tion...,” wrote Callinan. “The destruction 
of  a larger number of  restaurants made 
it practically impossible for the men to 
get food but they worked none the less 
valiantly.”

While the downtown fire district 
smoldered, there were hopeful 
signs that Bangor would 
weather the worst disaster in 

its 142-year history. Buoyed by a hopeful 
nation and the words of  Mayor Charles 
Mullen, who forecast a swift rebuilding, 
the Queen City set out to put the Great 
Fire behind it and began planning for a 
20th century renaissance.

After an official figure of  around 
$3,168,080 was decided on, with 60 percent 
of  the lost property covered by insurance, 
civic planners and landscape architects set 
out to help redesign downtown. But first, 
more than 60 acres of  debris had to be 
carted away, the remains of  businesses, 
civic landmarks and private dwellings. 
About 200 teams of  horses were put to 
work, and the mayor announced that every 
man in Bangor willing and able to work 
would be hired.

Soon, portable buildings housing dis-
placed businesses and city workers lined 
Harlow Street. Meetings were held at City 
Hall, untouched by the fire, where local ar-
chitects C. Parker Crowell and Wilfred 
Mansur submitted plans for new office 
buildings. Warren H. Manning, a Boston 
landscape architect, announced his plans, 
which included modernizing the street sys-
tem and opening blocks of  green space 
that also would serve as firebreaks should 
another fire occur.

By 1914, most of  downtown had risen 
from the ashes. Six-story office buildings 
such as the Eastern Trust block, Graham 
building, and Exchange block were com-
plete, along with a new public library and 
high school. A post office was built on Har-
low Street, while private residences such 
as the Arthur Chapin house at 58 Broad-
way replaced burned property.

The most remarkable post-fire rebirth 
may have been with the houses of  worship. 
Of  the six churches and one synagogue 
lost on April 30, a half-dozen were rebuilt. 
Third Congregational and First Parish 
merged and became All Souls Church; 
First Baptist rebuilt at the top of  Center 
Street hill; First Universalist reconstruct-
ed its brick edifice; St. John’s Episcopal re-
built a brick church on French Street; Ad-
vent Christian rebuilt on Center Street; 
and the Jewish synagogue rebuilt on York 
Street.

Rebirth and RebuildingFighting the FireDestruction

What happened next: Mapping post-fire Bangor 1.  Congregation Beth Israel Chapel. Lost in The Fire. Re-
built on adjacent property as the Jewish Burial Chapel.
2.  Advent Christian Church. Rebuilt on the same site 
but later relocated to outer Broadway. The rebuilt 
structure has since been converted to commercial 
business use.
3.  Fan Jones’ brothel. Survived The Fire but later 
demolished. Currently the site of a parking lot across 
from the federal building.
4.  St. John’s Episcopal Church. Rebuilt after The Fire on 
the same property. Behind it sits John Bapst Memorial 
High School.
5.  Electric Light Substation. Lost in The Fire. The power 
station was rebuilt on the same property.
6.  Bangor High School. The original, in what is now 
Abbott Square, was lost during The Fire. The school 
was rebuilt across the street, along with a new public 
library. The rebuilt high school is now apartments. 
7.  First Baptist Church and Chapel. Lost during The 
Fire. On the site today is the Peirce Memorial Park. 
The congregation rebuilt at 56 Center St.

8.  Universalist Church and Central Park. Rebuilt on 
same property. Central Park is gone today, with City 
Hall and parking in its place. The church is now home 
to the Unitarian Universalist Society of Bangor.   
9.  Tarratine Club. Survived The Fire and is now 
a private residence.
10.  Central Congregational Church. Lost in The Fire but 
in 1912 joined with the First Congregational Church to 
create All Souls Congregational Church at the corner of 
Broadway and State Street. The original French Street 
site is now the home of Congregational Beth El.
11.  Windsor Hotel. Lost in The Fire. Now the site of 
a commercial building across the street from Peirce 
Memorial Park on Harlow Street.
12.  Graham Building. Lost in The Fire, with the a new 
Graham Building rebuilt on the property in 1911.
13.  Norumbega Hall. Lost in The Fire. Now the site of 
Norumbega Parkway.
14.  Central Fire Station. Lost during The Fire and now 
the site of a a parking lot. Central Fire Station is now 
located on Main Street.
15.  Jail. Survived The Fire.

16.  Court House. Survived The Fire.
17.  Post Offi  ce and Customs House. Lost in The Fire. 
Now the site of Norumbega Parkway with the post-fi re 
Eastern Trust Building adjacent along State Street.
18.  Morse Oliver Building. Lost During The Fire and 
replaced, on the same site, with what is now known 
as the old Bangor Hydro-Electric Corp. Building on the 
corner of Exchange and State streets.
19.  Union Hose House No. 1. Lost in The Fire. Now the 
site of Frati Pawn Shop.
20.  First Congregational Church. Lost in The Fire but in 
1912 joined with the Central Congregational Church to 
create All Souls Congregational Chuch at the corner of 
Broadway and State streets. About a third of the mate-
rial of the walls of the church was taken from the ruins 
of First Church and Central Church, the most conspicu-
ously being the red granite from Central Church.
21.  City Hall. Unaff ected by The Fire. Later demolished 
during Bangor’s urban renewal. Now the site of a two-
level parking garage.
22.  Wheelwright & Clark Building. Unaff ected by The 
Fire. Most recently housed The Grasshopper Shop and 

now Mexicali Blues.
23.  Merrill Trust Building, State Street. Unaff ected by 
The Fire, the building is now a senior citizens’ center. 
24.  Bangor Savings Bank, Bangor Historical Society, 
Bangor Public Library. Lost in The Fire but Bangor 
Savings Bank rebuilt on the same spot
25.  Telephone Exchange. The Stetson Block, which 
housed the telephone exchange, was lost in The Fire 
but a building was later rebuilt on the site.
26.  Nichols Block. Survived the 1911 Fire and currently 
houses businesses.
27.  Bangor Daily News building. The newspaper sur-
vived The Fire and later relocated to its current location 
at 491 Main St. The original building was demolished 
during urban renewal. 
28.  Bangor House. Unaff ected by The Fire, later 
enlarged and currently a housing complex. 
29.  J. Frank Green’s hay shed. Destroyed in 1911 Fire. 
Now the site of Gomez Park. 
30.  Union Station. Survived the fi re but later demol-
ished. Currently site of Penobscot Plaza shopping area. 

The city of Bangor
and the location of 
The Great Fire of 1911.
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Reconstruction: 
The Manning Plan
Bangor residents quickly mobilzed 
to rebuild the burned district. A 
year after the fire, Boston land-
scape designer Warren Manning’s 
recommendations, combined with 
those of the Bangor Committee on 
Civic Improvement, were submit-
ted to the mayor and residents of 
Bangor. The plan for the burned 
district proposed the establishment 
of Norumbega Mall as a downtown 
firebreak and park, construction of 
the Washington Street bridge span-
ning the Kenduskeag Stream, and 
some changes in the configuration 
of streets to alleviate congestion 
and steep grades. It also recom-
mended the location of the Bangor 
Public Library and Bangor High 
School on Harlow Street, and noted 
the need to address traffic conges-
tion caused by an anticipated 
increase in “auto vehicles.”

24. Shortly after the fire, a worker (right) walks along 
State Street, the gutted remains of Bangor Savings Bank 

and the Morse Oliver Building behind him.

20. All Souls 
Congregational Chuch 
at the corner of Broad-
way and State streets.

8. Harlow Street with a 
new Graham 

Building (left) and Post 
Offi  ce (right).

The Library is further 
down Harlow Street 
and the Universalist 

Church  is visible 
behind the Post Offi  ce.

17. The post-fi re
Eastern Trust Building.

6. The post-fi re
library and 
high school.

12. A new 
Graham 
Building, under 
construction.

18. The old Bangor 
Hydro Electric 

Corporation Building, 
where the grand 

Morse Oliver Building 
once stood.

8. The Unitarian 
Universalist Church 

today.

23. State Street today, with the rebuilt Bangor Savings Bank (center), the post-fire 
Eastern Trust Building (left)  and the surviving Merrill Trust Building (foreground, 
right). This photo is from roughly the same spot as the 1911 one at right.

Mapping 
The Fire today 
A look at The Fire’s 
footprint and some 
of the changes to the 
streets of Bangor 
since 1911.

SOURCES: The Bangor Museum and History Center; WBRC; Bangor Daily News; Bangor Daily Commercial; Bangor Public Library; Hose 5 Fire Museum; “Bangor, Maine 1769-1914 An Architectural History” by Deborah Thompson; “City on the Penobscot” by Trudy Irene Scee; 
“Bangor City Plan, The Burned District” by Warren H. Manning; “Views of Bangor’s Big Fire” by Frank E. Davis and Leyland Whipple; “Landscape Architecture, A Quarterly Magazine, October, 1911”;  “Woodsmen and Whigs” by Abigail Ewing Zelz and Marilyn Zoidis; Maine Memory Network; Sanborn Map Co.; private collections. 
Historical consultants: Dana Lippitt, John Frawley, Sara Martin, Paul Tower, Richard Shaw, Mike Pullen, Margaret Chernosky, Bill Cook, Abby Ewing Zelz. Contemporary photos and panoramic photographs of Bangor by Kevin Bennett and Eric Zelz, Bangor Daily News.
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About the map
A 1911 “Territory Burned’ map produced by then city engineer P. H. Coombs, has been layered on top 
of a satelite image of Bangor streets to produce this contemporary view of the 1911 Fire footprint.

Match the numbers across the map below with the accompanying photographs and explore post-fi re Bangor.

Buildings restored
or constructed or sites
altered after The Fire

Buildings unaffected
by The Fire

Photograph from 
this site


