
THE GREAT FIRE
What Went Wrong?

Which error had the most significant impact on the fire's rapid growth? Use text evidence to support 
your opinion, and write your answer on the lines below.
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Jim Murphy describes many moments where things went wrong during the 36-hour fire that destroyed 
large parts of Chicago. Though the official investigation ruled that no single event or person was at fault 
for the fire, the debate continued long after the city began its rebuilding efforts. Now that you’ve read 
the book, it’s up to you to decide the crucial moment that turned the fire from a small event in one 
Chicago neighborhood to a catastrophic fire that changed the city forever.  

Using text evidence, identify six factors that contributed to the catastrophic Chicago fire. Write one 
factor in each bubble.

Answer Key

On the day the fire started, 
Chicago was a city ready to 
burn because of a months-
long drought and the strong 
southwest wind. 

The Waterworks building 
burned down, so the pumping 
machines died, cutting off the 
city's access to running water.

A fire watchman misidentified 
the location of the fire, so he 
sent the fire engines to the 
wrong neighborhood.

Chicago’s firefighters were 
already exhausted from 
fighting a major fire the day 
before the Great Fire.

Chicago's city designers built 
streets, sidewalks, and buildings 
out of wood, like pine.

Fireman Dorsey pulled the fire 
alarm lever one time, instead 
of four times, so the watchmen 
didn't send out more engines. 

Sample Answers

Answers will vary.
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