Explosion, Fire and Building Collapse in Boston
Boston Firefighters Narrowly Escape Death

by District Chief Robert M. Winston, District 8
August 26, 1998

The City of Boston is very diverse in its cul-
ture, ethnic neighborhoods and its many types of
structural architecture. Built within many of
Boston’s neighborhoods is a type of apartment
building known as a “3-decker.” This type of build-
ing is of wood frame construction, 3 stories and
about 40 feet in height, generally 30x60 feet front
to rear, and normally contain 3 or more apart-
ments. A duplex “3-decker” is correspondingly
larger in total area. Thousands of these buildings
were constructed in the early 1900s.

They were

stationed on Blue Hill Avenue in the Dorchester/
Franklin Field section of Boston. The fire alarm
box on the front wall of the station is BOX 36. This
station is located in a neighborhood where there
are hundreds of wood “3-deckers” that are occu-
pied by residents.

It was a very warm and sunny Wednesday
morning at just after 11:00, August 26th. Engine
Company 52, under the command of Fire Lieuten-
ant Claus Guttenberg, had been dispatched to in-
vestigate the report of a baby in a dumpster in

built very well and
are considered as a
strong structure
not prone to sud-
den collapse. Many
of the cooking
stoves in the apart-
ments of these
buildings are fueled
by natural gas un-
der pressure. This
gas fuel is distrib-
uted by a network
of thousands of
miles of decades
old cast iron piping
buried under the
old streets of Bos-
ton. On occasion,
one of these pipes
can leak natural
gas. Depending on
how much gas and
where it leaks into
will determine the
outcome. Such a
cause and effect
scenario occurred
on August 26, 1998
with devastating re-
sults.

Engine Com-
pany 52 and Ladder
Company 29 are
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