FIRE ESCAPES IN URBAN AMERICA: HISTORY AND

PRESERVATION

A Thesis Presented

by
Elizabeth Mary André
to
The Faculty of the Graduate College
of

The University of Vermont

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements
for the Degree of Master of Science
Specalizing in Historic Preservation

February, 2006



Abstract

For roughly seventy years, iron balcony fire escapes played a major role in shaping urban
areas in the United States. However, we continually take these features for granted. In
their presencewe fail to care for them, they deteriorate, and become unsafe. When they
disappear, we hardly miss them. Too often, building owners, developers, architects, and
historic preservationists consider the fire escape a rusty iron eyesore obstructinglbeautif
building facades. Although the number is growing, not enough people have interest in
saving these white elephants of urban America.

Back in 1860, however, when the Department of Buildings first ordered the erection of
fire escapes on tenement houseBlew York City, these noiorgotten contrivances
captivated public attention and fueled a debate that would rage well inteethigeth
century. By the end of their seventgar heyday, rarely a building in New York City,

and many other major Americaities, could be found that did not have at least one small
fire escape.

Arguably, no other form of emergency egress has impacted the architectural, social, and
political context in metropolitan America more than the balcony fire escape. Lining
building facades in urban streetscapes, the fire escape is still a predominant feature in
major American cities, and one has difficulty strolling through historic city streets

without spotting an entire neighborhood hidden behind these iron contraptions.

This thess intends to demonstrate the significance of the balcony fire escape, as
introduced in theineteenttcentury in New York City, and advocates for their

preservation and conservation thereof. The history of the fire escape is traced through
New York Timeatrticles, detailing landmark fires, public outcry, and the ensuing
legislation, and through historical photos amgeteenth andtwentiethcenturyart and
literature, illustrating the social and cultural impact of fire escapes on the daily lives of
the tanement dwellers in New York City. Design and construction of the fire escape is

|l ooked at through patents and manufacturer sao
as a significant architectural feature. The thesis concludes with basic infornfatien o

care and maintenance of fire escapes and a discussion of actual preservation work being
done to save these important pieces of the built environment.
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Introduction

A fire escape i$oosely definedhs any means of egress from a building that is
used in the event of a fire. The term refers to all emergency exits, dpms tied to
window | edges to poles affixed to exterior b
escapeo conjure images of exterior iron balc
Arguably, no other form of emergency egress has impacted théesatahal, social, and
political contextof metropolitan America more than the iron balcony fire escape. Rows
of fire escapes line building facades along urban streetscapes, and one has difficulty even
today strolling through historic city streets withepbtting an entire neighborhood
hidden behind these iron contraptions.

As a society, weontinually take fire escapes for granted. In their presence, we
fail to care for them; they deteriorate and become unsafe. When they disappear, we
hardly miss them Too oftenbuilding owners, developers, architects, and historic
preservationists consider the fire escape a rustyayesore obstructing a beautiful
building facade While the evolving field of historic preservatioow fosters a greater
appreciatio for vernacular, often unaesthetic, buildfogmsthan in previous decades,
too few preservation professionalsdenthusiasts embrace these white elephants of the
urban landscape.

Back in 1860, however, when the buildings department first orderedetisoer
of fire escapes on tenement houses in New York City, thesdargatten contrivances
captivated public attention and fueled a debate that would rage well into the tiwventie
century. By t he seventyyean lieydayhrarelgbulda uildeg c ap e 6 s
over three storieBe foundin major American citiethat did not have at least one small
exterior egress The fire escape altered the urban landscape, both physically and
psychologically. Over the course of the twentieth century, duringhwddeanced
methods of fire safety evolved, many fashionable buildings lost their fire escapes. In
older residential tenement neighborhoods in large metropolitan areas, such as New York
City, numerous old fire escapes still adorn facqéegure 1) The ole of fire escapes in
the evolution of tenement districts is so significant that their removal would greatly alter

the character and diminish the historical value of the buildings and the neighborhood.
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Architectural features frequently evolve from a picadtor decorative building
appendage to a cultural or social icon. The fire escape plays little role in the daily lives
of the current tenants of the old balcdaglen buildings, such that one may not realize
the impact of the fire escape in the dailxeb of nineteenthand early twentieticentury
tenement dwell ers. The wrapping Queen Anne
architecturaturnedcultural constructs of the wealthy, rose up in fashionable residential
neighborhoods, while the poor an@ timmigrant culture wove their own piece of
architecture into their lives: the fire escape.

The fire escapalsoserves as a representation of the evolving infrastructure of
major cities like New York at the twwof-the-century. Rebecca Zurier stateser book,
Metropolitan Lives: the Ashcan Artists and Their New Yiork New Yor k Ci t yods] I
environment, the first skyscrapers and the expansion of apartment hassdwellings
not just for the poor but also for the middle class figstablished p#trns that would
characterize the citye. The vertical city o
city of the nil'feetinereasirigrerticabtynof thercify énandests itself
in the exterior fire escape, a device necessitatetépurgeoning erection of multi
storied structures. In the modern day world of steel skyscrapers, the tenement houses and
their iron balcony fixtures remind us of a time when the five and six story structures
soared above the street to, literally, dangenmeew heights.

The evolving landscape of New York City inspired nineteealtid twentieth
century artists to reassess the aesthetics of their environment. Tweatigihy Fench
artist Marcel Duchamp, aftarriving in New York City, commented upohne failure of
New York painters and photographers to recognize what is truly authentic to their urban
| andscape. AThe city itself was more of O0a
than any American picture; with its exhilarating scale and autoncatesh t r a p® i ons é . 0
Fire escapes captured the attention of many New York artists; the contraptions, although
in existence for four decades prior to the twentieth century, maintained their appeal as a
part of the growing mechanical and geometrical metrapoltista. American artist Man

! Rebecca Zurier, Robert W. Snyder and Virginia M.cMenburg Metropolitan Lives: the Ashcan Artists
and Their New YorRWashington, D.C.: National Museum of American Art, 1995), 30.

2 Debra Bricker Balken and Jay BochnBebating American Modernism: Stieglitz, Duchamp, and the New
York AvantGarde(New York: American Federation of Arts, 2003), 18.
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Ray illustrates his perspeeti of an urban scene ims 1917 workentitledFire Escapes
andUmbrellas(Figure 2) The artist focuses the view not at street level but above the
heads of pedestrians, toward the raasalcityscapePrecisionism, a 1920s movement

of American modernism, distiligrban, industrigland agricultural landscap¢oorderly
systens of geometric forms. Devoid of human presence, atmosphere, and mayvemen
Precisionist works epitomizée machine ageising the clarity and precision of line and
color to capture the essence of the industrial world. Depictions of behemoth skyscrapers
and factories juxtapose with common, utilitarian features of the landscape. The fire
escape became an essential featitbeomechanized cityscape, superimposing an entire
geometrical, as well as cultural, layer atop the urban fabric. Precisionist artist Charles
Demuth, in his 1921 work entitlédfue du singe qui pécheepresents the fire escape in
his urban vision, usingimplified Xs to dot the exterior @ highrise (Figure 3)

While a large number dire escapes appear as purely utilitarigeometric
contraptionsmany were designed with acute attention to detail and a high degree of
ornamentation, enhancing thppearance dhe buildings to which they were attached
(Figure 4) While the urge to remove the less desirable devices from the more
fashionable buildings is compellingpich an alteration will rob the building of an integral
architectural appendagedcompromise the character of both the individual building
block and the comprehensive neighborhodte temptation of many historic
preservationists to restore older structures to their original chafi@edaentlyleads to
theremoval exterior balconieend ladders; the rationale that the fire eséapet
original to the facadtails to consider the nearly 15@ar history the building has
undergone behind its iron mask.

This thesis intends to demonstrate the significance of the balcony iron fymeesc
as introduced in nineteententury New York City, and advocates for the preservation
and conservation thereof. Very little research has previously been conducted on this
topic. Sara E. Wermiel, technology historian, published in Z008,FireproofBuilding:
Technology and Public Safety in the Ninetegdémtury American CityThe book

discusses the evolution of fireproof construction and makes only small references to fire

escapes. In 2003, she published an articleechnology and Culturentit e d ANo Exit:

The Rise and Demise of the Outside Fire
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iron balcony fire escape, touching on a few major landmark building ordinances and
discussing the inherent weaknesses of the fire escape and itemegtaevith fireproof
construction. The information provided by Wermiel was used as a stepping stone for my
in-depth discussion of the historical significance of the fire escape. The article does not
examine the cultural context or discuss the physicetjt@ctural features of the fire

escape and is not oriented toward issues of historic preservation. Further primary
research was necessary to develop all areas of discussion.

Through my research, | sought to demonstrate three different areas of
significance: historical, cultural, and architectural. Historical research focused on the
origin of the fire escape, its evolution, and its role in the growth of major American cities.
| looked primarily at historicaNew York Timeatrticles, building ordinanceand
discussions of fire safety in the Quarterly of the National Fire Protection Association.
Cultural research focused on the impact of the fire escape on urban culture, particularly
the immigrant culture within the tenement house districts. | lookethpty at literature,
art, and historical photographs contemporary to the era of the fire escape. Architectural
research focused on the visual characteristics of the fire escape, and the impact those
characteristics have on the facades of buildings lmaditban streetscape. | looked
primarily at fire escape patents and trade journals issued by fire escape manufacturers.

| focused the scope of my research in three areas. | have narrowed the topic of
fire escapes to include only the iron balconyére c a p e . Al t hough the te
refers to any method of egress from a fire, the iron balcony fire escape is the only method
of egress that has been a major visual exterior architectural feature on a large number of
buildings, and it is the onlyfm of egress that has ever become such an integral part of
the urban cultural experience. | have narrowed my discussion to the seventy years
between 1860 and 1930. The seveydgr period roughly spans the heyday of the fire
escape. lItis difficult tprove that iron balcony fire escapes were not being constructed
prior to 1860, but evidence supports this theory. The first major egress law in the United
States was enacted in 1860, in New York City. Nie& York Timesearchable database
doesnotretun any hits of the term fAfire escapeo f
photographs or illustrations predating 1860 were not found. Although fire escapes were

still being constructed after 1930, they were no longer recognized as a safe, acceptable
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means of gmary egress. | have narrowed the geographic context primarily to New York
City. Not only is it the largest U.S. city with the greatest wealth of fire escapes and
richest history thereof, but New York City was at the forefront of all major egress
legislaion in the United States. Many other cities modeled their legislation upon that of
New York City.

This thesis is laid out in five parts. Part one introduces the fire escape and
follows its evolution as it relates to five different building types: neset houses, hotels,
theatres, schools, and factories. Part two examines the cultural context of the fire escape
within urban immigrant neighborhoods. Part three looks at fire escape patents from the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Partlboks at fire escape designs
advertised in trade journals during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Part
five discusses present day conservation issues. A concluding chapter presents actual
preservation work being done with fire esesand discusses how, as preservationists,

we can aid the cause.
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Figure 2: Man Ray,Fire Escape and bhbrellas 1917 (Courtesy of the Getty Museum online archive,
http://www .getty.edu/art/collections/objects/053284.Html
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Figure 3: Charles DemuthRue du singe qui péch&921 (Courtesy of the Terra Foundation for American
Art online archive, http://wwvierraamericanart.org/collections/code/emuseurh.asp

Figure 4: Decorative fire escape on a Lower Manhattan apartment house in New York City. (author, 2004)
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Chapter 1: The Evolution of the Fire Escape

From its introduction into the urban landscapd 860, the exterior iron fire
escapenduredheavy criticism.Already in the early twentieth century, by tinae
lawmakers effectively enacted detailed legislation regarding the construction of fire
escapesmopublic and private buildings and rigidinforced compliance thereof,
improved methods of fire safety slowly replaced the antiquated iron de\Dcemgthe
brief periodthat spanshe history of the fire escape, New York Giffjicials struggled to
sdeguardtheir citizens and prevent the fatal disasters that plagweddodframe
neighborhoods of nineteentientury urban Americand, subsequentlpaved the way
for egress legislation in other major cities across the country. A look into the tustory
the fire escape within thapidly expandingnetropolisof New York Cityprovides
insight into many legal, politicalind social issues of the era, thus emphasthmg
importance of the fire escapethe evolution of major American cities in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

The history of fire escape legislation for five different building types was traced
from the earliest enacted laws through the eventual outmoding of the exterior exits,
focusing on the major historical fires arnd tunique issues surrounding each building
type. Tenement houses, hotels, theatres, schools and factories will be individually
discussed in this chapter, concluding with a discussion of the demise of the iron fire
escape.
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Part 1: Tenement Houses

Thefire originated in a bakery, and the flames shot up the stairs with great
rapidity, and extended to the upper floors, which were occupied by tfgmnty
families. The moment the alarm was given the scene of confusion that ensued
was of the most excitingharacter. The stairway was burned away, and of course
all chance of escape in that direction was cut off. Men women and children could
be seen, by the spectators on the sidewalk, clustered at the windows, screaming
for assistance, and wringing their klarin the agony of their despair. Some of
them mustered courage enough to jump from the windows, and escaped with
slight injuries. The firebells quickly gave the alarm for the Fifth District, and the
firemen repaired to the spot. Ladders were immelgiatevated to the windows,
but the |l ongest of them could not reach a
building extended four stories above any of the surrounding structures, and it
must have been instant death for any of the poor creatures on thélogseio
have jumped from the roof, where a great many of them had cludtered.

Such was the horrific scene the night of February 2, 1860, at 142 EIm Street in New York

City, when a fire broke out in the basement of a doublestsiy tenement house.

Although not a rare occurrence along the narrow streets of shoodsleoulder,

overcrowded, woodrame buildings, this conflagratianarked a turning point in city

legislation Ten persongerished that evening, all women and childtbaspublicizing

the hazardous conditiomgthin the tenement districtsJournalists smeared the pages of

theNew York Timewith detailed and heawrenching depictions of this tragedy, striking

a chord with New York City residents and causing an outcry for safer, morantarian

l' iving conditions. The tenementds ownher, Ed

the firetrap, and a move was made by ther o njerytdpsiss an ordinance requiring

Airon stairways, or somenteetllseadefswlppr oved mean

buildngd and t hat other precautiohns be met to e
The cul mination of the fatal fire was New

introduced in Albany, New York, on February 10, 1860, granted the mayor, aldermen,

and conmonality with the power to create laws compelling tenement owners to provide

sufficient means of egress; placed an injunction on new tenement construction until the

passage of the law; empowered the common council to pass laws managing tenement

®New York Timesj Cal ami t ous Fire,® February 3, 1860, Proquest
http://proquest.umi.com
“New York Timesf News of the Day, o6 February 7, 1860.
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houses; animposed $500 for violationsf the aforementioned prescriptiohdhe

ensuing legislation merged existing building codes with new emergency egress

regulation® Passed on April 17, 1860, Chapter 470, Section 25 of the New York City

Act s, entcitt lteod ,PrficAyvni de¢ Against Unsafe Buil di
states the following:

In all dwelling-houses which are built for the residence of more than eight
families, there shall be a fugroof stairs, in a brick or stone, or fipeoof
building, atached to the exterior walls, and all the rooms on every story, must
communicate by doors, or if the fiproof stairs are not built as above, then there
must be fireproof balconies on each story on the outside of the building
connected by firgoroof stars, and all rooms on every story, must communicate
by doors. If the buildings are not built with either stairs or balconies as above
specified, then they must be built fipeoof throughout. All ladders or stairs from
upper stories to scuttles or roofsamy building, shall if movable, be of iron, and
if not movable may be of wood; and all scuttles shall be not less then three feet by
two feet!
The ordinance came none too soon for the burgeoning tenement house neighborhoods,
filled with overpopulatedoften substandard, woddame buildings. An 1852 Brooklyn
ordinance required fAia scuttle or place of eg
placed on tenement houses, they did little for safety short of allowing tenants of upper
stories to crowd on throof® The increasing height of tenement buildings hindered the
ability of escapees to jump from one roof to another, as these tall structures towered over
their neighbors. Additionally, the cheap, flimsy construction allowed little time for
tenants tdlee through the dark, narrow hallways and navigate to the sclitle856, the
New York State Legislature appointed an inspection committee to survey the conditions
of tenement housésThe findings were telltale of the neglect of landlords over the
sanitary and safety conditions of their buil
chance of escape iticularty forthe @pper sixthandseverdhstdryi r e, 0 p a

tenant s wh o-likely eventtohfiee beméath thensare hopslggut off from

1

®New York Timesi Fr om Al bany 180.Febr ua 11,
t Riechmologg and Culbueéhi se of t h

®Sara E. Wermiel, fANo Exit:
no. 2 (2003): 260.

'Board of Supervisors, fANew York Acts, o May 29, 1860.
& Wermiel, 260.

°New York Timesf New York City, o6 March 15, 1856.
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al | ¢ hanc e Bhe cosmmittes @ncludedthabdexisting interior stairwells and
floors should be reinforced with iron beams and that stairs be affixed to the masonry
walls, in order to prevent rapid ignition and collapse in treneof a fire, and they
strongly urged laws to require and enforce the basic safety medSuresvever,
not hing emerged from inspections short of th
tenement dwellers, and egress laws did not take effect untiltdi&ha Streetenement
fire of 1860.

Shortly after the 186Dlaze a letter to the editor was submitted to eav York
Times describinganinexpensiverather elementaryire escape that would prove
beneficial to saving the lives of tenants. Theevrfiroposed a simple iron ladder fixed
along the side of the building from one roof down to the roof of the adjoining buifding.
Thus began the debate over the use of fire escapes as fixed apparatuses on building
facades. Two days after the publicatidrnihe letter, a reader in Newark, New Jersey,
denounced the use of fixed ladders as an invitation for burglagain, oneweek later
a rebuttato the Newark lettepropounded hat fAiron | adders may be ¢
a manner that they could bdded up and form a kind of projecting sill to the windows,
on which the inmates c“Hinged bracesgferedthe hei r house
writer, could be placed for support when the ladder is elevated and to safely distance the
ladder from the buildig when it is lowered, reducing the danger of flames reaching the
fire escape and the risk of burglars entering windows from the lowered apparttiss.
no surprise thahese early concepts for exterior egresisothe traditional fixed iron
balconiesad | adder s itrheate stchaep etoe rcidenfinbgpersstently oday ; t
in the collective consciousut it would be years afontention betweelawmakers, city
officials, and reform activists befotbe construction of fire escapes was strictiditied
and enforced.

Fire escape provisions grew even more elusiverievesed 1862 tenement law.

Chapter 356, Section 27 states that every dwelling over forty feet high occupied by more

“New York Timesi Tenant Houses, o April 1, 1856.

11 H

Ibid.

2New York TimesiLet t ers to the Editor, o February 22, 1860.
BNew York TimesiLetters to the Editor, o February 24, 1860.
“New York TimesiLet t ers to the Editor,® March 2, 1860.

15 | bid.
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than six families above the first floor and all dwellings ocadifg more than eight
families above the first floor fAshal/l have p
that shall be approved of by the Department for the Survey and Inspection of
Bui | d'f Angdwelling of thoroughly fireproof constructian sited alongside a
structure othesame heightyoth with flat roofs, wagxempt from the regulatiort$. The
new ordinancerogressetioward equipping both existing and nevadgnstructed
tenements with fire escapes, but the law no longer dictatedispgoifs for the type of
escapeand due to the cumbersome, ungainly nature of the fixed iron balconies and
staircases detailed in the 1860 ordinance, landlords often looked towards alternative
means of egress. Dozens of new patents were issued arovealtiie next several
years, and exhibitions aiew inventions in New York City lured onlookers to marvel at
the mechanical wonders. In September 1862, a crowd gathered to witness the
demonstration of Shuteds Pat e oftalightiveigett Escape.
durable wroughtiron chain ladder wound about an axle. Tenants could mount the ladder
and be lowered from any story of the building by a simple turning mechanism with a
break. The ladder, when lowered completely to the ground, coldetked in place and
made taught for Atimido peopl e. The survey
demonstration, remarked that this device came nearer to the requirements of the law than
anything thus fat® Nonetheless, the egress laws provifiicdlt to enforce, and
buildingswere rarely outfitted with thproper devices during the early years of the
legislation. Landlads stubbornly refused to commnd when forced, erected the most
rudimentary contraptiaypossible: iron ladders fixed t@alls or small balconies
connected with flimsy straight laddef@igure 5)*°
The Tenement House Aathich waspassedn May 14, 1867mandated thadll
tenement houses, new and bklfurnished with fire escapes. The law was not sgecifi
enough to be tly effective, stating that all tenememtsisthavef i r e escapes or s

other means of egress approved by the inspector of public buitdargjnal decisions

® Robert W De Forest and Lawrence Veill@he Tenement House ProbléNew York: Arno Press,

1903),230-1.

7 bid.

BNew York Timed) Shut e6s Patent Fire Escape, o September 27, 1
¥ Wermiel, 263.
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wereleft to the discretion of the board oéith?® Given the loose verbiage of the
reguldion, the fire escapes that were&ed often proved insufficient. Notoriously
deficient fire escapes weumable tophysically suppora | |  of a bujwerdi ngos
not accessible from all apartmentgereof substandard constructioand/or exitednto
narrow or enclosed courtyards. Exemptions on smaller, less crowded buildings freed
many landlords from the constraints of the law but allowed the perpetuation of firetraps.
An 1884 fire killed a family of five in an unequipped tenement house.lafkord had

not been required terectfire escapes because onlyediamily lived on each floor.
However, nvestigators determined that the family would have survived with proper
egressas they were forcew jump from the front window of their apartnidn escape

the encroaching flamés. Another tenement fire in 1892 claimed livesaasurge of
escapeerushed to the front fire escapeigging the ladders and impeding the safe
descent of tenantsTheback of theenement opened into a small courtyaot large
enough to hold the crowthus making a reascape impossibfé. Given the other
inadequacies of tenemeritélimsy construction of quick burning materials, overcrowded
rooms, wooden stairs, storage of flammable materials, and poor venfildities were
frequently disastrous, with or without adequedeess. In compounding all these
problems condemning and demolishing certain structures and rebuilding with fireproof
construction and enclosed fireproof stairways seemed the safest opdi@rof T

improved construction methods continued through the nineteenth century, but older
tenement buildings continued to flourish. The enactment of small amendments to the
Tenement House Actever spelleaut strict guidelines for egresand the lax

enfacement of regulations continued to exacerbate an already dire situation.

An 1871 revision of the 1867 Tenement House Act relaxed provisions for
fireproof stairways and corridors but urged the use of exterior fire escapes. In cities
around the United Stias, the exterior escape gained acceptance as the approved
secondary means of egress for buildifiy@he 1871 ordinance also required owners to
keep their fire escapes painted and in general good repair and prohibited encumbrances of

2 Jared N. DayUrban Castle{New York: Columbia University Pres$999), 27.
“New York Timed) Fat al Fi-Bereat SbaRebnuary 29, 1884.

r

ZNew York TimesjLeaped to Escape Flames, o February 2, 1892.

% Wermiel, The Fireproof Building: Technology and Public Safety in the Nineteseritury(Baltimore:
Johns Hogins University Press, 2000), 92.
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any kind to be placedpon fire escapesAn 1885 amendmerightened the language,
demandindire escape manufacturers to affix a eash plate with raised letters in a
conspicuous |l ocation reading: fANoticel! Any
balconyisliableto@enal ty of $10 and % Gugerrersleratment of
many fire escapes impassilitethe event of an emergency (Figure 6lthaugh the
provisionwas in the best interest the tenants, convincing the residetatgnaintain
cleared balconies wan arduous tasR. Several shifts of authorityithin New York
City public officeshindered the ease of enforcing compliance with regulations.
Originally, all tenement house maits rested in the hands of theabd ofhealth. The
Consolidation Act of 882 shifted power over the erection of fire escapes to the fire
department?® Another shift of power in 1892 granted the superintendent of buildings full
authority in the matte?’. Finally, the proposal of a new tenement law in 1895 sought to
resolve manyf the inadequacies of previous legislation and made strides in safeguarding
tenement house dwellers. Provisions required neahstructed buildings to incorporate
interior fire partitions and enclosed fireproof interior stays. The law also prevented
fire hazards within tenements, by banning, among other thimgstorage of
combustible material® Specificstipulationsregarding fire escapes werenspicuously
absent from the law.

Outcry against the Building Codes Revision of 1899 finally promated
widespread reform in tenement legislation. The municipal assembly granted to the
buildings department commissioner the process of revising the building codes.
Justifiably, concern arose over the future o
and builders had relied upon corrupt and partisan officials from the buildings department
to ignore building regulations, and they tended to view the agency as an effective
bul war k a g &iAntketitizens df Mew MarksCitystruggledfor years wih

rampant corruption in their attemptsobtain safe and healthy living conditiorissame

* De Forest, 244.

% |bid, 288.

*®|pid, 229.

27 |bid.

ZNew York Times§ For Better Tenements, o January 18, 1895,
% Day, 645.
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as no surpristhat the commissioner undercut existing fire regulatishite still
allowinglandlords to buildadditional floorsatopextantbuildings°

In 1900,the New York City Tenement House Department was formed, and its
Tenement House Commission was appointed to thoroughly investigate the conditions of
the tenement houses. At the end of 1901, Commissioner Robert W. De Forest and First
Deputy Commissioner lvarence Veiller published a full, detailed report, outlining
current conditions of tenement houses from safety to sanitation, comparing the plight of
New Yorkos tenement districts to several oth
action to be taketo remedy the situation. The commission devoted an entire section of
the report to the issue of fire escapes. With the passage of the Tenement House Act of
1901, landlords had a whole new series of regulations to comply with, and the Tenement
House Comnssion was making strict enforcement a priority.

Although egress laws were already on the books, thousands of buildingstill
lackingadequate fire escapes by 1901. Duing For est imvestigatgre i | | er 6 s
1,701fire escapes were constructed 024 fire escapes were ordered to be constructed,
and10,600 wooden fire escape floors were replaced with the proper iron HoBrisr
to the new legislation, many landlords provigggtesonly on the rear facades of their
buildings, exiting out intemall yards not wre than ten feet in depth. A typical
tenement backyard was penned in with by closely abutting buildings (FiguEs/&n
worse, many fire escapes let out only into airshadtsnore thanhree feet wide®?

Landlords protestedtheerecb n of egress on main fa-ades, ¢
materially affect their property and reduce its value. They would also materially affect

the value of other property in the same neighborhood, destroying the appearance of their
buildings and completel changi ng the characte? of the ho
Improper, unsafe fire escapes frequently passed inspections, creating a false sense of

security for tenants. Prior t®01,straight ladder fire escapes domated tenement

facadegFigure 8) however, after the passage of the Tenement House et fi

staircasegxtending between balconibecame theequired method of construction

% bid, 65.
31 De Forest and Veiller, 88.
%2 bid, 16.
33 Ibid, 90.
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(Figure9). Theactof 1901 sought to rectify the basic inadequacies of existing laws, as

well as provide strict, dight regulations thatodifiedwhen, how, and where fire escapes

would be erected, right down to the size of the nuts, bolts, and washers affixing the

balconies to the wallg=igure 10)

Differing stipulationswere written for both newkgorstructed an@éxtant

tenementsThe details of the law that follow remained accepted legislation for tenement

egress for decades to come.

New construction:

T

All newly-constructed tenement houses exceeding six stories in height shall be
fireproof.

All newly-constructednonfireproof tenement houses shall have fire escapes.

Fire escapes shall be located at the front and rear of the building at each story
above ground level or on any apartment that does not have a rear or front facing
window.

Fire escapes must be comstied with open iron balconies and stairways;
stairways will be angled at not more than sixty degrees; treads will be not less
than six inches wide and twenty inches long with a rise of nine inches.

A gooseneck ladder should extend from upper balconyab r

Balconies should be at least three feet wide, taking in at least one window of each
apartment at each floor above ground level; they shall be not more than one foot
below the windowsill and extend at least nine inches beyond each window; a
landing ofa least twentfour inches on each side should be provided at the foot

of each stairs; weholes should be of sufficient size for headroom.

Balcony floors shall be wrought iron or steel slats of at least one and one half
inches by threeighths inchesii size and placed not more than -gpumrter inch

apart; slats will be secured and riveted to iron battens on one and one half inches
by threeeighths inches, not over three feet apart.

Balconies should carry a load of at least eighty pounds per square foo

The outside top rails shall extend around the entire platform and be properly
secured into the wall with nuts feurches square and washers at least three
eighths inches thick; top rails shall be one and tiquesters inches by orand
onehalf inches of wrought iron or onandonehalf inch angle iron onguarter
inch thick.
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1 The outside bottom rails shall be emedonehalf inches by threeighths inches
wrought iron or onendonehalf inches angle iron orguarter inch thick, well
secured into th wall.

9 Standards of fillingn bars shall be at least ehalf inch round or square and
securely riveted to top and bottom rails and platform frame, placed at not more
than six inch centers and secured at intervals by outside brackets.

1 Stairways shall bld no less than one hundred pounds per step, and treads must
hold at least two hundred pounds.

1 Treads shall be flat, not less than six inches wide with a rise of no more than nine
inches.

1 Stringers shall not be less than thieeh channels of iron oteel and shall rest
upon and be secured to a bracket that is secured to the wall and secured to balcony
at the top.

1 Steps shall be double bolted or riveted to stringers.

1 Threequarter inch handrails for steps, well braced.

1 Brackets shall be at least eapdonehalf inches by thregquarter inches wrought
iron or oneandthreequarter inch angle iron orguarter inch thick, well braced,;
they shall not be more than four feet apart; brackets should go through walls.

91 Drop ladders are required from lowestdmamy; not less than fifteen inches wide,
with strings not less than ofmlf inch by two inches and rungs not less than five
eights inches in diameter, placed not more than one foot apart and properly
riveted to the strings.

1 When lowest platform is motban fourteen feet above ground, a landing
platform shall be provided not more than ten feet above ground and connected via
a stairway; the platform should be at least three by four feet wide with proper
railings and a drop ladder to the ground.

1 At leasttwo coats of paint shall be applied, one in the shop and one after erection.

1 Encumbrance plates shall be placed conspicuously on all fire escapes.

T Vertical ladders will no longer be permitted upon new builditigs.

34 1bid, 1047.
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Extant structures:
1 All currently existng, nonfireproof tenements without proper escapes shall have
them erected according to provisions previously stated.

1 Fire escapes in airshafts and courtyards to not count toward required escapes.

1 Party wall fire escapes, connecting adjoining buildiagsacceptable only when a
fireproof wall separates the two buildings.

1 All wooden platforms shall be replaced by proper iron slats or floors.
1 No wooden balcony or stairs acceptable.

1 Fire escapes placed on wooden tenements shall be secured to wah #aroug
wrought iron or steel plate and span at least two sfuds.

|l nspectors used the detailed guidelines
conditions of fire escapes for efficient inspection. For the first tieggjlations were
strictly enforced ad tenement house conditions significantly improved and regulations
were strictly enforcedand as iron balconies and stairs began lining exterior walls, the
physical and cultural character of tenement house neighborhoods undzmwajoir
transformationEigure 1). As well, the rigid enforcement of suitable exterior egress
prompted landlords to seek out designs that wouldeabusly tarnish their re@state
investmentsand purchase more decorative contraptions for primary, $teegtfacades
(Figure 12).

The Tenement House Commission also surveyed the general conditions of
tenement neighborhoods atie status of tenement laws in twerggven U.Scities. By
the turnof-the-century, mearly every major city imhe United States had enactedt
regulations for tenement houses)lp New Orleans and Detroit lackgumtoperlegislation.
Althoughmost citiesrequired tenements tze outfitted withfire escapes, the type and
placement was left to the discretion of the commissioners or inspectors. Pphiladel
possessed the only comprehensive egress law, many aspects after wNelv therk
City laws were modele?. Over the course of the next decade, many aiiiesid begin

to draw up similar legislation. Although it is unclear whether anysggcificdly used

% |bid, 1135.
%% |bid, table inserts.
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New York or Philadelphia as a prototype to their own doctrines, the details of exit type
and placement closely resembled one another from city to city. Accepted standards were
often discussed on a national level, and major disasters were widlgized, allowing
lawmakers to extract the failures and successes in systems of egress from other cities.
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Figure 5: Landlords often provided the most rudimentary fire escapes for tenement hdfiisgag(
Nurse 1915,New Yoik City Department of Records Municipal Archives Photo Gallery, Photo ID: DOH
2556, http://www.nyc.gov/html/records/

Figure 6: Encumbrances upon a tenement house fire esdapd=drest, Robert, and Lawrence VeillEhe
TenemenHouse ProblemNew York: ArnoPress, 1903: 288
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Figure 7: Narrow tenement yard. (De Forest, Robert, and Lawrence VdiherTenement House Problem
New York: ArnoPress, 1903: §8

Figure 8: Exampk of fire escapes no longer acceptable after the 1901 law. (De Forest, Robert, and
Lawrence VeillerThe Tenement House ProbleNew York: Arno Press, 190287)
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Figure 9: Example of proper fire escapes following the 1901 |&¥e Forest, Robert, and Lawrence
Veiller. The Tenement House ProbleNew York: ArnoPress, 1903: 2738

Figure 10: Example of a fire escape design meeting the requirements of the 1901 specifications. (E.T.
Barnum Wire and Iron Wts. No 178E Fire Escape Supplememetroit The Firm, 1912: B
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