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PUBLIC HEARING BEFORE THE SPECIAL COMMISSION
INVESTIGATING THE PETERBORO STREET FIRE

PURSUANT TO SENATE BILL 1358

A Special Committee of the Senate consisting of three members
of the Senate appointed by the President.

SITTING:

Senator Mario Umana, Chairman
Senator RobertL. Cawley

A five story, forty-four unit apartment block located at Peter-
boro and Jersey Streets, numbered 50 Peterboro, in the City of
Boston.

PURPOSE

This special Senate Committee is appointed to make an investi-
gation and study of the causes and effects of the conflagration
that swept a five story apartment block in the City of Boston,
resulting in suffering and death to occupants. This Committee shall
determine whether or not there were any violations of the Fire
Safety Regulations and the Building Codes of the City of Boston
and of the Commonwealth. The Committee shall also attempt to
determine whether or not there were means of egress and other
safety measures. The Committee shall also attempt to determine
the necessity of legislation to require that all such apartment type
buildings be equipped with proper sprinkler systems and self-
contained fire fighting equipment.

On the morning of March 31, 1971, a fire started at the extreme
rear of the first floor hallway and then spread along the corridor

Senator John Parker

Site (Unmnunnuralth of fKaaaartjttartte

LOCUS

CAUSE OF FIRE
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to the front of the building. There is no evidence to indicate what
the cause of this fire actually was. There was a rapid spread of the
fire due in no small measure to the fact that an open stairwell
circled the elevator shaft with no doors or other obstructions to
impede the passage of fire and smoke with the result that there
was a chimney or tunnel effect which spread the fire rapidly to
the top floor of the building. Thereafter various apartments from
the third through the fifth floors became involved with fire and
ultimately the roof was burned away and there was a partial
collapse of the fourth and fifth stories of the building.

This Committee has concerned itself particularly with the
adequate coverage of existing law to apartment houses and other
buildings which fall in the so-called pre-code areas. This building
was built in 1912. The first Code applicable to it is to be found in
the Boston Building Code of 1938. Since that time there have been
enacted various laws giving powers not only to the City of Boston,
but to the State Department of Public Safety through Chapter 143,
to the Department of Public Health pursuant to Chapter 111, and
to various fire prevention sources by virtue of Chapter 148. The
authorities first on the scene and who made the initial investigation
of this fire, state that they were unable to determine whether or
not the fire was set accidentally or on purpose and it is probable
that we will never know. The probe of this fire v/as concentrated
on those conditions which created a rapid spreading fire. There are,
in the case of this building, areas which this Committee would
classify as sloppy or poor housekeeping but which we cannot, say
with any degree of probability caused or contributed to the happen-
ing of this particular fire. The Committee in the course of its
hearings listened to and questioned all of the witnesses who
appeared. Many of the witnesses were occupants at the time of the
fire and recited that there was a decided lack of adequate mainte-
nance and proper housekeeping in this particular building. It should
be noted, however, that the testimony related to casual observa-
tions of the conditions in the building in general and there seems
to be no evidence of any direct communication from the tenants to
the owners of the building or its agents. There is much oral

FINDINGS
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testimony relating to the housekeeping and fire protective equip-
ment or the lack of both and all of the testimony is on record and
duly acknowledged. There would he a more specific record of this
hearing and for this hearing if there had been a follow through of
the observations of the tenants by means of a written complaint or
notice on the part of the tenants to the owner or its agents. So far
as the general safety of this building is concerned on March 31,
1971, it was not unlike many old buildings in the City of Boston
and in many other cities and towns of the Commonwealth. Its

per se did not constitute a danger to the lives and safetyex
of the people who lived in the building. There are, however, ways
in which a pre-Coded buildings, as well as some of the post-Code
buildings can be improved where the possibilities of fire become
less probable and where the safety of the occupants can be better
guarded

1. Warning System. There was no suitable fire warning system
existing at 50 Peterboro Street. There was no audible interior
alarm system existing in the building, and, indeed, doorbells on the
main floor did not always work. There is no reason why every
building in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts cannot be equipped
with a suitable fire warning system, at least to the extent that by
the manual pushing of a single button every tenant in the building
can hear a fire alarm. There is no provision in law for such a system
at this tir

2. Fire Doors. This building was equipped with fire doors which
were adjacent to a fire wall that ran through the center of the
building. The closing of those doors on the morning of this fire
would not have prevented the damage that occurred to this build-
ing, for in order for the fire to pass to the fifth floor it was not
necessary for it to go beyond the existing fire doors on the first
floor. What is true, however, is that these were mechanical doors
which required somebody to attempt to close them. There is no
evidence that anybody even tried on the morning of March 31, for
the fire spread so rapidly that it became impossible for anybody
to use the corridors in a very brief period of time. If these doors
had been equipped, however, with fusible linkage which would have
permitted the closing of the doors automatically some of the
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corridors would have been usable and provided better means of
escape for the occupants of the building. There is no provision in
lav/ for a pre-Coded building to have doors equipped with fusible
linkage, but the installation of such system is relatively simple and
should be required in all buildings having fire doors.

3. Auxiliary of Emergency Lighting Facilities. There were no
auxiliary or emergency lighting facilities on any floor of this
apartment building, and it is readily apparent that where a fire
occurs in an apartment house and the hallways are usable, there
should be an auxiliary system v/hich would provide lighting for
the benefit of the occupants. To have to proceed through a darkened
corridor where a fire is occurring in a building is an unnecessary
hazard. The Boston Building Code, as amended, effective July 1,
1971, now requires such emergency lighting, and the State Public
Safety Act should be amended to conform.

4. Wall Paneling. It is stated that in this particular apartment
house the walls of the first and second floors were paneled and
that said paneling was installed prior to 1966. Although the
paneling on the walls may have met the requirements of law at the
time of installation there should be legislation compelling the
application of fire preventive or retardant coatings of material or
paint on said panels. The application of said coatings to existing
wall paneling is relatively inexpensive when measured against the
potential hazard. See report 3/11/70 page 7

5. Ceilings Composed of Panel Inserts. This building had false
ceilings which had been installed to enhance the appearance of
the corridors. There were panel inserts which created a gap
between the false ceiling and the actual ceiling. Too often this
suspended type of ceiling leaves an air space between the original
ceiling and the suspension which allows for the rapid spread of
fire and smoke. By the refusal to grant a building permit for
safety reasons such ceilings can be, and should be, prevented unless
they abut the main ceilings. In addition thereto, the same type of
fire coating protection previously described with reference to wall
paneling can be, and should be, applied to ceiling panel inserts.

6. Fire Sprinkler System. This building had in the basement
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and up to the first floor stairwell an existing fire sprinkler system.
It was required by law, and it is interesting to note that there was
no damage by fire in either the basement or the stairwell leading
to the first floor as a result of the operation of that system. There
is no requirement for a fire sprinkler system to be present in any
apartment house. Indeed, an inspection of any new office building
will disclose the absence of a fire sprinkler system. Of all the pos-
sible safety devices to prevent a fire, none is so effective as a fire
sprinkler system. There is obviously a defect in not requiring
such a system to exist in each and every building in the Common-
wealth. Whether such a solution is practicable, practical or eco-
nomically feasible may be another question. It is, however, one
that this Committee feels should be explored at the present time,
and by a committee which is given adequate funds to determine
what real problems exist and what the costs would be, both to
landlords and to tenants if such were required. This fire would
have been completely prevented by such a system. The existence
of some of the items which we will talk about hereafter might
have prevented the rapid spread of this fire, but nothing else
would have completely prevented the happening of this fire in
any degree of severity. This building, as it was constructed and
subject to the license which it was given, was not required to have
a standpipe, and because of the rapid spread of fire, individual fire
extinguishers would have made no difference, were they required
by law to be present (pursuant to Section 1008 (b) of the City of
Boston Building Code, because of the construction of the building
with a fire wail creating sections each under five thousand square
feet, no such extinguishers were required). For that matter,
the existence of standpipe and hoses would in all probability, have
made no difference, for it does not appear that when this fire oc-
curred anyone tried to do anything except to immediately summon
the Fire Department. A fire sprinkler system would have solved
the entire problem even before the Fire Department might have
been summoned.

7. Secondary Means of Egress. The secondary means of egress
were available and were used by the occupants fortunate enough
to have them readily available without the need of travelling the
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common corridor. It was vividly brought to mind during the
testimony of one tenant, that advance preparations for evacuation
in apartments, in case of fire, may save a life and that one tenant
having made these advanced preparations, evidently saved his
family. The fire escapes were not available to all of the occupants
without need of travelling the common corridor, which at the time
of this fire was heavily filled with smoke, heat, and in some
instances, actual fire. There is some evidence to the effect that the
apartment doors leading to the main or common corridor were not
able to withstand the effects of direct fire for any appreciable
length of time. There is no evidence to indicate whether or not
these doors were of solid core construction; old fashioned doors
with panel inserts, or hollow core constructed doors. The evidence
indicated a need for solid core doors with heat resistant qualities to
be used in all apartment doors opening into the common corridor.

8. Housekeeping Conditions. The housekeeping conditions, ac-
cording to witnesses, while they may have been necessary to
expedite the collection of rubbish, seem to have been less than
desirable. If the testimony is correct, rubbish in bags was placed
outside the respective apartment doors in the main or common
corridors and collected by the janitor.

9. Testimony of the State Fire Marshal. The testimony of the
State Fire Marshal, the Fire Commissioner and the Commissioner
of Housing would indicate that there is sufficient law available to
insure the safety of the occupants of the various apartment houses
in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, provided there is a rigid
enforcement of the existing laws and a method devised to insure
enforcement and correction of the complaints which may be filed
by the various inspectors of the above-named departments.

It should be noted that on January 2, 1968, with respect to this
particular building, the fire department notified the building
Department of the City of Boston that the basement boiler room
was inadequately fire protected. There is also a recommendation
concerning doors and fire doors.

On February 27, 1970, there was a notice from the Fire Preven-
tion Bureau of the City of Boston to the Building Department
citing defective fire doors, the need for electrical lighting in the
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rear stairway and the need for proper hardware and an existing
water condition in the boiler room.

On March 11, 1970, there was a notice from the Fire Prevention
to the Fire Department, that plywood was being placed on the
common corridor walls and that the panelling appeared to be of an
unrated type. There is a notification that the owner was notified
and that this condition will be corrected. That notification does
not contain the name and/or address of the owner or the agent
notified.

On February 9, 1971, the Fire Department ordered the rubbish
cleared from the stairways and a refrigerator removed from the
hall, but there is no indication of when these conditions, which
were subject to complaint, were corrected.

In all of the statements by officials the words “pre-Code” with
reference to any structure seem to act as a barrier in the minds of
enforcement officials. That barrier exists because, unless a building
is dangerous to the lives and safety of the occupants, the statutes
make it a barrier. There are limited numbers of ways in which this
can be corrected. One is to remove all distinctions as to pre-Code
buildings. This seems an unrealistic position for it is impossible to
correct all of the materials which exist in pre-Code buildings and
which may now be in violations of existing law were an apart-
ment building built today. The physical structure of some of the
pre-Code buildings and the land areas available in connection with
it in many cases make it impossible to totally comply with the
present codes. What we have previously said, however, about fire
retardant materials and fire sprinkler systems would go a long
way toward making these buildings reasonably safe, and it is
equally true that with all that has been done by way of legislation
as to newly constructed buildings, such buildings would be a great
deal safer than they presently are, were there fire sprinkler
systems. The sad truth is that there have recently been tragedies
involving some new office buildings built under the most elaborate
codes, but where in each case there has been an absence of a fire
sprinkler system. There is no way totally to prevent the happen-
ing of a fire in a building. There is no system of construction or

RECOMMENDATIONS
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use of materials which will render a building completely safe. The
problem is one of the confinement or extinguishment of a fire be-
fore it can do material damage.

Due to the complexity of city living and the intermingling of
various racial groups within the one building and because of the
fact that many of these racial groups still maintain the native
tongue and due to lack of education and lack of time in residence
in this country, they are unable to read or write the English lan-
guage and therefore it becomes necessary to indicate the means of
exit in case of emergency by some type of common sign which
would be brought to the attention of the evacuees immediately.
This typo of sign should be fully explained to the occupant so that
in time of panic, he might have the alertness to recall the mean-
ing of the sign. This does present a difficulty but it is so important
that it must not be ignored. We would recommend that evacua-
tion instructions be posted in each apartment advising the occupant
of the direct means of leaving the building and also the alternate
route to be followed in leaving the building in time of emergency.
We would also recommend in apartments housing 20 number of
units, that an audible alarm be installed in the interior of the
building. Which alarm should be readily heard on all floors and
which alarm should be periodically tested.

We recommend that sprinkler systems be installed to at least
cover existing corridors and stairways and if the structure of the
building is such as to make this means of protection impossible
or impractical, then the above areas should have fire detecting de-
vices installed in them. With the reminder that this fire spread
with great rapidity, we recommend that all stairwells and elevator
shafts be fitted with fire rated doors. The use of the so-called
suspended ceilings should be forbidden in all common corridors in
the city and where they now exist, the fire or building departments
should be authorized to order their removal unless the ceiling in-
serts are treated so as to withstand a specified degree of heat or
are fire retardant. In no event should they be allowed to exist
where they may cover up or obstruct a sprinkler system or heads,
already provided for by law.

The owners of apartment buildings having 20 amount of units
or more should be required to submit a form of Certificate of
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Condition to the building or fire department, quarterly, semi-annu-
ally and annually. This certificate of condition should contain facts
concerning the condition of common corridors, exit lights, sprink-
lers, fire fighting equipment, any new repairs or alterations to the
exits, cellars, stairways or common corridors. It should state when
the fire doors, if any, have been tested. When the sprinkler system
has been tested and the exit doors examined. Recognizing the fact
that this places a burden on the owner, we do believe that the
fire department and/or building department should cooperate in
making up a form which would be both practical and expendious.
There is a decided shortage of personnel in both departments and
since it would appear that all departments are striving to enforce
the existing laws, it may not be too much of a burden for an own-
er of a building or his authorized agent or representative to in-
form the departments named above as to certain conditions exist-
ing in his building. This form may be submitted under oath and
it certainly would release the inspectors from the tedious task of
checking each and every building for defects and hazards. This
form would release inspectors for the enforcement section of the
department and still provide that any and all complaints from oc-
cupants would still be investigated.

We further recommend that there should be posted in a con-
spicuous place on the premises a notice giving the name, address,
and telephone number of the owner of each apartment having in
excess of 20 units. The same notice shall have the name, address
and telephone number of the agent or custodian v/ho is to be avail-
able to accept complaints from tenants and/or responsible city
and/or state officials. Legislation should be enacted to bring the
absentee landlord directly into the area of ownership responsibility
by requiring that all owners of apartment dwellings having in
excess of 20 units shall semi-annually report their real estate hold-
ings to the building department of the city or town in which they
are located on a form approved by the State Building Commis-
sioner.

This particular fire evidently started in the front floor rear
where it is reported a sofa chair had been observed for approxi-
mately three days prior to the fire. There is evidence to the effect
that bricks had been allowed to obstruct the fire doors and thus
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defeat their purpose and design. Since human failing becomes an
ingredient that must be recognized in the overall picture, we would
suggest that legislation be enacted to allow a home owner or apart-
ment owner to evict any tenant on a fourteen day notice require-
ment if and provided the said tenant is guilty of creating a fire
hazard situation and/or obstructs or interferes with the operation
or use of any fire protective device within or connecting to the
building in question. The tenant should be required to assume his
share of responsibilities and respect for the safety and welfare of
his fellow tenants. Legislation of this character is long overdue,
since it would appear that poor housekeeping occurs due to the
action or inaction of both tenant and owner. We would further sug-
gest that the legislation be enacted which would definitely forbid
any rubbish container from being stored in any part of the struc-
ture uses for human habitation. Containers stored in first floors or
cellars seriously contribute to the start of spreading the fire and
smoke. Evidence is overwhelming to the effect that the serious
danger of rubbish containers being allowed in the structure and
being stored within the dwelling rarely outweights the extra
financial burden which might be placed upon the owner if he is re-
quired to provide a storage facility outside of the dwelling; or in
the alternative to provide a fire proof separated area in the cellar
for rubbish.

The creation of a new board as a state agency we do not feel
would be necessary at this time, since the various communities
seem to be updating their building codes and the fire departments
seem to be laying great stress in fire preventive. There may, how-
ever, be a need for a unit to coordinate existing laws and to im-
prove the enforcement section of the various departments. It
would appear that the various departments should be capable of
not only issuing complaints but of following through to court ac-
tion where necessary. The question of a unit to coordinate the en-

forcement sections of the fire and/or building and/or public safety
departments may be worth further consideration. We make this ob-

servation because while we hesitate to suggest the creation of an-
other state agency the facts after survey and review may demand
a totally separate unit be organized to bridge the gap between
defect and correction whether said correction be forced or volun-
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tary; and further that this unit may well be organized using some
of the experienced and qualified present members of the fne de-
partment, building department and/or public safety department.

To make any statute or legislation may arise out of this commit-
tee’s activities meaningful the penalties should be severe as the
law allows and provide for mandatory punishment if the violations
are of a serious and wilful nature.

It is unfortunate that the members of this Committee did not
have an opportunity to have a firsthand view of the building in
question, since said building was demolished before this Commit-
tee became duly organized.

SENATOR MARIO UMANA, CHAIRMAN
SENATOR ROBERT L. CAWLEY

SENATOR JOHN F. PARKER


