Stop 11:  Fire of 1911/Legislative Library
    
NARRATOR:
You are now in front of the Legislative Library, which is a working library and is therefore not open to visitors. 

One of the most tragic chapters in the Capitol’s history began here. In the early hours of March 29, 1911, an Assembly proofreader was working late in the Capitol.  It was past 2:00 a.m. when he went back to the Assembly Library to close his desk and call it a night.  As he opened the door, a cloud of smoke greeted him, and through it he saw flames flickering up the walls of bookshelves.  He was looking at the beginning of a massive fire that destroyed the western section of the building, which included the State Library, and caused over $2,000,000 worth of damage.  A March 30, 1911 newspaper account described the scene:

ACTOR:
“Albany was thrown into a white heat of excitement.  Never before has such a spectacular blaze visited this city.  The Capitol [which can be seen] for a distance of fifty miles in all directions, spat out flames from dozens of windows in the western end of it with a suddenness which startled the city and created the gravest concern.”

NARRATOR:
Fortunately, the fire was stopped by papier-mâché ceiling panels in the Assembly Chamber which soaked up the water sprayed on them by firefighters and helped to prevent the flames from spreading further.  You can see how it looked in the photo panel to the left.  The New York State Library and the bulk of its contents were destroyed, including 450,000 books, 270,000 manuscripts, and priceless American colonial documents. 

JIM JAMIESON:
“You had the nation's fifth largest library and the world's 12th largest library on fire.  And all those books were a lot of fuel.”

NARRATOR:
Scorched sheets of paper littered the streets afterward.  One person died in the fire – Samuel Abbott, a Civil War veteran and night watchman for the State Library.  His body was found in a fourth floor corridor, where he had been trying to reach a door when overcome by smoke.  Legend has it that the ghost of Abbott appears occasionally to Capitol staffers, still searching for a way out.  The cause of the 1911 fire was thought to be the primitive electrical wiring installed in the building 25 years earlier.  Extensive repairs and renovations were made, and today the Legislative Library is housed in the old quarters of the State Library.  The carving directly above the door is the Roman Goddess of Wisdom, Minerva.  Shakespeare and Homer are depicted to the left and to the right.

