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The Chicago and Peshtigo Fires 
 

 The history of Union Grove, 

Wisconsin, records the dry October day 

that residents smelled smoke in the air 

and wondered whether the prairie was 

on fire. When a rider came through 

town shouting “Chicago is burning!” 

the citizens rallied to send wagonloads 

of relief goods to the stricken city. 

 

The Peshtigo fire raged at the 

same time as the Chicago fire, burning 

thousands of timber acres and causing 

greater loss of life (more than a 

thousand deaths). When news of the tragic fire in northern Wisconsin finally reached Madison on Oct. 

10, Governor Lucius Fairchild and other Wisconsin officials were conferring in Chicago to see how 

they could help. Though the news from Peshtigo came late at night, the governor's wife Frances 

commandeered a boxcar of supplies and blankets bound for Chicago and redirected it to Peshtigo. She 

knew, of course, that the whole nation was already sending aid to the ruined city in Illinois.  

 

 The Chicago fire burned 

October 8-10, 1871. By the time the 

rain that began at 11 p.m. on October 9 

finally quenched the flames, more than 

four square miles and 17,500 buildings 

had been destroyed.  One hundred 

thousand people were left homeless. 

Thankfully, most of the railroad lines 

were on the west side of the city, 

untouched by the fire, so that relief 

supplies from other locations poured 

into the city as the flames were still 

burning. Fire victims were offered free 

rail passes to leave the city. 
 

 Another casualty of the Chicago fire was the final draft of the Emancipation Proclamation, 

written in President Abraham Lincoln's own hand.  In 1865 President Lincoln had donated the 

proclamation to the Northwest Sanitary Fair, a fundraising event to build a soldiers’ home in Chicago.  

On the night of the fire Samuel Stone, the curator of the Chicago Historical Society, had the framed 

proclamation in his hands, but when a blast of fire hit the building, he dropped the document and fled. 
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In March 1872 Stone wrote, “Had I known the speed and the heat of the coming fire, I could have 

secured the Records and Proclamation, but it was beyond all my experience.” Photographs of the 

proclamation still exist, and one set belongs to the New York State Library. 
 

 Cyrus McCormick did lose his reaper works in the fire but rebuilt the factory on property 

further south in Chicago. Though McCormick turned down J. I. Case's offer to build reapers in Racine, 

Wisconsin, the legacies of these agricultural industrialists are now merged in the Case IH Corporation, 

still building machinery to harvest wheat and other crops.   

 

  

The Soldiers’ Home and “Old Abe” 

 

 The Northwest Branch of the 

National Soldiers’ Home, built in 

1869, still stands on the grounds of 

the Clement J. Zablocki Veterans 

Affairs Medical Center just west of 

Miller Park in Milwaukee. In the 

summer of 1865, the West Side 

Soldiers’ Aid Society, a women's 

organization that operated a refuge for 

soldiers, held a ten-day fair that raised 

more than $100,000. The money 

purchased the 400 acres of land upon 

which the federal government 

established one of the first national soldiers’ homes. 
 

 One of the greatest attractions of the Soldiers’ Home Fair was Old Abe, 

the bald eagle that served as a mascot for the Eighth Wisconsin Infantry 

Regiment.  Such was the men's devotion to Abe that “There was not a soldier in 

the regiment but would have divided his last drop of water to quench Old Abe's 

thirst.” The bald eagle survived the war and continued to support the Union 

soldiers, appearing at several fundraising fairs.  Photographs and prints of Old 

Abe were sold by the thousands.  The image of Old Abe also became known 

worldwide as the emblem of the J. I. Case Company from 1865 to 1969.  

 

 

 

 

 

The Grand Duke Alexis 

 

 His Imperial Highness the Grand Duke Alexis of Russia traveled in the United States from 

October 1871 to March 1872. He saw the ruins of Chicago and visited the Soldiers’ Home in 

Milwaukee during a snowstorm, leaving his autograph in the guest book. Postcards of his signature 

were sold to raise funds for the ongoing support of the Soldiers’ Home. The Grand Duke’s best-known 

exploits include buffalo hunting with Buffalo Bill Cody and celebrating Mardi Gras in New Orleans.  


