
Please note:
   This publication was created as an educational resource for the Ross County History Depot local 
history program. This is a nonprofit endeavor to enrich students understanding of the significance of 
local history.  It can be reproduced  for educational purposes only.

    Please direct any questions to Julie Lambert  at coverlet@bright.net or Terressa Reep at 
reepterressa@yahoo.com .

Pg. 1  The Great Fire of 1852  Overview of the fire.  Map showing burned out areas.
 ! The fire was devastating to the downtown area.  Although the area around the canal seemed to 
! be rebuilt quickly, it was years before the town’s economy recovered.  
!      Recommended Reading:  Booklet -The Great Fire, Chillicothe, Ohio,1852.  It contains B.F. 
! Sproat’s article The Great Fire and  The Chillicothe Fire Department 1845 to 1880,  by  A.C. 
! Ireland.  It is available in the Genealogy Dept. of the Ross Co. Library or for purchase at the Ross 
! County Historical Society. Pg. 4 is a companion page for the Great Fire story. 

Pg. 2-3  Benjamin Sproat’s Inside Story.  B.F. Sproat’s article was written in the 1920s.  The people are 
! talking about a time period in the 1850s.  
! -Students will notice that the author does not capitalize “street” when used with a street ! name 
! i.e. W. Water street.  This was common practice, not sure when capitalization rules changed on 
! this.  
! -John West mentions that he and others were on their way to dinner when the fire broke !out.  At 
! that time, the noon meal was referred to as dinner.!

Pg. 4 Chillicothe Today and Yesterday   Use Google Earth to find these addresses.  Each building found 
! was built shortly after the fire.  Most of the buildings along the canal were built almost 
! immediately.  Business on the canal did not stop because there Chillicothe had a fire.  !
! A. River’s Bend Bicycle Shop !!
! B. Old Canal Smoke House
! C. Musser & Associates Physical Therapists
! D. The School of Dance

! Street Smarts!
! E. Park St.  -   Prior to 1900 Park St. ran along the canal.  Yoctangee Blvd. now covers Park 
! St. and the canal.
! F.  Race St.
! G. Riverside St.
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   1852 was a year of major news events in Ross 
County.  The first railroad came to town, a 
record reading of -26° was measured that 
winter and on April 1, a great fire swept through 
downtown Chillicothe, destroying or damaging 
many homes and businesses.  
   The fire started in John Watts carpentry 
shop. (A) Wood shavings caught on fire, which 
soon engulfed the shop in flames.  It was a very 
windy day and the fire spread quickly.  Burning 
cinders were carried from building to building by 
the wind, which made it difficult to predict 
which direction the fire would go next.  Several 
citizens, in anticipation of the fire moving 
toward their homes, moved their furniture into 
the streets, only to have their homes spared and 
belongings burned by falling cinders.  The map 
shows how cinders  blew across town to a home 
and rope factory (H) on Bridge St., then east of 
Bridge St. to James Baker’s slaughter house.(I)
  Most of the firefighting was done by pouring 
buckets of water on their roofs and  on the 
fires.  The canal had been drained for 
maintenance and the fire engines could not 
reach the river.
   The fire was devastating, many lost their 
businesses,homes and belongings. Chillicothe’s 
spirit emerged, and the downtown area was 
rebuilt.
  

Map from The Great Fire, Chillicothe, Ohio, 1852 
by B. F. Sproat
Courtesy of the Ross Co. Historical Society

Area destroyed by fire

(A)

(H)

(I)
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            Benjamin Sproat’s “Inside Story”
       Benjamin Franklin Sproat was a young boy when 
    the Great Fire devastated the downtown, but had 
    always held a great interest for him.  He found the 
    historical and newspaper accounts of the fire gave 
    only facts and figures about damages of the day.  He 
    was more interested about what  people experienced .   
    When Benjamin would come upon a person who had 
    been an eye-witness during the fire he would make 
notes of their personal experiences.  He used these many interviews to write 
an article which he said gave a “personal touch” to the tragic day.  This 
article is included in the Ross Co. Historical Society’s publication, The Great 
Fire, Chillicothe, Ohio, 1852.  The following accounts are from Benjamin’s 
article.

John H. West’s reminiscence . . 
   “I was 27 years old at the time of the fire and had a blacksmith shop on 
Walnut street at the corner of the alley between Water and Second streets, 
where Bob Blackburn kept for so many years.”
   “I did the iron work on wagons and John Wurster did the wood work in his 
shop on West Water, a few doors east of High.  I had just finished a wagon 
by putting in the last pin and started to dinner, my home being on West Main 
street.  I left one man, the father of George Fels, in charge of the shop and 
had gotten only as far as Second street when I heard the alarm of fire 
behind me and ran back.”
   “The back part of my shop was within six feet of John Watt’s carpenter 
shop where the fire broke out.  His shop was on the rear end of the lot where 
Mrs. Romain Safford lived. (121 W. Second St.)  Watt had six or seven 
employees, and all had gone to dinner, excepting one man.  The stove was in 
the middle of the room and this man put an armful of shavings into it, which, 
when they caught on fire, blew open the door of the stove, throwing burning 
embers on the floor which was littered with other shavings.  The man had 
only time to run for his life.”
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   “My shop caught fire from a window in the east wall of Watt’s shop and 
was the second building on fire.”
   “There were nearly a dozen horses in the back part, some already shod.  
My man turned them all loose and none was burned although the shed was on 
fire before all got away.  When I reached the shop a few other men had 
arrived and helped me to run the wagon I had just finished across the 
street.  We saved most of the tools too.  Then the Reliance engine came.  
After looking at the fire at various places, I went down to Lansing’s corner 
and while standing there, I observed a curl of flame starting outside of a 
window of the Odd Fellow’s room, just above the drug store (S.E. Corner 
Paint and Second St.).  The door of the room was locked and there was 
apparently no way of reaching  the flame, but I picked up a half brick, aimed 
carefully and it struck the blaze and extinguished it.”  

George Perkins’ was six years old at the time of the fire but remembers it 
well . . 
   “I was a very small boy at the time but remember distinctly the 
excitement and terror of the people of Chillicothe on that day.  I lived with 
my uncle on Main street, east of the canal.  The water had been ‘let out’ and 
we youngsters were catching craw-tads in the canal bed, when the alarm of 
fire was given.  I ran home and watched the great black clouds of smoke that 
hung over the town.  The people were running up town and crying ‘Fire! Fire!’.  
The engines were manned but could not reach water.  The engine ‘Rescue’ 
rolled down the river bank into the ‘old bed’ of the river, while the Reliance’ 
was abandoned and burned on Water street near Walnut.  I ventured to the 
corner of Main and Paint streets.”
   “Looking up Paint a wall of flame from Second to Water streets filled the 
street.  The wind was a gale and the sheet of flame was horizontal.  It 
seemed to me a solid block of fire.  Word soon came that McDougal’s house 
on East Water street, between Mulberry and Hickory, was burning.  The wind 
had carried burning shingles that far.”

  * Want to read more?  The Great Fire by B.F. Sproat is available at the 
Ross County Library  or for purchase at the Ross Co. Historical Society.
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Most towns like Chillicothe change over 
the years, but the Great Fire of 1852 
brought about a complete change of the 
downtown area.
  Using Google Earth, lets look at some of 
the buildings that were built shortly 
after the fire, that are still present 
today.

(A) 94 W. Water St.
   Built in 1853, was a grocery shop, today it 
is _____________________________.

(B) 95 E. Water St.
   Built in 1852, was a saloon in 1878, today it 
is ______________________________.

(C) 77-79 E. Second St
   Built in 1853, added on to in 1878, it was 
the Phoenix House Hotel, today it is ______ 
_________________________________.

(D) 82 N. Paint St.
   Built in 1852, was location of William 
Douglas’ dry goods store, today it is 
_______________________________.

Street Smarts!
(E) In 1852, this was Deer Creek St., what
street is this today? _________________.

(F)  In 1852, this was Short Water St., what
street is it today? __________________.

(G) In 1852, this street was called Market 
St., today it is  _____________________.

(E)

(A)

(B)
(C)

(D)

(F)

(G)

Chillicothe Today 
  and Yesterday
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