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THE GREAT MOLASSES FLOOD OF BOSTON
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On January 15“‘, 1919, 21 people were killed, and 150
injured in one of the most bizarre accidents of the Industrial
Age. A giant vat of molasses ruptured, sending a 2.5 to 10
meter wave of the sticky liguid rushing through the streets,
destroying property, businesses, homes, and the lives of the
inhahitants of Boston, Massachusetts.

Background

Four years earlier, the Purity Distilling Company had
constructed a tank to hold molasses, used for the alcohol
industry, in Boston’s Industrial North End neighbourhood of
Copps’s Hill. Then, in 1917, Purity Distilling sold out to
United States Industrial Alcohol.

The tank was a giant cast-iron structure, built on the
waterside of Commercial Street, in Boston’s Little Italy. It
was 30 meters wide, 15 meters high, and had a capacity to
hold 9.5 million liters. Strong bottom plates were set into a
concrete base, and a stitching of rivets held the entire
structure together,

For four years, the tank served the needs of the molasses
industry without any problems. Then, at 12:40 pm, January
15" 1919, something went terribly wrong,

Historical Setting

Molasses, made from sugar cane, had been integral to the
economy of New England for many years prior to the
tragedy. Centuries before, the “Triangle Trade” dominated
the region: bringing slaves from Africa to the Caribbean,
molasses from the Caribbean to New England, and rum from
New England back across the Atlantic for slaves, While the
slave trade had been brought to a stop in 1863, the lucrative
alcohol industry was maintained in Boston,

But by 1919, molasses was not only used in the production
of rum. Needed also as a sweetener for cooking, it was
required for making industrial alcohol for medicinal needs,
solvents, and even munitions. And at the time, Boston was
considered to be the distilling capitol of the United States.

The Great War had just ended, and a general desire for
positive change was omnipresent. The Volstead Act - the
18" Amendment calling for the prohibition of alcohol -
was about to be passed. Possibly for this reason, Purity
Distilling had sold out to United States Industrial Alcohol
two years previously, anticipating a significant drop in
demand for molasses. United States Industrial Alcohol,
though, could legally continue to produce alcohol,

Prohibition was only one aspect of the changes brought
about by the Great War. Movements such as Marxism,
and its more militant facet, Bolshevism, were testing
political extremes. In fact, bombs had damaged several
American industrial plants in previous years, with
Bolsheviks being blamed.

But despite all the changes and upheavals of the times,
everyday life in Boston was routine, until that fateful day
in January 1919.

What Happened?

While various eyewitness reports differ, enough has been
pieced together to give an accurate account of what
actually occurred:

The day of the tragedy was unseasonably warm. The day
before, the temperature was a brisk —17 degrees Celsius.
But on January 15" the temperature had risen to 4

degrees.

A few days before, a ship from Puerto Rico had brought
the contents of the tank nearly to its capacity.

At around 12:40 pm, while many workers were taking
their lunches in nearby shacks and quarters, a muffled roar
shook the buildings. Witnesses described the vat rising
and then splitting. Rivets popped with such rapidity that
they sounded like machine-gun fire.

A resulting giant blast of air threw people back and
shattered nearby windows, and the resulting counterblast
of air, rushing in to fill the vacuum, caused even more
damage.

Fragments of metal were thrown for hundreds of feet,
hitting people and buildings. One large piece of steel was
flung with such force that it hit and destroved a massive
stone support of the elevated railroad — an alert train driver
was able to pull the brakes with seconds to spare, saving
the train and passengers from de-railing and plummeting
down.

Then came the giant wave of molasses.

The wall of molasses was estimated to be from 2.5 to 10
meters high, and traveling at 40 to 55 kilometers per hour.

Most damage was caused by the wave and subsequent
flood. Most nearby labourers were killed instantly. The
molasses leveled nearby homes and buildings — a three-






