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A few minutes after 5 p.m. on July 17, 1893, Halsted streetcar driver Charles Stalnecker 

came to a pair of railroad tracks that cut across the path of his horse-drawn car, which was 

carrying about sixty people. Stalnecker’s conductor, Frederick Barnett, jumped off to scout the 

intersection. The first set of tracks looked clear. Barnett’s view of the second was blocked by 

several idle train cars, but the crossing gates were raised, and he waved Stalnecker onward. As 

Stalnecker rolled over the first set of tracks, Barnett saw a puff of train smoke rise over the 

second. Mistaking Barnett’s sudden command to stop for a go-ahead sign, Stalnecker whipped 

the horses and drove the streetcar in front of an oncoming freight train.1    

The collision sent passengers flying through the air. A dozen people suffered terrible 

injuries. Several died. The body of a plumber named Finn was cut in two, his head crushed. 

Frank Vandenberg, just three years old, died from internal wounds. Witnesses saw Stalnecker 

“wandering about crazed by the calamity to the people in his charge.
”2 

His overwhelming sense 

of guilt is understandable, but not entirely warranted. If the collision on Halsted resulted in part 

from miscommunication, new conditions in the urban environment—which put Chicago’s 

inhabitants in perpetual peril—were equally at work.   

Progressive-era American cities were becoming healthier in certain respects and, in 

others, more deadly. They were made healthier by civic reformers such as Robert Woods, 

Caroline Bartlett Crane, and Jane Addams who pressed city governments to install sewers, pick 

up trash, and remove animals from streets. Their efforts—dubbed by historian Theodore 

Steinberg the “great cleanup”—led to sharp declines in deaths from infectious diseases.
3
 Yet, 
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even as the modern urban landscape was becoming healthier, new technologies were making the 

built environment hazardous to human life.
4
  

Building great cities like Chicago involved the construction of tall buildings, mechanized 

worksites, and technological systems for lighting and transportation. City dwellers were mauled 

by trains, choked by illuminating gas, burned in fires, and crushed by machines on jobsites.
5
 

Their deaths raised key questions: If the built environment caused death, could better design and 

regulation limit the devastation? If so, whose responsibility would that be?   

The Cook County Coroner’s office wrestled with these questions every day. When a 

person in the county died in an accident or act of violence, the coroner summoned an “inquest 

jury” of six men to determine the cause of death and who, if anyone, bore responsibility. Cook 

County inquest juries investigated over 74,000 deaths between December of 1872 and November 

of 1911.
6
 Oftentimes, juries found accidental deaths to be cruel twists of fate, especially when 

they did not occur with great frequency. Over time, though, juries—as well as journalists and 

members of the public—began to regard accidental deaths differently. They began to view them 

less as freaks of fate and more as matters to be solved by human engineering and government 

regulation. That recognition in Chicago and elsewhere helped fuel the rise of a national “safety 

first” movement, as progressives sought to make the built environment more efficient and less 

deadly.
7
  

Deadly Worksites 

 

Chicago’s phenomenal growth assured that the city ranked among the world’s largest 

construction sites. Located at the confluence of the Great Lakes and Mississippi River 

watersheds, Chicago became a hub for the transshipment of grain, lumber, and livestock.
8
 

Butchers built enormous meatpacking houses surrounding the Chicago Union Stockyards, which 
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opened in 1865. Grain elevator operators erected towering warehouses on the banks of the 

Chicago and Calumet rivers. The riverbanks also became sites for manufacturing steel and iron, 

brewing beer, and shipping dry goods. Over two hundred lumber dealers crowded the banks of 

the south branch of the Chicago River, stacking piles of timber as tall as buildings.
9
 The 

lumberyards supplied wood to builders on the Midwestern prairie; they also supplied builders in 

Chicago’s booming residential construction industry, who were trying to keep pace with the 

city’s astounding population growth from 350 people in 1833 to over a million in 1890.
10

 The 

residential construction boom, meanwhile, was paralleled by the growth in commercial 

buildings. Using steel frames, Chicago’s architects pushed downtown buildings to new heights.
11

  

 Many Americans understood Chicago and its skyline’s growth as an embodiment of the 

force of nature. In an 1880 lecture to the Chicago Historical Society, former Illinois lieutenant 

governor William Bross maintained that: “He who is the Author of Nature selected the site of 

this great city.”
12

 While Bross completely naturalized the city’s growth, other observers 

acknowledged a greater human role in city building. Architect Louis Sullivan claimed that one 

could find in Chicago “the primal power [of man] assuming self-expression amid nature’s 

impelling urge.”
13

 Chicagoans like Sullivan reworked the raw elements of nature into new 

forms—commodities and buildings—that geographer Matthew Gandy calls “metropolitan 

nature.”
14

 It was perilous work.  

For the laborers who forged the city’s tall buildings, death was just a misstep away. As 

the city’s buildings grew in height, the coroner documented more deadly falls. A worker tumbled 

from the roof of the Rock Island Grain Elevator on January of 1874,
 
for example, and on June 

22, 1884, George Gunderson fell to his death while working on the construction of the new 

Board of Trade Building, a ten story, 320 foot tall structure.
15

 Sometimes, pieces of buildings fell 
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onto people below. A loose brick fell off the Newberry Apartment Building at the corner of Oak 

and State on March 8, 1894, cracking open the skull of Carl Erick. Another man died when he 

was hit in the head by a coal bucket that fell from the roof of the Chicago Commercial Club 

Building on January 23, 1894.
16

 The skyscraper was a symbol of the modern city; it was also a 

deadly worksite.  

Lethal hazards abounded in many of Chicago’s sites of production, which were 

increasingly mechanized and largely unregulated. According to historian David Von Drehle, an 

average of 100 people died in workplace accidents every day in America.
17

 Chicagoans died in 

myriad ways. They succumb to blunt force trauma. One man suffered, an 1874 inquest jury 

report noted, mortal “injuries…while having a cake of ice fall on him at the brewery of 

Batholomue and Roesing….”
18

 Another died later that year from “injuries received by the caving 

in of a coal pile in the yard of A. L. Zbedstram.”
19

 Some workers suffocated. James Sckudrna 

choked to death under a pile of grain at the Chase Elevator in January of 1894.
20

 Burns also 

claimed worker’s lives. A man died in March of 1894 “from scalds and burns received by falling 

in a catch basin at Armour’s No. 2 Beef House in Union Stock Yards.”
21

 Sometimes, machines 

snagged laborers, tearing limbs from their bodies. William Thunes died in February 1884 at the 

Chicago Steel Works when he caught his arm in a machine as he tried to repair it while it was 

running. The coroner’s inquest jury suggested “while repairs of the belting are being made…the 

machinery should be stopped.” The jury added, “if it is done while in motion experienced men 

should do it.”
22

  

Employers often blamed accidents on workers, even children. When Hull House founder 

Jane Addams and her colleagues confronted several factory owners about the accidental death of 

a child in 1890, she assumed they “would share our horror and remorse, and…do everything 
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possible to prevent the recurrence of such a tragedy.” To her surprise, “they did nothing 

whatever” to address the issue. Instead, the owners showed Addams a standard contract “signed 

by the parents of working children, [stating] that they will make no claim for damages resulting 

from ‘carelessness.’”
23

 With few incentives to protect workers, on-the-job safety was an 

afterthought and death an ever-present possibility.   

Death by Gas 

 

Late nineteenth century cities were shaped by what historian Thomas Hughes called 

“technological systems,” or the interplay between new material artifacts, organizational forms, 

and human users.
24

 When these systems failed, technologies designed to provide human comfort 

destroyed lives. Illuminating gas offers a case in point.   

Before electric lighting was widely adopted in the twentieth century, many buildings 

were equipped with indoor gas lamps, and Chicagoans sometimes suffered death by gas 

asphyxiation. Gas flowed to the lamp through pipes, which could be opened and closed with the 

turn of a cock, or valve. When the cock was open, a person could ignite the lamp. The burning 

gas filled the room with light as well as carbon monoxide. People seldom left their lamps on for 

too long, and drafty nineteenth century buildings offered a modicum of ventilation, so carbon 

monoxide did not kill many people. The grave danger lay in blowing out the flame without 

shutting off the valve. The room would fill with odorless, colorless gas, suffocating those inside, 

often as they slept. Mary Casey of 1330 Wabash Ave made this error in April of 1884, after, the 

inquest jury noted, “having neglected to turn gas off properly.”
25

 Hotel guests unaccustomed to 

gas lighting frequently made this mistake. A guest at the famed Palmer House Hotel in March 

1884 died from “Asphyxia caused by inhaling gas, having left the gas cock accidentally turned 
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on when retiring for the night.”
26

 After four guests died of asphyxiation in one downtown hotel, 

the manager posted a placard in each room with bold print that bore this warning:  

“Caution! 

Turn off the Gas. Never Blow It Out. 

Sure Death 

To those who do so. 

If you do not understand how to turn it off ring your bell and a servant will come 

and show you.”
27

  

 

In other words, the operator of the lamp could prevent death by following proper procedures.  

 In some instances, however, deaths were caused by the gas company. Glitches in gas 

distribution systems killed six people in Hyde Park in October of 1892, for example. The victims 

included Curtis Goddard and John F. Giasnier, teenage boys who the Chicago Tribune described 

as “well educated, intelligent, and sober.” The description suggested they knew how to operate 

the gas lamp in their bedroom. When Goddard and Giasnier went to bed, they attempted to light 

a gas lamp, but the gas did not flow. Supply shortages were dogging the Mutual Fuel Gas 

Company that supplied Hyde Park. The boys fell asleep. In the night, the gas began to flow, 

suffocating them as they slept. Customers outraged by the deadly, erratic flow of gas berated 

company officials, who maintained the problems were beyond their control. The company had 

purchased a massive new steel gas holding tank to be built by the Carnegie Works in Homestead, 

PA, but “the protracted strike there is the cause of the delay.”
28

  

Death by Fire 

 

Fires claimed the lives and property of Chicagoans with terrible frequency. The Great 

Chicago Fire of 1871 stood out for its destructive power; in thirty-six hours, the blaze engulfed 

the city’s downtown and much of the Northside, laying waste to over 18,000 buildings and 

leaving 90,000 people, about one third of the population, homeless.
29

 But it was not 

unprecedented. Just a day before the Great Chicago Fire, a blaze destroyed property on the west 
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side of the city valued at over a million dollars.
30

 Three years after the Great Chicago Fire, in 

July of 1874 another fire burned forty-seven acres on the Southside of the city, destroying 812 

buildings and killing twenty people.
31

  

The frequency of deadly blazes inspired Chicagoans to make their city “fireproof” 

through engineering and regulation. After the 1871 fire, architects increasingly used steel, brick, 

limestone, and marble for Chicago’s newest buildings.
32

 In 1875, the Chicago Department of 

Public Works, The Board of Underwriters, and the Citizen’s Association sponsored a contest 

with a $1,000 cash prize for the person who could design the best fireproof home.
33

 The City 

Council, meanwhile, passed ordinances calling for fire alarms, light shields, fire exits, occupancy 

limits, and fire extinguishers.
34

  

Despite this “fireproofing,” the most deadly fire in the city’s history occurred thirty two 

years after the Great Fire, and it razed a new building that had been advertised as being 

“absolutely fireproof”—the Iroquois Theater. The 1,602-seat structure opened in November of 

1903. During a sold-out performance on December 30, 1903, a spark from an arc light on stage 

set the curtain ablaze. Flames enveloped the theater as the crowd pressed toward the exits. 

Flames and smoke killed at least 602 people.
35

  

Why did so many people lose their lives in a newly opened theater that had been recently 

inspected? Political corruption likely made the fire deadlier than it might have been. Even though 

the theater had passed safety inspections just before opening in November, post-fire inspections 

revealed numerous code violations. The theater lacked: a fire alarm; exit signs; shields for arc 

lights; and an on-stage fire extinguisher.
36

  

How did these violations go unnoted in the recent inspection? One possible explanation is 

that the theater managers had bribed the building commissioner and inspector with free tickets. 
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Chicago theaters routinely created a “free list” of city officials who gained free admission to 

theaters in return for overlooking code violations.
37

 After the Iroquois fire, a grand jury indicted 

the theater manager, assistant manager, and the stage carpenter for manslaughter, and it indicted 

the building commissioner and the inspector for professional malfeasance. The Chicago City 

Council passed a series of laws, updating the city’s fire safety codes.
38

 Its actions aimed to send a 

message: Government could—and, next time, would—save people from fire.  

Death by Train and Streetcar 

 

Railroad tracks ensnared Chicago in a web of steel, and railroads caused the greatest 

number of accidental deaths in the city. Railroad crossing deaths were the indirect result of 

government policies enacted between the 1850s and 1870s. Those accidents inspired people to 

demand that city and state government change how trains and streetcars moved through town.  

The Galena and Chicago Union laid the first tracks in Chicago in 1848. In less than a 

decade, the city became the nation’s biggest hub for rail traffic. By 1856, ten trunk lines with 

3,000 miles of track ran through Chicago. Fifty-eight passenger trains and thirty-eight freight 

trains rolled in and out of town each day.
39

 The City Council helped lure these railroads to town 

with right of way agreements that made streets terribly dangerous.  

During the 1850s, the City Council passed numerous ordinances offering railroads 

generous rights of way across and along streets. This delighted railroad executives, since it meant 

they could avoid slow, costly negotiations with property owners. The city, meanwhile, benefitted 

from a new source of tax revenue. Rather than taxing all residents to pave and maintain 

Chicago’s streets, the City Council levied special assessments, taxes, on the people and 

businesses that owned property on the street in need of improvement. If a railroad cut through a 

city street, it had to pay assessments too. Thus, many alderman and some residents welcomed 
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railroads on their streets.
40

 It was a dangerous bargain. Trains ran on the same level as 

pedestrians, turning streets into what novelist Upton Sinclair described as “a deathtrap for the 

unwary.”
41

 

The death toll grew along with Chicago’s population and railroad traffic. According to 

the Chicago Department of Public Health, trains and streetcars killed 31 people in 1870; 51 in 

1875; and 124 in 1881. The death toll in 1886 was 152. It rose to 299 in 1890; and it reached 326 

in 1901.
42

 Sometimes people fell from trains; in many cases, though, people died crossing the 

tracks. Chicagoans often struggled to spot trains snaking their way through a landscape cluttered 

with buildings, and sometimes failed to hear the sound of an approaching train over the din of the 

city.
43

  

The City of Chicago took small steps to protect people, but its regulations were not 

always uniform or enforced. The city sometimes required a specific railroad to post a flagman at 

a particular crossing, but, oftentimes, it made no such demands. The City Council began to 

augment its piecemeal railroad safety requirements in the 1860s by passing citywide rules. In 

1867, for example, the City Council required railroads to post a flagman “on all streets…on 

which horse railroad cars run.”
 44

 Theoretically, this law would have prevented the dreadful 

collision on Halsted Street in July of 1893, but at that time there was no flagman the intersection. 

The city’s laxity in enforcing the law likely owed, in part, to corruption and apathy. But, it also 

had to do with nineteenth century Americans’ evolving understanding of fault in railroad 

accidents.  

The Cook County Coroner’s office records show that Chicagoans blamed humans for 

crossing accidents with greater frequency over the course of the late nineteenth century. 

According to the Coroner’s records, twenty-eight people died from train accidents in the first six 
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months of 1874.
45

 The Coroner judged the company or its employees at fault in just four of those 

cases. In most instances, the coroner’s inquest juries described the accidents in terms that denied 

human agency. A report from January 20, 1874 followed a standard linguistic construction. The 

victim died “from injuries received by being run over by cars [of the C&NW] and the [coroner’s 

inquest] jury from the evidence find that said death was accidental.”
46

 The jury absolved the city, 

the railroad company, and its employees alike with grammar. The injuries “were received” by the 

victim; nobody doled them out. Another report on a May 27
th

 accident revealed another, 

common construction. The jury reported the victim died “from injuries received by being run 

over by engine No. 105.”
47

 Thus, engine No. 105 killed the victim not the engineer, the railroad, 

or the City Council, which had invited trains into the streets. 

Coroner’s inquest jury reports occasionally assigned blame to people and railroads. On 

February 5, 1874, one report noted, a mother saw her daughter Josephine standing in front of an 

oncoming train “and ran to save her and in so doing stumbled and fell on the rail and was killed 

along with the child.”
48

 The mother made a tragic misstep. In other instances, victims acted less 

sympathetically. On April 29, 1874, a 15 year old boy “went to the [C&NW] to steal a ride to the 

stock yard” and “slipped and was run over.” His fault lay in trying to “steal a ride.”
49

 Railroad 

companies only earned rebuke from coroner’s inquest juries in cases where someone had 

violated a clearly-stated safety procedure, as when the Chicago, Burlington, and Quincy killed a 

pedestrian at an unguarded crossing on Union Street. The inquest jury held the death was 

“produced by gross carelessness on the part of the directors of said… rail road… in not keeping a 

flagman on said crossing….”
50

 The cases in which inquest juries held railroads accountable 

remained rare, though, until the 1880s and 1890s.  
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As the number of railroad deaths increased, inquest juries began to find railroad 

companies and employees at fault in more accidents. During the first six months of 1874, the 

juries found railroads and their employees at fault in just four of twenty eight, or fourteen 

percent, of railroad deaths.
51

 Railroad death rates increased substantially in the next decade. In 

the first six months of 1884, seventy seven people died from railroad accidents. Inquest juries 

judged railroad companies or railroad employees at fault in nineteen of those accidents, or 

twenty five percent of the cases.
52

 A similar pattern held true for 1894. During the first six 

months of that year, 113 people died in railroad accidents and inquest juries held the company or 

an employee responsible in thirty two cases, or twenty eight percent.
53

 In holding the railroad 

companies liable, inquest juries were suggesting that something could be done to avoid deaths.
54

  

  Coroner’s inquest juries began, therefore, to tell railroad and government officials what 

steps they should take to save lives. This was a departure. In the 1870s, jury reports seldom made 

safety recommendations, but by the 1880s and 1890s, they did so routinely. When an Illinois 

Central train cut down a pedestrian at a crossing in March 1884, the jury noted, for example, that 

the railroad “should have better protections in place in the way of a fence or watchman to keep 

the people from getting on the tracks.”
55

 Following a crossing accident on Clifton Avenue in 

January of 1894, the jury pointedly recommended that the “Chicago Burlington and Quincy R.R. 

Company employ competent watchmen and erect gates at said crossing.”
56

 After a train on the 

Erie Railroad smashed into a pedestrian in the winter of 1894, the jury noted: “We the Jury favor 

track elevation and would recommend to said R. R. Cos that they employ labor at street crossing 

that understand why bells are put in tower houses at said crossings”
57

 Juries often called for 

railroads and municipal leaders to transform the built environment, making it safer. Who, 

though, would pay to erect gates and fences, build warning bell towers, and elevate tracks?  
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 Chicagoans debated whether railroads or taxpayers should pay to protect people. As the 

death toll mounted, even pro-business newspapers like the Chicago Tribune denounced railroads 

for “murdering” pedestrians.
58

 The railroad companies perpetrated so many “murders,” the 

Tribune opined in 1889, they should be compelled to build viaducts, safety gates, and, even, 

elevate tracks at their own expense. It was a matter of restoring the streets to their previous 

condition. “Before the railroads entered Chicago,” the paper recalled in 1891, “the crossings 

were safe.” Then the “big locomotive steam horse came in and the crossings ceased to be safe.” 

The paper charged: “It is the duty of the companies to restore the crossings to their former safe 

condition.”
59

 

Railroad companies often wanted to elevate tracks and build viaducts which eliminated 

costly delays at crossings; they just opposed footing the entire bill. Railroad attorney George 

Willard told the Tribune in 1891, “Railroad companies, with few exceptions have been and are 

willing to bear a just proportion of the cost of building viaducts where they are really needed to 

lesson danger and save time.” Willard simply wanted construction to be financed in the same 

manner as the city streets had been built—through special assessments on all the property 

owners and businesses located near the tracks, not just the railroad.
60

 Willard’s arguments 

seemed logical, given that the City Council had forced railroads to contribute to the cost of 

paving streets. The State Supreme Court thought otherwise, though.  

 The Court held railroad companies liable for the cost of making crossings safe. In 

January of 1892, the Court ruled that the City of Chicago had the right to extend a section of 

West Taylor Street across the tracks of the Chicago and Northwestern Railway. “Every railway 

company,” the Court held, “takes its right of way subject to the right of the public to extend the 

public highways and streets across such right of way.”
61

 Not only did the city have a right to run 
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a street across the tracks, the railroad had to pay the price of making the crossing safe. Where the 

railroads intersected with streets, the Court noted, railroad corporations were “subject to the 

police power of the State.” The state, in turn, could use that power to protect “life and liberty” by 

passing safety regulations. Even if those regulations cost the company money, they did not 

constitute an unlawful taking of property without due process. The Illinois Supreme Court 

concluded: “the railroad must make crossings safe and it must stand the expense.”
62

 

Preventing Accidental Deaths 

 

Dr. Thomas Grant Allen articulated an idea that had been incubating in the city for 

decades in a feature article in the April 15, 1906 edition of the Chicago Tribune; Allen argued 

that humans could prevent accidental deaths through engineering, regulation, and by being 

careful. The doctor’s article reflected a growing emphasis on safety in America. As historian 

Barbara Welke has noted, American progressives regarded accidents as “products of habits 

inconsistent with the modern world.”
63

 Allen, like other progressives, lamented the inefficiency 

of accidental death. Chicago offered a worst case, Allen lamented. The city led America in 

“violent deaths,” including those resulting from: murder; suicide; falling; burning; drowning; 

suffocating; and trains and streetcars accidents. With over 2,000 such deaths in 1905, the doctor 

noted, Chicago lost four times as many people “as perished in the Iroquois theater fire,” costing 

its residents a staggering $2 million in lost wages. The ultimate causes of these deaths, Allen 

held, were lax enforcement of safety laws and the city’s “spirit of hurry and rush.”
64

      

Allen’s analysis of violent deaths underscored the perils of Chicago’s built environment. 

Not all of the doctor’s categories spoke to environmental hazards, to be sure. Suicide and murder 

ranked first and fourth among the causes of violent death, but the other leading causes were 



14 

 

linked to the built environment. They included: railroad and streetcar accidents; falls; drowning; 

burns; and suffocation.  

 

Leading Causes of Violent Death in Chicago, 1900 and 1905 

 

  

Rail 

road  

 

 

Falls 

 

Drowning  

 

Burns 

 

Street 

Railway 

 

Suffocation 

 

Homi 

cide  

 

Suicide  

 

All 

Violence 

 

Chicago 

1905 

 

 

319  

 

286 

 

145 

 

140 

 

147 

 

120 

 

185 

 

430 

 

2,107 

 

Chicago 

1900 

 

 

258 

 

219 

 

131 

 

126 

 

73 

 

84 

 

102 

 

356 

 

1,652 

 

Deaths by drowning may or might not have been caused by conditions in the built environment. 

In some cases, people fell off city bridges or drowned in privy vaults. In others, they perished 

while swimming, fishing, or boating. The other causes outlined by Allen were linked to the built 

environment, though. Railroad deaths were connected to transportation infrastructure, 

suffocation to systems of illumination, and burning and falling to buildings.
65

  

Allen understood these accidental deaths in the context of advances in healthcare and the 

great cleanup of the progressive era. During the 1870s and 1880s, scientists began to locate the 

origins of disease not in “miasmas” but in microscopic entities.
66

 Acting on this knowledge, 

sanitarians in Chicago and worldwide pushed urban politicians to take measures to cleanse cities 

by building sewers, picking up trash, and inspecting sanitary conditions in homes and 

workplaces.
67

 These efforts made the city healthier, Allen noted. The “progress in saving lives 

from the attacks of preventable diseases,” Allen’s data suggested, led to falling rates of death by 
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non-violent causes. In spite of that progress, Allen’s data showed, violent deaths were on the rise 

in Chicago.
68

  

 

 

Period  

 

 

Population  

 

Average 

Deaths 

All causes  

 

Average 

deaths  

Violence  

 

Deaths 

All 

causes 

per 

1,000 

pop. 

 

Violent 

Deaths 

per 

1,000 

deaths 

 

Deaths 

by all 

causes to 

1 violent 

death  

 

1856 to 

1865 

 

 

109,000 

 

2,800 

 

120 

 

23.39 

 

43 

 

23 

 

1866 to 

1875 

 

 

307,000 

 

7,400 

 

300 

 

23.82 

 

41 

 

21 

 

1876 to 

1886 

 

 

503,000 

 

10,700 

 

460 

 

20.30 

 

46 

 

22 

 

1886 to 

1895  

 

 

1,209,000 

 

21,300 

 

1,300 

 

20.09 

 

60 

 

12 

 

1896 to 

1905  

 

 

1,699,000 

 

26,200 

 

1,800 

 

14.71 

 

72 

 

14 

 

Allen invited Chicagoans to think about accidental deaths in similar terms to those caused 

by disease. He asked readers to imagine an epidemic had occurred in which doctors could have 

prevented “50 per cent of the deaths” but failed to do so because they were “incompetent or 

wicked….” That, Allen insisted, was the case with accidental death. Instead of incompetent 

doctors, though, residents were dying because “our administrators of law and order…have failed 

to enforce the ordinances and laws regarding railway crossings, the speed of vehicles, the safety 

of buildings, the closing of saloons at prescribed hours and the safety of our public streets.”
69
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Accidental deaths could and should be prevented. Allen’s sentiment was shared by a growing 

number of business and civic leaders; it was, moreover, the premise of America’s burgeoning 

Safety First Movement.  

Conclusion  
 

By 1915 the walls of America’s public buildings and factories were cluttered with posters 

urging people to: “Think safety first.” The slogan of America’s Safety-First Movement was so 

ubiquitous that it was the title of a satirical musical written by Princeton student F. Scott 

Fitzgerald. The movement sought to decrease accidents and promote efficiency through 

education and engineering; its acolytes founded the Safety First Federation of America in 1915. 

The movement, historian Arwen Mohun has shown, had its roots in “lots of places,” where 

people confronted the mortal hazards of the built environment, including “railroads, streetcars, 

insurance companies,” and coroner’s offices.
70

  

The story of Chicago’s deadly built environment sheds light on how and why those 

Americans came to believe that they had the ability—and the responsibility—to prevent 

accidental deaths. Chicago led America in accidental deaths because its denizens had so 

radically, and quickly, transformed the build environment. They had constructed factories, grain 

elevators, and stockyards; erected soaring skyscrapers and hotels complete with creature 

comforts like gas lighting; and spun a dense web of steel rails that ensnared the city. Chicago’s 

built environment shielded people from the elements and facilitated their commodification of 

nature. It was also a mortal hazard. Chicagoans fell off skyscrapers; got maimed by machinery; 

choked on gas; burned in fires; and were mauled by trains and streetcars.  

When Charles Stalnecker drove the Halsted Streetcar in front of a freight train in July of 

1893, he blamed himself for the ensuing calamity. He was partly right. The actions of individuals 
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played a role in such tragic events. But, their frequency demonstrated that conditions in the built 

environment were also to blame. The city and railroad corporation had, after all, constructed a 

massive city with freight trains barreling through busy streets. As the death toll from railroad and 

other accidents mounted, it became increasingly apparent—to Dr. Thomas Allen, the Chicago 

Tribune, and the members of Chicago’s thousands of inquest juries—that lawmakers, engineers, 

and citizens could take steps to make the built environment safer. That realization, though, was 

hard won. It took time and the repetition of horrible scenes like the one on Halsted Street in the 

summer of 1893. It took blood on the tracks.  
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