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ABSTRACT OF DISSERTATION

1982 STRUCTURAL FIRE AT THE HOME OF FRANKLIN ROOSEVELT:
AN ORAL HISTORY

The purpose of this oral history was to explore the impact of pre-planning on the
1982 structural fire at the Home of Franklin Roosevelt National Historic Site by
interviewing Park staff and fire fighters who responded to the fire. The Home is part of
the National Park Service and is located in Hyde Park, New York. The 1982 fire is
considered to be the event that started the National Park Service structural fire program.

The analysis utilized the zoom model which was developed for interpreting life
histories (Pamphilon, 1999). The zoom model’s analogy of a camera lens allowed the
researcher to change focus from a broad or panoramic view to a micro level. The
interviews revealed how the participants saw themselves in the larger context of the
historic fire.

Historic house museums have unique needs. Recommendations from the study
included arranging site visits for local fire fighters so that they are familiar with the
facility. Parks should develop a disaster plan that is shared with all park employees.
Finally, the study suggested conducting oral histories since they can capture the stories of
the underrepresented. Oral histories should be maintained in the park archives.

Wendy Schumacher
School of Education
Colorado State University

Fort Collins, Colorado 80523
Summer 2007
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Shortly after midnight on January 23, 1982, the fire detection system at the Home
of Franklin Roosevelt (HOFR) in Hyde Park, New York triggered an alarm. A short in
old electric wiring under renovation by a contractor caused a fire between the third floor
and roof. In addition to the emergency response from the local fire department many
National Park Service (NPS) staff and the public responded to the alarm (Brown &
McTernan, 1986; H. Van Brookhoven, personal communication, September 25, 2005).

The quick response saved the structure and its contents with few exceptions. The
damage came from fire, water, and smoke. The Park and local fire department undertook
pre-planning activities that told respondents how to prioritize their tasks and which
artifacts required special treatment (Brown & McTernan, 1986). In addition to the
contents, the house itself was important. The NPS administers the program that registers
structures of meaning to our nation’s history. The Secretary of Interior set the criteria in
the National Register of Historic Places. This house, listed in 1966, qualified as being
worthy of National Register status as the home of the only four term American president
and events that shaped our nation’s history like the fireside chats and hosted important
visitors to the Home during FDR’s presidency (National Register Information System,
n.d.a).

This study focused on capturing the stories of NPS staff that worked for the Park
at the time of the fire and participated in the initial response using oral history which

allowed the participants to tell these stories in their own words (Clandinin & Connelly,
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2000). Although case incident and other reports were properly maintained in the files,
the Park never gathered a collection of interviews from all involved. The Park wanted an
oral history which Yow (1994) described as an interviewer asking questions that “inspires
the narrator to begin the act of remembering, jogs memory, and records and presents the
narrator’s words” (p. 4). Some participants’ memories required jump starting since the
event took place 25 years ago. Present and past NPS staffs were interviewed as well as
two local fire fighters. In addition to recording and transcribing their stories for future
researchers, the study looked at whether or not the pre-planning efforts minimized the
loss of artifacts and structural damage to the Home.

The impact of pre-planning for a structural fire continues to be an obscure topic
and not studied within the NPS. In fact, so little data existed on structural fires gathered
by qualitative researchers that John Watts, Jr., Chair, National Fire Protection
Association Section 914, personally endorsed this project (J. M. Watts, Jr., personal
communication, May 14, 2005; J. M. Watts, Jr., personal communication, February 7,
2006). The majority of literature on structural fires in historic structures focused on
material strength or retrofitting fire detection equipment and was not relevant to this
study. On the contrary, the topic of wildfire was the subject of a 2005 oral history project
contracted by the NPS (Rothman, 2005).

Although not a topic for funded research, NPS policies and procedures addressed
structural fire. The Management Policies (2006) outlined a requirement to keep current
and on file with internal and external fire response organizations plans for historic
structures and buildings containing museum and library collections. Furthermore, the

plans needed to address any special requirements for the care and protection of cultural
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resources should a fire occur. Director’s Order #58: Structural Fire Management (2001)
explicitly outlined who is responsible for what activity. The Cultural Resource program
put forth detailed guidelines in The Museum Management Handbook (NPS, 2002).
Significance and Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this oral history was to explore the impact of pre-planning on the
1982 structural fire at the Home of Franklin Roosevelt National Historic Site by
interviewing Park staff and fire fighters who responded to the fire.

Miles and Huberman (1994) advised researchers to develop a graphical depiction
of the conceptual framework to assist the selection of key factors and clarify the

relationship among them. In this study pre-planning guidance came from three major

Management
practices

Y

Pre-planning Industry guidelines
efforts
Crisis or
event

Plan implementation or
response

Sources.

NPS standards

Y

[Impact assessment

Figure 1. Impact of pre-planning activities.

w
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This research added to the field of knowledge in two ways. First, literature using
qualitative methods to collect data about structures or the built environment was meager.
The studies included two articles that used basic qualitative research about inner city
Melbourne (Fincher, 2004; Fincher & Costello, 2005). Dalton & Rowe (2004) used
grounded theory to study public housing in Melbourne. Fincher’s (2004) article tackled
gender based ideals of life in high-rise buildings. Details about why gender issues were a
constraint on this study is discussed in the Limitations section. Research projects specific
to structural fire issues were also sparse. Three dissertations used qualitative methods to
research structural fire. Two focused on the sense of community after church fires
(O’Foran, 2003; Wharff, 2003) and one on a mine fire in 1972 (Cullen, 2004). One
dissertation collected data on a disaster, the 1946 tsunami in Hawai’i (Nishimoto, 2002).

Digital Dissertations and Theses database (http:/proquest.umi.com/) did not show any

oral history dissertations on file for Colorado State University.

Second, the effects of pre-planning were addressed. Since the 1982 fire many
organizations published guidelines about how to pre-plan for fires and other disasters in
historic homes, museums and archives. Butcﬁer-Younghans (1993) outlined the
additional challenges with historic house museums like HOFR because both contents and
structure can be destroyed in a fire. An international intergovernmental organization
known as Blue Shield helped with program promotion, technical transfer and emergency
assistance (Jokilehto, 2000). The study revealed information about a real life application
of NPS cultural resource and structural fire protection practices in place in 1982.

The interview questions covered pre-planning although not all of the participants

either took part in this activity or recalled their involvement. Data analysis uncovered
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two additional research questions. One considered the impact of structural fire on the
participants. The other addressed the significance of the Home in a larger framework.
Research Questions

What do stories regarding the 1982 HOFR structural fire communicate about pre-
planning efforts?

What do participant stories say about responding to a structural fire in a historic
home?

What do stories about the 1982 structural fire say about the significance of the
Home in a larger context?
Sub-questions
How did the participants learn about the fire?
What were the participants’ experiences the night of the fire?
How did the participants’ duties change in the weeks following the fire?
How did the process work to get the park back to normal?
How did the participants take part in the pre-planning for a structural fire?

What artifacts/photographs did the participants have to describe before/during/after the
fire?

Definition of terms
Built environment — manmade locations for human activity ranging from homes
and dwellings to public spaces.
Case incident report — one of several NPS reports required after any disaster,
accident or other event taking staff away from their regular duties.
Constructivism — a philosophical perspective where the participants’ position is

constructed in their mind rather than based on the “facts.”
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Director’s Order — Director’s Orders, which articulated new or revised policy on
an interim basis between publication dates of NPS Management Policies. They also
provided more detailed interpretation of Management Policies and outline requirements
applicable to NPS functions, programs and activities, and were a vehicle by which the
Director may delegate specific authorities and responsibilities. The main target audience
for Director’s Orders was superintendents, for whom they serve as an "executive
summary" of important policies and procedures (National Park Service things to know,
n.d.).

Gatekeeper — the person(s) who provide access into an organization ranging from
making introductions to establishing the interview schedule. In this study the gatekeeper
was also a participant.

Management policies - set the broad framework, provided direction, and
prescribed parameters for making management decisions in the NPS (National Park
Service things to know, n.d.).

Pre-planning activities — documentation that established procedures for
emergency response and short term recovery activities after a disaster.

Structural fire — fire impacting any man-made structure which was broadly
defined in the NPS to include dumpsters, vehicles, boats and aircraft in addition to
buildings.

Delimitations

The impact of the fire on the visitor experience was not addressed. The primary

reason for public visits to HOFR was the house and garden tour. One week after the fire

the Park celebrated the 100™ birthday of FDR. The recovery activities caused the
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relocation of some events. In particular, the living room/library became the focus of
events due to its size, lack of damage and overall importance to the Roosevelt family and
other guests. The fire meant changes for visitors to the first floor public rooms for three
years and five months. The second floor rooms required refurbishment that took several
more years (Brown & McTernan, 1986).

The fire rendered about 30 of the 8,000 cataloged objects useless (Brown &
McTernan, 1986). One chair went missing and assumed stolen the night of the fire (H.
Van Brookhoven, personal communication, September 25, 2005). The study did not
investigate the related area of lost value of the objects.

The delimitations of visitor experience and artifact loss were fertile enough to
justify separate research projects. Since the transcripts became part of the Park archives
any anecdotes about these issues are available for further research.

Limitations

Cresswell (2003) said that it is difficult to anticipate all potential limitations
before conducting research. Data on the role of gender in the post-fire decision-making
process was a limitation. Since the establishment of the Mount Vernon Ladies’
Association of the Union in the 1850s, women took the lead role in the historic
preservation movement until World War Il when government priorities changed to post-
war growth. In 1966, the establishment of the National Historic Preservation Act (Act)
brought a second wave of women’s active involvement in historic preservation
(Bluestone, 1999; Howe, 1990).

The fire occurred about 15 years after the Act, so it was reasonable to believe that

women involved in the recovery and restoration efforts benefited from the increased
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acceptability of women studying previously male dominated disciplines. Enough time
passed for some women to rise to management levels within the NPS (Howe, 1990).
While both men and women responded to the fire and immersed themselves in the
recovery efforts, only one of the two women participants was present the night of the fire.

The researcher was restricted to interviewing whoever was still living, could be
located, and was willing to participate. Having clear recollections of the events was not a
requirement because even a short passage of time can alter one’s memory. Sometimes
the memory loss is unavoidable. Gardner (2001) made the point that people are not
computer media where data is permanently etched and retrieved on demand. Norquay
(1999) described memory as a social construction and what is remembered and forgotten
was collectively determined. Other times, narrators had selective memory as they chose
which stories to share either because they were trying to please the researcher, the
account reflected negatively on them or brought up harmful memories (Andrews, Kearns,
Kontos, & Wilson, 2006; Gardner, 2001; Norquay, 1999). Gardner (2001) suggested that
triangulating the participant’s stories with those of others and documentation from the
administrative record made up for the researcher having to use data that may be
unreliable.

Researcher’s perspective

My interest in the built environment goes back as long as I can remember, most
likely influenced by my only uncle, the architect. Ilook at buildings as giant file cabinets
for keeping our library and record material and museum objects secure. This viewpoint
joins together my graduate work in library science, work experience in records

management and volunteer activities in museum archives.
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Structural fire is perhaps the biggest hazard to libraries, resource center and
museum collections. Protecting contents, in this case, from fire, water and smoke
damage ties together my personal and professional interests. Working for the NPS gives
me access to one of the largest collections of libraries, resource centers and museums in
the world.

After doing some quantitative research on fire detection and suppression
equipment I introduced myself to the NPS structural fire community. Through these
networking opportunities I received support to conduct a qualitative study. A few
additional calls led me to the park curator at HOFR who was planning an oral history
project. NPS legend says that the 1982 structural fire at HOFR le(i to the servicewide
structural fire program. Since the research project would be used both nationally and
locally I thought it was a great opportunity.

Encouragement for research is a great ego boost, but is not enough to make such a
big change in how one sees the world. Qualitative data is messy by definition so I needed
to rely upon what I learned in class to get me through the process. First, qualitative
research or constructivism says that each person has their own reality. I liked that idea
because each interviewee will bring a different perspective to the oral history project and
they are all appreciated. Second, as a researcher I have the opportunity to give voice to
people who worked at the park at the time of the fire who may not otherwise have their
stories heard. I’m thinking about support staff that wouldn’t be part of the official record.
This is important to me because I learned as a Peace Corps Volunteer that some people,
especially women, only have their stories and the clothes on their backs. Third, a class

reading interpreted life histories with an analogy to a camera’s lens (Pamphilon, 1999).
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This article reawakened my interest in photography and gave me a possible framework
for interpreting the data. Personal growth is great, but knowing that I have at least one
way to interpret the data gives me the confidence to move forward with the project.

In the Methods section I also acknowledge my position as a NPS employee.
Specifically I am assigned to the Washington Office although stationed in Fort Collins.
This may be a complicated situation because I am both insider as NPS staff, but outsider
as a non-park person. If the park curator introduces me in my role as researcher I will
have the opportunity to clarify my status with the NPS. Sometimes there is conflict
between the local and national offices, but my organization does not do work in this park

s0, hopefully, my employment status will not be an issue.

10
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

A comprehensive search of the literature revealed a gap in the area of how pre-
planning efforts were applied after a disaster. The researcher performed electronic
searches on the Academic Search Premier, Business Source Premier, Compendex
Engineering Village, FEMA Learning Resource Center online card catalog, FireDoc,
Google Scholar and Web of Science databases. The searches included the terms used
individually and in combination: building, built environment, disaster, fire, narrative
inquiry, oral history, planning, polyvocal, structural fire and structure. The search
revealed a few studies in the areas of the impact of a disaster with insufficient pre-
planning and the use of oral history for exploring building and other built environment
issues. To look at why pre-planning impacted NPS facilities it was necessary to
investigate the enabling legislation and how oral history drew out the stories to provide
the data for analysis.

NPS enabling legislation

On August 25, 1916, President Woodrow Wilson signed The National Park
Service Organic Act (16 U.S.C. Secs. 1, 2, 3 and 4). The Organic Act set forth the
founding of the NPS as part of the Department of the Interior and dedicated funding for
the employees. The original purpose declared that parks should be established to
conserve “natural and historic objects and the wildlife therein and to provide for the

enjoyment of the same in such a manner and by such means as will leave them

11
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unimpaired for the enjoyment of future generations” (16 U.S.C. Sec. 1). Almost 100
years later this clause still motivates NPS staff.

The first National Parks consisted of eleven parks previously established through
individual legislation. In 1872, Congress announced Yellowstone National Park as the
first national park and started an international movement for national parks in over 100
countries. Now new parks are added by act of Congress, but the president can decree a
national monument if it is already on federal land (National Park Service, n.d.a). Of the
original group Yellowstone, Yosemite, Sequoia, Mount Rainier, Crater Lake, Wind Cave,
Mesa Verde and Glacier remained part of the National Park system.

In 1933 President Franklin Roosevelt signed an Executive Order moving
management of 63 parks, monuments, and national cemeteries under Forest Service and
War Department control to the NPS. Despite this change, the focus stayed on natural
parks until the 1960s when Secretary of the Interior Stewart Udall and Director George
Herzog recognized the preservation of cultural heritage as being as important as natural
heritage. The standards for cultural parks were less tied to biological standards, but still
needed to have unique characteristics and be worthy of study by researchers (Riordan,
2000).

NPS structural fire program

Maintaining parks can be a complicated business. The Organic Act focused on
natural and cultural resources, but the infrastructure faced risks, too. The 1982 structural
fire at HOFR was arguably the event that led to the development of the NPS structural
fire program (J. Mazzeo, Jr., personal communication, February 27, 2006). Five years

after the fire the first NPS management document regarding structural fire became

12
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available. Those guidelines were called NPS #58 — Structural Fire. A few years later the
NPS hired the first Structural Fire Specialist who established the Structural Fire Steering
Committee prior to his retirement in 1999. About the same time the General Accounting
Office (GAO) conducted an audit of the structural fire program and issued a report in
2000.

Another driving force behind the Structural Fire program was the 2000 GAO
Report (General Accounting Office, 2000). In addition to their own findings, the Report
quoted from a 1998 internal report that stated “sooner or later the NPS stands to be
seriously embarrassed (at a minimum) by the catastrophic loss, either of an irreplaceable
historic structure or collection, or of human life, from a structural fire” (p. 14). A year
earlier the Director conveyed concern about the risk of the NPS museum collections to
fire.

The Report was a summary of the inspection of six park units. These were:
Ford’s Theatre National Historic Site, Prince William Forest Park, Olympic National
Park, Sequoia-Kings Canyon National Park, Shenandoah National Park, and Yosemite
National Park. These parks confronted issues common to almost all units including lack
of paying attention to items ranging from inoperable smoke detectors to insufficient
training for the fire brigade, if one existed. Even when conducting proper inspections the
deficiencies were not corrected. Nearly ten years before the GAO audit, Yosemite
National Park assessed the condition of their museum and library collections. By the
time of the audit most problems remained uncorrected. Though not unique to
Shenandoah National Park, the staff relied upon local fire departments for emergency

response. To save a building the response time needs to be between four and six minutes.
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Because of distance the response time could easily exceed 45 minutes (General
Accounting Office, 2000).

One of the weaknesses identified in the Report centered on the lack of a system to
identify needs and flaws in the building inspection program. In response, NPS developed
the Fire Protection Condition Assessment. The program helped identify the highest risk
structures with the lowest available funding. In addition to the more common issues like
checking equipment the inspectors paid close attention to the egress issues in older
buildings (National Park Service, 2005). This helped meet the structural fire program
mission statement (2006) that said,

“[T]he National Park Service enabling legislation, as well as other statutes,

charges the Service with preserving and protecting human life and the resources

entrusted to its management. These resources include buildings and structures,
irreplaceable cultural resources, valuable property, and infrastructure”.
Roots of oral history

Thucydides is widely considered to be the first oral historian having collected
stories for History of the Peloponnesian War (Everett, 1992; Yow, 1994). An established
definition of oral history was hard to locate as it can range from reminiscence (Shopes,
n.d.) to intentionally gathered stories around an historic event (Everett, 1992). Shopes
(n.d.) considered the interviews conducted by Abraham Lincoln’s secretary and law
partner as the next milestone in the timeline of oral history. The two gathered stories
from others who knew or worked with Lincoln. After that may be the Federal Writers
Project when workers assembled life histories about how average citizens experienced

the Great Depression (Shopes, n.d.). That effort was in keeping with the concept that oral

history values the stories of the underrepresented (Murphy, 1986).
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The biggest turning point occurred in the 1940s when Allan Nevins from
Columbia University began recording interviews (Shopes, n.d.; Yow, 1994). The
development of the tape recorder changed the way information could be collected.
Researchers in areas like folklore, ethnography, sociology and psychology now had a
convenient way to record (Yow, 1994).. Nevins was.credited with the idea that the
written record could be supplemented by interviews. This came to mind when working
on a biography of President Grover Cleveland. New technology meant that more
information got documented in the form of telephone messages and memorandums than
in the personal correspondences of the past. Nevins thought that the next logical step
would be capturing the tales of those involved in recent history while their stories resided
in recent memory (Shopes, n.d.).

Despite the availability of portable, inexpensive recording equipment the early
interviews focused on “white male elites” (Yow, 1994, p. 3). Nevins first study centered
on George McAneny, a civic leader in New York, in 1948. At Columbia and other
universities the initial projects concentrated on the lives of leaders in business, politics
and society (Shopes, n.d.). In the spirit of the social movements of the 1960s the
experiences of ordinary people became a way to capture the voices of people not usually
represented in recorded history (Shopes, n.d.; Yow, 1994).

Oral history was not the sole domain of researchers. The United States Army
long recognized the chance to gather material not usually found in the official record.
This effort began in earnest during World War Il when the Army wanted to prepare their
official history of the War. The President, Franklin Roosevelt, supported the effort. The

head of the program, a former journalist, hired professional historians who found
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themselves in the theatre of battle to obtain the most detailed information. The program
evolved to capture stories of retiring officers and it continued in the form of Oral history
techniques and procedures (Everett, 1992).

Another convention of oral history followed the telling of life histories in the oral
tradition. Murphy (1986) talked about both the Aboriginal and African practices. The
Aboriginal “style harks back to the social function of oral narrative as the instrument of
cultural and social continuity, that is, to narrative’s historical function” (p. 163). The
African tradition, practiced over millennia, also developed to fill the need for cultural
continuity. The narrators became experts in storytelling to keep the audience engaged.
The idea of memory was always a question with participants, but to keep the audience
engaged in the oral tradition required some alterations. In a society where people are
literate, the narrators do not converse with the same richness in their communications as
their counterparts from the oral tradition.

Oral history in the NPS

Oral history was the logical choice to augment the Park archives about the 1982
fire. The Office of the Chief Historian spoke about oral history.

“[T]t has been used to document the history of the parks as well as the

events and people the parks commemorate, and it has provided important

information about properties and structures within park boundaries”

(McDonnell & Weible, 2002, section 1, para.l).

A 2001 survey from that Office showed 118 of 385 units housed some sort of oral history
project ranging from deteriorating tapes to complete transcripts housed in climate
controlled facilities. Despite the high percentage of projects, park funding was

inconsistent. This meant lack of training, proper recording equipment and archive

facilities (McDonnell & Weible, 2002). To elevate the importance of oral history, there
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is currently a Director’s Order under review to ensure that existing collections and future
projects meet professional standards. The Director’s Order points out that oral histories
can be used as a tool for the consultation requirements for other laws like the Native
American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (25 U.S.C. Secs. 3001-3013); and the
~ National Historic Preservation Act (16 U.S.C. Sec. 470). The Director’s Order cautioned

NPS managers and staff to get a signed release or deed of gift and follow copyright law
(C. Fagan, personal communication, August 8, 2006). For parks wishing to move
forward a draft Handbook is available on the NPS website (National Park Service,
2005a).

The NPS has a long tradition of oral histories. As mentioned earlier, in 1933 the
NPS took charge of battlefields including Gettysburg. The transfer included the life work
of John B. Bachelder who interviewed veterans from the North and South (Rath, 1993).
The Ellis Island Oral History Project included about 2,000 interviews of people who
passed through Ellis Island. Beginning in the 1940s, San Francisco Maritime National
Historic Site sponsored the longest running project. At the National Park of American
Samoa it pleased the staff to keep the oral tradition of the native Samoans alive since it
was at risk of being lost. At Mount Rainier National Park the local community benefited
from this source of local genealogy (McDonnell & Weible, 2002).

Partnerships were encouraged for oral history projects (McDonnell & Weible,
2002) and this study could serve as a model for future collaboration between a park and
academic researcher. The tradition at HOFR included oral history. The Park most likely
holds a place in NPS history as the site of the first recorded oral history on tape. The

superintendent, George Palmer, interviewed William A. Plog on October 15, 1947. Mr.
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Plog had charge of the grounds and gardens since 1897. George Palmer and park
historian Frederick L. Rath, Jr. conducted over 30 more recorded interviews over the next
four years. In addition, the staff conducted numerous interviews before the acquisition of
the recording equipment. These included other members of the Roosevelt staff and
Eleanor Roosevelt (Rath, 1993). Like the earlier oral history project, this study contained
interviews of Park staff from many positions and grade levels. These staff responded the
night of the fire and experienced changes in their work environment in the following
months. Yow (1994) encouraged interviewing narrators from a variety of levels of power
and experiences to illustrate different vantage points.
Oral history and the built environment

Jacobs (2001) appealed to housing researchers to conduct oral histories since it
could be useful in their research. Oral history encourages the participants to look back
and reflect upon their experiences. As in most disciplines, stories about housing taken
from multiple levels did not appear to be linked unless examined closely. Topics, or
news items, that seemed important at the time they occurred may have limited value later.
On the other hand, lesser matters may become elevated when viewed through the lens of
today’s concerns. Without reflection, only one side of the story was captured for future
research. The tale not recorded was most likely to be that of the underrepresented.
Jacobs said that “[I]t is most appropriate in seeking out the views of tenants and those
whose experiences don’t often find expression in traditional housing histories with their
focus on legislation and written documentation” (2001, p. 131). He stated that the written
record was directed to a specific audience that made assumptions or presumably did not

care about those living in the housing units.
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Other researchers were also encouraged to use non-traditional methods like oral
history. For geographers broadening how they analyze architectural space became
necessary. The rich, thick descriptions from multiple, and sometimes contradictory,
voices made this research helpful in describing a more complete story of a building. The
traditional method was to secure the voices of the producers of the buildings like the
architect or developer. Oral history was a vehicle to get the contrasting voices of the
building occupants. This was how Llewellyn saw colleagues looking at spaces as they
were “encountered, lived and negotiated” (2003, p. 266). Llewellyn (2003) used
interviews and document review to investigate the effectiveness of a club in a housing
project in building community. The developers imagined a self-governing place, but in
reality the residents did not see the club as a primary part of their home life. In some
decades the managing residents only provided activities they supported and years later
the responsibility fell to one person who organized programs until no longer able.

Klaebe and Foth (2006) attempted to give interested persons the tools to conduct
public history projects to improve the well-being of their communities. They defined
interested persons as librarians, archivists and educators in addition to public historians.
By capturing people’s attention in using new media to develop oral history projects they
sought to show that there was a greater good for the area and its residents. Building upon
the recognized relationship between an interviewer and participant (Yow, 1994) may
have started a long-term sense of community as members worked together.

Other qualitative research and the built environment
From chapter 1 the term “built environment” referred to manmade locations for

human activity. Using that broad definition this section looked at how qualitative studies
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added to the literature on buildings and community. Llewellyn (2003) talked about the
importance of giving voice to the community. The author described the community as
consumer that had a different perspective than the producer of the architectural space.
Capturing stories about community was rare and few tools existed for researchers
interested in doing so. If the researcher wanted to apply academic studies into everyday
practice they must figure out how to do so on their own (Klaebe & Foth, 2006).

Based on Llewellyn’s (2003) appeal to geographers, Bailey and Bryson (2006)
used qualitative methods to delve into stories of the suburb of Bournville, UK. Past
research put forward the tale that George Cadbury of the chocolate company developed
and built this suburb of Birmingham, England. Bailey and Bryson (2006) used
interviews and document review to dispute the long accepted history shaped by
journalists 100 years ago about Bournville as an economic model and the silenced of the
voices of the professionals who really developed the project. They reviewed diaries that
disagreed with the perception that Bournville did not have crime since all residents
presumably followed the conduct of the Cadbury family as teetotalers. The authors
asserted that it was not unusual to have sanitized descriptions of an organization’s history
as the official record, but it need not be the only version (2006; Jacobs, 2001).

Two studies from Melbourne, also from geography publications, used interviews
in the generation of data. First, Fincher and Costello (2005) chose qualitative techniques
to make meaning of what happened in the redevelopment of Melbourne’s riverfront area
and steered actions for further changes. That study focused on how the developers
divulged their thoughts on marketing the housing type by focusing on ethnicity. Here

ethnicity was “something you have if you are a migrant to Australia, and something you
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do not have if you are of Anglo descent and were born in Australia” (2005, p. 203). The
researchers wanted to show how ethnicity was not the only thread in this story by
gathering stories from all involved in the redevelopment process. The data analyses
made known the dominant theme of ethnic composition of the desired building occupant.

The second study from Melbourne concerned gender and high-rise housing.
Through interviews with high-rise building developers Fincher (2004) elaborated on their
preconceived notions about who should occupy these buildings. The developers
presented the idea that these high-rises were good for women because of the low
maintenance lifestyle and overall security of this building style. Fincher’s (2004)
interpretation of the interviews showed that the stories focused on male clients with the
exception of tales about security. The reader learned about high-rise development
because the interviews produced an equal amount of data in the silences about other
reasons women would choose high-rise living as compared to what the transcript
contained (Fincher, 2004).

Pre-planning at the global level

Attention to the losses of cultural resources due to disaster was common
throughout the world. One of the most widely known groups founded to mitigate losses
was the International Centre for the Study of the Preservation and Restoration of Cultural
Property in response to the great destruction of cultural properties during World War II.
In the 1980s, the organization’s focus turned to natural disasters like earthquakes and
political unrest at the end of that decade. In 1995, in conjunction with the International
Council on Monuments and Sites and the International Council of Museums, they started

Blue Shield. An objective of Blue Shield was to protect cultural property in the event of
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armed conflict. A long-term outcome of Blue Shield showed it as an example of informal
collaboration and cooperation among groups with common goals (Jokilehto, 2000).
Following Blue Shield’s ideal, the East Midlands Museums Service in the United
Kingdom developed the Regional Emergencies and Disaster Squad (known as REDS). It
_pulled together trained responders in the specialty of museum, library and archive
disasters (Matthews, 2005).
Pre-planning in cultural institutions

Organizations like Blue Shield and REDS proved necessary because individual
museums, libraries and archives do not make disaster planning a high priority (Eden &
Matthews, 1996; Pickard, 1994). Pickard (1993) listed the top three aims of a plan to
protect historic buildings from fire. These were: life safety; preventing the fire’s spread;
and protecting property. Of these, protecting property or contents received the least
attention although there is high risk of fire and smoke and water damage. Protecting
contents should be a higher priority because it is the reason that visitors come to see these
cultural institutions. Studying the cost of artifacts lost in the HOFR fire is identified in
the section on further research. “Reducing the probability of loss becomes even more
crucial when ‘irreplaceability’ is a prime consideration” (Tiszkus & Dressler, 1980, p.
18).
Pre-planning in the NPS

In addition to pre-planning guidance on a global level, the NPS also addressed the
issue. The Management Policies (2006) specified the need for pre-planning for historic
structures and buildings holding museum or library collections. The plans will “identify

the floor plan, utilities, hazards, and areas and objects requiring special
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protection” (p. 99). The plan should be available to both park and local emergency
response. In addition, park staff on fire units must receive cultural resource protection
training. The ultimate goal covered protecting, without compromising, the integrity of
the resource.

_ The Cultural Resource program put forth detailed guidelines in The Museum
Management Handbook (2002). Topics ranged from the obvious, security systems and
fire protection plans, to protecting collections during transportation.

“Fire can destroy a park’s museum collection in a matter of minutes.

While a stolen or damaged object might be recovered and stabilized,

burned objects, and sometimes even those just exposed to smoke and heat,

may be lost forever. Human error, arson, deteriorating electrical and

mechanical systems, and congested storage areas are only a few of the

conditions that can increase the threat of fire” (p. 9:11).

The Handbook then directed staff to consult the park’s structural fire plan.

Director’s Order #58: Structural fire management (2004) gave greater detail in the
area of structural fire in reference to the NPS Management Policies 2006. The document
acknowledged that structural fires in the NPS led to death and injury in addition to the
destruction of property. It defined structural fire management as protecting people,
property and irreplaceable resources. In the section outlining program requirements, it
gave the specifics as to what each organizational unit was expected to do. The cultural
resources list was long. The Director’s Order specified that cultural resources included
historic and prehistoric structures, collections in museums and archives and their related

records. In contrast, the natural resources program needed only to coordinate when

initiating a controlled fire or when handling a wildland fire.
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Pre-plan contents

Organizations were encouraged to write plans to be reviewed by the local fire
department for their recommendations including details about how to handle specific
artifacts (Butcher-Younghans, 1993; Pickard, 1994). Staff should receive a copy of the
plan and be provided with training (Butcher-Younghans, 1993). Muir and Shenton
(2002) suggested that the old plans be collected to guarantee that only the most current
plan was used. Butcher-Younghans (1993) set forth some common sense strategies for
reducing fire risk including keeping collections “scrupulously” clean, making sure exits
and stairways were clutter-free, and ensured that, in this case, historic home museums
had a sufficient number of smoke detectors.

To be effective, the plans must be written clearly. In a time of crisis time there is
not time to read a lengthy document. Since all disasters are different the plan should be
flexible, too (Muir & Shenton, 2002). Eden and Matthews (1996) stated that the planning
process has four stages. First, prevention included a risk assessment of the building, its
equipment and contents. They said that regular inspections were key and staff should
know how to correct any deficiencies. Second, preparedness was the section for the plan
which needed to be reviewed on a regular schedule and the subject of staff training.
Preparedness covered contacting recovery firms and suppliers in advance of an
emergency. Third, involved reaction or implementing the plan. Ensure that everyone
knew their duty and made a record of what worked or did not meet expectations. Fourth,
comprised recovery which usually takes longer than anticipated. Since many artifacts
may require temporary storage this can impact both the time to return the item to service

when it is off-site and cause users to find a work around due to its inaccessibility.
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Finally, include staff counseling which is often overlooked, but necessary to return to
normal.

In times of stress otherwise competent staff may not perform well or at all. When
selecting staff to implement the plan in a crisis make sure that they can handle tasks

. under pressure (Eden & Matthews, 1996; Rusch & Herro, 2000). Dynes (1993)
addressed the social dynamic of natural disasters which the author considers to be trigger
events. The assertion that planning for a disaster was not a search for a technical
solution, but was about how people work together. Without the technology factor the
emphasis was on being proactive about finding a solution to the emergency. Muir and
Shenton (2002) felt that a people centered plan should be general and flexible because too
much time can be wasted trying to determine the line of authority in a detailed and
complicated plan.
Putting it all together

Due to the gap in the literature and the need for models of pre-planning efforts, a
clear need presented itself to study stories about pre-planning for a disaster. Oral history
was rarely used when studying the built environment so this study showed that interviews
with participants at all levels can generate data as it did for geographers and housing
researchers (Jacobs, 2001; Llewellyn, 2003). Since the story of record told only one
account, oral history with its focus on interviews opened up the discussion. Collecting
stories about the built environment was not easily accomplished because nearly everyone
lives in a space influenced by humans. In other words, there was no way to limit the

project to only those with a story to tell (Llewellyn, 2003).
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Chapter 3: Method

This project used oral history inquiry, a strategy of investigation of the qualitative
(also referred to aé constrﬁctivisrﬁ) approach. The methodology for constructivism is
hermeneutic/dialectic which means that the researcher asked participants about their
experiences by using questions prepared in advance as a guide. Constructivism explains
the nature of reality or ontology as having no external reality. Lincoln and Guba (2004)
brought up the term “antifoundational” to depict the constructivist idea that there is no
absolute, single truth. This concept showed how people determined their own truth based
on their experiences. By looking for internal consistency in the interviews and checking
other sources of data like the interviews from the Park administrative history project and '
the fire administrative record, the researcher had a basis on which to judge if the
participants were giving their interpretation, trying to please, or providing an
dispassionate account in the interview (Candida Smith, 2004).

Qualitative research

Oral history uses the participant’s own words as the main data source (Clandinin
& Connelly, 2000). Riessman (1993; 2004) said that a narrative approach looks at the
telling of the story including the sequence of events; the resources, both linguistic and
cultural; and the way in which the participants tried to convince the interviewer of their
stories’ authenticity. She said that participants told stories as their ideal selves when
stating that “informants negotiate how they want to be known by the stories they develop

collaboratively with their audiences. Informants do not reveal an essential self as much
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as they perform a preferred one, selected from the multiplicity of selves or personas that
individuals switch among as they go about their lives” (2004, p. 337; see also Gardner,
2001).
Oral history

Oral history is not just about recording the narrator’s story. It is about having an
equal power relationship between the interviewer and narrator (Overcash, 2003). The
narrator, who had control over how to respond to each question, going on a tangent or
balking at those that may reflect the researcher’s personal agenda, is as much a part of the
research process as the interviewer (Lincoln & Guba, 2004; Yow, 1994). In this case,
gender, age, and status as a NPS employee provided the researcher with preconceived
notions about the local experience. Her status as a Washington Office employee may
have caused questions about her motivation in the eyes of the participants so it was
important to emphasize taking on this project as a graduate student (D. Cole, personal
communication, September 12, 2006; Yow, 1997). To get fuller answers it was critical to
develop a rapport, but it was difficult due to the logistics of some interviews taking place
on the telephone. In that case making the oral history an event helped bridge that gap
(Errante, 2000). January, 2007, marked the 25t anniversary of the fire, an “event” that
captured the attention of the participants (A. Jordan, personal communication,
September 8, 2006).

Participants

The Park curator developed an initial list of six present or former Park staff and

two fire fighters. These participants were the ones most likely to have stories that

addressed the research question about pre-planning. This form of purposeful sampling
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was based on the criteria of who was still living, can be located, and was willing to be
interviewed (Creswell, 2003). After arriving the researcher agreed to add three staff from
the Regional office who spoke about the recovery effort which was of interest to the Park.
Some of the six previously identified participants suggested others in a technique known
as snowballing. The two fireman and participants from session #11 wanted to be
interviewed together. Finally, a session with the Park curator who served as gatekeeper
brought the total to 14 interviews with 16 participants. Only one participant dropped out.
Scheduling around waiting for her to feel better proved impossible. The Park curator set
up the interview schedule.
Trustworthiness

To promote the validity of the project the researcher: 1) triangulated the data by
comparing interviews, newspaper accounts, and documentation from the administrative
record in the Park archives; 2) member checked by sending the transcripts to the
participants; and 3) was honest about her position as researcher. This study reached
saturation because many of the participants took part in or had knowledge of pre-
planning activities (Creswell, 2003; Merriam, 2002). Based on newspaper articles about
the fire clearly pre-planning took place, but plan details were not provided in the articles.

For the constructivist approach reviewing documents is part of the three
standard data gathering methods comprised of interviews, document review and
observation (Merriam, 2002). While in Hyde Park the researcher reviewed the
administrative record about the Park’s history for references to the fire in
documents not already copied by the curator. These files produced seyeral trip

reports and photographs that corroborated the participants’ stories. The
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researcher copied a telephone list to ensure the correct spelling of names in the
transcripts. Although the FDR Presidential Library already sent a copy of the
1982 fire file she visited that facility to see if they have any additional documents
pertinent to this study. The visit did not produce any new material.

The participants had the opportunity to review the transcripts. Each person
reviewed a form on which they designated whether or not they wished to review the
transcript. Prior to the interview all participants received the consent form as approved
by the Human Research Committee (HRC). It suggests reasons why they would want to
review the transcript. Those being interviewed by telephone got a copy of the consent
form by email, fax or regular mail. The researcher reviewed the consent form with these
participants before starting the tape and then recorded their verbal agreement to take part
and their promises to return the consent forms. All the signed consent forms are on file.
The transcripts became available to the public in the HOFR archives and make no attempt
to protect identity so the participants were cautioned not disparage their own or someone
else’s reputation. The transcripts were sent by email or regular mail to each person who
answered affirmatively. Only one participant declined the opportunity to read the
transcript. Reviewing the transcripts gives narrators a final opportunity to influence the
research process in addition to having selected the details and length of their stories
(Overcash, 2003).

The key to showing reliability on this project directly related to the researcher.
The audience must be able to see that the study was conducted in a thorough and
structured manner. This process is known as leaving an audit trail. Since oral history is

widely accepted in the NPS it will be important for other researchers to be able to review
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the procedure. As introduced above, revealing the trail allows others to look for possible
gaps or follow the researcher’s methods to capture the stories of structural fire, or other
events or topics of oral history projects, both within and outside the NPS. The basic
strategies included semistructured interviews where all participants heard the same
questions, but not necessarily in the same order which increased the probability that the
transcripts reflected similar tales of the night of the fire from participants (Merriam,
2002).

Procédure

The process began with a call to Park curator who was identified after
conversations with NPS regional structural fire officers. The acting chief of the structural
tire program did not have the institutional knowledge to advise the researcher to go
straight to HOFR, but the regional structural fire officers knew the local history. Since
the 1982 fire at HOFR is notable in NPS structural fire history it seemed appropriate to
follow the recommendation to call this Park first (J. Mazzeo, Jr., personal
communication, February 27, 2006). By coincidence, the park began an oral history
project in 2005 so the staff clearly supported researchers.

The Park curator developed the list of participants. The researcher provided a
short questionnaire and interview questions to distribute to the participants after the study
was approved by the HRC (see Appendices A and B). The questionnaire contains
demographic questions. By gathering the demographic information in advance
researchers can limit the actual interview to questions about the event to save time. Since
the questionnaire was not distributed in this study, the researcher asked the demographic

questions during the interview. Only one participant asked to see the questions before
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starting the interview and they were shared. Also, the questionnaire invited the
participants to bring a memory aid to the interview. This could have been an artifact or
photograph. One brought a scrapbook with newspaper clips and personal photographs.
The fire fighters carried framed photographs that usually hang on the fire station walls.
Because the fire took place 25 years ago some participants wanted to review the event.
This can be risky since they may rely on sources that did not accurately report the fire in
the first place (Thelen, 1989).

The Park curator served as the gatekeeper for this study. The gatekeeper selected
who was interviewed in addition to arranging the room and recording equipment and
scheduling the interviews. Allowing someone else to choose the participants can impact
a study if that person does not include potential interviewees reflecting his or her own
bias. The gatekeeper arrived at the park almost 10 years after the fire, but knew most of
the potential participants. She acknowledged her own perspective when choosing who to
invite and overcame her own issues for the good of the project. Many days into the study
the audio visual specialist mentioned someone who fit the criteria, but was not called.
Since the gatekeeper never mentioned this person it was unclear if that was an intentional
omission.

The researcher traveled to Hyde Park, NY to conduct the interviews. They were
recorded on the Park’s recording equipment. Her digital recorder served as back-up and
made a convenience copy to develop the written transcripts. The interviews took place in
the natural setting of an office in Bellefield (Creswell, 2003). Bellefield houses the
park’s administrative offices and served as the warming station after the fire. The park

curator secured the room which was located on the second floor. The transcribed
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recordings were donated to the Park archives. Since the raw data will be available to the
public the researcher emphasized this point with the participants. The consent form
stated that the objective of this study was to collection individual participant stories.
Fortunately the participants did not start to talk about the involvement of others which
would have caused the researcher to stop the interview and refocus them on their own
story. Those choosing to review their transcript had the opportunity to edit any text that
may harm themselves or another person.

Each interview was scheduled for one hour and left open the option to follow up
with questions over the telephone or email for clarification. To minimize the number of
follow up calls the researcher prepared a checklist or probe list to ensure that she got the
data necessary for analyses. Because the gatekeeper did not send out the demographic
questions she included them in the interviews. Since no interview exceeded one hour the
questions were appropriate for length and content. No follow up calls took place.

Oral history requires discipline on the part of the researcher to prevent falling into
a conversation. The researcher kept a journal to capture her feelings during the process.
This allows researchers to off-load their thoughts and emotions. The journal served as a
reminder of what transpired because even the passage of a short period of time can
diminish one’s memory (Gardner, 2001).

Data analyses

Merriam (2002) said that qualitative data analyses begin with the first piece of
data collected. Qualitative data analyses are inductive which means looking for common
patterns by comparing units of data. From there the researcher sought broad patterns and

finally developed an overview of the event (Creswell, 2003). By waiting until all the
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interviews were complete and the administrative files reviewed to begin analysis
researchers could miss opportunities to gather data in unforeseen areas.

The researcher made meaning of the data by interpreting the interview transcripts
of park staff and fire fighters and the documents from the Park archives. If HOFR did not
want the oral history for its’ archive then a case study would be an appropriate approach.
A case study tries to describe a phenomenon in depth. It is also a bounded system and
time, or the fire and recovery period, was an option. Because only one incident is
addressed in a case study there are difficulties with generalizability. Since rich, thick
descriptions help other researchers understand the event, the interviews from this oral
history project could provide data for a case history (Merriam, 2002).

For data analyses, the researcher used Pamphilon’s (1999) zoom model. Using

the analogy of the zoom lens on a camera, this is a framework that shows “how
transcribed material can be interpreted from different angles” (Godfrey & Richardson,
2004, p. 151). Although Pamphilon developed the model for a life history project in
Australia it can be applied to other studies using the constructivist approach.
Specifically, researchers utilized the zoom model for an ethnography (Tarasuk & Eakin,
2005), basic qualitative study (Eakin, Cava & Smith, 2001; Smith & Sparks, 2002), and
oral history (Godfrey & Richardson, 2004). Pamphilon said getting accurate material can
be challenging for any of these studies because the participants have had a long time to
reflect on the stories finding that “the life histories were overwhelmingly positive” (1999,
p. 394).

The zoom model was appropriate for this oral history because it allowed the

researcher to treat the data from each level equally. The researcher developed a second
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analogy that the levels were like equally sized shelves in a book case instead of settings
on a camera. Each shelf could hold books covering different subjects, but no subject was
more important than any other. In this study no participant’s story was more important
than any other despite the diversity of positions within the organization from

. management to laborer. The model consisted of four levels: macro-zoom; meso-zoom;
micro-zoom; and interactional-zoom. Briefly, macro-zoom established how the dominant
discourse related to individual experience. The heart of meso-zoom is narrative process,
narrative themes, and key phrases that told the interviewer about the narrator’s
interpretation. Micro-zoom concentrated on how the stories were told with pauses and
emotion. Finally, the relationship between narrafor and interviewer were the center of
interactional-zoom (Pamphilon, 1999). The transcripts from this project revealed levels
as the individual roles the night of the fire, corroborated stories from the collective
memory of the fire, and discussed the significance of the house in a local and national

context.
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Chapter 4: Results

The purpose of this study was to explore the impact of pre-planning on the 1982
strructuralr ﬁre af the Home of Franklin Roosevelt National Historic Site by interviewing
Park staff and fire fighters who responded to the fire. This was a qualitative study using
oral history. Oral history allowed each participant to tell the story in their own words
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). In addition, oral history offered an opportunity to give
voice to ordinary people who are not often represented in the documentation of an event
(Shopes, n.d.; Yow, 1994). In this study superintendents, housekeepers, regional
officials, and laborers received equal time. The researcher taped and transcribed the
participants’ stories and coded the transcripts to organize the data.

The researcher received permission for twenty participants. Prior to the
interviews, the gatekeeper identified four participants who participated in the recovery
effort bringing the total number to twelve. After the researcher’s arrival at the Park three
more potential participants responded to the gatekeeper’s invitation to take part in the
study. Two participants brought another person to the interview bringing the total to
seventeen. Despite the last participant’s willingness the gatekeeper and the researcher
decided to cancel the seventeenth interviewee due to her failing health. During the
interviews participants continued to mention names of others who had involvement in the
fire recovery. Due to time constraints the potential participants identified during the
interviews were not contacted. Although the research proposal identified eight

participants, sixteen were included in the study.
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Two of the interviews included two participants making a total of fourteen
interviews with sixteen participants. The first two person interview consisted of a
married couple where one spouse worked for the park and the other accompanied the
spouse the night of the fire and assisted in that night’s efforts. The two fire fighters also
elected to be interviewed together. They told the gatekeeper that this was their
preference. The gatekeeper asked if the researcher had any objections and there were
none.

Identifying all potential limitations before conducting research was not easy
(Cresswell, 2003). Prior to beginning the interviews the researcher decided not to include
participants who only took part in the recovery effort thus keeping with the scope of the
study. Since the tapes and transcripts became part of the park archives, the researcher
agreed to conduct those interviews so that the oral history of the fire would be consistent
with the research questions and methods. Upon arrival it turned out that everyone
contacted by the gatekeeper expected to be part of this study, which they earnestly
supported. Since they met the other criteria of still living, can be located, and willing to
participate, the four involved in the recovery effort were added to the study which
brought the total to 16.

The original idea to distribute a questionnaire by the gatekeeper prior to the
interviews was not accomplished. Therefore the interviews included both the
demographic pre-interview and the interview questions. Both sets had received HRC
approval so the only change was posing all the questions during the interview session.
The researcher asked the questions in a slightly different order or skipped some questions

depending on the participant’s background or role in the fire. For example, the fire
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fighters did not answer questions about employment with the NPS. The four whose
participation was limited to the recovery did not provide information about assisting the
night of the fire.

After transcribing the tapes, coding the transcripts came next. Since Merriam

- (2002) said that qualitative data analyses begin with the first piece of data collected, the
analysis began long before the first interview by reviewing materials in the park files on
the fire. Qualitative data analyses are inductive which means that the researcher looks for
common patterns by comparing units of data. In this study, the transcripts provided rich,
thick descriptions, along with reports and memoranda in the files and newspaper stories
about the fire. Broad patterns that shaped an overview of the fire and recovery helped to
answer the research questions (Creswell, 2003).

Pamphilon’s (1999) zoom model was used for the data analyses. It allowed the
researcher to focus in and out of the story and select details for further analysis. There
were four levels: macro-zoom; meso-zoom; micro-zoom; and interactional-zoom.
Briefly, macro-zoom established how the dominant discourse related to individual
experience. The heart of meso-zoom included narrative process, narrative themes, and
key phrases that told the interviewer about the narrator’s interpretation. Micro-zoom
concentrated on how the stories were told with pauses and emotion. Finally, the
relationship between narrator and interviewer were the center of interactional-zoom.

Discussion and analysis follow in chapter 5.
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Research Questions
Research Question 1

The study began with one research question dealing with pre-planning efforts for
a structural fire. The question was: What do stories regarding the 1982 HOFR structural
fire communicate about pre-planning efforts? The responses to the interview questions
followed two tracks consisting of working with fire fighters and planning at the park.

Working with fire fighters.

Butcher-Younghans (1993) and Pickard (1994) promoted the idea that cultural
resource organizations should review plans with the local fire department. These
organizations should be proactive about how to handle specific artifacts. In this situation
the local fire department took the initiative. The Hyde Park and Roosevelt Fire
Departments were both staffed by volunteers. Park rangers often became members of the
Hyde Park Volunteer Fire Department. One of the park rangers described the situation.

Well, the pre-planning is in a way what brought me to the fire department.

Our, when I got there, my boss was the chief ranger. He was already a

member of the fire department and encouraged me to join as well. Part of,

one of the biggest reasons was to facilitate pre-planning. The fire

department simply did a pre-plan.

The volunteer fire fighters from the neighboring Roosevelt Fire Department knew about
the relationship with the park rangers and other pre-planning efforts. They said,

Hyde Park had had rangers here. Had given tours so we knew what was

inside the building ... They would take us and show us where the power

supplies were so we shut the power down. Also, configurations of the

rooms... But that all helps because when here you 're familiar. When

you 're at least somewhat familiar with, know where you 've been.

Although most of the participants would not have been in a position to help with

pre-planning for this structural fire some shared their knowledge of planning activities.
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These participants discussed the relationship between the fire fighters, park staff and the
Home.

[w]e had through our, through our then chief ranger, [name withheld],

who was a member we had an excellent relationship with the Hyde Park

fire department. And that was ongoing. And then of course particularly,

particularly (emphasis) helpful since they immediately participated in the
 Roosevelt Vanderbilt fire.

[name withheld] had had some training sessions with these folks in which
he familiarized them with uh with the buildings. You know, all the
buildings including Val-Kill. He familiarized them with it and he also
located sources of water for fire suppression. And he knew about the
alarm thing and so on. So those folks, he and those people had a very,
had a very good relationship. In fact he had close friends in that, in that
group and they were familiar. That’s one of the reasons why I think we
got the help so quickly, you know, from them. They were prepared to roll.

And also the fire company was very good about having pre-drills. Fire

drills and that. I think that helped and that saved a lot of, prevented a lot

of the damage.

They had done an excellent job of working with the fire department, the

local fire department. And so everybody knew what to do when a fire

occurred so the park was able to get most of the contents out.

[t] he fire department knew how to work with the park and so they didn’t

exclude them and the park staff was able to get in and take things out

while the fire department was going in also. And that made a big

difference.

The park’s recent efforts included working with the two volunteer fire
departments servicing the entire Roosevelt Vanderbilt site. The study participants were
from the Roosevelt Volunteer Fire Department which covered Val-Kill, the home of
Eleanor Roosevelt. The Hyde Park Volunteer Fire Department territory included the

Home. Early in the week the acting chief ranger conducted a walk through of the Home

with members of the Hyde Park Volunteer Fire Department. Noting the interview
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schedule there was a short interruption during the session to give the Roosevelt Volunteer
fire fighters a key.

[W]e have keys for the gate and for the buildings of Eleanor Roosevelt’s
place over there. Now so the fire department has keys. We now longer

have to wait for the ranger to show up. We can get in right away to see

what the problem is.

A member of the cultural resources staff brought up additional reasons as to why
a close relationship with fire fighters is critical. Not only does the park benefit,
but information the fire fighters gain during a walk-thru could save time and
energy.

1 think one of the things that we re working on now in the park again is
keeping up the good relationship with the area fire departments in terms
of offering tours and so on. Number one you get the fire company to
maintain a proprietary interest in the site and number two. So in cases
like that. Like we had one fire truck and a crew waste a better part of half
an hour trying to chop a hole in a fireproof wall... A tour and the
knowledge in one of those men’s heads would have allowed that crew to
be some place else doing something more productive during the fire. I'm
mean, they were, they were doing the right thing based on the information
they had. They should have had better information. That’s one of the
things every Park Service should be doing with its area emergency people.
They should they should know the building as well as we do. Know where
the closets are, where the dead spaces are, where the staircases are and
so on. What leads to what. ‘Cause when the smoke gets thick and the
Dpieces start falling on you that’s knowledge that you want. Not knowledge
that can acquire.

Park planning.

The plans need to be flexible enough to use at the time of the crisis. It ought to be
direct and easy to read (Muir & Shenton, 2002). A plan should focus on general
principles and not contain a lot of details so that it can be utilized by anyone (Dynes,

1993).
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I mean you can’t write a plan that somebody can access in time. If
somebody pulled down our panic book and stopped to read it they would
have lost an hour, an hour and a half salvaging stuff. It’s very situational.

You can plan all you want as to what should go where but it is really
based on the nerve of the people um that are there on the spot. And half
the people that came in and helped me on the outset of the fire were
people that wouldn’t be part of any planning, any panic plan.
Maintenance guys, office workers, things like that. And the people that
should have been there directing that were standing out front, watching it
burn. And um you know talking about how horrible it all was. So when
you when you build a plan that incorporates a very strong personnel
structure and it you need to be damn sure that the people you 're putting at
the top of that structure have got the presence of mind to be directive when
they need to be.

Contrary to Butcher-Younghans (1993) and Pickard’s (1994) advice the park
cultural resource staff had not prepared any formal pre-planning documents for a
structural fire.

[T]here was no disaster plan. There was no thought that anything like
this could ever happen.

1 think we had, you know, had some tentative plans. Where, what. You
know, if something happened in the Home what would we save first. Blah,
blah, blah you know. Yeah, I considered the ideal the ideal situation, but
nothing really serious, nothing really serious. We talked about it from
time to time which is, you know, normal. But uh we didn’t really, as I
recall didn’t do anything serious about it.

But I will say when I came we didn’t have a very good emergency plan.

Surprisingly because you know with all this experience we you know you

might expect that we would have had the best one going, but it wasn'’t.

You know there hadn’t been a lot of of uh pre-planning done as a result of

that... That’s my impression though that that there hadn’t been a sort of

follow up effort to get a really good plan in place.

After coding two additional research questions emerged from the data.
Research Question 2

A second research question arose from the data regarding participant experiences.

What do participant stories say about responding to a structural fire in a historic home?
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The participants talked about working as a team, the emotional impact and moving on to
rebuild the Home.

Working together.

Dynes (1993) asserted that a social dynamic exists in natural disasters. The
dynamic was that disaster planning is more about people working together than solving a
technical problem.

And [name withheld] initially directed, you know, us, but we all just
reflexively grabbed things and, and worked together. And got things out
of there as best we could.

Everybody worked together. I mean no one, we all, you know, pitched in
with one another to do things. I mean and, and we had that and so that
was definitely nice.

And, just about everybody, was at one time maybe the whole park pulled
together. [laughing]

1 think the way everyone pulled together. There was no more complaining
about anything or anybody or work or anything. Everybody every division
worked really hard to help put it back together.

[i]t was too bad I mean it was a sad thing that happened, but I think it
maybe showed the Park Service in a in a very good light ‘cause everybody
worked together very well.

We all worked together that night... I was kind of an older fire chief then.
Newer fire chief and they we just you know. And then we had help from
paid fire chiefs that’d come up and say you know. This this is a big fire
for use, okay. And the decision makings made in a group.

I mean even firemen were helping us. ‘Cause they knew it was a historic
place. FDR’s Home you know.

And, of course, that was the oldest part of the house. It was really
traumatic, but the adrenalin was really pumping with all of us. And we all
sort of pitched in, you know, all us that were able bodies that could to it as

best we could.

The main thing was everybody (emphasis) worked together. The rangers
uh village people. Kids wanted to go in. The firemen wouldn’t let ‘em.
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And our wives worked, everybody. They all chipped in. Yeah, that was a
big thing. That’s what saved a lot of the stuff.

The participants talked about teamwork to save the artifacts, but the effort required some
coordination. Sometimes the obvious leader may not rise to the occasion (Eden &
Matthews, 1996; Rusch & Herro, 2000).

And [narme withheld] initially directed, you know, us, but we all just
reflexively grabbed things and, and worked together.

And you know, like I said, the people who would have been at the top of
the plan were the ones that were least effective when, when the crunch
really came. And people you wouldn’t think [emphasis] would would
react were were in there like good troops saving the artifacts and saving
the tax payers tens of thousands of dollars of restoration costs. So you
never know whose going to come through for you.

And one of the employees, it was [name withheld], taken the bowl off the
table wanting to save the bowl and said what do I do with the water, what
do I do with the flowers? And she was just focused on that because, you
know, she wanted to do something, but she kind of got locked in a loop like
a do loop on a computer. So I had to stop her, grab the bowl from her
hand, turn it upside down on the oriental carpet, put it back in her hands
and tell her to carry it outside. After that she was fine [dulcet tone]. It
was like, it was like the spell was broken and she was just absolutely aces
from that point on in terms of focusing on most important artifacts first
and so on ‘cause she was a member of the curatorial division.

And then we had the people that were there that night and then the rest of
the evening was basically getting people organized to take this here and
take that there and so when I caught my breath I went back in and helped
with things.

Emotional impact.

The transcripts revealed how stress and adrenaline impacted the participants’
responses the night of the fire and during the recovery. The comments ranged from
observation to personal expression.

A, a completely frightening experience if I could tell you. And people

already buzzing around like bees moving things, out. If I could say, if you
could say that’s one of the most thrilling in the midst of an awful thing like
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the fire that was certainly thrilling. And without any concern for their
own safety at all, people were moving everything.

This is a heart breaking thing to me. Not only have I always felt very
strongly about historic preservation but I feel particularly close to the
Roosevelts and uh my family when I was growing up were strong
Roosevelt supporters. So I, I almost felt as if this were something
happening to our family, the park’s family. And, and so we were about as
close to grief stricken that night.

And I even break up sometimes now a little bit when I think about it. How
upset I was to see that house burning. And some of the people said to me
well you, you was always a tough guy. Yeah well tough guy I'm not when
you see a house burning you love. A national treasure burning it’s a very
emotional.

And I just remember going home from Bellefield here that that morning
and when I got home my wife had to literally break the jacket off my back.
‘Cause 1 didn’t realize I had so many layers on I was soaking wet from all
the water and the outside was frozen, but I was still warm underneath it
all. It was quite an experience.

And like I said, you know, things were chaos, things happened so fast and
you're trying to be careful and trying, you know. And of course the
firemen are, you know, thinking something’s gonna fall so you hear people
saying things so you wanna keep, you know, safety is, you know, the main
thing so that was, that was pretty interesting. It’s like, you know, you
don’t think about it because you 're adrenalin is going so fast.

I went back were we put ‘em [portraits] and I asks them was everything
all right, nothing was damaged. They so no, everything was fine. They re
getting ready to package. And I said would you really mind if I went in
there? I’ll tell you the next day, and I could even feel it that next morning.
I was sore, but it was the adrenalin that gave me the strength to lift those
things off ‘cause I went back there I sez you know I don’t know how I did
it, to walk down those with that many times going back.

The fire company was just pouring water into the upstairs. And I
remember the fissures that sprang up in the ceiling in the Dresden Room.
I mean water starting went down the walls and so we didn’t have. We

knew we didn’t have much time.

I mean it’ll be a night that I'll never forget forever (emphasis).
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And since we didn’t have any tools or flashlights the only thing I could tell
them to do was to rip as much as they could off the wall. And just get it
out of the building.

But we were told we weren’t going home until the building was secured.
So we were to call our wives and families and tell ‘em we were not coming
home and as I remember it took us about two and a half, maybe three
weeks to secure the whole building.

The fire fighters also found the situation difficult.

[i]t was a tough night, tough night had by all I guess. I mean and and
we re not used to that. This is a volunteer department. It’s unusual to go
from one third alarm fire to another one.

Rebuilding effort.

If disasters were viewed as social phenomena then recovery was really a
developmental process (Dynes, 1993). The Park Service staff recognized the chance to
rebuild and even improve the Home with the funds allocated by Congress to get it open to
the public again.

In one way it was a blessing in disguise because things that hadn’t been
touched since the Roosevelt family turned it over to the Park Service in
1945 hadn’t even been looked at.

1 think most of our attention before the fire was on, on the Mansion
collections. And most of the money was going to the Mansion. Even
though, of course, the, the collections in the Home were deteriorating, too.
We that the, I think that at the time the Home we thought of as sort of the
stepchild to the Mansion as far as collections attention went. So, that the
fire drastically changed that. I mean we really had throw our, devote time
and energy into that, the aftermath of the fire.

And um, but I mean it had it’s positive side, too, because I mean the
collections in the Home did need attention and they were deteriorating
and uh it’s a heck of a way to, you know, try to right the situation.

And so as staff that were already on on-site started to identify the items
that were from that space and did a basic cleaning of surfaces. Just

because some of them didn’t have, if not fire damage, they had the
accumulation of of decades of of dirt and various waxes and uh and
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cleaning agents that had not always been properly applied or or removed
or what have you.

What we thought of in conjunction with I think with park officials at that
time was that it would be better to have in-house capability in Hyde Park
which would be cheaper in the long run than uh hiring contractor
conservators to treat each and every piece. So we we eventually, we
proposed building a temporary conservation lab at the site and hiring a
conservator who could treat the artifacts. And so the building that was
envisioned was one that had had storage space for the damaged artifacts.
It had a work area and a dark room area. And eventually the conservator
was hired to staff that facility.

To recover original textiles that had been water damaged, probably were
dirty [emphasis], were you know damaged in some way. That a certain
amount of that work could be done in the park if we had the facility. And
that probably the most efficient and least expensive way to deal with that
conservation work would be to hire at least temporary staff and have a
facility here in the park.

The folks that we had hired did some work for other parks did very good
work. And they were well received by those parks that they did work for.
But the region didn’t like the encroachment if you will of a park doing
work for other parks and so basically at a point in time we were told that,
that was not something that was our responsibility and we should not be
doing that. Whereas initially we had been encouraged because there was
not another source of that kind of support.

But I know that the park was interested in that lab because it had done a
good job. And because it was considered to have some potential for doing
conservation work for other parks since it was already set up and in in
motion. You know it had been you know successful. So the park had a
desire to start working for other parks and keep the lab in tact. And keep
the staff. And then do work for other parks at some at cost kind of or
lower let’s say lower than normal conservation work costs. So that they
could recover their salaries.

Not all of the participants saw the opportunities in the same positive light.

We went to Congress, begged, grabbed buckets of money and then just
threw fists full of money at everything without sorting out what was
appropriate. And they actually didn’t have anybody supervising the
restoration work. You had a bunch of people supervising. You had
somebody coming in and saying oh you need a building for this stuff. We
got a building and the design of the building cost more than what those
buildings cost in the private sector. I mean just one thing, the money was
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spent on stuff like that rather than the collections and rather than on the
Home. Things were done on the quick and cheap on the crucial stuff
because we were spending it on all the window dressing and
infrastructure that didn’t need it.

Research Question 3

A third research question was: What do stories about the 1982 structural fire say
about the significance of the Home in a larger context? The participants told tales about
national interest, the value of the Home as an artifact in addition to holding artifacts, and
putting the importance of the Home into perspective.

National interest.

[i]t seems to me that uh that we got a great many expressions of genuine
concern from all over. And surprisingly some of those calls that came in
came from as far away as San Francisco. Of course we heard very
quickly from, from the Hyde Park papers, from, from the New York Times,
from the Washington Post uh we heard very quickly from them. I heard
early on from the offices of uh of uh Congressman Ham Fish who, of
course, that’s his district, he was vitally interested in it.

It seems to me, yes, there were there were people from the FDR
Centennial Commission of which I was a member. People such as Arthur
Schlesinger and uh Frederika Goodman who was chairman of that
Commission. And of course from uh Frank Roosevelt... And other
Roosevelt children we called them. They certainly weren’t children.
Other members of the family if you will called.

I was the only person who had the National Park Service, David Brinkley
and somebody else, I forget who it is at the moment on hold at the same
time. Roosevelt family members it was.

But we actually had President Clinton here in I think it was 1993. Is that
right, Bill, (A: inaudible) the first time? Yeah, 1993 he came here and
Senator Moynihan was here as well. And the then superintendent [name
withheld] went through the Roosevelt Home. It was the main one I
remember. Idon’t remember if they went to the other sites, but they went
through there and [name withheld] did a a good job of describing the
needs of the park and particularly the needs of the Roosevelt part of the
park. And as a result of that we got a chunk of money which was. We first
had. Well what happened was Clinton you know directed Moynihan to see
that some of these needs were met.
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We, of course the Library would have conferences from time to time and
there would be family members coming and of course the gravesite
commemorations people would be here. And early on family members
didn’t even want to come to the Home. They, they sort of because of what
they might see. They, they wanted to remember how it was before this
happened. But I did have the opportunity to take James Roosevelt
through, Jimmy Roosevelt through one time. Just through the first floor
and he was quite pleased with what was going on. He said I know you're
gonna restore it back as it was before the fire. Isaid I have faith it was
gonna be just fine when we ’re through with the work. And then I also had
the pleasure and privilege of, of taking Mr. and Mrs. Armand Hammer
through the first floor.

1 know we had David Brinkley here and Robert Shroud. PBS was here
and uh videoing, video taping, among others.

The fire fighters also received attention.

And I know when we were there that BBC called from England. They
were looking for any type of video they could get their hands on.

The international community shared an interest in historic home fires (Jokilehto, 2000;
Matthews, 2005). One park staff member provided an international angle when
contrasting the value of the Home with Windsor Castle. This conversation with Prince
Andrew of Great Britain about the 1992 structural fire at Windsor Castle took place
during his visit to the Home a few years later.

We talked about the implications of fire in a historic home because

Windsor Castle is considerably probably bigger and more important the

Franklin D. Roosevelt Home in Hyde Park, New York is my guess.

Certainly to history.

The Home hosted many notable visitors. Some came to pay their respects, others
conducted research and a few checked on the post-fire recovery.

[i]t was just basically that President Nixon at the time was coming for a

site visit to see how things are going. As you can see by some of the

pictures we still have the entrance way, the scaffolding up to protect the
public when they would go in to the first floor and see. And so he came
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and his secret service man. Basically he was he’s out here in front signing
autographs. He made a site visit and said everything looked fine to him.

Geoffrey Ward who's a primary writer spent a lot of time here... Doris
Kearns Goodwin...It was David Brinkley and it was Charles
Osgood...And over the years Jonathon Alter and Jon Meacham. If you
look at any of the Roosevelt books from the middle ‘80s until
now...eventually they all came through the house ‘cause they had to come
look at the house, too, besides all the material in the Library.

He said well we 're gonna have to put some plywood down in the garden
so the dignitaries and them won't step in the Rose Garden and get all mud
on their feet. So they had to go out and get all that three-quarter inch
plywood and put it down. Level it out so nobody would have to walk into
the Rose Garden. Sink down ‘cause it’s wet. All that rain. So we did that
and the day of the funeral. Everybody got in there. They had to get in
there and get on the plywood so they wouldn’t get anything wet or
anything. But there was one spot. Was cut in a little bit of a gap and
Jackie Kennedy she had to step off the side of that piece of plywood and
went down about this far [gestures]. (I: That’s about four inches.) About
four inches! That’s our Rose Garden... Eisenhower and all of them here.
JFK, you name it, they were here. Quite a day.

Artifacts.

The realization that the artifacts were irreplaceable became an universal concern
when trying to mitigate the losses (Tiszkus & Dressler, 1980). Eden and Matthews
(1996) talked about how many artifacts may require temporary storage. The restoration
of the Home and artifacts had to be balanced with keeping them as accessible as possible
to the public.

The house was quite an original artifact.

And he made this huge cut-away map and you could just drop each page

and it shows the progression of the house. And so, and they cleaned up

the front hall so you could do sort of an intro talk in the front hall to the

visitors. They dropped these pages down on the easel and you got a really

good view of the house.

And how we were going to do this without interfering with the public.

49

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



And of course we had contractors up on the third floor, up on the roof
banging away, knocking things down and so the dust was just all over the
place. Couldn’t keep up with the dust. Everything had to be covered. We
had to make sure that the public wasn’t involved in any of that stuff.

We had Roosevelt family members who were who were expressing their
concern both to me and I think to others in the National Park Service with
the very slow pace of getting the Home reopened to the public. So even
though we we were successful in in putting the the first space the library
back into operation so people could at least get into one room. It was not
the, there were Roosevelt family members who were truly not happy
campers with, with the process. And so I was able to persuade folks at the
regional level that what we needed was, was an appropriate facility that
could accommodate the work that was needed, necessary.

Washington was very stubborn about just get that house done! Get that
house ready to go!

Participants not assigned to the park recognized the value of the artifacts during the

interviews.

You can have all these rules but what do you gotta do to preserve what
you’ve got. Okay and you know. You gotta take all the authority
problems out of it to get the job done... there’s stuff down there that can’t
be replaced... But here [pause] every stick is worth something.

[name withheld] had to make a decision and the fire department told him
we don't know if we can contain the fire right here and at that point he
made the decision. Take the books rather than lose them.

‘Cause I didn’t even want to lift those portraits up off, that uh, I didn’t
want to take them down because God forbid they’d fall apart and it’s, you
know, you don’t know, but. And I said to [name withheld], you know, we
don’t want to damage these things because it goes, you 're going to lose it
anyway because the water is coming down now on that. So I said well I'll
take a chance, you know, to go with it. Luckily nothing got damaged. We
got it all out with no problems.

In describing the efforts of the fire fighters one park staff person said,
And the folks in Hyde Park had a real appreciation for, for the FDR
Home. I think FDR himself was a honorary member of the fire

department. And they had a sense of history there. They had an interest
in seeing the Home taken care of and protecting it I think.
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Regional staff made this comment about the fire fighters.

The fire department was very familiar with the historic nature of the
buildings, where things were, Park Service philosophy on preservation
and protection of historic artifacts.

Home in perspective.
These stories brought into perspective the significance of the fire at the Home.
The park put considerable effort into preparing for the 100™ anniversary of the birth of

Franklin D. Roosevelt the following week.

And I, I know you all know that one of the most heartbreaking things was
that we were preparing for the 100™ anniversary of, of the president at
that time. And we had hoped to be absolutely spick and span in time for
the president’s 1 00" birthday which was coming up, it seems to me in not
very many days following the fire.

And I remember how gracious people were. And of course they had to sit
outside on that cold, snowy day. And of course all the, all the, the people
who could. The old New Deal gang, you know. Including, including the
folks from New York. And that includes show business people like uh well
the, the playwright who just passed away, Green, and hmm don’t
remember the other name. But they did Broadway plays. So many of
those people were there that day. And, and uh and were and were totally
supportive, totally supportive and understanding which I thought was
really, was really a uh an amazing thing.

Some of the park staff needed to turn their attention away from the fire recovery
to open a new facility, Val-Kill, the home of Eleanor Roosevelt. The participants
recalled how the reallocation of resources impacted their duties.

We were also putting together Val-Kill for the opening for the fall of '84.

And we were all over there in [name withheld] office. They brought

[name withheld] in and introduced him. I’ll never forget if because he

looked at me, he looked at [name withheld], he looked a [name withheld]

and [name withheld] and he goes and you will open the first floor rooms

at the Roosevelt Home at the same time.

I honestly include in this whole scenario while we were doing work at the

Home of FDR we had the Eleanor Roosevelt site, Val-Kill, um and it was
not open to the public. And we had some original material and the, the
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intent was to open it to the public on the occasion of an anniversary and
and so we started that process as well. So that that was a separate tract
but that was ongoing even at the same time that that work at the Home of
FDR was ongoing. There was, there was monies available specifically to
that project activity as well. So the work that was accomplished on
Sfurnishings for Val-Kill was very similar to work that was accomplished
on furnishings for the Home of FDR. So there was there was a a larger
workload and additional goals that needed to be met at the same time with
things going on with the Home of FDR.

Well, we had wound up as a result ignoring a lot of work at Vanderbilt
and we also had the whole preparation of the Eleanor Roosevelt site
‘cause that was being rehabilitated during this time period. And I had
virtually no involvement in that. Normally I would have been into it up to
my eyeballs.

Looking at the fire through the lens of a personal crisis acted as a reality check for a park
employee who would have otherwise been totally involved in the short term recovery
effort.

As I had mentioned earlier my wife was quite ill and the next day I, I took
her to Northern Dutchess Hospital and she was examined and the doctor
said [pause] told us that she had a serious abscess, staph infection, quite
deep and that she would have to stay in the hospital. I had to go back to
our apartment, our flat, and get clothing and things for her and it turned
out that she was at Northern Dutchess Hospital for two and a half weeks.
After the fire. And I was left with two infant daughters [laughing]. A little
over two months old (I: oh my) whom we had just, because of my wife’s
problem had just weaned them to formula, baby formula. And that was,
that was to me that was just as traumatic as the fire... And it was quite a,
quite a time for me. Quite a rough time. But very edifying [laughs]. And
uh we 're really thankful that my wife pulled through all right. But it was a
dangerous, dangerous. We didn’t know how dangerous it was for her
health at the time.

This study was based on the 1982 structural fire at the Home of Franklin D.
Roosevelt, but the interviews revealed much more than facts about the source of the fire,
extinguishing the fire, and the restoration process. The first research questions addressed
pre-planning for a structural fire and the stories focused on working with the fire fighters

and internal park planning. The second research question captured tales of participants
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working together and their feelings about the event. The third research question talked
about the significance of the Home in a larger context. The data revealed the Home as

artifact and the fire’s connection to other issues in the participants’ lives.

53

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Chapter 5: Summary and Conclusion

The purpose of this oral history was to explore the impact of pre-planning on the
1982 structural fire at the Home of Franklin Roosevelt National Historic Site by
interviewing Park staff and fire fighters who responded to the fire. The data revealed two
new research questions. These dealt with the participant experience during a structural
fire and the Home as a cultural artifact. The researcher used the zoom model
(Pamphilon, 1999) to analyze the data which is presented in the summary of findings
section.

Overview of the Study

The intention of this study was to see if the NPS had a policy on pre-planning for
a structural fire and, if followed, did it work. To answer the research question the
researcher interviewed people who might have been involved in structural fire activities.
Calls to current staff in the structural fire program led to the chief curator at the Home of
Franklin Roosevelt, the scene of an important structural fire in the history of the Park
Service. The Park was in the process of an administrative history and suggested the oral
history to supplement the other project.

The oral history originally targeted people who worked for the park at the time of
the fire and those responding the night of the fire. The category of those responding also
included fire fighters. Participants falling into one of these groups would be the most
likely to have knowledge of planning activities. Under the broad category of planning,

the chief curator expressed an interest in determining how priorities were determined for
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the recovery efforts. The chief curator served as gatekeeper and identified additional
participants who addressed this question. The researcher agreed to interview and type the
transcript of anyone who agreed to participate in the study whether part of the original
group or not. This decision turned out well because some of the additional participants
had knowledge of, or comments about, pre-planning activities.

The fourteen interviews took place over an eight day period in January, 2007.
Five of the interviews were conducted over the telephone and two of the sessions
included two participants each. The participants were assigned a number based the order
of the interviews. The shortest session ran about 15 minutes and none exceeded one
hour. In addition to the researcher and participant(s), the park audio visual specialist
attended the sessions to record the interviews and photograph the participants who
appeared in person for the park archives. Most of the participants knew this person or
accepted the explanation of his role in the process. The researcher informed those on the
telephone of the specialist’s presence in the room.

Summary of Findings

After transcribing the tapes the researcher used Pamphilon’s (1999) zoom model
to analyze the data. The zoom model put forth the idea that stories can be viewed in the
same way that one sees through a camera lens, from panoramic to close up. Like in that
study most of these stories were very upbeat. Pamphilon noted that the participants knew
how things turned out because enough time has passed for them to reflect on the events.
The participants in this study had 25 years to think about how they would represent
themselves in their story (Riessman, 2004). The concept of identifying ones preferred

self was particularly important in this oral history project because tapes and transcripts
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became part of the park archives. By using the zoom model the researcher focused on
both the wide and close angles of the stories in an attempt to answer the research
questions.
Macro-zoom

Macro-zoom is the broadest level and it showed how the stories fit into the big
picture. Dominant discourse was found at this level. Pamphilon (1999) described how
discourses can change over a lifetime since her study concerned life histories. In this
study the discourse did not change, but at least one participant struggled to fit his or her
experience into the dominant discourse surrounding the fire and its aftermath. The
participants helped define the dominant narratives, but their stories could be corroborated
by newspaper accounts (Gardner, 2001). The fire started in the attic in the early morning
hours of January 23, 1982. Work to upgrade the electrical system made the environment
favorable to starting this electrical fire. Some participants were involved in determining
the fire’s source and subsequent restoration work, but others may have read about it in the
media (Crotty, 1982; “Faulty wiring,” 1982). All but one told the same story. Participant
#3 shared a tale that a squirrel chewing through the wires started the fire. Since no other
participant told this story nor did it appear in the files it was hard to consider this as a
valid explanation although this participant would have had first hand knowledge. Based
on this anecdote and the repetitive nature of the story telling the passage of time may
have impacted this participant’s memory.

The age at which a participant experienced a historic event is called the cohort
effect. In the case of the Home fire some of the participants were at the beginning of

their careers and others at the end. The few comments that introduced the idea of a
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cohort effect centered around the superintendent who was preparing for retirement.
Participant #1 provided a timeline of when the fire occurred which was in the middle of
the superintendent’s three year tenure. He or she stated that the superintendent
authorized the contract electric work to reduce the fire risk due to poor wiring,.
Participant #1 described the situation as ironic because this effort made the conditions
right for the fire. Participant #9 took on the responsibility of handling the media
supposing that the superintendent did not want to deal with such negative publicity so
close to retirement. Participant #6 recognized the psychological impact of having the
event transpire on his or her watch.
Meso-zoom

Meso-zoom directed attention to the process of how the participant told the
stories. It included narrative process and themes. The narrative process dealt with which
parts of the story flowed and when the stories were hard to recount. When asked for any
other stories to share, participant #9 straightforwardly told the intimate story of his or her
spouse’s health crisis. But the same participant had trouble finding the words to describe
the removal of artifacts the night of the fire. Participant #9 went back and forth trying to
illustrate how the grandfather clock was taken out of the house. One time the participant
carried it out in one piece with assistance and another time he or she broke it apart. Then
participant #9 stumbled over the right words to depict an anecdote regarding financial
assistance from Congressman Hamilton Fish III. The transcript did not conceal the
pauses and retractions. The participant settled on “adversaries” to describe the
Congressman’s father’s relationship with Franklin D. Roosevelt. Years later the son led

the effort to get funding from Congress to rebuild the Home. Interview #11 consisted of
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a park employee and spouse who assisted the night of the fire. When simply asked to get
the voice on tape, the spouse effortlessly launched into his or her participation the night
of the fire. The park employee also spoke quickly and with ease. The two fed off each
other to keep the discourse flowing with minimal interaction with the researcher.

Narrative themes examined what was told and more importantly what was not
divulged. Most of the testimonies were predictable like all those present on the night of
the fire spoke about throwing on clothes to get to the Home as quickly as possible and
removing artifacts. The value of the Home and its artifacts clearly weighed on the
participants’ minds. Participant #5 tried to get in the front door without keys, but went to
the side door because of the potential damage to the front door’s elaborate wood panels.
The spouse of participant #11 thought about the risk of removing large paintings and
taking them down the icy steps. The excitement of the event produced expected
comments. Participant #4 described how adrenaline caused him or her to focus on the
immediate task without distraction. Watching the early stages of the fire participant #9
wondered aloud what could be done until participant #4 came out of the Home and
provided instructions.

The most unpredictable aspect of the narrative themes was the stories told that
were repeated by more than one participant. Since the researcher asked the same
questions to all participants the probability increased that they would tell similar tales of
the night of the fire (Merriam, 2002). Participant #4 shared stories with several others
present the night of the fire. With participant #9 they both gave details about this
participant slapping participant #4 on the back after emerging from the burning Home

with smoke filled lungs. After catching his or her breath participant #4 asked the
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assembled group why they stood watching the activity. Participant #9 corroborated the
story by stating participant #4 asked that question. Like participant #4, participant #11
recalled seeing a teddy bear washed down the stairs from the third to the first floor.
Participants #4, #9 and #11 revealed their role in taking down the Dresden china
chandelier and talked about the assistance of the others in ensuring its safe removal from
the house.

Narrative themes looked at what was not told. Unexpectedly, participant #6 did
not talk about what he or she did on the night of the fire despite being asked the same
question several times (Lincoln & Guba, 2004; Yow, 1994). Participant #6’s responses
were told from the perspective of an observer, not a partaker although he or she was
clearly in a position of authority. This participant talked about pride in watching others
who rose to the occasion. At the end of the interview a possible explanation was
provided for the behavior when participant #6 talked about the long time it took to get
over the psychological hurt of being in charge during a disaster. It did not appear that
any of the other participants held back. When asked how he or she heard about the fire,
participant #9 gave a detailed explanation of the spouse’s personal health crisis before
mentioning having received a telephone call announcing the fire. Participant #13
described the Roosevelt family’s displeasure with the speed of getting the Home
reopened to the public. The same participant reviewed the effort it took to get the
$300,000 earmarked for the recovery released from the regional office.

Pamphilon (1999) included key phrases in the meso-zoom level. She suggested
some phrases like “you know” can be part of a participant’s speech pattern and not a

request for validation. The transcripts reflected this use of “you know.” Seeking and
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receiving approval was complicated by the fact that some of the interviews took place
over the telephone so the participant could not read the researcher’s body language.
Saying “uh huh” regularly helped to keep the participant talking. The transcripts showed
more questions and requests for clarification in the telephone interviews. Several
participants tried to involve the researcher in the story.. Specific questions about the
condition of the Home arose from participant #6 who asked if the researcher had toured
the building. Participant #7 asked why participant #5 did not open the front door with a
master key when the researcher let slip having spoken to him or her. In the middle of a
story participant #2 asked the researcher if she was stationed at the location under
discussion. Other participants brought the study into the interview. Participant #12 said,
“but your bend is on structural fire itself. Right?” Participant #4 inquired if he or she
should keep talking or wait for another question. The researcher responded positively
when participant #3 asked if the last question was answered. A comment about hoping
the replies helped the project closed session #11.
Micro-zoom

Micro-zoom took the closest look at the oral aspects of the interviews focusing on
pauses and hesitations. Since the transcripts lose the rich texture found in the telling of
stories this level acknowledged the emotions not found in the written version of the
interview. Pauses were indicated in the written transcripts along with the length.
Pamphilon (1999) said that researchers can find individual meaning or larger patterns in
the pauses. Participant #2 provided the most obvious silences by thoughtfully pausing
before providing a count of the construction cranes and a list of materials for the initial

recovery effort. Unable to answer some of the questions, participant #10 required several
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short pauses to a few questions ahead of a long pause before stating that too much time
had passed to recall some of the events. Participant #5 paused frequently when asked
about pre-planning activities, but never said anything about the length of time passed as
did participant #10. This participant took a long pause before depicting the Home’s
condition as a reason the Roosevelt family did not visit for a long time.

Short pauses were equally noteworthy. Twice, participant #12 quickly paused to
transition from a retelling of his or her duties to recognizing personal growth in the
opportunity.

The micro-zoom level included emotions. Sometimes emotions were predictable.
Participant #6 said watching the water freeze as it flowed down the stairs was
“frightening.” Participants #14 talked about being tentative walking on the thin layer of
snow covering the ice. Arriving the morning after the fire, participant #2 laughed in
exasperation when thinking about the difficult conditions the crew faced working in a
snowstorm on the roof. After being selected to lead the recovery effort participant #2
described being nervous, but having good support from management and the workers.
Unexpected emotional reactions to the fire and recovery efforts infused the transcripts.
Participant #2 explained that working on the recovery effort required relocating and
described that as great because it “got us off of Long Island.” The transcript revealed a
softer side of participant #4 when talking about breaking the spell of participant #11 in
dulcet tones. Presented as a “tough guy,” participant #3 showed his or her feelings when
breaking down talking about the fire. Participant #10 heard about the fire from
participant #3 and remembered the emotion in the voice of someone who was very upset

to see this beloved Home on fire. Prior to leaving the firehouse one of the fire fighters
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(interview #14) described having a “feeling” that this was not another false alarm. The
other fire fighter arrived from another fire and recounted being eager to join the effort at
the Home.
Interactional-zoom

The interactional-zoom level is not like the others because the researcher
identified herself in the process. The responses to the research questions were not found
at this level, but this section established which stories fed into the answers. Pamphilon
(1999) stated that she noted any subjective experiences that effected how she presented
the data. Keeping a journal allowed the researcher to record feelings during the data
collection process. In a few of the interviews the researcher encouraged certain tangents.
The researcher told participant #12 that she was a librarian and shared an interest in the
tools he or she used in cataloging work during the recovery effort. The researcher coaxed
participant #7 into repeating stories about famous visitors to the Home that were shared
before the tape began. Despite frequent reminders about the objectives of the study and
having an approved list of questions there were points when the researcher became
frustrated when the audio visual specialist asked questions or filled in blanks for the
participants. The participants knew this person who had worked at the park for over 20
years and wore a NPS uniform. Taking an assertive posture to return to the discourse
would come across as pushy and not likely to get the participant back on track. A few
times the researcher pretended to sneeze hoping the participant would refocus. This ploy
failed with participant #7 so the researcher stopped the interview. Telephone interviews

were free from this conflict.
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The last matter incorporated the interviewer’s reaction. Keeping with the idea
that oral history is about the participants’ stories this researcher tried to suppress her
responses. Pamphilon (1999) introduced three types of emotional reactions. One was
responding with understanding. The researcher could not suppress “oh my” when
participant #9 shared personal details of balancing the fire recovery and home life with a
critically ill spouse. Emotions overtook participant #3 when talking about the initial
telephone call announcing the fire. The interview took place on the telephone and the
researcher softly replied giving the participant time to collect his or her thoughts.
Participant #7 described the difficulty in getting the fire trucks around big piles of snow
to hook up to the fire hydrant. The researcher exclaimed “whew!” Second were reactions
that could be out of accordance with the participant. The transcripts did not reveal any
moments of discordance. Third, concerned moments of confusion. This could have
either indicated a gap in the participant’s historical knowledge or when the researcher
thought the story should have lead in one direction, but the participant went off in
another. Participant #3 told tale of a squirrel eating through wires. Although this
participant spoke with authority, the story did not correspond to any of the others about
the source of the fire. Participant #4 acknowledged making “bad judgments” the night of
the fire. In an unexpected turn, this participant who had no supervisory authority or
responsibilities accepted blame for mistakes he or she made.

Recommendations

Comments from the participants who served as volunteer fire fighters or

interacted with them tracked with the Management Policies (2006) requirement to have

fire fighters review pre-plans and become familiar with NPS facilities. Some of the other
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participants talked about advantages of knowing that the fire fighters had visited the
Home. Therefore, parks should do a walk-thru with local emergency responders
(Butcher-Younghans, 1993; Pickard, 1994).

Park staff should develop a disaster plan and provide staff training in its
implementation (Butcher-Younghans, 1993). When park resources are integrated into the
local community, parks can benefit from teaching the public to value its resources.
Several participants attributed the speedy and fervent response to the fire fighters’
understanding of the importance of the Home to the area.

Oral histories ought to be conducted for park archives because they can capture
the stories of everyone involved in an event whether or not they filed a case incident
report (McDonnell & Weible, 2002).

Suggestions for Further Research

The body of qualitative research dealing with issues about the built environment
is meager. Two areas for further research brought up in the Delimitations section were
impact of a disaster on the visitor experience and the loss of artifacts. Also, oral histories
should be conducted to provide the rich, thick text of stories to supplement quantitative
studies. Oral histories are a good way to add a human dimension to research and are a
worthy way to remind us why we should care about the built environment.

Conclusion

Oral history interviews were an excellent way to hear the unofficial story of this
disaster. Because an objective was to catch the stories of those from all levels who are
not often part of the official record, the interviews filled in blanks to complete the picture

of what transpired (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). In addition, interviews from
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participants whose testimonials were part of the official record captured their emotions
and the personal impact of the disaster. In the case of the Home fire, the newspaper
accounts and case incident reports told the undisputed story of the source of the fire and
extinguishing it. What these official documents did not talk about were the background
stories of balancing the care of a critically ill spouse or having to relocate families in
order to take part in the recovery effort or hearing a “tough guy” tell you that he was still

choked up after twenty-five years of thinking about that night.
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APPENDIX A
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

Interview questions

Tell me how you heard about the fire.
Please explain what you did the night of the fire.
How did the fire impact your duties for the weeks following the fire?

Please tel