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1776: From Fire, a Wasteland

More than a century had passed since the war with the Indians. But as the wind blew hard one night in 1776, moving northwest across Lower Manhattan, another disaster was about to
unfold.
The Dutch had long since lost control of New York and the site of the future trade center had taken a much more modern shape. The windmill that a Dutchman named Pieter Mesier had
built there in 1682 still stood. But Church Street had been laid out prior to 1695, followed by Cortlandt Street in 1733 and Vesey Street, named after William Vesey, the first rector at
Trinity Church, in 1761. On the southern end of the site, reflecting New York's status as a British colony, was Crown Street - which was renamed Liberty Street in 1794.
Rows of small houses occupied by craftsmen and laborers had been built along these muddy, tree-lined streets. A sailboat ferry that departed from the foot of Cortlandt Street connected
New York to Paulus Hook, New Jersey, where a two-day stagecoach could be taken to Philadelphia. The marshy land at the edge of Damen's old farm had been filled in, widening the
island nearly to Washington Street.
On the windy night of Sept. 21, 1776, all this sense of order was destroyed.
Events started about 1 a.m. on the eastern side of Broadway, near Whitehall Slip. How the fire started was debated for years. Many blamed British soldiers who had occupied the city at
the start of the Revolutionary War. Other suggested it was rebels, including Nathan Hale, who was executed for being a spy after being questioned about the fire.
In any case, the consequences were clear. The gusts fanned a small blaze and carried it north and west, toward the trade center site. As the fire crossed Broadway, Trinity Church fell to
the flames.
The fire pushed across the houses lining Cortlandt, Dey and Vesey Streets. "Several women and children perished in the fire, their shrieks, joined to the roaring of the flames, the crash of
falling houses and the widespread ruin which everywhere appeared, formed a scene of horror grand beyond description, and which was still heightened by the darkness of night," read an
account published in The New York Mercury.
The fire was not brought under control until nearly 11 a.m. the next day. From 500 to 1,000 homes, one quarter of the settled city, were ruined.
Reconstruction came, as it had before, but this time, it was not immediate. The site lay untouched for many years, and soon became known as the Burnt District.
From <http://wirednewyork.com/forum/showthread.php?t=5062>
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