The Hartford Circus Fire of 1944
Context: In July of 1944, the famous Ringling Bros. Barnum & Bailey Circus arrived in Hartford, Connecticut. The weather was unseasonably humid as 9,000 people gathered to enjoy the marvels of the circus, everything from the ferocious lions and the graceful acrobats. Unfortunately, the crowd awaited such entertainment that would never come. Instead, disaster struck. A fire, that’s cause was not determined for half a decade, captured the attention of the audience. It spread quickly, and within minutes the whole tent was engulfed in flames, trapping the thousand of guests. In some instances, people panicked and did whatever they could to escape the fire, including pushing others into the flames in order to save their own lives. Yet, many exhibited commendable selflessness, and rescued dozens at a time, often going back into the flames to save those who had been trapped.
I couldn’t hear any of the chaos around me, my breathing was too loud in my ears. It was shallow and rapid, I knew I wasn’t getting very much oxygen, if any at all. I could feel the smoke filling my lungs, but I knew I had a job to do, because it wasn’t about me anymore. The motion was so repetitive, grab and throw, grab and throw. I couldn’t look at their faces anymore; the terror in their eyes would’ve been contagious. A line had formed behind me of the terrified children, knowing I was their only hope
. Grab and throw, grab and throw. I could see the flickers of reds and golds, but unfortunately it wasn’t from the luxurious costumes the performers
 had been wearing. The flames were getting closer; their intensity brought sweat to the surface of my skin, making it harder to get a firm grip around the waist of a child. 
The sweat fell into my eyes, blurring my vision. I was almost thankful because the expressions of the children were harder to make out, which calmed me slightly. The canvas rubbing my skin was slick with brown runny liquid, and when I got a whiff of my arm I knew instantly: gasoline
. The whole tent was covered in it, and I felt it dripping from the ceiling onto my head. Licking it off my lips, I realized I was covered in it, and my anxiety soon rose again. The floor was slippery and I struggled for my footing
. It was getting hotter. Despite the severity of the situation, I found humor in the fact that I was the one performing the acrobatics. I lifted the children high up into the air, through a small hole in the canvas
, in the same fashion the acrobats threw each other through hoops and obstacles. A wall of fire was building, and within fifty feet. Fatigue no longer plagued me; the repetitive motion had made me numb. I tried to pick up the pace, but that seemed almost impossible; I had lost all control over my body. There were only a few children left, the smoke made it hard to tell how many there were. The flames were within fifteen feet, and I could feel it. I was lightheaded, but it didn’t matter, these kids were what mattered. They were patient, they didn’t push or shove, just huddled around me. The girls, dressed in their Sunday best, occasionally clinged to the bottoms of my pants, and I pitied them as they were lost and confused. Their tattered dresses were blood-stained and covered in holes
; their brightly colored outfits were now dulled with ash. At least they had a chance at survival. Only two more children were next to me when I glanced over, where were the others? Had they all made it across? Grab, throw; grab, throw
. There was no one else in sight, which was a mere five feet. The wall of fire was about to wash over me, I stepped over the canvas, and I could feel the freedom, just two more steps away. 
Exhaustion swept over me, and I could feel myself getting woozy. My vision blurred, but I kept striving towards the light, safety. Time froze as I couldn’t move. But it was there and this moment was real, my skin burned. But the gasoline, the gasoline that covered the floor, it took my shoe and threw me into the air, and tumbling back towards the ground. But now, there was no more ground to speak of, just flames; the flames that burned me alive. I could feel the flesh melting from my skin, revealing the shiny white bone that lay underneath. The pain was too great to scream, as the flames enveloped me. They tore through me as I could feel them reaching my core. And then came the light. As light of freedom, yes, but not the light I had been striving for seconds earlier. This one promised comfort. It promised to end the suffering. I could feel myself being drawn to it, but I knew it was the end. It was all over. I walked towards it, knowing it was my only hope. And as I did, the intensity of the flames seemed to melt away. My body dissolved away as did the world around me. And I knew this place was better than any world I could have possibly imagined.
�HISTORICAL: Most victims were children. Only 100 out of 165 of those who perished were over the age of 15. This information adss greater importance to the work of the narrator, as he is saving the lives of innocent children who would’ve perished in the flames otherwise. 


�FIGURATIVE: By creating a clear metaphor between the flames and the costumes of the performers, it helps to create a feeling of surrealism. The people had gathered for a day of fun, but instead were met with great tragedy. The expectation was such much different from reality must have been almost nightmarish and impossible to digest as reality.


�HISTORICAL: Gasoline was used to waterproof the tents in the 1940’s. This gasoline helped the fire to rage on, despite attempts to stifle it. 


�FIGURATIVE: When the narrator describes himself loosing his footing due to the slippery floor, it perhaps hints that this could lead to his demise.


�HISTORICAL: Hundreds of people cheated death by tearing through the thick canvas of the tent with sharp knives.


�GENRE: The innocence of the children is emphasized as they cling to the narrator for emotional support. Their tattered clothes emphasize their vulnerability and how dependant they are on the narrator for help. Without him, they would be burned alive in the flames, like so many others.


�GENRE: The narrator describes himself throwing the children, presumably dozens of them, through the canvas to safety. Such physically demanding work requires brute strength and helps to analyze the character as perhaps very masculine and muscular. 





