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Misc. Tidings of Yore
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Ballerinas On Fire (1861)
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Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, September 28, 1861

Philadelphia’s Continental Theater on Walnut Street was the site of a handful of deadly fires in the
late 1800s, the first of these tragedies being the subject of this entry. At least eight, but possibly nine
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ballerinas perished in an inferno ignited after one of the dancer’s gauzy green costumes came into
contact with flames from a gas tube backstage.

A crowd of fifteen hundred watched William Wheatley’s production of the first act of The Tempest on
the evening of September 14, 1861. The show was interrupted by strange lights from behind the
scenery, followed shortly by screams, stage carpenters rushing onto the platform and the appearance
of a young dancer engulfed in flames. This dancer, Zelia Gale, screamed and waved her arms
frantically as her costume and skin melted away. She finally fell beneath the stage where a carpenter
covered her in a sea cloth from the set design.

As the curtains dropped the screams of other dancers backstage became more audible. Initially the
manager tried to calm the crowd but when the magnitude of the situation became clear he told them
that the show would not continue and evacuated the building. Meanwhile, a horrific and chaotic
scene continued in the dressing room part of the theater.

Zelia (also called Cecilia) was one of four English-born sisters, all ballerinas. The Sept. 18, 1861 issue
of The National Republican reported that as the Gale sisters readied themselves for Act II Zelia (age 18)
reached down to adjust her costume near a gas tube. The gauzy material ignited and within seconds
the flames also reached her underclothes and leggings. When her sisters came to the rescue their
dresses also caught fire, terribly burning their upper bodies. In the panic the dancers, flaming and
not, either ran screaming throughout the theater, swatted at the fire where they stood or leaped from
the window onto Sansom Street. Clara Clifton, whose clothing didn’t catch on fire jumped from the
window and fortunately survived uninjured. Hannah Gale (20), already severely burned, landed on
the street below on her back. Anna Nicholas jumped ten-twenty-five feet from a platform to the stage,
shattering a plate of glass and lot of mirrors used in the production. The National Republican had little
hope for her at the time that article was printed. The injured dancers were initially taken to Greer’s
Tavern, nearby homes, or a hotel where they were treated with brandy by druggists and doctors as
they continued to scream in agony. Finally the ballerinas made it to Pennsylvania Hospital.

/dbce8 harper2752bweek1y2b1861 ]pg)

Harper’s Weekly, 1861

Other than those already listed the injured included Mrs. Mary Herman, Anna McBride (20), Phoebe
Forbes/Norden/Forden (20), Abby Carr, Ruth Gale (15), Adeline (Abeonia) Gale (18), Kate Harris and
Anna Phillips. The stage carpenter who wrapped Zelia in the canvas was also burned. (Some of the
names vary by accounts. I've included what information I could locate in other papers and
genealogical records.)

The confirmed dead from the tragedy were the four Gale sisters, Mary Herman, Phoebe, Annie
Phillips and Anna McBride. Mr. Wheatley was not held liable for the tragedy and he and his wife
held some of the dancers’ funerals from their home and paid for those arrangements. I dug up
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records from the Brighthurt & Co. Funeral Home itemizing the costs and showing which funerals
took place on the same days. I've included those, as well as the Gale sisters’ death certificates, below.

The Gales are buried in Mount Moriah Cemetery (http://www.findagrave.com/cgi-
bin/fg.cgi?page=gr&GRid=101122436&ref=acom). Anna McBride was interred at Old Cathedral
Cemetery based on the Brighthurt records. Phoebe, who'd been boarding in Philadelphia, was
shipped back to Bristol for burial. Presently I don’t have burial information for the other ballerinas.

At the Gale sisters’ graves is a weathered monument which according the New York Clipper was
inscribed as follows:

IN MEMORIAM
Stranger, who through the city of the dead
With thoughtful soul and feeling heart may tread,
Pause here a moment — those who sleep below

With careless ear ne’er heard a tale of woe:
Four sisters fair and young together rest

In saddest slumber on earth’s kindly breast;

Torn out of life in one disastrous hour,

The rose unfolded and the budding flower:

Life did not part them — Death might not divide
They lived — they loved — they perished, side by side.
O’er doom like theatre let gentle pity shed
The softest tears that mourn the early fled,

For whom — lost children of another land!

This marble raised by weeping friendship’s hand
To us, to future time remains to tell
How even in death they loved each other well.
With a mother’s tearful blessing They sleep beneath the sod, Her dearest earthly treasures Restored again to
God!

The National Republican, Sept. 18, 1861:
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Terrible Acocident at -
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Fourtesn Persena Dreadfully Burned.
DEATH OF BIX OF THE VICTIMS.
FRIGHTFUL BCENES AND INOIDENTS.

The followlog Intareetiag details of the terri-
ble calamity which occurred at the Philadel-

phia Contineatal Theatre, oo Saturday night
last, we copy from the Press of that city:

An accident of frightful fatali'y ocourred at
the Continental Theatre, in Walnut street, on
Saturdny night. Since lha.nm:tiulni accom-
panying casualties of | he National Theatre, some
yewurs ago, we have had no theatrical matters
80 terrible to recount; and Rumor, with her
thousand tongues, has been busy since the
event epreading far and wide the particulars
of the accident.

The Coatinental was formerly the “ National
Circus.” Its pame was a.hlvd some time
afler the degease uf General Welch, and since
that lime it has been used for displays of negro
minatrels, ring performances, and occasionally
theatrical entertainments. A few weeks ngo,
Mr, Willlam Wheatley, an old and favorite actor
aud manager, and refivted tbe place.
At great expense he prodused the stage odliton |
of Shakepeare’s Tempest, and devoted un
usual means 10 perfect the scenic aod mechani
oal arrangements. The ballet erope was nu
merous, and maoy of the dancers besutifal and
taleniwed. The rare Ingenuity of au Eoglish
machinlst was mrln;md to muke gorgecus
oxhibitions of color and shadow, the
olosing scene was said to be u-paralleled for
muuificence and beanty.

During the werk the houses were excellent,
and on Saturday night, about fifteen bundrea
pereons wero assembled to enioy the entertain

olose of the first mct. Prospero had relsted

hin miafnrinnas and 1ha neatte delal had oo
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his misfortunes, and the pretty Ariel had been
Imt::nuﬂ a8 Lo his t;uhhrl’il bel-u; bad stirred
up the clementy, uod the lightuing and tha

exhibited to th} delighted .;nplnf the un:ilr:;
shroude, and torn spars of & doomed ship.
The waves were rollivg, and the vessel began
tosway. All eyes w the assumed terror
of those on board ; the Trinoulo, (Chap-
man,) who found tlm Joking in the pagses
of the storm, and Stephauve, the imnlg but-
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ler, who swore and rollicked with seaming

death in bis face.
All at once, those accoslomed to witnessing

show pieces saw an nunnecessary Ii
over the top of the rear qu, ﬂ?m-'ul'-'i:?

.bad time to speculate upon it, & number of

men in shirt sleevos -hs ocarpenters) ran
on the stage, snd, lrhﬁh @ coufusion :'ralr ;t
mentarily, a sharp scream, that se¢med  to
plerce the heart, rang upon the ears of the
ple, and & woman in ballet costume, with
er dress oa fire, emerged from the side soenes,
waviog her arms above her head. In a mo-

* ment she fell o the abyss where the ship waa

riding. At the meme time a sucoession of
screams ensued. Trinculo suddenly ceased to
joke, and dropped into the waters, while Ste-
phn? Engrml 0 bedrunk, and became as sober
a8 & judge.

The young woman who had fallen Into the
waves suddenly re-appeared, and the waves all
At once masumed the gulse of a bit of green
oloth, that was folded round the young woman,
and while the screams went on faster and
faster, the curtaln dropped upon the siage and
.h'.ﬂliihlflﬂlillﬂ fm the audievce. Some symp-

8 of alarm appeared b
one lad Iuthapller;urlnd“ gL o
be was at once choked by a bi man
tlde him  Two or three women sald O, |
and endeavored to edge their way out of the
house, but these Illtgt‘ manifestations were

memallad e omcama LW
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ey wus  suves -uﬂn WIBULIGETALIODS Were

quelled by Manager b

ia frout of :h:;;'r'uln o e e
" e8 aod gentlemen, be kind enoug

remain in your seats, snd make no unm:g

sary disturbance, If anything has gone
I will J;?turn in & moment l:: slate m'o:?:nuf‘:

‘I'ns screnms were pml:mg;# and tbrilling
the ioterim, but directl . Wheatly reap-
peared and said : 4 -

“Ladies and gentlemen, the performers are
somedhat exeited, aud we cannot go on with
the play until we discover the extens of the
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The 'disbanded qnietly. Som
m’#&um, dl-:?;a}’u ram:blol-::
But a scene far otherwise went on

girls were dremsing for the ballet, The
room adjoln Bansom street, and in a
room at the northwest corner of the
 the Mimes Gale—amiable and talent.
dansensés—were adjus g themselves for
fof Aot II. 'Miss Zella Gale, one «f

opon & settee $0 reach her
ia theact of handiog it down
) from an adjacent set it
¢ communicated to ber under-
slie was all ablaze in an instant,
rushed ap to extinguish the fire, and

H

il
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i
i

it

:55

. too were The fire mounted to
e s e
| ek ran from the rouvm,

vn
narrow ge-way into the next
room, with ballet ladies. The
of these blazed up direotly, und

I

' screamiog, struggling, wrestling, the poor crea-

1

tures elther turned and leaped from the win-
dowsinto Bansom street, or ran hither and

thither calling for assistance. o
Mise Zolin , with her olothing on fire,
sad ustering loud soreams, ran down stairs and
[ the stage, falling below the level
Bptrh, 1t S o T i
a8 car L] tre. Mr,
ard, in atiempting to extinguish the fire

aea oloth " was himealf hurnsd ahoos

:
.

the bands sad arms. g
Mises Clara Clifton was caught in the arms of

the b ere, baving leaped down and e
-pJ.u-I‘:ﬁ,h clothing not having taken
re. !

Miss Hannsh Gsle did not jomp from the
window uutil she was badly bu , and when
she she fell to the nd upon her
back, and sartained severe Injuries from the
fall, as well a8 from her burne. She wus car-
ried into Greer's tavern, near by, where she
lay in an almost hopeless condition at o late
hour. hgnpl Q:‘ndl:y. at ten o'clock, she expired
at the y {Mlgoay.

Miss Anoa Nicholas in ber fright jump-d from

to the stage, a distavce of about ten

feet. BShe will not recover.
barned and wounded young ladies were
the bboring houses, where
on that humanity could suggest
upoa them. Beviral were oar-
bouse of Mr. Robbios, nearly op-
the theatre, in Bansom sireet. Others
taken to & French hutel adjoining, while
Gale was taken to Greer's avern. Sev-
eral ;:n.::;'l lnl:hua ml ll.ui'l::ﬂ. tb-hen to
the Pi vania Hospital. Abby Carr
was burned about he breast aud walst. {’hm'bo
Forbes died ln the morning at nine o'clock.
Miss Anoa McBride died at six o’clock in the
-um Misses Adeline Gale and Ruth Gale
are burned. Their cunes are not hope-
less. Mrs. Mary E. Hermon will oot live. Her
husband watobed ber up to a late hour last
night. Miss Anos Phillips died during Sun-
afternoon. Kate Harris was burned elightly.
be Misses Gule were "1?5?‘ ladies of pre-
noe. were excellent

Ezs
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i
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first appeared profcasionally in this city io the
Rongani troupe, at the time * Fnun,t” was
::mlht out as & ballet at the Academy of Mu-

Miss Forbes is about twenty years of age.
She bas no relatives in this oity, her friends re-
in Bristol, Bucks county. She has board

ed for a year past in Vaohoin street, above
Germantown road. Tbe lady with whom sbe
boarded was at her alde dnrfyug her dylng ago-

nies.

When the disaster firet occurred, the sceno
was most harrowing, the sufferers ecreamiog in
agony aud in terror, and there was rome deluy
before medical ald could be obtained for them.
Several Ebyllahnl aud druggists burried to the
spot, and did all in their power to afford relief,
Several physiciane, who were appealed to, re-
fused to leave their homes. 'I‘L-y deserve to
have their names expoeed to the community.
We were assured that, at a fushiopable hotel, in
the vicinity brandy prescribed by the physi-
olans was refused.

The event spread uniform gloom throughout
the city. The Tmu was besieged up to u late
mr, and the theme was npon every lip yes.

ay.

Six of these burned women bad died up to
mid-night last night, and four more are not ex
pected to survive the next twenty four huurs.
All of them suffered terribly, calling for water
most piteously, and maintaining their renss
unimpaired to the lust. Mr.and Mrs. Wheatley
were in the hospital throughout, mivisteriog to
thelr necessities, and doing all in their power
to make their lust momenta peaceful. The
matter was purely aceidental, and no stigma
oan in any way be east upon the management,

_(https://tidingsofyore.files.wordpress.com/2014/11/365be-

gale2b6.jpg)
From the Richmond Dispatch, October 1, 1861:

“The recent terrible accident at the Continental Theatre in Philadelphia.

An unfortunate accident occurred at the Continental Theatre, in Walnut street, on Saturday night, by
which the building for a time was imperilled, and a number of dancing girls so badly burned that
some have since died. Wheatley leased and refitted the “Continental, ” (formerly General Welch’s
National Circus,) and produced the “Tempest,” on Monday night, in splendid style. On Saturday

night more than fifteen hundred people were present. The first act had gone forward
uninterruptedly, and the dancers were busily preparing in the dressing room to appear in the ballet
at the opening of act second. Prospero (Wheatley) was about retiring from the stage, when the
audience perceived several men, apparently stage carpenters, running backward and forward in their
shirt sleeves. Directly those adjacent to the stage saw a young lady all on fire run hurriedly to the side
scenes, and at the same time a succession of piercing screams, from imperceptible localities, disturbed
the repose of the audience, and brought half the people to their feet. The cry of “fire” was started
from the galleries, and the flitting lights and confusion upon the stage left no doubt that some awful
actuality was transpiring. Manager Wheatly directed the people to be quieted, while he retired to
learn the extent of the accident.

It appears that Miss Cecilia, one of four talented and handsome sisters, was about robing herself in
ballet costume. She stood upon a settee to reach her dress, and somehow flirted it into a jet of gas,
when it was instantly ignited. Before the young lady could recover from her fright her clothing was
all ablaze, and her sisters and several of the ballet girls from an adjoining dressing room, rushing up
to assist her, were in turn set on fire. About a dozen of these helpless girls were thus burning at once,
and the fire ran over their gauze and among their underclothes, making fast to their close leggins or
‘tights,” and literally burning to the bone. Their scream were thrilling, and no scene of horrors that the
stage ever witnessed may be compared to the terrible picture behind the scenes, where the fire from
the burning dresses blazed up to the ceiling and singed the lashes and hair of the affrighted women.
Miss Cecilia Gale, writhing and still in flames, darted down the stairs as stated, and was caught by
Mr. Bayard, a stage carpenter, who at once tore up the sea cloth, a sheet of canvas used to make
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waves, and wrapped it around her. He was much burned while doing this. The young lady was
removed to the hospital soon afterwards.

Several girls leaped into the street, through the second story windows, and Miss Hannah Gale,
already badly burned, fell upon the pavement, bruising her back and head so that her case is
considered hopeless.

Miss Phoebe Norden, of Bristol, Pennsylvania, inhaled the flames and was shockingly burned. She
was at the point of death last evening.

Miss Annie Phillips died on Sunday morning.

Miss Anna McBride was burned in the breast, arms and legs, and taken to the Pennsylvania Hospital.
She suffered the most excruciating pain during Saturday night; but towards morning her delirium
abated, and she died in the arms of Mrs. Wheatley.

Miss Annie Nicholas was somewhat burned, but in the panic which ensued after the accident she
jumped from the head of the flies to the stage-twenty-five feet-and breaking through a lot of mirrors
and plate glass used to represent a lake, her hands and cheeks were lacerated.

Ruth and Adeline Gale were burned in the hands and breast.

Mrs. Mary E. Herman suffered exceedingly.

Abby Carr, Margaret Conway, Thomas Bayard, Kate Harrison, and a young man, name unknown,
were more or less badly burned. The last named inhaled the fire and his lungs have since been
bleeding.

The audience meanwhile was addressed by Mr. Wheatley, and told to vacate the house without
unnecessary confusion. A number of ladies fainted on retiring, and there was a great deal of
trepidation and alarm in the halls and exit way.

The scene in the rear of the theatre, on Samson street, was most piteous and agonizing in its
character. Half-dressed ballet girls ran up and down, and poor women, whose daughters took part in
the precession and show scenes, were screaming their names amid confused sobbing, execration and
fear. Carriages and cabs were driven up and down, and as each sufferer was placed upon the
cushions and taken away, the crowd pressed up and touched her sores.

The excitement continued to spread throughout the city, and all Saturday night and Sunday morning
the theatre was surrounded by curious crowds. The Gale sisters were beautiful and finely formed
girls, English by birth, and they traveled through the country, some time ago, with the Renzani
troupe. The management cannot be blamed in any way for the occurrence. The theatre will open as
usual on Tuesday, and on Wednesday the sufferers will receive a benefit. The event has spread gloom
and sorrow throughout the city.

The telegraph has announced the death of the sixth of the sufferers—one of the Misses Gale.”
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R.R. Brighthurst & Co. Funeral Records
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Additional Sources/Reading:

Hidden City Philadelphia (http://hiddencityphila.org/2013/05/blazing-ballerinas-and-a-rampaging-
elephant-at-807-walnut-street/)
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1 Comment

1. Chase says: May 22, 2015 at 2:21 am
Thank you for this article! I'd never hear of this incident, though I have enjoyed reading up other,
similar accidents. Two worth knowing are Emma Livry and Clara Webster. You can find out about
their mishaps in newpaper databases, but Clara is a tricky one to read about because almost
everything I can find about her is in French.
Luckily, someone has made Wiki articles about both:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emma_Livry
http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clara_Webster

Please post more if you find them!
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