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If burying a child has a special poignancy, the tragedy at a Catholic elementary school in
Chicago almost forty years ago was an extraordinary moment of grief. One of the deadliest fires
in American history, it took the lives of ninety-two children and three nuns at Our Lady of the
Angels School, left many families physically and psychologically scarred for life, and destroyed a
close-knit working-class neighborhood. This is the moving story of that fire and its
consequences written by two journalists who have been obsessed with the events of that terrible
day in December 1958. It is a story of ordinary people caught up in a disaster that shocked the
nation. In gripping detail, those who were there―children, teachers, firefighters―describe the
fear, desperation, and panic that prevailed in and around the stricken school building on that
cold Monday afternoon. But beyond the flames, the story of the fire at Our Lady of the Angels
became an enigma whose mystery has deepened with time: its cause was never officially
explained despite evidence that it had been intentionally set by a troubled student at the school.
The fire led to a complete overhaul of fire safety standards for American schools, but it left a
community torn apart by grief and anger, and accusations that the Catholic church and city
fathers had shielded the truth. Messrs. Cowan and Kuenster have recreated this tragedy in a
powerful narrative with all the elements of a first-rate detective story.

From Library JournalCowan, an independent journalist in the Chicago area, and Kuenster, a
former reporter and columnist for the Chicago Daily News, fashion a gripping story from the
events surrounding the tragic 1958 fire that swept through Chicago's Our Lady of the Angels
elementary school. The fire, which left 92 elementary school children and three nuns dead, had
profound effects on surviving students, parents, the surrounding neighborhood, and the city of
Chicago. The tragedy spawned a nationwide school fire-safety program that is now often taken
for granted. Cowan and Kuenster piece together a moving narrative based on the eyewitness
accounts of surviving children, parents, firemen, doctors, nurses, and arson investigators.
Although appropriate for any collection that serves general readers, this book is particularly
recommended for Chicago-area libraries.Robert J. Favini, Bentley Coll. Lib., Waltham,
Mass.Copyright 1996 Reed Business Information, Inc. --This text refers to an out of print or
unavailable edition of this title.From BooklistIn Chicago on a cold December afternoon in 1958,
Our Lady of the Angels School burned ferociously; within minutes, 92 students and 3 nuns
perished. Chicago journalists Cowan and Kuenster, who began to research this story
independently, combined forces to write their riveting chronicle of the fire and its aftermath as
survivors dealt with physical and emotional scars. Graphic descriptions of how the fire spread
and was finally quelled are coupled with heroic rescues and tragic deaths. Even seasoned
firefighters were horrified by the number of children they found burned or asphyxiated in their



second-floor classrooms. The inquest never determined the fire's cause, although two young
boys were suspected of arson. Since both were underage at the time (in Illinois, no one under 13
can be prosecuted for setting a fire) and details of their confessions were inconclusive, neither
was charged. As a result of this disaster, fire codes across the country were revised to require
sprinkler systems in schools. This is a devastating tale that will not soon be forgotten. Jennifer
Henderson --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.From Publishers
WeeklyOn December 1, 1958, a fire at Our Lady of the Angels School in Chicago killed 92
pupils, most between the ages of nine and 12, and three nuns. This deeply affecting account of
that tragedy by two Illinois journalists recreates the horror that destroyed a school and parish.
The causes of the tragedy were manifold: outdated fire laws that permitted an edifice built before
1908 to escape a code passed in 1949 to insure safer schools; severe overcrowding; delay in
reporting the fire; nuns ordering their pupils to pray rather than try to escape. Nor did municipal
and archdiocesan officials help matters, their philosophy being that the fire was best forgotten;
when a former student admitted to setting the blaze, they tried to conceal his confession. One
positive result of the fire were the safety improvements made in 16,500 U.S. school buildings
within a year. Photos not seen by PW.Copyright 1996 Reed Business Information, Inc. --This text
refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.About the AuthorDavid Cowan was born
in Chicago in 1963. He coauthored (with John Kuenster) the critically acclaimed book about the
Our Lady of the Angels school fire, To Sleep With the Angels: The Story of a Fire. A U.S. Air
Force veteran and former award-winning newspaper reporter, he holds degrees in journalism
and political science from Southern Illinois University.John Kuenster (1924-2012) was a
sportswriter for the Chicago Daily News and the editor of Baseball Digest. He wrote several
books, including At Home and Away and Remembrances of the Angels.Sean Runnette, a
multiple AudioFile Earphones Award winner, has produced several Audie Award-winning
audiobooks and has also narrated works by John Steinbeck and Richard P. Feynman. Of his
performance of The Courage to be Free, AudioFile Magazine wrote Runnette's tender approach
to every sentence and paragraph helps the author's wisdom glow. Along with the understated
power of the author's writing, Runnette's performance makes this one of the most arresting and
thought-provoking audiobooks available today. He is a member of the American Repertory
Theater company and has toured internationally with Mabou Mines, an avant-garde theater
company. Sean's television and film appearances include Two If by Sea, Copland, Sex and the
City, Law & Order, Third Watch. --This text refers to the audioCD edition.From the Back CoverOn
a grey winter day in December 1958, one of the deadliest fires in American history took the lives
of ninety-two children and three nuns at a Catholic elementary school on Chicago's West Side.
The blaze at Our Lady of the Angels School shocked the nation. It left many families physically
and psychologically scarred for life, destroyed a close-knit working-class neighborhood, and
sowed popular suspicion of the church hierarchy and city fathers. No one was ever prosecuted
for setting the fire; to this day it remains an officially unsolved mystery. In To Sleep with the
Angels, two veteran journalists tell the moving story of the fire and its consequences. David



Cowan and John Kuenster have worked for years, talking with hundreds of sources and ferreting
our documents to reconstruct a minute-by-minute narrative of the tragedy and the sorrows of its
aftermath. It is a story of ordinary people caught up in a mind-numbing disaster. In gripping
detail, the authors describe the fear, desperation, and panic that prevailed among children,
teachers, firefighters, and parents in and around the stricken school building on that cold
Monday afternoon. Beyond the flames, the story of the fire at Our Lady of the Angels became an
enigma whose mystery has deepened with time: its cause was never officially explained despite
evidence that it had been intentionally set by a troubled student at the school. The authors reveal
for the first time this youngster's "confession" and the decision by a local judge not to pursue the
case against him. The Catholic Archdiocese of Chicago also refused to press an investigation,
preferring to label the fire a terrible "accident". --This text refers to the paperback
edition.ReviewDetailed reporting and straightforward writing . . . an absorbing account.-- "New
York Times" --This text refers to the audioCD edition.Read more
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nembery, “The children weren't just told to pray and this tragedy should not be forgotten. I live a
few hours south of Chicago and found this story incredibly sad. First and foremost, I have read
in other places that the nuns at the school simply told the children to pray instead of trying to
escape. THIS IS NOT TRUE! Yes the nuns told the children to pray, however this book makes it
so clear that the nuns who did that quickly saw there was no escape. Their actions did not
condemn those children to death and no blame should ever be placed on their heads. Second,
living so near it I cried when I reached the end. The parents who lost children wanted nothing
more than for this tragedy to never be forgotten and for their children to not have died in vain.
While sweeping changes were made in schools as a result of this tragedy I had never heard of it
until the story of this fire was mentioned in another book and piqued my curiosity. When other
such fires have occurred the people in those areas have all heard of them...they learned about
them in history class. It really broke my heart that this fire seems to have been so forgotten. This
is the complete story. You learn what went wrong and why and what went right. I would
recommend this book to anyone.”

FreeRanger, “So Moving. So Helpful.. I’m a crusty old combat Marine who has also shot, field
dressed and butchered over 150 deer, antelope, elk and caribou over nearly 5 decades. I
thought I was tough as grizzly bear hide. I’ve read nearly everything on war — but nothing
moved me like this book — the true story of the 1954 Chicago fire that burned nearly 100 grade
school children and their teachers to death. SO MUCH HORROR AND SUFFERING.
NOTHING COULD PREPARE YOU FOR THIS TRUE STORY. YET IT WAS PREDICTABLE, and
was an arson that went unpunished. Please honor the children by reading their story. But brace
yourself every step of the way.May God Bless them all, and you too.”

accentrique, “I was writing a blog post about Chicago’s worst tragedies and stumbled upon Our
Lady of Angels school .... I was writing a blog post about Chicago’s worst tragedies and
stumbled upon Our Lady of Angels school fire . After reading few articles online , I decided to
order this book and it provided me with the information I needed. Not only that, but after reading
To Sleep With the Angels, I felt so much sorrow and grief that I decided to go and visit the spot
where it happened as well as the cemetery where many of the children are buried. This book
was written with so much compassion and love to the community that suffered from the fire, that
you , as a reader, become emotionally involved in every aspect of the story.I strongly
recommend this book to everyone who is interested in Chicago’s history . You will learn a lot
about the neighborhood the school was located, about honest and humble working people of
the city and the influence Catholic Church had during that time.The tragedy was truly horrific and
I am surprised that it was pretty much forgotten by now. Luckily, this book will not go away and
the true account of what happened remains for us to learn and to remember.”



Ebook Tops Reader, “I WAS 12 YEARS OLD WHEN THIS HAPPENED AND I WAS A
STUDENT AT OUR LADY HELP OF CHRISTIANS SCHOOL. I read this book because I
remember that day. I was a student at Our Lady Help of Christians Elementary School at that
time. I recall that some students that survived the fire were sent to our school to continue their
classes. We were instructed not to ask then any questions about the fire. This book was a very
factual account of that day because there were so many accounts of from real people. I happen
to know a family who lost their son in the fire and his father was expressed in the book with direct
quotes and remembrances. Also, my aunt was a nun in the same order and was stationed in
New York and she told our family how devastated they were at the loss of all the children and the
3 nuns who perished in the fire. If you want a down to earth and real account of that day and the
days that followed you should consider reading this book. Looking back at the horror that took
place, it's hard to believe all the laws and grandfathered laws that were in place at that time. It's
a very sad event but the book does it justice. If you're curious about this catastrophe, it is a must
read.”

Barbara p., “Tragic story. I was 9 years old when the fire occurred but it had a strong impact on
me. It was so horrific to realize that children of my age died in a fire while at school. I read an
article about the fire on the 60th anniversary and it prompted me to discover this book. It is
extremely well-written and though it’s very factual, the emotional toll of the event comes through
on every page. The authors did a wonderful job in detailing every minute of the tragedy and
analyzing what went wrong and why,”

CBodie, “Still haunted by this event 60 years later.. I was impressed with the inclusion in this
book of the role the Chicago Catholic diocese played in the miscarriage of justice when the kid
who set the fire stood before a judge who evidently was cowed by the powers that be in the
Catholic Church world there in Chicago.....reminded me of the fairly recent movie "Spotlight" on
the Boston Catholic Church priest sex scandal and the role the Catholic Church and its "friends"
played in that matter. This book is a very well written and equally important historical document
that should be read by everyone because many things contained in this masterfully written book
are as relevant today as they were in 1958. Yes, I was a school age kid when this horrific event
happened and I clearly remember seeing the news coverage on TV then and being deeply
haunted then and still to this day.”

BettyF, “I Remember The Day It Happened. Myself and three others in our car pool were on our
way home from work. The radio in the car was on when we heard the news. That would have
been between 4:30 and 5:00 p.m. We were all quiet. Just listening.This book brought up things I
didn't know at the time. There was nothing in the news about the children being found by the
window. Until now, I did not know about the stance of the Catholic Church., or about the short
ladders, or about the possible arsonist. So much information is in this book. I have never



forgotten that ride home from work and the feeling of sadness, and thinking about how it was so
close to Christmas. I'm glad I read it.”

catherine bragg, “very sad, harrowing read about a terrible event. Book arrived in adequate
condition.very sad,harrowing read about a terrible event”

Nancy E. Lake, “Who was responsible?. A very interesting read about this tragedy that to this
day has many unanswered questions.”

The book by David Cowan has a rating of  5 out of 4.8. 508 people have provided feedback.
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