


102 THE CITY

arranged as to facilitate egress in cases of fire or accident, and to afford the requisite and proper ac-
commodation for the public protection in such cases ; and all aisles and passage-ways in said buddings
devoted to purposes of amusement or instruction, shall be kept free from camp-stools, ckairs, sofas,
and other obstructions, during any performance, service, exhibition, lecture, concert, ball, or any
public assemblage ; and the superintendent of buildings may at any time serve a written or printed
notice upon the owner, lessee, or manager of any of said buildings, directing any act or thing to lie
done in or about the arrangement of the said buildings, and the several appliances therewith con-
nected, such as halls, doors, stairs, windows, seats, aisles, and escapes, so as to afford the greatest pos-
sible security to the public in the uses to which they may be severally applied.” Under the pro-
visions of this section my predecessor caused surveys to be made of the several theatres in regard to the
means of egress, and issued notices to their managers and proprietors, forbidding them to incumber
the aisles with chairs, camp-stools, etc. As no serious casualty of the kind had occurred since the
burning of the Richmond theatre, and the existing theatres in New York had been constructed with
usual regard to public safety, the law was not rigorously interpreted to cover more than the points
named, and managers who regarded the interference of the Department as more or less officious
and oppressive, were careless concerning the observance of the regulations.  Fire-proof, scenery, ven-
tilation, etc., and such matters, as hose, extinguishers, axes, buckets, wet blankets, and similar ap-
pliances used for fire-guards, having been heretofore regarded under the supervision of the Depart-
ments of Health or Fire, it came to be the custom of officers in the Department of Buildings to
recommend these important protectives rather than order them with the authority of law. Such was
the state of things upon my accession to the office of Superintendent. Interpreting the law to confer
more power than heretofore believed, yet hesitating to interfere with the supposed duties of the co-
ordinate Departments of the city government, | detailed special inspectors, charged with the duty of
executing the general provisions of section 29. Still, however, while suggesting all necessary fire-

uards, deferring to the prevalent assumptions in regard to the other Departments. In accordance,

owever, with my views of the increased responsibility, | have improved the safeguards of nearly all
places ot amusement in the city, ordered additional means of egress from stage, dressing-rooms, and
auditorium wherever, in my judgment, such were required, cau-ed surveys and accurate maps to be
made of every theatre in New York, and during the past year | have ordered additional means of
egress to be provided in the Stadt, Booth’s Lyceum, Olympic, New Broadway, Union Square, Park.
Ttiird Avenue, Metropolitan, Volk’s, Parisian Varieties Theatres, and San Francisco Minstrel Hall,
Many of the improvements have been completed, and the remainder are in progress. Inspections
have been made ot 474 churches, 72 of which had not complied with the regulations at the date
of my last annual report ; 25 have failed to comply with their agreement to have the outer doors
locked back during services, and have been notified. Complete diagrams have been made of the
public school-houses, and proper notification given of all violations, and of the whole number but one
case has been sent to the Attorney. So far as the annually increasing duties of the limited force at my
command permitted, | have sought to enhance the means of publ.c safety. But it was not until the
apalling disaster in Brooklyn had aroused public feeling to a realizing sense of the mighty perils to
which thousands are exposed, that some absolutely authoritative interpretation of the law was de-
manded, not only by the Department but by the press and public, wheieby the duties of the several
Departments should be finally defined, The entire responsibility having been thus imposed upon the
Department of Buildings, it remains with the available force at my command to render places of
amusement and ouildings of public resort as safe as human knowledge and experience can make them.

| say, “ with the availaule force at iny command,” for inasmuch as my estimates toi the coming year
were based upon an economical calculation of the labor required in the regular work of the Depart-
ment during that period, it will be seen that in order 10 meet the important requirements of such an
increase of responsibility and labor a large force will become necessary. In no case is “ continued
vigilance the price of public safety ” more than in tiieatres. The following are the results of my ex-
perience in this behalf, and will illustrate the importance ot a skilled and faithful corps of special in
spector* to watch over life and property, perhaps Letter than any argument. The most dangerous
element in such ca-.es is panic caused by terror of unseen peril, i'he audience lose their presence of
mind utterly, and in their wild eflfors to escape unknown danger, impede each other and lose their
lives. I'nere is not a theatre in the city that requires ordinarily over six minutes to empty the audito-
riu n, yet in case of panic the means of egress would be inadequate. In order to prevent panic, it is
only necessary to familiarize the public with a-sured means of safety. To secure this, ea-h floor
should be provided with no: les, than two direct an 1sufficient means of egress, each with a plain sign
of direction over tnem to indicate their use.  The aisles should be of sufficient width, and each should
open directly to a lobby ot ample capacity to avoid a [sack, or into the street or stairway. Dressing,
scene, and property rooms should be separated from the stage by fire-proof doors, walls, and sufficient
means of egress provide 1 from each dressing-room. Ho>e, water-buckets, extinguishers, axes, and
wet blankets should be provided, properly distributed, and kept in good order tor instant use. All
gas jets in the procemu n should be fully protected by wire nets, and materials used for colored fires
should be burned in vessels protected by wire nets. Where practicable water-sprinklers, of sufficient
capacity to flood the s age, should lie arranged over the flies, and a lever controlling it placed on each
side the wings a.ce”sib.e to the night firemen. If pos-ible to render the scenery and .stage properties
fire-proof, 1 should be insisted upon. Inasmuch as fires are more liable to commence on the stage, it
should be separate 1from the auditorium by an absolutely fire-proof procenium and drop-curtain.
Many materials and devices to effect incombustibility have been proposed, but experience thus far is
unable to decide upon their respective merits.  I'he great importance of the matter, however, renders
it extremely desirable that invention in this direction should be encouraged. The stage should be dis-
connected from auditorium, the roof carried up higher, and sufficient ventilators provided to carry off
the smoke in the early stages of fires. Having provided all the safeguards named, it is of the utmost
imp jrtance that night-watchmen or firemen, wnh no other duty, should patrol each side of the stage
during every performance. When all places of amusement are made to conform to such regulations,
under the immediate supervision of inspectors, and the public have become familiarized with the facts,
panics will, in a great measure, be avoided, such terrible loss of life as in Brooklyn become impossible,
and theatres will be as safe, or even more so, than a hotel or dwelling. While it would be an easy
matter to enforce the safeguards named in buildings hereafter to be erected, a similar security cannot
be fully attained in ol | structures, and in the absence o.'a more alsolu.e and definite law. the Depart-
ment of Building-, with a pr per regard of private rights, and a sense of duty to the public, can only
exercise the discretion with which it is now empowered by the present law, with such firmness and
moderation as individual circumstances may require.

For further details of the work of the Department, | respectfully refer to the annexed appendices.
Very respectfully,

WALTER W. ADAMS,
Sujierintendent of Buildings.

TRANSACTIONS OF THE BOARD OF EXAMINERS.

(Created under provisions of section 31, chapter 625, Laws of 1871, as amended by section 8,
chapter 547, Laws of 1874.)

During the quarter ending December 31, 1876. three called meetings.

Twenty-seven petitions to vary the law respecting the construction of new buildings were acted
upon.

Four petitions to modify the law in regard to the alterations of buildings.

Two special applications for toe erection of frame buildings.

Five petitions tor e*emption of the law in regard to iron shutters.

THOMAS DONALDSON,
Clerk to Board.

BUREAU OF INSPECTION OF BUILDINGS.

W. W. Adams, Esq., Superintendent of Buildings :

Sir -1 herewith respectfully submit a report of the operations of this Bureau for the three months
ending December 31, 1876.
Very respectfully,
Robert McGinnis,
Chief of Bureau.

Plans and specifications filed for new buildings 137
Number of buildings embraced therein .......... 255
Plans and specifications filed for alterations. 163
Number of buildings embraced therein 179
New buildings commenced 237

“ completed 4&1
Alterations commenced .. *72

“ completed 222
New buildings in progress, December 31, 1876. 651
Alterations “ “ 25

During the quarter, plans and specifications were submitted for new buildings to cost $2,804,430,
and for alterations $258,538.

RECORD. January 24.
EXHIBIT “A.”
Plans and Specifications for New Buildings submitted, examined, etc., from Oct. 1 to
December 31, 1876.
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EXHIBIT *“B.”

Plans and Specifications for Alterations to Buildings submitted, examined, etc., from
October 1 to December 30, 1876.
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EXHIBIT “C.”
New Buildings Commenced, prom October 1 to December 31, 1876.
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