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The Great Fire of 1901 

 

 

On May 3, 1901, the Spanish moss from a mattress factory caught on fire. Soon the 

LaVilla area of downtown Jacksonville, Florida, was in flames, and in just eight hours, the fire 

had eaten its way through 146 blocks, demolished 2,000 buildings, killed seven people, and left 

10,000 homeless. The fire burned for days.  

Luckily, only seven people died, but the city was demolished. The citizens kept their 

heads up, however, and managed to work their way through the tragedy, but there is a darker side 

of the story that many do not know.  

The neighborhood of LaVilla was where the fire first started, and it had a rich history and 

culture. After the Civil War, LaVilla became a haven for freed slaves. In 1887, it became a part 

of Jacksonville. LaVilla was already renowned for its train station, but soon its nightlife scene 

grew. The neighborhood was predominantly black and full of many great artists such as James 

Weldon Johnson, who was born in Jacksonville. Johnson opened the Stanton High School, and 

wrote the song, “Lift Every Voice and Sing,” which is known as the black national anthem. Later 

the neighborhood would be known as “the Harlem of the South,” but first the fire struck, and 

sadly, LaVilla was terribly neglected.  

“LaVilla was predominantly African American. The firemen and other members of the 

community weren’t really interested in the black community at the time, and they didn’t seem to 

mind that their homes were burning down. Because of that the fire was much worse than it could 

have been, that caused the fire to spread more quickly,” stated Mitch Hemann, head archivist of 

the Jacksonville Historical Society.  

James Weldon Johnson was still the principal of Stanton High School at the time of the 

fire. In his writings, he claims the fire was much worse than it needed to be due to the racism of 

authorities. “...[T]he firemen spend all their efforts saving a low row of frame houses just across 

the street on the south side of the factory, belonging to a white man named Steve Melton.”  

Johnson went on to say that when African Americans complained  they weren’t being 

helped, the firemen responded in racial slurs and said black homes didn’t need to be saved. This 

is a horrific display of how racism divided us even in times of crisis and tragedy when a city 

should have been coming together, not splitting in two. 



The fire did not just abuse the citizens of Jacksonville, it abused its economy. After the 

city was almost wiped clean of its buildings, there was much rebuilding required. 

With such a devastating fire, lots of issues were spotted quickly, like how much damage 

it caused. The fire demolished homes and destroyed people’s belongings. The Great Fire left 

10,000 people homeless and tore apart more than 2,000 buildings. The economy was also 

affected harshly, with a great amount of money lost.  

“People rallied together extremely quickly-it's pretty astounding- to feed everyone, to set 

up commissaries in other areas to provide relief to people, and places to sleep, all over the place, 

camps here and there, so really, I think what it did, there was a sense of unity, it sort of brought 

the community together for the most part.” Hemann said. 

Jacksonville is still building- even rebuilding- from the fire. After the fire, the population 

was about 30,000, but in less than three months the population rose by 5,000, and by 1910, it had 

doubled. With so many people moving in building permits were being granted. This was only the 

beginning of the rebuilding that is still happening today. 

“A lot of times we would refer to Jacksonville as, ‘The Bold New City of the South,’ and 

that’s kind of an idea that has been adopted from that fire. 

“This idea that we can build again or build even stronger and better. I think that effect 

still has an impact now in the city.” Hemann stated. 

 

 

This is a photo of men looking at the streets of Jacksonville after the fire destroyed it. (From the Times-

Union archives). 

 


