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In the annals of American history, the Great Chicago Fire of 1871 stands as
a cataclysm that forever altered the city's landscape. Yet, just over a
century later, another fire would strike at the heart of the Windy City,
leaving an indelible mark on its cultural heritage. "What They Didn't Burn,"
a captivating historical narrative by award-winning author Susan Orlean,
delves into the devastating 1977 Chicago Public Library fire and its
profound impact on the city and its people.
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A Night of Devastation

On the fateful night of January 10th, 1977, as the city slumbered, a fire
erupted in the lower stacks of the Chicago Public Library's main branch on
Michigan Avenue. Fueled by a vast collection of centuries-old books and
documents, the inferno raged for hours, consuming millions of irreplaceable
artifacts. Among the lost treasures were first editions of works by some of
the world's greatest literary figures, such as Mark Twain, Shakespeare, and
Hemingway, as well as priceless historical records and genealogical
archives.
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A City in Mourning

News of the fire spread like wildfire through Chicago, casting a pall of grief
and disbelief over the city. The library had been a beloved institution, a
repository of knowledge and a source of pride for generations of
Chicagoans. As the smoke cleared, the enormity of the loss became
evident, and a sense of collective mourning settled upon the city.

A Legacy of Resilience

In the aftermath of the fire, the resilience of the Chicago community shone
through. Determined to salvage what they could from the ruins, firefighters,
librarians, and volunteers worked tirelessly to rescue precious books and
manuscripts. Through their heroic efforts, they managed to save a
significant portion of the collection, including the library's priceless Tiffany
glass windows.

A Journey of Rediscovery

In "What They Didn't Burn," Orlean meticulously reconstructs the events of
that fateful night and the subsequent efforts to rebuild the library's
collection. She draws on firsthand interviews with survivors, firefighters,
and librarians to paint a vivid and moving portrait of the tragedy and its
aftermath.

Through the eyes of these characters, we witness the heartbreak of losing
irreplaceable treasures and the inspiring determination to overcome
adversity. We learn about the painstaking process of restoring damaged
books and the efforts to digitize those that were beyond repair.

A Story of Hope and Renewal



"What They Didn't Burn" is more than just a historical account of a tragic
event. It is a story of hope and renewal, of how a community can come
together to overcome adversity and rebuild a cherished institution. It is a
testament to the enduring power of knowledge and the resilience of the
human spirit.

Critical Acclaim and Awards

Since its publication in 2019, "What They Didn't Burn" has garnered
widespread critical acclaim and numerous awards, including the National
Book Critics Circle Award for Nonfiction and the Pulitzer Prize for General
Nonfiction. Critics have praised Orlean's meticulous research, vivid
storytelling, and ability to capture the human drama at the heart of the
story.

Book Club Selection and Reader Engagement

"What They Didn't Burn" has become a popular selection for book clubs
and has sparked lively discussions among readers. Its themes of loss,
resilience, and the importance of preserving our cultural heritage resonate
deeply with readers of all backgrounds.

Join the conversation and immerse yourself in this captivating tale of a
tragedy that shaped a city and inspired a nation. "What They Didn't Burn" is
a must-read for history buffs, lovers of literature, and anyone who cherishes
the power of knowledge.
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