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    There are moments that 
define each generation.  
For instance, almost any-
one who was at least nine-
years-old on November  
22, 1963, can tell you 
where they were when 
they heard the news that 
President Kennedy had 
been assassinated.  It was 
the first real defining mo-
ment of my generation.  
Regardless of ethnic, eco-
nomic, religious, or envi-
ronmental backgrounds, 
all of us have the common 
bond of the shock felt that 
day. 
  Some of the other defin-
ing moments I have ex-
perienced in my lifetime 
are: 
Apr il 4, 1968, the assas-
sination of Martin Luther 
King 
June 5, 1968, the assassi-
nation of presidential can-
didate Robert F. Kennedy 
July 20, 1969, the first 
moon landing 
August 9, 1969, the mur-
der spree in California by 
the followers of Charles 
Manson 
November 18, 1978, the 
mass suicide in Guayana  
 

 
by members of the cult led 
by Jim Jones 
December 8, 1980, the 
murder of John Lennon 
January 28, 1986, the 
explosion on takeoff of the 
space shuttle Challenger 
Apr il 19, 1993, the final 
battle in Waco between 
the FBI and the Branch 
Davidians 
Apr il 19, 1995, the bomb-
ing of the Murrah Build-
ing in Oklahoma City by 
Timothy McVeigh 
September 11, 2001, the 
terrorist attacks on the 
World Trade Center and 
Pentagon 
    For twenty-one mem-
bers of the Frankum fam-
ily, a major defining mo-
ment occurred on Apr il 
16, 1947, at 9:12 a.m., 
when circumstances com-
bined that resulted in the 
virtual destruction of 
Texas City, Texas.  One 
minute they were shop-
ping, sitting in a class-
room, at work, on a picket 
line and sewing.  The next 
moment the world shook 
and their lives would 
forever be marked by the 
horrific loss of friends and 
property. 
 

 
    The first time I became 
aware of the Texas City 
disaster was when Aunt 
Ora Lamb put a family 
relic in my family’s 
custody – an antique man-
tle clock that had been 
damaged that day.  I knew 
there had been an explo-
sion, but nothing more.  It 
would be forty years 
before I would learn the 
facts of what happened 
that day.  The horror of 
the events of April 16, 
1947, is almost more than 
the mind can comprehend.  
I cannot begin to imagine 
what it was like to live 
through it. Yet, amid mas-
sive loss of life and prop-
erty, twenty-one mem-
bers of the Frankum 
family not only lived the 
horror first hand, but also 
miraculously escaped ser-
ious injury. The more I 
studied the story, the more 
amazed I was that our 
family was spared the 
ultimate loss suffered by 
so many of the residents 
of Texas City on that 
April day.  It is a story that 
needs to be told.  It is a 
story that needs to be 
remembered. 
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    Before I begin, let me 
say that it is not my 
intention to explore the 
historical events that led 
to Texas City becoming 
the 11th largest port in 
the nation in 1947.  
Neither is it my intention 
to discuss blame or legal 
repercussions resulting 
from the events of that 
infamous day in April.  
Several books are given 
in my source list that 
paint these pictures much 
better than I could hope 
to do.  Let me simply set 
the scene of a thriving 
industrial city where 
post-war jobs were abun-
dant. 
    Monsanto, with a 
plant situated adjacent to 
the docks, provided jobs 
for 600 people.  It pro-
duced styrene, a neces-
sary element for the 
manufacture of synthetic 
rubber.  In April 1947 
the plant was operating 
at full capacity, with 
more than 400 men and 
women at work on the 
morning of the 16th.  
    Nearby was the only 
tin smelter in the United 
States.  Other industries 
clustered near the water 
front were Republic Oil 
Refining, Humble Pipe 
Line, Stone Oil Com-
pany, Richardson Refin-
ing, Atlantic Pipe Line, 
and the Carbine and 
Carbon Chemical Com-
pany (to later become 

known as Union Car-
bide).  It was a bustling 
area. 
    Texas City’s school 
system was overcrowd-
ed and having problems 
keeping up with the 
growing population.  To 
alleviate the situation, 
students went to school 
in shifts.  Central High 
School was used as both 
high school and junior 
high, with the high 
school classes attending 
from 7:00 a.m. until 
noon and the junior high 
classes attending from 
12:30 p.m. until 5:30 
p.m.  The elementary 
schools also ran split 
shifts.  There were a lot 
of children free to ob-
serve the activities 
downtown that day, 
either on their own or in 
the company of their par-
ents. 
    All of these elements 
were in place that spring 
morning and would con-
tribute to what is still 
considered to be the 
worst industrial accident 
in American history. 
     

 � ���� � ��� � �
 �� � � �
    Sisters Linnie Brown, 
Ora Lamb, and Virgie 
McVay and their fami-
lies were residents of 
Texas City in 1947.  Ora 
and Shorty Lamb and 
their son Dwight, age 13, 
lived in the 200 block of 
1st Avenue.  Close by, on 

2nd Avenue, was the 
home of Virgie and Lee 
McVay and their child-
ren Earl, 13, Leroy, 11, 
Faye, 9, Ann, 7, and 
Janie, 5. 
    Linnie and Herman 
Brown’s children were 
grown and beginning 
their own families.  Son 
Marvin was 21 years old.  
Daughter Tootsie, 22, 
and her husband Morris 
Simmons were parents of 
young Patricia, age 2.  
Daughter Hazel, 19, and 
her husband Jesse Bell 
also were parents of a 2-
year-old daughter, Bren-
da.  Another resident of 
Texas City was a future 
in-law, James Owens, 
age 11, who would mar-
ry Ann McVay ten years 
later. His family lived in 
the 1400 block of 7th 
Avenue South.  Also in 
Texas City that day was 
Shorty Lamb’s father, 
who was visiting from 
out of state. 
 
	 � � � � � � � � �
� � � ���� � ��� � � �  
    The day began early 
for Lee McVay and son 
Earl.  Lee delivered milk 
for Spears Dairy and 
they were loading the 
milk truck at 4:30 a.m., 
preparing to deliver milk 
to cafes, refineries and 
boarding houses around 
town.  Earl attended 
school in the afternoon 
and was helping his dad 
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with the milk route in the 
mornings. 
    The morning dawned 
clear and cool, with a 
brisk north wind.  It was 
a nice, spring day. 
    The morning school 
shift began at 7:00 a.m. 
and Leroy and Faye 
McVay were attending 
classes at Danforth Ele-
mentary. 
    Shorty Lamb was not 
going to work that morn-
ing.  An electrician, he 
had just finished a job at 
Monsanto on the 11th.  A 
small crew was still at 
the plant finalizing the 
job, but Shorty was 
spending the morning 
with his father.  They 
were headed downtown 
to buy a pair of shoes. 
    Shorty’s wife Ora 
worked for the telephone 
company.  The telephone 
operators were on strike 
and she was to walk the 
picket line later that 
morning.  Their son 
Dwight was at home, not 
due to be in school until 
the afternoon session. 
    At the docks, the 
longshoremen were pre-
paring to finish loading 
the French Liberty ship, 
the Grandcamp.  The 
ship had already taken 
on 59,000 bales of sisal 
twine in Cuba, 9,334 
bags of shelled peanuts, 
380 bales of cotton and 
some drilling equipment 
in Houston, and was 

picking up a load of 
ammonium nitrate fertili-
zer in Texas City before 
returning to France.  The 
ship had been in the 
Texas City dock since 
the 11th, but due to 
weather problems, only 
about 2300 tons had 
been loaded by the 
morning of the 16th.  At 
about 8:00 a.m., the 
hatch cover was removed 
and an 8-man crew be-
gan to load the remain-
ing 100 lb. bags of fer-
tilizer. 
    Shortly after begin-
ning work, one of the 
crew smelled smoke.  An 
investigation led to the 
discovery of a small fire 
in Hold 4, between the 
cargo and the side of the 
ship, about 7 or 8 layers 
of bags below the top of 
the stack.  In an effort to 
extinguish the fire, the 
men poured the contents 
of two water jugs on it.  
The fire worsened.  Two 
of the French crew ar-
rived and emptied two 5-
gallon fire extinguishers, 
but to no avail.  A fire 
hose was lowered into 
the hold, and the ship’s 
whistle sounded the fire 
alert.   
    At this point, a critical 
mistake was made.  Ra-
ther than use the hose to 
put out the fire, the order 
was given not to use 
water to put out the fire, 
since it would damage 

the cargo in the hold.  
The captain ordered the 
hatch closed and covered 
with a wet tarp, the 
ventilators closed and 
steam smothering system 
activated.  This was a 
common procedure for 
dealing with fires on 
board, unless there were 
explosive materials in-
volved.  Although am-
monium nitrate had been 
employed as explosive 
material during war time, 
it was not considered 
dangerous under trans-
portation conditions. 
    Instead of smothering 
the fire, pressure began 
to build in the hold.  It 
was only minutes later 
that the hatch cover blew 
off, ripping through the 
tarp, and orange smoke 
began to pour through 
the hold. 
    Many of the witnesses 
would later remark on 
the unusual color of the 
smoke.  Rather than the 
black smoke one would 
see during a structure 
fire, this smoke was 
pinkish orange.  “Sort of 
like the northern lights,”  
writes Earl McVay. 
    Any fire will draw 
onlookers, but the unu-
sual color of the smoke 
attracted a larger crowd 
than usual.  Many of 
those drawn to the docks 
were children who were 
free until the afternoon 
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school session began at 
noon. 
    Ora Lamb was not due 
to walk the picket line 
until 9:00 a.m., so when 
the fire whistle blew, she 
decided to go down to 
the docks and watch.  
She knew her husband 
would not approve, but 
he was out with his dad 
and could not voice his 
objections on this occa-
sion.  She drove over to 
her sister Virgie’s house 
and the two of them, 
along with Virgie’s two 
youngest girls, Ann and 
Janie, made their way to 
the docks. 
    The four of them 
found a place to watch, 
near the Monsanto plant, 
where they joined a 
crowd of other onlook-
ers.  Ora later wrote “ it 
[the fire] seemed to be 
quite contained.  There 
were no embers or 
sparks flying. Just burn-
ing like a candle.”  
Thinking the firemen 
would soon have the fire 
under control, and since 
Ora had to be on the 
picket line at 9:00, they 
left after a short while.  
Ora dropped Virgie, Ann 
and Janie at their house, 
and went on to the 
telephone office.  Virgie 
headed toward her sew-
ing machine in the 
bedroom. 
    At the docks, 26 vol-
unteer firemen continued 

to battle the fire, now 
assisted by the fire-
fighting teams from 
Monsanto and Republic 
Oil Refinery.  A call was 
put in to Galveston to 
send tugs to pull the ship 
into the bay.  The crowd 
watching continued to 
grow, standing two and 
three deep at this point. 
    Just before 9:00, Lee 
and Earl McVay made 
their milk delivery to the 
Monsanto plant’s café-
teria.  From there they 
went to Frank’s Café to 
make a delivery and to 
have some breakfast.  
The café was less than 
100 yards from the burn-
ing ship, giving them an 
excellent view of the 
fire-fighters while they 
ate their breakfast.  Some 
of their neighbors and 
friends were among the 
volunteers working on 
the fire.  They left 
Frank’s at about 9:00, 
made their next delivery 
at a boarding house a 
mile away, then headed 
to the Pan Am Refinery, 
about 3 miles from the 
fire. 
    Back at the Lamb 
house, Dwight got out of 
bed and was sitting in a 
rocking chair in their 
living room.  Linnie 
Brown, her daughter 
Tootsie, and Tootsie’s 
daughter left the porch 
where they had been 
watching the child play 

and went inside.  Lin-
nie’s daughter Hazel Bell 
was at home, reading.  
Faye McVay was in a 
second-floor classroom.  
Shorty Lamb and his 
father were on a down-
town sidewalk.  Ann 
McVay was in the 
kitchen drying dishes.  
Her mother Virgie, rea-
lizing that little Janie had 
been sometime in the 
bathroom, got up from 
her sewing to go check 
on her daughter.  Lee 
and Earl McVay had just 
stepped out of the milk 
truck at Pan Am.  Ora 
Lamb was in a building 
downtown, across from 
the telephone company. 
 
� �� � �� �� ��
    The Grandcamp ex-
ploded in a mighty blast 
that was felt 200 miles 
away. The volunteer fire-
men and crew aboard 
immediately disintegrat-
ed, their bodies never to 
be recovered. 
    Pieces of the ship flew 
in every direction, from 
small bolts to pieces of 
metal weighing several 
tons.  The 2,000 pound 
propeller slammed into 
the ground over two 
miles away, digging a 
hole eight feet deep.  
Bales of burning sisal 
rained down on the town. 
    Onlookers who had 
been watching the fire 
were cut down by flying 
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shrapnel.  Monsanto’s 
plant collapsed, killing 
145 of the 450 shift 
workers, including the 
remaining members of 
Shorty Lamb’s work 
crew.  Most of the 
warehouses along the 
docks were destroyed.  
Pipelines broken in the 
blast spewed benzene, 
propane and ethyl all 
over the waterfront.  
Gasoline and oil tanks 
erupted in fires that 
would take days to 
extinguish. 
    A mushroom cloud 
rose in the sky and the 
shock wave threw two 
small planes down to the 
ground.   
    Earl McVay remem-
bers thinking there had 
been an explosion at the 
plant.  “We heard this 
horribly loud explosion, 
felt the ground shaking 
fiercely and ran directly 
into the [Pan Am] café-
teria.  Momentarily, we 
stepped outside the door 
of the cafeteria and 
looked towards the 
docks.  There was a 
huge, black, ugly mush-
room shaped cloud hang-
ing over the docks.  
Debris was flying 
through the air and we 
could see fires breaking 
out around the docks.”  
    Dwight Lamb, alone 
in his house, was thrown 
out of the rocking chair 
where he had been 

sitting and ended up 
half-way across the 
room.  He stumbled out 
of the house and ran 
towards the McVay 
house on the next street, 
losing his slippers on the 
way.  He luckily escaped 
serious injury.  Had he 
stayed in bed that morn-
ing, he would have been 
struck by a piece of steel 
that landed in the middle 
of his bed. 
    At the McVay home, 
the commode where 
Janie had been sitting 
shattered beneath her and 
the concussion of the 
blast caused her ear-
drums to burst.  All of 
the windows blew out, 
littering the house with 
glass.  Virgie received a 
small wound in her back 
from a piece of shrapnel.  
The kitchen door jam-
med shut, trapping Ann 
inside. Her mother was 
able to hit the door with 
enough force to knock it 
off its hinges and free 
her. “ I don’ t remember 
the actual explosion,”  
Ann writes, “but I re-
member walking out of 
the house, barefooted, 
over a layer of glass.”  
    Virgie’s decision to 
check on Janie just prior 
to the explosion probably 
saved her life.  The chair 
and sewing machine 
where she had been 
working were hit by a 
piece of steel that came 

through the roof, flatten-
ing the two items of 
furniture and forcing 
them through the floor 
onto the ground beneath 
the house. 
    The porch where 
Tootsie’s child had been 
playing minutes before 
collapsed. 
    Tootsie’s husband 
Morris Simmons was in 
a group of men who 
were inside a fenced-in 
area, with a top section 
of barbed wire.  While 
they were at the fence 
trying to figure a way to 
get out, two other men 
came running past them 
and cleared the fence. 
    Another relative of the 
Brown family (possibly 
son Marvin Brown) was 
painting a large oil 
storage tank.  When the 
explosion came, the scaf-
folding swayed back and 
forth.  With difficulty, he 
managed to hang on. 
    Shorty Lamb and his 
father were a few blocks 
from home when the 
blast occurred.  They 
quickly sought shelter 
from the flying debris by 
diving under a car. 
    The telephone workers 
downtown “…went to a 
window facing Main 
Street,”  Ora wrote, “and 
the sights were most 
horrible.  [We] could not 
see across the street for 
the debris; large and 
small objects swirling 
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and flying in an 
enormous whirl wind.”  
    In the next few min-
utes, a 15-foot tidal wave 
caused by the blast 
slammed ashore, carry-
ing debris and oil up and 
over the waterfront area, 
and pushing a large steel 
barge ashore.  Many of 
the dead and injured 
were swept back into the 
water. 
    The stunned residents 
of Texas City who sur-
vived the blast were in 
shock.  Dead bodies and 
body parts littered the 
area.  Many had had the 
clothes blown from their 
bodies and were nude.  
Oily sludge covered peo-
ple so thoroughly that it 
sometimes was impos-
sible to determine if a 
person was black or 
white.  In those days of 
segregation, this present-
ed a problem to aid 
workers trying to decide 
to which hospital a 
victim should be taken. 
    As soon as Lee Mc-
Vay realized what was 
happening, he and Earl 
headed back to town to 
find their family.  Many 
others were also headed 
toward the docks to find 
family, while many were 
fleeing north, away from 
the destruction. 
    “The nearer we got to 
our house…the more de-
struction we witnessed 
and the more alarmed we 

became for the safety of 
our family,”  Earl writes.  
“When we reached the 
house, no one was there.  
All the windows had 
been blown out, glass 
was everywhere, the 
commode was busted, 
and there were holes in 
the roof where flying 
steel had gone through.  
The car was still in the 
garage, where a piece of 
steel had gone through 
the roof and dented the 
fender.”  
    Virgie McVay had 
taken the girls to look for 
Faye and Leroy who had 
been in class at Danforth, 
one block away from the 
house.  Nephew Dwight 
Lamb caught up with 
them there.  They found 
Leroy, but could not 
locate Faye.  They still 
had not found her when 
Lee and Earl located 
them.  They all went 
back to the house to get 
the car, then drove to 
Sixth Street and parked.  
The children stayed with 
the car while Lee and 
Virgie went looking in 
the crowd for Faye.  
Finally Lee took his fam-
ily to the dairy plant and 
left them there so they 
would be safe while he 
continued to hunt for 
Faye. 
    Searching for surviv-
ors became one of the 
first priorities.  Within 
thirty minutes of word 

getting to the Red Cross, 
relief and rescue squads 
were on their way.  
Many of the men of 
Texas City had served 
during the recent war 
and had experience in 
dealing with devastation.  
They began to organize 
to gather the dead and 
help tend to the injured.  
A makeshift morgue was 
set up in a vacant garage.  
Later on, when that faci-
lity was full, the bodies 
would be laid out in the 
Central High School 
gym.  Lee McVay would 
visit the morgues that 
day, looking for his 
missing daughter. 
    In the meantime, Faye 
McVay had escaped 
from the school by slid-
ing down a wall that had 
collapsed over the stair-
well.  When she got out-
side, she looked for 
Leroy and did not find 
him.  Instead, she ran 
into her Girl Scout 
leader, who took her and 
another girl to her own 
house, which was on 10th 
avenue.  The same street 
where the dairy was 
located.  “ I waited out-
side on her porch for 
several hours, scared to 
death and crying because 
I didn’ t know where my 
family was,”  Faye re-
calls.  As Lee was re-
turning to the dairy, he 
spotted his daughter in 
the woman’s yard.  With 
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the family reunited, Lee 
drove the milk truck, still 
loaded with milk covered 
in ice, to the north end of 
town where many people 
had gathered.  He opened 
the truck, told people to 
help themselves and left 
it there. 
    Ora Lamb made her 
way home to locate her 
husband, son and father-
in-law.  After learning 
that her family and those 
of her sisters’  were safe, 
she returned to the 
telephone office and took 
up her position at the 
switchboard.  The strike 
forgotten, the workers 
got to work, reestab-
lishing communications 
with the outside world. 
    Shorty Lamb, his 
father and his son, left 
Texas City and headed to 
Tomball to spend a few 
days with Ora’s sister 
Ruby Johnston’s family.  
Lee McVay took his 
family and a neighbor 
family up the coast to 
stay with friends at 
Clifton-by-the-Sea (now 
Bacliff).  The house was 
on Galveston Bay and 
the family had a clear 
view of the fires burning 
a few miles away.  They 
would stay there for 
several days before re-
turning to Texas City. 
    At the end of that 
horrible day, the family 
members who lived in 
Texas City knew the 

relief that they had all 
escaped death and seri-
ous injury and most were 
safely out of the dev-
astated city. 
    However, there was 
more to come. 
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    When the Grandcamp 
exploded, a ship docked 
nearby, the High Flyer, 
was torn loose from its 
moorings and crashed 
into another ship, the 
Wilson B. Keene.  The 
High Flyer was also 
carrying a load of 
ammonium nitrate ferti-
lizer.  The High Flyer 
had been under repairs 
and was unable to move 
under its own power.  
The ship was inspected 
several times through the 
day and did not seem to 
be in danger.  But about 
8:00 p.m. that night, a 
fire was discovered 
aboard the ship, perhaps 
started by fiery debris 
from one of the day’s 
explosions.  Panic set in 
as word got around that 
another ammonium ni-
trate explosion was pos-
sible.  A desperate at-
tempt was made by two 
tugs to pull the disabled 
ship out of the slip, but it 
wedged against the 
Wilson B. Keene and 
could not be moved.  At 
12:55 a.m., orange and 
red flames began to 
shoot out of the hold and 

the area was ordered 
cleared.  At 1:10 a.m., 
the High Flyer disinte-
grated in an explosion 
even more powerful and 
destructive than that of 
the Grandcamp.  Loss of 
life was less during the 
second explosion, since 
so many had evacuated, 
but property damage was 
massive.  Many of the 
warehouses and build-
ings that had survived 
the first blast were 
leveled by the second.  
The Wilson B. Keene 
was completely de-
stroyed. 
    The McVay family 
had been listening to the 
radio reports from the 
safety of their refuge at 
Clifton-on-the-Bay and 
were aware of the new 
threat to Texas City.  
When the explosion 
came, “We felt the 
ground shake,”  Earl re-
calls.  “ I wish I had the 
words to describe the 
awesome and fierce fire-
works that lit up the sky 
that night.”  
    Ora had gone home 
that night with a lady 
who lived in The Heights 
portion of the city.  They 
were shaken awake by 
the blast.  When morning 
came, they returned to 
the telephone office and 
worked until some time 
later that day when they 
were evacuated for fear 
that more explosions 
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were possible.  Having 
done her duty through 
two long, terrible days, 
she went to LaMarque, 
caught a bus to Houston, 
and was reunited with 
her family. 
 
 � � � � ���� � ! � � �
    Ora’s and Virgie’s 
sister Ruby Johnston 
lived in Tomball, about 
75 miles away from 
Texas City, on the far 
side of Houston.  The 
Johnston family had 
heard of the explosion on 
the radio.  Ruby immed-
iately started trying to 
make telephone contact 
with family members.  
Communication lines 
were down and there was 
no way to learn the fate 
of their Texas City 
relatives.  She wanted to 
make the trip to Texas 
City, but all roads going 
into the city were 
blocked by police and 
military personnel and 
only authorized and 
emergency vehicles were 
being allowed through.  
Ruby’s husband Bill was 
chief of the volunteer 
fire department of Tom-
ball and owned a truck 
he had purchased from 
his employer, Houston 
Lighting and Power Co.  
He put on his fireman’s 
uniform, got in the truck 
that still bore the mark-
ings of HL&P, and 
headed for Texas City.  

Accompanying him was 
a friend of the family, a 
nurse, who planned to 
stay with any of the 
family who might need 
medical help. 
    The men of the Lamb 
family were headed in 
the opposite direction, 
making their way to 
Tomball.  When they 
arrived, they pulled into 
the gas station across the 
street from the store 
where Ruby worked.  
She ran over to the car 
and, when she realized 
her sister Ora was not 
with the family, became 
hysterical, thinking her 
sister had died in the 
blast.  Her brother-in-law 
was forced to slap her to 
calm her down before he 
could explain that Ora 
had stayed behind to 
work through the crisis. 
    Meanwhile, Bill John-
ston arrived in Texas 
City and managed to 
bluff his way past the 
barricades by claiming 
he had been called to 
help.  Since firemen and 
HL&P employees were 
being sent to Texas City 
to help, his bluff worked 
and he was allowed to go 
through.  He was able to 
locate Ora at the tele-
phone company.  She 
assured him that all of 
the family members 
there had survived and 
were, for the most part, 
unhurt.  He telephoned 

his wife as soon as he 
was away from Texas 
City to report that by 
some miracle the Frank-
um family had been 
spared any fatalities.  He  
also reported the deva-
station he had seen, 
including the telephone 
company building where 
all the windows had been 
blown out and where Ora 
had a front row seat to 
the parade of bodies 
being brought to the 
school across the street. 
 
" � � #� � �� �� � ! � � �
  About 60 miles south of 
Texas City, the only 
Frankum brother, Sam, 
was doing his own share 
of worrying.  The blast 
had been felt in Brazoria, 
and smoke from the ex-
plosion could be seen in 
the distance.  Dean 
Frankum remembers be-
ing in school and feeling 
the building shudder.  He 
looked out the windows 
of the classroom to see 
what was going on and 
saw the window glass 
cracking.  He first 
thought it was an earth-
quake. Norman Frankum 
recalls that the teachers 
speculated it was dyna-
mite set off too close to 
the school.  (Nita Keith, 
who would later marry 
Norman, was a 10-year-
old living in Sargent, 
about 15 miles further 
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down the coast.  She also 
felt the ground shake.) 
    The Frankum family 
did not own a radio, but 
learned what had hap-
pened later that evening. 
    Sam felt he had to go 
to Texas City to try to 
learn the fate of his 
sisters.  Since his car was 
none too reliable, he 
hitch-hiked a ride, but 
was unable to get past 
the police blockades.  He 
was forced to try and 
make contact by tele-
phone.  At last he did get 
through to one of the 
sisters (probably Ora), 
who let him know that 
all the members of the 
family had escaped ser-
ious injuries. 
 
� $�� � � � �� �
    After several days, the 
National Guard began to 
allow residents back in 
to assess the damage to 
their homes and to pick 
up clothing and other 
essentials. 
  The Lamb home was 
badly damaged and later 
condemned.  The frame 
house had been knocked 
off its concrete blocks, 
the windows blown out 
and the doors askew.  
Multiple pieces of steel 
had fallen through the 
roof.  They were able to 
recover most of their 
personal belongings, 
though some of the 
furniture, including the 

mantle clock, were 
broken.  They later 
moved to the 300 block 
of 8th Avenue North. 
    The McVay house was 
similarly damaged.  All 
of the windows were 
blown out and there were 
holes in the roof.  The 
only unbroken glass in 
the house was the turtle 
bowl, which still held 
Faye’s pet turtle, un-
harmed.  The house was 
eventually repaired and 
the family continued to 
live there for awhile. 
    When the McVays 
returned to the house, 
they found their dog 
Happy, who had been in 
the house at the time of 
the explosion, but had 
somehow escaped.  “The 
poor dog was never the 
same afterwards” , Earl 
recalls.  “Whenever we 
had the slightest bit of 
thunder, he was under 
the bed until it was 
completely over.”  
    The final tabulation of 
property loss for Texas 
City was $100 million, 
which would be roughly 
equivalent to $700 mil-
lion today.  In addition, 
approximately $500 mil-
lion of petroleum pro-
ducts were lost. 
    One-third of the city’s 
houses were con-
demned, leaving 2000 
people homeless.  Six 
hundred cars and trucks 

were destroyed and 500 
more suffered damage. 
    Fires would continue 
to burn until April 22nd.  
It was ultimately con-
cluded that the original 
fire aboard the Grand-
camp was caused by a 
worker smoking in the 
hold, against regulations. 
 
 � � �%&� � � � � ���
    Everyone in Texas 
City lost someone that 
day; if not family, then 
friend.  Long lines of 
people passed through 
the temporary morgues, 
looking for their missing 
loved ones.  No one will 
ever know exactly how 
many lives were lost that 
day, but one official 
estimate was 405 iden-
tified dead, 63 uniden-
tified dead, 100 missing 
(no remains found), 3500 
injured.  These numbers 
represented 25% of the 
total population of Texas 
City having been injured 
or killed.  There were 
approximately 800 who 
suddenly became wid-
ows, widowers, orphans 
or dependent parents. 
    Help was sent to 
Texas City from across 
the nation.  The nation’s 
supply of penicillin was 
almost entirely exhaust-
ed treating the injured.  
Twenty-one hospitals re-
ceived patients.  Two-
thirds of 852 seriously 
injured patients were 
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treated by hospitals in 
Galveston, with Houston 
receiving a good percent-
age of the remainder. 
    On the evening of 
April 19th, the survivors 
gathered for a memorial 
service at the high school 
football stadium.  It 
would be almost a month 
before the last body 
would be recovered. 
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Earl McVay.  “Many of 
my classmates were 
killed.  Some were mis-
sing for days before they 
were found.  Neighbors 
were killed, some never 
found.  Wesley and Vir-
ginia Hughes, who lived 
next door, lost their dad, 
a fireman.  Several class-
mates lost their fathers, 
also firemen.  One of my 
Dad’s friends was 
killed…last seen on the 
deck of the ship helping 
with the fire-fighting.  
Through a weird twist of 
fate…Luther had been in 
the Merchant Marines 
during World War II and 
had survived three ships 
being torpedoed from 
under him.”  
Dwight Lamb.  “Loud 
noises and explosions 
from the plants made me 
very nervous.  A lot of 
debris was taken to 
Moses Point and burned 
and for years afterwards, 
I could smell that same 
stench in Texas City.”  

Ann McVay Owens.  
“The strange thing…is 
that for many years none 
of us discussed it with 
each other.  At the time 
of the 50th reunion and 
memorial, we finally dis-
cussed what each of us 
remembered about that 
day.  From the five of us, 
we all had different 
memories.”  
Faye McVay Butcher. 
“We never talked about 
it to family or friends 
until the 50th anniversary 
in Texas City, which I 
feel was a healing for all 
who were there.  We 
continued to live in 
Texas City until we were 
all grown and every time 
I heard something 
“boom” at one of the 
refineries or they had a 
fire, it scared me to 
death.  All I wanted to do 
was get my two boys and 
protect them.”  
 
 � ! � � �+��� ��
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    Some Texas City res-
idents moved away after 
the disaster, unable to 
cope with rebuilding.  
Most stayed, including 
the Lambs, Browns and 
McVays.  Only two days 
after the explosion, Mon-
santo committed to re-
building the plant.  Pan 
Am, Republic Oil and 
Carbine and Carbon 
Chemical repaired, re-
built and expanded.  
Homes were repaired 

and reconstructed and 
new houses were built.  
By 1950, Texas City was 
almost restored.  It re-
mains to this day a major 
chemical and petroleum 
center. 
    And the residents still 
live with the possibility 
of industrial accidents.  
In March of 2004, a 
furnace exploded at the 
BP Refinery, injuring 
several workers.  A year 
later, in March, 2005, an 
explosion at the same BP 
Refinery took 15 lives 
and injured 100.  Fires 
and loud booms are an 
accepted way of life in 
Texas City. 
    Many of the survivors 
of 1947 still live in 
Texas City.  There are 
regular reunions of 
survivors from all parts 
of the state when they 
gather on April 16th to 
visit and to pay tribute to 
lost friends and family.  
This year marked the 
58th anniversary of the 
explosion of the Grand-
camp.  In the photo 
section following is a 
picture of those who 
gathered for the 2005 
reunion. 
    One last observation.  
Ammonium nitrate ferti-
lizer figured in another 
American catastrophe.  
All of us are familiar 
with the pictures from 
the bombing in Okla-
homa City in 1995.  
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Timothy McVeigh’s 
weapon was ammonium 
nitrate fertilizer.  To put 
the Texas City damage 
in perspective that we 
who were not there can 
understand, the explo-
sions in Texas City were 
300 times more powerful 
than that in Oklahoma 
City.  That Texas City 
was able to recover from 
the tragedy in 1947 is a 
miracle in itself. 
 

 
Editor’s Note:  I owe a 
tremendous thank you to 
all the family members 
who supplied me with so 
much personal infor-
mation that I was able 
create a family time line 
to intertwine with the 
historical facts.  At times 
I inferred things by read-
ing between the lines of 
the same incident told 
from two different van-
tage points.  If I erred in 
my interpretation as I 
spliced the story toge-
ther, I sincerely apolo-
gize. 
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