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Blast at McBain School

On Friday, December 18, 1953, the halls of Northern Michigan 
Christian High in McBain, Michigan, were silent but for “Beat 
Luther” signs rallying the Christian Comets toward victory 

against their rivals in a home basketball game later that night. 
The school’s oil-fired hot water heating boiler exploded at 5:40 a.m. It 

rattled neighboring homes and businesses and destroyed the boiler, boiler 
room, and an unfinished addition being constructed on the south side of 
the school. Herm Heims, the school’s janitor, was dressing for work when 
he heard the explosion. He normally arrived at the school around 5:50 a.m. 
each morning – just ten minutes after the blast. 

According to an article in the Cadillac Evening News dated December 18, 
1953, “the force of the explosion all but obliterated the 20x20 boiler room, 
leaving only portions of the flooring, covered by debris, dust, and snow.” 
The boiler ripped apart. Pieces scattered over a wide area. The bulk of it jammed into the gymnasium door entrance. Another 
chunk flew approximately 150 feet and landed on the front walk of the school building. A 1,000-gallon fuel oil tank, containing 
about 250 gallons of oil, tore loose from its saddle and hurtled nearly 60 feet – but it did not burst. 

“In this inspector’s opinion, hot water heating boilers are as dangerous or more dangerous than steam boilers,” wrote Royal 
Beckwith, state boiler inspector. His report explained that an explosion from a small hot water heating boiler can cause great 
destruction due to the fact that one cubic foot of water, when converted into steam, increases its volume approximately 1,700 
times. His report indicated a failed aquastat and possibly a failed stack switch as cause of the explosion.

Because the incident occurred at such an early hour there were no casualties. “Had the explosion taken place two hours 
later, the lives of workmen in the new addition as well as the lives of the 120 students at the school would have been imperiled,” 
reported the Cadillac Evening News. 
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