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The Reverend Mr. Gomes rose to his
feet at a meeting of the Faculty of Arts
and Sciences on November 18 last to ad-
dress a question to the chair, but he
began with narrative.

“It was a dark and stormy night,” re-
lated the Plummer professor of Christ-
ian morals and Pusey minister in the
Memorial Church, “and I invited a good
number of undergraduates to tea in the
house which the University graciously
provides me and which is known by the
name of Sparks House in honor of our
late president Jared Sparks.” Gomes wel-
comed the students into the drawing room, where they “no-
ticed a phenomenon which seemed to be unfamiliar to them. I
explained to them that it was a fire, and that it was a fire burn-
ing in a fireplace. It was unfamiliar to them because, apparently,
undergraduates in Harvard College have been forbidden the
use of their fireplaces for the purpose of lighting fires.” This
was true; former dean of the College Harry R. Lewis had
banned the use of fireplaces in College residences effective
September 1, 2003.

Gomes allowed that “there must be sound, good, and analyti-
cal reasons for such a decision.” His friend Lewis had a great
capacity for analysis, and the current dean, mathematician
Benedict H. Gross, could make sense “of the most obscure of
truths.” Gomes anticipated that his question would generate a
simple answer “when I get around to putting it,” after taking a
little time first to discourse on quality-of-life issues and the
hospitable joy afforded by fires in fireplaces.

Does the new policy have to do “with any actual…fire
threatening any of our properties.… Has there been an out-
break of misuse of fireplaces in the College housing?” he
asked. In the absence of such data, said Gomes, the argument
against fireplaces reminded him of the present day’s analysis of
weapons of mass destruction, “that there might be something
very dangerous out there, and if we do not take a preemptive
strike against it, something awful will happen.We clearly have
taken the preemptive strike,” said Gomes, “thereby depriving
the rising generation of the pleasures which their predeces-

sors have enjoyed, presumably without incident.”
President Lawrence H. Summers saluted Gomes for “the

best-performed question” he had observed in his three years
in the chair. Harvard students “are legend for the quality of
their memory,” he noted, and he hopes that the memory of
fire will linger.

Dean Gross marked the irony of such a question coming
from a resident of Sparks House. He went on to explain, “We
have had a number of incidents over the past three years. One
student took a Christmas tree and stuck it up his fireplace. I
am not sure it was still lit. Another lit a fire with a serious
amount of kerosene, causing a large fire in the House. Another
concern is that we find the students do not immediately evacu-
ate the building when alarms are raised.” Failure to evacuate
had been a major cause of death and injury in a fire at Seton
Hall University in January 2000.

“I regret the loss of the fireplaces in student suites,” said
Gross ’71, Ph.D. ’78.“Many of us who have had such suites with
fireplaces very much enjoyed them.” He suggested that stu-
dents feeling the cold this winter “spend some valuable time
over at Professor Gomes’s residence.”

“There is a working fireplace in University Hall,” said William
C. Kirby, dean of the faculty. “It is in the dean’s conference
room. And I personally would love to use it. But for the sake of
the University and of University Hall I do not, and when it is
cold, I wear a sweater.”

Said the president,“An era passes.” 

Flame and Ashes

verse impacts are mitigated and benefits
are provided.” Construction mitigations
mentioned in the agreement include
noise reduction and tra∞c control, but
the document mainly defines a working
relationship for dealing with such im-
pacts on a project-by-project basis. Har-
vard has set up a telephone hotline for
residents and previously paid for a tra∞c
study of the area.

The benefits will be determined in
three parts that are linked to specific
phases of the buildout of the area. The
first phase includes three new buildings
for the Faculty of Arts and Sciences (FAS):
the Biological Research Infrastructure
(BRI) space, built under the quadrangle
outside the Biological Laboratories o≠ Di-
vinity Avenue; the Laboratory for Inter-
face Science and Engineering (LISE),

which will connect to the existing McKay
Laboratory; and the North/West science
laboratory. Phase two represents future
Harvard Law School expansion, while
phase three will include future FAS and
Harvard Divinity School buildings.

As a result of neighborhood opposition,
Harvard has had great di∞culty in recent
years getting anything built in Cambridge.
The Center for Government and Interna-
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