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The cargo ship Grandcamp was docked in Texas City, Texas, loaded with 
bags of fertilizer bound for farmers in Europe. The fertilizer seemed 
harmless, but it contained a substance that is also used to make bombs. 

When blue smoke began to rise from the bags, dockworkers rushed to put 
out the fire that had begun. Yet the flames kept growing. They caused an 
explosion that set roofs ablaze, hurled fireballs toward tanks filled with 
dangerous chemicals, and even created a giant tidal wave. The terrible chain 
of events formed the worst industrial accident in U.S. history and raised 
questions about safety that would eventually reach the U.S. Supreme Court. 
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Loading the Grandcamp
It was 8:00 a.m. on April 16, 1947. Dockworker 

Julio Luna was loading heavy bags into the French ship 
Grandcamp in Texas City, Texas. The paper bags held 
fertilizer bound for farmers in Europe.
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�

The fertilizer seemed harmless. It was just something 
farmers added to soil to help plants grow. However, it was 
made of ammonium nitrate. This chemical is also used to 
make bombs. When it gets very hot, it can explode. No one 
on the ship knew how dangerous the fertilizer could be.

Today, warning labels are placed on 
bags of ammonium nitrate.

The Grandcamp was 437 feet (133 m).
 long. It was almost 80 feet (24 m) 

longer than a football field.
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Dangerous Cargo
As men dropped the paper bags filled with fertilizer 

into the Grandcamp’s hold, some ripped. They were still 
hot after arriving from the factory. Bits of warm paper and 
loose fertilizer may have mixed with other cargo. The ship 
now held the perfect fuel for a fire.

Along with fertilizer, the .
Grandcamp ’s cargo included .

cotton, peanuts, and tobacco.

This diagram shows where 
cargo was stored in the 
Grandcamp’s hold.
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Blue smoke began to rise from the large pile of bags. “I 
smell paper burning!” Luna yelled. Deep in the ship’s hold, 
a fire had begun.

Dockworkers rushed to pour water on the flames, but 
the fire still spread. The ship’s captain feared more water 
would ruin his cargo. So he ordered his crew to pump 
steam into the hold instead. The French captain’s decision 
would soon have deadly results.

The Texas City dock area, before the fire
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