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Fire at AECI factory 
in Somerset West
16 December 1995
A veld fi re spread to stockpiled sulfur at the AECI factory 
in Somerset West. The 15 000 tons of sulfur ignited and 
smoke plumes quickly engulfed the nearby disadvantaged 
community of Macassar. Two young men died the same 
night, and an estimated 15 000 people were poisoned to 
varying degrees. 

Pets also died, as did garden plants and crops as a result 
of acid rain. During the late 1990s the Desai Commission 
of Enquiry into the fi re found AECI’s conduct was 
“casually negligent”. Now, following years of litigation, 
AECI has recently paid out an estimated R8 million to the 
victims of Macassar. 

Disaster strikes Texas City
16 April 1947

The Texas City Disaster was a major 20th-century 
industrial accident in Texas City in the United States. 
The incident started with a mid-morning fi re on board 
the French-registered vessel SS Grandcamp in the Port 
of Texas City. The fi re detonated approximately 
2 300 tonnes of ammonium nitrate and the resulting chain 
reaction of fi res and explosions killed at least 581 people. 
The 32,5% ammonium nitrate, used as fertiliser and 
in high explosives, was manufactured in Nebraska and 
Iowa and shipped to Texas City by rail before being loaded 
on the Grandcamp. It was manufactured in a patented 
explosives process, mixed with clay, petrolatum, rosin and 
paraffi n to avoid moisture caking. It was packaged in paper 
sacks, then transported and stored at temperatures that 
increased its chemical activity. Longshoremen reported the 
bags were warm to the touch prior to loading. 

Attempts at control failed as a red glow returned after 
each effort. Shortly before 9:00, the Captain ordered his 
men to steam the hold, a fi refi ghting method where steam 
is piped in to put out fi res in the hope of preserving the 
cargo. The cargo hold and deck began to bulge as the forces 
increased inside. At 09:12, the ammonium nitrate reached 
an explosive threshold and the vessel then detonated, 
causing great destruction and damage throughout the 
port. The tremendous blast sent a 4,5 m wave that was 
detectable over nearly 160 km of the Texas shoreline. 
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