





He had been the man who was sent out on my complaint,
so he hadn’t been with 18 when they responded to the alarm.
He had gone with another company to search for them
when they were reported missing.

Manny Fernandez, 18’s regular chauffeur, appeared out
of the night, and there was a lot of confusion as everyone
started to ask questions. He had been changing when the
alarm came in, and Jimmy Galanaugh had offered to drive.

Engine Company 18 and Ladder Company 7 had perished
when that third alarm had come in, before we even arrived
at the scene. There was no time to grasp that terrible fact
because we were being ordered around the corner from
where we had been operating.

When we turned the corner I, for one, could hardly be-
lieve my eyes. I just wasnt prepared for the sight before
us. There was smoke and flames everywhere and we were
sure that it was another 5th alarm of similar magnitude.
But there, staring us in the face, was the same fire that we
thought was extinguished.

SILENT PRAYER OFFERED

We were told to stand by until ordered to take our line
into a haberdashery store. We waited, feeling the cold and
dreading the fire.

As we stood by, we became increasingly aware of the
commotion in front of the burned out drugstore. They were
carrying out bodies. Two of them in body bags. I didn’t
know who they were. And I wondered, as we removed our
helmets to say a silent prayer, if every man felt as sick as
I did at that moment. Something that John McCole, a man
in my company, had once said came back to me instantly.
He had been referring to the Times Tower fire that he had
been to a few years back, and the feeling he had when they
carried out two dead firemen. “You’ll never know how it
feels until you see it with your own eyes.”

I was feeling it then.

We were the next company to enter the building and,
with the previous scene still fresh in our minds, I wasn’t
the only one who was experiencing a fear that was brand
new.

We were to put a distributor to work in the haberdashery.
It would enable us, we hoped, to pump a large volume of
water into the fire below us through a hole that one of the
ladder companies had chopped in the floor. Ladder 17 was
working with us, but we hadn’t even begun the operation
when our Lieutenant was ordering us out. His judgment
was sound, for as we backed away, about eight feet of
the floor in front of us dropped like a bar of chocolate
in one and two foot sections. We watched from the door-
way as the semi-circle widened.

We asked the Chief if he could get a company to cut a
hole in the floor near the door so we could at least get to
some of the fire. “No, back away,” he quickly replied.
“That floor isn’t safe. No one is to enter that store.” One
of the men asked the Chief if we could just walk over to
the existing hole and drop a distributor into it. Again the
Chief responded with a quick and firm ‘no.” Just then, as
if in affirmation of the Chief’s decision, the entire floor
collapsed into the cellar. The man who had suggested
walking over to drop in the distributor looked slightly
sick; his self-confidence suddenly gone. He was just
thankful that he hadn’t been allowed to take even a few
steps toward that hole.

FIREFIGHTING GOES ON

We were relieved by another company for a few min-
utes, and the events of the evening were temporarily re-
placed in our minds by the hot coffee we were smelling
and tasting. The damp cold night had penetrated my
body to the bones, and I never appreciated a cup of coffee
more in my life.

The Mayor was there, viewing the continuing disaster
with a look of repressed anxiety on his face. And he was
only seeing it from the sidewalk.

We were then sent into another section of the building.

We were to take our line up a staircase. The men who
were coming down, as we were going up, warned us that
the staircase was listing. We had advanced up two flights
when the Chief in charge of the fire ordered us down. We
could still see the fire raging at the top of the stairs and
by this time we were striking at it in anger, hitting it
from where we stood at the bottom of the stairs. That fire
seemed like an enemy, more hated than any enemy in war
or peace had ever been. It was as if it had taken on a
distinct personality. We were frustrated at not being able
to defeat it yet.

A LIFETIME’'S EMOTIONS

We set up a multiversal nozzle, which develops a large
calibre stream, and kept hitting it from below.

Another break. Hot broth this time. The cold that
gnawed away at us was becoming almost as much of an
enemy as the fire.

We were needed at the drugstore to assist in the search
for bodies.

As we lowered the men of Ladder Company 24 into the
gaping hole, their Lieutenant told us to be extremely care-
ful. He immediately set about the task of inspecting a
wall next to the area where we were working. After a
careful examination, he found it to be sound and we con-
tinued on our grim assignment. By then we were sus-
picious of every last piece of material in the building. It
was all heavy stuff, not just plaster board. However, all
the officers on the scene were well aware of the dangers
involved and were determined that there would be no
further fatalities. They quietly and efficiently examined
all the standing walls and beams, making sure that there
would not be another collapse. =

Toby was holding the rope as we lowered them down
and we formed a chain, passing the debris along from
the bottom until it found it’s way onto the sidewalk out-
side. Fifteen minutes or so passed and we heard a rum-
bling sound. I thought that I was the only one who had heard
it, but when I turned to ask the Lieutenant about it, I
saw that he was returning from another area. He too
had heard the noise and had immediately investigated it. It
turned out to be just another company doing some drilling.
We were reacting to our own fears.

Soon after that, one of the Chiefs gave the order for
us to move out. We were being relieved.

I realized for the first time that it wasn’t night anymore.
Where had all those hours gone? Where is the fatigue I
should be feeling? I had to get a call through to my wife.
She must have heard about the fire on the news I thought,
as we were leaving the building.

Suddenly I was completely captive to a strange, inde-
scribable sentiment as I caught sight of the off-duty mem-
bers of Engine Company 18 arriving at the scene. They had
come, true to Fire Department tradition, to join in the
search for their lost brothers. One thing was certain. No
one would carry the bodies out but them.

It was the saddest, blackest night in the 101 year history
of the New York City Fire Department, but I was experi-
encing a renewed pride in being a small part of what no
one can deny is the greatest Fire Department in the world.

I had experienced an entire lifetime’s worth of emotions
in those hours. Panic, self-control, fear, relief, defeat, pride,
all running into and over one another. Sadness and a sense
of personal loss for real men I worked with and liked, and
who were now just memories. Sorrow for their wives and
children, and an undirected anger because twelve of them
had to die to extinguish a fire. Love for a wife who was
beside herself with worry, until I finally reached her by
phone a short while ago, and for my children—my five year
old daughter had asked if her daddy had died. I never real-
ized that I could miss four kids so much.

The most distinct emotion—one that I'm experiencing
still—is a true, undiluted awareness of living and breath-
ing and being able to feel in so many different ways. Every
second of that is sacred to me now. A
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