
 

  

 

 

 

Saint Patrick’s Day 1899, promised to be 
a glorious day for the Irish.  The 
multitudes were gathered along Fifth 
Avenue to celebrate.  The annual Saint 
Patrick’s Day Parade was weaving its 
way up the avenue.  Unbeknownst to 
the parade onlookers, before this day 
would end, they would witness great 
horror and breathtaking heroism.  
March 17, 1899 would be a day of 
one of the great calamities in the 
history of New York City.  This was 
the day of “The Windsor Hotel 
Fire.” 

  

 

  

 



 The Windsor Hotel was a luxury hotel.  There were more permanent 
residences than transient ones in the hotel.  President William McKinley, the 25th 
President of the United States, would frequent the hotel when he was in New 
York City.  The day of the fire, President McKinley’s brother Abner, was registered 
at the hotel with his family.  The building was constructed in 1872.  It was located 
at 575 Fifth Avenue, on the east side of Fifth Avenue between East 46th Street and 
East 47th Street.  The dimensions of the building were 200 feet x 150 feet.  It was 
seven stories tall.  It was built of brick and wood joist.  The interior was 
constructed of wood.  There were cage-encased 
elevators in the center of the building.  On the 
46th Street side, there were two private 
houses that were attached on two 
floors to the hotel.  These 
private houses were 
“Turkish Baths”.   

 

:  



 There was a serious fire at the Hotel Royal in 
February of 1892 in which 20 lives were lost.  As a 
reaction to that fire, fire escapes were added to 
the rear and sides of the Windsor Hotel.  In 
addition, ropes were required to be installed 
in every room for escape purposes.  There 
were four standpipes installed as well.  
There was a water tank on the 
roof containing thousands of 
gallons of water to feed the 
standpipe system.  There 
were open interior 
stairs and no fire-
stopping in the wide and long hallways.  The 
hallways were decorated with flammable drapes and furnishings. 

 There were two-hundred seventy-five people registered at the Windsor 
Hotel on the day of the fire.  However, many more people were in the hotel to 
oversee the parade making its way up 5th Avenue.   



At about 1500 hours, a man was sitting in the parlor 
on the second floor of the hotel.  He struck a match 
to light a cigar.  He tossed the match toward an open 

window.  The match never made it to the window.  Instead, the lace curtains 
covering the window caught fire.  It took a few minutes for the man to realize that 
there was a fire.  Once he did see the fire, he fled the floor without being 
identified.   

 A waiter named John Joseph Foy came upon the fire.  He attempted to 
extinguish the fire with his hands.  He was unsuccessful in his attempts.  In the 
process of trying to extinguish the fire, he burned his hands.  Fire now extended 
up the drapes and was lapping at the ceiling.  The fire was rapidly extending to 
the halls, stairs, and the open elevator shaft.   

 Mr. Foy ran downstairs to the first floor.  He shouted to the clerk at the 
front desk that there was a fire on the second floor.  The clerk did not take his 
warning of the fire seriously.  Undaunted, Mr. Foy then went to the street to pull 
the fire alarm box.  Due to the crowds of people and the parade, Mr. Foy’s voice 
was drowned out.  The NYPD Police Officers would not allow Mr. Foy to cross the 
street.  The Police Officers did not know about the fire yet.  Mr. Foy persisted in 
getting across the street to transmit the fire alarm.  Precious minutes were being 
lost to alert the occupants and the fire department.   

 Inside the 
hotel, people were 
being cut-off by 
smoke and flames.  
The hallway doors 
that were left open 
by the fleeing 
occupants, further 
allowing the fire to 
spread.   



The occupants of the hotel headed 
for the fire escapes on the sides 
and rear of the building.  They 
quickly became overcrowded.  
Some occupants deployed the 
ropes that every room was 
equipped with.  Others would look 
out of the windows, contemplating 
the necessity of jumping to the 
sidewalks below.   

 There was a gruesome sight 
unfolding outside of the hotel.  In 
order to flee the choking smoke 
and extreme heat, men, women 
and children started to jump to the 
sidewalk from various heights in 
the building.  One man jumped 
from a window on the 47th Street side of the building, landing on another man.  
Both were killed.  Another woman named Amelia Paddock appeared at a window 
on the fourth floor.  She raised her hands, climbed on the window sill, and 
jumped.  A collective groan was heard from the crowd.  A man jumped from the 
roof, another man jumped from the front of the building, two more jumped from 
the rear of the building.  All four were killed.  A mother and her baby were seen 
on an upper floor window.  The mother tossed the baby to the sidewalk to its 
death, and then she jumped to her death as well.   

 The proprietor of the hotel was Warren Franklin Leyland.  
His family lived in the hotel.  At the time of the fire, his wife 
Isabella was sick in bed.  One of his daughters, Helen, was 
handicapped and was confined to the hotel room.  Another 
daughter named Ruth was in the room as well.  They made 
their way to the windows on the 47th Street side.  Mrs. Leyland 



was seen standing at the windows with flames on both sides of them.  Firemen 
raised ladders to rescue them.  Mrs. Leyland and Ruth were taken down the 
ladders.  They had slight burns to their faces and bodies.  Helen was seen at the 
windows on the 47th Street 
side just prior to the 
collapse.  Helen died either 
by jumping or falling out the 
window as the building 
collapsed.  Mrs. Leyland was 
taken across the street to 
the Croswell, Massey & 
Company drug store which 
acted as a makeshift 
hospital.  She was in shock 
and she later died.   

 There were some 
occupants who jumped to 
the roof of the buildings on 
the 47th Street side.  Those 
who did so, survived.  

  

 

 

 



One of the more inspiring stories of the fire came from the 6th floor.  A family 
from Jamestown, North 
Dakota was trapped on the 
6th floor.  Mr. Edward Wells, 
the patriarch of the Wells 
family, sprang into action 
once they detected the fire.  
He realized that he could not 
save his family via the interior 
of the building.  He used the 
rope that came with his room 
to tie off his daughter around 
her waist.  Mr. Wells lowered 
his daughter past windows 
belching smoke and flames.  
Once she made it to the 
sidewalk, she was assisted by 
firemen.  The rope was 
untied and pulled up to the 
6th floor.  Mr. Wells then tied 
the rope around his wife.  He 
lowered her to safety to the 
sidewalk.  Mr. Wells raised 
the rope again.  However, 
there was nobody to lower 
him.  He took two hand 
towels and wrapped them 
around his hands to prevent 
friction burns to his hands.  He slid the rope almost out of control.  He hit the 
sidewalk hard.  However, he suffered no serious injuries.  The firemen who 
witnessed the event congratulated Mr. Edward Wells.  The crowd cheered him.  
He had saved his family. 



 Another civilian rescue amazed on-lookers.  An unidentified sixteen-year-
old-boy performed a rescue via the rope in a room on the second floor on the 

forty-sixth street side.  He saw that he could not 
escape via the interior of the building.  He 
departed the room through the window and held 
onto the rope with his hands and legs.  A nurse on 
the inside of the building handed him a crying and 
kicking baby.  The young rescuer tucked the baby 
under his left arm.  He took another baby and 
tucked it under his other arm.  He slowly lowered 
himself to the sidewalk to the great delight of the 
crowd.  When the fire department arrived, a 
ladder was placed at the same window to rescue 
the nurse.   

The F.D.N.Y. Responds:  Smoke started to show at the windows on the second 
floor.  In short order, smoke started showing at the windows on the top floor.  
Then, fire showed at the second floor windows.  The parade stopped as those in 
attendance watched as people suddenly started appearing at windows, looking 
for fresh air.  At 1514 hours, someone pulled the fire alarm box 523.  It was 
located at the corner of 45th Street and 5th Avenue.  Manhattan Fire Alarm 
Dispatchers received the alarm.  In a short period of time, three other nearby fire 
alarm boxes were pulled by horrified on-lookers.  Engines 65, 54, 21, Ladders 2, 4, 
and the 9th Battalion were dispatched.   

 As fire units were responding, they had 
to fight their way through the crowds watching 
the parade.  In addition, the fire was attracting 
more people to witness the growing inferno.  
Firemen dismounted their apparatus in an 
attempt to move the crowd.  Above the heads 
of the crowd, heavy smoke could be seen 
coming from the Windsor Hotel.   



Historical Note:  In 1899, the rank of Captain was called “Foreman”, the rank of 
Lieutenant was called “Assistant Foreman” and the rank of Firefighter was called “Fireman”.  
There were no breathing apparatus.  The only protective equipment was a leather helmet, a 
rubber coat, and rubber boots.  All FDNY units that responded to this fire were horse-drawn.  
There were no radios.  Additional alarms had to be transmitted by “tapping out” the additional 
alarm on the Morse key inside the alarm box.  Scaling ladders were in-service and were used 
since the 1880s. 

 Engine 65 was the first to arrive FDNY unit.  They arrived two minutes after 
the alarm was transmitted.  They were commanded by Foreman (Captain) Norris.  
Their first observation upon arrival was that there were nine bodies laid out on 
the sidewalk that had jumped to escape the fire.  Keeping their discipline and 
focus, they stretched the first hose line through the front door of the hotel.  There 
was a great life hazard upstairs in the building.  They attempted to gain control of 
the heavy fire showing at the second floor of the hotel.  They were pushed back 
several times by the intense heat.  They continued to try to advance the hose line. 

 Engine 54 arrived at the fire commanded by Foreman Quinn.  Engine 21 
arrived at the fire commanded by Foreman Clark.  They were ordered to stretch 
additional hose lines to the burning hotel.  Due to the throngs of people in the 
street from the parade and those who arrived to witness the unfolding disaster, 
these engine companies were having great difficulty stretching hose lines to the 
hotel.  NYPD Policemen created a “wedge” to push through the crowd so that the 
Firemen could push their hose lines through.   

 Ladder 2 arrived at the fire commanded by Foreman Grady.  Ladder 4 
arrived at the fire commanded by Asst. Foreman Brennan.  They witnessed the life 
hazard showing at many windows.  Both companies raised their wooden aerial 
ladders.  They raised their portable ladders.  They were reaching the people 
showing at the windows.  Due to the intrepid efforts of the Firemen, there were 
no people who jumped after the arrival of the FDNY.  Chief of Department Hugh 
Bonner would later state:  “We are sure that there was no living person at any of 
the windows while the walls remained standing.  The men rescued all whom they 
saw at the windows.” 



 Commanding the 9th Battalion was Battalion Chief John Binns.  Within five 
minutes of arrival, Battalion Chief Binns transmitted a second alarm, then a third 
alarm.  He put in a special call for three public ambulances.  Deputy Chief Purroy 
of the Third Division arrived at the fire.  He could see how serious the situation 
was.  Deputy Chief Purroy transmitted the fourth alarm at 1528 hours.  He 
transmitted the fifth alarm at 1538 hours.  Chief of Department Hugh Bonner 
would arrive at the fire and take command.  There were 24 engine companies and 
six ladder companies and one water tower at the scene.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



 John Binns had a storied career 
in the FDNY.  He was appointed to 
the rank of Fireman on March 1882.  
He was assigned to Ladder 3 in Lower 
Manhattan.  As a Fireman, he 
responded to a fire at the “Saint 
George Flats” apartment house at 
223-225 East 17th Street.  The fire 
occurred on April 7, 1884.  It was a 
seven-story building in the front and 
eight-stories in the rear.  Fireman 
John Binns participated in a scaling 
ladder rescue along with Firemen 
Thomas Barrett and M.C. Graham of 
Ladder 3.  The three firemen raised a chain of scaling ladders up the building.  As 
Fireman Binns made it to the sixth floor, an aerial ladder was placed next to him.  
He took his scaling ladder and raised it from the tip of the aerial ladder to the 
seventh floor to rescue a trapped elevator boy named Louis Castigan.  He grabbed 
the trapped boy by hugging him below his shoulders and telling him the rescue 
plan.  As he was doing this, heavy smoke enveloped them.  They climbed down the 
scaling ladder to the aerial ladder, and then down to the ground.  This was the 
first scaling ladder rescue in the FDNY.   

 After the removal of the Louis Castigan, Fireman 
Binns went back up the scaling ladders with Fireman 
William Mulhare, also of Ladder 3.  They searched the 
fifth floor under heavy smoke and high heat.  They 
found an unconscious man and dragged him to the 
fifth floor windows.  Firemen on ladders received the 



unconscious man and took him to the street.  Firemen Binns and Mulhare climbed 
down the ladders and made it to the street.  The two firemen were exhausted and 
suffering from smoke inhalation.  Fireman John Binns was awarded the “James 
Gordon Bennett Medal” for his actions at the Saint George Flats fire.   

 After being awarded the “James Gordon Bennett Medal”, John Binns would 
be quickly promoted to Assistant Foreman, then Foreman.  When he was 
promoted to Battalion Chief, he was assigned to the 9th Battalion.  He was the first 
due Battalion Chief at the Windsor Hotel Fire.  John Binns would be promoted to 
the rank of Deputy Chief in 1903.  He would be assigned to the 1st Division and was 
the Deputy Chief in Command at the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire on March 25, 
1911.   

 On February 2, 1923, Deputy Chief John Binns announced he would be 
retiring on March 1st.  The day after his retirement announcement, Deputy Chief 
John H. Binns died at home at the age of sixty-
five.  He had forty-one years on the FDNY.   

 There were numerous people showing at 
windows that were in need of rescue.  Ladder 7 
arrived on the 2nd alarm.  Fireman William 
Clark raised a 35-foot portable ladder.  From 
the top of the 35-foot portable ladder, he 
started to implement a chain of scaling ladders.  
There were two women trapped at fifth floor 
windows, a Mrs. Howard and her maid.  As 
Fireman Clark ascended the scaling ladder, one 
of the women, Mrs. Howard, climbed onto the 
scaling ladder.  This action dislodged the 
scaling ladder until the hook grabbed the 
window sill.  Fireman Clark almost fell off the 
scaling ladder.  Fireman Clark had to climb the 
scaling ladder and force Mrs. Howard back into 
the smoke filled window.  He held the two 



trapped women in the fifth floor window 
until an aerial ladder was raised so they 
could climb down.   

The Chauffeur of Ladder 7 was 
Joseph O’Reilly.  He raised Ladder 7’s aerial 
ladder.  Also, on the turntable were Dr. 
Harry M. Archer and Fireman Edward Ford 
from Ladder 20 (on meal leave).  A woman 
showed at a window on the fifth floor near 
where Fireman Clark made his rescue.  
Fireman Ford climbed the chain of scaling 
ladders and made entry into the fifth floor 
window.  The floor was heavily charged 
with smoke.  He searched and found Mrs. 
Southard on the floor.  She was entangled 
in a rope that she attempted to use to 
escape the room.  Fireman Ford brought 

Mrs. Southard to the window so she could breathe.  Fireman 
Ford then called for help.  Fireman Clark heard Fireman Ford 
call for help.  He quickly ascended the chain of scaling ladders.  
Fr. Clark swung the scaling ladder so that he could access the 
adjoining window.  He entered the adjoining window and 
assisted Fireman Ford in cutting the rope with his pocket knife.  
Once she was freed from the rope, Fireman Clark mounted the 
scaling ladder and swung to the adjoining window.  Now, Mrs. 
Southard had to be moved to the window where the scaling 
ladder chain was.  As Fireman Clark was standing on the 
window sill, he reached out to Fireman Ford and Mrs. Southard.  
Mrs. Southard was passed from Fireman Ford to Fireman Clark 
as the throngs of people below held their breath.  She was 
taken into the window where Fireman Clark was.  Mrs. Southard was then taken 
down an aerial ladder to the street. 



More dramatic rescues were performed by Fireman Michael J. Heslan of 
Brooklyn’s Engine 8.  He was on leave.  Fireman Heslan climbed the fire escape on 
the 47th Street side of the building.  He entered the 6th floor and found a badly 
burned woman.  He dragged her through the thick smoke and removed her out of 
the window and onto the fire escape.  Firemen on the fire escape removed her to 
the ground.   

When Fireman Michael J. Heslan (Brooklyn Engine 8) 
was on the fire escape catching his breath, he heard 
screams coming from people in the street.  They were 
pointing to the roof.  A woman named Kate Flannagan 
climbed out to the roof and was near the roof’s edge.  She 
was threatening to jump.  He climbed to the top floor 
balcony of the fire escape.  Fireman Heslan wrapped one of 
his legs around the railing and he told her to jump into his 
arms.  She jumped and Fireman Heslan caught her as his 
back bent backward.  For a moment, they were both 
hanging upside down.  Fireman Heslan was able to 
straighten himself upright and he placed Kate Flannagan on 

the fire escape balcony 

 



20 Minutes into the fire:  The fire kept growing despite the 
herculean efforts of the FDNY.  It was quickly becoming a lost 

cause.  Chief of Department Hugh Bonner saw two hose lines 
operating on the second floor and were being 

overwhelmed by the fire.  He repositioned the two 
hose lines.  A couple minutes later, the center part 

of the building collapsed.  The center part of the 
building collapsed before 1534 hours due to 

the fire destruction and the weight of the 
water tank on the roof.  At 1544 

hours, the wall on the 46th Street 
side collapsed.  The 47th Street 
side collapsed at about 1554 
hours.  The fire was placed 
under control at 1855 hours. 

 At 2300 hours, the 
rubble of the hotel was still 
too hot to search for bodies.  
At 0130 hours, the fire was 



still burning and five fire engines were pouring water on  it.  Battalion Chief Binns 
said it would be impossible to search the rubble for bodies before noon.  Six to 
eight thousand people were at the site of the fire.  A detail of 160 Policemen were 
on hand for crowd control.  There were many bodies removed from the rubble 

after the fire was extinguished. 

  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chief of Department Hugh Bonner referred 
to the Windsor Hotel Fire in his annual 
report.  He stated:  “While the men of the 
Department have made many splendid 
rescues and have performed many brave 



deeds, there has never been anything to compare with what they did at the 
Windsor fire.  I doubt if what they accomplished there can ever be equaled.”  
There are several different reports of the death total.  The highest reported is 92 
fatalities.  Sixteen fatalities were accounted for before the building collapsed.  
Five days after the fire, 34 people were still missing.  Dr. Harry M. Archer was at 
the fire and he stated that he personally witnessed 26 persons taken from 
windows by firemen at great personal risk.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



A single 20 inch water main supplied the area of 
the Windsor Hotel.  Pumpers could only put out 400 gpm, half of their pumping 
capacity.  There were many engines drawing on that water main and they all “felt 
the scarcity” of water 

 Lieutenant John Kenlon, who would later become 
the Chief of Department, became a leading advocate to 
have the “High Pressure Hydrant System” to be installed 
in Manhattan.  He was motivated by the lack of water 
pressure in the hydrants at the Windsor Hotel Fire.  The 
“High Pressure Hydrant System” was placed in-service in 
1907. 

 One month after this fire, 
Battalion Chief Thomas Lally of the 5th 

Battalion, made a recommendation to Fire Commissioner 
Scannell to have oxygen placed on all hook & ladder trucks of 
the fire department. 

 The FDNY Board of Merit convened to recognize the heroism that occurred 
during 1899.  The following firemen who operated at the Windsor Hotel Fire were 
recognized:  

Fireman 1st Grade F.G. Tissler, Hook & Ladder 4, Rescue at Windsor Hotel Fire, at 
Personal Risk 

Fireman 1st Grade Bartholomew McDermott, Hook & 
Ladder 21, Two rescues at Windsor Hotel Fire, at   Personal 
Risk. 

Fireman 1st Grade Edward Ford, Hook & Ladder 20, Rescue 
at Windsor Hotel Fire, at Personal Risk. 

Fireman 1st Grade William J. Kennedy, Engine 23, Rescue at 
Windsor Hotel Fire, at Personal Risk. 



Fireman 1st Grade Joseph Kratochvil, Hook & Ladder 2, Rescue at 
Windsor Hotel Fire, at Personal Risk. 

Fireman 1st Grade Edward S. Sweeney, Hook & Ladder 4, Rescue at 
Windsor Hotel Fire, at Personal Risk. 

Asst. Foreman Patrick J. Brennan (2), Hook & Ladder 4, Rescue at 
Windsor Hotel Fire, at Personal Risk. 

Fireman 1st Grade William Clark, Hook & Ladder 7, Two rescues at 
Windsor Hotel Fire, at Personal Risk.  Awarded the “James Gordon 
Bennett Medal.” 

Fireman 1st Grade Andrew F. Fitzgerald, Hook & Ladder 4, Rescue 
at Windsor Hotel Fire, at Personal Risk.  Awarded the “Hugh 
Bonner Medal.” 

Fireman Michael J. Heslan, Brooklyn Engine 8, Two rescues at the 
Windsor Hotel Fire, at Personal Risk.  Awarded the “Brooklyn 
Citizens Medal. 



 The lack of fire stopping, and the combustible construction and furnishings 
greatly accelerated the fire.  The wide-open 
stairs, halls and elevator shaft aided the 
fire spread.   

 The initial collapse was beneath 
the water tank on the roof.  This may 
have been an undesigned load.  Once 
the area below the water tank was 
damaged by the fire, it collapsed 
twenty minutes after the fire 
department’s arrival.  Remember, a 
building that is on fire is a building 
that is under demolition. 



 A delayed alarm is always a recipe for disaster.  Fire can grow to the point 
where first arriving fire units are overwhelmed.  The rate of combustion doubles 
for every 18 degree rise in temperature.  This of course puts the lives of people 
still inside the building in danger.  Automatic alarms connected to a central 
station takes the human element out of calling the fire department. 

 Crowd control was a major obstacle at this fire.  Police Department 
assistance is of utmost importance.  FDNY members not engaged in a fire 
operation should establish fire lines to keep the crowds from entering the 
fire area.   

 If collapse is anticipated, collapse lines must be established to 
protect operating firefighters.  Once established, firefighters must refrain 
from crossing the collapse lines. 

 Many of our fire problems can be traced back to a water issue.  At 
this fire, pressure in the fire hydrants was not adequate to feed all the pumpers at 
the scene.  Present day, the Satellite Unit Officer is an excellent resource to help 
solve water supply problems. 

 Due to the interior halls and stairs being filled with 
smoke and fire, many rescues were performed via portable 
ladders, scaling ladders and aerial ladders.  While our 
equipment today is far superior than it was in 1899, we 
must recognize how important it is to get portable ladders 
up at windows that are showing people in need of rescue.   



“A Distant Fire”, by Fr. Paul Hashagen (Ret.); WNYF April 
1942, “Windsor Hotel Fire” by Hon. Harry M. Archer, M.D.; Museum of 
the City of New York, New York Times, New York Tribune, The Boston 
Globe, The Brooklyn Citizen, Fire Engineering Magazine, Windsor Hotel 
Fire Roll of Merit Annual Report, Annual Report 1899, Manhattan Fire 
Dispatch Journal, “Windsor Hotel Fire”, by Robert Grey Reynolds Jr. 

Thanks to the following people who contributed to this essay:  
Firefighter John Paulson (Engine 75, Mand Library), Honorary Assistant 
Chief Gary Urbanowicz (Director, NYC Fire Museum),                
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