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20 Richman Plaza, Bronx 

The Building: 

 20 Richman Plaza is a 43 story fireproof multiple dwelling.  This building 

was built under the New York State Building Code, rather than the more stringent 

New York City Building Code.  Its dimensions are 245 feet x 200 feet.  The building 

did not have a sprinkler system at the time of the fire.  The building was attached 

to 10 Richman Plaza, another high-rise multiple dwelling.  The roof of 20 Richman 

Plaza lined up with the 39th floor of 10 Richman Plaza.  The building is equipped 

with a compactor for the disposal of refuse.  There were no sprinklers in the 

compactor chute at the time of the fire.  There was a covering at the top of the 

chute to keep rain and snow from entering the chute while allowing gases and 

odors to escape the shaft.  This covering played a significant part in the lack of 

ventilation of the compactor shaft.  It was a common practice for the residents to 

disable the compactor hopper doors so they would stay in the open position.  

There was a compactor closet door that opened into the public hallway on each 

floor. 

 

 

 



 Residents of 
20 Richman Plaza 
were enjoying the 
aftermath of 

Christmas on December 26, 1997.  The Christmas holiday 
produces large quantities of garbage but the last time the 
compactor was operated by building management was 
on December 24th.  On December 26th, there was a large 
quantity of garbage filling the compactor chute.  At 
approximately 2140 hours, a fire started in the 
compactor chute.  There was a blockage of garbage on 
the 15th floor, the 23rd floor and the 37th floors.  A 
dangerous situation was set into motion.  There were 
compactor hopper doors propped open.  Smoke started 
filling up the interior stairs and halls of the building.  The 
ventilation vents for the bathrooms in each apartment 
were at the ceiling level in all the public hallways.  The 
heavy smoke entered these vents and began filling up 
apartments within the building.   

 At 2152 hours, Bronx Fire Alarm Dispatchers started 
receiving telephone calls reporting a fire at 20 Richman 
Plaza.  Bronx Box 4723 was transmitted sending Engine 43, 
Engine 75, Ladder 59, Ladder 44, and Battalion 19 to the 
fire.  At 2154 hours, the alarm assignment was filled out 
due to a second source reporting a fire.  Engine 42 would 
be dispatched.  Historical Note:  Ladder 44 was relocated 
to Engine 42’s quarters for one year while their firehouse 
was being renovated.  This fire occurred during this 
renovation period. 

 Now, events started happening rapidly.  Dispatchers started receiving 
reports of smoke in apartments 41C, 32C, 43E.  Engine 43 arrived at the box at led 



by Captain Robert Kaminski.  He transmitted the “10-84” at 2155 hours.  The first 
alarm units did not see much to alarm them on the exterior of the building. 

 Engine 43 and Ladder 59 (led by Captain John Murphy) proceeded to the 
caller’s floor, the 22nd floor.  Nothing was found.  They proceeded to the 23rd floor 
and found heavy smoke and heat coming from the compactor shaft.  Battalion 19 
was notified via radio of the conditions.  Ladder 59 called Battalion 19 to special 
call two additional ladder companies. 

Battalion Chief Robert Colley of Battalion 19 arrived at the building.  He 
received Ladder 59’s radio transmission and transmitted the “10-75” at 2204 
hours.  Engine 93, Ladder 45, Ladder 33, Battalion 17, Rescue 3, Squad 41, Ladder 
27 (FAST) and the 7th Division would be sent to the fire.  Battalion Chief Colley, 
after sizing up the fire situation, quickly followed up the “10-75” by transmitting a 
“2nd alarm” at 2207 hours.   

 Bronx fire dispatchers were becoming overwhelmed by the reports of 
smoke in various apartments.  The smoke from the hallways was migrating into 
these apartments.  The smoke was filling up the public hallways and stairways for 
many floors.  There was nowhere for the occupants to go to seek refuge from the 
acrid, choking smoke.  It is reported that there were 200 calls to the fire alarm 
dispatchers reporting smoke. 

 Engine 43 hooked up to the standpipe Siamese.  They started the building 
fire pumps.  And, they 
started a 2 ½ inch hand 
line off the standpipe 
outlet on the 22nd floor.  
The smoke was getting 
thicker and the heat was 
rising rapidly within the 
public hallway.   

 Ladder 59 started 
their operations.  



Firefighter William Peck was the Roof Firefighter.  He gained control of the 
“Fireman Service Elevator” and shuttled fire units to the upper floors.  He 
remained in this position until the elevators malfunctioned. 

 Ladder 59’s forcible entry team went down to the 22nd floor in an attempt 
to find and clear the blockage.  Captain Murphy, Firefighters John Barrett, John 
Marchetta, and Patrick Mulligan found heavy fire on the 15th floor in the hallway.  
They were forced to crawl in the public hallway to escape the heat.  They 
informed Engine 75 of the heavy fire on the 15th floor.  While on the 15th floor 
with Engine 75, Ladder 59 heard a “Mayday” on the 23rd floor from Engine 43.  
They charged back up the stairway.  Smoke and heat conditions were becoming 
extreme within the building.  Engine 43 was out of air and in distress.  Ladder 59 
assisted Firefighters from Engine 43 out to Stairway “A”.  A roll call was 
conducted.   

 Captain Murphy and Ladder 59 started evacuating civilians to Stairway “A”.  
Smoke was filling their apartments and the public hallways were not a refuge 
from the heat and smoke.  By now, the entire building was filling up with smoke.  
Heavy smoke enveloped the upper floors on the exterior.  The smoke was so 
heavy on the exterior of the building on the upper floors that the upper 
floors were not visible from the street. 



 Firefighter Tom McEnroe was the Chauffeur of Ladder 59.  He took the 
elevator to the top floor so that he could perform vertical ventilation at the two 
stairway bulkheads.  When he arrived at the top floor, the public halls and stairs 
were completely filled with smoke.  He made it to the roof and checked the 
perimeter of the building.  Fr. McEnroe saw numerous occupants hanging out of 
windows, gasping for air.  Some of these occupants were threatening to jump.  Fr. 
McEnroe yelled out to these distressed occupants to remain calm and that he was 
coming to get them.  He notified Battalion 19 of the situation on the upper floors. 

 Firefighter Tom McEnroe went down the stairway bulkhead to the top 
floor.  He made numerous trips to the top floor, removing occupants to the roof 
who were trapped in their smoke-filled apartments or on the floor of the public 
hallway.  He became aware of a woman and a baby 

threatening to jump from apartment 42G on the 42nd floor.  He forced entry to 
apartment 42G which was heavily charged with smoke.  He performed a 
determined search and found Francetta Wright and 9-month old Tina McEntyre at 
a window.  He calmed Ms. Wright down and told her what they are going to do.  
Fr. McEnroe grabbed Tina McEntyre and they made their way down the smoke-
filled hallway and to the stairway.  He took the both of them 
to the roof, as this was the only area of refuge. 



 Engine 75 arrived at the fire led 
by Lieutenant Matthew Hanson.  They 
took an elevator to the upper floors to 
the caller’s floor.  The elevator started 
filling up with smoke on the 20th floor 
and Engine 75 dropped the elevator 
down to the 10th floor and exited the 
elevator.  They climbed to the 15th floor 
to operate with Ladder 59 when Engine 
43’s “Mayday” was transmitted.  They 
went to the 23rd floor.  By the time they 
made it to the 23rd floor, the “Mayday” 
had been resolved.  Engine 93, led by 
Lieutenant Rob Lombardo had taken 
over Engine 43’s hose line.  Lieutenant 
Hanson of Engine 75 then ordered his 
Firefighters to go back down the 
stairway and operate on the 17th floor.  
They assisted distressed occupants 
along the way.  Their hose line was operated into the compactor shaft while 
heavy smoke and heat filled the floor. 

 Deputy Chief James Murtagh of 
the 7th Division arrived at the fire at 
2213 hours.  He conferred with 
Battalion Chief Colley as to the situation 
playing out in front of them.  He 
realized the large task that had to be 
accomplished.  He sectored off the 
building with Battalions having areas of 
responsibility.  Battalion Chief Robert 
Colley Battalion 19 was assigned floors 
27-31.  Battalion Chief Jim DiDomenico of Battalion 17 was assigned floors 20-26.  



Battalion Chief Tom Stephens of the 14th 
Battalion was assigned floors 31-36.  Battalion 
Chief Harry Frank of the 20th Battalion was 
assigned floors 38-to the roof.  Deputy Chief Tom 
Kilker of the 6th Division arrived at the fire and 
was assigned as “Operations”.  He would set up 
the Operations Post on the 20th floor. 

 Ladder 44 arrived at the fire at 2158 hours.  
They began their operations as the 2nd due 
Ladder Company in a high-rise multiple dwelling.  
They started their search of the public halls and 
stairs at the 23rd floor.  Firefighter Chris 
Dougherty was the Roof Firefighter for Ladder 44.  He went to the floor above 
where he started a search.  He came upon 
numerous trapped occupants.  He 
evacuated them to the roof.  At this time, 
there were numerous people hanging out 
of windows and there was heavy smoke 
coming up the exterior of the building.  
Firefighters were running low on air for 
their Self-Contained Breathing Apparatus 
(SCBA).  At one point, Firefighters were 
told over the handi-talkie that if you run 
out of air, make your way to a window and 
we will get to you. 

 Engine 42 arrived at the fire at 2159 
hours, led by Lieutenant James Costello.  
They heard Ladder 44 report a heavy 
smoke condition on the 23rd and 24th 
floors.  A few seconds later they heard 
Engine 43’s “Mayday”.  Battalion Chief 



Colley of the 19th Battalion ordered Engine 42 
to assist.  They went to the 21st floor and 
found the smoke banked down to the floor.  
Engine 42 donned their SCBA facepieces and 
started checking the 22nd and 23rd floors by 
feel.  When Engine 42 made their way to the 
24th floor, they were met by high heat as well 
as smoke.  They stretched a 2 ½ inch hose 
line from the standpipe outlet on the 23rd 
floor.  They made the hose line connections 
with no visibility and high heat conditions.  
They made an advance on the fire on the 24th 
floor along with Firefighter Timothy Brown of 
Rescue 3. 

 Ladder 33 arrived at the fire as the 
third due Ladder Company at 2211 hours.  
Lieutenant John Halpin was ordered to take 
his unit to the upper floors for search.  The congestion and malfunctioning of the 
elevators was an issue.  Firefighter Clifford Thompson, Ladder 33’s Chauffeur, 
suggested that they take the elevator in the adjoining 10 Richman Plaza to the 
upper floors and then cross over to 
20 Richman Plaza.  In order to do 
so, they had to force entry to 
apartment 39G which gave access 
to the roof of 20 Richman Plaza.  
Upon making it to the roof of 20 
Richman Plaza, Ladder 33 observed 
numerous people in distress 
hanging out of windows on the 
40th, 41st, and 42nd floors.   

  



 Ladder 33 found Ms. 
Vivian Ruiz and her two girls, 
age 12 & 6 and removed them 
to 10 Richman Plaza.  They 
found several other occupants 
in the upper floors of 20 
Richman Plaza and removed 
them to the roof.  Firefighters 
Kevin Callan, Clifford Thomson, 
Stephen DeLoughry, Robert 
McGrath, Edward Weyhrauch 
and Lieutenant Halpin 
deployed a search rope and 
removed people threatening to 
jump from apartments 41D, 
41H, and 42 D.  Ladder 33’s air supply was exhausted.  Lieutenant Halpin notified 
Deputy Chief Murtagh about the need for spare cylinders and that there was a 
rapid access to the upper floors of the fire building by going up the adjoining 10 
Richman Plaza.  Eventually, EMS set up a station to triage and administer oxygen 
on the upper floors of 10 Richman Plaza. 

 Rescue 3 arrived at the fire.  Captain Ralph Tiso was informed of Engine 43’s 
“Mayday” upon their arrival.  There were no elevators available in the lobby.  
They decided to run up the stairway to the 10th floor to obtain an available 
elevator that would get them up to the 23rd 
floor.  They attempted to take the elevator 
to the 22nd floor.  However, the elevator 
started filling up with smoke on the 14th 
floor.  The firefighters from Rescue 3 
donned their SCBA facepieces inside the 
elevator.  The elevator stopped on its own 
on the 18th floor.  Rescue 3 exited the 
elevator.  As they made their way to the 23rd floor, they found numerous 



occupants in a panic state.  Rescue 3 Firefighters 
Ray Phillips, Ray Meisenheimer, Cliff Stabner, Tim 
Brown, Rich Tanagretta, and Captain Tiso started 
operating on the 23rd floor.  They found the 
compactor closet door and fire was showing from 
behind the door.  The door had to be forced open 
due to the expansion of the metal door due to 
the heat.  They operated on the 24th floor as well.  
Numerous occupants were removed from those 
floors.  Firefighter Phillips along with the 
Chauffeur of Squad 41 removed 25-30 occupants 
to the roof from the upper floors.   

 Deputy Chief James Murtagh had to 
organize and command this massive fire and 
rescue effort.  He transmitted a “3rd alarm” at 
2221 hours.  He had 3rd alarm units bring spare SCBA cylinders to the upper floors.  
He had EMS set up a treatment and triage station in the adjoining building.  And, 
he sectored off the building, putting a Battalion Chief in-charge of each sector.  
These Sector Chiefs were able to call for resources so their area was searched, 
evacuated, and fires extinguished.   

 The fire was placed at “Probably Will Hold” at 2319 hours and “Under 
Control” at 2334 hours.  There were 27 civilians and one Firefighter transported 
to area hospitals by EMS.  Many more civilians were given first aid for smoke 
inhalation and exhaustion by Firefighters.  There were eight more firefighters 
granted medical leave for various injuries.  There were no fatalities at this fire. 

 As a result of their actions at this fire, the following units were awarded 
Unit Citations:  Engine 75, Engine 42, Engine 93, Ladder 59, Ladder 33, Ladder 44, 
and Rescue 3.  Engine 43 was awarded an “Honorable Mention” for a Unit 
Citation.  Firefighter Thomas McEnroe was awarded a “Class A” award for his 
actions at this fire. 

 



 

 

 

 Fireman Service elevators are not “fire safe” elevators.  These elevators can 
be affected by smoke, heat and water.  It is important for the Firefighter assigned 
to operate the elevator have a set of forcible entry tools in the elevator in the 
event it becomes disabled.  This Firefighter must also be handi-talkie equipped.   

 

 

 

 



 Seeking an alternate way to a target floor may be necessary whenever halls 
and stairs become untenable.  Utilizing the adjoining building to get to the upper 
floors of the fire building was a “heads-up” move. 

 Sectoring off a large fire operation maintains a workable “span of control” 
and it helps to organize communications and tasks that must be completed.   

 Once the public areas of a fireproof multiple dwelling (hallways and 
stairways) have been filled with smoke, units coming in on additional alarms 
should anticipate bringing spare SCBA cylinders with them. 



 Firefighters working on upper floors must communicate to the Command 
Post any life hazards visible only from their position.  At this fire, the upper floors 
were obscured from the Incident Commander by large volumes of smoke. 

 Do not put more than six Firefighters in an elevator.  It may malfunction 
due to overcrowding.   

 When utilizing a Fireman Service elevator, stop the elevator every five 
floors to make sure it is still functioning properly.  Before leaving the lobby and at 
each precautionary stop, shine a flashlight beam up the elevator hoistway to 
determine if there is an accumulation of smoke in the shaft. 

 Check the “YOU ARE HERE” sign at the first 
and last precautionary stop.  This will show the 
location of the stairways in relation to the 
elevators.  In the event the elevator malfunctions 
and stops at a fire floor, the Firefighters in the 
elevator will have a direction to go to for safety. 

 For fires in compactor shafts, our objective 
is to put the fire out in the shaft.  The objective at 
an incinerator fire is to clear the blockage.  Stretch 
a hand line to a point above the blockage and 

deploy the hose stream for compactor shaft fires.   

 If a building is equipped with a thermostatically operated 
sprinkler system in the compactor shaft, it will operate at 135*F.  
It will automatically shut off when it drops below 135*.  After 
the fire at 20 Richman Plaza, Engine 43 forwarded a mandatory 
sprinkler recommendation for the compactor shaft.  It took a 
while for the order to be enforced and complied with.  There 
was a 4th Alarm at 20 Richman Plaza for a fire in the compactor 
shaft the following year. 



 More people die in high-rise residential fires than in high-rise office building 
fires.  High-rise office buildings have more fire safety systems than do high-rise 
residential buildings (apartment houses, not hotels).  For example: 

1.  There is a lack of communication equipment for the Fire Department to 
talk to occupants and give them instructions in residential buildings.  
Office buildings have communications from the lobby to the fire 
occupancy.   

2. Historically, high-rise residential buildings have not had automatic 
sprinkler systems.  High-rise office buildings are required to have 
sprinkler systems. 

3. There are no fire drills at residential buildings.  High-rise office buildings 
are required to have regular drills. 

4. High-rise office buildings have a Fire Safety Director in charge of the 
building to give the Fire Department important information about the 
building, its systems, and fire location.  High-rise residential buildings do 
not have such a person. 

5. High-rise office buildings have a written evacuation plan.  High-rise 
residential buildings do not have a written plan. 



Tip of the Helmet to:   

Fr. Brendan Cawley L-27, Members of 
Engine 46 and Ladder 27, the Ceremonial 
Unit, and the FDNY Emerald Society Bag 
Pipe Band who organized the annual 
“Black Sunday Mass” on January 19, 2019.  
This was the 14th Anniversary of that 
horrific day 

 

 

Special thanks go to Retired Deputy Chief James 
Murtagh of the 7th Division who provided much of 
the information that was used in this essay. 

Thanks to the following people who contributed to this essay:  Deputy Chief James DiDomenico 
(Division 13), Captain Ralph Tiso (Ret.), Lieutenant William Prange (Ladder 59), Firefighter Tom 
McEnroe (Ladder 59,  Ret.), Captain Chris Coppola (Engine 75), Firefighter Cliff Stabner (Ret.), 
Battalion Chief Chris Dougherty (Battalion 17), Lieutenant Niambi Dukette (Engine 42), Captain 
Frank Vignali (Division 7), Deputy Chief Vincent Dunn (Ret.), Firefighter Chris Roberto         
(Engine 48). 

Resources:  FDNY Training Bulletin Fires 7, FDNY Training Bulletin Emergencies 1, Fire Report 
from Bronx Box 4-4-4723 from December 26, 1997, Meritorious Act and Unit Citation Reports 
from Bronx Box 4-4-4723; “The Firefighter’s Battlespace”, by Vincent Dunn, pp. 128. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 Firefighter Steven H. Pollard, Ladder 
170, died on Sunday January 6, 2019 from 
injuries sustained while operating at Brooklyn 
Box 8628.  Remember his family in your 
thoughts and prayers.  May he rest in peace.  
Never forget! 

 

 


