
The Empire State Building Plane 

Crash 

 After nearly four years of war, in the Summer of 1945, there was reason 

to feel optimistic about the state of our country.  Victory over Nazi Germany 

was secured on May 8, 1945.  However, we were still at war with Japan.  The 

first atomic bomb would be dropped on Hiroshima on August 6, 1945, 

accelerating the end of the war with Japan.  The war would end with the 

surrender of the Empire of Japan on August 14, 1945.  On July 28, 1945, the City 

of New York, and the New York City Fire Department (FDNY) went through a 

horrific fire that happened to one of its iconic buildings.  It is known as the 

“Empire State Building Plane Crash.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Empire State Building 

was built between 1930-

1931.  The building is 102 

floors in height.  The tip of 

the mooring mast is 1250 

feet above the street.  The 

building was supported by 

skeletal steel.  The exterior 

walls were a combination 

of limestone and eight 

inches of brick.  The steel 

was fireproofed by 

concrete and tile.   

 The standpipe system was supplied by several water tanks located 

throughout the building.  Their capacities ranged from 5,000 gallons to 12,000 

gallons.  The tanks were located at the base of the mooring mast, the 85th, 63rd, 

42nd, and 21st floors.  Each tank except the mooring mast tank was located three 

floors above the highest standpipe outlet that it served.  The standpipe system 

had ten standpipe siameses with a fire department connection on the exterior of 

the building.   

 On May 1, 1931, the Empire State Building opened.  The ceremony was 

presided over by former Governor Al Smith.  

Present at the opening ceremony was FDNY Captain 

Patrick Walsh.  He was there to perform a final 

inspection before the building opened.  The FDNY 

had two concerns about the Empire State Building:  

1. That the building could be struck by an airplane.  

The minimum flying height was 1,000 feet and the 

Empire State Building was 1,250 feet.  The other 

concern was how to evacuate people from the 

building.  It was anticipated that there could be 

35,000 people in the Empire State Building during 

work hours.   
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 Captain Patrick Walsh would rise through the ranks of the 

FDNY.  Fourteen years after the opening day ceremony of the Empire 

State Building, the Fire Commissioner, and the Chief of Department 

of the FDNY would be Patrick Walsh.  He assumed command of the 

airplane crash and fire at the Empire State Building.   

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

The Plane:  The 
plane was a U.S. 
Army   B-25 North 
American Mitchell 
Bomber.  Its flight 
number was 41-

30577.  The plane 
was nicknamed “Old John Feather Merchant”.  
It was powered by two propeller engines.  It 
weighed 12 tons.  Its fuel was high octane 
gasoline and had a capacity of 975 gallons.  The 
bomber’s guns were removed, and its bomb 
doors were sealed shut. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Flight: 

 On Saturday morning July 28th at 0852 hours, flight 0577, 

the B-25 Mitchell Bomber left Bedford Massachusetts 

for a routine flight to Newark, NJ to pick up Colonel 

Harris Rogner.  The pilot was Lieutenant Colonel William F. Smith.  He 

was the Deputy Group Commander of the 457th Bomb Group.  On 

board was Staff Sergeant Christopher S. Domitrovich of the Army Air 

Forces.  A third passenger was Albert Perna of the U.S. Navy. 

 Lieutenant Colonel William F. Smith was a graduate of the U.S. 

Military Academy at West Point.  He was in the Class of ’42.  He flew 

more than 50 combat missions over France and Germany.  He had 

over 500 hours of combat flying time during his time in Europe.  He 

flew B-17s during the war, known as “The Flying Fortress”.  Lieut. 

Col. Smith was highly decorated.  He had the “Air Medal” with three 

Oak Leaf Clusters; the “Distinguished Flying Cross” with four Oak 

Leaves; a “Presidential Citation”; and the Croix de Guerre with Palm.  

Lieutenant Colonel Smith was 27 years old. 

 Sergeant Christopher Domitrovich 

had just met Lieut. Col. Smith the 

Thursday before their flight.  He was not a 

co-pilot.  He was a Crew Chief on the C-

47s and he was an engineer.  He flew 

several missions over Europe.  At one 

point during his time in the European 

theater, he had to parachute out of his 

plane over German-controlled Denmark.  

With the aid of the Dutch people, he 

evaded capture by the Germans.  With the 

end of the war in Europe, he was now 

stationed at Sioux Falls, South Dakota.  

Both Sergeant Domitrovich and Lieut. Col. 

Smith were anticipating being assigned to 

the war in the Pacific.   



 Just prior to take-off, the third member of the crew boarded flight 

0577.  U.S. Navy Aviation Machinist Mate 2nd Class Albert Perna stopped 

flight 0577 just before it started to taxi for take-off.  He told Lieutenant 

Colonel Smith that his brother had just been killed in action and he was 

trying to get home.  Even though he didn’t want any extra passengers, 

Lieutenant Colonel Smith sympathized with him and allowed Perna to 

board the plane.   

 The weather that morning was very humid and foggy.  The ceiling was 

down to 900 feet.  In 1945, ordinarily, 1,500 to 2,000 feet was the normal flying 

level for flights over New York City.  Lieut. Col. Smith wanted to fly to Newark via 

“instrument flight rules (IFR)”.  His request was denied due to the amount of 

civilian traffic that would be on the instruments due to the inclement weather.  

He decided to fly by “contact flight rules (CFR)” which means that he would fly no 

lower than 1,000 feet and he would have visual contact with the ground.  If he 

had to fly lower than 1,000 feet, he was supposed to return to Bedford.  His plane 

was fueled to capacity knowing that a return to Bedford was a possibility.  



Lieutenant Colonel Smith thought that he could at least make it to LaGuardia 

Airport.  If he made it to LaGuardia Airport, he could request permission to either 

land or fly on to Newark.   

 Visibility began to worsen as the plane flew over Long Island.  As flight 0577 

approached LaGuardia Airport, Lieutenant Colonel Smith requested Instrument 

Flight Rules (IFR) to continue-on to Newark.  Flight 0577 was unscheduled, and 

the airspace was crowded.  In addition, there was another military plane that lost 

radio contact and was thought to be flying at around 2,000 feet.  The flight 

controllers at LaGuardia were not happy to have to deal with flight 0577.  It was 

placed in a holding pattern over the Bronx.  The flight controllers attempted to 

report flight 0577 to military authorities.   

 After a while, the flight controllers at LaGuardia allowed flight 0577 to 

continue-on to Newark.  The flight controllers told Lieut. Col. Smith that the top of 

the Empire State Building was not visible.   

 

 



EMPIRE STATE BUILDING OCCUPANTS: 

 July 28, 1945 was a Saturday.  There were fewer people in the Empire State 

Building due to the weekend.  There were four elevator operators on-duty on this 

day.  One of them, Betty Lou Oliver, was scheduled to leave her job after work on 

Saturday and join her future husband who was home from the war.  The other 

elevator operators’ on-duty that day were Mary Scannell, Sam Wilkinson, and 

John Monte.  

 On the 79th floor, one of the tenants was the 

Catholic War Relief Services.  There were eighteen people 

working at the Catholic War Relief Services on the 79th 

floor.  The Catholic War Relief Services office was on the Northwest 

side of the Empire State Building.  Sitting in his office at the Catholic War Relief 

Services (CWRS) was Paul Dearing.  Sitting at their desks in CWRS near the 

windows on the north side were Jean Sozzi and John Judge. 

 At the 102nd floor viewing deck of the Empire State Building, there were 

several people at this level despite the heavy cloud cover.  One of the people at 

the observation platform was U.S. Army Lieutenant Allen Aimen.  Lieutenant 

Aimen was a B-24 pilot.  Also present at the observation platform was his wife 

Betty, and the guide Pat Hipwell.   

Events Go Horribly Wrong: 

 When flight 0577 was given approval to continue flying CFR to Newark, the 

cloud ceiling was dropping.  It was now 

800 feet over Manhattan.  Lieutenant 

Colonel Smith was supposed to cross 

Manhattan, turn left (south), and head 

to Newark.  As flight 0577 was about to 

cross into Manhattan, he saw a body of 

water and an island with buildings on it.  

He thought it was Manhattan, however, 

it was Welfare Island (now known as 

Roosevelt Island).  Lieutenant Colonel Smith saw a body of water on the other 

side of Welfare Island.  He mistakenly thought it was the Hudson River.  In reality, 

it was still the East River.  He turned left thinking he had crossed the Hudson River 
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and he was over New Jersey.  Lieutenant Colonel Smith would drop to 650 feet to 

get below the cloud layer.  Lieutenant Colonel Smith dropped his landing gear 

thinking he was close to Newark. 

 Lieutenant Colonel Smith had lost his orientation.  He was flying south 

down the center of Manhattan.  His flying speed was 250 miles per hour.  Flight 

0577 was first spotted near 42nd Street.  Lieutenant Colonel Smith narrowly 

missed the Grand Central Office Building (near Park Avenue) at the 22nd floor.  

Flight 0577 banked and narrowly missed the building.  

Flight 0577 narrowly missed 500 5th Avenue.  The B-25 

Mitchell Bomber was flying so close to the buildings 

that occupants in the buildings surrounding the plane 

could see the faces of the people in the cockpit.  

Building occupants could hear the roar of the plane as 

it approached their buildings.  The load roar and the 

vibration shook items off shelves and tables.   

 



 Lieutenant Colonel Smith realized he had lost 

his bearings.  He started retracting his landing gear.  

Suddenly out of the fog and mist, the Empire State 

Building appeared in front of him.  Lieutenant 

Colonel Smith pulled back on the controls 

aggressively and banked to the right in an attempt 

to evade the Empire State Building.  He could not 

clear the skyscraper.  Flight 0577 crashed into the 

Empire State building on the 78th and 79th floors at 

0953 hours.   

 Flight 0577 had approximately 800 gallons of 

high-octane gasoline in it at the time of the crash.  

When it struck the Empire State Building, it created 

a ball of flame on the 34th Street side of the 

building about 100 feet high.  The wall of flames lasted for about 5-10 minutes.   

 At the 102nd floor observation platform, Lieutenant Aimen was one of the 

first people to see flight 0577 come out of the cloud bank.  The plane was coming 

at them as it started its vertical climb.  He threw his wife to the floor as the plane 

struck below them.  It broke a couple windows on the observation platform as the 

fire expanded past 

them.  Another 

window failed from 

the heat as the fire 

was racing upward.  

When the plane 

struck the building, 

it swayed violently, 

like it was in a 

hurricane.  The 

viewing deck area 

quickly filled with 

smoke.   

This photo was taken the day after 



 The three people on the plane were killed instantly.  

On the 79th floor, Jean Sozzi and John Judge were killed 

instantly.  Paul Dearing was ejected out of the building on 

the 79th floor and landed on a setback on the 72nd floor, 

killing him (Paul Dearing was the only fatality that could 

readily be identified.  The other fatalities from that day 

were burned beyond recognition.).  Ann Gerlach, Mary Lou 

Taylor and Patricia O’Connor were in the elevator foyer 

when one of the plane’s engines smashed through the 

elevator bank, killing all three. Four people in their offices 

and the reception area, Lucille Bath, Mary Kedzierska, 

Maureen Maguire, and Margaret Mullins were drenched in 

gasoline and died when oxygen tanks that were on the 

plane exploded and ignited the gasoline. 

   The engine continued through to another elevator 

shaft and descended to the cellar starting a fire in the 

cellar.  Along with the aircraft engine going down the 

elevator shaft, the body of Aviation Machinist Mate 2nd 

Class Albert Perna went down the elevator shaft. 

 Joe Fountain was in his office which was adjacent to 

Paul Dearing’s office.  Mr. Fountain was horribly burned.  

He staggered out of his office.  Despite being in terrible 

pain, Joe Fountain convinced 

several of the people in the office 

to go to Father Swanstrom’s office 

on the 33rd Street side of the 

building.  Going into the smoke 

filled and searing hot office were 

Joe Fountain, Theresa Scarpelli, Kay 

O’Connor, Catherine O’Connor, 

Therese Fortier, Ellen Lowe, 

Charlotte Deegan, and Anna Regan.  

Joe Fountain attempted to raise a 

window in the office.  As he did, 



Empire State Building Disaster: Interior, S corner, 79th Fl. Offices; charred 

bodies on desk in background.; 11:50 am, July 28, 1945. Mayor LaGuardia 

Collection, NYC Municipal Archives. 

pieces of his flesh fell from 

his body.  They closed the 

door.  Flames were licking 

into the office from under 

the door.  Fire filled the 

glass enclosed reception 

area outside the office. 

 The nose section of 

the plane and the left 

landing gear crashed 

through two elevators and 

through to the other side of 

the building.  One of the plane’s engines went through elevator 6’s shaft and 

severed the elevator cables.  This was the elevator where Betty Lou Oliver was the 

elevator operator.  The elevator car started to free-fall for about 1,000 feet into 

the sub-cellar.  The plane crash put elevators 1,2,6,7 of the “G” bank out of 

service. 



  



 In addition to elevator operator 

Betty Lou Oliver, the three other 

elevator operators were seriously 

injured.  Mary Scannell’s elevator car 

was on the 80th floor along with Sam 

Watkinson’s car.  The explosion 

happened below them and it blew 

them out of their cars, seriously 

injuring both.  Mary Scannell was able 

to get to the “John Deere” offices on 

the East side of the building with the help 

of two men.  Mary Scannell could see Sam 

Watkinson staggering down the hallway 

away from the fire in the elevator shaft.  

John Monte’s elevator car was on the 30th 

floor when the plane struck.  His car 

plummeted down the shaft to the cellar.  

Thick smoke filled the elevator shaft.   



  



The motor that severed the elevator 

cables of elevator 6, crashed through the 

exterior wall of the Empire State Building 

on the 33rd Street side of the building and 

fell to the south side of 33rd street.  The 

wreckage crashed through the reinforced 

concrete roof of the twelve-story Astoria 

Building on 10 West 33rd Street.  A fire 

started there.   

 

 



Oliver fully recovered and later returned to the Empire State Building and rode 

one of the elevators to the top. She died in 1994 or 1999. Molony left the Coast 

Guard after World War II and joined the Navy as a Navy Hospital corpsman.  He 

was assigned to Marines as a medic during the Korean War where his courage 

and abilities were again demonstrated when he was wounded eight times 

serving alongside the Marines as a combat medic. He died in 2002. 

 Seventeen-year-old Coast Guardsman Pharmacist 

Mate Donald Maloney was visiting Manhattan and 

contemplating going up to the observation deck, despite the 

bad weather.  He heard the crash and he quickly went into 

the Walgreen’s Pharmacy located on the ground floor of the 

Empire State Building.  He 

asked for bandages, 

morphine, a syringe, several 

dozen needles, a first aid kit, 

burn ointment and alcohol.  He wanted to go to 

the crash floors, but the elevators were out of 

service.  He saw that there was an elevator in the 

sub-cellar and he went there. 



  

 

 

 

FDNY Lieutenant Patrick J. Murphy of 

Engine 1 was on the street at 5th 

Avenue and 30th Street when the crash 

occurred.  He pulled Manhattan Box 

681 at 0953 hours.  Engine 1, Ladder 24 

and the 7th Battalion would be first due.  

Battalion Chief Arthur Massett was the 

Battalion Chief on-duty.  (Historical 

Note:  A total of 15 fire alarm boxes 

would be pulled for this fire.  Hundreds 

of telephone alarms were transmitted.  

So much so that NY Telephone 

Company could not handle the volume 

simultaneously.)   

 Deputy Chief Gerhardt E. Bryant 

of the 3rd Division heard the crash from 

his firehouse a block away.  Deputy 

Chief Bryant went to the Empire State 



Building before the alarm came in.  When 

he arrived at the Empire State Building, he 

saw that people were self-evacuating on 

the 33rd Street side of the building.  They 

were in a panic mode and running in all 

directions.  At the 78th and 79th floors, 

heavy fire was pumping out of the 

structure.  Deputy Chief Bryant ran into 

Lieutenant Murphy of Engine 1.  Lieutenant Murphy informed him that he had 

transmitted box 681.  Deputy Chief Bryant was faced with three fires, the fire in 

the 78th and 79th floors, a sub-cellar fire where the gasoline and one of the motors 

went down the elevator shaft, and a fire in the Astoria Building at 10 West 33rd 

Street where one of the motors went through the Empire State Building and 

crashed through the roof of the 12-story building. 

 Deputy Chief Bryant knew how serious this 

situation was.  There was an extreme life hazard 

in the building.  They would have difficulty making 

it to the 78th and 79th floors.  While there was 

elevator service up to the 67th floor, firemen 

would have to carry their hoses and tools up to 

the crash site from the 67th floor.  The 78th and 

79th floors were served by two standpipes.  The 

high-pressure hydrant pumping system station 

was contacted to increase the pressure in 

the hydrants to 125 psi, and eventually to 

175 psi. 

 Knowing how labor intensive this fire 

would be, Deputy Chief Bryant transmitted 

multiple alarms in rapid succession: 

2nd Alarm at 0956 hours. 

3rd Alarm at 1000 hours. 

4th Alarm at 1001 hours. 



  Ambulances were called to the fire for the anticipated casualties.  12 

Ambulances, 20 Doctors, 20 Nurses and 12 Stretcher Bearers responded to the 

scene.   

  



 Deputy Chief Bryant sectored off his fire.  Battalion Chief 

Arthur Massett of the 7th Battalion would direct operations in the 

Empire State Building.  Acting Battalion Chief George H. Winter of 

the 6th Battalion would direct operations at the fire at 10 West 33rd 

Street.   

 Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia arrived at the fire.  Fire 

Commissioner/Chief of Department Patrick Walsh arrived and 

took command of the fire.  Also arriving were Assistant Chief 

Timothy Donovan and Assistant Chief John J. T. Waldron.   

 Communications was recognized as a potential problem 

for the FDNY at such a tall building.  Battalion Chief Massett 

attempted to establish communications via telephone to the 

upper floors.  This effort proved futile.  The plane strike knocked 

out the telephones in the building.  A new radio communications 

system was called.  It consisted of two back-packs with radio 

capability.  They were manned by Firemen Arthur Meyerson and 

Galvin Gertsen.  The 

communications were a great asset 

at this fire.  Fr. Meyerson went to 

the upper floors to relay information 

to Fr. Gertsen who could relay it to 

Deputy Chief Bryant.  The radio 

signal was stronger if Fr. Gertsen 

positioned 

himself 

outside the 

building, 

rather than 

inside. 



 Elevator cars 6 & 7 were in the 

sub-cellar and were burning.  Betty Lou 

Oliver, whose elevator car number 6 had 

a 1,000-foot free-fall drop, was 

miraculously alive.  However, she was 

severely injured and trapped.  An Engine 

Company was ordered by Battalion Chief 

Massett to stretch a hand line from a 

high-pressure hydrant to protect the 

rescue effort and extinguish fire in the 

elevator shaft. 

 Battalion Chief Massett saw Coast 

Guardsman Maloney with his bag of first aid 

supplies.  He ordered him to go with a group 

of firemen to the sub-cellar to assist in the 

rescue of Betty Lou Oliver.  Firemen were 

able to make a small hole in the debris to 

make access to the interior of the elevator 

car.  Coast Guardsman Maloney was slight in 

stature and was the only person that could fit 

into the hole.  Betty Lou Oliver had two 

broken legs and was pinned by debris.  The 

protective hose line from above had to be 

shut down to extricate Miss Oliver.  It took 

one hour to rescue Betty Lou Oliver. 

 John Monte’s elevator car was discovered while searching for Betty Lou 

Oliver.  John Monte had serious burns.  He survived 

and was removed to the lobby by two firemen and 

taken to the ambulances. 

 People evacuating and in panic, delayed 

firemen from climbing the stairs.  This delayed 

extinguishment of the fire for about 10 minutes. 



Empire State Building Disaster: Interior, W side of 79th 

Fl, facing E; 12:30 pm, July 28, 1945. Firemen walking 

through rubble in rear. Mayor LaGuardia Collection, 

NYC Municipal Archives. 

Empire State Building Disaster: Interior, 79th Fl. 

12:55 pm, July 28, 1945. Hole in south wall where 

plane crashed into elevators. Mayor LaGuardia 

Collection, NYC Municipal Archives. 

 Lieutenant Eddie Ryan of Engine 14 led 

his group of firemen up the stairway.  They 

were challenged in climbing the stairs due to 

the evacuating occupants and the smoke-filled 

stairway.  Engine 72 was also charging up the 

stairs led by Lieutenant Harry Quinn.  Fireman 

Joseph Krajec of Engine 72 was equipped with 

a Carbon Dioxide extinguisher.  Fireman Krajec 

had to stop six times to extinguish rivulets of 

burning gasoline coming down the stairs.   

 Rescue 1 was performing a search of the 

east side of the 79th floor led by Lieutenant 

Louis E. Werner.  A fireman struck a door in 

office 7901 with his axe and asked, “is anyone 

in here”?  It brought cries from twelve 

secretaries and bookkeepers from the 

Ameritrade Corporation.  They were given 

oxygen and taken down to the 75th floor which 

was a triage area.   

 The group of seven survivors on the 79th 

floor seeking refuge in Father Swanstrom’s 

office were trying to bring attention to 

themselves so they could be rescued by 

firemen.  Outside the office, in the reception 

area, fire was still burning unabated.  Inside 

the office, where the seven trapped 

individuals were, was filling up with acrid 

smoke.  The heat was starting to become 

untenable.  There was a photographer taking 

pictures across the street named Harold Smith.  

One of the trapped women, Ellen Lowe, 

leaned out a window and yelled at him to 

“save us, we can’t breathe, tell someone we are up here.”   

Empire State Building Disaster: Interior, S corner, 79th Fl., 

facing N; 12:05 pm, July 28, 1945. Mayor LaGuardia 

Collection, NYC Municipal Archives. 



 Photographer Harold Smith made his way up to the 78th floor and 

contacted Lieutenant Edward Buchanan of 

Ladder 4.  Gasping for breath, he told Lieutenant 

Buchanan of the people he saw in the windows 

across the street.  Lieutenant Buchanan asked 

him, “are you sure”?  Lieutenant Buchanan 

looked down the hallway and it was smoke filled.  

He stated: “if they are alive it will be one hell of a 

miracle.”  Lieutenant Buchanan grabbed a group 

of firemen from Engine 54.  They were equipped 

with a charged hose line and they fought their 

way to Father Swanstrom’s office.  There were 

flames in the reception area.  A fireman broke 

the glass with his axe.  This brought shouts from 

the trapped occupants of “save us.”  Once they 

made access to the reception area, they applied 

their hose stream to extinguish the encroaching 

fire.  When they made it to the office and 

opened the door, the 

trapped occupants could 

not believe their eyes as 

Lieutenant Buchanan 

stood in the doorway 

shrouded by smoke and 

steam.   

 On that day, the 

three people in the plane 

were killed.  Ten people 

working in the Catholic 

War Relief Services were 

killed.  The final fatality 

was Joe Fountain who 

died from his severe 

burns five days later, 



making the total number of fatalities 14.           

There were 25 people who were seriously 

injured.  The most serious injury was to 

elevator operator Betty Lou Oliver.  She made 

a full recovery in eight months. 

Petty Officer Molony was credited with 

saving twelve people that day.  He would 

later become a U.S. Navy Hospital Corpsman 

and was assigned to the Marines where he 

served in the Korean War.  He was wounded 

eight times while serving his country in 

Korea.   

 This fire was the highest fire the FDNY 

had fought up to that time, 913 feet above 

ground.  23 fire companies responded to the 

fire.  15 standpipe-fed hose lines were used 

to bring the fire under control.  The fire was 

knocked down fifteen minutes after the hose 

lines were in operation, 35 minutes after the 

receipt of the initial alarm.  The fire was 

under control in an hour.  Most of the FDNY 

units that responded to the fire were 

released by 1130 hours.  The members of the 

FDNY received high praise for their efforts at 

this fire.  It was reported that their rescue 

efforts continued until they passed out.   

 The Empire State Building was re-

opened in three days.  The repairs to the 

building were completed in about three 

months.  The only visible remnant of the fire 

was a piece of charred limestone which was 

left on the building as a reminder of July 28, 

1945. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



 



 Our current communications plan for high rise building fires 

is much more effective than it was in 1945.  It consists of the 

following pieces of equipment:  Handi-talkies, Department Radio, 

Building handi-talkie networks, Post Radios, and Cross Band 

Repeaters. 

 In addition to the above equipment, the “Class E” hard wire 

communications are available, such as:  Standpipe telephones, In-

house telephones, outside telephones, sound-powered telephones, 

and the Class E system equipment.  Class E system equipment 

includes floor warden stations, mechanical control center phones, 

elevator phones, air handling control room phones, and elevator 

machinery room phones. 

 A public address system is available.  This system can send 

verbal messages to all floors, elevators and stairways.  In addition to 

passing along information to aid in the evacuation of building 

occupants, it may be a rapid way to send a message out to operating 

forces.   

 Floor warden telephone stations are located on each floor of 

high-rise buildings between exits.  This is a hard-wire option that 

connects to the Command Post.  



 The Incident Commander (IC) establishes 

the Command Post and this is the center of 

communications for the fire.  He makes sure 

there is communications with the Borough 

Dispatcher, and he establishes a “Command 

Channel”.  The Command Channel is an 

essential tool to communicate between the 

various posts and sectors within the building. 

 In addition to establishing radio 

communications between the Command Post 

and the various sectors, hard wire 

communications should be established.  Phone 

numbers should be obtained before leaving the 

Command Post for an assignment.  

 Post radios have improved 

our capability for communications 

at high rise building fires.  They 

transmit with 45 watts of power.  The battery lasts approximately 4 

hours.  Post radios have been highly effective in our  radios outside 

the building so the signal could be triangulated and transmitted 

outside the building without obstruction.   

 The vehicle cross band repeater has been installed in Battalion and Division 

vehicles.  It consists of two parts, the repeater, and two linked radios, one high 

wattage (UHF) and one low wattage (VHF).  The VHF radio is used within the 

building (5 watts) and it sends the message to the Chief’s vehicle where the 

repeater transmits the message outside the building at 40 watts (UHF).   

 

 

 



 When a vehicle cross band repeater is 

going to be used, the borough dispatcher 

must be notified.  Only one vehicle repeater 

can be used at any time city-wide.   

 Many new high-rise buildings have a 

building repeater system.  Under the new 

building code, they are required in 

commercial high-rise buildings over 75 feet.  

New high-rise residential buildings over 75 

feet are required to have a public address 

system. 

 The Field Communications Unit and 

the Communications Engines are equipped 

with “Cutter Radio Systems”.  These radios 

provide a communication link radio to radio.  

They may take a little time to set-up, but 

they have been found to be highly effective.   

 

 

Resources:  New York Board of Fire Underwriters report on “Collision of U.S. 

Army Air Force Bomber with the Empire State Building at 78
th

 and 79
th

 Floors 

and Ensuing Fire”; FDNY Department Order 31/1946, Board of Merit; “The 

Sky is Falling” by Arthur Weingarten; “The Empire State Building, the Making 

of a Landmark”, by John Tauranac; WNYF October 1945 “Empire Crash Fire” 

by Deputy Chief Gerhardt E. Bryant. 3
rd

 Division and Lieutenant Arthur J. 

Golden, Engine 5; NY Daily News; NY Times; Fire Engineering October 1945 

“How “Walkie-Talkies” Served at Empire State Building Fire” by Art H. 

Meyerson; Newsweek July 31, 1945; NY Herald Tribune, July 29, 1945; FDNY 

Firefighting Procedures High-Rise Building Fires; FDNY Communications 

Manual, Chapter 12. 

Thanks go out to the following people who contributed to this essay:  

Firefighter John Paulson (Engine 75, Mand Library), Fire Alarm Dispatcher 

Herb Eysser (Ret.), Deputy Chief Joseph Carlsen (3
rd

 Division) Deputy Chief 

Vincent Dunn (Ret.), Lieutenant Chris Roberto (3
rd

 Division Cov.) 



 

BATTALION CHIEF DENNIS J. MOYNIHAN, BATTALION 18 (RET.):  Passed 

away on March 21, 2020 from injuries sustained while operating at 

Manhattan Box 8087.  This was the rescue and recovery effort after the 

attacks on the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001.  May he rest 

in peace.  Never forget! 

FIREFIGHTER ANTHONY J. CATAPANO, ENGINE 202 (RET.):  Passed away 

on May 30, 2020 from injuries sustained while operating at Manhattan 

Box 8087.  This was the rescue and recovery effort after the attacks on 

the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001.  May he rest in peace.  

Never forget! 

FIREFIGHTER JOHN H. MARR, ENGINE 34 (RET.):  Passed away on April 7, 

2020 from injuries sustained while operating at Manhattan Box 8087.  

This was the rescue and recovery effort after the attacks on the World 

Trade Center on September 11, 2001.  May he rest in peace.  Never 

forget! 

LIEUTENANT KEVIN C. DUNN, ENGINE 251 (RET.):  Passed away on May 

6, 2020 from injuries sustained while operating at Manhattan Box 8087.  

This was the rescue and recovery effort after the attacks on the World 

Trade Center on September 11, 2001.  May he rest in peace.  Never 

forget! 

FIREFIGHTER PAUL J. GRECO, SQUAD 270 (RET.):  Passed away on May 

6, 2020 from injuries sustained while operating at Manhattan Box 8087.  

This was the rescue and recovery effort after the attacks on the World 

Trade Center on September 11, 2001.  May he rest in peace.  Never 

forget! 

FIREFIGHTER PAUL A. McMANAMAN, SQUAD 252 (RET.):  Passed away 

on June 5, 2020 from injuries sustained while operating at Manhattan 

Box 8087.  This was the rescue and recovery effort after the attacks on 

the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001.  May he rest in peace.  

Never forget! 



 

Interesting Facts: 

Petty Officer Molony was called into Coast Guard District 

Headquarters and questioned about whether he'd sold Boy 

Comics publisher Lev Gleason the rights to his story, in 

violation of Coast Guard rules. He informed them that he had 

not. An investigation took place, and according to later court 

testimony, "there was a threat of court martial and discipline". 

Molony sued Lev Gleason for violating his right to privacy 

under NY State law — specifically, he invoked Civil Rights Laws 

Article 5 Sections 50 and 51. In 1949, the Supreme Court of 

New York ruled that his right to privacy had been violated. The 

decision turned on the notion that a comic book story is de 

facto humorous or exaggerated for the purpose of generating 

sales. In other words, of course, comics are for kids. It's a funny book, not the news (see: Molony v. Boy 

Comics Publishers, 277 AD 166 (N.Y. App. Div. 1950)). 

 

Legendary shot in history 

 

With legs held down by two newsmen, 

photographer Ernie Sisto crawled out on a 

harrowing ledge and took the historic photo. It ran 

on page one of the New York Times.  

https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/laws/CVR/A5


 A “Class I” and the “Michael J. Delahanty 

Medal” was awarded to Lieutenant Edward J. 

Buchanan of Hook & Ladder 4 for his actions at 

extreme personal risk. 

 The following members were awarded a 

“Class A”, an act of personal bravery in 

conjunction with initiative and capability:  Fr. 

Joseph E. Deevey, Engine 54; Fr. Richard J. 

Hargrave, Engine 54; Fr. Arthur L. Maxwell, 

Engine 54; Fr. James W. Prior, Engine 54; Fr. 

Arthur L. Speyer, Ladder 24; and Fr. Frank E. 

Kromholz, Ladder 7. 

 In 1945, Unit Citations didn’t exist.  For the 

Empire State Building Plane Crash, there were 

206 “Class B” awards (an act requiring personal 

bravery or initiative and capability) for their 

efforts on July 28th, 1945.  They were awarded to 

all responding members from the following units:  

3rd Division, 7th Battalion, Engine 1, Engine 16, 

Engine 21, Ladder 7, Ladder 24, Engine 26, Engine 

65, Engine 19, Engine 34, Ladder 21, Rescue 1, 8th 

Battalion, Engine 5, Engine 18, F.S.S. Co. 1, Engine 

8, Engine 3, Ladder 12, 3rd Battalion, Engine 33, 

Ladder 25, Engine 13, Engine 14, Ladder 3, 6th Battalion, Engine 72, Engine 2, 

Engine 28, Engine 23, Ladder 4, Water Tower 2, Headquarters Chiefs and Staff. 



 

   



 

 

 


