


 The word “routine” somehow conjures thoughts of the phrase “not 

dangerous”.  In the New York City Fire Department (FDNY) we respond to 

thousands of minor fires and emergencies that usually are handled without 

incident.  On October 20, 1984, Engine 297 was working at a routine abandoned 

derelict vehicle fire (ADV) on 20th Avenue and 142nd Street in Queens.  The routine 

operation quickly took a horrific turn and resulted in the death of an operating 

Firefighter.  The incident will forever be known as “The Tony Shands Accident”.   

 The night tour on October 20th, 1984 started routinely at the quarters of 

Engine 297 and Ladder 130 in Queens.  There was a light rain falling.  On-duty in 

Engine 297 was Lieutenant Edward Cain (Cov. Batt. 52), Firefighter (Fr.) Richard 

Loughlin had the “Nozzle”, Fr. Anthony “Tony” Shands had the “Back-up”, Fr. 

Robert Fanning had the “Control Position”, and Fr. Gareth Smith was the 

“Chauffeur”.  The masks were checked, radios were charged, and the apparatus 

was checked.  Engine 297 was ready for the night tour. 

 Engine 297 had only one run early in the night tour.  That ended up being a 

malicious false alarm at 2220 hours. 

 At 0400 hours, a civilian named 

William Cano saw a vehicle was on fire 

on 20th Avenue near the Whitestone 

Expressway.  Mr. Cano drove to the 

firehouse of Engine 297 and Ladder 130 

and reported the fire to the Firefighter 

on housewatch duty, Victor Werny of 

Ladder 130.  Engine 297 was turned out 

for a “Verbal Alarm” at around 0412 

hours.  The Queens Fire Alarm 

Dispatcher was contacted by Lieutenant Cain that they were responding to an 

ADV fire. 



 In 1984, the response to a car fire was a single Engine Company response.  

Engine 297 arrived at the fire at 0419 hours and they transmitted the 10-84.  20th 

Avenue is a four-lane road, two lanes on the south side and two on the north side.  

The posted speed limit was 40 miles per hour.   

 When Engine 297 arrived at the fire, the ADV was completely involved in 

fire.  Firefighter Gareth Smith positioned Engine 297’s pumper on the right side of 

the road in front of the ADV fire.  Firefighter Richard Loughlin went to the back of 

the pumper and pulled the booster line until there was enough hose to fight the 

fire.  Their initial attack position was on the sidewalk.  Engine 297 extinguished 

the fire in the cab area first, and then 

proceeded to extinguish fire in the 

rest of the ADV.  A routine operation!   

 The spot light of the apparatus 

was turned on before the hose line 

was operated.  It was directed 

between 100 and 150 feet to the rear 

of the pumper to warn oncoming cars. 



 The fire in the ADV was 

completely extinguished and 

Lieutenant Edward Cain told the 

firefighters to take-up the hose 

line.  (Historical Note:  All FDNY 

Pumpers in 1984 were equipped 

with a booster hose on a reel at 

the back step.  This hose was 1 

inch in diameter.  This hose was 

used for small rubbish fires, brush 

fires, car fires, etc.)  Lieutenant 

Cain radioed the Queens Fire Alarm Dispatcher at 0430 hours and told them that 

they were in service and available.   

 Firefighter Smith went to the cab of the pumper to take the rig “out-of-

pumps”.  Firefighter Robert Fanning climbed to the Officer’s side of the back step 

and proceeded to direct the spot light towards the booster reel, so the firefighters 

could see what they were doing.  Firefighter Loughlin operated the button for the 

booster reel motor.  Firefighter Shands was standing on the ground guiding the 

hose onto the reel so it was neat and stored properly.  Both Fr. Loughlin and Fr. 

Shands were facing the apparatus and their backs were to on-coming traffic.   

 After Lieutenant 

Cain completed his duties 

in the cab of the pumper, 

he got down out of the 

cab and started walking to 

the rear of Engine 297’s 

apparatus.  He got about 

half way towards the back 

step when he heard a 

loud crash which made 

the pumper move.          



He went to the back 

step and saw that a 

car had crashed into 

the rear of the 

pumper.  Firefighter 

Loughlin jumped 

down and went to 

the car and opened 

the passenger side 

door.  He saw the 

driver, Ms. 

Constanza Hoyas 

lying on the front seat and bleeding from her head.  Her head appeared to have 

struck the windshield.  Firefighter Loughlin told Lieutenant Cain to call for an 

ambulance.   

 Quickly, Firefighter Loughlin’s thoughts turned to where was Fr. Shands?  

Fr. Shands was hit by the car at the back step and was underneath the pumper.  

Lieutenant Cain and Fr. Loughlin were able to remove Fr. Shands from underneath 

the apparatus.  They 

made a quick assessment 

of his injuries.  They 

could not get a pulse.  

The firefighters of Engine 

297 began Cardio 

Pulmonary Resuscitation 

(CPR) on their injured 

Brother Firefighter.   

At 0432 hours, 

Engine 297 notified the 

Queens Fire Alarm 

Dispatcher that they 



have been involved 

in an accident.  

They requested an 

ambulance, a 

Battalion Chief, and 

the NYPD to 

respond.   

Battalion 52 

arrived at 0433 

hours.  When 

Battalion Chief 

Joseph Purcell and 

his Aide, Michael 

Gunther of the 52 Battalion arrived at the incident, what they saw was horrific.  

The members of Engine 297 were performing first aid on Fr. Tony Shands.  They 

were placing tourniquets on both his legs.  His legs were amputated where the car 

crushed him into the back step of the pumper.  Firefighter Shands was removed 

to Booth Memorial 

Hospital.  Firefighter 

Tony Shands died from 

his injuries. 

At 0435 hours, 

Deputy Chief William 

Burke of the 14th Division 

was dispatched to the 

incident.  At 0434 hours, 

Ladder 144 and a couple 

minutes later, Ladder 130 

(at 0438 hours) turned 

out to respond to the 

incident.  Rescue 4 was dispatched at 0443 hours and the Safety Battalion 

responded at 0446 hours.   



Firefighter Tony Shands was 28 years old and had 

been an FDNY Firefighter since 1981.  May he rest in 

peace.  Never forget! 

 

 The car driven by Ms. Constanza Hoyas was a Pontiac Phoenix.  There 

were no skid marks at the accident scene indicating the brakes were not applied.  

The speed of Ms. Hoya’s car could not be determined due to the lack of skid 

marks. 

 Ms. Hoyas was arrested for “driving while intoxicated.”  Her blood alcohol 

level was .23.  She was indicted for vehicular homicide.  She was convicted and 

served only four months in jail.  She was 20 years old. 



All the emergency 

lights on Engine 297’s 

apparatus were functioning 

properly and were on. 

The head lights of the 

Pontiac were on and 

functioning. 

The impact of the car 

drove Fr. Tony Shands underneath the apparatus.  The force drove his ¾ boots off 

and were found 100 feet from the front of the apparatus.  Fr. Shands had both his 

legs amputated above the ankle and had a spinal fracture. 

Fr. Shands had all his 

protective gear on, 

including his turnout coat 

with reflective striping.   

There were no 

warning devices (cones, flares) placed on the road before Engine 297 was 

operating. 

There is no evidence 

that Ms. Hoyas took any 

evasive action prior to the 

collision.   

Reports indicate that 

the ADV was at the location 

of the fire for 2 to 3 weeks 

prior to the fire. 

 

 



 

 Because of this incident, the FDNY changed its response 

policy.  A single Engine Company no longer would respond to a 

vehicle accident or emergency.  The response policy was that a 

Ladder Company would be dispatched along with the Engine 

Company.  The Ladder Company’s apparatus would be 

positioned between the operating Engine Company and 

oncoming traffic.  During the entire operation, the blocking and 

operating apparatus must have their emergency lights turned 

on.  Depending upon the situation, more that the two FDNY 

units could be dispatched.  The blocking apparatus must remain 

in position until the Engine Company firefighters have 

completed their operations and have boarded their apparatus. 

 The next generation of FDNY pumpers had a design 

change.  The booster hose line at the back step would be 

eliminated.  There was now an enlarged front bumper that had 

a hose trough for an 1 ¾ inch hose line.  There was a discharge 



outlet on the front of the pumper.  This hose line would be used for smaller fires 

that the booster line used to extinguish. 

 Operating at express highways, divided boulevards, main arteries, or 

secondary roadways are now identified as a dangerous environment for us to 

work in.  Training of Company Officers and fire companies stress this hazard.  The 

number of distracted drivers has increased with the advent of cellular telephones, 

texting, and entertainment devices.  Actions should be taken to protect operating 

firefighters from oncoming traffic BEFORE they start extinguishing the fire or 

mitigating the emergency.   

All firefighters must 

have all their protective gear 

on.  All firefighters must have 

a flashlight to be able to warn 

oncoming motorists. 

 The fire apparatus that 

is blocking for the Engine 

Company should be about 50 

feet from the Engine 

Company. 

 Firefighters should place flares in the direction of oncoming traffic.  Two 

firefighters must be assigned to do this.  These two firefighters must face traffic 

and have a predetermined area of safety.  One of the two firefighters serve to 

observe and warn the other firefighter on an oncoming vehicle.  The firefighters 

placing flares should stay on the side of the road unless they must place a flare.  

Then, they return to the side of the road.  Never assume that flares or cones will 

protect you from oncoming motorists.   

 Other than the firefighters designated to place cones 

and/or flares, all firefighters should avoid standing to the rear 

of the blocking apparatus.   



 The NYPD must be notified via FDNY Dispatcher of the need for traffic 

control. 

 Upon arrival at a vehicle fire/emergency, the Company Officer must 

evaluate the possibility of a secondary collision.  “The greatest danger of 

secondary collision occurs during periods of light to moderate traffic volume with 

the usual accompanying high speed.”  Expect speeds of 70 mph or more.  A car 

moving at 70 mph will require 500 feet to stop. (Provided the pavement is dry.) 

 If necessary, special call the Department of Sanitation to spread sand 

and/or salt after our operations. 

 The highway must be closed if smoke is blowing across the roadway or if 

snow, rain, fog, sleet obscure visibility. 

 Federal regulations and FDNY policy require operating firefighters at vehicle 

accidents/emergencies to wear “high visibility safety 

vests.”  This requirement is whether it is day or night.  The 

exceptions to this rule are:  1) If bunker gear is donned, 

and SCBA is donned, and the firefighter is in close 

proximity to the fire in the course of extinguishment.  2) If 

operating with personal protective equipment (PPE) and a 

donned facepiece from an SCBA at a hazardous material 

incident.  3) When operating at a technical rescue 

operation that requires donned PPE and or equipment. 

 “Officers should designate at least one firefighter to 

observe traffic and warn members of danger.” 

Deputy Chief Jay Jonas, Division 7 

 

 

 

 



 

FIREFIGHTER ROBERT J. 

LEMBO, (RET.) LADDER 144, 

passed away on Tuesday May 29,2018.  He passed away from injuries 

sustained while operating at Manhattan Box 5-5-8087, which was the 

rescue and recovery effort at the World Trade Center.  May he rest in 

peace.  Never forget! 

 

Resources:  FDNY Training Bulletin Fires 8; NY Daily News; “Safety and Survival on 

the Fire Ground”, 2nd Edition, by Vincent Dunn; FDNY Safety Bulletin 88; FDNY 

Safety and Inspection Services Command Investigative Report, October 20, 1984, 

Fatal Injury, Firefighter Anthony Shands. 

Thanks to the following people who contributed to this essay:  Captain Thomas E. 

Smith (Safety Command), FM Daniel Maye (Mand Library), Katy Clements (Photo 

Unit), Deputy Chief Vincent Dunn (Ret.), Firefighter Chris Roberto (Engine 48). 
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