
  

 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

n Tuesday night, December 5, 1876, a 
fire occurred in the City of Brooklyn 

that shocked the nation.  The 
Brooklyn Theater was situated 

at the corner of Johnson 
Street and Washington 
Street (now, it is Cadman 
Plaza).  On the night of the 
fire, the play “Two Orphans” 
was being performed.  The 
stars of the show were Harry 
Murdoch and Kate Claxton.  
When the fire was 
extinguished, it was 
discovered that 278 people 
were killed.  In this essay, I 
will explore the events of 
the day of the fire, and what 
measures we still take today 
to prevent such a tragedy. 

 

  



The Building:  The Brooklyn Theater opened on October 2, 1871.  
It was “L-shaped”.  It touted many appointments and comforts for the 
day.  It was built of brick and wood joist (Class 3).  Most buildings of 
that time were either Class 3 or wood frame (Class 4).  Its dimensions 
were 70 foot x 121 foot.  It had two balconies and a main “orchestra 
level”.  The “orchestra” level was also known as the “Parquet” and it 
could seat 600 people.  The 
first balcony was known at 
the “Dress Circle” or 
“Gallery”.  The first 
balcony could seat 550 
people.  The top 
balcony was known as 
the “Family Circle” 
and could seat 450 
people.  
Illumination was 
provided by gas 
jet flames that 
were enclosed in 
wire cages.  The 
flame for the 
gas lanterns 
could be 
controlled 
from a 
remote 
location. 



 The Washington Street side was the 
main entrance to the lobby of the theater.  
Exposure 4 was the 1st Precinct of the 
Brooklyn Police Department.  Exposure 4A 
was a Post Office.  Nestled into the hollow of 
the “L-shaped” theater was the Dieter Hotel.  
The hotel was a three-story brick and wood-
joist building.  The rear of the theater building was “Flood’s Alley” 
(Exposure 3).  There were four exit doors 
that opened onto “Flood’s Alley”.  All four 
of these doors were locked.  There were 
row frame dwellings that bordered “Floods 
Alley”. 

 There were exit doors that came 
through the lobby to the “Parquet” level.  
There were two stairways leading to the 
“Dress Circle” (2nd tier) from the lobby.  
There was another stairway leading from 
the “Dress Circle” tier to the “Family 
Circle” tier on the eastern 
wall of the building.  Off the 
stage, there was a large door 
and a small door for the 
exclusive use of actors or 
stage personnel (opened on 
Johnson Street).  From the 
stage, there was an underground passage that went from the stage to 
the box office.   



 The stage for this play had canvas enclosing three sides.  It also 
had a canvas canopy for a ceiling midway between the stage and the 
ceiling or “flies” of the stage.  There was numerous canvas painted 
sceneries that were hung from the flies of the stage.  Most of the 
hanging scenery was not from the current play.  They were being 
stored. 

The stage had a 
standpipe and 50 feet of 2 ½ 
inch hose with a nozzle.  The 
stage area was also 
supposed to be equipped 
with water-filled fire 
buckets.  None of these 
appliances were used at the 
fire.  The fire buckets were 
not on-stage at the time of 
the fire. 

 The play the “Two Orphans” was a popular play in both Brooklyn 
and New York City.  It was particularly popular with young people.  The 
day of the fire, the theater was only about 2/3 full.  The cheaper seats 
on the “Family Circle” balcony were full, about 400-450 people.  There 
were about 300 people in the “Dress Circle” balcony.  The “Parquet” 
had only about 250 people.  Most of the people in attendance were 
between the ages of 18 and 23, and most of them were young men.  
Approximately 900 people were in attendance for the play. 



  

New York theaters in 1800’s 



 



 

 Circa 1876 
 The Brooklyn Fire Department (BFD) became a paid fire 
department on September 15, 1869.  At the time of the Brooklyn 
Theater Fire in 1876, the BFD had 40 fire companies.  There were 
approximately 2,366 members in the BFD.  The BFD would merge with 
the Fire Department of New York (FDNY) on January 28, 1898.   

 The Chief Engineer (Chief of Department) of the BFD in 1876 was 
Thomas F. Nevins.  He was the second Chief Engineer in BFD’s history.  
He was promoted to Chief Engineer of the BFD on November 1, 1870 
after Chief Engineer John Cunningham retired after only one year.  
Chief Nevins was promoted from District Engineer (Battalion Chief).  

Chief Nevins was 27 years old. 

  

 



 In 1876, the BFD had a 
telegraph system to 
transmit alarms to the fire 
companies.  However, there 
were no fire alarm boxes in 
the streets.  In order for a 
fire to be reported, a person 
would have to go to a police 
station.  The police station 
would transmit the alarm to 

the City Hall tower.  The receiver of the alarm would tap out the signal 
on the telegraph that indicated the district where the fire was reported.  
The fire companies would respond to the fire in about five minutes 
upon receipt of the alarm.  During that era however, about one in ten 
people knew how to notify the fire department.  It frequently took 
twenty to thirty minutes for the public to notify the fire department in 
the event of a fire.   

 Obviously, there were no 
breathing apparatus, or gloves.  
Protective gear was a helmet, boots, 
and a coat.  All apparatus was horse-
drawn.  The engine apparatus were 
“steamers” and they had an associated 
hose wagon.  The ladder apparatus 
was horse-drawn as well.  There was 
no aerial device, but there were many 
portable ladders on the apparatus. 



 The fire started at about 2315 hours.  The play was in its final act.  
The scenery was being raised and lowered for the play.  Fire was 
discovered by theater employees in scenery that ripped and fell onto 
gas lights.  The fire got into the flies at the ceiling level of the stage.  At 
first, it was noticeable by sparks falling onto the stage.  A carpenter and 
a “drop-shifter” climbed out on the groove of the upper reaches of the 
stage in an attempt to extinguish it.  The initial thought of those in the 
audience was that the falling sparks were part of the 
play. 

 Actress Kate Claxton was on-stage at the time 
the fire started.  The rest of the company was in the 
wings of the stage waiting their time to appear on-
stage.  Someone on stage yelled out “the fly is on 



fire.”  Miss Claxton went to the front of the stage and 
yelled out, “keep cool. keep cool.”  Fire started dropping 
down onto the stage from the hanging scenery above.  
Someone shouted out “fire, fire, fire.”  The orchestra 
continued to play music to keep the crowd of about 900 
people calm.  The urging of Kate Claxton and two other 
actors kept urging and pleading the audience to remain 

calm.  Then, the fire 
kept growing and the 
flames were seen 
licking over the heads 
of the actors.  The 
crowd remained clam 
for a reported eight 
minutes.  The pleas and 
efforts to keep people 
clam were no longer 
working. 

 Two events 
occurred that greatly 
exacerbated the 
conditions in the 
theater.  Members from 
the stage crew opened 
the large door off the 
stage that fronted on 
Johnson Street to 
escape from the fire.  



This large door was left open.  The opened door allowed a strong draft 
of wind to blow into the stage area.  This strong draft of wind made the 
fire grow exponentially.  The flames were reaching well into the 
audience area.  The other event that was detrimental to the safety of 
the exiting audience was that someone extinguished the gas lights in 
the theater from a remote location.  I am sure the person who did this 
thought they were performing an altruistic act.  However, the 
extinguishing of the gas lights plunged the theater into darkness, 
shrouded by thick acrid smoke.  The sudden darkness with the smoke 
and fire was a catalyst for panic. 

 Panic!  People started racing to the exits.  There was a stampede 
of people.  Everyone in the “Parquet” level were able to escape.  
However, the large amount of people coming from the “Family Circle” 
balcony had a daunting task.  They had to fight through the heavy 
smoke and high heat that was rising 
to the upper reaches of the theater.  
The passageway to safety would be 
blocked by those exiting from the 
Dress Circle balcony.  Men were 
throwing people out of their way in 
an attempt to get themselves out of 
the extreme danger.  People started 
jumping from the balconies.  The exits 
quickly became blocked with people 
who were knocked down.  The bodies 
piled up like firewood.   



 The head usher was Mr. Thomas Rochford.  He thought of the 
locked doors opening onto Flood’s Alley.  He made his way to one of 
the doors in the lobby.  He was able to force it open with a small crow 
bar (a jimmy bar) that he found near the box office earlier.  People 
seeing that this exit was now open, made a mad rush to the door. 

 On-duty inside the theater was Brooklyn Police 
Department (BPD) Patrolman Patrick McKeon of the 1st 
Precinct.  He was stationed at the upper parts of the 
“Family Circle” balcony.  At the time of the fire, he sprang 
into action.  He attempted to keep everyone calm while 
they exited the theater.  The upper reaches of the balcony 
were severely exposed to smoke and heat.  He tried to direct people 
out of the balcony.  They were hanging on to the skirt of his coat.  He 
stripped off his coat and leaped onto a seat.  He shouted “Help 
yourselves if you can!  Go for the doors!”  People seemed to obey his 
call.  Then he was heard to say “Now, I have done all I can.”  He 
continued trying to get people to move, however, his body was giving 
way.  He fell unconscious.  His remains were found badly burned after 
the fire was extinguished.  He was identified by his truncheon (Billy 
club) and his watch.  His remains were removed to the yard of the 1st 
Precinct.   

 Miss Kate Claxton retreated to the dressing rooms in the stage 
area.  She knew that her friend Maude Harrison was there.  They went 
to the underground tunnel that connected the stage to the box office in 
front of the building on the Washington Street side.  They were joined 
by Mrs. Mary A. Farren, Mr. John Mathews and H.F. Daly, all from the 
theater company.  As they made their way through the tunnel, there 
was great trepidation.  They could hear the mayhem occurring above 



them.  And, as they proceeded through the 
tunnel, they did not know if the door would 
be open and clear at the box office.  When 
they got to the end, they threw their bodies 
into the doorway and it finally forced open.  
They exited into the throngs of escaping 
people.   

Someone ran to the 1st Precinct next door 
and reported the fire.  The alarm was 
transmitted to City Hall and they tapped out the 
signal on the telegraph reporting the fire.  The 
Brooklyn Fire Department (BFD) was notified of 
the fire at 2320 hours.  By 
2330, the building would be 
a “mass of flames”.   



 Police Officers from 
the 1st Precinct responded 

to the calls of “FIRE” in the 
theater with people still 

inside.  Led by Brooklyn 
Police Department (BPD) 

Sergeant John Cain and Sergeant 
John Eason, Telegraph Operator Thomas Cornell and Detective 
Cornelius Mahoney began initial rescue operations in the theater next 
door.  The fire alarm was transmitted to City Hall by the 1st Precinct. 

 On-duty in BFD’s Engine 5 was Foreman (Captain) Thomas F. 
Burns.  Engine 5 was the first due 
company.  Their firehouse was 
only a couple blocks away at 160 
Pierrepont Street.  They 
positioned their apparatus at the 
corner of Johnson Street and 
Adams Street.  They initially 
stretched their hose line to the 
lobby door on Washington 
Street. 

 



 The initial Chief Officer 
was District Engineer (Battalion 
Chief) Charles Farley.  His initial 
orders were to perform rescues 
of people trapped inside the 
building.  He, members of the 
BFD and BPD worked feverishly 
to free the log-jam of people 
coming down the stairs.  They 
were piled 3-4 feet high.    After 
clearing the lobby, his attention was focused on the growing fire.  He 
and several police officers had 
to physically remove people at 
the stairways and aisles as they 
piled up due to panic and 
people stampeding.  They 
climbed the stairs as high as 
they could and shouted out if 
anyone was there.  There was 
no reply.  By now, the rescue 
party of Chief Farley and 
officers from the 1st Precinct 
were in danger from the 
encroaching fire. 

  

 



 Engine 6 arrived at 
the fire as the second due 
engine.  They responded 
from their firehouse at 14 
High Street.   

The officer was Foreman 
Patrick Leahy.  They 
positioned their apparatus 
on Fulton Street and 
Washington Street.  Upon 

orders of Chief Farley, they stretched their hose line to the lobby 
entrance door.  The fire was well advanced.  Firemen from Engine 5 and 
Engine 6 were confronted with thick smoke and sheets of fire.   

 Engine 7, led by Foreman William Hogan, arrived third due at the 
fire and positioned 
their apparatus at 
the corner of 
Johnson and Pearl 
Streets.  The fire was 
now becoming 
advanced.  Their 
efforts were shifting 
to preventing fire 
from jumping the 
street. 

  



Chief Engineer (Chief of Department) Thomas F. 
Nevins arrived at the scene at 2326 hours.  The bells 
were wired to go to his house on Carroll Street.  He 
immediately saw how serious of a fire this was.  He 
sent his driver to transmit the second alarm from 
Engine 5’s firehouse on Pierrepont Street.  Chief 
Nevins ordered a third alarm a few minutes later. 

 Hook & Ladder 3, led by Foreman 
Samuel Eustace was the only  ladder 
company on the first alarm.  They raised 
ladders to the roof of Dieter’s Hotel.   

 Second alarm units started to 
arrive at the fire.  The first to arrive was 
Engine 4, commanded by Foreman 
Daniel J. Garrity.  They positioned their 
apparatus at the corner of Fulton Street and Myrtle Avenue.  They 
operated under the command of District Engineer James Dale.  He 
ordered Engine 4 to take their hose line to the roof of the Post Office. 

 Engine 10 arrived as the third due engine on the second alarm.  
The officer was Foreman William Harris.  They took the hydrant on the 
corner of Adams Street and Myrtle 
Avenue.  Under the command of District 
Engineer John Cunningham, they 
stretched their hose line to Flood’s Alley 
to protect the wood frame buildings 
from the encroaching fire.   



 Engine 8 was second due on the 
second alarm.  The officer was 
Foreman James Walsh.  They 
positioned their apparatus at the 
hydrant at the corner of Tillary Street 
and Adams Street.  They stretched a 
hose line through the alley on the 
Adams Street side to operate in Flood’s Alley and extinguish fire there.  
They operated under the command of District Engineer Burns. 

 Hook & Ladder 2 arrived on the 
second alarm led by Foreman George 
Applegate.  They raised ladders to the 
Dieter’s Hotel.  Hook & Ladder 2 worked 
with Hook & Ladder 3 to breach the wall 
of the theater so that hose lines could be 
deployed from that location.  Engine 2 
and Engine 3 stretched hose lines to the 
roof of the hotel.  District Engineer Charles Farley supervised the 
operation.   

 During the height of the fire, Mr. William R. Kerr, the Clerk of the 
Brooklyn Health Department, witnessed a man trying to escape the 
inferno by climbing through the coal chute on the sidewalk.  The 
trapped man lifted the chute cover and the trapped individual’s head 
emerged from the hole.  Mr. Kerr grabbed him under the arms and 
helped lift him out of the hole.  Once the man was out of the hole, he 
ran away.  A second trapped man showed at the coal chute hole.  He 
was bigger than the previous man.  Mr. Kerr tried to pull him out as 
well, but was unsuccessful.  His legs were bent and blocked his exit.  



Mr. Kerr instructed the struggling man to 
straighten out his legs.  He did that and 
was pulled to safety out of the coal 
chute. 

 As the second alarm companies 
arrived, it was apparent that the theater 
could not be saved from being consumed 
by the fire.  The efforts of the BFD were 
concentrating on keeping the fire from 
spreading to the exposures.  Fire was 
extending to the frame buildings 
bordering on Flood’s Alley.  When the 

wall on the Johnson Street side collapsed, 
fire had extended to two frame buildings 
down Johnson Street.   

 During the fire, several firemen 
witnessed an act of heroism by a woman at 
the theater.  She emerged from the smoke 
and flames carrying a man on her back.  
She lowered the man to the street on the 
Washington Street side of the building.  
The man she was carrying was her aged 
and infirmed father.  The firemen were 

amazed with the act of courage.  
They assisted her in removing her 
father to a place of safety.   



The balconies were overloaded 
with trapped occupants.  Ordinarily, 
it took six minutes for the entire 
theater to empty of their occupants.  
Now, the panic caused piles of 
people to overload the balconies.  
The wooden structure was being 
weekend by the minute by the fire, 
while carrying the undesigned load.  
Eventually, the balconies collapsed 
into the cellar of the structure 
causing an eruption of flame to rise 
from the rubble. 

 Chief Nevins was keeping his 
eye on the fire building.  The fire 
kept expanding.  He noticed that the 
exterior walls of the Brooklyn 
Theater were starting to show signs 
of weakness.  The wall on the 
Washington Street side collapsed 
and there was an accompanying 
increase in fire showing.  The wall on 
the Johnson Street side collapsed 
shortly after the Washington Street 
side.  It too brought about an 
increase in fire showing.  The 

assembled multitudes, who were there to watch the calamity, cried out 
when the walls collapsed as they feared for the lives of those still 



inside.  The collapse of the walls and roof occurred about 30 minutes 
after the discovery of the fire.  This signaled the end of the possibility of 
rescuing anyone else inside the building.  The fire was “under control” 
at about 0100 hours.   

 Well after midnight, Chief Nevins led an intrepid group of firemen 
into the remains of the theater.  
The floors had collapsed and entry 
was difficult.  They approached the 
inner doorways to the theater off 
the lobby.  The first gruesome 
discovery was that of a woman 
who fell through the floor and was 
badly burned.  She was grasping onto the burned flooring.  Between 
0300 and 0400 hours, Chief 
Nevins discovered the mass of 
burned bodies in the cellar of the 
theater.   

 When it was sunrise, the 
light from the sun would reveal 
how bad of a catastrophe the fire 
at the Brooklyn Theater was.  
Searching firemen had no trouble 
finding the fallen.  Initially, it 
appeared to be a large pile of 
debris in the cellar.  At closer 
examination, it was discovered 
that the rubble was the remains 
of hundreds of people who could not escape. 



  

 Initially firemen from Ladder 
2 and Ladder 3 were tasked with 
uncovering the remains.  The dead 
were found in piles, entwined with 
each other.  Some were found 
separated.  Many of the departed 
were burned so badly that they 
could not be identified.   

 The task began of removing 
the bodies from the cellar area of 
the structure.  Undertakers from all 
over Brooklyn loaded up their 
buckboards with coffins and made 
their way to the fire.  Part of the 
flooring of the lobby remained 
intact.  Firemen would lower pine 
coffins into the hole and into the 
cellar.  They would tie off the 
coffins and the deceased would be hoisted 
to the lobby floor.  After the coffins were 
raised, they would be lined up to take to 
the make-shift morgue on Adams Street.  
Even the most seasoned veterans were 
disturbed by the ghastly sight. 

  



 

  



 

 

 

 Two of the missing people from the fire 
were well-known actors H.J. Murdoch and Claude 
Burroughs.  Before attempting their escape from 
the fire, both actors retreated to their dressing 
rooms to get a coat.  The dressing rooms were in 
the stage area.  They were quickly overcome by 
the fire. 

 Almost the entire audience seated in the 
“Parquet” and the “Dress Circle” balcony 
escaped from the fire.  Most of the fire victims 
were from the “Family Circle” balcony. 

 The newspaper “The Brooklyn Daily Eagle” 
would state:  “The success of the firemen in 

confining the conflagration to the limits of the 
theatre appears almost miraculous, when the 
inflammable nature of the structure and its 
proximity to other buildings is taken into 
consideration.” 

 

 



 When operations were completed, 278 people were killed.  An 
unknown 
number of 
people were 
injured, some 
severely.  103 
people were 
burned so 
badly that 
they could 
not be 
identified.  It 
was decided 
to bury them 
in a mass grave at Greenwood Cemetery.   

On Saturday December 9, 1876 the mass-funeral was held.  The 
weather was bitterly cold.  Buildings along the procession route were 
draped with mourning bunting.  Thousands of people lined the route to 
pay their 
respects.  The 
procession 
started at 1400 
hours and was 
led by mounted 
police.  The 23rd 
Regiment and 
the 47th 
Regiment of the 



U.S. Army lined the hearses as an honor guard.  They surrounded the 
hearses.  Seventeen hearses, and forty-five undertaker wagons, 
carrying one-to-four coffins each, carried the departed to their final 
resting place.  At the cemetery, bands played a “dirge” while there was 
a tolling of church bells.  The 103 unidentified bodies were laid to rest 
in a circular trench at the cemetery.  Later, the City of Brooklyn would 
erect a monument to the fire and those who lost their lives.  The 
monument is located in the center of the mass grave.  It still stands 
today.  May they all rest in peace.   



 A theater as defined in the Building Code is indoors, has fixed 
seating, has scenery, and has a fixed point of attention.  Some of the 
problems with the Brooklyn theater fire was:  flammable scenery, 
storage of flammable scenery, flammable curtains, a Proscendium Wall 
(an open arched wall that separates a stage from the auditorium) that 
did not go all the up to the ceiling, locked exits, no communication 
system, no automatic alarms, no automatic ventilation system, 
inadequate means of egress from the balconies, no 
emergency lighting, open flame used in the theater.   

Vaudville House in Boston--built in the late 1800s. 
The edge of the apron is still a straight line. Late 19th 
Century Proscenium 



 At fires in occupied theaters, there may be 
500 people or more in the theater.  Any 
confirmed fire in an occupied theater warrants a 
second alarm.  The manpower would be needed 
quickly to help evacuate the patrons. 

 If the theater is equipped with a sprinkler 
system, the sprinkler Siamese must be 
augmented.  There may be a deluge sprinkler 
system between the stage and the audience.  
This requires large amounts of water. 

 

 As is true with churches, most fires are likely to start 
in the stage area (altar for churches).  The stage area is 
where scenery is stored; it is where equipment, 
flammable paints and lacquers may be present.  Dressing 
rooms are also in the stage area.  Fires are likely to start in 
the heating plant as well.  It may be prudent to stretch the 
first hose line to the stage door instead of stretching 
through the front door and trying to get through the 
exiting people to get to the stage area.   

 



  Under the 1938 Building Code, the following requirements 
were enacted:  The Proscenium wall is to be a four-hour rated wall; the 
Proscenium Curtain is held up by a rope with a knife nearby that is used 
to cut the rope if the fire is backstage; the Skylight over the stage had a 
fusible link to open automatically. 

 The ceiling acts as a heat sink.  As is true with any wide-open area 
without columns, suspect that the roof is held up by trusses.  On March 
10, 1941, the roof and ceiling of the Strand Theater in Brockton, 
Massachusetts collapsed, killing 13 firefighters.  The steel trusses in the 
theater failed.   

 If the fire starts in the cellar, fire may get into the voids in the 
walls.  If that happens, the truss roof area must be checked.   

The initial hose lines, unless the fire is in the cellar, should be 2 ½ inch 
hose lines.  Theaters are open areas with high ceilings.  The 2 ½ inch 
hose line would be needed to reach the balconies and the ceiling.  Keep 
in mind that one 2 ½ inch hose line is capable of extinguishing 2,500 
square feet.  Several hose lines may be needed.   

 Communication between the Incident Commander and units must 
be clear.  There is the inherent confusion what the exposures are.  All 
units must be told where the front of the auditorium is and where the 
rear is.  The orientation of the 
communicator makes a difference.  For 
example, if you are standing outside a 
theater near the front door, you are 
standing in the front (exposure 1).  Once 
you step inside the theater and you are 
standing in the rear of the auditorium.  

 



What is the front and what is the rear must be made clear to those 
operating at the fire. 

 The street in front of the theater must be kept clear.  There 
should be no limousine parking in front of the theater.  This will assist in 
the evacuation of the theater. 

 Ladder companies must assist in the evacuation of the patrons.  
They should keep people moving away from the front of the theater.  
Slow moving or small “stops” in the evacuation can greatly increase the 
time to clear the theater.   

 Lifesaving operations at theater fires would be labor intensive.  
Full use of search ropes and thermal imaging cameras is expected.  All 
exits in the theater must be reached and searched.  Also, all means of 
egress (aisles, seating rows, etc.) must be searched.  If there are 
unconscious people in the theater, “Skeds” or “Stokes Basket 
Stretchers” may be an asset in moving people quickly over carpeted 
floors.    

 The Incident Commander must make contact with the theater 
employee who has the certificate of fitness.  The Certificate of Fitness 
holder would have knowledge of the seating plan, the public address 
system in the theater, what fire 
protection systems are in place, 
and what ventilation systems 
are in place and their operation.   

 Emergency lighting is vital 
to quell panic in a theater.  
People are seated in darkness in 



unfamiliar surroundings.  The emergency lighting would help prevent 
panic in those settings. 

 Professor John P. Keating, Ph. D, wrote an essay about human 
response during fire situations.  His conclusions can be applied to 
human behavior at theater fires: 

 “1.  Under heightened anxiety, a person’s focus of attention 
becomes very narrow – only allowing processing of the most obvious 
elements of the environment. 

 2.  During ambiguous situations, people will mime the behavior of 
significant others. 

 3.  People will revert to the familiar during periods of high stress. 

 4.  An individual’s cognitive processing ability is limited in 
emergencies consequently, repetition and brief representations about 
proper procedures are essential. 

 5.  Slightly elevated levels of carbon monoxide can distort a 
person’s ability to make proper judgements.”  

 Professor John Keating went on further to write that people make 
mistakes at fires due to inadequate information presented to them in a 
fire emergency.  Their poor decisions are not based on panic, rather 
inadequate info rmation. 



1. Upon arrival, units stand fast, first ladder investigates and 
conducts size-up inside. 

2. Fire in stage area: 
A. The Ladder officer ensures an order is given from stage for all 

persons to leave calmly. 
B. Drop proscenium curtain. 
C. Assist evacuation, use portable extinguisher. 

3. First engine stretches line to sprinkler and standpipe Siamese and 
supplies water. 

4. Second and third engine stretch a line to the reported fire 
location, avoiding as much as possible blocking the evacuating 
people. 

5. Second ladder climbs an aerial ladder to the roof to ensure the 
skylight over the stage has opened by fusible link or they vent it 
manually. 

6. Third and fourth ladders keep people moving and do not allow 
congregating on sidewalks and streets in front of the theater. 

7. Fourth engine to assist people moving away from the front of the 
theater to prevent back-up and blocking of people inside.  Police 
assistance may be necessary. 

8. Staging for all apparatus except the first engine and first ladder, is 
on the avenues.  This will keep the area in front of the theater 
open and will help prevent blocking the movement of people. 



Resources:  BISP Manual Chapter 5, “The Firefighter’s Battlespace, by Vincent Dunn; The 
Brooklyn Daily Eagle, “Our Firemen, the Official History of the Brooklyn Fire Department”; NY 
Times; “Fire Related Human Behavior”, National Emergency Training Center; NFPA Handbook, 
19th Ed.; New York Tribune; Unofficial Home Page of F.D.N.Y., Fire Companies of the old 
Brooklyn Fire Department, by Mike Boucher, S.I. C.O.; New York World; 1877 House of Commons 
Papers, “Burning Down of the Brooklyn Theater”, Report of Chief Engineer Thomas F. Nevins; 
“Brooklyn Theatre Fire”, by Samuel M. Ribman, Engine228, WNYF October 1946; The New York 
Illustrated Times; Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper; Harper’s Weekly; “Disasterous 
History.blogspot.com - The Brooklyn Theater Fire” 

Thanks go to the following people who contributed to this essay:  Janet Kimmerly; Battalion 
Chief Thomas Meara, (Battalion 9); Gary Urbanowicz (Director NYC Fire Museum); Deputy Chief 
Vincent Dunn (Ret.); Deputy Chief James Coyne (Division 3); Firefighter Chris Roberto (Engine 48) 

Passed away on Saturday October 27, 2019, from 
injuries sustained while volunteering at Manhattan 
Box 5-5-8087.  This was the rescue and recovery 
effort at the World Trade Center after the attacks on 
September 11, 2001.  James Boyle’s son Michael, 
was working in Engine 33 on September 11, 2001 

and was killed in the line-of-duty on that day.   

May he rest in peace.  Never forget! 

TIP OF THE HELMET TO:  The Proby class 
from November 24, 1979, the last class of 
the 1970s.  This month marks the 40th 
anniversary of their appointment to the FDNY.  
Congratulations! 


	DIVISION 7
	TRAINING AND SAFETY NEWSLETTER
	November/December 2019
	O
	Iroquois Theatre
	Iroquois Theatre

