


On August 5, 1970, the New York 
City Fire Department (FDNY) responded 
to what became a landmark fire.  The 
fire was in a 50-story high rise office building.  The fire involved 20,000 square 
feet on the 33rd and 34th floors.  The building was located at South Street and 
Broad Street.  There were a reported 800 – 950 employees in the building starting 
the 1600 -2400 hours shift.   

The building was of new construction, and it had a center-core design.  The 
building was opened in March of 1970 but construction was still taking place 
within the building.  The building was designed with non-openable windows.  It 
had a central-air conditioning system with a ceiling plenum on each floor.  The 
structural steel had spray-on fireproofing.  The elevator call buttons were heat, 
flame, and smoke sensitive.  Fire Safety Directors were not required in 1970, and 
there were no occupant evacuation procedures.  Fire drills were not required. 

At 1745 hours, three secretaries entered the 33rd floor of One New York 
Plaza.  They were there to inspect their new offices.  As they were climbing down 
the stairs to the 32nd floor, they smelled an odor of smoke but took no action.  At 
1750 hours, a security guard was inspecting the 33rd floor and observed smoke 
coming from an opening in the ceiling.  The security guard notified occupants on 
the 33rd floor and they proceeded to the lobby.   

At 1750 hours, two men in the lobby of the building noticed flaming debris 
and glass falling in the building’s plaza.  They also noticed smoke in the lobby.   

At 1750 hours, four men noticed an odor of smoke on the 32nd floor.  They 
looked around and couldn’t find the source.  They went to the 33rd floor and 
found heavy black smoke in the southeast corner of the 33rd floor.  At 1750 hours, 
another security guard on the 35th floor observed smoke rising past the windows 



on his floor on the southeast corner.  This security guard activated the manual fire 
alarm at 1759 hours.  This alarm was not connected 
to a central station and it only sounded an alarm 
within the building. 

At 1759 hours, a building occupant at 4 
New York Plaza saw flames coming from two 
windows on the 33rd floor of 1 New York Plaza.  
The fire was intense enough to shatter two ¼ 
inch plate glass windows.  This occupant at 4 
New York Plaza called the FDNY.  Manhattan 
Fire Alarm Dispatchers transmitted 
Manhattan Box 23.  Engines 6, 32, 10, 
Ladders 15 and 10, and Battalion 1 were 
dispatched. 

At 1759 hours, an occupant of the 
34th floor of 1 New York Plaza noticed 
smoke coming from a climate control 
console on the southeast corner of 
the building.  At first, there was a 
light smoke condition as the 
occupant notified other occupants 
on the 34th floor.  The smoke 
condition rapidly deteriorated to 
a heavy smoke condition.  This 
obscured the vision of those 
on the floor.  They quickly 
headed to the interior stairs.  
The time was now roughly 
between 1800 and 1805 
hours.  



Engine 6 and Engine 32 arrived at the fire at about the same time.  They 
saw an incredible sight of heavy fire venting from the east and south sides on the 
33rd floor.  Soon after their arrival, windows on the 34th floor failed and heavy 
volumes of fire were venting from the windows on the south and east sides of the 
building from that floor as well. 

When FDNY units entered the building, there was no information coming 
from building employees.  Occupants within the building were not getting any 
information.  Fire units did not know the status of building systems or the 
elevators.  Battalion Chief Frank L. Picariello of the 1st Battalion transmitted the 
“All Hands - doubtful”.   



Engine 10, and Ladder 15 went to elevator 46.  The elevator was operated 
by two building employees.  The firefighters left the elevator car on the 31st floor, 
and the building employees pressed the button to go back down to the lobby.  
Instead, the elevator proceeded to the 33rd floor, the original fire floor.  The 
elevator doors opened and high heat and heavy smoke attacked the employees.  
They were able to close the elevator doors and the elevator proceeded to the 36th 
floor.  One of the men made it to the fire tower within the core of the building.  
He found some firefighters and asked for their help in rescuing the other building 
employee still in the elevator.  Both men were removed and resuscitation was 
administered.  Both men survived.  Elevator car 46 was now out of service. 

Deputy Chief Francis P. McCormick of the 1st Division arrived at the scene.  
He transmitted the 2nd alarm at 1830 hours. 

Rescue 1 and Battalion 2 were assigned to perform a search of the 
elevators.  There was an elevator stalled on the 33rd floor, the fire floor.       



They chose elevator 36 that 
was an express elevator to 
the 31st floor.  There was a 
blind shaft between the 
lobby and the 31st floor.  
Soon after the elevator 
started its ascent, it stalled.  
The Chief from Battalion 2 
notified the Deputy Chief of 
their predicament.  There 
was no way of knowing 
exactly where they were.  
The elevator display only 
showed an “X”.  They had to 
breech the elevator hoistway 
shaft wall to make their exit. 

There were many 
malfunctions of elevators due to exposure to heat and smoke.  Eventually, there 
were two elevators that were serviceable.  But, there was a delay in attaining the 
two-elevator readiness.   

The heating, ventilation, and air conditioning system (HVAC) remained in 
operation during the early stages of the fire.  This provided oxygen to the fire and 
helped spread the fire and smoke in the ceiling plenum. 

Engine 7 was assigned to search the stairways.  They encountered 
numerous persons in distress from the 11th floor and higher.   

The first alarm engine companies started their attack on the fire.  They 
stretched off the standpipe in the fire tower and the stairway closest to the fire.  
Their efforts were hampered by the extreme heat and electrical arcing.  They 
were only able to get one hand line into operation.  Several firefighters were 
burned maintaining this position.   



Fr. Thomas Wissmann, 
Ladder 8 

Lieut. John Griffin, Ladder 8

Ladder Company 8:

Ladder 8 was special 
called as an additional unit 
on the 2nd alarm.  Working in 
Ladder 8 was Lieutenant 
John C. Griffin, Firefighter 
(Fr.) Thomas A. Wissmann, 
Fr. Alvin H. Galter, Fr. 
Frederick Fugazzi, and 
Probationary Firefighter    

(Pr. Fr.) Donald E. Hansen.  Upon arrival, Deputy Chief 
McCormick assigned Ladder 8 to the 31st floor.  They used an 
elevator to the 30th floor.  Once they made it to the 31st floor, 
the Aide to the 2nd Battalion told Ladder 8 of a report of people 
trapped in an elevator on the 33rd floor.   

Lieutenant Griffin of Ladder 8 saw the door to the 33rd 
floor was warped due to the heat.  He ordered Fr. Wissmann 
and Fr. Galter to obtain a house hose line off the standpipe on 
32nd floor.  Fr. Wissmann and Galter had to wet down the door 
leading to the 33rd floor before it could be forced.  Once it was 
forced open, Lieutenant Griffin and Fr. Fugazzi attempted to 

make their way on the floor through the extreme heat and 
smoke.  They were unsuccessful, and were forced to back out 
due to the extreme heat.  Lieutenant Griffin ordered Fr. 
Wissmann and Galter to stretch and use a second house hose 
line off the standpipe on the 33rd floor to cool the temperature 
so the search for the trapped occupants could progress.  The 
two house hose lines were used alternately to cool the rescue 
effort.  Deputy Chief McCormick of the 1st Division would later 
say that the two men, Lieutenant Griffin and Fr. Fugazzi could 
not have survived if it wasn’t for the cover of the two hose lines. Fr. Alvin Galter, Ladder 8 

Fr. Frederick Fugazzi, L-8 



Lieutenant Griffin and Fr. Fugazzi of Ladder 8 found the elevator doors and 
had to force them open despite the extreme heat.  Once they 
forced the elevator door, they found three unconscious men in 
the elevator car.  Fr. Fugazzi made two trips from the elevator 
car, down the long hallway, to the stairway with the trapped 
men.  Lieutenant Griffin had one of the trapped occupants.  
Firefighters Wissmann, Galter, and Hansen assisted in removal 
of the three trapped occupants.  Firefighter Frederick Fugazzi 
performed mouth-to-mouth resuscitation on one of the 
occupants, which saved his life.  Firefighter Thomas Wissmann 
performed Cardio Pulmonary Resuscitation (CPR) on one of the 
occupants once he was removed to the public hallway.  
Firefighter Alvin H. Galter performed CPR on the third victim 
that was found upon his removal to the 31st floor. 

Third Alarm: 
Chief of Department John T. O’Hagan arrived at the fire.  A quick 

assessment of conditions saw that fire was traveling vertically to the 35th floor.  
The third alarm was transmitted at 1907 hours.  Horizontal 
ventilation was difficult due to the heavy plate glass.   

Conditions on the 33rd and 34th floors were getting worse.  
The floor on the 34th floor buckled.  Multi-versal nozzles were 
substituted where 2 ½ inch handlines were operating due to the 
extreme heat.   

Logistics became a problem at this fire.  Due to the heavy 
smoke condition, spare self-contained breathing apparatus (SCBA) cylinders were 
needed on the upper floors.  Providing additional manpower, tools, and medical 
services were a problem.  Chief Officers were given the task of maintaining 
communication and to attend to the logistics problem.   

At 2100 hours, additional companies were special called for relief purposes.  
The fire was declared “under control” at 2355 hours.   



Of the three victims rescued by 
Ladder 8 on the 33rd floor, only one 

survived.  The two fatalities 
were both security 
guards.  They were 
Salvatore Martinez, 31 
of Brooklyn, and Robert 
Little, 31 of the Bronx.   

There were 9 civilians injured at this fire.  26 firefighters were injured. 

Members of Ladder 8, Lieutenant Griffin, Firefighters Fugazzi, and Galter, 
were admitted to Beekman Downtown Hospital with smoke inhalation and heat 
exhaustion.   Firefighter Wissmann was treated for minor burns at the scene.   

Lieutenant John C. Griffin received the Thomas E. Crimmins Medal, Firefighter 
Frederick Fugazzi was awarded the Emily Trevor – Mary B. Warren Medal, 
Firefighter Alvin H. Galter received the Pulaski Association Medal, and Firefighter 
Thomas A. Wissmann received the 
Third Alarm Association Medal for 
their actions at 1 New York Plaza. 

The fire at 1 New York Plaza 
along with other major high-rise 
fires at 277 Park Avenue, and 919 3rd 
Avenue raised the alarm about the 
dangers of newly constructed high-
rise buildings.  This type of high-rise 
construction started in the post-
World War II era and still goes on 
today. 



Extreme heat was a major problem at these fires.  It was estimated that 
temperatures were in excess of 100 degrees at the floor level to over 1000 
degrees at the ceiling level.  At those temperatures, firefighters can be expected 
to operate effectively for about 5 minutes.  Generally, temperatures above 150 
degrees are tolerated for a limited period of time by firefighters.  Any 
temperatures above 200 degrees the tolerance drops dramatically.  Temperatures 
of 350 degrees causes burns the skin in less than a minute.   

The cause of the fire was determined to be electrical.  Fire extended via 
spaces used to pass telephone cables floor to floor.  It also extended in the space 
between the exterior window glass (curtain wall) and the floor decks. 





Local Law 5 was enacted in 1973.  It amended 
the Fire Prevention Code and the Building Code.  
There were numerous problems at the 1 New York 
Plaza fire that were addressed in Local Law 5: 

DELAYED ALARM:  The fire at 1 New York Plaza was 
estimated to have burned for 20 – 30 minutes 
before the FDNY was notified.  Numerous people 
were aware of the fire, but did not call the FDNY.  
The first notification to the fire department was by 
an occupant in an adjoining building that saw flames 
coming from the exterior of the building.  Now, 
Class E fire alarms automatically notify the fire 
department through a central station.  Manual fire 
alarms are also required to be located in the path of 
egress. 

EVACUATION PLANS AND FIRE DRILLS:  There were 
no evacuation plans or fire drills conducted for this building.  Occupants of 1 New 
York Plaza did not have a plan how to escape from the building in the event of a 
fire.  Human behavior at fires can be better predicted if regular drills are 
conducted.  The use of elevators must be discouraged due to their propensity of 
transmitting smoke and heat via the elevator shaft.  Initially, we are looking to 
evacuate the fire floor and floor above the fire.  However, there may be building 
occupants that have begun to 
self-evacuate.  Stairways must 
be searched for these occupants. 



FIRE SAFETY DIRECTORS AND BUILDING EVACUATION 
SUPERVISORS:  As FDNY units arrived at the fire, there 
was confusion within the building.  There was not 
anyone who took charge of the building systems.  There 
was no one who had any information about the building 
and the location of the fire.  High-rise building 
occupants need information in order to properly 
respond to a fire.  When a fire occurs in a high-rise 
building, occupants need to know what kind of danger 
they are in, what they should do, and when they should 
do it.   

Occupants in high-rise buildings may be several floors away from the fire.  Their 
normal sensory warning indicators (smelling smoke, seeing fire, etc.) may not be 
detected until it is too late.  They may only hear a fire alarm going off.  Experience 
tells us that if only an alarm is heard, it may be disregarded by building occupants.  
Information from the Fire Safety Director or a Building Evacuation Supervisor is 
extremely important for the life safety of endangered occupants at high-rise 
buildings. 

HVAC SYSTEM CONTINUED TO OPERATE:  The HVAC system continued to operate 
during the early stages of the fire.  This fed 
fresh air to help intensify the fire and it 
drew fire and smoke into the ceiling 
plenum.  The HVAC system was spreading 
smoke and fire.  Now, HVAC systems have 
a smoke detector and a heat detector near 
the return air shaft.  If a smoke detector or 
a heat detector is activated within the 
HVAC system, it stops the supply fans and 
the air return fans serving that floor.  It 
also sounds an alarm on the fire floor and 
the floor above and notifies the FDNY. 



COMMUNICATION AND COORDINATION:  Local Law 5 
addressed the lack of  communication on each floor.  It also 
legislated that each high-rise building have a Command Post.  
The Command Post is now capable of communicating with 
occupants on each floor via floor warden phones, public address 
systems, mechanical control centers, elevators, air-handling 
control rooms, and elevator machinery rooms. 

ELEVATORS:  The elevators were heat and smoke sensitive.  Many of the 
elevators malfunctioned at the 1 NY Plaza fire.  Now, “fireman 
service” elevators are required.  Fireman Service elevators are 
now automatically recalled when 
elevator lobby smoke detectors 
are activated or there is a sprinkler 
system water flow.   

TIP OF THE HELMET TO: 
The Officers  and 

Firefighters from Battalion 18 
for conducting the annual 
September 11th memorial 
observance at the Firefighter’s 
Monument at Riverside Drive.  

RESOURCES:   WNYF 1st Issue 



1973, “One N.Y. Plaza” by John T. O’Hagan; “High Rise Fire and Life Safety”, by 
John T. O’Hagan, Meritorious Act and Unit Citation reports from Ladder 8; FDNY 
Medal Day Book 1971; NY Times, Newsday, Wall Street Journal; “People in Hi-Rise 
Fires”, by Anne Phillips, M.D., The Minnesota Fire Chief; National Fire Academy, 
“Fire-Related Human Behavior”, Course Guide, 1989. 

THANKS TO THE FOLLOWING PEOPLE WHO CONTRIBUTED TO THIS ESSAY:   
Captain Thomas Garritano (Ladder 8), Deputy Chief Robert Carroll (Division 1), 
Lieutenant Charles Carbone (Engine 4), Katy Clements (FDNY Photo Unit), 
Firefighter John Paulson (Mand Library), Deputy Chief Vincent Dunn (Ret.), Jack 
Murphy (Fire Safety Directors Association of Greater New York), Firefighter Chris 
Roberto (Engine 48). 

FIREFIGHTER ROGER ESPINAL, Engine 320 (Ret.), passed away 
on September 14, 2019 from injuries sustained at Manhattan 
Box 5-5-8087.  This was the rescue and recovery effort at the 
World Trade Center.  May he rest in peace.  Never forget! 

FIREFIGHTER RICHARD J. TANAGRETTA, Rescue 5 (Ret.), passed 
away on September 24, 2019 from injuries sustained at 
Manhattan Box 5-5-8087.  This was the rescue and recovery 
effort at the World Trade Center.  May he rest in peace.  Never 
forget! 


