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Tip of the Helmet To:  Engine 84 and Ladder 34 for running 

the street re-naming ceremony for Fr. John Sullivan, L-34. 

Tip of the Helmet To:  Engine 95 and Ladder 36 for hosting the Plaque Dedication for Fr. 

Eugene McCarey, L-36.  

Tip of the Helmet To:  The members that participated in the annual Mutual Aid Drill 

with 11 Westchester County Fire Departments.   
 

On a Sad Note:  The November 2015 newsletter 

highlighted a rescue performed by Captain Timothy 

Gallagher of Engine 88.  Unbeknownst to me, Tim 

Gallagher was in Columbia Presbyterian Hospital.    

Captain Robert Keating of Ladder 52 was Tim’s 

neighbor.  He brought a copy of the November 

Newsletter to the hospital when he visited Tim.  

His daughters read Tim the story.  It brought a 

smile to his and his daughter’s faces.  Tim died on 

November 12, 2015.  A legend has passed.  Rest in 

peace Tim.   

 

 



On February 27th 2015, the FDNY commemorated the 40th anniversary of one of the 

most horrific and deadliest fires in its long history.  The fire happened at the southeast 

corner of Second Avenue and E. 13th Street in Manhattan.  At 0025 hours on February 

27, 1975, FDNY units responded to Manhattan Box 465 to a fire commonly known as 

the “Telephone Company Fire.”  This fire eventually went to 5 alarms.  Retired 

Firefighter Dan Noonan was the Irons Man in Ladder Co. 3, the first due Ladder 

Company at that fire.  Dan wrote his experience at the Telephone Company Fire.  It is 

included in this newsletter.   

Many consider, following 9/11, the fire at the Phone Company the second most 

deadly and costliest in the history of the Department.  It had taken the efforts of 699 

firefighters, over a two day period, to extinguish this infamous fire…  

By, Dan Noonan, Ladder 9 (Ret.) 
n February 26, 1975 at approximately 4 p.m. a fire alarm rang in the New York 

Telephone Company lobby at 204 2nd Avenue.  A building foreman discovered that 

the glass on an alarm box in the first floor stair landing had been shattered.  Since 

the accidental breaking of the glass by workmen carrying equipment through the first 

floor had occurred before, the foreman had manually reset the alarm and reset the fan 

system, which had automatically shut down.  With no replacement glass readily 

available, the foreman inserted a rectangular piece of plywood.  
Meanwhile it was business as usual; a manhole crew working outside was trying to 

locate troubles in a trunk line leading into the 2nd Avenue side of the building.  A heated 

card game was in progress in the 10th floor locker room.  A craftsman took a nap on the 

couch after a long day of service calls.  Then suddenly at 10 p.m., the lights over three 

public telephone booths in the lobby suddenly went black.  The same building-foreman 



reset the circuit breakers that controlled the lights again resetting the lights.  At midnight 

an employee on his way home observed that the lobby clock did not agree with his 

wristwatch.  A building service woman, also on her way home, noted that the clocks had 

in fact, stopped. In 1975 these clocks were what people relied on to set their wrist 

watches; there were no satellites or cell phone links.  You took notice to these oddities of 

a major clock being off.  

Shortly, sometime after midnight there were 23 employees still remaining in the 

building:  ten on the 5th floor, two on the 4th floor, five on the 3rd, and four on the 2nd 

floor.  On the 1st floor a workman was finishing a lengthy telephone call in the telephone 

booth with his wife.  The guard stood the late overnight watch at his post in the lobby.  

At 12:11 a.m. all was about to change a normal quiet night at NY Telephone 

Company.  A telephone company employee re-entered the building, walking through the 

lobby he stepped into another room and saw heavy smoke seeping from under a door.  He 

looked down a 2’-by-2’ hole in the floor—a cable conduit—and saw a large mass of 

burning cables glowing bright orange. The employee tried to telephone a fire alarm. 

However, the telephones were dead. The burning cables were the same lines of 

communication that were link directly to the 911 system. As fast as the fire was spreading 

so was the wave of failed telephone lines. 

At the same time the 5th floor began to fill and bank down with a thick heavy black 

gray smoke.  “Fire!” a workman shouted as fire alarms started to sound all around him.  

He grabbed a phone, dialed 911; the telephone was not working the line was dead and 

another workmen on the 3rd floor also tried to call for help.  Their telephone lines were 

dead as well.  As panicky employees began congregating in the lobby, the lobby security 

guard tried his telephone—dead. The deadly wave of smoke and fire now consumed the 

building’s entire communication system leaving the buildings employee with one last 

resort…The hard wire to the FDNY 911 dispatch office. 

“For the Love of God” the guard screamed to a workman.   “Get the Fire 

Department.  We have a serious fire.”  The workman ran to the corner and pulled 

the fire alarm box.  

At 12:25 a.m. a pull box alarm was received at the Fire Dispatching Headquarters 

in Central Park, transmitting Manhattan Box 465.  



Just as NY Telephone Company was having an ordinary night tour so were the 

members of Ladder 3, located on 3rd Avenue and East 13th Street on Manhattan’s Lower 

East Side.  They were experiencing typically a busy February night responding to a 

smoldering mattress fire in an apartment on East 12th and Ave B, a car crash with a 

fatality, a small dumpster fire. Including several emergency calls from residents claiming 

they had no heat or hot water, a stuck elevator and the usual dose of false alarms.  It was 

“business as usual” for an FDNY truck company in the mid-seventies. 

At 00:26 a.m. a Dispatcher’s 

broken transmission blared through 

quarters. “Ladder 3, respond.”  The 

Dispatcher’s subsequent broadcast 

was broken, static and unusually 

difficult to decipher.  However, 

what we understood was:   

“Report of a working structural 

fire….. Box 465……2nd Avenue and 13th 

Street…. The New York Telephone 

Building….. Acknowledge Ladder 3.”    

The NY Telephone Building 

constructed in 1925, the art deco, 

11-story structure, located at 204 

East13th Street, severed as the main 

switching center for the Lower East 

Side.  It served a 300 square-block 

area and was equipped to handle 

10,000’s of calls an hour.  In 1975, 

The New York Telephone 

Company Main Switching Center 

building was a virtual fortress.   

 



The structure was originally designed to be earthquake proof.  It’s customers 

included:  six hospitals, nine housing projects (some of the largest in the world; 

Stuyvesant Town, Baruch Houses, Peter Cooper Village, Seward Park Houses, Jacob 

Reis Houses), three Universities (including NYU), 13 secondary schools, Con Edison’s 

main office, major business, post offices, shops, stores and 170,000 residential phones.  

The most important of all was several NYPD precincts, almost all FDNY Units in the 

First Division.  

With the political unrest, mass demonstrations and violent protests of the seventies, 

the New York Telephone Company re-enforced the building to become riot proof with 

windows constructed of heavy wire glass in reinforced steel frames that were mounted 

with ¼ inch Lexan (a bullet proof resistant plastic).  At the time of the fire, all windows 

at the street level and second floor were covered with heavy metal cages to protect from 

vandals who roamed the neighborhoods. 

As Ladder 3 responded east on 13th Street, Lt. Ken Barto instructed all members to 

take a mask.  Engine 5 under the command of the 30 year veteran Lieut. Paul Moran, was 

on scene.  They were returning from a false alarm when Box 465 came in.  Firefighter 

Barney Hegedus the engine chauffer of E-5 was in the process of hooking up to the 

corner hydrant.  The scene that played 

out in the front of the structure was 

one of confusion and chaos with 

telephone employees coughing and 

choking as they stumbled from the 

burning building.  Battalion 6 arrived 

under the command of Chief William 

Manny to find panicky employees 

informing him that there were two 

employees unaccounted for out of the 

original ten.  Ladder 9, the second due 

Truck, was assigned along with 

Rescue 1 to search the upper floors 

and report on conditions.  Engine 33 

and Engine 14 stood fast and vented 

where they could.  



A foreman directed the 6th Battalion and the Ladder 3 Forcible Entry Team to a 

display panel where the alarm indicated there was a fire three floors below in the cable 

vaults of the sub-cellar.  It was determined that the seat of the fire had to be identified.  

Working in Ladder 3 was Lt. Barto along with Firefighter Dan Noonan (F.E. Firefighter), 

FF Gary Stemn (Can Firefighter), Firefighter Ritchie Jacquin (OVM) and the veteran 

Patty Walsh had the Roof position.  Ladder 3’s Forcible Entry Team began its decent 

deep into the basement of the building.  The halls were long and tiled intricate labyrinth 

maze with several heavy steel doors in several locations.  Smoke had gathered at the top 

of the corridors creating a dim mist that caused the fluorescent lights to give off an eerie 

glow fading into blackness.  The constant ringing of the fire klaxons –identical to a 

submarine dive alarm --- added to the surreal environment.   

To gain access to the cable vaults 

from the basement level, firefighters 

descended a steep steel ladder to a passage 

way which led to a series of three 5 foot 

ladders.  This lead deep into the underbelly 

of the sub-cellar cable vaults.  There was 

no vertical ventilation and no apparent 

secondary means of egress.  The visibility 

was zero!  Engine 5 firefighters; Al 

Baracarta, Joe Del Rosa and Richie Simon 

were stretching their line, through the front 

lobby, battling down these long corridors, 

down ladders and finally to this area.  

Neither the members of Ladder 3 or Engine 

5 could identify any glow or visible fire in front of them.  The officers would remove 

their face pieces for clarity of handi-talkie transmissions taking small hits of toxic smoke.  

Firefighter Noonan who carried a powerful six volt searchlight had thought it 

malfunctioned until it was held directly on his face piece. Zero visibility was at its true 

meaning, adding to those harsh conditions were the melting polyethylene from the cables 

was sticking to the soles of the firefighter’s boots making their push down the corridor 
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even more taxing.  The warning bells on the SCBAs began to ring – indicating four 

minutes of air remaining they still hadn’t begun to fight the blaze yet.  The Officers 

ordered the members to back out.  Nevertheless, there was confusion in the dark black 

smoky heat in trying to locating the steep steel ladder leading to the basement level 

(Engine 5’s initial attack line ran vertical up a wall).  Finally, Firefighter Al Goldberg 

from Engine 5 identified the ladder’s position; he held on to the railing, alerted and 

guided his Brothers upward to safety.   

 In the mist of battling the blaze there were so many alarm bells ringing that 

Firefighters would have to remove their gloves and place their hands on the vibrating bell 

to identify if it was their SCBA that was sounding.  The tight corridors of walls of 

melting cables made exiting firefighters became entangled with members of Engine 33 

who was sent to relieve Engine 5 on the line.  Fortuitously, Lieut. Jim Rogers of Rescue 1 

had ordered a Roof Rope to be used as a life line for the exiting firefighters to follow to 

street level.  

This pre-Haz-Mat fire presented 

many challenges to the FDNY.  Over 

100 tons of PVC sheathed wire was 

burning inside vertical cables carrying 

the clouds of Hydrogen Chloride 

smoke throughout the 11 story 

building and surrounding community.  

The alarm grew to where there were 

68 units on scene.  At its peak 

working at one time, there were 35 

Engines, 19 Ladders, all heavy 

Rescues and all specialized units 

operated including the famed big 

guns of the Super Pumper System. 
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Note the three large caliber lines coming off the Super Pumper 



Several hours into operations there was a massive 

explosion of hydrocarbon gas knocking 

firefighters clear off their feet. After the explosion 

all firefighters were withdrawn from the building.  

All but two made it out of the building, 6th 

Battalion Chief Carlo Andersen and his aide 

Firefighter Tim Dowling, became trapped on an 

upper floor.  Fire Commissioner/Chief of 

Department John T. O’Hagan instructed Asst. 

Chief Augustus Beekman to initiate rescue 

operations.  Chief Beekmen selected Lt. Michael 

Maloney 

of Rescue 

3, along 

with one 

firefighter, to find and remove the Chief and his 

Aide.  After a long diligent search Lt. Maloney 

and Firefighter Ed Geil located them on an upper 

floor (3rd floor). The best and fastest removal was 

through a window into Ladder 35’s bucket. They 

assisted Battalion Chief Carlo Andersen and his 

aide Firefighter Tim Dowling into Tower Ladder 

35’s bucket.  Since the bucket of Tower Ladder 35 

was now filled with 5 firefighters and way over 

capacity, Lieut. Maloney & Fr. Geil exited via the 

interior staircase.  During their retreat Lieut. 

Maloney and Fr. Geil down the stairs, a Tower 

Ladder opened its line – blasting Firefighter 

Geil dead center knocking him down a staircase 

and rendering him unconscious.  Lieut. 

Maloney, in a remarkable display of heroism, 

and with his own air supply depleted, dragged 

his brother Fr. Geil safely out of the building to 

a medical unit on scene.  
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Note: Chief Anderson is in center without helmet. 



 The interior fire attack 

with hand lines was once again 

started.  Command quickly 

identified and recognized that 

the toxic smoke was so thick 

that Firefighters were 

becoming disoriented inside 

the 11 story building.  The 

order again came to evacuate 

the building for a second time.  

Members of Ladder 3 and Ladder 9, fearful that those exiting may not recognize the first 

floor made a lifesaving decision to tie ropes off the railing to ensure that those 

descending would not pass the exit point.  If the exiting Firefighters passed the exit point 

on the first floor and descend into the sub-cellars, their lives would be in imminent peril.  

Ladder 6 had been assigned roof operations and had to descend into what was now a high 

heat and toxic flue with no visibility around them.  Firefighter Bob Gallowitz (L-6) had 

familiarized himself with the exit and led his team safely to the exterior.  Many of the 

firefighters, officers and chiefs stumbled out to the street gasping for air that seared their 

lungs and throat.  Several firefighters had depleted their air cylinders and had no air left. 

Doing whatever they could for each other, many were determined to not leave their 

brothers behind and resorted to buddy-breathing.  Engine 55 had gathered by a previously 

evacuated local Bodega, where there were shelves of fruits and vegetables on display on 

the sidewalk.  The Chauffeur of Engine 55 had a knife, took the lemons and after wiping 

layers of black soot off them started to slice them.  Firefighters 

seeking relief from the razor-blade like smoke and soot squeezed 

the lemon juice down their throats for any type of relief. 

The smoke exposure was so debilitating and caustic that 239 

firefighters were granted Medical Leave.  This large amount of 

Firefighters being granted Medical Leave happened in an era where 

“going sick” was frowned upon. 



The Safety Battalion alerted and warned of a moving crack on the east wall and 

had the Police Department assist Firefighters in evacuating the adjoining tenements.  

There was resistance among some residents who were fearful that if they vacated their 

apartments, all their worthy possessions would be stolen by local junkies of the time. 

The wind driven toxic smoke engulfed the nearby neighborhood and Stuyvesant 

High School (prior to its downtown location).  All classes were canceled until further 

notice.  At mid-day, motorists on the FDR Drive – 7 blocks away – had to turn on their 

headlights to drive through the thick clouds of black smoke.  Patients at the adjacent New 

York Eye and Ear Hospital were moved by stretchers and wheelchairs to ambulances 

where they were evacuated to nearby hospitals. The Red Cross set up a shelter for 

evacuees at local YMCA’s. 

The following transmission is from George Meade, WINS Radio Reporter, from a 

Helicopter at 1,200 feet, at 8:20 A.M. February 27, 1975: 

“It’s unbelievable.  It’s like a movie.  It’s the fire in the phone company down there.  

It’s a very smoky fire. The smoke extends all the way to Queens…” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Mayor Beame made a very brief appearance at the height of the fire.  Having taken 

a breath of the acrid smoke, he quickly returned to his limo and left the scene.  The fire 

building was now engulfed in ten-million square feet of zero visibility toxic smoke.  The 

telephone emergency 911 number fell silent, and the FDNY 

was operating on its emergency back-up telegraph system.  

The Mask Service Unit would provide 1,050 cylinders of air 

alone at Manhattan Box #456.  In addition, every spare SCBA 

cylinder – city wide – was being rushed to the scene.  

Although 699 firefighters would officially fight the deadly 

fire, all tours in all boroughs, over two days were involved 

and recalled.  Whether it was:  involvement in the massive 

relocations, supplying equipment, or finding every spare 

cylinder, it was a total commitment of support and resources 

from every firehouse throughout the department.  The 

Medical Bureau and hospitals throughout the city, not just 

Manhattan, were overwhelmed with firefighters and civilians.  Firefighters who lost 

consciousness were rushed to Bellevue Hospital emergency room.   

From the initial alarm till late midafternoon the following day it was a total of 17 

hours before FDNY commanders gave the “Under Control”.  Firefighting lore has FDNY 

Manhattan Borough Commander John “Black Jack” Fogarty saying:  “I watched the 

buckles on my turn out coat turn a different color”. 

Eventually, after it was all said and done, there were 8,500 businesses and 

thousands of professional people, in a pre-email era, who were unable to communicate 

with customers, clients and their suppliers. The destruction led to catastrophic economic 

impact that was felt both nationally and had many global implications around the world.  

Locally, a high concern were the shut-ins of elderly, the blind, and the handicapped, 

many of whom live in six story old law tenements with no lines of communication.   

The community rallied and helped with delivering medicines and food supplies to 

those in-need.  The FDNY kept multiple watch lines for days.   
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(Author’s note: the following two weeks saw seven fire incidents of suspicious 

origin occur at phone facilities across the city, damage was minimal, however, AT& T 

implemented wartime like security at all its facilities).  

AT&T began the recovery process.  They removed 

1.2 Billion feet of wire that has melted into more than 

600 tons of debris, cleaning 6 million switches and 10 

million relays.  To take on this “Herculean task”, 

workers were brought in from across the country.  In the 

end, 250,000 people were without operable telephone 

communication.  This number represents more phones 

out of service than phones in the state of Vermont.  

AT&T Chairman John Be Butts said of the fire:  “The 

most severe disaster we ever had”.  The President of 

New York Telephone, Richard Engelhouse wrote letters of appreciation to the 699 

firefighters, part of which read: 
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The valor that was demonstrated by firefighters, officers and chiefs throughout this 

fire was within the finest and highest traditions of the department.  We were exposed to 

hundreds of thousands of pounds of burning Polyvinyl Chloride, Hydrogen Chloride, 

Vinyl Chloride monomer and Chlorinated Dioxins.  The Chlorinated Dioxins are the 

most potent carcinogens known to man.  We did not have the gold standard of resources 

that is now the Bureau of Health Services.  The health consequence on the members 

through the years has been very significant akin to the cancers currently diagnosed in 

World Trade Center responders.  Nevertheless, there was neither medical monitoring, nor 

treatment programs in the years following the fire.  The 699 members who operated were 

excluded from the Cancer Presumption Act.  The lack of medical “follow up” care to the 

Telephone Company Fire responders served as an inspiration to today’s Bureau of Health 

Services to never allow this to happen to responders to the World Trade Center and 

today’s generation of firefighters.  

 

 

Although, it is forty 
years ago, many of us 

remember the “Phone Fire” 
as if it was today… 

 

Fr. Dan Noonan, 

Ladder 9 (Ret.) 



By Deputy Chief Jay Jonas, Division 7, FDNY

• About 700 Firefighters operated at this fire which lasted 17 hours.  At one time, 

there were 300 Firefighters operating at the height of the fire.  239 Firefighters 

requested Medical Leave at this fire. 

• There was not any medical tracking done after this fire.  The only indicator of a 

Firefighter that was exposed at this fire was a “red star” that was stamped on the 

outside of their medical folder.  When the World Trade Center attacks happened 

on 9/11/2001, Dr. Prezant and Dr. Kelly learned the lessons of the lack of patient 

tracking of the Telephone Company Fire.  The monitoring that has been done for 

WTC exposed members has been outstanding. 

• In 1997, then Fire Commissioner Thomas Von Essen ordered a survey to be sent 

out to Firefighters that operated at the Telephone Company Fire.  Only 60% of 

those surveyed responded.  I spoke to one Firefighter who was on the scene of 

the Telephone Company Fire and he never received a survey.  So, the results are 

inconclusive.   

• I cannot tell you how many times I 

heard of a Firefighter coming 

down with some sort of cancer 

and that bad news being followed 

up by a statement:  “You know, 

he was a Phone Company Guy.”  

Anecdotally, it seems like almost 

everyone I know that operated at 

this fire has come down with 

cancer.  
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 Note: Firemen in center behind melted cables. 

These were the tight conditions of the cable 

vaults in sub levels 



• 1,050 air cylinders were used at this fire. 

• The Phone Company building is at the corner of 2nd Avenue and E. 13th Street.  It is 

11 stories tall.  It was built of Class 1 construction.  It was built in 1924. 

• The phone company cables were copper, insulated by plasticized Polyvinyl 

Chloride (PVC). 

• The basement vault contained a maze of cables.  There was only one access-way 

into the vault.  The fire started in the cable vault by a short circuit. 

• The risers led to the upper floors of the building.  They contained cable support 

frames that served floors 1 – 5.   

• The cables ran up two sides of the building to the 5th floor.  On the 5th floor, there 

was a maze of distribution frames.  Between 200,000 and 250,000 pounds of 

plasticized PVC went from the vault to the distribution frames.  There were no fire 

stops, no fire suppression 

systems and no state of 

the art alarm system.  The 

building design was 

“chimney like”. 

• The outer windows of the 

building had a 2-layer 

combination of wire glass 

and lexan.  The lexan was 

on the outer layer.  It was 

designed to protect the 

windows from civil unrest 

that was prevalent in the 

1960s and 1970s.  Lexan is 

an unbreakable plastic.  

This combination made 

ventilation of the outer 

windows an arduous task. 
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 PVC decomposes at relatively low temperatures.  Plasticized PVC emits Hydrogen 

Chloride gas.  When Hydrogen Chloride comes in contact with moisture, it turns 

into Hydrochloric Acid.  It was noted by Firefighters on the street that the metal 

buckles of their turnout coats changed color due to the hydrochloric acid 

exposure.  This also explains the burning sensation in the throat by Firefighters 

who were exposed to the smoke. 

• The cables leading to the building were covered with polyethylene, which is very 

flammable.  Its chemical composition is closely related to candle wax. 

• The smoke was so thick that everyone used a life line (search rope) to enter the 

building.  Visibility inside the cellar cable vault was zero. 

• High-Expansion foam as an extinguishing agent was utilized.  This agent did not 

penetrate to the seat of the fire due to the maze-like configuration of the cable 

vault.  The high-expansion foam was ineffective. 

• The fire was extinguished by hose lines advanced through the cable lanes, one 

lane at a time, by Firefighters crawling with hose lines. 

• When the fire was knocked down, the heat in the copper cable continued to 

decompose the Plasticized PVC.  The fire was knocked down at about 3:30 am.  

The fire exploded at 4:00 am when the combustible gases being given off ignited.  

This explosion caught everyone by surprise.  The explosion was strong enough to 

knock Firefighters down. 

• The fire officers at this fire understood that the interacting factors of materials 

and building design was overwhelming; 

• The heat from the fire caused buckling of steel beams on the 3rd floor.   

• The air mask policy that is in effect today was not in effect in 1975.  While 

firefighters used their self-contained breathing apparatus (SCBA) upon entry, 

many did not leave as their cylinders were becoming depleted.  Some Firefighters 

became lost or disoriented and were forced to breath the smoke when their 

SCBAs became depleted.  It was such a difficult task to crawl through the heat and 



smoke to get to a point where hose lines could operate to extinguish fire in the 

cable vault, the operating Firefighters had only a “couple minutes” of air left 

before their warning alarm went off.  Delayed symptoms of PVC smoke exposure 

can resemble flu-like symptoms.  Those who experienced these flu-like symptoms 

may not have had it documented.   

• The older “Scott 1” self-contained breathing apparatus was in service in 1975.  

The new. “Scott 4.5” did not go in service until 1979. 

• Many Firefighters that reported sick experienced:  Acid-burned respiratory tracts, 

eyes and skin; inability to get oxygen due to lung damage; loss of control of arms 

and legs; confusion, weakness, and exhaustion.   

• Many Firefighters experienced irritation or burning of their nose, throat, eyes and 

skin.  This burning then moved downward to the throat and to the larynx. 

• In 1981, a cancer study from the N.Y. Telephone Company Fire shows some 

alarming figures: 

• 2/3s of the cases occurred in men under 45 years of age. 

• 3 out of 4 cases of Laryngeal/throat cancer in the FDNY came from 

the Phone Company fire. 

• In the smoke from the Phone Company fire, 

besides carbon monoxide, the PVC smoke 

(which turned to Hydrogen Chloride when 

burned) was present in high concentrations 

as a gas and bound in the soot.  It turns to a 

Hydrochloric Acid when exposed to moisture.  

The acid damages tissue and the organic 

chemicals initiate and/or promote cancer. 

 

 



• In researching this fire, I consulted the NFPA Handbook 19th edition about fires in 

telephone company facilities.  The handbook stated that there are no reported 

fatalities in telephone company facilities.  In my opinion, that statement is very 

misleading.  It is true that nobody has died from a fire on-site at a telephone 

company facility.  There may be hundreds of firefighters that operated at this fire 

that have come down with cancer and died.  Exposures to the toxic by-products of 

combustion from the plasticized PVCs that insulate the cables cause death and 

injury later in life.  Some cancers take 20-30 years to incubate.   

• Due to the fact that these cancers have a latency period of 20-30 years, many 

members had already retired when they came down with cancer.  Firefighters are 

not covered by the Cancer Bill after they retire.   

 

On March 19th, 1975, roughly 3 weeks after the Phone Company Fire, 

Lieutenant Michael Maloney and Rescue 3 responded to a 3rd alarm at East 

144 Street in the Bronx (Bronx Box 3-3-2195).  They were forced out of a 

wood frame building due to heavy smoke and high heat.  Once outside, 

Lieutenant Maloney dropped to his knees and fell unconscious.  He was 

rushed to Columbia Presbyterian Hospital where he succumbed to his injuries 

and was pronounced dead.  He was 46 years old. 



Lieutenant Maloney’s autopsy was very 

unusual.  It revealed “older, heavy deposits of 

greasy soot that had eaten its way completely 

through the lung to the pleural side of the lung.  At 

the time of his death, he still had lung edema, and 

he had dead patches in the lung.”  Lieutenant 

Michael Maloney is listed as a Line-of Duty Death at 

Bronx Box 3-3-2195.  However, his autopsy indicates 

that his cause of death may have started 20 days 

earlier when the PVC smoke that 

turned to Hydrochloric 

Acid in his lungs ate 

away at his lungs.  One 

could connect the dots 

and say that Lieutenant 

Michael Maloney of 

Rescue 3 is the first 

death from the N.Y. 

Telephone Company 

Fire.   

According to Fr. Dan 

Noonan (Ret.), Lieut. 

Maloney’s rescue of B.C. 

Carlo Anderson (Bn. 6), 

Fr. Tim Dowling (Bn. 6) 

and Fr. Ed Geil (R-3) was 

worthy of the James Gordon Bennett Medal. 
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 Note: Firemen left, R3 Dan Cleary escorting BC Anderson. 



• This was the first large PVC fire in New York City.  It signaled the end of an era of 

Firefighters not using their SCBA.  No matter how big, strong or tough you may 

think you are, your body cannot take that kind of exposure.  One of the best 

Firefighters I ever knew was Bill Dietrich.  He was hospitalized for 3 days after the 

Telephone Company fire.  He rose through the ranks and became a Deputy Chief 

in the 6th Division.  He was big, tough, strong and smart.  In fact, he wrote a 100% 

on the Chief of Department’s Test.  In 1998, he was diagnosed with throat cancer.  

He died in 2006, 31 years after the NY Telephone Company fire. 

• Other notable PVC fires that have caused a large amount of fatalities are:  1) The 

MGM Grand Fire in Las Vegas in 1980 caused 85 fatalities and 2) The Beverly Hills 

Supper Club fire in Kentucky 1977 which killed 161 people.   

• This was one of the most deadly fires in the 150 year history of the FDNY.  It 

warranted a mention on Department Order 38/1975 which stated:  

“The Fire Commissioner and Staff Officers extend their praise, together with the thanks 

and admiration of the citizens of New York City, who witnessed the bravery and 

resourcefulness of the finest Fire Department in the country at Manhattan Box 5-5-465, 

at 206 2nd Avenue, Manhattan, where all members labored heroically and valiantly 

under near impossible conditions.” 

• I looked through the Department Orders for 1975.  There was not a Meritorious 

Act nor a Unit Citation awarded for this fire.  I find that very interesting.  I have 

proposed through Fire Operations that an official ribbon be struck and awarded 

to those who operated at this horrific fire.   

• Use this essay as a cautionary tale.  There are telephone company facilities 

throughout the city.  PVCs have become common in our homes and workplace.  In 

my time on the job, the smoke coming from structural fires has changed.  It was 

once a brownish smoke.  Now, the smoke is jet black.  This is an indicator of 

plastics burning.  Strict adherence to the FDNY’s mask policy is the only way to 

protect yourself. 

 



Retired Firefighter Dan Noonan, the author of "The Fire at the 

Telephone Exchange, a First Due Perspective", has been an advocate 

for those Firefighters who responded to the Telephone Company Fire. 

Dan has been diagnosed with Leukemia. According to the UCLA 

School of Occupational Medicine, it is "to a reasonable degree of 

medical certainty" that it is a result of his smoke exposure at the N.Y. 

Telephone Company Fire. Please keep him and all the Telephone 

Company Fire veterans in your thoughts and prayers.  

Deputy Chief Jay Jonas, Division 7, F.D.N.Y. 

Sources:  “In the Mouth of the Dragon” by Deborah Wallace; WNYF 3rd Issue 2001; WNYF 3rd Issue 1998; NFPA 
Handbook 19th Ed.; WNYF 1st Issue 1975; WNYF 3rd Issue 1975 

Special thanks for the following people who contributed to this essay:  Fr. Dan Noonan (Ret.); Katy Clements, FDNY 
Photo Unit; Lieut. Jim McGowan (Ret.); Capt. Bill Gates (Ret.); Fr. Jack Fogarty (Ret.); D.C. Vincent Dunn (Ret.);     
Fr. Chris Roberto; Capt. Joe Sassone (Ret.); FM Dan Maye; Capt. Bob Rainey (Ret.) 

 


