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TIP OF THE HELMET TO:  Fr. Brendan Cawley of Ladder 27 and all the members of Engine 46 

and Ladder 27 who honored the 12th Anniversary of Black Sunday with a Mass in Quarters on 

January 21, 2017.  Remember Lieutenant Curtis W. Meyran Battalion 26, Fr. John G. Bellew 

Ladder 27, Lieutenant Joseph P. DiBernardo Rescue 3 and Fr. Richard T. Sclafani of Ladder 103.    

Shortly after midnight on 

March 5, 1991, Bronx 

Firefighters would be 

abruptly reminded how 

dangerous and difficult the 

job of being a Firefighter is.  

Tragic events would unfold at 

126 East Fordham Road in 

the Bronx that would haunt 

those who operated at this 

fire for years.   

126 East Fordham Road. Photo courtesy of FDNY Photo Unit. 



Was a two-story taxpayer (commercial) 

building at the Northeast corner of East 

Fordham Road and Creston Avenue.  The 

building was built in 1920.  It was built with brick with wood joists.  

Concrete and tile was installed as a floor for the second floor over the 

wood joists and wood sub-flooring.  It had gone through renovations 

over the years.  There were 

two drop ceilings in the stores 

and numerous voids were 

present throughout the 

structure.  The ground floor 

had three stores:  The fire 

store was a “Vision World” 

store.  The store to the left of 

the fire store on Fordham 

Road was “Right On Casuals” (Known as exposure 02).  This occupancy 

had an interior stairway to the second floor and the first floor wrapped 

around to the Creston Avenue side of the building where there was 

another entrance (an “L-shaped” occupancy).  The store to the right of 

the fire store was the “Kleinsleep” bedding store (Known as exposure 

04).  There was a stairway leading to the second floor on the Creston 

Avenue side of the building.  

The second floor had a 

center hallway and had 

offices and an apartment 

for the building’s 

Superintendent.   

Photo courtesy of Rescue 3 

Kleinsleep, Creston Ave. Photo courtesy of Rescue 3 



At 0041 hours on March 5, 1991, Bronx Fire 

Dispatchers received Emergency Reporting System (ERS) Box 3356.  

Engine 75 was sent to the box.  At 0045 hours, a second source, a 

telephone report, was received reporting a structural fire at 120-124 

East Fordham Road.  

The remainder of the 

first alarm assignment 

was dispatched, Engine 

48, Ladder 33, Ladder 

56, Engine 79 and 

Battalion 19.  Engine 75 

arrived and saw smoke 

through the windows 

of the “Kleinsleep” 

store.  Engine 75 transmitted a 10-75. 

 Ladder 33 arrived and positioned their apparatus on the corner of 

Fordham Road and Creston Avenue.  Forcible entry was conducted at 

the store.  A search was conducted in the “Kleinsleep” store and the 

cellar.  There was a heavy smoke condition but no fire.  Engine 75 

stretched a 2 ½ inch hose line to the front of the building.  Ladder 33 

then came to the front of the building and forced the steel roll down 

gates that secured the “Vision World” store.  It was determined that 

the fire was in the “Vision World” store.  The steel roll 

down gates concealed the fire so it became an 

advanced fire.  The “Vision World” store showed a 

heavy smoke condition.  Engine 75 advanced their 

hose line to the fire store which had fire in the ceilings.   
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 Engine 48 and Ladder 56 arrived at the fire.  Ladder 56 positioned 

their apparatus in front of the building and raised their aerial ladder to 

the roof.  Roof ventilation was being conducted by Firefighters from 

Ladders 33 and 56.  Ladder 56’s Forcible Entry team forced entry to the 

“Right On Casuals” store both on the Fordham Avenue side and the 

Creston Avenue side.  A heavy smoke condition was encountered.  

Engine 48 stretched a 2 ½ inch back-up hose line to protect Engine 75 

as they advanced their attack hose line. 

 Battalion 19 was commanded by Battalion Chief Herbert 

Perciavalle.  He arrived at the scene of the fire and conducted his size-

up.  He saw the heavy smoke condition coming from the two-story 

building and the heavy fire from the “Vision World” fire store.  He 

transmitted the “All-hands” to the Bronx Fire Dispatcher at 0055 hours.  

In addition, Battalion Chief Perciavalle 

requested an additional Engine and Truck 

be assigned to the box at 0059 hours.   

 Rescue 3 arrived at 0056 hours.  

Lieutenant Michael Weinlein reported in 

to the 19th Battalion.  He was ordered to 

search the second floor.  Lieutenant 

Weinlein split his company into two crews.  

Fr. Dan McDonough and Fr. Sean Nelson climbed a 35 foot portable 

ladder on the Creston Avenue side of the building and entered the 

second floor.  Fr. Sam Melisi and Fr. Al Ronaldson climbed the stairway 

on the Creston Avenue side of the building and made it to the second 

floor.  A search rope was used due to the open area and heavy smoke 

condition. 
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 Division 7 arrived at the box.  At the helm of the 7th Division was 

Deputy Chief James Bauman.  He was briefed on conditions and unit 

assignments by Battalion Chief Perciavalle.  Deputy Chief Bauman 

transmitted a Second Alarm for box 3356 at 0101 hours.   

 Engine 88 and Ladder 38 arrived at the fire.  Ladder 38 was 

ordered to split their company, sending 

Firefighters to the roof for vertical 

ventilation and to the fire store to assist in 

pulling ceilings to expose the hidden fire.  

Engine 88 was commanded by Lieutenant 

Louis Visconti.  He received orders from 

Deputy Chief Bauman to stretch a 2 ½ inch 

hand line to the second floor.  They 

stretched the hose line to the second floor via the stairway on the 

Creston Avenue side.  The task was made more arduous due to 

cardboard boxes being stored in the hallway.  The hose line was in 

place at around 0118 hours.  When it was in place, Rescue 3’s search 

rope was spotted on the second floor. 

 The extinguishing efforts of the first hose line were not halting the 

expanding fire in the “Vision World” store.  At around 0110 hours, 

Deputy Chief Bauman and Battalion Chief Perciavalle ordered 

Firefighters out of the fire store.  Engine 48’s back-up hose line was 

used to protect the retreating Firefighters.  While this was being done, 

Engine 43 set up a large caliber stream in 

front of the fire store.  Once this was in 

place, Engine 48 moved their 2 ½ inch hand 

line to the “Kleinsleep” (exposure 04) store.   

Roof of 1 story setback. Photo courtesy of FDNY Photo Unit 
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 Firefighters 

from Ladder 56 

remained in the 

“Right On Casuals” 

(exposure 02) store 

to open up ceilings 

and exposing hidden 

fire.  At around 0115 

hours, they returned 

to the front of the 

building (Fordham 

Road side) and 

joined with Ladder 

33 and Engine 75 to 

expose and 

extinguish hidden 

fire in the “Vision 

World” store.  

Deputy Chief 

Bauman transmitted 

a Third Alarm at 

0116 hours.   

 At 0120 hours, members of Rescue 3 made their way back to the 

second floor to make an examination for fire extension.  Ladder 56 was 

on the second floor now as well.  Engine 88 was extinguishing hidden 

pockets of fire as it was being exposed.   

Photo courtesy of FDNY Photo Unit.  126 East Fordham Road 



 At around 0139 hours, a report was received by Deputy Chief 

Bauman that the fire in the rear of the “Right On Casuals” store was 

knocked down.   

 On the second floor, Engine 

88 noticed Fr. Ronaldson and Fr. 

Tom Conroy from Rescue 3 were 

operating in an area that looked 

like the floor was buckling.  This 

was where Engine 88 had been 

extinguishing extending fire.  

Lieutenant Mike Massiello of 

Ladder 56 warned Lieutenant 

Visconti of Engine 88, Fr. 

Ronaldson and Fr. Conroy of Rescue 3.  Both Fr. Ronaldson and Fr. 

Conroy moved away from the danger area.  Fr. Conroy went down the 

stairway to Creston Avenue.  Fr. Ronaldson went to a window on the 

second floor on the Creston Avenue side.  The smoke condition was 

getting heavier.   

 At this time, Engine 46 and Ladder 27 were operating in the “Right 

On Casuals” store.  They noticed floor 

beams hanging down from the ceiling.  

Battalion 18 was notified.   

 On the second floor, as walls and 

ceilings were opened up, the fire intensified 

and the smoke condition banked down to 

just above the floor level.  There were three 

power saws operating on the second floor, 
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Looking up from fire store to 2nd floor 



opening up the floor 

exposing hidden fire.  

The ambient noise from 

the saws was loud.  The 

time was 0141 hours.  

Then, a noise was heard 

by Firefighters from 

Engine 88.  It seemed to 

be coming from the area 

left of the stairway.  I 

sounded like a “thud”.  

Part of the floor that was weakened by the fire collapsed.  Lieutenant 

Visconti quickly accounted for all his Firefighters.  

Lieutenant Robert Walsh from the Field 

Communications Unit spotted Fr. Ronaldson at the 

window on the Creston Avenue side of the building at 

approximately 0145 hours.  Lieutenant Weinlein of 

Rescue 3 called Fr. Al Ronaldson via radio to check on 

him, he got no response.  Lieutenant Weinlein and the 

rest of the Firefighters from Rescue 3 went to look for 

Fr. Ronaldson.   

 At this time, Engine 42 

led by Lieutenant Roy 

Levesque, was advancing their 

hose line into the “Vision 

World” store after the large 

caliber stream had been shut 

Photo courtesy of FDNY Photo Unit 

Fr. Ronaldson was last seen at one 

of these windows below.  Photo 

courtesy of FDNY Photo Unit. 
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down.  A large section of ceiling 

fell in front of them after 

advancing their hose line about 

10 feet.  After determining that 

there was nothing else was 

falling, they continued their 

advance and made it to the back 

of the store.  It was at this time 

that Lieutenant Levesque spotted what he 

thought was a Firefighter’s coat.  He went 

closer and his fears were realized, it was a 

downed Firefighter, it was                           

Fr. Al Ronaldson.  Lieutenant Levesque 

shouted out “I need help, Fireman down!”  

He transmitted a “Mayday” over the        

handi-talkie, he then transmitted a “Mayday” for a second time.  An 

army of Firefighters descended on the area.  They quickly removed the 

unconscious Firefighter.   

 Engine 88 had been relieved by Engine 62 before Engine 42 

started their advance into the “Vision World” store.  They had returned 

to the street on the Fordham Road side.  It was at this time, about 

twelve minutes after they heard 

the loud noise on the second 

floor, that the “Mayday” was 

transmitted.   

 According to safety 

investigations, the floor collapsed  

Photos courtesy of Rescue 3 
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in the danger area at 0141 hours.  Fr. Al Ronaldson went 

back to the area where he was operating before being 

warned of a weakened floor.  He was attempting to 

complete his assigned tasks.  The ambient noise of the 

three operating saws on the second floor may have 

masked the sound of the concrete floor collapse.  He 

was also hampered by the thick acrid smoke condition 

that permeated the second floor and did not see the hole caused by the 

collapse.  He fell 12 feet into the collapsed area.  The area of the 

collapse was 8 foot x 6 foot.  Fr. Al Ronaldson was discovered by 

Lieutenant Levesque at 0153 hours.   

 Fr. Alfred Ronaldson from Rescue 3 was removed 

by EMS to Jacobi Hospital.  He perished from the 

injuries sustained from his fall from the second floor to 

the ground floor due to the collapse of the concrete 

and wooden floor.  He was beloved by all those who 

worked with him.  He now has two sons on the FDNY.  

May he rest in peace. 
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Personal Alert Safety Systems (PASS) Alarms are now integral with the 

Self-Contained Breathing Apparatus (SCBA).  When the SCBA is opened, 

the PASS Alarm is armed.  It no longer requires a separate activation. 

1990’s / TODAY 



 Communication 

of hazards needs to 

be passed along to 

the Incident 

Commander so that 

strategy can be 

adjusted if necessary. 

 The Firefighter 

Assist and Safety 

Team (FAST) have 

evolved greatly since this fire.  In 1991, FAST Units were in their infancy.  

Now, specialized equipment is assigned to FAST Units such as “Pak 

Trackers:, “FAST Paks”, Skeds, Tubular Webbing, and the Electronic 

Fireground Accountability System (EFAS).  Most importantly, there are 

several new rescue procedures that are designed to rapidly rescue 

downed Firefighters.   

 Our procedures on how to transmit “Mayday” messages and what 

to do when we receive “Mayday” messages 

have greatly improved.  The Emergency Alert 

Button on the handi-talkie is a great 

improvement to the radios when a “Mayday” 

is transmitted.   

 If a message is sent, whether in person 

or transmitted over the radio, and it is not 

acknowledged, it should be considered that 

the message was not received.   
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 In the late 1990s, the U.S. Department of Labor Occupational 

Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) put out a standard regarding 

respiratory protection and operating in an atmosphere that is assumed 

to be Immediately Dangerous to Life and Health (IDLH).  This standard is 

commonly known as the “2-In, 2-Out” rule.  Now, a Firefighter must 

team up with another Firefighter for entry into an IDLH.  Also, a 2-

Firefighter Safety Team must be in readiness should the Firefighters 

inside become distressed.  Our FAST Teams satisfy the “2-out” portion 

of this regulation.   

 When the 

fire is knocked 

down, there is a 

tendency to let 

your guard down.  

Just because the 

fire is knocked 

down, that 

doesn’t mean the 

building got 

stronger.  The damage to whatever is resisting gravity from pulling 

down the building has been done.  A building on fire is a building under 

demolition.  More Firefighters are injured during the overhaul phase of 

the fire than at any other time. 

 Concrete is strong when under compression.  Concrete has very 

little strength under tension.  Its shear strength is poor.  In order to use 

concrete under tension, it must be a composite of concrete and steel 

reinforcing rods.  It is known as “Reinforced Concrete.”  If the adhesion 

between the concrete and the steel stops, then the concrete composite 
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is no longer strong in tension.  In 

“Reinforced Concrete” construction, 

the steel reinforcing rods and the 

concrete are equally important. 

 “Spalling” is the process in 

which moisture in concrete expands 

and causes pieces of concrete to fall, due to rapid heating.  These 

pieces can be small or larger dimensions of concrete.  When concrete is 

newly poured (first 27 days), it has its most moisture, and greatest 

chance of spalling.  However, concrete always has some moisture.   

 “Two types of concrete spalling are experienced during fires:  an 

explosive spalling, which propels concrete downward with and 

explosive force and is accompanied by a loud noise, and a dropping 

spalling which is similar to a plaster ceiling collapse.  Whether the 

collapse is explosive or not, a Firefighter can 

be killed or seriously injured if he is struck by 

the spalling concrete.”  Collapse of Burning 

Buildings, 2nd Ed., pp. 212, Vincent Dunn. 

 When a concrete floor is poured on a 

wooden floor, it greatly increases the dead 

load.  Fire beneath the concrete floor may not 

be detected while the wooden supporting 

beams are being burned.  An earlier than 

normal collapse should be anticipated.  This is 

much more prevalent in commercial buildings 

than residential buildings.  Sometimes, there 

is no collapse warning.   



Thanks to the following for their contributions to this essay:  Fr. Al 

Ronaldson, Lieutenant Mickey Conboy, Fr. Billy Albin, Safety Battalion, 

Ladder 33, Katy Clements (FDNY Photo Unit), Leslie Ifill (FDNY Fire 

Records Unit), Deputy Chief Vincent Dunn (Ret.), Fr. Chris Roberto E48. 

Resources:  Safety Investigation of 3-3-3356; Collapse of Burning 

Buildings, 2nd Ed. Vincent Dunn; Building Construction for the Fire 

Service, 3rd Ed. Francis Brannigan. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

126 East Fordham Road today.  Photo by Deputy Chief Jonas 



 

FIREFIGHTER KEVIN A. ROONEY, ENGINE 42; Passed away on Sunday 

January 22, 2017.  He died from illnesses incurred from operating at the 

rescue and recovery effort as a result of the attacks on the World Trade 

Center.  May he rest in peace. 

FIREFIGHTER ROBERT E. NEWMAN (RET.), BATTALION 4; Passed away 

on Thursday February 9, 2017.  He died from illnesses incurred from 

operating at Manhattan Box 5-5-8087, the World Trade Center Attack 

rescue and recovery effort.  May he rest in peace. 

FIREFIGHTER BRIAN J. MASTERSON (RET.), MARINE 9; Passed away on 

Sunday January 22, 2017.  He died from illnesses incurred from 

operating at Manhattan Box 5-5-8087, the World Trade Center Attack 

rescue and recovery effort.  May he rest in peace. 

LIEUTENANT EDITH ELIDA TORRES, EMS BUREAU OF 

COMMUNICATIONS; Passed away on Wednesday, February 8, 2017.  

She died from illnesses incurred from operating at Manhattan Box 5-5-

8087, the World Trade Center Attack rescue and recovery effort.  May 

she rest in peace. 

FIREFIGHTER ROBERT F. DIGIOVANNI (RET.), LADDER 144; Passed away 

on Friday January 27, 2017.  He died from illnesses incurred from 

operating at Manhattan Box 5-5-8087, the World Trade Center Attack 

rescue and recovery effort.  May he rest in peace.   

EMT ROSE M. SCOTT (RET.), BUREAU OF COMMUNICATIONS:  Passed 

away Wednesday February 15, 2017.  She died from illnesses incurred 

from operating at Manhattan Box 5-5-8087, the World Trade Center 

Attack rescue and recovery effort.  May she rest in peace.  


