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 As time passes by, it 

is still hard to comprehend 

how devastating the events of September 11th were for members of the New York 

City Fire Department (FDNY).  While it is still a grief-filled day, it is also a day to 

celebrate the memories of those who performed so heroically in the face of 

extreme personal risk.  It was the most massive rescue effort in the history of the 

United States.  Unfortunately, most of the people who participated in it, were 

killed.   

 The numbers associated with September 11th, seem so dispassionate.  343 

FDNY Firefighters, 23 NYPD Police Officers, 37 Port Authority Police Officers, do 

not adequately describe how deep the loss of that day was.  Behind each number 

of 343 Firefighters, there was a man who was a husband, a brother, a son, a 

father, a friend, and a firefighter.  In the September 2015 issue of the Division 7 

Training and Safety Newsletter, Firefighter Andy Fredericks was highlighted and 

remembered.  This September 11th, Battalion Chief Orio Palmer of Battalion 7 will 

be honored.  (Battalion Chief Orio Palmer was promoted 

posthumously to Deputy Chief.) 

Battalion Chief Orio Palmer 
 Orio Palmer was a Bronx native.  He was born in 

the South Bronx and moved to the Woodlawn section of 

the Bronx when he was a child.  He was a graduate of 

Cardinal Spellman High School and Westchester 

Community College. 



 Orio was married to his wife Debbie in 1983.  They had three children, 

Dana, Keith and Alyssa.   

 Orio Palmer was appointed to the FDNY on January 9, 1982.  After 

completing Proby School, he was assigned to Engine 46 in the Bronx on February 

18, 1982.  It was immediately apparent that Orio was special.  It seemed like he 

had boundless energy.  It was infectious.  When he had just a few months in the 

firehouse, he took it upon himself to paint the entire second floor of the firehouse 

to ready quarters for annual inspection.  He did an outstanding job.  His paint job 

earned him the nickname of “Rembrandt”.   

 Orio went across the floor to Ladder 27 on January 11, 1986.  He was 

studying for promotion and he was promoted to Lieutenant on September 25, 

1993.  He was assigned to Ladder 118 in Brooklyn.  Those who worked under 

Lieutenant Palmer would never forget how he led by example and brought his 

own brand of knowledge, and experience to his new company.  However, 

Lieutenant Palmer was a rising star and his assignment to Ladder 118 would be 

short-lived.  He was promoted to Captain on May 21, 1994.   

 Every rank that Orio Palmer achieved meant a lot to him.  But, the rank of 

Captain was his favorite.  Captain Orio Palmer was assigned to Ladder 138 in 

Corona, Queens.  The busy Ladder Company welcomed Captain Palmer with open 

arms.  Captain Palmer’s reputation had preceded his arrival at Ladder 138.  

Captain Palmer was a leader, a teacher, and a motivator in addition to 

being an outstanding firefighter.  On June 26, 1999, Captain Palmer 

was promoted to Battalion Chief.  While it was a happy occasion, 

Captain Palmer was emotional because he was going to miss “his 

guys.” 

 Battalion Chief Orio Palmer was a covering officer looking 

for a permanent assignment.  True to form, Battalion 

Chief Palmer would seek out a challenging battalion.  

Eventually, he was assigned to Battalion 7 in 

Manhattan.  Chief Palmer knew that with this 



assignment, he would be responsible for the Empire State Building, the Garment 

District, Penn Station, subways, the waterfront, factories, high rise office buildings 

and high rise apartment houses, loft buildings, tenements and rear tenements.  

Battalion Chief Al Hay, who was assigned to Battalion 7 at the same time as Orio, 

would nickname him the “Humming Bird” because of the speed he exhibited 

every day in performing the many projects he volunteered to do.   

 Battalion Chief Palmer was a fitness enthusiast.  He was a runner and 

completed one New York City marathon.  Each year, he would compete in the 

Long Island half marathon with his friend from Engine 46, William Woytkiw (aka:  

Wojo).  He received the FDNY Fitness Unit’s Fitness Award three times.  The 

award has since been re-named the “Battalion Chief Orio Palmer Fitness Award.”  

In May of 2002, Orio’s wife Debbie ran in the Long Island half marathon in tribute 

to her husband.   

 Battalion Chief Orio Palmer not only knew his job, he wanted to expand his 

knowledge and then share it with anyone who would listen to him.  He would 

frequently hold court at Multi-Unit Drill.  He would pass out bullet points on 

tactics to all at the drill and he would walk all the participants through the 

teaching points so it was a meaningful experience for all involved.   

 There is an entire generation of Lieutenants and Captains that knew and 

learned from Orio Palmer.  Orio started teaching promotion courses for “Fire 

Command Training”.  He quickly became one of the more popular instructors.  He 

was giving back to the job by teaching those who wanted to advance themselves 

in the FDNY. 

 While off-duty, Orio Palmer was interested in getting the neighborhood 

kids involved in activities.  He took neighborhood kids along with his kids fishing.  

He also set up a stick ball tournament on his block that involved many kids.  He 

taught them the game along with setting up the tournament.   

 Battalion Chief Orio Palmer started writing to share his knowledge with the 

entire FDNY.  He was published five times in WNYF Magazine.  He wrote the 

following articles before September 11th, 2001:  “Scissor Stairs Review” 4th Issue 



1997; “Repeater System” 3rd Issue 1998; “Seven-Story, Non-Fireproof, Multiple 

Dwellings=Communications Problems” 1st Issue 1999; “The Missing 

Communication Link(s), Subway Operations” 1st Issue 2001; and “Update II:  Size-

Up and Communications” 4th Issue 2002.   

 On September 11th, 2001, Battalion Chief Orio Palmer responded to the 

World Trade Center (WTC) with the 7th Battalion.  His Aide was Fr. Steve Belson.  

They arrived at the WTC soon after the South Tower had been hit by the second 

plane.  Deputy Chief Peter Hayden of the 1st Division saw Battalion Chief Palmer 

arrive at the Command Post and he ordered him to go to the South Tower.   

 Once in the South Tower Battalion Chief Orio Palmer was able to get an 

elevator to work.  This elevator was able to get him up to the 40th floor.  Once he 

arrived at the skylobby, he left the elevator and raced up the “B” stairway of the 

South Tower.  He made it up to the 78th floor, the impact floor.  His radio reports 

are chilling.  He stated that there were numerous 10-45s (fire victims).  He also 

stated that he needed two hand lines on the floor to drive back the flames.  He 

was in communication with Lieutenant Joe Leavey of Ladder 15 to coordinate 

their efforts.  Soon after these radio transmissions, the South Tower collapsed.   



 September 11th is a day where the worst of mankind was on display, and 

the best of mankind was on display.  Hundreds of Firefighters disregarded their 

own safety and raced up the stairways of the WTC in order to save lives.  Battalion 

Chief Orio Palmer was one of those who operated with great courage and 

distinction.  Knowing what members of the FDNY did on September 11th 2001 is 

awe-inspiring.  I was never so proud to be a Firefighter as I was that day.   

 God bless you Orio Palmer.  Rest in peace.  Never forget! 

 

643 East 182nd Street, Bronx, N.Y. 

 I had a unique opportunity to see Orio Palmer in his early days in the FDNY.  

It was an opportunity to see greatness in its infancy.  One fire I had with him will 

forever stand out in my mind.  It was a fire that several young Firefighters in 

Ladder 27 had a “coming of age” moment.   

   The night tour of May 3, 1982 started in the quarters of Engine 46 and 

Ladder 27.  Working that tour in Ladder 27 was Lieutenant Walter “Wally” 

Wilkinson, Fr. Mike Leili (Chauffeur), Fr. Bob Busch (Roof), Fr. John Morris 

(Tillerman), Fr. Jay Jonas (Irons Man), and Probationary Firefighter Orio Palmer 

(Engine 46 detail, Can Firefighter).  In the early 1980s, Ladder 27 was one of the 

more senior ladder companies in the Bronx.  There were only a few younger 

firefighters assigned to Ladder 27.  On this tour, all the firefighters except for Fr. 

Mike Leili, had less than three years on the job.  Lieutenant Wally Wilkinson was a 

very experienced and highly respected fire officer.  Just the sound of his voice 

could get the adrenaline flowing in younger firefighters.  He was the kind of fire 

officer that young firefighters would follow into the gates of hell.   

   Lieutenant Walter            Fr. Mike Leili     Fr. Bob Busch           Fr. John Morris   Fr. Jay Jonas           Probationary  
   “Wally” Wilkinson              Fr. Orio Palmer 



 Shortly after 2100 hours, Bronx Fire Dispatchers transmitted box 3174 for a 

structural fire at 643 East 182 Street (corner of Hughes Avenue).  Engine 88, 

Ladder 38, Engine 48, Ladder 27 and Battalion 

18 responded.  The young crew of Ladder 27 

mounted the apparatus and started racing to 

the reported location.  As Ladder 27 made a 

slight right turn off of Third Avenue onto 

Quarry Road, Lieutenant Wally Wilkinson 

banged on the window separating the front of 

the apparatus from the crew cab and shouted 

in his bellowing voice:  “We got a job!”  As 

Ladder 27 made it to the crest of the hill of 

Quarry Road, approaching East 182 Street, an 

incredible sight could be seen.  The corner 

tenement of East 182 Street and Hughes 

Avenue was ablaze.  Heavy fire was coming out 

of two of the third floor windows in this fully occupied building.  The fire was 

auto-exposing the fourth floor windows.  Engine 88 and Ladder 38 had just 

arrived.  Engine 88 was stretching an 1 ¾ inch 

hand line into the building and Ladder 38 was 

raising their aerial ladder on the East 182 

Street side of the building.   

 Lieutenant Wally Wilkinson 

dismounted the apparatus with me and 

Probationary Firefighter Orio Palmer in tow.  

We performed our size-up as we approached 

the building.  There were several people 

evacuating the building.  Firefighting forces 

were mustering their personnel and 

equipment to search for trapped people and 

advance hose lines on this well advanced fire.   

Hughes Ave and 182nd St., exp. 1 

side 

Hughes Ave, exp. 2 side 



 Outside the fire building, Fr. John Morris dismounted the Tiller seat and 

assisted Fr. Mike Leili in setting up the aerial ladder.  The apparatus was equipped 

with manual outriggers.  After the outriggers were down, Fr. Morris gathered his 

tools and prepared to climb the fire escape.  Heavy fire was blowing out of the 

windows on the fire escape.  This prevented Fr. Morris and the Outside Vent 

Firefighter of Ladder 38 from advancing onto the fire escape balcony of the fire 

floor.   

Fr. Bob Bush 

quickly moved to 

Ladder 38’s aerial 

ladder to make his 

way to the roof of 

the fire building.  

Ladder 38’s Roof 

Firefighter was 

already making his 

way up the aerial 

ladder.  The smoke 

was banking down 

in the interior of 

the building.  They 

had to ventilate at 

the roof level as 

soon as possible. 

 As Ladder 27’s Forcible Entry team started climbing the stairs, a fleeing 

occupant told Lieutenant Wilkinson that “there were people up there.”  As Ladder 

27 arrived at the third floor (fire floor), the following was noted:  1) The fire 

apartment door was forced. 2) Engine 88 was just starting their advance into the 

fire apartment.  3) Heavy smoke and heat was boiling out of the fire apartment 

and going up the stairway.  4) The stairway bulkhead door had not been 

ventilated yet.  Lieutenant Wilkinson knew that an attempt to search the floor 

above the fire (top floor) for the trapped occupant(s) must be made.  He also 

L-27 Seagrave Tiller 1981 

Floor above, area of 

refuge 



Floor above, area of refuge 

Fire apt. door 3rd floor 

recognized the danger of the situation.  He ordered Pr. Fr. Palmer to “stay at the 

fire apartment door.”  He told him that if they lose 

water for any reason, you have to tell them that we 

are on the floor above.  (Historical Note:  In 1982, the 

Forcible Entry Firefighter and the Can Firefighter did 

not have a handi-talkie.) 

Lieutenant Wilkinson charged up the open 

interior stairway, closely followed by me.  The floor 

above the fire was heavily charged with heat and 

smoke.  We quickly forced an area of refuge across 

the hall.  Then, we forced open the apartment 

directly over the fire apartment.  Once we opened 

the door, we started our primary search.  Lieutenant 

Wilkinson started a left handed search and I started a 

right handed search.  The deeper we went into the 

apartment above the fire, the worse the conditions became.  As we approached 

the kitchen, fire was entering the windows from the floor below.  Fire was also 

extending through the floor and the pipe recesses.  The smoke condition was 

thick and acrid.  The last room of the right hand search was a bedroom.  The heat 

was sending us a message that we could not stay above the fire much longer.  

Then, a slight moan could be heard.  I crawled a few 

more feet and found Mr. Al Pecchinenda.  I yelled 

out to Lieutenant Wilkinson that I had a “10-45” (a 

fire victim).  I started dragging Mr. Pecchinenda out 

of the apartment to the hallway.  Once in the 

hallway, Lieutenant Wilkinson told me to take the 

victim down the stairway.  Fr. Mike Leili arrived at 

the fourth floor and he helped me carry Mr. 

Pecchinenda down the stairway.  



Courtesy NYPost 

Once outside, Mr. 

Pecchinenda was 

medically evaluated.  

Oxygen was 

administered to him.  

He was removed to 

Jacobi Medical 

Center where he 

was admitted in 

critical condition.  

Mr. Pecchinenda 

was 60 years old.   

 



Courtesy NYPost 

 

As we were 

returning to quarters 

after the fire, Pr. Fr. Orio 

Palmer was inquisitive.  

He wanted to know 

everything I did on the 

floor above the fire.  This 

was one of his first very 

serious fires.  He told me 

that the amount of smoke 

and heat going upstairs 

was incredible.  I told him 

that I just did everything 

that Lieutenant Wilkinson 

told me to do, without 

hesitation.   

 

 

 

When we returned to quarters, Lieutenant Wilkinson was as proud as any 

fire officer could be of his young firefighters.  We were confronted with an 

extremely challenging fire and we performed admirably.  When we were back at 

quarters, Fr. John Morris approached Lieutenant Wilkinson and asked him how he 

felt going into battle with all us “Johnnies”.  He told Fr. Morris that there wasn’t 

any fire in the City that we couldn’t conquer that night.  Fr. John Morris would 

later say that the high praise from Lieutenant Wally Wilkinson meant more to us 

than if the President of the United States had said it.  The torch had been passed.   

  

Courtesy NYPost 



The early 1980s saw a large influx of Probationary Firefighters, not unlike 

today.  On Ladder 27’s apparatus that night was a bunch of “Johnnies” that were 

trying our best to live up to the standards set by the Fire Officers and Senior Men 

in the firehouse.  They took great pride in training the new guys.  Working in 

Ladder 27 that night, there was a great Senior Man in Mike Leili, a future great 

Senior Man in John Morris, and there were three future Deputy Chiefs:  Bob 

Busch, me, and of course Orio Palmer.   

Who is on your apparatus tonight and what are you teaching them? 

Thanks to the following people who contributed to this newsletter:  Debbie 

Palmer, Fr. John Morris (Ret.), Lieutenant Walter “Wally” Wilkinson (Ret.), 

Battalion Chief Thomas McCarthy, Battalion Chief John Salka (Ret.), Fr. Chris 

Roberto 

Deputy Chief Jay Jonas, Division 7 


