
In December 1966, the New York City Fire Department (FDNY) was reeling.  
During the year 1966, the FDNY had lived through 18 line-
of-duty deaths.  This was punctuated with the infamous 
23rd Street Collapse that took the lives of 12 firefighters on 
October 17th.  Most were happy to see the calendar turn 
to 1967.  However, on December 22, 1966 the FDNY had a 
potential brush with tragedy once again.  Fire Department 
units would respond to a fire in Mid-Town Manhattan that 
would challenge the courage and tenacity of the 
responding firefighters.  It would be known as “The 
Christmas Miracle.”  



On Thursday night on 
December 22, 1966, people 
were scurrying around 
getting ready for Christmas.  
At around 2100 hours, in a 
clothing store on the 
ground floor of 1169 
Avenue of the Americas 
owned by a Mr. Joe Carroll, 
a store customer smelled 
smoke.  The customer 
found fire in the store.  The 
customer grabbed an 
extinguisher in an attempt 
to fight the fire.  Mr. Carroll 
tried to pull down book 
shelves in an attempt to 
confine the fire. 

At 2111 hours, 
Manhattan Fire Alarm Dispatchers received Manhattan Box 813.  It was for a 
reported fire at 1169 Avenue of the Americas, which was located near 46th Street.  
Engines 65, 54, 26, 1, Ladders 4, 24, Battalion 9, Division 3, and Rescue 1 were 
sent to the box. 

The building was a 4 story brick and wood joist loft building which was 
occupied as a commercial building.  The ground floor was shared by Mr. Carroll’s 
clothing store and a book store.  Exposure 2 was a “Horn & Hardart Automat” and 
Exposure 4 was a “Blarney Stone Bar.”  The building was constructed in 1867.   

Arriving units found a heavy smoke condition coming from the building.  
Smoke was showing on all four floors.  The Engine Companies 65 and 54 started 
stretching hose lines and Ladder 4 raised their aerial ladder to the roof for vertical 
ventilation.  Hose lines were stretched up the front fire escape as well.   

 



 
 Advancing the hose line on the first floor for Engine 54 was Lieutenant 
Christian Heeg, Fr. Thomas Johnson, Fr. James Costello, Fr. Robert Siddons, Fr. 
Harry Fay, and Fr. Anthony Santoro.   Working with Engine 54 was Ladder 4.  One 
of the firefighters working in Ladder 4 that night tour was Fr. Francis Fagan.   

Rescue 1 proceeded to the roof of exposure 4 and was venting the roof of 
the fire building.  Working in Rescue 1 was Lieutenant Erwin J. Alexy, Fr. Raymond 
M. Brown, Fr. William J. Curran, Fr. Alfred W. Hankin, Fr. Joseph M. Duffy, and    
Fr. Edward J. Vomero 



As FDNY units were trying to get the upper 
hand on the fire, it became apparent that the fire 
was extending.  It has been reported that it was 
possibly fueled by a natural gas leak.  The 3rd 
Division saw the need for more firefighters and 
equipment.  The 3rd Division transmitted a        



2nd alarm at 2130 hours.  On the scene 
was the Chief of Department John T. 
O’Hagan. 

Onlookers saw flames coming from 
the roof about 30 feet high.  The fire 
brought many people from the Mid-Town 
area.  Traffic was snarled in the area.   

At around 2200 hours, a roar was 
heard.  The second floor collapsed with 
firefighters still inside the building.  Seven 
firefighters were trapped inside.  Another firefighter, Fr. Fred Weis, fell through 
the skylight when the collapse occurred.  Chief of Department O’Hagan urgently 
radioed Lieutenant Alexy of Rescue 1 and ordered his unit to the street.  Chief 
O’Hagan ordered Rescue 1 to start collapse operations.  Lieutenant Alexy quickly 
gathered his members to start looking for 
trapped firefighters.  He split his crew to 
have a two sided approach to finding and 
rescuing the trapped firefighters.  One 
group took jack hammers to the “Blarney 
Stone Bar” (exposure 4) to breach walls.  

The other group of firefighters was 
led by Fr. Raymond Brown.  He sized 
up the collapse and intuitively 
thought that the best chance of 
finding the trapped firefighters was to 
start tunneling through the front 
rubble and follow the stretched hose 



line.  Fr. Brown started working 
from the front of the building.  
Lieutenant Alexy left one other 
firefighter with Fr. Brown.  The 
other firefighter left Fr. Brown 
to go assist the firefighters 
working with the jack hammers 
in the “Blarney Stone Bar” 
(exposure 4).  Fr. Brown was 
working by himself. 

 

Fr. Raymond Brown went back 
to Rescue 1’s apparatus and obtained 
a chain saw.  He cut a “Kerf Cut” in the 
knee high wall that was below the 
show window.  He then started 
tunneling into the rubble.  Historical 
Note:  The circular “Partner Saw” was 
not put in-service in the FDNY until 
1967. 

Shortly after the rescue efforts began, two firefighters were found in the 
front of the building.  Rubble was removed allowing the rescue to happen.  One of 
the firefighters, Fr. Fred Weiss had a broken leg.  He fell from the roof to the third 
floor.  Seven Firefighters were still unaccounted for and presumed trapped.  As it 
turns out, the trapped Firefighters were trapped in a “V” shaped void deep into 
the building. 



Firefighter Brown tunneled his way into the 
rubble.  He kept searching for the trapped 
firefighters until he made voice contact with them.  
He kept digging by hand and using hand tools.  He 
removed some more rubble and uncovered the eye 
of Fr. Robert Siddons looking at him.  He freed him 
from the rubble and removed him.  The tunnel was 
twenty feet from the front of the building.  The time 
was 2320 hours.  The cries of “Get us out of here” 

were heard.  Fr. Brown shouted back to them:  “Don’t worry, we’ll get to you!  
We’ll get to you! 

Soon after making voice contact with the 
trapped men, a violent gas explosion from a 
leaking gas line occurred.  The floor beams 
below Fr. Brown failed and he fell about four 
feet.  Fr. Brown extricated himself and he 
crawled out of the tunnel to re-group.  Orders 
were given to shut the curb valve in the street.  
Fr. Ray Brown re-entered the tunnel before the 
gas was shut down.  He knew that the fate of 
the other trapped firefighters required the 
digging and searching to continue.  Fr. Brown quickly made his way back into the 
tunnel where he was working before.  Lieutenant Alexy kept making his way into 
the tunnel to provide shoring for Fr. Brown’s efforts. 

As Fr. Ray Brown was digging, 
orders were being shouted from the 
street to “get out” of the building.  
Those in the street were fearful of 
the front wall of the building 
collapsing.  The front wall is a non-
bearing wall and is inherently less 



stable than a bearing wall.  Firefighter Brown 
returned to the street again. 

Firefighter Ray Brown from Rescue 1 
received permission to re-enter the tunnel and 
dig for the trapped firefighters.  He made his 
way to where he was before and was able to dig 
deeper.  Fr. 
Brown used 
saws to cut 

through the timbers.  The rubble above him 
shifted and came down toward Fr. Brown.  
This secondary collapse was due to the 
cutting and vibration from the tunneling 
operation.  Fr. Brown continued to cut and 
tunnel his way in.  His dogged efforts were 
bringing him closer the trapped firefighters.   

The rescue effort was in full swing.  
Firefighter Ray Brown was tunneling in from 
the exposure 1 side of the building going 
deeper and deeper into the rubble.  The breaching operation from the Blarney 
Stone Bar was slow because the bearing walls in both buildings had to be 

breached.  By the time the 
breaching operation had been 
completed, Fr. Brown had tunneled 
past their location. 



Firefighter Brown’s efforts were paying 
off.  He found several trapped firefighters.  He 
found the second trapped firefighter at 2330 
hours.  He found the third at 2343 hours.  He 
found the fourth at 2345 hours.  He found the 
fifth at 2346 hours.  He found the sixth at 2347 
hours.  He grabbed and dragged each firefighter 
through the tunnel he created.  He made six 
trips into the collapsed rubble to drag the 
trapped firefighters to the sidewalk.   

At around 2335 hours, the third and 
fourth floors collapsed.  This caused great 
anxiety because the rescuing and tunneling 

operations were in full swing when secondary collapse occurred.  The trapped 
firefighters were being dragged out of the rubble at this time.   

There was one firefighter that was still 
trapped; Harry Fay.  The sixth firefighter that 
was rescued told Fr. Ray Brown that Fr. Fay was 
still in there.  Firefighter Fay was trapped under 
broken timbers and debris.  He was entangled in 
a large heater that had to be cut in order to 
extricate 
him.  He 
was about 
50 feet 

deep into the building.  The rescue effort 
was focused on tunneling in to the rubble 
from the street.  The rescuing Firefighters 
braced the 3 foot x 4 foot tunnel as they 
went.  The tunnel began filling with smoke 
from the still smoldering fire. 



Firefighter Harry 
Fay was found in the 
rubble.  He was stunned 
and buried in rubble and 
in a large heater.  No 
other firefighters were 
allowed into the rubble 
due to fear of the tunnel 
collapsing.  Lieutenant 
Erwin Alexy of Rescue 1 
came into the tunnel to 

assist Fr. Brown.  Fr. Ray Brown was near exhaustion.  Lieutenant Alexy relieved 
Fr. Brown on a “Sawzall Saw”.  Fr. Brown remained in the tunnel to assist 
Lieutenant Alexy.  Finally, Fr. Harry Fay was freed after Fr. Brown cut off Fr. Harry 
Fay’s boot.  He was dragged out to the street by Fr. Brown and Lieutenant Alexy.   

The rescue effort 
to find and dig out the 
trapped firefighters took 
over three hours.  Much 
of the three hour rescue 
effort was performed 
while Fr. Brown was 
laying in the rubble in 
either a prone or supine 
position cutting and 
digging by hand.  Fr. Ray 
Brown could not turn 
around in the tunnel, the area was too small.  When he had to return to the front 
of the building with a trapped firefighter, he had to back out of the tunnel. 

In addition to Firefighter Harry Fay, the other firefighters that were trapped 
and subsequently rescued were:  Lieutenant Christian Heeg, Fr. Fred Weiss, Fr. 
Frances Fagan, Fr. James Costello, Fr. Robert Siddons, Fr. Thomas Johnson, and Fr. 



Anthony Santoro.  All the 
above were removed to 
Bellevue Hospital with 
minor injuries. 

When the trapped 
firefighters were removed 
from the rubble, a feeling 
of euphoria swept across 
the assembled rescuers 
and onlookers.  A cheer 
went out amongst the multitudes when the Firefighters were taken out of the 
rubble. 

Assistant Chief Charles E. McKeogh 
was on the scene and conducted a press 
conference.  He stated:  “We are calling it 
the miracle of Christmas.”  He further 
stated:  “It certainly is the greatest miracle 
in the history of the Fire Department, it is 
still hard to believe those men are alive 
and uninjured.”   

Fireman 1st Grade Raymond M. 
Brown of Rescue 1 was awarded a “Class I” 
award and the “Emily Trevor-Mary B. 
Warren Medal” for his actions on 
December 22, 1966.  Lieutenant Erwin J. 

Alexy of Rescue 1 was awarded a “Class II” award and the “M.J. Delehanty Medal” 
for his actions on December 22, 1966.   

 



 

 



 

 Many times, wood floors collapse due to overloading.  Look for buildings 
that have changed their occupancy from residential to commercial while 
performing building inspection.  The live load for a commercial occupancy is much 
greater than a residential occupancy. 

  



The structural hierarchy determines how extensive a collapse can be.  They 
are listed in order of seriousness:  1) Bearing wall collapse.  2)  Column Collapse.  
3)  Girder Collapse.  4)  Beam Collapse.  5)  Deck Collapse.  All of these types of 
collapses can be deadly.  If a collapse involves a bearing wall, or a column, the 
collapse can be progressive and involve several floors. 

 Wooden beams have an effective 
length of 25 feet.  Anything beyond that 
requires columns and/or girders. 

 When a wood beam is supported at 
both ends without a column and/or girder, it 
is called a simple beam.  Many times, if a 
beam is connected to the bearing walls by a 
brick cavity, the beam is cut on an angle.  This 
is called a “fire cut beam.”  This “fire cut” is 
designed so that if the beam fails, it does not 
act as a lever on the bearing wall.  The “fire 
cut beam” will self-release if the beam fails. 

 Some possible collapse indicators are:  
1) Sagging floors.  2)  Ceilings falling.  3)  Doors 
or windows out of plumb or not working.  4)  
Floors burning for 20 minutes.  5)  Seeing fresh 
wood in a floor beam that connects to a 
bearing wall.  Floors that are overloaded by 
stock, debris, or accumulating water. 

 

Any collapse indicator must be reported to 
the Incident Commander!!! 



 There are different types of collapses that 
happen with floor collapse.  There can be a 
“supported lean-to” collapse.  There can be an 
“unsupported lean-to collapse.”  There can be a 
“tent floor collapse.”  There can be a “V-shaped 
floor collapse.”  There can also be a “pancake 
floor collapse.” 

  



There are three stages to a fire:  The growth 
stage, the fully developed stage; and the decay 
stage.  Floor collapse can occur at any stage but it 
is most likely to occur during the decay stage 
when overhauling has begun.  The building did 
not get stronger because the fire has been 
extinguished.  Damage due to the fire, the 
additional weight of firefighters performing 
overhaul operations, and tons of water being 
applied during extinguishment all add to the 
collapse danger.   

 The collapse rescue plan has several stages:  
1) Reconnaissance of the collapse.  It is at this 
stage that water, gas, and electricity should be 
shut off.  2)  Immediate rescue of surface victims.  
 3)  Exploration of voids.  4)  Selected debris removal.  5)  General rubble 
clearance. 

 Shutting off the gas to a collapsed structure is most important.  As was the 
case at the fire and collapse at 1169 Avenue of the Americas, explosions can occur 
after the collapse.  If the gas does not cause a fire or explosion, it can displace 
available oxygen in a void for the trapped victims. 

 At collapse operations, hose lines must be stretched.  Fire can break out 
due to gas leaks.  If the building collapse occurred due to weakening by fire, the 
fire will still be burning.  If fact, the fire may increase in intensity due to fuel being 
pulverized into a more burnable form. 

 

 



LIEUTENANT JOSEPH R. STACH 
JR., LADDER COMPANY 6;  

Succumbed to injuries sustained while operating at Manhattan 
Box 5-5-8087 on September 11, 2001.  This was the rescue and 
recovery effort after the attacks on the World Trade Center.  
Lieutenant Stach died on Sunday, January 7, 2018.  May he rest 
in peace.  Never Forget! 

 

 

 

Resources:  New York Times, December 23, 1966; New York Times, December 24, 
1966; FDNY Medal Day Book 1967; 
“Collapse of Burning Buildings-a Guide 
to Fireground Safety”, 2nd Ed., by 
Vincent Dunn; “One Hundred Years of 
Valor, Rescue Co. 1”, by Paul 
Hashagen; Meritorious Act Report 
from Lieutenant Erwin J. Alexy; NY 
Post Dec. 23, 1966; NY Daily News, 
Dec. 23, 1966 
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Daniel Maye (Mand Library); Katy 
Clements (Photo Unit); Firefighter 
Chris Roberto (Engine 48) 
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