
 



 The Lower East 

Side of Manhattan 

was packed with 

immigrants from 

Eastern Europe in the 

early 1900s.  The 

immigrants lived in 

the old law tenements 

that populated lower 

Manhattan.  In 1900, 

the Lower East Side 

was the most densely 

populated 

neighborhood in the 

world.  The immigrant 

groups tended to stay 

together.  The Germans, 

the Jewish, the Italians all stayed amongst each other.  The area of Attorney 

Street between Delancey Street and East Houston Street was primarily an 

Orthodox Jewish street. 

Historical Notes:  In 1904, the rank of “Fireman” was used.  It will be used in this 

essay for historical accuracy.  All the fire apparatus that responded to this fire was 

horse-drawn.  The engine 

companies had a steamer 

and a hose wagon.  There 

were no radios in 1904.  In 

order for a fire company to 

receive an alarm, they had to 

be in their firehouse to hear 

the bells being transmitted.  

There were no self-contained 

breathing apparatus.  The 

protective gear was a coat, 

boots, and helmet. 



164 Attorney 

Street:  Was an 

old law tenement.  

It was constructed 

of brick and wood 

joists.  There was 

no electricity run in 

the building in 

1904.  Light was 

provided by lamps, 

illuminating gas 

lamps, or sunlight.  

At the time of the 

fire, the building 

was under renovation 

by the owner without 

permits.  The first and 

second floors of the building 

were vacant.  The building 

owner wanted to install an 

“arcade”.  The building’s 

lower walls had been 

removed.  The building was 

supported by needles and 

spur braces.  The interior 

stairway was removed on 

the lower floors.  It was 

replaced by a “common 

ladder” at the rear of the 

building from the first floor to 

the yard.  As part of the renovation, the contractor removed the fire escape 

ladders connecting the third floor with the second floor on both the front and 

rear fire escapes.  There were thirteen families crowded into the top three floors 

of the tenement. 



The Fire: 

 September 2, 1904 was the start of Rosh 

Hashanah, the Jewish New Year.  It was a warm, 

humid night.  The Synagogues were filled with 

worshipers.  The celebration began at 2200 

hours on September 1.  The celebration 

continued until early morning.  Upon return to 

their homes, many people sought relief from the 

oppressive heat and humidity.  Some people 

slept on roofs, and some on fire escapes.  Due to 

the fact the people were up late for temple, they 

were sleeping soundly in the early morning 

hours. 

At 0245 hours, Mr and Mrs. Morris Lipkin 

were outside their steaming hot tenement to get 

a breath of cool air.  They lived at 166 Attorney 

Street.  They had their daughter Anna with 

them.  The Lipkins had returned from their 

temple on Ridge Street.  Anna Lipkin looked up 

at the building across from 164 Attorney Street 

and saw the reflection of flames flickering in the 

3rd floor windows across the street.  The shout of 

“FIRE” was yelled out. 

 Inside 164 Attorney Street, there had been 

no illuminating gas in the building for days.  

Police believe that a lantern on the third floor 

was overturned started the fire.  A draught that 

was created by all the open windows fanned the 

flames. 

The building occupants that were sleeping on the roof were able to escape 

to safety by crossing over to the adjoining roofs.  However, their family members 

that remained in the upper three floors were trapped.  Panic set in. 



Before the alarm was sounded, a man named 

Harry Needll, 19 years old, was sleeping on the third 

floor.  He heard the fire crackling and he went to 

work to save his parents.  The hallway was engulfed 

in flames.  He went to the fire escape and saw the 

fire escape ladder missing below the third floor.  He 

saw a beam that he could climb on.  Mr. Needll 

climbed onto it and lowered his mother to men on 

the ground.  He did the same action with his father. 

A Mr. Louis Silkwitz was visiting the 

neighborhood and celebrating Rosh Hashanah.  He 

saw the commotion on Attorney Street.  He and a 

man named Herman Wasser, pulled a fire alarm box 

at East Houston Street and Attorney Street.  They 

weren’t sure the alarm was transmitted.  They went 

across East Houston Street and pulled the fire 

alarm box at Avenue C and East Houston Street.  

That alarm box worked.  Box 413 was transmitted 

by the Manhattan Dispatchers.  The fire alarm bells 

rang out in the Lower East Side firehouses.  It was 

estimated that thirteen minutes had elapsed 

before the fire alarm box was pulled.  The delayed 

alarm would prove costly. 

Hook & Ladder 18, Engine 11, and Battalion 

4 were first due.  Their horses were hitched and 

they responded in full gallop on the cobblestone 

street to the fire.  Hook & Ladder 18’s 

firehouse was located at 84 Attorney Street, 

three blocks from the fire building.  They 

arrived in two minutes after the fire alarm 

was received.  However, it was now fifteen 

minutes since the fire was first observed.   

164 Attorney Street  



The crowd was an impediment.  

They made the Fire Department of the 

City of New York’s (FDNY) task more 

difficult.  Thousands of people were in 

the street to watch the spectacle.  The 

crowd wailed prayers.  Their sheer 

numbers blocked firemen from initially 

starting their work.  It was difficult to 

position their fire apparatus. 

Working in Hook & Ladder 18 

were Captain Harmon, Lieutenant 

Sheridan, Fireman (Fr.) Michael Stevens, 

Fr. Christian Kalbfleisch, Fr. Philip 

Hublitz, and Fr. Nelson.  When they 

arrived at the fire, bedlam was taking 

place.  People were crowded on the fire 

escape landings on the third, fourth and 

fifth floors.  The fire escape stairways 

“were black with women and children, 

shouting and screaming.”  (Historical 

Note:  Black is the color of the traditional 

garments worn by the Orthodox Jewish 

community.)  Heavy smoke enveloped 

them.  They were prevented from going 

down any further due to the absence of 

the fire escape stairway being removed.  

Some of the trapped occupants were 

jumping from the third floor fire escape 

balcony.  Some of the trapped occupants 

were pushed from window ledges and the upper story fire escape landings.  One 

woman, Pecha Zwerin, 48 years-old, climbed to the edge of the fire escape and 

fell.  Her fall was broken by a man in the crowd.  She had burns on her body and 

internal injuries.  Most of the falling occupants either landed on the sidewalk or 

the stone-paved court in the rear yard. 

164 Attorney Street day after fire. 
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Captain Harmon of 

Hook & Ladder (H&L) 18 

quickly gave out orders to 

his men.  He saw the 

tremendous life hazard in 

front of them.  He ordered 

that two 20-foot portable 

ladders with hooks at the tip 

be raised.  Fr. Stevens and 

Fr. Kalbfleisch sprang into 

action.  The first ladder 

landed just below the third 

floor.  Fr. Stevens vaulted 

over the fire escape railing 

on the third floor and ran up 

the fire escape stairway to 

the fourth floor, then to the 

fifth floor.  He had to climb 

around the evacuating 

people on the fire escape 

stairway. 

In less than one 

minute, Fr. Stevens found an 

unconscious girl on the fifth 

floor.  He dropped her down to 

Fr. Kalbfleisch on the fourth floor and to Lieutenant Sheridan on the third floor.  

Firemen on the portable ladders then carried the girl down to the street.  The 

assembled multitudes cheered when the rescue was completed.  They kept 

repeating this rescue process as there were many people trapped on the fourth 

and fifth floors. 

Note: Above illustration 
Don Freeman (1908-1978) One night I saw this fire down on 59th St... [Don Freeman's Newsstand.]  1941 
While one section of the terrrible tenement was ablaze those living right next door looked out their windows at the 
spectacle. Their walls must have been hot - but they stayed and looked out - fires happen here so often and there is 
such trust in the fire department that this becomes like an evening's entertainment. 
 



Engine 11 arrived at the fire from 

their firehouse at 437 East Houston Street.  

On-duty in Engine 11 were Fr. John White, 

Fr. William Benisch, Fr. John Adamosky, Fr. 

Bernard Ligenmuyer, and Fr. John Boight.  

The firemen from Engine 11 started 

performing their life saving tasks as well.  

Battalion Chief Crogan from the 4th 

Battalion ordered Engine 11 to start rescues 

in the rear of the tenement.  The life hazard 

in the rear was equally as bad as the front of 

the building.  Panic reigned.  Men were fighting with 

women and children to get out of the building first.   

The entire crew of Engine 11 went to work in 

the rear.  Fr. Adamosky climbed the portable ladder 

and then climbed to the fourth floor, then to the fifth 

floor via the remaining fire escape ladders.  Firemen 

Benish, and White ascended the portable ladders and 

then the fire escape ladders.  Firemen Hublitz and 

Kalbfleisch of H&L 18 were sent to the rear a few 

minutes later to assist in the rescue effort there.  

Engine 11 set up a relay line similar to H&L 18’s rescue life-line.   

Other FDNY units were 

arriving.  Engines 17, 15, 28, 25 

and Ladders 9, 6, and 11 were 

sent to the scene.  The engine 

companies started stretching 

hose lines to the upper floors of 

the burning tenement. 

Fireman Christian 

Kalbfleisch of H&L 18 was on 

the rear fire escape assisting in 

the removal of occupants.       



The second hose line to attack the fire had 

just been stretched up the rear fire escape.  

Fr. Kalbfleisch was holding onto the fire 

escape ladder between the fourth and fifth 

floors when he noticed the fire escape 

starting to sag.  Fr. White from Engine 11 was 

on the fourth floor.  Fr. Adamosky was on the 

fifth floor.  Suddenly, the rear fire escape 

collapsed and pulled away from the building. 

Other firemen on the scene raced to 

the rear of the building to aid their injured 

comrades.  Fireman Kalbfleisch had burned 

hands from a rescue of a child just before the 

fire escape fell.  He had clung 

to a ladder when the collapse 

happened.  This action saved 

his life. 

Fireman Phillip Hublitz 

H&L 18 and Fr. William 

Benisch Engine 11 had fallen 

to the ground but landed on 

mattresses that had been 

thrown down to break the 

fall of jumping occupants.  

Both Fr. Hublitz and Benisch 

had bruises and contusions of 

his head and body.  Both 

firemen were removed to 

Gouverneur Hospital.   

When firemen made it 

to Fr. John Adamosky, he was 

conscious, but badly hurt.  He 

was tangled in the twisted 

164 Attorney Street day after fire. 
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steel that was once the rear fire escape.  Fr. Adamosky told his rescuers that he 

thought his back was broken and his legs were broken.  The rescuing firemen 

freed him from the steel and lifted him up.  Fr. Adamosky screamed in pain.  Fr. 

John Adamosky was removed to Gouverneur Hospital with fractures of both legs, 

a fracture of a hip and internal injuries.  His condition was considered so dire that 

he was given his last rites by Father Harrington of St. Mary’s Roman Catholic 

Church.                   

Newspapers reported that 

he was likely to perish from 

his injuries.  

The excitement of 

the fire was at its peak 

when the rear fire escape 

collapsed.  The rumors 

were running wild that 

there were nineteen 

people still trapped on the 

top floor.     When Fr. Philip 

Hublitz of H&L 18 came 

staggering out of the 

building onto the sidewalk 

with his head bleeding, the 

crowd lost any composure they once had.  The rumor ran through the unruly 

crowd that the entire top floor collapsed.  Captain Handy of the NYPD was in 

command of the crowd control efforts.  He had to call for patrolmen from the 

Union Market, Delancey Street, Madison Street, Eldridge Street, and East Fifth 

Street police stations to assist in crowd control.  

Eight ambulances were sent to the scene of the fire.  They came from 

Bellevue, St. Vincent’s, Hudson Street, and Gouverneur Hospitals.  The ambulance 

surgeons crawled into the cellar of the tenement to look for more victims.  They 

found injured firemen. 



The engine companies were able to control the fire quickly 

once their hose lines were in place.  Once the fire was 

extinguished, the grim task of searching for fire victims 

on the fourth and fifth floor had begun.  In 

the blistered fourth and fifth 

floor hallways, the charred 

bodies of eleven bodies were 

found.  Mrs. Rose Eichler age 

23 was found clutching the 

lifeless body of her three-

month old daughter Rebecca 

on the fourth floor.                 

She had died from smoke 

inhalation.  The search was 

completed at 0730 hours.  

The bodies were removed to 

the sidewalk, and then taken to the 

Union Market Police Station.   

There were fourteen fatalities at 

the scene of the fire.  The youngest 

fatality was the three-month-old 

Rebecca Eichler.  Ten of the fatalities 

were under the age of fifteen.  On 

September 5th, the fifteenth and final 

fatality of the fire was recorded.  

Solomon Kutner age 7 died at Bellevue 

Hospital.   

Twelve people were injured.  

Most of the injured were taken to 

Gouverneur Hospital.  The most serious 

injury from the fire department 

personnel in the hospital was to Fr. John 

Adamosky of Engine 11.  Doctors at 



Gouverneur Hospital decided to amputate one of Fr. Adamosky’s legs to 

save his life.  Fr. John Adamosky was a fireman for only two months.  

Coroner Scholer demanded that arrests be made for those 

responsible.  Inspector Schmittberger of the NYPD responded to 

the coroner’s demands.  The following people were arrested:  

Leon Sobel (building owner), Morris Levine 

(Lessee), and Henry 

Breiterman (agent of 

the tenement) on 

charges of criminal 

negligence.   

Chief of 

Department Edward 

F. Croker examined the fire escape attachments in the ill-fated building.  He 

discovered that the fire escape was not anchored.  The fire 

escape was simply lagged into the mortar.  The building 

inspector thought that the Tenement House Department 

would take responsibility for enforcing the codes for 164 

Attorney Street.  The Tenement House Department was 

responsible for enforcing codes in relation to fire escapes.  In 

1904, the Tenement House Department was responsible for 

enforcing the codes on 83,000 tenements in New York City. 

More than twenty people were rescued by daring acts 

of the members of the FDNY on the fourth and fifth floors.  

Medal Day was held on October 21, 1905.  The ceremony was 

conducted at FDNY headquarters at 157-169 East Sixty-

Seventh Street.  Mayor McClellan and Fire Commissioner Hayes gave out the 

awards.  Fireman Michael J. Stevens of Hook & Ladder 18 was awarded the James 

Gordon Bennett Medal for the rescue of Moses Kritner age 13, Aaron Kritner 

age12, and Samuel Kritner age 8.  Fireman Stevens had to enter the fifth floor 

three times through the smoke and fire to affect these rescues.  



The law 

requiring fire 

escapes on tenements 

was enacted in 1867.  The law was 

called the New York State 

Tenement House Act.  It required 

one window and a fire escape to 

every apartment.  The fire escapes 

are intended as a secondary means 

of egress for occupants.  As 

firefighters in the FDNY, we use fire 

escapes for access, egress, and as a 

platform to perform ventilation, 

rescues, and hose stretching. 

 

 There are three different 

types of fire escapes.  The most 

common is the standard fire 

escape.  They have a platform on 

each floor it serves, and the platforms 

are connected by a ladder.  A vertical 

drop ladder connects the lowest 

balcony with the ground.  The vertical drop 

ladder is held in place by a pendulum hook.   

 The party-wall balcony has no ladder 

connecting floor to floor.  The party-wall 

balcony is attached to an adjoining 

building.  The adjoining building is the area 

of refuge for those fleeing the fire.  The 

party wall balcony is a horizontal exit.  This 

party-wall balcony fire escape is only 

effective if there is a fire barrier between 

the two buildings.  

Harper's Weekly 
Life of a Fireman in New York -- A Conflagration in the Tenement 
District -- the Rescue. Date: 1887 90.13.4.206 

Jacob A. (Jacob August) Riis (1849-1914) 
Typical Tenement Fire escape, serving as an extension of the  
"flat" -- Allen Street. ca. 1890 
 



 The third type of fire escape is the safest, the 

exterior screened stairway.  The exterior screened 

stairway has a continuous stairway to the ground.  It 

is wide enough for two people, similar to an interior 

stairway. 

 When activating a fire escape drop ladder, 

stand beneath the lowest balcony.  If the drop ladder 

becomes dislodged, it will not fall beneath the 

balcony.   

 Some standard fire escapes have a 

counterbalanced stairway leading to the 

street in lieu of a vertical drop ladder.  

The counterbalanced mechanism is 

dangerous for firefighters.  The 

counterbalance is on a pivot and 

remains in place by metal bar and 

some sort of weight.  This weight can 

be a cable with sliding vertical weights 

or a heavy block of concrete on the 

other end of the stairway.  These 

counterbalance stairways are not 

regularly maintained.  It is a safe 

practice for firefighters to place a 

portable ladder at the second floor 

balcony instead of activating the counterbalance stairway.  

Never stand beneath a counterbalanced stairway if it has 

been activated. 



 Standard fire escapes sometimes have 

a gooseneck ladder going to the roof from 

the top floor fire escape balcony.  It is 

attached to the building.  This gooseneck 

ladder is usually in the rear of the building.  If 

there is a gooseneck ladder on the front, 

there probably will not be one in the rear.  

Before using the gooseneck ladder, test it by 

pulling on it before climbing.  If the 

gooseneck ladder pulls away from the 

building, it is not safe to use. 

 When climbing a fire escape and a 

defective step is spotted, assume all the 

steps are defective.  A step failure of a fire 

escape is the most common failure on a fire 

escape.  Corrosion occurs in the small space 

between the stringer and the step connection.  This may not be detected during 

inspection. 

 When climbing or descending a 

standard fire escape, always face the 

steps.  If a step fails while facing the 

stairway, you will fall into the fire escape 

stairway.  If you are facing away from the 

fire escape stairway and a step fails, you 

may be catapulted off the fire escape.  

Keep one hand on the fire escape railing 

when climbing.   

 When climbing a fire escape, place 

your feet next to the stringer of the fire 

escape.  This will cause less deflection of 

the fire escape step.  Place your weight on 

the fire escape step gently.  Try to reduce 

the impact load on the steps. 



 Overloading of fire escapes can happen.  

Fire Officers should limit the number of 

firefighters on a fire escape balcony to three.  

There should not be more than one firefighter 

on a fire escape stairway on each floor.   

 Chauffeurs of ladder companies must be 

careful around fire escapes when placing aerial 

ladders.  If placing an aerial ladder to a fire 

escape, place it to the side of the fire escape, 

not on the fire escape railing.  Tower Ladders 

move with tremendous force.  Make sure no 

part of the Tower Ladder bucket comes in 

contact with the fire escape.   

 When using a fire escape to mount an 

exterior attack with a hose line, do not lean against the fire escape railing until 

you test it.  

 

 

 



 

FIREFIGHTER WILLIAM HODGENS, ENGINE 160 (RET.):  Died on 

November 17, 2020 from injuries sustained while operating at 

Manhattan Box 5-5-8087.  This was the rescue and recovery effort 

at the World Trade Center after the attacks on September 11, 

2001.  May he rest in peace.  Never forget! 

 

Resources:  New York Times, New York Public Library, Brooklyn Citizen, Buffalo 

Courier, Buffalo Express, New York Tribune, The Sun, “Safety and Survival on the 

Fireground”, 2nd Edition, by Deputy Chief Vincent Dunn (Ret.) 

Thanks to the following people who contributed to this essay:  Deputy Assistant 

Chief Michael Gala, Fr. John Paulson (Engine 75, Mand Library), Lieutenant Dave 

Collado (Division 3), Lieutenant Greg Chero (Ladder 18), Matty Daly (Fire 

Photographer), Deputy Chief Vincent Dunn (Ret.), Lieutenant Chris Roberto 

(Division 3) 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Jacob A. (Jacob August) Riis (1849-1914) 

Typical Tenement ca. 1890 
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