
 

 

 

 

 



 The address of the Puerto Rico Social 

Club was 1001-1005 Morris Avenue, Bronx, NY.  

It was near East 165 Street.  It was a two-story 

commercial structure.  The social club was on 

the second floor along with another smaller 

club that was unoccupied at the time of the 

fire.  The first floor was occupied by a beauty 

shop, a liquor store, an automobile repair shop, 

and a candle store.  The second floor was only 

about 35 feet deep.  The frontage of the 

building was approximately 120 feet.  The 

Puerto Rico Social Club occupied 2/3 of the 

width of the second floor of the building.  It 

was constructed of brick and wood joist.  There 

was a single stairway that led to the second-

floor occupancies.  There was a fire escape on 

the front of the building.  It was shared by both 



occupancies on the second floor.  However, 

there was a padlocked steel roll-down gate at 

the window to the fire escape.      

        The roll-down gate was about 69 inches 

wide, on the occupancy side of the Puerto Rico 

Social Club.  This padlocked roll-down gate 

completely blocked the fire escape exit.  The social club did not have a liquor 

license.  It did not have a permit to function as a place of public assembly.  And, it 

did not have any fire detection system that would have automatically notified the 

FDNY through a central station.  There was no sprinkler system which would have 

also automatically notified the FDNY.  There was no emergency lighting or exit 

lights. 

 There were 16 windows across the front of the building on the second 

floor.  All the windows on the rear wall of the Puerto Rico Social Club were 

bricked-up.  The rear windows in the unoccupied club on the second floor were 

either covered with metal bars or a steel roll-down gate.   

Events Leading Up 

to The Fire: 

 The Saturday night of 

October 23, 1976, promised 

to be a fun night at the 

“Puerto Rico Social Club”.  

The club was on the second 

floor of 1001-1005 Morris 

Avenue in the Bronx.  There 

were live bands that were 

going to play.  The club was 

expected to be filled with 



one-hundred partygoers.  The bar in the club was expected to be busy.  Everyone 

was having a good time.  There were approximately 78 people in the club.  There 

was a sign on the front of the building that stated:  “Big Dance Tonight, Oct. 23.  

Donation $3.  From 9 p.m. until ?” 

 A young woman named Diana Sanchez, age 22, wanted to go to the social 

club.  She convinced her boyfriend, Jose Antonio Cordero, age 40, to take her and 

her sister, Evelyn Sanchez, age 20, to the party at the social club.  He resisted 

taking her to the party citing a “bad element” that frequented the social club.  

However, she convinced him to take her and her sister to the party.  He dropped 

them off at the front of the building and left the scene. 

 Jose Cordero was angry that his girlfriend was attending the 

party.  He met up with a Mr. Hector Lopez, age 17 years and 

Mr. Francisco Mendez, age 17 years, at a candy shop.      All 

three men then went out drinking.  Jose Cordero kept talking 

about how angry he was that Miss. Sanchez was at the party.  

Jose Cordero hatched a plan to start a fire at the club for 

revenge.  He convinced Hector Lopez and Francisco Mendez to 



go along with his fiendish plot.  Cordero, Lopez, and Mendez drove to 

a gas station and filled up a one-gallon milk container with gasoline.  

(There was a fourth person in the car, a 14-year-old, that was never 

charged.  Investigators felt that he did not participate in the act.) 

The Fire: 

 Jose Cordero and his two henchmen arrived at the social club.  Lopez and 

Mendez exited the car with the one-gallon container of gasoline.  The two men 

splashed the gasoline up and down the only stairway leading to the social club.  

Hector Lopez ignited the gasoline with a match.  Mr. Lopez was singed when the 

gasoline ignited in a “whoosh”.  Jose Cordero, the mastermind of this despicable 

act, sat in his car on Morris Avenue and watched as Lopez and Mendez carried out 

his diabolical plot.  Once the fire started, all three men fled the scene. 

 Inside the club, the first occupant to discover the danger 

was Jacob Melendez, the organizer of the dance.  The band stand 

was adjacent to the wall separating the stairway from the 

occupancy.  Milton Segarra was the band leader.  He saw flames 

and black smoke coming up the stairway and hitting the ceiling.  

Another band member, Jorge Concepcion swung his guitar which 

shattered a window.  He and other band members broke out 

front windows and started jumping to the sidewalk below.   

 Panic and confusion ensued in the social club.  The only 

stairway to the second floor was filled with fire.  The secondary 

means of egress was locked.  The only way out was to jump from 

the second-floor windows.  It was an 

eighteen-foot drop to the sidewalk 

below.  Some people started making 

their way to the two small bathrooms in 

an attempt to escape from the choking 

smoke and searing heat.   



Windows were being broken by occupants so that people 

could jump to the ground.  The broken windows provided a vent 

for the fire.  The vented windows drew the fire toward the 

windows, where people were trying to escape from the inferno.  

People headed to the front windows and lined up.  Most of the 

trapped occupants lined up at windows on the south end of the 

occupancy.  This was the furthest point from the fire-filled 

stairway.   

Time was rapidly running out for the trapped occupants.  

Fire was starting to fill the broken front windows where the 

trapped occupants were trying to jump from.  Trapped 

occupants crawled through the fire-filled windows to jump to 

the sidewalk below.  Those people at the end of the line to 

jump out the windows did not survive.   

 The people who jumped had severe injuries.  Many 

were burned and many had broken bones.  The NYPD arrived 

at the scene.  Sergeant Louis Massero and Patrolmen John E. 

Kovac, George Centamore, Dennis P. Sullivan, and Peter 

Schiffer started picking up people on the sidewalk and putting 

them into patrol cars.  People on the sidewalk were on fire.  

They were tearing at their clothes and screaming.  One 

woman was running down the sidewalk while her clothes 

were on fire.  The NYPD’s patrol cars were taking the injured to Lincoln Hospital.  

When the NYPD arrived, there was fire coming out of one window on the second 

floor.  There were numerous civilians screaming outside the building.  The FDNY 

was not called.  The time was approximately 0229 hours. 

 FDNY Battalion 26 was commanded by Battalion Chief John J. Weigold.  His 

Aide was Fireman James Young.  They were returning from another run when he 

spotted a large column of smoke coming from the west.  They started out for the 

column of smoke to investigate. 

 Engine 71 was returning from a run as well.  The members on-duty were:  

Lieutenant Thomas King, Fireman (Fr.) Richard Ardisson, Fr. John Keenan, Fr. 

Abraham Haiman, and Fr. James O’Brien.  Engine 71 saw the same column of 



smoke as Battalion 26 

did and started 

heading in that 

direction.      
 (Historical Note:  In 

1976, the rank of 

“Firefighter” was 

“Fireman”.  It will be used 

in this essay for historical 

accuracy.) 

 At 0239 hours, 

Emergency Reporting System (ERS) alarm box 2521 was activated.  A male’s voice 

reported the fire at 1003 Morris Avenue.  Engine 92, Ladder 44, Engine 71, Ladder 

55 and Battalion 26 were dispatched.  Engine 92 and Ladder 44 were delayed in 

their response.  The normally assigned 

second due units, Engine 71 and Ladder 55, 

would be first due. 

 Battalion 26 and Engine 71 arrived at 

the fire at 0240 hours, one minute after the 

ERS box was transmitted.  When they 

arrived, they saw fire coming out of every 

window on the second floor ten feet high.  

The only exception was the window with 

the steel roll-down gate covering the 

window and blocking the fire 

escape.  There was an 

extremely heavy fire condition 

coming from the stairway door 

at the street level.  The fire 

that was coming out of the 

doorway at ground level was 

so intense that it was traveling 

along the sidewalk and was 

encroaching on a parked car 

on Morris Avenue.             



There were people on the sidewalk that were being assisted by members of the 

NYPD and civilians.  There were no people visible at any of the windows when the 

FDNY arrived.  All the windows were filled with flames.  Battalion Chief Weigold 

transmitted the 10-75 at 0240 hours.   

 Fr. Richard Ardisson of Engine 71 was the Chauffeur.  He positioned his 

apparatus to hook-up to the closest hydrant.  Fr. John Keenan had the Nozzle.  Fr. 

Abraham Haiman had the Back-up.  Fr. James O’Brien had the Control Position 

and began pulling hose off the apparatus and flaking it out.  They started 

stretching a 1 ¾ inch hose line.  As the hose line was being flaked out before being 

charged, a civilian tapped Fr. Keenan on the shoulder and told him: “Bomberos, 

Bomberos, there are a hundred people up there!” 

 Battalion Chief John Weigold of the 26th Battalion recognized the life hazard 

and the fire challenge in front of the fire department units.  He special-called 

ambulances to the scene at 0242 hours.  Battalion Chief Weigold called the Bronx 

Fire Alarm Dispatcher and told him to notify responding ladder companies to 

prepare for immediate ladder and rescue operations.  He transmitted the second 

alarm for Bronx Box 2521 at 0246 hours.   

 Engine 50 was assigned as the third engine on the 10-75.  Working overtime 

in Engine 50 was Fr. Mike 

Lee.  Fr. Lee is normally 

assigned to Ladder 55.  

Battalion Chief Weigold 

saw Fr. Lee’s helmet front 

piece and thought he was 

working in Ladder 55.  He 

ordered Fr. Lee to climb to 

the top of Engine 71’s 

pumper and use their 

deck-mounted master 

stream to knock back the 

heavy fire coming from 

the second-floor windows.  

Fr. Ardisson of Engine 71 supplied booster water initially to feed the deck pipe. 



 Ladder 55 arrived at the fire.  Working in Ladder 55 were Captain Philip 

Wisnewski, Fr. George Archambault, Fr. Anthony Motta, Fr. Eugene Scardina, Fr. 

Frank Morganthaler (detailed from Engine 71), and Fr. Julio Jimenez.  They 

activated the fire escape drop-ladder.  They operated on the fire escape landing.  

They had to force entry through the formidable, padlocked roll-down gate to 

enter the occupancy.  They raised portable ladders to the windows in the front of 

the building.  And, they raised their aerial ladder to the roof to perform vertical 

ventilation.   

 Contemporaneously, Lieutenant King of Engine 71 called for water in their 

hose line.  Fr. John Keenan began his advance into the tunnel of fire in the 

stairway.  The aggressive hose line advance left an impression on all those who 

saw it.  Fr. Mike Lee said it is one of the most impressive acts of firefighting he 

had witnessed in his career.  Fr. 

Keenan made it through the fire 

filled stairway and to the 

second floor.  The fire was 

knocked down by the hose line 

advance.  The speed in which 

that large amount of fire was 

The photos right and on the next page shows 

E71 first due line that Fr. Keenan used and 

what he saw after the smoke cleared. 



knocked down was impressive.  It took about five minutes.  Fr. John 

Keenan was exhausted.  He was relieved on the nozzle.  While still on 

his knees and gasping for air, he looked into the smoke and steam 

filled occupancy.  He saw what he thought were motionless 

mannequins.  They were not.  What he saw were lifeless bodies on 

the second floor. Firefighter Keenan, E71 

E71 hose line that Fr. Keenan used to make an aggressive 

push up the stairs to extinguish the fire in main bar area 

where patrons jumped from front windows, the area below 

is in front of bar where 8 victims found 



 A search began on the second floor for those that didn’t make it out of the 

building.  Nine females were found at windows on the south end of the club.  

They were on-line to jump out of the windows.   There were five females and five 

males near the bathrooms.  Two males were found in front of the bar.  There was 

one female and three males found between the bar and the bathrooms.  They all 

sustained burns and smoke inhalation.  In all, twenty-five people were killed on 

the second floor of the Puerto Rico Social Club.  If a person stayed on the second 

floor during the fire, they perished. 

  

 

 

  

The photos show entrance to 

bathrooms off of bar a total of 

10 victims where found inside 

and around these rooms 



Those people that jumped from the second 

floor had burns, broken bones and other 

injuries.  Eighteen people who jumped were 

hospitalized with serious injuries.  Other 

occupants were treated and released.  The only 

people to survive the inferno at the Puerto Rico 

Social Club jumped from the second-floor 

windows. 

 

 

 

The photos above show 

behind the bar. 

The photos above and below 

show left and right behind bar a 

total of 2 victims were found. 



 The photo above shows back wall windows 

which were bricked up and storage room can 

be seen left side of photo entrance to right. 

BAR             BATHROOMS        STORAGE ROOM  



 The youngest persons to 

perish in the fire were 

Anna Yvette Colon, and 

Rosa Yvette Andino.  Both 

were 16 years old.  The 

oldest persons to perish 

in the fire were Carmen Santiago, and Antonia de Jesus.  Both were 40 years old.  

The woman who struck the ire of Jose Cordero, the mastermind of the holocaust, 

was Diana Sanchez.  Both she and her sister Evelyn were killed in the fire. 

 The fire was declared “under control” at 0307 hours.  Fr. James Young, the 

26th Battalion Aide was tasked by Battalion 

Chief Weigold to draw a diagram of the social 

club.  This diagram was to indicate where all 

the fire fatalities were found. 

Right side of bar small area off of bar in-between 

bathrooms, 4 victims were found in this location.  



The Medical Examiner’s Office was notified to respond to the scene.  They 

arrived with truckloads of pine coffins.  There were nine bodies removed via 

canvas body bags as the Medical Examiner ran out of pine coffins.  Firemen 

worked through the night to place the departed into the pine coffins or body bags 

and remove them via Tower 

Ladder baskets.  Engine 81 

and Tower Ladder 46 was 

special called to assist in this 

task.  The coffins and body 

bags were removed to a 

mortuary where Assistant 

Medical Examiner Michael 

Baden and his staff worked 

through the following day to 

identify the bodies. 

 An intensive 

investigation ensued to arrest 

those responsible for this 

crime.  Fifteen Fire Marshals 

and forty Detectives from the 

NYPD conducted the 

investigation.                         



Jose Cordero and Hector Lopez were 

arrested on January 2, 1977 and 

charged with 25 counts of murder and 

arson.  Both men pled guilty.  Francisco 

Mendez was arrested later in Puerto 

Rico.  He would go to trial and was 

convicted of 25 counts of murder and 

arson. 

 A city-wide task force was formed to 

look for illegal social clubs.  It was staffed 

by light-duty firemen.  They inspected 

2,250 occupancies. 

 Engine 71 was awarded a Unit 

Citation for their heroic efforts at this fire.  

Supervising Fire Marshal Thomas R. 

Flanagan was awarded the “Commissioner 

Martin Scott Medal” for his efforts in 

bringing the arsonists to justice. 

 At the time of the fire, this was the largest life loss for an 

arson fire in New York City.  It was the largest life loss in NYC 

since December 19, 1960 when fire raced through the USS 

Constellation in the Brooklyn Navy Yard killing fifty people.  (See 

November 2017 issue of Division 7 Training and Safety 

Newsletter).  May all those who died at the Puerto Rico Social 

Club fire rest in peace. 

  

 

 



Chief Officers can call 

Public Assembly Night Teams to 

assist in enforcing public 

assembly laws.  The Bureau of 

Fire Prevention Public Assembly 

Unit can also be contacted for 

their expertise during working 

hours. 

 A permit for a place of public 

assembly was required as it was 

designed to accommodate 75 

or more people.  A locked exit 

which cannot be immediately 

corrected is serious enough to 

vacate the premises. 

 There was a headline in the 

New York Daily News on 

October 25, 1976.  It stated: 

“Club Tragedy Could Happen Again”.  It 

did.  On March 25, 1990 the “Happy Land 

Social Club” fire occurred on Southern 

Boulevard in the Bronx.  The events were 

eerily similar.  There was a jilted lover 

who poured gasoline in the only stairway 

exit.  87 people were killed in two 

minutes at the “Happy Land Social Club” 

fire. 

The only access stairs to club which was fully engulfed in gasoline flames.  

Fr. Keenan who had the nozzle position that night and E71 made their 

aggressive push up the stairs to extinguish the advanced fire. 



 In stressful fire situations, common fire related human 

behavior is called “ambiguity reduction.”  An example of 

ambiguity reduction is when fire victims tend to use exits that 

they normally use, even if another exit is closer.  However, in 

this fire, both exits were unusable.  Some of the occupants 

decided to jump.  Those who jumped survived.  Some of the 

trapped occupants sought shelter in the two bathrooms at the 

rear of the occupancy.  Their rationale for this is that there is 

water in the bathrooms.  They think that they will not be 

burned in the bathrooms. 

 Automatic alarms and 

sprinkler systems, when activated, 

automatically notify the fire 

department through a central 

station.  This takes the human 

element out of calling the fire 

department.  Delayed alarms are 

deadly.  The rate of combustion 

doubles for every 18 degrees rise in 

temperature. 

 When gasoline is used as an 

accelerant, the fire has no incipient stage.  Gasoline generates flammable vapors 

at normal ambient temperatures.  If these flammable vapors are ignited, the fire 

immediately goes to the free-burning stage. 



 

RESOURCES:  FDNY Fire Report from 2-2-2521, October 24, 1976; FDNY 

Unit Citation Report for Engine 71 for 2-2-2521, October 24, 1976; FDNY 

Fire Marshal Interview Reports for fire at the Puerto Rico Social Club; 

NFPA Investigation Report “Puerto Rican Social Club Fire” October 24, 

1976, by Richard L. Best; “Social Club Fire, Bronx, New York”, NFPA Fire 

Journal Magazine, May 1977, by Richard Best; New York Daily News; 

New York Times; FDNY Medal Day Book, 1977; Company Journal from 

Engine 92. 
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ESSAY:  Battalion Chief John Keenan (Ret.), Firefighter Michael Lee 

(Ret.); Fire Marshal Gerard Killenberger (Ret.); Fire Marshal Phil Pillet; 

Fire Marshal Matthew Wilson; Battalion Chief Richard Ardisson (Ret.); 

Randy Barron (FDNY Photo Unit); Battalion Chief Tom Fox (Ret.); 

Battalion Chief Edward Boles (Battalion 17); Firefighter John Paulson 

(Engine 75/Mand Library); Fire Marshal Daniel Maye (Ret., Mand 

Library); Lieutenant David Collado (Division 7); Captain Kevin Burke 

(Engine 71); Deputy Chief Vincent Dunn (Ret.); Lieutenant Chris Roberto 

(Division 3). 

In Memoriam: 

FIREFIGHTER ANTHONY MALFI, LADDER 168, 

(RET.); Passed away on June 8, 2021 from injuries 

sustained 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! 


