
 

 

 

 



 On December 31, 1913, a great calamity happened on the Lower East Side 

of Manhattan.  The building at 96 Monroe Street was at the South-east corner of 

Monroe Street and Pelham Street.  It was in the shadows of the Manhattan Bridge 

just north of Pike Slip.  In 1913, this area of 

Manhattan was one of the most densely populated 

in the City. 

96 Monroe Street was an Old Law Tenement 

(OLT).  There were three fire escapes on the 

building.  One on the front, one on the exposure 4 

side In a shaft, and one on the Pelham Street side 

(exposure 2).  There was no fire escape in the rear 

of the tenement.  The building was constructed of 

brick and wood joists.  It was 5 stories in height 

and its dimensions were 25 foot x 85 foot.  The fire 

escapes were littered with bundles of clothes and 

rags which blocked egress and would feed the 

flames coming out of windows. 

Almost all the residents of 96 Monroe 

Street were sound asleep at 0300 hours on 

December 31, 1913.  It was a bitterly cold 

morning.  There were 100 people living at 96 

Monroe Street.  It housed 30 families 

The only resident who was awake in the 

early morning hours was Daniel Ellison.  He lived 

in an apartment on the third floor.  Daniel arrived 

home after completing his duties as a Chauffeur.  

He was about to extinguish the lights in his room 

a little after 0400 hours when he smelled smoke.  

Daniel opened his apartment door leading to the 

hallway and smoke poured into his apartment.  

He could see flames shooting up the stairway 

from below.  He quickly retreated into his 

apartment to save his parents Isaac and Sarah.  
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Isaac was an invalid and Sarah was feeble.  He grabbed them while shouting the 

word “fire” as he was breathing the smoke in the air. 

 Shortly after 0400 hours, at about the same time that Daniel Ellison 

discovered the fire, Patrolman John P. O’Neill of the Madison Street Police Station 

was passing by 96 Monroe Street.  He saw the fire and turned in the fire alarm.  

The fire was in the first-floor hallway.  He yelled to the trapped occupants on the 

floors above to get onto a fire escape and to stay calm until the fire department 

arrived.  Patrolman O’Neill ran into the first-floor hallway and was hit by smoke 

and flames.  Patrolman O’Neill was almost overcome. 

 Occupants of the building were alerted to the fire by people yelling in the 

streets.  They awoke and started making their escape with just the clothes on 



their back.  Meanwhile, the fire escapes were becoming overcrowded.  The fire 

escape drop ladders could 

not be activated because 

the occupants were either 

squeezed too tightly, or they 

were hysterical and 

frightened.  There were fifty 

people jammed on the 

second-floor fire escape.  

The occupants of the 

building could not use the 

stairway as it was filled with 

fire and they could not use 

the overcrowded fire 

escapes.  They were 

trapped.  Patrolman Murray 

arrived and raised 

Patrolman O’Neill on his 

shoulders so that they could 

release the fire escape drop 

ladder.  

 Patrolman O’Neill 

along with Patrolman 

Murray made entry into the 

inferno of the first floor.  It is 

there that they made entry into the Rosenweig apartment.  Inside was Sarah 

Rosenweig, 50, and her son Meyer Rosenweig, 18.  They were both removed to 

the street.  Both of the Rosenweig’s clothing was on fire and they were severely 

burned. 

 Manhattan Fire Alarm Dispatchers transmitted Box 210.  Engine 9, Ladder 

6, Engine 15, Engine 17, Ladder 18, Battalion 4, and Division 1 responded to the 

scene. 



 When fire department units arrived, the occupied tenement was heavily 

involved in fire.  Fire was coming out of windows reaching upward, making its way 

to the roof.  Dense smoke was rolling up the sides of the tenement in “huge 

suffocating clouds”.  

Residents were screaming 

for help at a dozen 

different windows. 

 Hook & Ladder 6 was 

the first arriving FDNY unit 

to 96 Monroe Street.  

Captain Frederick J. 

Simpson was in command.  

Also on duty in Hook & 

Ladder 6 were:  Fireman 

(Fr.) Louis Keller, Fr. Walter 

Roberts, Fr. Stanislaw 

Slama, Fr. Frederick O. 

Heinrichs, Fr. Herbert S. 

Martin, Fr. John Langridge, 

Fr. Charles Wilson, Fr. 

Francis J. Monell, and Fr. 

John J. Gillen.   

 Hook & Ladder 6 

quickly went to work raising 

ladders.  The crowd on the 

fire escape was extremely 

hazardous.  Firemen Fisher, 

Roberts and Keller raised a 

large portable ladder on the 

Pelham Street side of the 

building.  Hook & Ladder 6 

also raised their aerial 

ladder to the roof.   



 Other Firemen from Hook & Ladder 6 addressed the fire escape problem.  

They formed a human chain and passed distressed 

occupants down floor to floor.  Flames were coming 

out of the windows and burning those on the front 

fire escape.  The fire escape balconies were burning 

hot. 

 Engine Company 9 was the first engine to 

arrive.  They responded from their firehouse at 55 

East Broadway.  They hooked-up to a fire hydrant on 

the corner of Monroe Street and Pelham Street.  Fire 

was now throughout the building using the stairway 

as a conduit.  They would have to fight their way up 

the fire involved stairway. 

 Hook & Ladder 18 arrived as the second due 

ladder company.  They were commanded by Captain 

Timothy Donovan.  Also on duty on Hook & Ladder 18 were Lieutenant C.J. Duane, 

Fr. James Brown, Fr. Samuel R. Twaddell, Fr. T.J. Karpf, Fr. E.S. Boylan, Fr. M. F. 

Casey, Fr. G.J. Kilbride, Fr. Charles Moseker, Fr. George E. Greenhagen, Fr. Louis 

Castha, and Fr. C.H. Mohlin.  They started raising ladders as well.  In total, there 

were 5 Scaling Ladders, three portable ladders and one aerial ladder used. 

 Deputy Chief John Binns of the 1st Division arrived at the scene.  He saw the 

enormity of the life hazard and fire problem in front of him at 96 Monroe Street.  

He promptly transmitted a second alarm.  Now, 8 Engines, 1 Water Tower, 4 Hook 

& Ladder Companies, and two Battalion Chiefs were assigned to box 2-2-210.  

Chief of Department John Kenlon would be notified as well. 

 Engine 15 arrived at the fire.  

They were commanded by Captain 

J.J. Martin.  They went to work and 

addressed the life hazard.   

 Rescues were happening all 

over the building.  Patrolman 

Cunahan and two Firemen rescued 



Lena Feldman and David Levy 

from a third-floor window.  

Firemen rescued Samuel and 

Sarah Masin and Benjamin 

Pearlman from a fourth floor 

window.   

 A young woman named 

Gussie Mazzin was helping her 

Mother, Father and five brothers 

out of their second-floor 

apartment onto the fire escape.  

After her family was removed to 

the fire escape, for an unknown 

reason, she returned to her 

apartment.  She was found dead 

in her apartment.  Gussie was 19 

years old. 

 Michael Kuhn, a saloon owner at Rutgers and Monroe Streets, saw a way  

he could help in the rescue effort.  

He took a milk wagon and backed it 

against a wall below a second story 

window.  A dozen occupants 

jumped into the milk wagon. 

 A severe condition existed on 

the 5th (top) floor.  Smoke and flame 

rose from the lower floors and 

mushroomed on the top floor.  

Some occupants made their way 

through the stairway bulkhead to 

the roof, and crossed over to 94 Monroe Street. 

 Occupants were in dire straits.  The stairway was filled with fire and smoke.  

The fire escapes were jammed.  Some fire escapes did not serve an entire 
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apartment.  It only served one window.  Some occupants decided to jump to the 

sidewalk below. 

 Isador Weisberg awoke to the smell and sound of a fire in their third-floor 

rear apartment.  He saw his Aunt Pearl Weisberg, 50, and his Uncle Isaac 

Weisberg, 50, rolling on the floor.  Isador Weisberg was rescued.  His Aunt and 

Uncle were found dead on the top floor.   

 Samuel Cohen, 64, was a Tailor and lived 

on the top floor with the Kaplans.  Home at the 

time were Rebecca Kaplan, 55, and her two 

sons Louie, 18, and Barney, 17.  All three 

Kaplans and Mr. Cohen were killed by the 

smoke from the fire. 

 Chief of Department John Kenlon arrived 

at the fire at about 0500 hours.  He placed the 

fire “under control” and ordered a through 

search of the building.  This search was led by 

Deputy Chief John Binns.  During this search, 



more victims were found.  Mr. Israel Golden was found in debris on his bed on the 

fifth floor. 

 The recovered bodies were removed to the Madison Street Police Station 

for identification by relatives.  The cries of mothers and fathers filled the Police 

Station.  Captain Walsh (NYPD) and his men did their best to comfort the grieving.   

 All the departed from the fire were killed by smoke inhalation.  Although, 

several of them were severely burned.  For many of the victims, their apartments 

were not served by a fire escape.   

 The fire was declared suspicious and was being investigated by Fire Marshal 

Prial. 

 Everyone who lived at 96 Monroe Street were now homeless.  A Mr. M.D. 

Waldman of the United Hebrew Charities requested a Hebrew Sheltering House 

at 229 East Broadway to 

open for the homeless 

survivors. 

 A mass funeral took 

place on January 1, 1914 at 

1400 hours.  In addition to 

the grieving, there was 

anger amongst the crowd.  

The funeral took place at a 

synagogue at Hester Street 

near Orchard Street.  There 

were six hearses.  The 

procession went to 96 

Monroe Street and paused.  

Then a cortege of several 

hundred mourners 

proceeded to the cemetery. 



 Re-entry behavior in fire victims 

occurs often.  People often return for 

valuables, pets, or loved ones.  This 

behavior usually ends tragically.  Males are 

more likely to exhibit re-entry behavior.  

The usually re-enter the building to fight 

the fire.  Females usually re-enter to 

retrieve valuables.   

 The FDNY’s procedures stress that 

when the first hose line is stretched, its 

primary purpose is to protect the public 

halls and stairs.  This was evident at this 

fire.  The interior stairs were not usable.  

The first hose line had to fight its way up 

the stairs to establish the 

means of egress. 

 At this fire, on the 

fire escapes, debris 

blocked egress and helped 

feed the fire coming out 

the windows.  Pay close 

attention to the fire 

escapes while performing 

Building Inspection Safety 

Program (BISP). 
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Fire escapes can get overcrowded quickly.  The 

lower the floor balconies have a greater chance of 

becoming overcrowded.  Portable ladders placed 

at the lowest balcony opposite the drop ladder 

and the floor above that on the same side as the 

drop ladder will help mitigate the problem.  

Firefighters will have to climb to those fire escape 

balconies to give direction and reduce panic. 

 An inadequate number of exits on a fire 

building can induce panic.  At this fire, the primary 

means of egress was made unusable due to the 

fire and smoke condition.  The secondary means of 

egress, the fire escapes, were not designed 

properly.  Many of the fire escape balconies 

served only one window.  When exits are 

inadequate, it increases the time that trapped 

occupants are exposed to the products of 

combustion.   

 At this fire, trapped occupants were killed 

on the top floor, four floors away from the origin 

of the fire.  In addition to the inhalation of toxic 

gasses from the fire, there exists a reduced oxygen 

environment.  If oxygen levels drop below 18 

percent, it affects perception and the behavior of 

trapped occupants.  Trapped people may think 

they are making good decisions when in actuality, 

they are not.  Some occupants went through the 

stairway bulkhead to the roof.  They made their 

escape by crossing over to 94 Monroe Street.  Try 

to make sure they cross near the front of the 

buildings as the buildings line-up with the sidewalk.  

The rear of the buildings may not line up and there 

may be air shafts deeper into the building. 
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 As was the case with this fire, 

occupants escaped with only the 

clothes on their backs.  It was very 

cold the morning of December 31, 

1913.  Provisions should be made for 

shelter when these conditions exist. 

 All the newspaper accounts of 

the fire praised the firemen and 

police officers that responded to this 

tragedy.  They all said that there 

would have been a much greater loss 

of life if they hadn’t acted in such a heroic manner.  There were thirty-one 

members of the FDNY that were recommended for consideration by the Board of 

Merit.  The Board of Merit decided that no one at Manhattan Box 2-2-210 would 

receive a medal for their actions.   
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 On December 28, 2017, FDNY 

units responded to a fire in a new law 

tenement at 1851 hours.  The address 

was 2363 Prospect Avenue in the 

Bronx.  Many if the same conditions 

were in place at the Prospect Avenue 

fire as was at 96 Monroe Street in 

1913.  The fire started on the ground 

floor and quickly made the interior 

stairway untenable.  The outside 

temperatures were in the single digits with all the firefighting challenges that 

those conditions bring.  The fire escapes quickly became filled with escaping 

occupants.  There were many fatalities found on the top floor of the building, 

remote from the origin of the fire, four or five floors away.  At Prospect Avenue, 

there were thirteen fatalities.  At 96 Monroe Street, eight people were killed and 

fifteen people were severely injured.  

The past is prologue. 
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BATTALION CHIEF RONALD H. KEMLY, SAFETY BATTALION (RET.) 

passed away on November 7, 2021 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! 

 

 

THANKS TO THE FOLLOWING PEOPLE WHO CONTRIBUTED TO THIS ESSAY:  

Lieutenant Dave Collado (Div. 7), FM Daniel Maye (Ret., Mand Library), Asst. Chief 

Michael Gala, Fire Alarm Dispatcher Herb Eysser (Ret.), Deputy Chief Vincent Dunn 

(Ret.), Lieutenant Chris Roberto (Div. 3). 

RESOURCES:  NY Times, The Brooklyn Daily Eagle, The Buffalo Evening News, The 

Dunkirk Daily Observer, Press and Sun Bulletin (Binghamton), Star Gazette 

(Elmira), The Brooklyn Citizen, The Buffalo Enquirer, The Evening World, The 

Standard Union (Brooklyn), The Times Union (Brooklyn). 


