
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 Many tragic fires occur around the Christmas holiday.  On 

December 27, 1961, a terrible fire occurred which claimed the lives of a 

firefighter and three civilians.  The death toll could have been much 

worse if it weren’t for the heroism of members of the New York City 

Fire Department (FDNY).  This essay will examine the events of that 

fateful day.   

 The Hotel Mayflower building is located at 15 Central Park West 

between West 61st and West 62nd Streets.  It is an 18-story building that 

had 578 rooms.  It was a Class “B” multiple dwelling.  The building was 

constructed in the 1920s.  The hotel was frequented by the theatrical 

community.  At the time of the fire, the hotel was 70% occupied. 

 On the night of December 27th, it was 32 degrees outside.  Mr. 

Murray Wyzel was in his room 906 on the 9th floor.  My Wyzel was a 

well-known song writer.  He wrote “I may never pass this way again” 

which was recorded by Perry Como.  He also wrote “Gently” which was 

recorded by Elvis Presly.  Mr Wyzel was employed as a song writer on 

the Perry Como Television Show.  He was 56 years-old. 



                           

 Mr. Wyzel’s room was at the end of a dead-end hallway.  The 

hallway was thirty feet-long where it takes a 90 degree turn and goes 

for another thirty feet.  Across the hall from Mr. Wyzel’s room, Jeanette 

and Abraham Harrison had rented room 907. 

 At approximately 0130 hours, Mr. Murray Wyzel was smoking in 

bed and he fell asleep.  The lit cigarette fell on the bedding and it 

ignited the mattress. 

 Mr. Murray Wyzel awoke and realized he was in dire straits.  His 

room was filled with fire.  He staggered to the door.  His pajamas were 

on fire.  He opened the door and collapsed.  This was his last conscious 

act.  He died in the doorway of room 906. 

 A Miss Beatrice Cohen was a guest on the 10th floor of the hotel.  

She smelled smoke and called down to the front desk.  The night 

manager, Gerald Lawlor called the fire department.          



He also activated a local alarm which 

sounded on every floor of the building.               

  An unidentified man saw the 

smoke coming from windows on the 

outside of the building.  He ran into the 

hotel and started banging on doors to alert 

sleeping occupants. 

 At 0156 hours, Manhattan Fire Alarm 

Dispatchers transmitted box 946.  Engines 

23, 40, 54, Ladders 35, 4 and the 9th 

Battalion were dispatched.   

 Engine 23 was commanded by 

Lieutenant Otto Schultz.  They arrived and 

made their way up to the 8th floor.  His 

Nozzleman was Fireman John J. King and his 

Back-up Man was Fireman John Johnson.  

Lieutenant Schultz ordered his members to hook up their rolled-up 

lengths of hose to the standpipe outlet on the 8th floor.  They would 

advance their hose line to the 9th floor, the fire floor.   

Historical Note:  In 1961, the rank of “Firefighter” was known as 

“Fireman”.  Fireman will be used in this essay to be historically accurate. 

 Ladder 35 was the first-due ladder company at this fire.  They 

were led by Lieutenant John McGeady.  Upon their arrival at the fire 

floor, the public hallway was heavily charged with smoke and heat.  

Fireman (Fr.) Joseph E. Almon and Fr. Thomas McGrath started their 

search of the hallway and open doorways leading to rooms.  As they 

entered the hallway, screams and moans could be heard coming from 

trapped civilians.  The hose line had not been stretched yet. 



 The 9th Battalion was the first due Battalion Chief (B.C.).  Battalion 

Chief Perkins was the Chief and Fr. Edward J. O’Brien, detailed from 

Ladder 4, was the Aide.  They made it to the 9th floor via the North 

Stairway.  They could hear the screams of the trapped occupants 

coming from the hallway.  B.C. Perkins ordered Fr. O’Brien do make a 

search of the hallway.  Fr. O’Brien had no self-contained breathing 

apparatus (SCBA) nor a hose line.  The hallway had a heavy smoke 

condition and it was blistering hot.   

 Fr. Joseph E. Almon, Lieutenant John McGeady, and Fr. Thomas 

McGrath, all of Ladder 35, were on their hands and knees to find relief 

from the increasing heat and to find whatever air they could in the long 

hallway.  Fr. Almon came upon the unconscious body of Mrs. Jeanette 

Harrison.  He started to drag her back to the stairway which was 20 feet 

away.  Mrs. Harrison’s room was next to Mr. Wyzel’s room, the fire 

origin. 

 Fr. Edward J. O’Brien of the 9th Battalion was experiencing the 

same furnace-like conditions as was the members of Ladder 35.  

Suddenly, he came upon the body of Mr. Charles Ross.  He was helpless 

and calling for help.  Fr. O’Brien started dragging Mr. Ross to the 

stairway, staying as close to the floor as possible.   

 Meanwhile, Engine 23 had their 2 ½ hoseline hooked up to the 

standpipe on the 8th floor and had advanced it to the 9th floor.  

Lieutenant Otto Schultz called for their hose line to be charged.  The 

Nozzleman was Fr. John J. King.  He had 4 ½ years on the FDNY and was 

a Korean War Veteran.  Fr. King started to flake out the hose line up the 

stairway. 

 Flashover!  Suddenly, all the accumulating fire gases reached their 

ignition temperature and the entire hallway was filled with fire.  

Firemen were trapped.  With an intrepid spirit, Fr. Almon of Ladder 35 



continued dragging Mrs. Harrison to the stairway.  Fr. Almon and Mrs. 

Harrison were severely burned.  Fr. Almon removed Mrs. Harrison to 

the 8th floor.  The 2nd alarm was transmitted for Box 946 at 0215 hours. 

 Fr. O’Brien of Battalion 9 was also trapped.  He valiantly continued 

to hug the floor and drag Mr. Ross to the stairway.  There, B.C. Perkins 

helped take Mr. Ross down to the 8th floor.   

 Lieutenant John McGeady and Fr. Thomas McGrath of Ladder 35 

were also caught in the hallway when the flashover occurred.  They 

were able to find the stairway door and they dove down the stairs.  

Both members were burned. 

 Engine 23 was in a bad position.  Lieutenant Schultz and Fr. John 

Johnson were blown down the stairs.  Fr. John J. King was not as 

fortunate.  He was enveloped in a ball of fire on the half landing above 

the 9th floor.  He was rendered incapacitated by the extreme heat that 

was attacking him. 



 The Firemen that were blown 

down the stairs, despite the injuries 

they all sustained, re-grouped and 

started to look for Fr. King.  He was 

found and removed to the 8th floor.  

Resuscitation efforts for Fr. King 

were started there.   

 The body of Abraham 

Harrison, age 74, was found in the 

hallway.  He was removed to the 8th 

floor and was eventually taken to 

Roosevelt Hospital.  He had smoke 

inhalation and burns.  Mr. Harrison succumbed to his injuries and was 

pronounced dead on December 29, 1961 at 1815 hours. 

 The fire was declared “under control” at 0250 hours. 



 

The news was not good.  Mrs. 

Jeanette Harrison 74 years old, died 

from her injuries.  So did Mr. 

Murray Wyzel, 54 years old, who 

sparked the blaze by smoking in 

bed.  Mr. Abraham Harrison died 

two days later. 

 

 

 



 Despite the heroic efforts of the firemen 

on the scene, Fr. John J. King of Engine 23, died 

from his injuries.  The funeral mass was held at 

St. Patrick’s Cathedral on Saturday December 

30, 1961.  He left behind his wife Barbara whom 

he married in 1956.  They had a two-year-old 

daughter named Carol Ann.  At the time of the 

fire, Barbara King was pregnant with their 

second child.  Fr. John J. King was 29 years old.  

May he rest in peace.  Never forget! 



The Hotel Mayflower did not have self-

closing devices on their room doors.  This was 

a major contributing factor to the spread of 

the fire the death and injuries to several 

civilians and the injuries to numerous 

firefighters and the death of Fr. King.  

Summonses were served on the 

management of the Hotel Mayflower. 

 Fire Commissioner Edward F. 

Cavanaugh ordered all Battalion Chiefs city-

wide to inspect hotels in their administrative 

districts.  The results were staggering.  Four-

hundred hotels were inspected.  Nine-hundred-ninety-nine violations 

were found.  One-hundred-fifty-one summonses were issued. 

 On January 19, 1962, the Board of Merit met to determine the 

level of awards to be issued for meritorious acts.  They determined that 

Fr. Joseph E. Almon of Ladder 35 be awarded a Class I for his actions at 

the Hotel Mayflower fire.  Lieutenant John McGeady of Ladder 35 and 

Fr. Edward J. O’Brien of Ladder 4 were awarded Class III’s.  (A Class I is 

awarded for an act of Extreme Personal Risk.  A Class II is awarded for an act of Great Personal 

Risk.  A Class III is awarded for an act of Unusual Personal Risk.)  On Medal Day 1962, Fr. 

Joseph E. Almon was awarded the James 

Gordon Bennett Medal.  Fr. Edward J. O’Brien 

of Ladder 4 was awarded the Bella Stiefel 

Medal.  Lieutenant John McGeady of Ladder 35 

did not receive a medal on Medal Day despite 

being awarded a Class III for his actions. 

 On Medal Day 1963, Fr. Joseph E. Almon 

was awarded the Dr. Harry M. Archer Medal. 



 Compartmentation serves to limit the 

size of a fire.  Less smoke will be generated 

by a fire that has been limited in size.  This 

smaller fire is obviously easier to 

extinguish.   

 Compartmentation is rendered 

ineffective when fleeing occupants leave 

the door open.  It is also ineffective when 

there is no closing device on the door. 

 The whole purpose of 

compartmentation is to protect the public 

hallway, the main means of egress for 

civilians.  Effective compartmentation allows for sufficient time for 

occupants to leave the building. 

 Proper compartmentation also facilitates a protected means of 

access for fire department personnel to extinguish the fire. 

 The NYC Building Code requires either automatic or self-closing 

devices on doors opening onto a corridor. 

 Building systems are designed to allow 

occupants safe evacuation.  The corridor walls 

must be able to keep a fire in the corridor from 

entering a room.   

 Self-closing devices on doors can be 

spring-loaded hinges or a self-closing device.  If 

operating properly, the self-closing device would 

prevent smoke and heat from entering the hallway, exposing escaping 

occupants. 

 



Lieutenant Joseph M. Maiello, Ladder 83 passed away on 

Sunday December 26, 2021 from injuries sustained at 

Staten Island Box 1391 which was transmitted on December 

26, 2021 at0729 hours.  May he rest in peace.  Never forget! 

 

Probationary Firefighter Vincent L. Malveaux, 

Probationary Firefighter School passed away on Friday 

December 3, 2021 from injuries sustained at Manhattan 

Box 8336 which was transmitted on December 2, 2021 at 

1015 hours.  May he rest in peace.  Never forget! 

 

Lieutenant Martin K. Farrell, Engine 253 (Ret.) passed away 

on March 2, 2021 from injuries sustained at Manhattan Box 

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! 

EMS Assistant Chief Alvin J. Suriel, EMS Operations passed 

away on December 7, 2021 from injuries sustained at 

Manhattan Box 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! 

EMS Lieutenant John P. Raferty, Station 49 passed away on 

December 27, 2021 from injuries sustained at Manhattan 

Box 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! 
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