
  



 Jerome O’Connor was born on June 5, 1936 to Patrick and 

Catherine O’Connor.  He was raised at 410 East 153 Street in the Bronx.  

He attended Saint Jerome Parochial School and graduated from Rice 

High School.  Later, Jerome would attend Brooklyn College and John Jay 

College majoring in Fire Science. 

 Upon graduation from high school, Jerome enlisted in the U.S. 

Marine Corps.  He served as a Marine from January 3, 1955 until 

December 18, 1957.  His experience as a Marine would shape his life.  It 

instilled attributes such as discipline and courage under adverse 

conditions. 



 Jerome O’Connor was looking for a job 

upon his discharge from the Marine Corps.  

He wanted a job that gave him stability and a 

sense of belonging to something bigger than 

himself.  He took the test to become a 

firefighter (Fr.) in the FDNY.  He did well.  On 

February 20, 1960, Jerome R. O’Connor was 

appointed to the FDNY.  Upon graduation 

from Proby School, he was assigned to Engine 

68 in the Bronx.   

 Jerome O’Connor was dating Patricia 

Gallagher when he was appointed to the 

FDNY.  On June 3, 1961, they got married in 

the Immaculate Conception Church in the 

Bronx.  They would soon start a family. 

 Jerome was thriving in Engine 68.  He 

had made a couple of rescues and the Board 

of Merit gave him two awards.   

 On January 18, 1968, Engine 68 responded to a fire at 1190 

Shakespeare Avenue in the Bronx.  On the third floor, a child was 

reported trapped.  Four-year-old Fred Reiss was awakened by the smell 

of smoke.  He yelled for his mother Linda.  Then, he saw his exit from 

the apartment was blocked by fire.  He was terrified.  Suddenly, a voice 

called out: “Don’t worry, I’ll get 

you out.”  The voice belonged to 

Fr. Jerome O’Connor.  He saw 

there was a life was in danger and 

he acted immediately.  He reached 

young Fred Reiss and wrapped a 



blanket around him.  Fr. O’Connor carried Fred Reiss through the fire, 

smoke, and then to the hallway.  He carried him down three stories to 

the street, choking and coughing all the way.   

 Fred Reiss’s mother and sister were in the street, horrified of the 

peril their son and brother were in.  Fr. O’Connor appeared before 

them with young Fred Reiss and put him in his mother’s arms.  He told 

her “You have a brave son.  I hope he 

becomes a firefighter someday.”  The                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

Reiss family would never forget the 

heroism of Fr. Jerome O’Connor that day.  

The FDNY Board of Merit awarded a Service Rating “Class A” award to 

Fr. Jerome R. O’Connor for his actions at 1190 Shakespeare Avenue.  (A 

“Class A” award is given for an act of Personal Bravery in conjunction 

with Initiative and Capability.) 

 During the late 1960s and 1970s, there was an epidemic of fires 

all over the city.  This produced opportunities for young firefighters to 

assume a leadership role in the FDNY during this busy time.  Fr. Jerome 

O’Connor began to study for the rank of Lieutenant (Lieut.).  He did well 

on the Lieutenant’s test.  Despite having only nine years on-the-job, he 

was promoted to Lieutenant on June 14, 1969.  He would eventually be 

assigned as a Covering Lieutenant in the 18th Battalion in the Bronx. 

 

 

 

 



 On January 19, 1971, Lieut. Jerome O’Connor was assigned to 

work the day tour in Ladder 27-2.  (Ladder 27-2 would eventually 

become Ladder 58 on November 6, 1972.)  He was coming from 

Battalion 18’s firehouse at 925 East Tremont Avenue.  It was 0853 

hours and Lieut. O’Connor was a couple blocks away from the firehouse 

at 453 East 176 Street (The quarters of Engine 46, Ladder 27, Ladder 27-

2 and Battalion 56.).  As he was driving his car, he came upon a fire in 

an old law tenement at 1929 Washington Avenue between East 178 

Street and East Tremont Avenue.  Heavy smoke was showing in the 

front of the building.  The fire was on the second floor, rear, of the five-

story building.  The fire was spreading upward, and smoke filled the 

building. 

 1929 Washington Avenue was a five-story old-law-tenement.  It 

was constructed of brick and wood joist.  There was a front and rear 

fire escape.  The building was fully occupied, and people were trapped.  



Lieut. O’Connor 

immediately pulled his 

car over on Washington 

Avenue and ran to the 

fire building. 

 There were a 

couple of evacuated 

civilians in the street.  

Lieut. O’Connor asked 

them if the alarm had 

been turned in.  They 

said it had not been.  

Lieut. O’Connor told 

them to “pull the box.”  

The civilian ran to the 

fire alarm box at 

Washington Avenue and 

East Tremont Avenue and “snapped” the box.  Bronx Box 2981 was 

transmitted.  (It is probable that the alarm assignment was Engines 46, 

42, 88, Ladders 27, 27-2, and Battalion 56.) 

 When Lieut. O’Connor arrived at the front of the building, he 

thought that the front fire escape would be the best avenue for access 

to the upper floors.  Lieut. O’Connor had no protective gear.  He 

recruited a couple of U.S. Post Office employees who were watching 

events unfold.  One of the Postal Employees hoisted Lieut. O’Connor so 

he could climb and activate the fire escape drop ladder.  He quickly 

climbed to the third floor, the floor above the fire.   

 Once Lieut. O’Connor made it to the third floor, he entered the 

front window which was serviced by the fire escape.  Performing a 

1929 Washington Avenue 



rapid primary search, he found an 

elderly woman and two children.  He 

scooped up the children and he led the 

woman down the fire escape.  He 

handed the children to the Postal 

Employees.   

 After Lieut. O’Connor passed the 

children off, he saw that the top floor 

had smoke pumping out of the front 

windows.  Lieut. O’Connor quickly 

ascended the front fire escape and 

entered the top floor into the heavy 

smoke.  He soon found a 19-year-old 

mother and her one-month-old baby.  

He picked up the infant and led the mother to the front fire escape.  He 

brought both of them down the fire escape.   

 The Postal Employees that witnessed 

the unfolding events, could not believe the 

determination and heroism that Lieut. 

O’Connor was exhibiting.  Before fire 

department units arrived, he made several 

incursions into smoke filled windows and he 

disappeared.  He would re-appear a minute 

later with another trapped occupant.   

 FDNY units arrived at the fire.  Engine 

46, Ladder 27 and Ladder 27-2 went to 

work.  A hose line was stretched to the 

second floor for extinguishment of the fire 

apartment.  Lieut. O’Connor advised the 
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members of Ladder 27-2 of the 

apartments he had searched and 

what apartments still needed to be 

searched.  The fire was declared 

“under control” at 0930 hours.   

 Units were performing a final 

wash-down of the fire apartment 

and post-control overhauling was 

in progress.  Fr. Tony Reyer of 

Engine 46 was standing in the 

hallway near Lieut. O’Connor.  

Suddenly, Lieut. O’Connor 

collapsed and fell into the arms of 

Fr. Reyer.  Lieut. O’Connor was in 

cardiac arrest.  He was quickly removed down the stairs and onto the 

sidewalk.  Cardiopulmonary Resuscitation was performed on the 

sidewalk.  Lieut. Jerome O’Connor was removed to Bronx-Lebanon 

Hospital.  He was pronounced dead upon arrival at the hospital.   

 The funeral for Lieutenant Jerome R. O’Connor took place on 

January 22, 1971.  A Requium Mass was held at Saints Peter and Paul 

Roman Catholic Church on 189 Birch Street in Mount Vernon, NY.   

Lieutenant Jerome R. O’Connor, of Battalion 18, was 

awarded a Class I Merit Rating for his actions on 

January 19, 1971.  (A Class I is awarded for an act 

of “Extreme Personal Risk”.)  Lieutenant 

O’Connor was awarded the “Hugh 

Bonner Medal” posthumously on Medal 

Day 1972. 
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 On April 8, 1972, there was 

a Plaque Dedication ceremony 

scheduled to honor Lieutenant 

Jerome R. O’Connor at the 

quarters of Engine 45 and 

Battalion 18.  The O’Connor 

family was there.  Fire 

Commissioner Robert O. 

Lowrey was in attendance and 

gave an eloquent speech.  

Several hundred Firefighters were 

there.  Also in attendance was Fred 

Reiss, age 8 and his mother Linda 

Reiss, age 28.  Fred was the boy who 

then Firefighter Jerome O’Connor, 

rescued from a burning building on 

January 18, 1968 at 1190 Shakespeare 

Avenue in the Bronx.  They never 

forgot the brave man who saved young Fred’s life years earlier.  They 

wanted to pay their respects to their hero. 

 Lieutenant Jerome R. O’Connor was 34-years-old when he died.  

He had 11 years on the FDNY.  He left behind his wife Patricia, and 

three children, Christine age 8, Kevin age 6, and Caroline age 3.  May he 

rest in peace.  Never forget! 



 When 

performing a 

size-up, look for trapped occupants at 

windows.  These trapped occupants 

may appear and then disappear in the 

smoke. 

 Generally speaking, trapped 

occupants are going to try to make 

their escape from a fire apartment.  

Look for areas where their escape may 

be thwarted.  Such as behind the front 

door, by a window with gates on it, 

pathways of egress, etc. 

 Trapped occupants are 

afraid of getting burned.  Many 

retreat to bathrooms thinking 

that there is water in this room, 

and they will be safe.  Check 

bathrooms as soon as possible. 

 Always keep your 

orientation when searching an 

apartment.  Know if you are 

heading toward to a secondary 

means of egress.  Know how 

many rooms you have passed as 

you go down a hallway.  If you 

come upon a heat radiator, you 

are most likely at an exterior 

wall.  A window may be nearby.  

The above is a mannequin from Randall’s Island 
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Your knowledge of the layout may be the 

thing that saves your life if conditions 

worsen. 

 If an occupant is trapped in an 

apartment, they will either be on the 

floor or on a piece of furniture.  The 

searching firefighter must be on his/her 

knees in order to find these trapped 

occupants.  A rule of thumb is that if you 

cannot see your feet through the smoke, 

you should not be standing on your feet.   

 A primary search is a rapid, but 

thorough and systematic search.  

Secondary searches are slower and more 

thorough. 

 Don’t wait for a searching 

firefighter to appear at a window in 

distress.  Place portable and aerial 

ladders adjacent to and above areas 

being searched. 

 When searching a fire 

apartment, try to penetrate to the 

seat of the fire and confine it.  Start 

your primary search from there.  

When searching above or adjacent to 

the fire apartment, start your search 

at the front door. 

The above is a mannequin from Randall’s Island 

Training facility, Building 3 



 When going above the fire for search, force open an area of 

refuge that is not directly above the fire.  Stay close to the stairway wall 

when climbing the stairs.  You will stay out of the flue of heat and the 

stairs are stronger where they connect to the wall. 

 If using a water extinguisher to confine a fire in a fire apartment, 

keep in mind that there is a finite amount of water in the “can”.  If the 

water runs out, searching firefighters may be cut-off.  A door taken off 

its hinges from another apartment may be considered to confine the 

fire if this occurs. 

 Primary searches may have to be aborted for various reasons, 

such as high heat, collapse, Maydays to “get out”, etc.  In such 

circumstances, communicate to your Officer and/or the Incident 

Commander of what areas have not been searched.   

 A search rope, used in conjunction with a 

thermal imaging camera, is a must for 

searching commercial occupancies.  Retired 

Chief of Department Peter Hayden told me 

about his experience at the Macy’s fire on June 

14, 1979.  He said they didn’t need the search 

rope going into the fire, however, they sure 

needed it to escape from the fire area when 

the fire flashed over. 

Deputy Chief Jay Jonas, 

Division 7 

 

 

 



All those who operated at Bronx Box 5-5-3162 at 333 East 181 Street on 

January 9, 2022.  Units were confronted with an extreme life hazard on 

arrival and a heavy fire condition.  FDNY members went well beyond 

their limits to save lives and extinguish this challenging fire.  Well done. 

 

FIREFIGHTER FRANK J. GASPORINO, ENGINE 234 (RET.), 

passed away on January 19, 2022 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! 

EMS CAPTAIN MICHAEL EARLEY, DIVISION 4 (RET.), passed 

away on January 26, 2022 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 

September11, 2001.  May he rest in peace.  Never forget! 



Fr. Dennis Smith (Ret.), The fire 

service lost a very important person on 

January 21, 2022.  Dennis Smith was an 

active Fireman in Engine 82 in the 

1960s and 1970s.  In 1972, he wrote a 

book titled “Report from Engine 

Co. 82.”.  It described the job of a 

Fireman in the busy South Bronx.  It 

gave the public an idea of how 

important and dangerous our job is.  It 

is a landmark book for the fire service.  

He started “Firehouse Magazine” in 

1976.  He went on to write 15 more books, including “Firehouse” and 

“Report from Ground Zero”.  Dennis retired from the FDNY in 1980.  He 

was battling a long illness.  He was 81 when he passed away.  May he 

rest in peace. 

RESOURCES:  NY Daily News, NY Times, FDNY Medal Day Book 1972, 

FDNY Department Orders, WNYF Magazine, The Herald Statesman 

(Yonkers), Fire Commissioner Robert O. Lowery’s Speech at the Plaque 

Dedication for Lieutenant Jerome R. O’Connor, Democrat and Chronicle 

(Rochester) 
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