
 



 November 7, 1994 was a windy day in New York City.  The 

wind proved to be a major factor in several fires that occurred in 

the City that day.  One fire in particular caused the New York City 

Fire Department (FDNY) to examine the way they fought wind-

driven fires.  The fire that happened at 3135 Park Avenue would be 

declared by many veteran firefighters as the toughest fire they ever 

fought. 

The Building:  3135 Park Avenue was a high rise building that 

housed predominantly senior citizens.  The cross street was near 

East 159 Street.  It was a 20-story building that was built of 

fireproof construction.  However, it was not built under the New York City 

Building Code.  

The dimensions 

were 200 ft. x 75 

ft.  There were 

two scissor 

stairways and two 

elevators in the 

middle of the 

building (the 

core).  Apartments 

came off the 

hallways that 

went north and 

south of the 

stairways.  These 

hallways were 

“dead-end 

hallways”.  There were 16 apartments per floor, eight on either side of the core.  

The building was equipped with a standpipe. 

 In 1994, FDNY units had new protective gear.  Bunker gear was in the 

process of being issued as well as protective hoods. 



The Fire:  On the morning of November 7th, there was a 50-mile-per-hour wind 

blowing from the west.  A fire started in apartment 18M on the northern end of 

the building.  Apartment 18M faced the rear of the building (exposure 3), directly 

in the path of the strong wind.  Apartment 18M and apartment 18N, directly 

across the hall from each other, were “dead-end apartments”.  The fireproof 

hallway that separated the front and rear apartments did not extend into the 

dead-end apartments.  The only thing that separated the front and rear dead-end 

apartments was a sheetrock wall. 

 The occupant of the fire apartment 18M, Mr. John Westscott, fled his 

apartment and left the apartment door open.  He went down the hallway, to the 

southern end of the building, to seek shelter in a friend’s apartment.  It was 

apartment 18B which was occupied by Amelia Johnson.  She had a window open 

that faced the front of the building (exposure 1).  When she opened her 

apartment door to let in Mr. Westscott, a perfect storm was created.  The 

window in apartment 18M failed.  The fire from apartment 18M, with the energy 

of the 50-mile-per-hour wind, traveled the entire length of the hallway 

(approximately 150 feet) and out the front window of apartment 18B.  This 

created “horizontal fire” in the hallway on the 18th floor.   

 The sheetrock wall that separated apartment 18M from 18N would soon 

fail due to the intense heat coming from apartment 18M. 



 At 1031 hours, Bronx 

Fire Alarm Dispatchers 

started receiving numerous 

phone calls reporting a fire 

at 3135 Park Avenue.  

Different apartments were 

reported, 18F, 18M, 18J, 

18L, 20th floor, 10th floor, 

and fire on the roof.  Bronx 

Box 2309 was transmitted.  

Engines 71, 41, 50, Ladders 

55, 19, and Battalion 26 

were dispatched.  Due to 

the quality and quantity of phone calls, Rescue 3 was dispatched at 1035 hours.   

 Engine 71, led 

by Lieutenant Patrick 

Duignan, arrived at 

the scene and 

transmitted the 10-84 

at 1034 hours.  

Engine 41 arrived at 

1036 hours and 

Lieutenant 

Christopher King 

transmitted the 10-

75.  Battalion Chief 

Tom McHugh of 

Battalion 26 arrived 

at 1038 hours.  Engine 60 was dispatched as the fourth engine and Battalion 14 as 

the 10-75 Chief.   

 Engine 71 started their ascent to the upper floors of the building.  They 

made it up to the 17th floor and the heat on that floor, the floor below the fire, 

was intense.  Initially, it was mistaken that the 17th floor was the fire floor due to 

the unbearable heat.  Members of Engine 71 hooked-up to the standpipe outlet 



on the 16th floor with a 2 ½ inch hose line.  Firefighter (Fr.) Kevin Tully had the 

nozzle.  As he approached the 18th floor within the stairway enclosure, the 

stairway doors were rattling from the strong wind.  Engine 41 backed-up Engine 

71 in stretching and operating the first hand line. 

 Deputy Chief Tom Kilker of the 6th Division arrived at the fire at 1041 hours.  

From his vantage point, he could see fire coming out of windows on the northern 

end (apartment 18N), fire coming out of windows on the southern end 

(apartment 18B), and a woman hanging out a window at apartment 18R.  The 

“All-Hands” was transmitted at 1044 hours.   

 D.C. Kilker transmitted the 2nd Alarm at 1045 hours.  Engines 82, 69, 94, 59, 

72/Satellite 2, Ladders 42, 49, 29, and Battalion 17 were dispatched.   

 The first hose line, staffed by Engine 71, could not make it down the 

hallway.  The fire was too intense.  The heat was so bad that the firefighters on 

that hose line had to lay 

prone to avoid the heat.  It 

was decided that a second 

hose line be put into action 

to gain the upper hand of 

the fire.  Engine 50, led by 

Lieutenant Danny Finegan 

stretched the second 2 ½ 

inch hose line to the fire 

floor from the 15th floor.  

Engine 60, led by Captain 

Tom Roby, backed-up 

Engine 50 on the second 

hose line.   

 Rescue 3 arrived at the fire at 1041 hours.  On-duty in Rescue 3 was 

Lieutenant John Olsen, Fr. Hugo Herald, Fr. Michael Morrissey, Fr. Danny 

McDonough, Fr. Michael “Mickey” Conboy, Fr. Doug Hantusch, and Fr. Tim Brown.  

Lieutenant Olsen took Fr. Morrissey and Fr. McDonough with him as Rescue 3’s 

inside team.  Fr. Conboy and Fr. Hantusch made up the outside team.   



 The elevators were still working when Fr. Conboy 

and Fr. Hantusch made their way to the upper floors 

of the building.  They got off the elevator on the 15th 

floor.  D.C. Kilker made a couple radio transmissions 

about the woman hanging out of the window on the 

18th floor, and for someone to try to make it to the 

woman in distress.  Firefighters on the inside were 

trying to move down the hallway into the teeth of 

the fire.  They were being thwarted by the intense 

heat. 

 It was around this time that the elevators in the 

building failed.  All 

movement of personnel and equipment would 

have to be on foot. 

 Fr. James Hawkins of Ladder 55 made his 

way up to the 15th floor via the elevator.  He had 

the roof position.  A determined Fr. Hawkins made 

his way up the stairway, despite the incredible 

heat.  He knew how important his position was to 

vent this heat at the stairway bulkhead.  Fr. Doug 

Hantusch of Rescue 3 was on the roof with him.  

The stairway bulkhead was 12-foot high and 

extended from the front wall to the rear wall.  

Once he vented the stairway bulkhead on the 

south side of the bulkhead, Deputy Chief Kilker 

kept transmitting about the woman hanging out of the window in the front of the 

building on the north side of the bulkhead.  There was no way to get to the north 

side of the bulkhead without going down the stairway, through the intense heat 

again.  Fr. Hawkins and Fr. Hantusch decided to scale the 12-foot-high bulkhead 

to get to the north side for a possible rope rescue.  Fr. Hawkins hoisted Fr. 

Hantusch up the high bulkhead so he could get to the other side.  On the north 

side of the bulkhead, Fr. Conboy was setting up the life saving rope for a possible 

rope rescue. 



 Fr. Hawkins from Ladder 55 descended the stairway and made it to the 

floor above the fire (19th floor).  He was performing primary searches and 

ventilation until his self-contained breathing apparatus (SCBA) ran out of air.  The 

extreme heat and the heavy smoke condition were taking its toll on the body of 

Fr. Hawkins.  He radioed his officer, Captain Mike 

McPartland of his predicament.  Captain McPartland 

ordered him to meet up with other members of Ladder 

55 on the 16th floor where they were replenishing their 

SCBA cylinders.  Fr. Hawkins made it to the 16th floor 

suffering from exhaustion and smoke exposure.  He was 

taken to an apartment where he could regain his 

strength. 

 Fr. Mickey Conboy of Rescue 3 took the same path to 

the roof of the fire building.  He decided to go back down 

the interior stairs so he could cross over to the other 

side.  He made a mad-dash through layers of intense 

heat to get to the north side exit on the roof.  He looked 

over the parapet wall and found the woman hanging out 

of a front window.  Her name was Dorothy Morris, age 65, and she was in 



extreme distress.  Fr. Conboy found an air vent that was substantial and he began 

to set-up for a rope rescue.   

 Once Fr. Hantusch arrived after his climb over the bulkhead, the rope 

rescue evolution was prepared.  Fr. Hantusch was the lowering firefighter.  Fr. 

Conboy tied a “bowline-on-a-bight” on his lower half and a “slippery hitch” 

around his chest.  Everything was prepared.  Fr. Hantusch radioed Deputy Chief 

Kilker that the life saving rope was in position if necessary.  Deputy Chief Kilker 

responded on the radio 

that the companies on the 

fire floor were having a 

difficult time making the 

hallway, and to go ahead 

with the rescue.   

 Deputy Chief Kilker 

transmitted the 3rd alarm 

at 1108 hours.  He needed 

companies to replace 

those that were being 

injured advancing hose 

lines on the 18th floor.  A 

third 2 ½ inch hose line 

was deployed and 

stretched from the 14th 

floor standpipe outlet.  

Engine 73 was assisted by 

Engine 83 in the stretch. 

 The fire was still out 

of control.  Fr. Conboy 

had to deal with the 50 

mile-per-hour wind while 

tethered to the end of the 

life saving rope twenty 

stories above ground.     



He also had to navigate a 

protrusion between the roof and 

the top floor.  Nevertheless, he 

kept shouting to the lowering 

firefighter (Fr. Hantusch); “down, 

down, down, down” until he 

made it to the target window on 

the 18th floor.  The woman in the 

window had disappeared into 

the apartment.  Once Fr. Conboy 

made it into the apartment, he 

performed a search and found 

Ms. Morris.  He recognized that due 

to the smoke condition in the 

apartment, he would need an SCBA 

for Ms. Morris.  Fr. Conboy untied 

himself from the life saving rope.  He 

radioed Fr. Hantusch to hoist up the 

rope and to lower an SCBA on the 

rope to them.  While waiting for the 

SCBA to be lowered, Fr. Conboy held 

Ms. Morris near the window sill so 

she could get some clean air.  Fire 

could be seen around the door frame 

of the apartment door.  The fire was 

still raging in the hallway.  There was 

no escape.  Fr. Conboy radioed 

Deputy Chief Kilker of their 

predicament and urged him to have 

the Engine Companies continue to 

press their attack on the 18th floor. 

 Once he was in the apartment, 

Fr. Conboy began to assess his 

options.  Ms.Morris was larger in stature and did not want to go out the window 



on the life saving rope.  He attempted to breach a hole in the wall between 

apartments.  This proved futile due to masonry walls separating the apartments.  

Fr. Conboy decided that sheltering-in-place was his best option and hoped that 

the engine companies could make their advance in time.  Fr. Conboy continued to 

monitor the heat levels in the apartment. 

 The conditions the engine companies were experiencing on the 18th floor 

was epic.  Fire was racing over their heads.  When they would open the hose lines, 

steam was being driven back at them from the heat and the wind.  Early in their 

attack, there was no progress being made.  Once the second 2 ½ inch hose line 

was operating, slow progress was being made.  The firefighters were laying prone 

on the floor while operating the hose lines.  These firefighters were getting 

burned while operating.  Lieutenant Daniel Finegan of Engine 50 recalled that he 

kept losing guys.  He asked the ladder company firefighters who were waiting to 

advance behind the engine company if any of them wanted to be an engine man 

that day.  A firefighter named Dave Didio of Engine 50 had the nozzle at one 

point.  With great strength and determination, he was able to make a bend in the 

hose line and advance the hose line.  This seemed to be a turning point. 

 The engine companies were pressing their attack and were able to control 

the fire in the hallway on the south side of the building.  Ladder 42 performed a 

primary search on this end of the 

building.  They found Mr. John 

Westcott and Ms. Amelia Johnson 

in the incinerated apartment 18B.  

They were deceased.  Ladder 42 

transmitted two 10-45 code 1’s at 

1119 hours.   

 Fr. Doug Hantusch of Rescue 

3 received a radio report that there 

was another person hanging out of 

a window in the rear of the 

building, adjacent to the original fire apartment.  He radioed Fr. Conboy that 

there was another rescue to be made in the rear and asked if he was comfortable 

with him using his life-saving rope to affect that rescue.  Fr. Conboy told him that 



it would be alright, with the knowledge that 

the engine companies were making progress 

in the hallway.  Fr. Hantusch set up for a 

single-slide evolution to prevent the person 

at the window from jumping.  Two other 

firefighters arrived at the roof.  One of them 

checked on the situation with Fr. Conboy 

and Ms. Morris.  The other firefighter 

assisted Fr. Hantusch in setting up his rope 

evolution.  As they were preparing to 

execute the evolution, a firefighter 

appeared in the window adjacent to where 

the person was hanging out of the window.  

The second rope rescue was now no longer 

necessary and was aborted.   

 As soon as the engine companies had started gaining the upper hand on 

the fire, Captain McPartland of Ladder 55 led his company down the hallway to 

reach Fr. Conboy and Ms. Morris.  They made it to the apartment door and 

started forcing it open.  Joining 

Captain McPartland was Fr. James 

Hawkins and Fr. James Vella, who 

were both near exhaustion from their 

previous actions.  Fr. Conboy and Ms. 

Morris were liberated from their 

precarious position. 

 A 3rd alarm was transmitted at 1108 

hours and a 4th alarm was transmitted 

at 1135 hours.  The fire was declared 

“probably will hold” at 1226 hours 

and “under control” at 1238 hours.  

Bronx Borough Commander William 

Jones and Chief of Operations Donald 



Burns responded to the fire.  

(Asst. Chief Donald Burns was 

killed in the line-of-duty on 

9/11/2001.) 

 When relief companies 

were sent to the fire floor for 

relief purposes, they were aghast 

with the damage that had 

occurred to the fire building.  

There was a concrete block wall in 

the hallway that had collapsed.  

The concrete block wall failed due 

to the heat from the fire.  It failed 

near Mr. Morris’s apartment.  The 

only barrier left between the fire-filled hallway and her apartment was a 

sheetrock wall.  The burn marks on the concrete walls that were still intact were 

abnormally close to the floor.  There was six-eight inches of water on the hallway 

floor which indicated the intensity of the fire that firefighters encountered. 



 There were two civilian 

fatalities at this fire.  In 

addition to the fatalities, 

there were three seriously 

injured civilians.  There 

were 26 firefighters that 

were granted medical leave 

and 27 firefighters that 

sustained minor injuries.  

There were 250 SCBA 

cylinders used at this fire.   



 The Board of Merit met to recognize the actions of the members who 

operated at this horrific fire.  Engine 71, Engine 41, Engine 50, Ladder 55, Ladder 

19, and Rescue 3 were awarded Unit Citations (An outstanding company 

operation dependent on teamwork and cooperation).  Fr. James M. Hawkins of 

Ladder 55 was awarded a “Class A" (An act requiring personal bravery and 

initiative and capability.)  Fr. Hawkins was awarded the “Dr. John F. Connell 

Medal” on Medal Day 1995.  Fr. Douglas C. Hantusch of Rescue 3 was awarded a 

“Class III”, (An act of unusual personal risk.).  Fr. Hantusch was awarded the 

“Frank W. Kridel Medal” on Medal Day 1995.  Fr. Michael J. Conboy of Rescue 3 

was awarded a “Class II”, (An act of great personal risk.).  Fr. Conboy was awarded 

the “Emily Trevor-Mary B. Warren Medal” on Medal Day 1995. 

 Ms. Dorothy Morris moved back to her apartment when repairs were 

completed.  Whenever she heard a fire truck go by, she would go to her window 

and wave.  She never forgot the firefighters who worked so hard under dangerous 

conditions to save her life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 In high rise 

buildings, there are five 

items that cause the 

movement of smoke and 

fire. 

Stack Effect.  Stack effect 

is noticeable in buildings 

over 60 feet.  It is a 

product of:  1.  Height of 

the Building (the higher 

the building, the more 

noticeable Stack Effect is.  

2.  Air tightness of the 

outer skin of the 

building.  (The tighter the 

outer skin of the building 

is, the more dramatic 

Stack Effect is.)  3.  

Leakage of air between 

floors.  (The more 

leakage, the greater the 

Stack Effect.)  4.  

Temperature difference 

between the inside and 

the outside.  (Stack effect 

is usually stronger in the 

winter months due to a 

greater temperature difference.) 

Wind.  Wind is the strongest mover of smoke and heat! 

HVAC Systems.  Heating, ventilating, and air conditioning systems can transmit 

smoke and fire to areas away from the fire origin.  The Incident Commander 

makes sure that the HVAC system is shut down that serves the fire floor, during 

the initial stages of a high-rise fire. 



Expansion of the Gases.  When gases are heated, they expand.  In a confined 

space, this creates pressure. 

Buoyancy.  The hotter gases become at a fire, they become lighter.  This can 

cause the fire gases to migrate upward.   

 Firefighter skills must be maintained.  At this rope rescue, a bowline-on-a-

bight and a slippery hitch were used to tie-off Firefighter Conboy.  It is 

acknowledged that all firefighters and fire officers are equipped with a personal 

harness today.  However, the person that may have to be secured to a lifesaving 

rope may not be a firefighter.  Make sure these knots are practiced.   

 Necessity is the mother 

of invention.  Firefighters 

who responded to this fire 

realized that fighting a wind 

driven fire the way we were 

doing it was not sustainable.  

Firefighter Pat Kilduff of 

Ladder 19 designed the “KO 

Curtain” that is an essential 

piece of equipment at every 

high-rise multiple dwelling 

fire.  Testing done by the 

FDNY and the National 

Institute of Standards and 

Technology (NIST) showed 

that deployment of the KO 

Curtain can reduce the temperatures at a wind driven fire by 50%.   

Deputy Chief Jay Jonas Division 7 

 

 

 



 

 

FIREFIGHTER JESSE B. GERHARD, LADDER 134, passed away on 

February 17, 2022 from injuries sustained while operating at 

Queens Box 2-2-1158 on February 15, 2022.  May he rest in peace.  

Never forget! 

 

BATTALION CHIEF EDWARD J. TIERNEY, BATTALION 11 (RET.), 

passed away on February 20, 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! 
 

 

FIREFIGHTER ANDREW J. HORNBUCKLE, LADDER 109 (RET.), 

passed away on December 12, 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 

Michael “Mickey” Conboy (Rescue 3), Lieutenant Daniel Finegan (Ret.), Deputy 

Chief Michael McPartland (Ret.), Fr. Pat Sheridan (Engine 71), Captain Vinny 

DiStefano (Engine 67), Fr. Doug Hantusch (Ret.), Lieutenant Kevin Tully (Engine 

71), Matty Daly (Fire Photographer), Lieutenant Tim Klett (Ret.), Deputy Chief 

Vincent Dunn (Ret.), Lieutenant Chris Roberto (Division 3). 

Resources:  FDNY Fire Report from Bronx Box 4-4-2309, FDNY Medal Day Book 1995, FDNY 

Department Orders, FDNY Firefighting Procedures, NFPA Handbook 19th Edition, FDNY Incident 

History Printout, Firehouse Magazine January 1995, Fire Engineering Magazine January 1995, 

NY Daily News, Fr. Michael Conboy Meritorious Act Report, Fr. Doug Hantusch Meritorious Act 

Report, El Diario Newspaper, FDNY Training Bulletin Tools 3, FDNY Training Bulletin Fire 

Dynamics. 


