Explosion on West 19th Street

by Deputy Chief John A. Coloe and Battalion Chief Peter Hart

ripped through the lower floors of a building at 121 West

19th Street, Manhattan, between 6th and 7th Avenues. The
blast threw people outside to the ground and covered them with
jagged shards of glass. Cars on 6th Avenue were rocked as dozens
of windows on nearby buildings shattered. With the tragic events
of September 11, 2001, still fresh in people’s minds, hundreds of
panicked individuals fled the area.

Calls reporting an explosion came in to Fire Department and
911 dispatchers from numerous surrounding buildings. The
NYPD quickly shut down streets in the area as both news and
police helicopters descended from all directions. Stock markets
dropped sharply as rumors of another terrorist attack spread--not
only throughout the City--but across the nation.

In contrast to the reaction of much of the City, FDNY opera-
tions progressed relatively smoothly. Battalion 7, Engine
Company 3 and Ladder 12 are located on the same block as 121
West 19th Street. Additionally, at the time of the explosion,
Deputy Chief John Coloe and FF Chris Waugh were on 6th
Avenue, just passing West 19th Street in the Division 1 vehicle.
These circumstances allowed FDNY to have a Division, Battalion
and Engine on the scene almost immediately. Ladder 12 was out
of quarters at the time.

Chief Coloe, unsure of the source of the explosion, transmit-
ted the Box from 6th Avenue and 20th Street. When he was able
to back up and view the scene from the corner, he immediately
transmitted a 10-75. Battalion Chief Peter Hart, Battalion 7, who
heard the explosion and responded from quarters, also had trans-
mitted a 10-75. While Chief Coloe established the Command Post
in front of 119 West 19th Street, just east of the inci-
dent, Chief Hart positioned himself at the west end of
the building.

The explosion appeared to originate in the cellar
or first floor of the building in an area occupied by the
Katech Company. A delivery truck was double-
parked in front of the building and men were reported
working on a boiler in the basement. Injured civilians
were fleeing the scene, glass and debris were scattered
across the street and civilians were calling for help at
stairway windows at both ends of the building. Some
people were beginning to climb out onto ledges.
Collapsed walls were visible on the first floor in the
area of the elevator shafts with debris blocking the
stairwells. Signal 10-60 was transmitted, followed
shortly by a second alarm. Con Ed was called to cut
power and gas.

Captain Kevin Loughran, Engine 3, reported to
the Command Post and was ordered to stretch a 21/2-
inch hose-line immediately into the loading dock of
Kaltech (exposure #2 side). While there was only a
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rieswith it the distinct possibility of immediate or subsequent fire,
as well as secondary explosion.

Reports of trapped occupants were being received and it was
obvious that some FDNY members would have to enter the build-
ing. The hose-line was needed not only to extinguish any fire and
protect trapped civilians, but also to protect FDNY’s forces when
they entered the structure. Finding the hydrant closest to the build-
ing out of service, Engine 3's ECC, FF Michael Prodromides,
quickly backed the apparatus up, dropped a line near the next
hydrant, then called for arelay and pulled the apparatus closer to
the building for members to stretch the line. Engine Company 14
arrived and relayed water.

Meanwhile, FF Frank Sweeney alerted Captain Loughran of
cries for help coming from the first floor. Captain Loughran noti-
fied Chief Hart and he and FF Sweeney entered the building and
assisted four injured people from the first floor. Then, they low-
ered a portable ladder into a badly damaged elevator shaft and
removed another worker. They found several other injured work-
ers, including one with a broken leg, and removed them from the
building. The small amount of fire in the cellar eventually was
extinguished by Engine 5 with the second hand-line employing a
fog tip, while Engine 3 maintained the protection line.

With civilians visible at windows at both ends of the building
and unableto usethe stairs, it was obvious that Ladder Companies
would be needed in front of the structure. Orders were relayed to
the dispatcher to have responding Ladders come in from 6th
Avenue, the point nearest the Command Post and closest to the
building. FF Waugh was ordered to ensure that no other units
other than the first-alarm Ladder Companies entered the block
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from that end.

At a collapse
incident, it is usu-
aly best to leave
the area closest to
the structure clear
for a tower ladder
and Rescue 3 with
the Collapse Unit.
The tower ladder
can be used both
to place water on
otherwise inacces-
siblefireand asan
observation plat-
form. The equip-
ment that may be
needed at a col-
lapse and carried
by the Collapse
Unit requires that

Ladder 12 members removed numerous civilians.
Additional Trucks performed primary searches of
upper floors.

they be positioned as close as possible.

Ladders 12 and 3 arrived together and positioned their appa-
ratus at the west and east ends of the building, respectively.
Ladder 12 set up their tower ladder and began the process of
removing 19 occupants trapped on the upper floors.
Simultaneously, teams from Ladder 12, led by Lieutenant Gene
Rice (Engine 34, working in Ladder 12), also vented the roof and
removed four seriously injured people from the cellar to EMS
units waiting in the street.

Ladder 3, under the command of Lieutenant Reid Jantz, posi-
tioned their aeria for removal of victims at the upper floors and
entered the building to search for trapped occupants. They found
people trapped behind rubble, behind blocked doorsand in an ele-
vator in a heavily damaged shaft between the third and fourth
floors. All were safely removed.

The positioning of these two Ladder Companies was neces-
sary due to the presence of visibly trapped occupants at the build-
ing windows. Their location, however, created a potential control
problem for the Incident Commander. With cars parked on both
sides of the street, a double-parked delivery truck in front of the
building and now the two Ladder Companies, the west end of the
building was cut off visually from the Command Post.

Some first-alarm units responded in from 7th Avenue and
with the number of injured people on the block and the obvious
damage to the building, the desire to go to work immediately and
assist the trapped and injured was strong.

Units or members operating independently at any hazardous
incident can have serious consequences for everyone on the scene.
Fortunately, all FDNY units showed admirable discipline and
made a point of reporting in to a Chief Officer. Thanks to their
professionalism and that of Chiefs Hart and Richard Burban,
Battalion 6, the Command Post never lost track of the units on the
scene or their location.

At this point, there were still numerous people reported miss-
ing, many injured in the street and a full assessment of the build-
ing’'s condition had not been made. With al units on the scene
already heavily engaged, on the arrival of the designated FAST
unit--Ladder 24--the decision was made to use them for search

and rescue and special-call another Company for the FAST unit.

Ladder 24, led by Lieutenant Tom Fleming, was assigned to
the cellar and quickly located a seriously injured worker buried in
rubble. Lieutenant Fleming broke the unit into two crews. One
uncovered the victim, stabilized him and moved him into a Stokes
basket. The other crew went to work using items found in the rub-
ble for makeshift repairs to the stairway so that the victim could
be removed safely from the building.

One of the lessons reinforced by the World Trade Center dis-
aster is that catastrophic incidents that present unusual risks for
FDNY members, but where we still intend to operate, require dis-
cipline and control while exposing a limited number of FDNY
forces to danger. In short, minimum commitment of personnel
with maximum supervision is key.

Naturally, the civilian life hazard aways must be factored in.
On arrival, Chief Burban was assigned to supervise victim-
removal operations in the cellar and on the first floor. An EMS
triage area was established at the corner of West 19th Street and
7th Avenue and supervised by Assistant Chief of EM S Operations
Jerry Gombo, who also provided victim tracking.

Because al arriving Battalion Chiefs were used to provide
maximum supervision and units were put to work as soon as they
arrived, a staging area was not established immediately. Most of
the units responding in were assigned to search nearby buildings
where explosions, collapse or trapped people were reported or
windows had been blown in.

The only area of collapse outside the original building was a
relatively harmless, lightweight, suspended ceiling in the nearby
Apex Tech School. Anyoneinjured by glass already had self-evac-
uated and there was no other explosion. One report of people
trapped turned out to be a different address for the original build-
ing and units already were in the process of removing the people.
Later, when it became apparent that all hazardous areas were cov-
ered and all calls for assistance were being answered, a staging
area was established on West 19th Street, near 6th Avenue.
Battalion 45 responded as Communications Coordinator.

When City-Wide Tour Commander, Assistant Chief Joseph
Callan arrived and assumed the role of Incident Commander, he
was briefed on the operations in progress. The immediate need
was to get units to the upper floors of the building for search and
to provide Battalion Chiefs for supervision of these units. This
problem quickly was remedied by arriving units.

Chief Callan proceeded to coordinate FDNY operations with
NYPD, the Mayor’s Office of Emergency Management (OEM),
Con Ed, NYC Department of Environmental Protection (DEP)
andtheNY State Department of Environmental Control (DEC), as
well as other agencies.

Then-Deputy Chief Thomas Galvin, Division 3, arrived and
was assigned command of operations in the cellar, the area with
the greatest damage. Members of the Bureau of Fire Investigation
assisted in accounting for occupants of the building. Within a sur-
prisingly short period of time, all areas were searched and all
building occupants located.

Under the command of EMS Chief Gombo, the FDNY
Emergency Medical Service did an outstanding job caring for the
injured. A total of 32 people--several with life-threatening
injuries--were taken to four local hospitals. The quick response
and professional actions of EM S ensured that there was no 1oss of
life at this incident.
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The hazards of this operation were
assessed progressively, as resources
allowed, and commitment of FDNY
forces was increased in a corresponding
manner based on these assessments.
First-alarm units were given instructions
to assess the structural stability of the
building, while going about the tasks of
rescue and helping the injured. All
reports indicated that there were areas of
the building where further localized col-
lapse was possible, but the building
proper appeared to be sound.

When Chief Burban arrived and
took command of units in the cellar and
first floor, he al'so was asked to make an
assessment of the building's stability. He
was able to warn units operating near the
dangerous aress. Likewise, Rescue 1,
Deputy Chief Galvin, the Specia
Operations Chief and the Department of
Buildings personnel all made an assess-
ment of the structural stability of the

building, with the same resullt.

As the results of each assessment
were reported to the Command Post,
Chief Callan became more comfortable committing more units to
the operation. Rescue 1 reported immediately and followed up by
continuing to take readings. Squad 18 and Haz Mat 1 also took
readings on their arrival and reported no radiation in the area. Haz
Mat also determined that while there continued to be strong chem-
ical fumes, they were below the flammable limits.

While the incident was declared under control at 1350 hours,
FDNY presence continued on the scene for many days afterward.
Ladder Companies remained for several hours, trimming decora-
tive iron from the fagade of the building and broken glass from
windows. Investigation by Fire Marshals found that the source of
the explosion was fumes from chemicals stored and mixed inad-
vertently in the cellar. Kaltech wasin the business of making signs
and providing metal and glass etching.

The occupancy was declared a crime scene and placed under
the control of the Bureau of Fire Investigation’s Special
Investigations Unit with Fire Marsha Frank Quiles in charge.
DEP, OSHA and a DEC chemist al became involved. Numerous
summonses were issued and DEC ordered removal of the chemi-
cals by alicensed contractor. Fire Marshal s remained on the scene
for several weeks and awatch line was established periodically in
the days following during the removal of chemicals. Haz Mat
returned frequently to monitor the area. During the chemical
removal, friable asbestos was found in the area, creating addition-
al problems and prolonging the operation.

L essons lear ned/reinfor ced

* At collapse incidents, stretch a 21/2-inch hose-line as soon as
possible for the protection of FDNY members, as well as civil-
ian victims.

* At collapse incidents, keep the street clear in front of the struc-
ture for the positioning of atower ladder, which must be kept out

FDNY Fire Marshals determined that the source of the explosion was fumes from chemicals stored and
mixed inadvertently in the cellar of Kaltech.

of the collapse zone, and for Rescue 3 with the Collapse Unit.

* At magjor collapses or any other catastrophic incident, Chief
Officers should establish the command channel and, if neces-
sary, asecondary tactical channel on the handie-talkie as soon as
possible. It is much harder to coordinate a channel change in the
midst of an operation than it is if done as units report in.

* Accountability of personnel isessential at all incidents, but espe-
cialy at catastrophic events. Units must report in to the
Command Post and go where assigned. Any change in location
or tasks for any reason must be reported to the Command Post.
The Command Post must know what units are operating and
where they are at all times. A communications link to all units
must be maintained.

¢ Use the principle of minimum personnel with maximum super-
vision at any catastrophic event. Special-call Chief Officers as
needed.
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