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FIREFIGHTER ROBERT BARNICKLE:  In the March 2016 
newsletter, the horrific fire at 463 Broadway was 
highlighted.  In the newsletter, I erroneously stated the 
Retired Battalion Chief Royal Fox was the last survivor of 
that fire.  As it turns out, Robert Barnickle is living in 
Florida.  He retired out of Ladder 21.  While he was in 
Ladder 21, he would teach younger Firefighters on how to 
survive in fires.  He told a young Jerry Ritzinger (Ret. Lieut. 
L-33) on how to survive a cellar fire.  He said:  “If you are 
trapped in a cellar, you should try to make it up the stairs 
you came down, even if the opening is showing fire.”  He 
didn’t tell the young Fr. Ritzinger of the horror he survived 
back on November 18, 1960.  That information came out some time later while 
discussing other survival skills.   

RETIRED FIREFIGHTER JOSEPH MORSTATT:  Retired 
Firefighter Joseph Morstatt passed away on March 5, 2016.  
His funeral was on March 9th.  Joe was assigned to Engine 93, 
Ladder 45 and Rescue 1 during his career.  Joe developed 
cancer from his exposure at the World Trade Center.  His 
fight against the cancer was courageous.  May he rest in 
peace.   

TIP OF THE HELMET TO:  The Firefighters and Fire Officers 
who were on duty on February 23, 2016 and operated at 

Fireman Bob Barnickle and Retired 
Lieutenant Jerry Ritzinger 
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Bronx Box 4-4-3113 at 1892 Andrews Avenue.  This was an advanced fire in the 
cockloft of a 6-story “H-type” apartment building.  Despite the advanced fire in an 
occupied building, they prevented the fire from extending to the “B” wing.  Well 
done! 

TIP OF THE HELMET TO:  The Firefighters and Fire Officers of Engines 48, 88, 
Ladders 56, 38, and Battalion 18 who operated at 2134 Hughes Avenue on 
February 22, 2016.  Units had a dangerous condition with a severe gas leak that 
threatened 7 homes.  Con Edison has sent a letter of commendation to the Bronx 
Borough Commander for the actions of these Firefighters.  Well Done! 

When one thinks of the “Macy’s Department Store”, it conjures up thoughts of 
the “Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade”, and the classic movie:  “Miracle on 34th 
Street”.  However, on June 14, 1979, the Macy’s Department Store on Herald 
Square was the scene of a major fire that would cause great calamity and 
challenge the New York City Fire Department (FDNY).   

The Macy’s 
Department Store is 
actually two buildings.  
It takes up an entire 
city block.  It runs from 
Broadway to 7th 
Avenue and is in 
between 34th Street 
and 35th Street.  The 
building on the 
Broadway side is 10 
stories.  Its dimensions 
are 200’ x 400’.  The building on the 7th Avenue side is 20 stories.  It’s dimensions 
are 200’ x 280’.  The top ten floors of the 7th Avenue building were used for offices 
and storage.  On the lower ten floors of the 7th Avenue building, there were 
openings so shoppers and store personnel could walk from the Broadway Building 



to the 7th Avenue building.  The openings between the two buildings were 
protected by double fire doors which are activated by a fusible link.  The buildings 
were fully protected by a sprinkler system.   

On Wednesday morning, June 13, 1979, Macy’s personnel notified the 
FDNY that they were working on their sprinkler system, and it was out of service.  
The Macy’s sprinkler system was an extensive and complicated system.  In order 
to perform the maintenance on the sprinkler system, the sprinkler contractor shut 
down 39 valves.  Later that day, Macy’s stated that they notified the FDNY that 
the sprinkler 
system had 
been turned 
back on.  The 
FDNY stated 
that no such 
notification 
was received.  
As it turns 
out, only 38 
out of the 39 
valves were 
turned back 
on.  The valve 
that remained 
off controlled 
the sprinkler 
system on the 
first 10 floors on the 7th Avenue side of the store.   

On Thursday June 14, 1979, at around 1555 hours, Macy’s personnel 
discovered a fire on the 5th floor of the 7th Avenue side of the store, in a sporting 
goods storage area.  The employees tried to fight the fire themselves.  They used 
9 portable fire extinguishers and even stretched a house hose line from the 



standpipe in the stairway.  They were unsuccessful in extinguishing the fire, and 
the fire continued to grow.   

At around 1608 hours, approximately 13 minutes after the initial fire 
discovery, the Manhattan Fire Dispatchers 
started receiving telephone calls reporting 
a fire on the 5th floor of the Macy’s 
Department Store on Herald Square.  At 
the time, it was not unusual for Class 3 
valve alarms (automatic alarms for 
sprinkler systems) to be transmitted to a 
Central Station for Macy’s.  Those 
alarms were usually transmitted due to 

a surge in pressure in the water 
mains.  As the Manhattan Fire 

Dispatchers were receiving 
the telephone calls 

reporting a fire at 
Macy’s, they were 

wondering why a Class 
3 valve alarm was not 

being transmitted.  
Engines 1, 26, 65, 
Ladders 24, 21, 
Rescue 1 and the 
9th Battalion were 
dispatched. 
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Engine 1 and Ladder 24 arrived at Macy’s at the address 151 West 34th St.  
Engine 1 was commanded by Capt. Lawrence Bradley and Ladder 24 was 
commanded by Lieut. Pete Hayden.  No security personnel met the arriving 
firefighters.  There was no visible smoke on the outside of the building.  A Macy’s 

employee told Capt. Bradley E-1 that there was a 
fire on the 5th floor.  Capt. Bradley transmitted a 
10-30 signal.  They made their entry into the 
building on the 7th Avenue.  (Historical Note:  
Prior to 1980, there was a 10-30 radio signal 
which was an indication of a “working fire” that 
required the use of 2 Engines, 2 Ladders and a 
Battalion Chief.  The 10-30 radio code was 
revoked in late 1979.)  The time was 1611 
hours.  A 10-75 was transmitted at 1612 hours 

and the “All-hands” was 
transmitted at 1614 hours.  

Deputy Chief Daniel Murphy 
of the 3rd Division arrived at 

the scene at 1614 hours 
and assumed command.   

As Ladder 24 
made their way to 

the 5th floor, Macy’s 
employees stated 
that people had 
been evacuated 
from the 5th floor 
and the fire was 
in the sporting 
goods section.  
The Forcible 
Entry Team for 
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Ladder 24 included Lieut. Hayden and Firefighters Walter Smith and Gary 
Courtenay.  Both Smith and Courtenay had less than two years on the Fire 
Department.  Lieut. Hayden and the forcible entry team began to search for the 
reported fire.  There was a light haze on the fifth floor.  There were 15 foot 
ceilings on this floor.  There was no heat and there were no sprinklers going off.  
As the team made their way down the main aisle, there was good visibility.   

Ladder 24 found the fire in a storage area near the sporting goods 
department.  Several expended fire extinguishers were seen in the fire area.  
There was also a “house hose line” that was stretched from the standpipe.  It was 
not charged with water.  Lieut. Hayden recognized that a Fire Department hose 
line would be needed to extinguish the growing fire.  The smoke was starting to 
bank down to about five feet above the floor.  He decided to withdraw his team 
back to the stairway and to direct Engine 1’s hose line to the fire.  As Ladder 24’s 
forcible entry team began moving backwards, there was a sudden and significant 
event that happened on the fire floor.  There was a loud “whoosh” and all of a 
sudden the smoke was banked down to the floor.  The heat was intolerable.  The 
fire area ignited and Ladder 24’s forcible entry team was in dire straits.   

Ladder 24’s forcible entry team was on the floor fighting for their lives.  
They were getting burned.  The mannequins that were on the displays all began 
to ignite.  Lieut. Hayden knew that he was 
on the main aisle because of the tile floor.  
(The floors of the display areas had 
carpeting, the main aisles had tile).          

He had hold of Fr. Walter Smith 
and Fr. Gary Courtenay was also 
with them. Lieut. Hayden 
thought that there were about 



20 steps needed to get back to the stairway.  All of a sudden, Fr. Walter Smith 
became disoriented, left the control of Lieut. Hayden, and took off in a different 
direction.  Lieut. Hayden tried to stop him from leaving their path of egress.  Fr. 
Smith disappeared into the fire and smoke.  Lieut. Hayden attempted to find Fr. 
Smith.  His search for the missing Firefighter proved unsuccessful.  They were 
getting burned in this position.  Lieut. Hayden and Fr. Courtenay had to keep 
going.  The heat was so intense that their lives were in mortal danger.   

As Lieut. Hayden and Fr. Courtenay lied prone on the floor, all of a sudden a 
door opened to their left.  It was the stairway door.  They headed for the 
stairway.  They got to the stairway and Lieut. Hayden told Acting Battalion Chief 
George Neumann of the 9th Battalion that he had a missing Firefighter.  Both 
Lieut. Hayden and Fr. Courtenay were burned.   

Engine 1 and Engine 26 teamed up to stretch the first hose line.  The hose 
line required five lengths of hose.  They were advancing their charged hose line 
onto the fire floor when the flashover 
happened.  They attempted to open up 
their hose line on the raging fire but it 
had insufficient pressure.  They had to 
retreat to the stairway to regroup 
correct the pressure problem.  They 
were hooked up to a standpipe outlet 
on the 4th floor.  It is not known what 
caused the insufficient pressure.   

Once the pressure problems were 
solved on the first hose line, it was 
further delayed when Engine 1’s brass 
nozzle failed.  The standpipe had to be 
shut down again so the nozzle could be 
exchanged with Engine 26’s nozzle. 
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At 1620 hours, a full 2nd alarm was transmitted.  The reasons were:  The 
sprinkler system was not containing the fire; the possibility of a life hazard on the 
fire floor and floors above; and the first hose line was having difficulty making its 
advance on the fire floor. 

Engine 65 was the third due engine.  They came into the fire building from 
the Broadway side.  Engine 65 was commanded by Lieut. Robert Kilkenny.  They 
hooked up to a standpipe outlet on the Broadway side of the building and were 
preparing to charge their 2 ½ inch hose line.  Lieut. Kilkenny E-65 advanced to the 
7th Avenue side of the building by going through the fire doors that separated the 
two buildings.  The sliding fire door was closed and it had to be opened.  He went 
to check on the fire area to see how close they were to the fire.  There was a 
medium smoke condition but there was little heat.  Suddenly, the flashover 
happened and Lieut. Kilkenny E-65 found himself in a precarious position.  The 
heat engulfed him as he attempted to get back to where his Firefighters were 
preparing to advance their hose line.  The Firefighters from Engine 65, Fr. Peter 
Ferrulli, Fr. Reginald Mitchell, and Fr. John Semich, slid open the closed fire door 
and found Lieut. Kilkenny about 15 feet from the fire door.  They all withdrew to 
the Broadway side of the fire door.  Lieut. Kilkenny was burned. 

Rescue 1 arrived at Macy’s commanded by Lieut. Tony Limberg.  They heard 
the 10-75 being transmitted two or three blocks away.  There was no smoke or 
fire showing at this time on the exterior of the building.  As Rescue 1 arrived at 
the 5th floor, they can see heavy smoke rolling out of the door leading to the floor.  
Engine 1 had just made it back to the stairway and was in the process of 
regrouping.  Lieut. Limberg R-1 asked where Ladder 24 was.  Capt. Bradley E-1 
stated “in there 
somewhere.”  Lieut. 
Limberg and Fr. 
George Kreuscher R-1 
made an attempt to 
enter the floor area.  
They made it only 



about 10 feet and were forced to return to the stairway due to the intense heat.  
It was at this time that Lieut. Hayden L-24 and Fr. Courtenay L-24 made it through 
the heat to the stairway.  Lieut. Limberg R-1 heard Lieut. Hayden tell the Acting 
Battalion Chief in Battalion 9 that he has a member missing.  It was at this time a 
“Mayday” was transmitted.   

Lieut. Tony Limberg Rescue 1 witnessed “sheets of flame” coming at them.  
Knowing how expansive and uncompartmented the floor was, he radioed down 
to Deputy Chief Daniel Murphy of the 3rd Division that they had a tremendous 
amount of fire on the 5th floor and called for a “Stang Nozzle” (A Large Caliber 
Stream) to fight the fire.   

Lieut. Pete Hayden L-24 was burned but stayed on the 5th floor.  He was 
insistent that he had a man missing.  He grabbed Fr. Kreuscher R-1 and told him 
that his man was still in the fire area.  Fr. Kreuscher, Lieut. Limberg, and the other 
Firefighters from Rescue 1, (Fr. Steve Casani, Fr. Norman Newkirk, and Fr. Bill 
Riley) began to look for other options to attempt to find Fr. Walter Smith L-24.   

Engine 65 heard the “Mayday”.  They regrouped from pulling Lieut. 
Kilkenny from his predicament.  They started to advance their hose line through 
the fire doors in an attempt to cool the extreme heat.  Lieut. Kilkenny, even 
though he was burned, led the way.  As they were crossing through the fire doors, 
the 2nd fire door, a roll-down type, activated.  The fire door came down on top of 
Lieut. Kilkenny and the rest of the Firefighters from Engine 65.  They were 
exposed to the fire again.  They were able to extricate themselves from their 
entrapment.  A store employee saw their difficulty through the relatively light 
smoke condition in the Broadway building.  He told them that there was another 
door on the other side of the escalators that would lead to the 7th Avenue 
building.  Engine 65 moved their hose line to this other doorway and advanced 
toward the fire.   

Ladder 21 arrived as the 2nd due Ladder Company commanded by Captain 
Thomas McGrath.  He ordered his Roof Firefighter and OV Firefighter to go to the 
floors above the fire for search.  He and his Forcible Entry Team stayed on the 5th 
floor for search.   



Battalion Chiefs directed the incoming 
Ladder Companies as to what floors they were 
responsible to search.  The Firefighters operating 
on the floors above the fire removed 50-75 
people from the upper floors.  The occupants 
were taken down to a floor where it was possible 
to cross over to the Broadway building and taken 
down to the street.  In addition to Ladder 21’s 
Firefighters, the following units were assigned to 
search the upper floors:  Ladder 4, Ladder 7, 
Ladder 3, Ladder 5, Ladder 9, and Ladder 16.   

The rapidly expanding fire and the search for Fr. Smith was quickly using up 
available units.  A 3rd alarm was transmitted at 1625 hours.  A 4th alarm was 
transmitted at 1639 hours.   

Every Engine Company that 
arrived hooked up to a hydrant 
and fed the sprinkler siameses 
and/or standpipe siameses.  
Engine Companies were directed 
to bring their rolled-up lengths of 
2 ½ inch hose to the 4th floor.  
Battalion Chiefs directed Engine 
Companies as to what standpipe 
outlets to hook their hose lines up 
to.  Engine 34, backed-up by 
Engine 21, operated the 3rd 2 ½ 
inch hand line on the fire.  Engine 
16, backed-up by Engine 14 
operated the 4th 2 ½ inch hand 
line on the fire.  Engine 8, backed-
up by Engine 33 operated the 5th 2 
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½ inch hand line on the fire.  Engine 3 stretched and operated the 6th 2 ½ inch 
hand line on the fire.  The area that was on fire was 150 feet x 175 feet.  This was 

roughly the size of about a half a 
football field, and it was 
uncompartmented.   

As Ladder Companies 
arrived, aerial ladders were raised 
to the 5th floor to ventilate the fire 
floor.  The ventilation efforts were 
severely hampered by display 
cases and partitions blocking the 
windows.   

The fire was relentless in its 
intensity.  Firefighters on the fire 
floor repeatedly attempted to re-
enter the floor.  Their efforts were 
rebuffed by the fire.  The heat 
from the fire caused large pieces of 
plaster and concrete spalling to fall 
to the floor from the ceiling.  
However, the fireproof 
construction did not allow the fire 
to extend to the floor above. 

At one point, Battalion Chief John O’Rourke from Battalion 9 arrived at the 
5th floor.  It was the change of tours and he relieved the Acting Battalion Chief 
working there on the day tour.  He saw Lieut. Pete Hayden L-24 and asked him 
how things were going.  Lieut. Hayden was distraught and said he still had a 
Firefighter missing.  B.C. O’Rourke Bn. 9 was shocked.  He said that the Command 
Post did not know that there was a Firefighter missing.  The information about the 
missing Firefighter was never relayed to the Command Post. 
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After about two hours of six 2 ½ inch hose lines operating on the 5th floor, 
the heat subsided enough for a search of the fire floor.  It became a maze-like 
area with burned debris everywhere.  Search was difficult.  Battalion Chief 
O’Rourke Bn. 9 ordered a line of Firefighters, standing within reach of each other, 
to conduct a search for the missing member.  Members of several Ladder 
Companies and Rescues 1 and 4 were performing the search.  Battalion Chief John 
O’Rourke Bn. 9 came upon Fr. Smith’s axe.  He stopped the search line and 
announced his discovery.  Firefighter Bill Riley of Rescue 1 looked closely in his 
area and somberly stated: “Here he is.”  Fr. Walter Smith was found.  He was 
checked for vital signs.  There were none.   

A Stokes Basket Stretcher was called for and Fr. Walter Smith was placed 
into the stretcher.  Firefighters from Ladder 24 carried their fallen Brother.  He 
was taken to the Broadway side of the building where Fire Department Chaplain 
Father Julian administered the last rites.  Fire Commissioner Augustus Beekman 
ordered Rescue 1 to transport Fr. Smith to 
Belleview Hospital. 

The fire was placed “under control” at 
1856 hours.  9 Firefighters were placed on 
Medical Leave.   

Fr. Walter J. Smith Jr. was appointed to 
the FDNY on September 24, 1977.  He was 31 
years old.  He was married and the father of 
three daughters.  He was a former Marine 
and served in Vietnam.  May he rest in peace. 
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LLEESSSSOONNSS  LLEEAARRNNEEDD  OORR  RREEIINNFFOORRCCEEDD::  
FIRE CAUSE:  The fire was declared suspicious.  The Fire Marshals investigated the 
fire and could not prove arson.  However, there were several fires in department 
stores in the same area of the City during a 
two week period of time. 
FLASHOVER:  The flashover that occurred at 
Macy’s was extremely rapid.  There is no 
doubt that the delayed alarm contributed to 
products of combustion accumulating at the 
high ceiling level.  The delayed alarm also 
allowed the initial fire area to enter into the 
“free-burning stage”.  The 15 foot high 
ceilings may have left heat undetected at 
the floor level.  However, that doesn’t explain the sudden and dramatic flashover 
that was experienced.  The Staff Chiefs that investigated the fire felt that the 
Heating Ventilation and Air Conditioning (HVAC) system was activated by the 
Building Engineer to keep the smoke from spreading throughout the store.  

Macy’s denied this conclusion.  At these large commercial buildings, keep 
the building engineer at the Command Post so he/she can advise the 
Incident Commander as to the building’s capabilities. 

MAYDAY PROCEDURES:  The Mayday proc edures that are in place now 
were not in place in 1979.  We now have improved portable radios.  They 
have an Emergency Alert Button which identifies the member in distress 
on the Electronic Fireground Accountability System (EFAS).  The 

Emergency Alert Button also sends out a “beacon tone” when activated.  
However, if the Emergency Alert Button is activated for a Mayday 
situation, the member must still announce MAYDAY, MAYDAY, MAYDAY 
and give the Incident Commander your emergency, name, unit, 
location, anything that may affect the distressed member, and 
resources needed.  If your MAYDAY is not acknowledged, it was not 
received.  See Communications Manual Ch. 9. 



PASS ALARMS:  In 1979, we did not have PASS 
Alarms.  Now, they are integrated with the self-
contained breathing apparatus (SCBA).  See 
Firefighting Procedures Managing Incidents Involving 
Members in Distress. 

SEARCH ROPE:  In talking to the officer of Ladder 24, 
he stated that the search rope is the most 

important lesson of the fire.  Ladder 24 did 
not need the search rope to enter the fire 
area.  The smoke condition was  light and there was no heat.  
However, the flashover happened with great speed and ferocity.  They 
certainly needed the search rope to find their way out.  If you are 
entering a fire area that is a large uncompartmented area, deploy the 
search rope.  The search rope should be used in conjunction with the 
Thermal Imaging Camera (TIC).  Good communications between the 
members of the search team is essential.  Refer to Training Bulletin 

Rope 6 

READ THE BUILDING:  Frequently, in upscale department stores, the display areas 
are carpeted.  The main aisles are tile or terrazzo.  If you stay on a main aisle, 
eventually it will lead you to an exit.  If you find the bead that borders the 
carpeting, stay on that bead.  That is the edge of the main aisle. 

NOZZLE TEST:  The first engine company’s nozzle failed at this fire.  It was a brass 
nozzle and the set pin of the shut-off of the nozzle failed.  As a result, the 
regulation of testing all controlling nozzles annually in August or whenever it is 
deemed necessary, was promulgated.  Refer to Training Bulletin Tools 7 

SPRINKLER SYSTEM ACTIVATION:  If the sprinkler system was working properly, 
the fire would have been controlled with just a few heads being activated.  At this 
fire, 315 sprinkler heads were activated.  It is assumed that most of these heads 
were fused when the flashover occurred.  Assuming that each sprinkler head 
requires 20 gallons per minute, this fire would have required 6,300 gallons of 
water per minute to adequately feed this system.   



SPRINKLER SYSTEM IN SERVICE/OUT OF SERVICE:  As a result of this fire, the 
regulation was promulgated that required proper notification to the Company 
Officer if notified of an out of service fire protection system.  It states:  “Any 
member who receives information about an out of service fire protection system 
shall immediately notify the Officer on Duty.  The Officer on Duty shall obtain full 
particulars and make a company journal entry.  If the premise is in another 
company’s administrative district, the Officer notified shall make a journal entry 
and immediately telephone the officer on duty in that company.”  Refer to BISP 
Manual, Fire Protection Systems 

Thanks to the following people who contributed to this essay:  Chief of 
Department Peter Hayden (Ret.), D.C. Vincent Dunn (Ret.), Lieut. Robert Kilkenny 
(Ret.), Fr. Gary Courtenay (Ret.), Lieut. Tony Limberg (Ret.), Jack Learch, FM Dan 
Maye (Mand Library), Leslie Ifill (Fire Records), Lieut. Joseph Berry (Ret.), Lieut. 
Jerry Ritzinger (Ret.), Fr. Chris Roberto, Katy Clements (FDNY Photo Unit) 

Resources:  WNYF 3rd Issue 1980, Fire Bell Club Newsletter June 1979, NY Daily 
News, NY Post, “Fireman” by George R. Kreuscher, “100 Years of Valor” by Paul 
Hashagan 

 

Deputy Chief Jay Jonas, Division 7 


