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Wonder Drug Store Fire 
6 East 23rd Street Manhattan

50 years ago tonight twelve FDNY Firefighters made the Supreme Sacrifice at box 598. The 12 represented every rank from Proby to Deputy Chief. Until the tragic events of

 9-11-2001, this was largest loss of members.

The cause of the fire remains unknown to this date. The building itself was a maze of cellars where the fire began in a storage area of a picture framing company. The building filled the block between East 22nd and 23rd Streets off Broadway. 

The Manhattan C.O. located in Central Park received a phone call from smoke in the building. Dispatchers pulled the run card for box 598 and sent it out over the circuits.

House watch men in every house in Manhattan entered the box into the log book at 9:36 PM. The house patrol at Engine 24 yelled ‘Not for us, we go on the 4th’. In the quarters of Engine 14, the house lights came on followed by the yell from the floor ‘We go first due 598 Broadway between East 22 and 23 Street Get out!’ 
The same scene was repeating itself at the quarters of Engine 3, Ladder 12 and the 7th Battalion all roared out of there quarters on West 19th Street and headed for the box. Engine Company 16 and Ladder 3 were on the street from their own quarters.
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Photo courtesy of the NY Times Archives
 Companies arrived and started to go to work, but were having a hard times trying to locate the seat of the fire in the maze like basement.
At 9:58 PM the All Hands was ordered bringing Rescue Co. 1 and Battalion 7 to the fire. This was followed by a special call for an extra Truck at 10:03 PM and the C.O. sent 66-7-598 over the circuits and Ladder 7 raced out of their quarters on East 16th Street. Four members of this Company would not return from the fire.
10:09 PM the second alarm was ordered and five additional engines, 2 trucks along with special units arrived and were soon hard at work.

No progress was being made and the fire in the basement was growing, more help was needed. The signal of 66-33-598 rang in every fire station in the City. The FDNY was mobilizing for a slug fest. No one knew that in two minutes that the first floor would collapse into the basement taking twelve brave men with it.

By all accounts on the fire, the collapse occurred at 10:39 PM. Members were bailing out of the building. Took a few deep breaths and headed back in to find their Brothers. The fire was now roaring through the Wonder Drug store and the fireball that erupted when the floor collapsed, consumed two members. The fourth alarm was ordered and special calls went out for additional Rescue Companies and ambulances. The NYPD’s elite Emergency Service Unit also rushed in to help.

News spread fast and off duty members grabbed their gear and headed to the fire to help.

At 11:28 PM the fifth alarm was transmitted.

Recovery lasted into the next day and in the late afternoon of October 18th the dreaded signal 5-5-5-5 was transmitted twelve times.
On October 21st a funeral was held at St. Patrick’s Cathedral on 5th Avenue. Thousands of firefighters from around the United States attended the funerals. (Back in my rookie days I remember old timers telling me about going to the funeral – Editor).
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Eight new C-95 engines were used as caissons, Photo courtesy of NY Times Archives
Killed in the fire were:

Deputy Chief Thomas Reilly and his Aide William McCarron 3rd Division

Ladder Company 7 Lt. John Finely, FF’s John Barry, Carl Lee, and Rudolph Kaminsky

Engine Company 18 Covering Lt. Joseph Priore 4th Batt. FF’s James Galanaugh, Joseph Kelly II, Bernard Tepper and FFOP Daniel Rey.
On a pleasant spring day some eight months after the fire at the annual FDNY Medal Day five medals were awarded for heroism at box 598

Lt. Fox 7th Battalion, 

Captain Gates, Lt. Alberta, FF Lambert all of Ladder Company 24

Fire Patrolman Pospisil Fire Patrol 1

Today the site of the fire is a high-rise apartment house. On the front of the building is a plaque honoring those twelve men who made the Supreme Sacrifice. They shall not be forgotten!
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IN T‘RI‘B'UTE TO OUR COMRADES
OCTOBER |7 1966

DEPUTY CHIEF THOMAS L REILLY 3RD DIVISIDN
BATTALION CHIEF WALTER J. HIGCINS = 7TH BATTALION
LIEUTENANT JOHN J. FINLEY = LaobER Co.7

LIEUTENANT JOSEPH PRIORE =4TH BATTALION
FIREMAN WILLIAM McCARRON = 3RD Division
FIREMAN JAMES V. CALANAUCGH = ENGINE Co0.18
FIREMAN JOSEPH KELLY (2) =EncINE Co0.18
FIREMAN BERNARD A. TEPPER = ENGINE C0.18
FIREMAN DANIEL L. REY=ENaINE Co.18
FIREMAN RUDOLPH F. KAMINSKY = Laoper Co.7
FIREMAN CARL LEE = Lapper Co.7

FIREMAN JOHN C. BERRY = LabpER Co.7





