HOTEL VENDOME JUNE 17, 1972

It was Saturday June 17, 1972 was a warm summer day. The Red Sox were playing an afternoon game at Fenway. The B.F.D had performed its Saturday routine and the crews were spending a quiet afternoon. At 2:34 PM the Fire Alarm Office received an alarm from box 1571Dartmouth and Newbury Street. 

Crews working in the Hotel, which at the time was under going extensive renovations, discovered the fire and the Foreman directed a worker to pull the fire alarm box.

Engine Company 33 and Ladder 15 were responding first due and reported that the fire was at the Hotel Vendome at 160 Commonwealth Ave. Car 4 reported a Working Fire at 2:34 PM. Crews started to fight the fire and soon Rescue Company 1 arrived and lent its crew to the battle. The fire continued to burn out of control and a Second Alarm was ordered at 2:45 PM, followed by a Third Alarm at 3:02 PM and then a Fourth Alarm was sounded at 3:06 PM. Crews continued with an aggressive interior attack, a hallmark of Boston Fire Department operations.

TV cameras covering the Sox game swung around to show the smoke column. The fire still had the upper hand and an extra ladder company was ordered at 3:20 PM. At 3:52 PM two additional engine companies were requested. One of these was Engine 32 from Charlestown under the command of Lt. Thomas Carroll, he along with two other members of Engine 32 would not return to quarters. 

The battle raged all afternoon long, by 5:20 PM the fire was reported ‘knocked down’. Companies were being sent down to ‘take a blow’. The Salvation Army Canteen was set up and ready to serve the firefighters. 

Aerial Tower 2 was set up near the rear of the building on Dartmouth Street, when at 5:28PM he started yelling “urgent, urgent there has been a collapse.” The Chief officers at the front of the building on Comm. Ave could not see anything. The first of the collapse was in the rear and side of the building. The interior pancake collapse set up the collapse of the entire rear section of the Hotel. Eighteen members were trapped under tons of rubble. Fire Alarm immediately special called the Rescue-Pumper Unit and Cambridge Rescue 1, along with numerous police and ambulance to the scene. All firefighters on scene along with bystanders turned to assist those injured and trapped. Buried under the debris was Ladder 15’s 171 Maxim Tiller.

The members were removed and rushed to hospitals. Nine members were injured and another nine made the Supreme Sacrifice. Engine Companies 22, 32 along with Ladder 13 lost multiple members.

On a rainy June 22nd a massive funeral for those who were killed was held at the Cathedral of the Holy Cross. Firefighters from all over the Untied States gathered along Washington Street under the old Orange Line elevated tracks and as far as the eye could see was a sea of blue paying respects to these brave men. Local TV stations carried the somber event live. 

As a 14 year old after the Mass I went to see Lt. Carroll’s funeral procession on its way up Broadway in Arlington to his final resting place in Mount Pleasant Cemetery. I remember the entire on duty Shift of the AFD lined up with the apparatus and the sound of the muffled bell on Ladder 1 as the procession passed. 

Members who died in the collapse:

Lt. Thomas J. Carroll   Engine 32

Lt. John E. Hanbury     Ladder 13

FF. Charles E. Dolan   Ladder 13

FF. Joseph Saniuk       Ladder 13

FF. John Jameson       Engine 22

FF. Thomas Beckwith  Engine 32

FF. Paul J. Murphy       Engine 32 

FF. Richard B. Magee  Engine 33

FF. Joseph F. Boucher Jr.  Engine 22

