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      To the memory of all those firefighters in the


      United States who have given their lives to protect us—


      more than 3,500 since the day I took the oath of office.


   

      This book seems to be about a particular group of firefighters working in the South Bronx, but the incidents described here

         tell the story of all firefighters working in this country. The problems in Boston, Cleveland, Chicago, Detroit, and Los Angeles

         are the same, only the names change.

      


   

      Introduction


      A book can develop a life of its own, and this is certainly true of Report from Engine Co. 82. When, almost thirty years ago now, I began keeping notes on my everyday experiences as a firefighter in the South Bronx,

         there was no way of knowing that I was creating a book that would be translated into a dozen languages, go through five editions

         and sell over two million copies.

      


      Because of a letter I’d published in the New York Times Book Review about the poet William Butler Yeats, a savvy editor of True magazine asked me to write an article about the life of a modern-day firefighter. While most beginning authors dream about

         ways to meet editors and literary agents, perhaps at school seminars, lectures, or weekly writing groups, here I was, never

         having met a person in the publishing industry, being invited to write a story for an important national magazine. What luck!

         It wasn’t the only great good fortune I’ve had in my life.

      


      The events recounted in Report from Engine Co. 82 were something like a wartime experience, each day offering a new set of challenges. I remember thinking that the heroic

         men with whom I worked deserved a better chronicler than I—Tolstoy, perhaps, or Crane, or Remarque. I was just a neophyte,

         and the challenge of writing about great men was almost as frightening as that first time I pushed a hose line into a burning

         building. Yet, I knew I could do no more than my untested best.

      


      Above all, finding the time to write required me to be innovative in scavenging time from my already busy days. While logging

         forty hours a week as a back-step firefighter, serving as father to three, working a side job as a limo driver to help pay

         the bills, and plugging away on a master’s degree at New York University, I somehow found furtive moments to record what I

         saw each day amid the turbulence of the South Bronx.

      


      Engine Company 82, where I worked from 1966 to 1973, was then the busiest fire company in the most desperate neighborhood

         of the country’s largest city, a place where the American records were held for crime, poverty, illness, and deprivation of

         all kinds. The South Bronx also held the record for fires. Engine Company 82 responded to about nine thousand alarms each

         year, about a third of them for emergencies like shootings, knifings, car accidents, suicides, drug overdoses, and any one

         of a hundred terrible things that can happen to a person who has no money, no education, no job, and no future.

      


      The next third were false alarms, a strange but predictable by-product of the lawlessness and ignorance that inhabits impoverished

         neighborhoods. The random and seemingly innocuous pulling of a false alarm can and often does end up being an act of malicious

         criminal manslaughter, for when the fire trucks are responding to a false alarm at one end of the district, they’re unable

         to save lives at the other.

      


      The final third were the alarms for fire. In our district alone, an average day brought about ten or twelve fires, almost

         all of them deliberately set. Two or three each day grew into second, third, or fourth alarm fires that entailed heavy risk

         for the firefighters trying to contain them. The South Bronx was a dangerous place, and even today I’m not sure whether it

         was more dangerous for the firefighter or the average citizen.

      


      Katherine Anne Porter once suggested that sometimes a book will find its author, rather than the other way around, and I think

         that’s true of this book. The story of the extraordinary and selfless work of firefighters needed to be told; by happenstance,

         I wanted to be a writer, I wore a helmet already dark with the soot of a hundred fires, and I worked in the busiest fire company

         in the history of the New York Fire Department—and perhaps the world. So a book that needed to be written found me.

      


      Not long after my letter appeared in the Times, The New Yorker published an article about me titled “Fireman Smith” in which I discussed literature in general and William Butler Yeats

         specifically. This article in turn prompted an editor at McCall Books to query whether I’d ever considered writing a book

         about being a firefighter. I responded like, well, a fireman responding to an alarm. I knew that before me was a story few

         people knew, and I felt challenged by the act of writing the way mountain climbers are confronted by mountains.

      


      I loved writing about the never-ending excitement, the bravado of the firefighters, and the countless stories of human adversity

         and trial. Some days I found myself sitting on the edge of my chair as excited by the writing as by a fourth alarm fire. When

         the last sentence was typed, I felt my modest goal had been accomplished: to honestly depict the everyday trials of an urban

         fireman.

      


      The 1960s was a tempestuous period for America, a time that might be remembered as the age of riots. The “Burn-baby-burn”

         syndrome, coupled with a growing distrust of any authority figure—be it government, police officers, or firefighters—led to

         a historically high rate of fire. And in the deprived, impoverished world of the South Bronx, people believed it was better

         to burn the neighborhood called ghetto than to continue to acquiesce in its everyday life.

      


      Three decades later, I returned to the streets of the South Bronx, accompanying the fire chief as he worked the night shift.

         As I studied the look, the smell, and the feel of the streets, I realized so many things had not changed: families living

         in unkempt, inadequate housing, filthy alleys and backyards, the polluted air that comes with overcrowding. The firefighters,

         though, are responding to far fewer fires than before, mostly due to a heightened intolerance of crime and the dissipation

         of the radical political mentality of the Vietnam era. Engine Co. 82 now responds to about 3,800 alarms a year, down from

         9,000 when this book was written. Yet, the firefighters still crawl through garbage- and debris-smutted hallways, still respond

         to false alarms at three, four and five o’clock in the morning, still confront abandoned buildings torched by mercenary landlords,

         and still hear the frantic screams of mothers whose children might be left behind in burning buildings.

      


      It’s impossible to see impoverished families living in these neighborhoods and not ask why things haven’t changed in the last

         thirty years. It’s not enough to shrug and say, “The poor have always been and always will be,” or, as my mother used to say,

         “God loves the poor, and that’s why He made so many of them.” How many years are needed before a national consensus demands

         that residents of our country live in decent, safe, and well-kept housing? Particularly among the upper classes, there seems

         to be more concern for ideas written about art than about Americans who are poor, and anyone riding through these needful

         neighborhoods can see that a truly decent, civilized society would be better judged, not by its art, but by how it cares for

         its poor.

      


      The poverty of the ’90s is not much different from the poverty of the South Bronx in the ’60s, or even from the poverty I

         knew coming of age on the east side of New York in the '50s. The absence of money is still less important than the absence

         of good food, good housing, and the belief in a positive future. The young, cocky malcontents I see on the streets of the

         South Bronx today are no better educated and no better prepared for employment than they were when I watched them from the

         back of a fire truck. Most important, those young people don’t think they’re a part of America’s future, but separate, isolated,

         and uncared for. This is the crux of our society’s shame, and the tragedy of our present.

      


      Social conditions directly affect the firefighter’s work. The Bronx today continues to be one of the highest fire-hit areas

         of the world. In every city, the amount of fires and false alarms is always highest in poorer neighborhoods.

      


      The firefighters you will meet in this book are no different from the firefighters who are closest to your home. I know firefighters

         in almost every state from Maine to California, and I also know that men and women who fight fires experience similar hazards

         and gratifications wherever they’re located. A firefighter in a company that responds to a hundred calls a year can find himself

         in the same kind of collapsed building as one working in a company that responds to five thousand alarms each year. And he’ll

         take the same pride in his work when he carries someone from a burning building or cuts someone out of a wrecked car.

      


      Firefighters respond with alarming regularity in the United States. Our fire load is a problem that plagued America when I

         wrote this book, and continues to plague us much more than other industrialized countries. In the last year there were nearly

         two million fires in America and over four thousand fire-related deaths, resulting in almost $9 billion in financial loss.

         Ninety-six firefighters died in the line of duty. I continue to be hopeful that Report from Engine Co. 82 will make more people conscious of the hazards of fire, for awareness is the only way to reduce such startling numbers.

      


      This book changed my life, and since its publication I have gone on to write nine other books; create a national magazine

         for firefighters, Firehouse; start several fire-fighting-related businesses; and institute the Foundation for the Health and Safety of American Firefighters.

         I couldn’t have done any of these things without Report from Engine Co. 82, because it gave me a credible platform for addressing the important issues that affect firefighters everywhere. Representing

         such courageous, committed people has been, and continues to be, a great privilege.

      


      Firefighters may be the most ubiquitous civil servants we have. Think of any natural or man-made disaster you might have seen

         on television or read about in newspapers. A building is bombed; a hundred buildings collapse in an earthquake; a flood cascades

         through a town, flattening everything before it; a fire speeds from town to town, devouring houses the way locusts devour

         leaves; a plane crashes on a coastline; a lone madman walks into a restaurant and wantonly sprays bullets. In each tragic

         situation, hundreds may be wounded or mercilessly killed, and in every photo you see, in every paragraph you read, there will

         be firefighters. Paid or volunteer, often at great personal risk, they are there, giving of themselves for others.

      


      Now think of the constant turmoil of an inner city where the sirens of fire trucks fill the air like a turbulent wind, where

         computers project how many fires could occur today and how many people could be injured or killed. Think about the firefighters

         riding on those trucks and the questions they’ll face at their destination. What is the construction of the building? How

         is the fire traveling? Are people trapped? Has someone been shot or knifed? Does he need to be cut loose from a mangled automobile?

         Has she had a heart attack, or a drug overdose, or an epileptic seizure? Or is it simply a false alarm?

      


      These are the questions that determine life and death, and these are the firefighters I have written about—representative

         of every firefighter you’ve ever seen, met, or read about.

      


      They are regular human beings, like you or your neighbor. But something separates them from the norm, something I hope you’ll

         discover in the pages of this book. In the end, what is most admirable about firefighters is their reliability: When they

         are called, they come.

      


      New York City


      September 9, 1998
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      The Late, Late Show is on the television and most of us are sitting in the kitchen when the bells start to ring. I take a last sip of tea as

         I count onetwo onetwothreefourfive one onetwothree-fourfive. The kitchen chairs empty as the last number comes in. Box 2515.

         Intervale Avenue and Kelly Street.

      


      We can smell the smoke as the pumper turns down Intervale, and hands automatically start pulling boot-tops to thighs, clipping

         coat-rings closed, and putting on gloves. The pumper stops in front of a building just before we reach Kelly Street. We’re

         about to stretch the hose when there is an anguished scream from inside the building. A boy is running out of the doorway,

         his shirt and hair aflame.

      


      Ladder 31 and Chief Solwin are right behind us, and one of the ladder men goes rapidly to the boy’s assistance. Willy Knipps

         takes the first folds of the hose and heads into the building. Carroll and I follow, dragging the rest of the hose with us.

         Royce and Boyle are still on the sidewalk donning masks.

      


      Lieutenant Welch is waiting for us on the second floor, crouched low by a smoking door. There are four apartments on the floor,

         and three of the doors are open, their occupants fleeing. Chief Solwin arrives, stops for a moment at the top of the stairs,

         and then rushes into the apartment adjoining the rooms on fire. He starts kicking through the wall with all his strength.

         The smoke rushes through the hole, darkening the apartment and the hall. Knipps and I are coughing and have to lie on our

         bellies as we wait for the water to surge through the hose. Carroll has gone down for another mask. He can tell it’s going

         to be a tough, snotty job.

      


      Billy-o and Artie Merritt start to work on the locked door. It’s hard for me to breathe with my nose to the marble floor of

         the hall, and I think of the beating Artie and Billy-o must be taking as they stand where the smoke is densest, swinging on

         the ax, hitting the door with the point of the halligan tool. The door is tight and does not give easily.

      


      Captain Frimes arrives with Charlie McCartty behind him. “Give me a man with a halligan,” Chief Solwin yells, and Captain

         Frimes and McCartty hustle into the adjoining apartment.

      


      “I’m sure I heard someone in there,” Chief Solwin says.


      Charlie widens the hole in the wall. The Chief and Captain Frimes are on their knees as Charlie works. After furious hacking,

         the hole is through to the next apartment. Charlie tries to squeeze through the bay—the sixteen-inch space between the two-by-fours.

         He can’t make it. Not with his mask on. He turns to take the mask off, but before he can get it off Captain Frimes enters

         through the hole.

      


      The front door has still not been opened, and Frimes knows that only luck or the help of God will keep the whole place from

         lighting up. He crawls on the floor toward the front door, swinging his arms before him as if swimming the breast stroke.

         His hand is stopped by the bulk of a body, lying on the floor. It’s a big frame, and Captain Frimes struggles to drag it toward

         the hole in the wall. The fire is raging in three rooms at the end of the hall, and spreading fast toward the front of the

         building.

      


      McCartty is just crawling through the hole as the Captain passes by with the body. “Here, Cap, here,” McCartty yells. The

         smoke is so thick that Captain Frimes missed the hole. McCartty grabs the body under the arms, and pulls.

      


      Captain Frimes can hear Billy-o and Artie working on the door, and he makes a desperate effort back down the hall. He reaches

         the front door and feels the long steel bar of a Fox lock. Like a flying buttress, the bar reaches up from the floor and braces

         the door closed. Captain Frimes knows locks as well as he knows his own kids' names, and he kneels and turns the bolt of the

         lock. He jumps back, and the door swings open. Billy-o and Artie grab the Captain, who is overcome by smoke and can barely

         move now, and pull him out of the apartment.

      


      Charlie McCartty walks past us with the body in his arms. It is a boy, about sixteen or seventeen years old. He is a strapping

         black youth, but McCartty is a powerful man, and carries him easily to the street. The boy is still breathing, but barely.

         McCartty knows that he has to get some oxygen into him if he is to live, and begins mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.

      


      The hose comes to life with water as Billy-o and Artie pull the Captain down the stairs. Lieutenant Welch gives the “okay”

         to Knipps, and we start crawling down the hall. We reach the first burning room, and Knipps opens the nozzle. The room is

         filled with the crackling of fire, and as the water stream hits the ceiling the sound is made louder by falling plaster, steaming

         and hissing on the wet floor.

      


      The fire darkens quickly, and the smoke banks to the floor. There is no escape from it, and Knipps knows that he has to push

         into the last room for a rest. “Give me some more line!” he yells, and his order is relayed back through the hall by Lieutenant

         Welch’s voice: “Lighten up on the inch-and-a-half.” The hose moves forward, and Knipps with it.

      


      Boyle moves up, breathing easily in his mask. He is going to relieve Knipps on the line, but he trips in the middle of the

         room. He feels around the floor to see what tripped him, and his hands sink into another body. “I got a victim here!” he yells

         through the mouthpiece of the mask. Carroll joins him quickly, and they carry the body out.

      


      Royce moves up to the nozzle, and Knipps says that he thinks he can make it. But Lieutenant Welch orders him to take a blow,

         and Royce takes the nozzle. Knipps stands to make a quick exit to clean air, but the smoke has gotten to him. He vomits, and

         the stream of food and acid falls over the back of my coat and boots. He doesn’t stop to apologize.

      


      Vinny Royce moves slowly and deliberately through the second and third rooms. Lieutenant Welch is next to him all the while,

         saying, “You got it, Vinny. You got it,” and coughing continuously. I am right behind humping the hose and leaning into it

         to relieve the fifty-pound-per-square-inch back pressure that is straining Vinny’s arms. As the third room darkens down completely,

         I run to the fire-escape window and climb out of it. I lie on my back on the narrow steel strips of the fire escape, taking

         the air, sucking the oxygen from it, not taking the time to look at anything.

      


      Boyle and Carroll lay the second body on the sidewalk, next to the boy McCartty carried out and is now using the mechanical

         resuscitator on. Carroll looks at the body before him. He is a teenager also, and his clothes are like charred bits of paper

         sticking to his skin. He is badly burned, and the flesh on parts of his face has opened so that it looks like there are pink

         patches woven into his black skin. Boyle turns away and vomits as Benny plugs the face-piece connection into the regulator

         of the resuscitator. He puts his finger into the face piece, testing it, making sure there is the quick, clicking sound of

         air being pushed and relieved—in and out, in and out. The mechanical apparatus forces pure oxygen into the lungs until they

         expand and build up enough pressure to push the air out again. Benny tilts the boy’s head back, and fits the face piece onto

         the bumed face. He holds the mouthpiece tightly with both hands to ensure a good seal, because the thing doesn’t work if the

         oxygen escapes. Boyle places one hand over the other on the boy’s chest. And he pumps. Like a heart. Sixty times a minute.

         “He’s as dead as a board,” Boyle says.

      


      “Yeah,” Benny says, “but we have to try.”


      Engine 73 stretched a line to the floor above the fire. One room was lost, but they stopped the fire there. Now they have

         taken up their hose, and are on their way back to their Prospect Avenue firehouse. Ladder 31 and Ladder 48 are still here,

         pulling the ceilings and walls. Vinny has taken his mask off, and is waiting for the men of the truck companies to finish

         their work. One quick bath, a final wash down, and we’ll take up.

      


      Chief Solwin is supervising the operation, and Allen Siebeck asks him, between pulls on his hook, “What happened to that guy

         who was on fire, Chief?”

      


      “The police put him in the car and rushed him to the hospital, but I understand he didn’t make it. The doctor pronounced him

         DOA.”

      


      “How the hell did he get out?” Allen asks.


      “The only thing I can figure is that he got out the fire-escape window, and went downstairs and through the hall, burning

         all the while.”

      


      Bill Finch, Chief Solwin’s aide, enters the room. “What should I do with the gas cans, Chief?” he asks.


      “Just leave them here. The fire marshals will be here shortly.”


      While Billy-o was searching the rooms, he found two gas cans, and Artie found a third in the hall. The one in the hall was

         still half full.

      


      “That’s somethin', isn’t it?” Vinny says, making a facial gesture of disgust and dejection. “These kids were probably torching

         the place, and it lit up on them. I know it sounds lousy to say, but if it happened more often people would learn, and we

         wouldn’t have so many torch jobs.”

      


      Lieutenant Welch joins us, and we begin to talk about the fire, as we do after each job. “Did you notice that the whole place

         was charred?” he asks, as he leads us to the front of the apartment. We look at the walls in all of the rooms, and they are

         bubbled and crisp. “You can see,” he says, “that there was a great amount of intense heat here, but when we got here there

         were only three rooms going. The kids must have spread gasoline all over, and there was a flash fire. It probably burned through

         the whole place for a few moments, and then burned itself out, except, of course, in the front three rooms, where there was

         enough oxygen to keep the fire going. It’s like lighting a candle in a mayonnaise jar, and then putting the top on; the candle

         will burn until the flame eats all the oxygen in the jar, and then it will go out.”

      


      Two fire marshals arrive and begin to question the Chief, Captain Frimes, and Lieutenant Welch. They are dressed in wide-lapeled

         jackets and colorful ties. If I were in a downtown bar I would figure them for detectives, because they wear their jackets

         opened and have tough but handsome faces. Their job is essentially that of a police detective, but they are responsible only

         for crimes connected with fires. They’re firefighters just like us, but they would rather wear a gun at their side than have

         a nozzle in their hands. I was asked once if I would like to be a marshal, but I figured that I applied to be a firefighter

         because I wanted to fight fires. If I had wanted to investigate crimes I would have applied to be a policeman. The marshals

         take down the information they think necessary, and leave for the hospital. One of the teenagers is still living, and they

         want to see if he can answer some questions before he dies. They take the gas cans with them.

      


      The truckmen are finished with their overhauling work, and Vinny gives the rooms a last spray. We drain the hose, repack it,

         and head back to the firehouse. It is near six o’clock now, and the brightness of the day begins to invade the South Bronx.

      


      In the kitchen again. The men haven’t bothered to wash up, and they sit before their steaming cups of coffee, with smoke-and

         mucus-stained faces. They are talking about the ironic justice of the fire, although they don’t call it ironic justice but

         “tough shit.” None of us want to see anyone killed, but there is a sad kind of “it’s either you or me” irony here. We remember

         all the obvious torch jobs we have been called into, all the vacant buildings, the linoleum placed over holes in the floor

         so the firefighters would fall to the floor below, the people killed in the rooms above a fire because the tenant below had

         a fight with his wife and set the place up, and the burns, cuts, and broken limbs we have suffered because of them. Any one

         of us could have been killed in that fire. But it was the arsonists who were killed this time.

      


      Willy Knipps comes into the kitchen, and I remember Vinny Royce washing the vomit from my coat and boots. I had forgotten

         about it, but Vinny noticed it and put the nozzle on me, washing me clean. Ordinarily I would say something funny about this,

         something like, “Hey, Knipps, next time you go into a fire bring a bucket with you. Huh?” But I’m too tired.

      


      It was four days later that Benny Carroll asked me, “Did you hear about the fire we had the other night, the one where the

         two kids were killed?”

      


      “I was there, Benny, don’t you remember?”


      “I don’t mean it that way, dummo, I mean about the investigation.”


      “No. Tell me about it.”


      “Well, the marshals were here last night, and told the story. It seems that the landlord wanted that apartment vacant, and

         he knew that the people wouldn’t be there that night. So he hired some guy to torch the place. The guy then hires the three

         kids to light it up, and when they were in there spreading the gasoline the guy threw a match in and locked the door on them.

         They’re looking for the guy now for a double murder. It looks like the kid Captain Frimes got out is gonna live.”

      


      Benny was going to continue with the story, but the bells came in. Now I am on the back step of the pumper, and thinking that

         it wasn’t ironic justice at all. It’s what always happens in the South Bronx. The real devil gets away without a burn, and

         the children of the South Bronx are the victims.
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      MY name is Dennis Smith, and I’m a New York City fireman—one of New York’s bravest. “New York’s bravest,” that’s what the writers

         of newspaper editorials call us. There are almost eight million people in this city, and twelve thousand of us are firemen.

         We are different from the rest of the people who work in this town: bankers, ad-men, truck drivers, secretaries, sellers and

         buyers, all have a high degree of assurance that they will return home from work in the evening the same way they left in

         the morning—on their feet. A little tired perhaps, but on their feet. Firemen are never sure. When a fireman’s wife kisses

         him as he leaves for work, she makes a conscious wish that he will return to her. She hopes that she will not have to make

         those fast, desperate arrangements for a baby-sitter so that she can visit him in the hospital, and each time the doorbell

         rings she hopes that there will not be a chief, a chaplain, and a union official there, all coming to say kind things about

         her husband, how good he was, how dedicated, how brave.

      


      I’m part of Engine Company 82. The firehouse I work out of is on Intervale Avenue and 169th Street in a ghetto called the

         South Bronx. Of the three biggest ghettos in New York City, the South Bronx is the least talked about. You’ve heard of Harlem,

         Adam Clayton Powell came from Harlem; and you may have heard of Bedford-Stuyvesant, Shirley Chisholm comes from Bedford-Stuyvesant.

         Nobody you’ve ever heard of comes from the South Bronx.

      


      Around the corner from the firehouse is the Forty-first Precinct House. It is the busiest police station in the city. There

         are more homicides per square mile in this precinct than anywhere in the United States, more drug traffic, more prostitution.

      


      There are four companies working out of the firehouse on Intervale Avenue. Engine 82 and Engine 85 do the hose work in the

         district. Ladder Company 31 and Tactical Control Unit 712 do the rescue work, the ladder work, and the ax work.

      


      Until recently my company and Engine 85 responded to many of the same alarms. Then, two years ago, we responded a record number

         of times. Engine 85 went out 8,386 times in a twelve month period. Ladder Company 31 went to 8,597 alarms, and my company,

         Engine 82, went to 9,111. The Fire Department saw that a change was needed, and arranged that engines 82 and 85 would not

         respond to the same alarms. The plan worked. Last year my company’s responses dropped to 6,377, and Engine 85’s to 5,012.

         But the plan worked only for the engine companies; Ladder Company 31’s responses increased to 8,774. Another plan was then

         devised, and Tactical Control Unit 712 was created to respond only within the high incidence hours between three in the afternoon

         and one in the morning. The four companies on Intervale Avenue are now each averaging 700 runs a month. It is safe to say

         that ours is the busiest firehouse in the city—and probably the world.

      


      An average of eight firemen die each year while doing their duty in New York City. Only six died last year, and I don’t want

         to think about how many will die this year, or next. Almost five thousand firemen were injured in the line of duty last year.

         The injuries cost the city 65,000 days in medical leaves.

      


      There is a sign in the kitchen of my firehouse. It is inconspicuously hung, and it reads with a proper amount of ambiguity:

         THIS COULD BE THE NIGHT! We don’t talk about the hazards of the trade in the firehouse. There is no sense in talking about what we hope never becomes

         a reality for us, and for our families. It’s all part of the job, and like committed Calvinists we accept what’s written in

         the cards for us.

      


      Just yesterday a man was killed. He was assigned to Rescue Company 1, and he was working on the roof of a burning warehouse.

         The roof had been weakened by the fire, and it gave in. The man fell through the roof and into an air shaft. He passed eight

         floors before he hit the bottom.

      


      I was sitting in the kitchen of the firehouse when the bells came in. First five short rings, a pause, five more, a pause,

         another five, another pause, and the final five. Signal 5-5-5-5 has a special meaning to us. Put the flag at half mast, and

         listen to the department radio for the message.

      


      There is a five-by-five cubicle at the front of the firehouse. Inside the small partition there is a man writing the signal

         in the department company journal. He turns the volume of the department radio up as we gather around it. This is the man

         assigned housewatch duty, and he knows what he has to do. After recording the signal, he moves to the outside of the firehouse

         and brings the colors to half-mast. He returns to the watch-desk and prepares to write the message in the company journal.

         His face is pensive, and he is asking himself the same question we all ask ourselves: I wonder if I know the guy?

      


      The radio begins to squawk the message, and the housewatch-man begins to write. “The signal 5-5-5-5 has been transmitted, and the message is as follows: It is with deep regret that the department announces

            the death of Fireman 1st Grade Edward Tuite which occurred while operating at Box 583, at 1125 hours this date.”


      None of us there knew the man personally, but we all felt the loss. We went about our work for the rest of the day without

         talking about it.

      


      I had a friend we don’t talk about either. His name was Mike Carr, and he was an upstanding kind of a guy. He was the union

         delegate of Engine 85. Only a few days before his death I had mentioned to him that we should clean out an old locker and

         use it for our union business. It was a shabby old locker, but it could be used to store medical forms, work contracts, information

         bulletins, and other union material. Mike thought it was a good idea, and within the hour he had the locker cleared and had

         begun painting it. Anything that had the smallest benefit for firemen would interest Mike, and he worked untiringly for the

         men in the firehouse.

      


      Then a nine-year-old boy reached up and pulled the alarm-box handle. Kids do this a lot in the South Bronx. His friends giggled,

         and they all ran up the street to watch the fire engines come. The box came in on the bells—2787—Southern Boulevard and 172nd

         Street. Mike pulled himself up on the side step of the apparatus. The heavy wheels turned up Intervale Avenue, the officer’s

         foot pressing hard on the siren. At Freeman Street the apparatus turned right, and Mike lost his grip. He spun from the side

         step like a top. Marty Hannon and Juan Moran jumped off the apparatus even before it came to a screeching stop. There was

         blood all over. They could see that Mike had stopped breathing. Marty cleared some of the blood away with a handkerchief,

         and began mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. He told me all he remembers of those agonizing minutes was the Battalion Chiefs voice

         blaring over the Department radio: “Transmit signal ten ninety-two for Box 2787. Malicious false alarm.”


      The following day the city’s newspapers ran the story stating that the Uniformed Firefighters Association was offering a thousand

         dollars reward for information leading to the arrest of the person who pulled the box. That afternoon a nine-year-old boy

         was led through the heavy iron doors of the Forty-first Precinct House. News spreads quickly in the South Bronx, and the boy’s

         friends told their parents, who called the cops.

      


      While the boy was being questioned at the police station, people from the Hoe Avenue Association, a neighborhood action group,

         painted alarm box number 2787 black, and hung a sign around it. The sign was in two parts, the top half in Spanish, and the

         bottom in English. It read: A FIREMAN WAS KILLED WHILE COMING HERE TO A FALSE ALARM. Before the paint was dry another false alarm was pulled at the same box, and the men of Engine 85 took the sign down.

      


      Mike had two sons, one seven, the other nine—two brave and frightened boys now walking on either side of their mother, walking

         slowly behind a shining red fire engine that moves between endless rows of their school chums, and hundreds of firemen. They

         look up at the flag-draped casket on top of the fire engine and feel proud that their daddy is the cause of all this cereaiony,

         but they are also frightened because they are old enough to realize that there is a tomorrow, and it is going to be different

         without him.

      


      The young boy in the police station is frightened too, but in a different way. He is confused, and wonders why everyone is

         so upset. All the kids pull false alarms. At least the kids he pals around with do. He came to this country from Puerto Rico

         five years ago, and the kids on the block taught him that you have to make your own fun in the South Bronx. You can play in

         the abandoned buildings, they told him, or on the towering trash heaps in the backyards, or in musty, rat-infested cellars.

         There used to be a boys' club in the neighborhood, but it burned down and never reopened. He learned, too, that pulling the

         handle of a fire-alarm box causes excitement, and a certain pleasure that comes with being responsible for all the noise,

         the sirens, the air horns. Why is everyone so upset?

      


      I know why I am upset. My company alone, Engine 82, responded to over two thousand false alarms last year. Many of them were

         caused by kids like this. Kids with no place to go, nothing to do. Kids whose parents never talk to them, never have a surprise

         gift for them, or a warm squeeze. Kids whose real meaning in the family is that they symbolize a few extra dollars in the

         welfare check each month. Kids whose parents did not know anything about contraception to begin with, and never learned to

         love what they did not ask for. Kids born of poverty and ignorance into a system of deprivation.

      


      What do you do with a nine-year-old boy who has pulled a false alarm that has resulted in a death? It is easy to say that

         the death was unfortunate, but peripheral to the crime of pulling a false alarm. It is even easier to say that the perpetrator

         is only nine years old, and so should be made aware of the severity of his actions merely by being given over to the social

         services for guidance care. This, in fact, is what happened to the child.

      


      I do not advocate cutting off the child’s hand, but I do think he should have been institutionalized for a year. I understand

         the sad social conditions in which this child has been forced to live, but I have lost sympathy for the cry that poverty founded

         the crime, not the boy. Anyone found guilty of pulling a malicious false alarm should be sent to jail for a year, or, if under

         sixteen, to a reform school. But, in the eight years I have been a fireman, I have seen only one man jailed, and I have responded

         to thousands of alarms that proved to be maliciously false.

      


      In the city of New York last year, firemen responded to 72,060 false alarms—an average of 197 daily. Yet, the courts and the

         Police Department do not look on the pulling of a false alarm as a serious offense. Few are arrested, fewer are found guilty,

         and fewer still are punished.

      


      Besides Mike Carr, I know of two other firemen who were killed en route to false alarms in New York City in the past eight

         years. But, it is not just firemen who are victimized by false alarms. Often while firemen are answering a false alarm at

         one end of their district, a serious fire breaks out at the other end. Time is the most important factor in fighting fires.

         I can remember many fires where, had we been there a minute or two sooner, we probably would have saved someone’s life. Three

         hundred and seven people died in New York City fires last year. Statistics are not available, but you can be sure that some

         of those deaths could have been avoided if firemen had not been answering a false alarm minutes before.

      


      Mike Carr is dead, and his widow will have to make it on just half the salary she was used to. It’s strange, but had Mike

         come through the accident with a disabling injury, he would have been pensioned off with three-fourths of his salary. His

         wife would have been happy to have him alive. But he died, and she gets half his salary to support his family. The same will

         go to the widow of the man who fell through the roof yesterday.

      


      We don’t talk about Mike Carr in the firehouse. We think about him often, but we don’t talk about him. Words of sentiment

         and emotion do not come easily.

      


      The day following Mike’s death the firehouse was busy with journalists and television news camera crews. Marty Hannon and

         Juan Moran were not working, and the television people decided to film an interview with Charlie McCartty, who is the biggest

         man in Ladder 31. And he is as tough a fireman as he is big. He is respected around the firehouse, not only because of his

         size and his ability as a fireman, but also because he is known to do the right thing—always. Never pretentious, McCartty

         is willing to stand up for anything or anyone when he thinks the cause is right.

      


      Charlie applied the mechanical resuscitator to Mike Carr as the ambulance careened its way to the hospital. He stayed with

         Mike the whole time the doctors worked on him. He tried to make small talk with the members of Engine 85 at the hospital,

         to take their minds off Mike. He tried to console Nick Riso, who was punishing himself because he was driving the apparatus

         from which Mike fell. He said, “God Almighty, Nick, how many times did you turn that corner before when nothing ever happened?

         The Big Guy upstairs called the shots, that’s all. You gotta look at it that way.” But Nick just sobbed, with his face in

         his hands.

      


      Charlie understood what was happening, and he had full control over his own feelings. Now, though, the television people wanted

         to film him, and I could see his lips moving in that uncontrollable way a person’s lips do when he is nervous.

      


      “You knew Mike Carr?” The television commentator pushed the microphone to Charlie’s twitching lips.


      “Yes, I knew him. I worked with him here for the past three years,” Charlie said, looking directly at the ground.


      “What did you think of him, and what do you think of what’s happened?”


      “He was a great guy,” Charlie answered, still looking at the ground. “It’s a shame this had to happen, and, and…” Charlie

         turned away, his shoulders shaking. He turned back, tears were running from his eyes, and said, “I’m sorry—I just can’t do

         this,” and the toughest guy in the firehouse walked away.

      


      I am sitting now, along with eight other men, in the kitchen of the firehouse. It is a long, narrow room at the rear of the

         apparatus floor. The walls are tiled brown, and there are four tables set against the side wall, with room enough to seat

         twenty-eight men. A soda machine and a refrigerator are set against the opposite wall. A sink, a stove, and another refrigerator

         are at the front of the room, at the entrance.

      


      Billy O’Mann is at the stove preparing the night’s meal—tenderloin, boiled potatoes, and cabbage. A couple of men are playing

         cards, a few read magazines, and the rest are watching the television, which is sitting on a shelf in the comer.
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