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This book is dedicated to my brothers— 
Michael, Thomas, Patrick, John, and Timothy. 
And, of course, to my father.







“Withersoever Thou callest me, I am ready to go.”

FROM A FIREFIGHTER’S PRAYER TO SAINT FLORIAN
 BY RICHARD CARDINAL CUSHING, ARCHBISHOP OF BOSTON






Preface: A Family Story


My father, nearing age eighty, sits surrounded by boxes of files, notes, audio- and videotapes, photographs, and transcripts. All of this and more has made him one of the world’s leading experts on the Cocoanut Grove nightclub fire of 1942. A couple of decades ago, my father set out to try to understand one of the worst fires in American history and eventually became intimately knowledgeable about an inferno that killed 492 people in minutes.

“I was just a firefighter doing something as a hobby,” he says offhandedly. “I wanted to try and find out as much as I could.”

My father was a rescue man on the Boston Fire Department. He followed in the footsteps of his father, who was also a rescue man and who had been at the Cocoanut Grove fire. In the process of research and investigation, my father gained an encyclopedic knowledge of the fire. He had never written a book, never written anything longer than a few pages, in fact, yet he had set himself the task of writing a history of the fire.

Now it is the winter of 2004, and we sit in his home in a small Cape Cod village. There is the quiet here of a summer place in the dead of winter. Sunlight slants through the sliding glass doors leading to the yard and my father sits with his boxes and files and notes and tapes, and he talks about the fire, as he has done since I was a child.

“The first person I called was George Graney,” he says, recalling that day in 1987 when his research began. “He was at the Grove with my father. I called George at home in South Boston, Athens Street. He was long retired, I had not spoken with him in forty years. When I called, George said, ‘I was just sitting here talking about your father. We were talking about the Cocoanut Grove and I was talking about how your father saved those people.’”

My dad recalls the conversation with a certain satisfaction, as though, yes, of course, when you call someone after forty years they would surely, at that very moment, be talking about your father and the fire at the Grove.

As part of the research he began in 1987, my father—nicknamed Sonny—called the Boston fire commissioner, Leo Stapleton, who invited him to fire headquarters. As young men, Sonny and Leo had fought fires together, and the commissioner greeted him warmly. At the commissioner’s direction, an assistant led Sonny upstairs to the department files on the Grove, where he found tens of thousands of pages of documents buried away. To Sonny, the dusty files were a gift. He focused on the Form 5s—official reports filed by each Boston Fire Department officer after a fire. Here was every detail: which companies arrived when, what they did, and the name of every firefighter on the scene. Sonny also found the transcript of the official department investigation into the fire—a hearing that had been convened less than twenty-four hours after the fire and had continued for weeks. Sonny found the testimony from hundreds of witnesses, twelve volumes of transcripts in all.

He went home and read through the Form 5s. He read them a second time and then a third, comparing them, studying them, committing many to memory. Then he read the twelve-volume transcript of the investigation and when he was done reading every word, he read it again—then again. Using this mass of information, he calculated that within just eight minutes on the night of the fire, twenty-five engine companies had arrived upon the scene.

Sonny and I sit together on this frigid winter day in 2004, the sun bright in the sky, and I listen as he tells stories of the Grove. Soon, the  subject of his book comes up. He sits and draws on a Lucky Strike, letting the smoke gather in his lungs, then slowly, languidly releasing it, letting it drift upward, creating a cloud that rolls and rises slowly through the slanting sunshine. “All of the reports, the testimony, everybody said that the fire did not behave as an ordinary fire,” he muses. He had known that at the time, of course, from his own father. But this thought has stayed with him through the years, puzzling him, eventually haunting him. He turns his face toward the sun streaming in and says softly: “The fire that got me didn’t behave in a normal way, either.”

The Cocoanut Grove fire defined our family in a way. It was, as Sonny once put it, “the magnetic center of our attraction to firefighting.” For Boston, the Grove was a moment in history and we were part of it, forever connected. My paternal grandfather—who was known as Pops—was with one of the first companies to arrive on the scene, and he was able to save numerous lives. Through the years, the legacy of the Grove has been passed down through three generations in our family. Pops was badly injured at the fire. Notwithstanding what happened to him, Sonny was drawn to follow in his footsteps. Later, to Sonny’s eternal satisfaction, my brother Tom not only followed them—the third generation of Kenney rescue men—but proved to possess something of a genius for the work, engaging in a series of rescues through the years that would please Sonny as nothing else could.

When my father brings up the subject of the book he wants to write, I believe I know what is coming. For my father sits in the sunlight, enjoying his stubby, filterless cigarette, his white wavy hair pushed back, surrounded by his treasure trove of research and revelations—and he tells me that the book ... well, there is no book. We sit in silence for some time. I have questions I want to ask but I remain silent, hoping that he will reveal something to me. He is careful with his thoughts and emotions, even stingy at times. And soon, as I persevere in the increasingly brittle silence, he speaks.

“There were so many interruptions,” he says, frowning, trying to explain. “There was Nana’s illness,” he says, referring to his mother, Molly. “Theresa’s death,” he says—his second wife. Then he pauses and catches himself, shaking his head as though scolding himself.

“That’s an excuse,” he says. “The truth is I didn’t have the drive. I didn’t have the discipline to do it.” His words hang in the air. His jaw is fixed in a frown.

But I wonder whether there isn’t more to it. I wonder whether, along the way, he saw inside of the history, saw the arc of a story that began and ended with the Grove but contained within it the story of our family. Perhaps he realized that to tell the story of the Cocoanut Grove in the context of his own family would require revealing history better left undisturbed. I wonder whether during his work he caught a glimpse of the story he would have to tell and flinched—the story of how bedrock institutions, including the U.S. government in the form of the federal courts and the Roman Catholic Church, betrayed him and his family, leaving him confused, angry, and hurt. How would he write about the loss of his closest boyhood friend? His first wife? His father? How would he handle the loss of the only job he ever truly loved? The dark period where he lost his way and sought refuge in alcohol? How would he describe his fear when his son Tom was sent as a rescue man to Ground Zero on September 11, 2001?

Perhaps he focused only on the difficulties and challenges and did not see the determination that he, my grandfather, my brother, and all of their fellow rescue men displayed—the determination and courage that are essential elements of their stories.

As I sit with him, I realize that in the Grove and its story—inside its mystery—he has sought a kind of redemption. It always bothered my father that the official cause of the fire, how and why it moved with such murderous speed, had never been determined. After months of investigation, including interviews with technical experts and dozens of eyewitnesses, the fire commissioner concluded in 1943 that the Cocoanut Grove fire was “of undetermined origin.” Could my father somehow find a clue to solve this half-century-old mystery?

I look at his wrinkled brow, his bony fingers, the cane leaning against his chair; and I realize what I must do. I must take all of this and do what he set out to do: record the history of this event. To me, it is a mystery story, a story about a cultural tradition, about the fraternity of  firefighting and rescue men, the story of a man’s struggle and determination. I suppose, ultimately, this is the story of how my father’s devotion to the fire and its history would prove to be his salvation.

And so I will pick up where he left off. I tell him this and he nods, for just as I knew what he would reveal, he knew I would take this on, knew I would finish what he started.

He smiles, draws on his cigarette, and he tells me stories about the Cocoanut Grove.






1

Fire


On the night of November 28, 1942, my grandfather—Pops—was working on Rescue 1 of the Boston Fire Department. Shortly before 10:00 PM, an alarm sounded for a fire at Stuart and Carver Streets in the city’s South End, about a half mile from the firehouse. Rescue 1, along with trucks from Engine Companies 7, 22, and 26 and Ladders 13 and 17, roared into the night, sirens wailing, speeding through a densely populated warren of old commercial and residential buildings. After a brief ride, the trucks pulled up and Pops was relieved to see that it was only a minor car fire. The vehicle was unoccupied, leaving Pops and the other rescue men with nothing to do for the moment except stand and watch the hose men douse the flames.

Though it was a cold night, only 28° F, these few idle moments were a welcome break. It had been a heartbreaking couple of weeks, the most difficult Pops had faced during his ten years as a Boston firefighter. Just thirteen nights earlier, a fire had broken out at the Luongo Restaurant in East Boston, a night when Pops had been off duty. The Luongo Restaurant blaze had seemed routine. The first alarm struck at 2:27 AM, with multiple alarms quickly following. Soon enough, dozens of firefighters had controlled the blaze. But just then—without  warning—a wall collapsed, killing six firefighters. It was the worst loss of life since the department’s inception in 1678.

There had been a massive memorial service for the men, and Pops, along with thousands of other firefighters, had donned the coarse wool of their dress-blue uniforms and lined the streets outside Holy Cross Cathedral. Pops had known the men who perished: Peter Mc-Morrow, Daniel McGuire, Malachi Reddington, John Foley, Francis Degan, and Edward Macomber. John Foley was on the verge of retirement, while Francis Degan, who was just twenty-four years old, had only recently come on the job. Like so many Boston firefighters, Francis Degan followed in the footsteps of his father, who was on Ladder 1. Edward Macomber, the father of eight, had been on the job for almost thirty years.

Pops ached for these men and their families. The Luongo Restaurant fire was a haunting reminder of how dangerous the job could be. He knew that their fate could be his on any given night—for the fundamental truth of firefighting is that the most routine fire holds within it the power to inflict grave harm.

Pops was forty-two years old at the time, a husband and father of three children, ages seventeen, thirteen, and ten. He thought not only about the dead but also about the forty-three firefighters who had been injured at Luongo’s. Some would be back to work soon enough, but the word was that a dozen or more would be forced into retirement. Through the 1920s and up until 1932 when he joined the Boston Fire Department, Pops had held many jobs, yet none brought him the satisfaction of firefighting, and he couldn’t imagine being forced to retire. You could be from a poor family, from immigrant stock, as so many firefighters were, and you could achieve a measure of financial stability. But for Pops there was more to it, something deeper that drew him to the work. There were other jobs that paid decently—at the gas, electric, and telephone companies, for instance—but those jobs provided a week’s pay and little more. As a firefighter you had the chance to do something that mattered; something that was, in its way, noble. It was a job with a rare purity, a beautifully simple mission: to save lives.

Pops was born in Somerville, a densely populated immigrant area just outside Boston. His father had been a marble cutter—and a drinker. Pops was the second of five children, and family circumstances dictated that he work from a young age. When he was twelve, he came home one evening from his job as a Western Union messenger and saw a wreath on the front door of the apartment, a signal that there had been a death within. He went inside and discovered that his mother had died. Pops was soon forced to quit school entirely and work full-time, so he soon joined the New Haven Railroad as a machinist.

In the evenings, after work, Pops used to go down to the local boxing gym and work out. Though he was small, he was compactly built, and as a teenager he was one of the most skilled amateur boxers around. I remember vividly when he was in his sixties and a housefly would make it through a torn screen into his kitchen. We would fall silent and watch respectfully as Pops assumed a boxer’s pose, his right hand cocked just below his chin, his left ready to jab. He would move around the kitchen, watching the fly, his concentration absolute, just as it must have been in the ring. We would watch as, suddenly, he would flash his left hand out so fast he snatched the fly out of midair. He worked his way up in the amateur ranks and eventually won a Golden Glove championship, and with it the only piece of jewelry he ever wore, a gold ring imprinted with a boxing glove.

After his mother died, Pops could see that his widowed father was not up to the task of caring for his children. The family broke up and the five siblings scattered in different directions. Pops was on his own and enlisted in the U.S. Navy at seventeen, as soon as he was eligible. It was 1917, World War I was winding down, and he never made it overseas. Eventually, he got the job he loved: as a rescue man on the Boston Fire Department.

A few minutes after ten on November 28, 1942, with the car fire extinguished, the men prepared to return to quarters. Just as they were about to do so, however, someone began shouting. Everyone turned and looked toward Broadway, where clouds of smoke were billowing above the streetlights. Engines 22 and 26 and Rescue 1 raced down Stuart Street less than a hundred yards and turned onto Broadway.  This was an area Pops knew well. He had lived for some years in an apartment on St. Botolph Street, and when he walked to work he used to follow these very streets—along Shawmut over to Broadway. Pops frequented Eddie’s Lunch on Broadway. Recently, though, Eddie had gone out of business and his space had been turned into a bar, now part of the sprawling nightclub complex that Pops could see up ahead. Although he had never been inside, Pops knew it was the place to see and be seen in Boston, the place where the swells—political movers and shakers, entertainment industry people, a few mobsters, and anyone who wanted to be seen—went for a night on the town.

[image: 002]

It was a raucous night in Boston, the Saturday after Thanksgiving, with throngs of revelers mixing with thousands of servicemen either on leave or about to ship out. There was an urgency in the air—people wanted to set aside thoughts of the war for a moment to enjoy themselves. Thousands more who had attended the big Boston College–Holy Cross football game that day at Fenway Park—and seen the stunning upset of national power BC—were also out for some fun. The Boston College loss forced many BC fans and team members to cancel plans for a victory celebration that night at the Cocoanut Grove. The streets were crowded with couples dressed for the evening: women with ornate hats, longish skirts, and ruby-red lipstick; cleanly barbered men in suits with wide lapels and equally wide neckties, fedoras atop their heads.

There were countless nightspots in Boston, but the jazziest, the biggest name, was the Cocoanut Grove, housed in an old cement box of a building running about a full block along Broadway. The revolving door at the main entrance led into a glitzy foyer with red carpeting and fancy draperies. Just beyond was a huge dining room with 100 tables, each with a crisp white linen tablecloth, and a dance floor surrounded by mock palm trees, giving the space a tropical feel. Adjacent to the dining room was the Caricature Bar, with stylish drawings of celebrities lining the walls and a forty-eight-foot bar top, the longest in Boston. Beyond the Caricature was the Broadway Lounge, formerly  Eddie’s Lunch, where Pops used to go, a new addition to the complex. All of the club’s public areas were at street level, except for a darkened bar called the Melody Lounge in the basement, thirteen steps down a narrow stairway just thirty-six inches wide.

On this particular Saturday night, people stood three and four deep at the bars. Every seat at every table was occupied. Though the legal limit for the establishment was 600, the best estimates were that 1,000 people had jammed into the club that night.

Downstairs in the Melody Lounge, a couple of minutes after 10:00 PM, about 150 people were drinking, singing, and laughing. Within the perimeter of the octagonal bar, Goody Godelle, perched on a revolving platform, played the piano and sang. The Melody Lounge had an intimate, subterranean feel. Fish netting lined the walls of the narrow stairway; the lounge itself was decorated with a dark blue satiny fabric that draped from the ceiling, and rattan-type material covered the walls.

Suddenly, bartender John Bradley looked up and saw a “flash” near the ceiling. Intent on dousing the flame, Bradley ran over with a pitcher of water while another bartender joined him with a bottle of seltzer. Along with a young busboy, they worked to pull the imitation coconut tree down, away from the fabric on the ceiling and walls. The Melody Lounge had become rather boisterous as some patrons joined the pianist in a sing-along. The place was so noisy, people were so preoccupied enjoying their cocktails and one another, that almost everybody was oblivious to what was happening. Those who did see it, perhaps affected by the liquor, found it amusing. In any event, nobody moved.

Then a shimmering blue flame formed a smooth arc on the ceiling fabric. The arc began to move—surprisingly swiftly—and as it did so, smoke and burning bits of fabric suddenly dropped onto patrons. Layers of smoke folded over one another, descending on the people in the bar. Nearly everyone in the room realized simultaneously what was happening, and when they did, there was pandemonium—crashing tables, smashing glass, and people clutching and shoving and grabbing. En masse, people sprinted out the way they had come in: up the stairs. But the fire gained strength and speed, seeming to race the throng to the  stairway. People clawed, scratched, and bulled their way to the staircase, their primal instinct for survival taking over. Then the lights in the Melody Lounge went out, plunging the space into blackness. Men and women screamed, crying out as the fire caught up with those on the stairwell, showering fire down upon their skin, their faces, ears, and necks bursting into flame.

The fire and the people engaged in a desperate race for oxygen, and the only source was precisely where the panicked throng was headed: up the stairs. The fire raced the patrons, easily overtaking them and in the process destroying most of those at the bottom of the stairs or in the stairwell itself. The stairwell was acting like a funnel—a chimney of sorts—propelling the fire along. As it emerged at the top of the stairs, on the main floor of the Grove, it was no longer a flicker of blue flame, no longer an incandescent wisp, a simple arc: It had become a ball of flame, yellow and blue, speeding forward up around ceiling level. Somehow, a demonic, otherworldly force had been created. This was no ordinary fire, no benign bit of flame crackling on a piece of wood. Something incredible was happening here. “Nothing about that fire was normal,” a news reporter later observed, “not its terrible speed, not its mysterious fumes, not its strange twists of fate that left some without a scratch and others to die horrible deaths.”

The fire moved so fast that it had completed its destruction of the Melody Lounge, killing or injuring most of the patrons there, before anyone in the dining room upstairs was even aware there was fire in the building. The National Fire Protection Association later calculated that the fire raced 400 feet through the club in one minute.

Throughout the dining room, people thought they heard someone yelling “fight.” The assumption was that a couple of drunken sailors had begun to mix it up. Though the fire was literally seconds away from destroying the dining room, there was no way to anticipate the impending doom. When the call of “Fire!” went out, some people started toward the coatroom to retrieve coats and hats. At the first stirring of the crowd, a waiter shouted: “No one leaves until they pay their bill!”

At the foyer, the fire divided itself and drove its way into the Caricature Bar and at the same time burst into the dining room, where it sped high around the room, greedily consuming oxygen. The fire devoured the flimsy fabric on the walls and ceilings, but it also seemed to burn by itself, attached to nothing at all, appearing to burn the atmosphere. Around the room, elaborate gowns burst into flame. The fire created a dense cloud of smoke that descended upon the people as it generated gases that rolled throughout the space. Suddenly the temperature shot up as an intense, searing heat settled upon hundreds of screaming people scrambling for exits amid the crash of overturned tables and chairs, breaking china, shattering glass, and screams of terror. The lights failed and the pandemonium intensified. In the dark, there was the feeling of deathly heat, the smell of smoke, of burning fabric and seared human flesh. Separated couples cried out for one another. There was the sinister sound of the fire itself, of wind and energy moving together. A double door at the far end of the dining room opened onto Shawmut Street, but it was concealed by draperies. A waiter parted the curtains to reveal the door, and a group of men pounded it open.

Rescue 1 had pulled onto the scene at the main entrance. Pops ran down to the exit on Shawmut Street and arrived as the fire was flashing out into the street and the bodies were starting to pile up. People cried out for help, while a man staggered out, took a few steps, wheeled and collapsed, dead on the pavement.

Pops went to work pulling people out.

While the Shawmut Street exit allowed for escape, it also quickly became one of the only sources of oxygen. The fire raced to the exit and began to incinerate those fighting to get out. Flames shot twenty feet into the street. The exit became jammed, blocked by stacks of bodies—people dead, dying, others still fighting for breath. Most of the diningroom patrons had rushed back to the foyer, but it was a fatal mistake. People scratched, clawed, and trampled each other in a stampede for the revolving door, but as the crowd charged forward, some fell dead or were injured within the door as it became hopelessly jammed.  Those lucky enough to have managed to escape in the early stages of the fire stood outside the revolving door, watching helplessly through the glass as scores of people burned to death before their eyes.

There was nothing that could have prepared Pops for this madness. He was a religious man, and he saw this as the Hell described in Revelations as “a lake of fire,” or as written in Matthew, the unquenchable fire, “a furnace of fire [and] there shall be wailing and gnashing of teeth”—a place of perpetual torment.

At the Shawmut Street exit, superheated air sped from within the building. It collided with the oxygen outside, up around the top of the entryway, then propelled flame into the street, torchlike. Heavy smoke made it difficult for Pops to see or breathe. He ducked low, beneath the flame and smoke, and pulled bodies free from the pile.

Pops tried to force his way inside, but it was impossible. To him, this was intolerable. For a rescue man to do his job, he must be able to get inside the building, to search out the victims, to lead them or drag them or carry them to safety. That was my grandfather’s job, what he had been trained to do and what he had done so well so many times. But now he literally could barely get past the threshold of the building. Dear God, he wondered, what had gone on in there?


He scanned the pile, trying to identify the living, as he worked to burrow as deeply into the doorway as possible. He reached in and pulled a body, half carrying, half dragging it to safety. He went back and grasped arms, shoulders, anything he could get hold of to pull people out of this hell. He repeatedly ducked into the doorway to grasp a person, while breathing the smoke and gases and half crouching below the flames, then dragged or carried the body back out into the narrow cobblestone street and handed the person off to a volunteer rescue worker for transport to the morgue or hospital. In the street, where he could gulp clean air before going back in again, people lay dead, others burned and screaming, still others crawling on hands and knees, trying to get away from the fire and heat. There were people whose clothes had burned off, whose hair had been burned, people crying, vomiting.

Smoke billowing into the Boston night attracted crowds from throughout the area. Even as civilians were drawn to the scene, hundreds  of firefighters, police, and other rescue workers were converging on the Grove. While Pops worked to pull bodies from the pile, police and ambulance workers ferried the injured and dead in taxis, ambulances, police cars, newspaper delivery trucks—whatever was available. The narrow streets around the Grove were quickly clogged with vehicles, spectators, and volunteers offering help. Fire trucks and other emergency vehicles could get no closer than 400 to 500 feet from the fire. Newspaper and radio reporters, photographers, priests, ministers, and rabbis, along with city and state political leaders, descended upon the scene. Suddenly, the Cocoanut Grove nightclub was the epicenter of Boston. Hundreds of volunteer workers from the army, navy, coast guard, and Red Cross arrived on the scene to assist firefighters. The new arrivals helped ferry the dead and injured to Boston City Hospital or Massachusetts General Hospital. The great majority of the initial casualties were taken to City Hospital, about half a mile away.

Pops heard people shouting and screaming. “My mother and father are in there!” shouted someone. “My wife is in there!” a man cried. As he headed back in, Pops saw a priest, clad in black, kneeling on the cobblestones, bent over a body, praying. A man emerged from the building, completely ignited—a human torch, flames consuming his body. He ran, then fell to the ground, where he was surrounded by rescue workers. Another man, trying to get out through a broken window, was impaled upon the thick, jagged glass, fire all around him.

Pops noticed an arm reaching from the pile, the hand waving, a silent call for help. He reached down and grasped the hand, felt the warm burned flesh, but felt as well the small hand squeezing his hand in return. He later learned that the hand belonged to Dorothy Myles, the beautiful young nightclub singer. During the panic she had been knocked down, struck on the face by an overturned table and rendered unconscious. She awoke as people were literally running over her, stepping on her as they fled. She somehow got up and staggered toward the exit before collapsing into a pile of unconscious humanity. But now she had extended her hand, and Pops grasped it and carefully pulled her from the pile. He scooped her up in his arms and carried her into the street, where he handed her over to an ambulance worker.

As Pops worked, pushing into the entranceway where the bodies lay, he gradually inhaled so much smoke and gas that after carrying yet another body to safety, he staggered into the street and collapsed. A sailor and a cab driver loaded him into the back of a taxi and rushed him to City Hospital.

At Boston City Hospital there was a blessed coincidence: More than 100 off-duty doctors and nurses were gathered for a festive holiday party, which meant that more doctors and nurses were present at the hospital than on any other night of the year.

Pops was brought into the emergency room, where he was examined, judged noncritical, and moved over to the side of the room to await transport upstairs. He was placed in a sort of reclining seat in an area where he had a view of the emergency room entrance, the room itself, and several corridors leading away to other parts of the hospital.

A nurse told him he would soon be brought up to the ward. In the meantime, she said, she had to attend to the critically burned. Pops was in shock. He was watching a scene that seemed surreal, from some netherworld. He watched as rescue workers rushed through the doors carrying people in their arms, on stretchers, leading them by the hand. He saw bodies so badly charred that he could not tell whether they were male or female. He watched as dozens of stunned doctors and nurses moved among the bodies, conducting quick examinations of each new arrival, making instant decisions. Many patients were brought to a side of the room not far from Pops and were injected with morphine. A red M was then printed on either their foreheads or their chests. Many of those receiving shots seemed unconscious, but others were awake and in agony. Some wailed; others screamed or begged for God’s mercy. Pops noticed that after a quick examination, many of the new arrivals were wheeled down a corridor leading away from the emergency room in the opposite direction of the wards. He wondered where they were going.

He watched as a patient covered with soot and dirt was cleaned by a nurse; watched as the patient’s burns were scrubbed, causing him to  scream in agony. He saw a man walk into the emergency room unescorted, seeming agitated. He walked around, spoke to a nurse, then walked quickly away and suddenly fell face forward, dead. Pops had seen people die of carbon monoxide poisoning before, and he knew that the lungs filled with fluid, choking off the flow of air.

Pops watched as the victims kept coming in, wave after wave. The dimensions were impossible to grasp. As an experienced rescue man, he knew that for a half dozen badly burned people to arrive at a hospital simultaneously was all but unheard of, an event that would surely tax the resources of most institutions. For dozens and then scores and finally hundreds of such victims to arrive—this was simply unthinkable, too nightmarish to contemplate. (It was later observed by writer Edward Keyes that “there were those who believed that no hospital anywhere had ever received so many casualties in such a short period of time.”)

Pops saw sailors and soldiers carrying bodies in. He saw police and firefighters and coast guardsmen carrying bodies. He saw cab drivers and civilians in suits and ties carrying victims. He was not sure who was dead and who was alive. He watched as bodies were laid out inside the emergency rotunda. Rows of bodies stretched from the emergency ward out into the courtyard across the driveway and into the street.

Pops remembered being in such a state of shock for part of the time that he felt he was watching this scene but could not hear it. Somehow, the sounds were blocked out. He could not hear the horrible screams, the crying, the begging for mercy. Nor the rush of rescue workers or the piercing sirens of ambulances and police cars. Nor the squeaking wheels of gurneys rolling across the room.

His sense of smell was assaulted by an overpowering stench, a mixture of burned human flesh along with the various chemicals that had been sprayed and now hung in the hospital air.

A nurse came by and examined him again. She told him he would be taken upstairs to the ward soon. He protested that he was all right and could go home. She ignored him.

He watched as more and more people were rolled down that hallway and again wondered where they were going. Why were there so many? What was happening to them? In his state of shock, in his haze, he was slow to realize the truth: for as a rescue man, he knew Boston City Hospital well and he knew that corridor led to a tunnel connecting the hospital to the Southern Mortuary across the street. And then he realized that all of those people being brought down that corridor—he had seen 100, if not more—were all dead.


Dear God, he thought.

He saw people coming through the doors of the emergency room crying, people who were not hurt or burned in any way. They were frantic, many of them, and Pops watched as they began walking around, looking down at the faces of each of the victims. He knew they were the families and friends and loved ones who had come to try to find their mother or son, brother or sister, wife or husband. He could not bear to watch this, for he knew that if they did not find their loved one here, they would be sent down the hallway to the tunnel. It was a blessing that Pops was in shock, because he had experienced the most nightmarish scene of his life at the Cocoanut Grove, and now he had to witness this—a scene out of Dante. He was as tough as a man could be, but this? It was too much for anyone. Soon, he was moved upstairs to the ward.
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My dad—Sonny—was seventeen years old at the time. He was a six-foot-tall, 130-pound, raw navy recruit in training at Newport, Rhode Island, preparing for submarine duty in the North Pacific. Sonny heard about the fire late Saturday night on the radio, and he knew Rescue 1 would be at the fire. Sonny and Pops were stoic men, prone to neither panic nor a rush to judgment. Sonny could have sought a telephone, though his recollection is that such access was rare in the military at the time. But he said even if he had been able to use a phone, he would not have called home.

Through the years, when his father had gone off to work in the firehouse and there had been news of a terrible fire, Sonny had always operated on the same assumption—that Pops was safe. He would operate on that assumption until he heard otherwise. He could do it no other way.

Sonny went through his duties on Sunday, and by the end of the day he felt a sense of relief. He thought that if there were bad news, it would have been delivered by now. And yet he felt a nagging sense of foreboding. He did not know, of course, that his father had been hospitalized Saturday night and that he had lain in the ward throughout Sunday and would do so again on Sunday night.

But when Sonny awoke Monday, he felt a sense of urgency. He had to go home. He left Newport in such preoccupied haste that he neglected to get approval from his superior officers. At the bus station in Providence, he bought a newspaper and read the stories of the fire, trying to take it all in calmly, trying to understand it, trying to grasp the immensity of the tragedy. He noticed a list of names; some were injured, some dead, some still missing. He carefully read through the list—and there was his father’s name.

Missing.

He thought about Molly, his mother, who was working as a drill press operator for Bendix Corporation, as part of the war effort. He thought about his younger sister, Audrey, who was thirteen, and of his little brother, Dan, who was just ten. He thought of his father. He could see his father’s face: roundish, thinning dark hair, a hint of a smile, warmth in his eyes.

Missing.

Sonny’s bus meandered north along U.S. Route 1, which became Washington Street in Boston. In late afternoon, Sonny got off the bus and walked half a dozen blocks to their five-room, red-brick house at the end of Glendower Road. Inside, he went into the first-floor bedroom. Pops was lying there looking exhausted and beat up, but very much alive.

Pops saw Sonny and smiled.

“Come to collect the insurance money?” Pops asked. Black humor was Pops’s preferred method for dealing with almost any situation involving emotion. There was no hug, no “thank God you’re alive,” no tears of joy and relief. It was never the Kenney way. But Sonny could see that Pops was not himself. He was distracted in an odd way, and as Sonny sat with him, observing him closely, it became clear that Pops was still in shock. They spoke about the fire, and Pops told Sonny that bodies had been stacked up “shoulder high.” Pops lay in the bed, shaking his head back and forth as though trying to deny the horror he had witnessed.

At one point, Pops abruptly rolled down the blanket, exposing his legs. It took Sonny a moment to understand why. Pops said nothing. He merely lay there with Sonny staring at the raw red scratches on his legs. Sonny was stunned, for he realized that these were scratches from people who had been lying in the doorway of the Cocoanut Grove, people scratching and clawing, desperate to be rescued.
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“On Account of Injuries Suffered”


December brought a somber holiday season. There had been the Luongo Restaurant fire, the Grove, the war—it didn’t seem all that festive to Pops.

During the days and weeks following the fire, the medical examiner for the Boston Fire Department, Dr. Martin H. Spellman, regularly came to the house on Glendower Road. Pops’s lungs had been damaged by a toxic combination of smoke, superheated air, and gases, how deeply damaged would only be revealed later. Pops was more tired than usual and sometimes felt a persistent pain in his chest, but the only visible manifestation of his condition was a cough. It was not an ordinary cough, but rather an alarming paroxysm that set in as the normal cough subsided. Doubled over, his face bluish, it appeared that the violence of the episode might knock him unconscious, but then he would gasp for air, fight for a massive breath, somehow catch it, and eventually settle down.

While Dr. Spellman tended to Pops’s physical woes, his emotional scars went untreated. Today, if firefighters are subjected to the sort of trauma Pops experienced at the Grove, there is counseling available, perhaps required. But for these men there was no post-fire trauma counseling, no psychological guidance. Pops dealt with it as best he  could. For the most part, he spent his time in great stretches of silence in his bedroom or the kitchen, a mug of tea at his elbow. He seemed agitated at times, grimacing, suddenly lurching out of his kitchen chair and disappearing into the bedroom.

Most of all, Pops slowed down. In the weeks and months after the fire, it seemed as though his life shifted into a slower speed, not unlike switching a phonograph record from 78 to 33 rpm. He felt himself in slow motion, trying to think and move with care and deliberation, as though he needed to slow down to have any chance of understanding what had happened.

After his initial days of convalescence, Pops got up each morning early and dressed in dark wool pants and a blue denim work shirt, buttoned to the neck. Sometimes he donned a wool cardigan. He found things around the house to repair—a cuckoo clock, door hinges, a window sash. A naturally skilled carpenter and mechanic, he instinctively knew how things worked. He would take apart a faulty motor, quickly identify and repair the problem, then rapidly reassemble it. This orderly, logical side to his brain needed to try to understand what had happened at the Cocoanut Grove.

He forced himself to go outside, although he typically did this at night. He was not conscious of this at first, but then he realized he was uncomfortable venturing out during the day. He knew that in daylight there was a greater chance of encountering a neighbor, someone who might ask a question, want to find out what it had been like. He wanted none of that. And so, in darkness, he would saunter a few hundred yards up the street and then walk slowly back again. Of course, he made an exception for Sunday mass at Sacred Heart Church, where he found peaceful refuge. He had been raised Catholic, and his faith had always been important to him, but after the Grove it assumed a greater part in his life than ever before.

He read the newspaper when he was alone and the house was still. He was usually up before anyone, but he would not look at the newspaper until his wife had gone off to work and his children had headed to school. Then he would sit with a mug of steaming tea and read carefully, methodically. During the week after the fire, Pops read that 431  bodies had been counted thus far and 225 had still not been identified. As he worked his way through the paper, he was struck by how young they all seemed. As he read, certain words and phrases caught his eye: “father of four”; “father of twins”; “leaves mother, two sisters”; “Dorchester wife leaves five-year-old daughter”; “Boston doctor identifies brother’s body”; “husband killed, wife badly hurt”; “MIT student, mother die in nightclub fire.” He saw a headline: “Brighton Woman Fourth in Family to Die from Fire.” The brief article recounted how Eva Healy, her husband, sister, and brother were all dead; how another brother and sister-in-law had been hurt. He scanned a lengthy list of the injured and there was his name: “KENNEY, CHARLES, Boston City Hospital.”

He read that movie star Buck Jones had not wanted to be there at all, that he had been suffering from a cold and wanted to go back to the hotel and go to bed yet was invited at the last minute and did not want to disappoint his hosts. The actor perished in the fire. There were the O’Neills, young newlyweds who had gone to the Grove with their maid of honor and best man—all dead. He read about Katherine Swett, the dutiful Grove employee who refused, despite repeated pleas, to leave her cash register. She died. He read about the children from Dorchester whose parents, two grandparents, and two aunts were killed. Pops saw a photograph of a girl named Eleanor Chiampa from Newton, fifteen years old, the youngest victim of the fire. She had been at the Grove with her brother, a navy lieutenant, and his wife, who also died. There was a picture of eleven-year-old Margaret Zenkin and her twelve-year-old brother, Walter, both crying. They had lost their mother. He encountered a large photograph of a family standing at graveside during the funeral for four brothers—Henry, John, James, and Wilfred Fitzgerald of Wilmington, Massachusetts. There in the midst of the picture was their mother, slumped to one side, held up by others.

Everyone in Boston and the surrounding communities, it seemed, was touched by the fire. Tens of thousands lost a relative or friend. Thousands of others worked at the hospitals joined in the rescue effort. Hundreds of thousands of people attended funerals throughout that first week in dozens of cities and towns.

“Funeral processions wound their way through the streets of Boston and nearby cities and towns yesterday for the third successive day as sorrowing relatives and friends paid last tributes to more than a score of victims of the Cocoanut Grove disaster,” the Boston Herald reported. “A triple funeral in Dorchester and more than ten double funerals were held throughout the day.” The triple funeral was for Mr. and Mrs. John J. Murray and their daughter, whose husband’s funeral had been the day before.

There were nearly 100 funerals one day, 113 the next, 52 the next—and still more than 200 to go. “Hour by hour from morning until dark, the seemingly endless chain of funeral corteges rolled slowly over city streets and country highways ...,” the Boston Daily Record reported. “[T]he thousands attending last rites for their dead were from every walk of life, the rich and the poor, the proud and the humble,—but yesterday they walked a single path, the path of sorrow. There were fathers and mothers who had lost a son or daughter, husbands who had lost wives, wives who had become widows, children who grieved for parents.”

Pops read about his Roslindale neighbor Francis Gatturna. Francis was a postal clerk, thirty years old, and he and his new bride, Grace, and four close friends had been in the club on the night of the fire. In the mayhem, Francis lost track of Grace. He got out. She died. All four of their friends died as well. Francis was overwhelmed by his grief. While undergoing treatment at Mass General he jumped from the window of his hospital room and died.
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On Monday morning November 30, 1942, less than forty-eight hours after the fire, Boston fire commissioner William A. Reilly convened a public hearing. “I am trying to find out, if I can, first of all, where it started and who started it and why it started so fast,” he said. The press covered the tense, somber hearings in minute detail, and Pops followed the reports carefully. The hearings were extensive and involved  morning, afternoon, and evening sessions every day for weeks, all the way through December. The hearings revealed that many of the Cocoanut Grove doors—exits through which people should have been able to escape—had been locked from the exterior or bolted shut. Robert S. Moulton, who was the technical secretary from the National Fire Protection Association, suggested that “the chaotic condition of Boston’s building laws, incompetent enforcement, political influences and careless management” all may have played a role in the disaster. He said it was clear that the Grove lacked proper exits, and that revolving doors were known to be dangerous.

Pops cringed at the testimony of his fellow firefighter Lieutenant Frank Linney. Accompanying Linney’s testimony was a copy of the report he had filed after he had examined the Grove just eight days before the fire. The report read in part:
From the fire prevention division to the fire commissioner 
Subject inspection, Cocoanut Grove, 17 Piedmont Street. 
In my opinion the condition of the premises is good. 
Sufficient number of exits 
Frank J. Linney, Lieutenant.





Linney’s report had found “no inflammable decorations.” He said he had held lit matches up to five or six palm trees to test them and all were flame resistant. Commissioner Reilly questioned Linney:

Q. And do you still feel in the light of what happened that the condition of the premises was good on November 20 when you inspected the premises?


A. Positively.


Q. And that there was nothing that you saw that would lead you to believe that a fire, small fire breaking out on the premises, would spread as rapidly as apparently this fire did spread?


A. No, sir. There was nothing there. If there was, I would have seen that he had a notice to abate the condition.







But there was something wrong somewhere, Pops thought. Linney hadn’t seen it—evidently, nobody had—but there was something wrong.

Initially, the cause of the fire seemed straightforward. Stanley Tomasczewski, the bar boy in the Melody Lounge, had told investigators that a patron had unscrewed a small light bulb in one of the palm trees. It rendered the area too dark, and the bartender instructed Stanley to screw the bulb back in. Stanley did so, but in the process he had to light a match so he could find the bulb. He told investigators that he dropped the match to the floor and rubbed it out with his shoe. Stanley, who managed to escape the fire through the kitchen, testified before the commission that he screwed the light bulb in “and then I turned around, got off the chair, and ... somebody yelled to me, ‘There is a fire in the palm tree.’ And the fire started up so fast and came across that you couldn’t do anything.” Overnight, Stanley became infamous. He was presented by the Boston police and several members of the fire department brass as the cause. A menacing mob gathered outside his house in Dorchester. There were threats on the boy’s life, threats serious enough so that he was taken to an undisclosed hotel, where he remained under police protection. Pops felt sorry for Stanley. This was a sixteen-year-old boy, a high school student, and he was being called a murderer for having ignited the “holocaust.” In pictures plastered all over the newspapers, “the busboy,” as he was now known, appeared young and frightened.

Maurice Levy, a student at Boston Trade School, had been in the Melody Lounge with his wife and another couple—all three had died in the fire—and he had witnessed Stanley screwing in the bulb. He testified that Stanley “couldn’t find the bulb and lit a match and put the match behind the tree. That caught fire to the top of the tree and the ceiling caught. I got up from my seat and took my wife and by that time there was a mad scramble.”

Jacob Goldfine, a wine steward and manager of the bars at the Grove, testified that he did not believe the palm trees would ignite so easily or quickly. “There were hundreds of people who would sit under  those palms every night and smoke and light cigarettes and those things would never burn,” Goldfine testified.

While some witnesses said that the fire had started in the palm tree where Stanley had tightened the bulb, others indicated it had started in the ceiling above the tree.

As he sat at home reading the newspapers each day, Pops was struck by how many of the witnesses remarked upon the speed of the fire. The commissioner questioned Mr. Goldfine about this:

Q. Do you think the decorations on the stairway ... were sufficient to cause such a flame to come up the stairway?


A. It couldn’t be possible the way it came up so quick. Just like somebody spilled gasoline on the building and it went up. That is how quick it went.





John J. Walsh, director of the Committee on Public Safety for the City of Boston, happened to be in the nightclub when the fire broke out. The commissioner questioned him about the timing:

Q. How much time would you say elapsed from the time that you first saw the fire to that point when the general fire was all over the room?


A. Not more than a minute to a minute and a half.


Q. It seemed as quick as that?


A. Yes, sir.





Maurice Levy testified that in order to leave the Melody Lounge, “we had to cross all the way over to the stairs. When I started I must have been about ten feet ahead of the fire and by the time I reached the stairs the fire was about ten feet ahead of me.”

Pops knew Ben Ellis, a member of the fire department Auxiliary Force. Ben testified that he had “gone to every fire of any size since 1905,” and he “never saw a fire in my life that gained such headway in such a short space of time.” He added: “It was beyond human comprehension to see so much fire in such a short space of time.”


Why? Why so fast? Pops wondered. How could it have raged at such a speed?


In the aftermath of the fire, a stench of corruption hung over Boston. News that exits were locked shut, that electrical work was substandard, that there were insufficient exits—all of this conspired to create a widespread sense that the corruption long endemic to Boston politics had played a role in the catastrophe. The Friday after the fire the Herald carried a huge front-page headline: “Novice Without License Installed Grove Wires.” A twenty-six-year-old man from Brighton named Raymond Baer testified that although he did not have an electrician’s license, he had installed lighting fixtures in the Broadway Lounge and in the past had altered some of the wiring in the Melody Lounge. At no time had he ever sought permits for the work.

The owner of a sign company who had done work at the Grove offered important testimony. Henry Weene testified that six weeks prior to the fire, he had been called into the Grove by owner Barney Welansky, who informed him about plans for the new Broadway Lounge. Weene said that Welansky “told me of the proposed new lighting for the new lounge. I said, ‘This calls for a permit.’” Weene also told Welansky he would need a master electrician to make the installations.

Weene testified: “Mr. Welansky said that it would not be necessary because ‘Mayor Tobin and I fit.’”

The newspaper noted that upon hearing Weene’s accusation, the fire commissioner asked: “Now are you sure those were the words used by Mr. Welansky?”

“I am positive,” Weene declared forcefully. (Months later, while testifying at Barney Welansky’s trial, Weene would testify that after Welansky said “Tobin and I fit,” Welansky added: “They owe me plenty.”)

It was also revealed that the Grove seating capacity was listed at 460 on an application for a 1943 license that had been filed with the Boston Licensing Board, less than half the number of people estimated to have been in the club the night of the fire. Pops was not at all surprised. You couldn’t live in Boston for as many years as he had and watch the city’s politics without coming to believe that the system was essentially corrupt.  Still, the idea that someone might have made payoffs to be able to skirt safety rules and that the result had been this catastrophe—Jesus.


All of this served to increase the level of anger and bitterness throughout the city. “Knocko” McCormack, a powerful South Boston political figure, lost his only daughter, Mary, in the fire. When Mayor Tobin attended the wake to pay his respects, Knocko reportedly stepped forward and punched the mayor in the face.
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Boston had long been a city rife with corruption at many levels, even within the fire department. There were firefighters who helped themselves when fires broke out in stores, offices, and warehouses. My maternal grandfather, who lived four houses up Glendower Road from Pops, took a firm stand on the matter. Laurence Dunn Barry was twenty-five years old when he joined the Boston Fire Department in 1923, the year the last horse-drawn engines were taken out of service. He was a sturdy, muscular Irishman, reserved in manner, who believed in doing what was right, no matter what others were doing. This was the gospel he preached to his six children. Those were the days of the eighty-four-hour week on the Boston Fire Department, when firefighters were in the firehouse every morning of the year at 8:00 AM, either coming on or going off duty. They were also the days of low pay. Other firefighters claimed the long hours and low pay justified their pilfering.

Laurence Barry used to come home and tell stories of firefighters taking bottles from a liquor store fire or jewelry from a jewelry store fire, and he made it clear to his family that there was no gray area here—that the right course was the honest course.
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Weeks after the fire, it was revealed that the financial records from the Grove, which had been removed to the police station the night of  the fire, had subsequently been detoured to the law office of Barney Welansky, the result of either spectacular incompetence or corruption. The Welansky brothers had questionable histories at best. Barney had been involved with one of the most notorious organized crime leaders of the day, a man named King Solomon, who had owned the property before Barney bought it. And Jimmy Welansky had not long before been accused in a murder investigation.

In the aftermath of the tragedy came a variety of law enforcement investigations. At the end of December, ten men, including the Welansky brothers, were indicted and charged with various crimes including manslaughter. Fire Lieutenant Frank Linney was charged with being an accessory after the fact of manslaughter and willful neglect of duty, a shameful event for the Boston Fire Department. Also charged were Captain Joseph Buccigross from the police department, the Grove manager, the Boston building commissioner, and a city building inspector, all for various forms of negligence.

There was widespread belief throughout the city that corruption in the building, police, and fire departments as well as the mayor’s office had led to the devastation. Some public officials, eager to deflect blame, singled out Stanley the busboy as a scapegoat. Although it worked to a certain extent—Stanley gave the public a visible target for their pain and outrage—there was a backlash. More and more people wrote to the newspapers to express anger that Stanley should be singled out. “Everyone in the city of Boston should hang his head in shame if these commissioners responsible for the Cocoanut Grove disaster are allowed to hold these responsible positions,” wrote one unidentified Bostonian. “How can they call themselves men and at the same time throw the blame on a 16 year old boy?”

Sometimes at night Pops could not sleep. Some nights he would cough, the hard, wracking cough he was to possess for the rest of his life, and not wanting to awaken anyone, he would get up, dress, and go outside. Anyway, he liked the quiet of the winter nights when he could walk slowly along Glendower Road in the darkness, looking up at the stars. He was comfortable in this neighborhood of working  people with its mix of one-, two-, and three-family homes. He would stroll along, past the houses packed close together, and think of the fire, of course, but he would also think about Sonny, who was in Rhode Island for naval training. He would think about the course of the war, about the Japanese and the Germans, but his mind inevitably wandered back to the Grove and the night of November 28. He could not help it, could not control it.

One night, around midnight, he was slowly sauntering along, bundled in an overcoat and hat, when he saw a young woman approaching.

“What are you doing outside so late, Mr. Kenney?” asked the girl, who was no older than eighteen. Pops was confused for a moment and forgot her name.

“It’s Anne, Mr. Kenney,” she said. “Anne Barry.”


Oh, of course: Anne Barry who lived four houses down, whose father was also a firefighter. She was a beautiful, sweet girl just returning from her night shift as a telephone operator. Pops chatted with her for a moment and turned to go.

“I hope you’re feeling better, Mr. Kenney,” she said.

He stopped and turned. She was smiling, her eyes wide with concern. He could tell she meant it.

“Thank you, Anne,” Pops said. “Thank you.”

And he walked slowly back down Glendower.
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By springtime, Pops was sometimes able to venture downtown on the trolley car and visit his friends at the firehouse. They would sit around over coffee talking about the war, about work, about kids, about anything other than the Cocoanut Grove. What could they say? At home, he became gradually more animated with the children and began a ritual in which everyone joined him several times a week frying homemade doughnuts.

Yet in his mind, questions lingered. Was it really the busboy’s fault or was there another explanation? Above all, why did the fire move so  fast? The testimony of veteran firefighter Ben Ellis echoed in Pops’s head: It was beyond human comprehension to see so much fire in such a short space of time. How could it be, Pops wondered, that one of the most devastating fires in history stubbornly refused to reveal its secret?

Between early December 1942 and the end of January 1943, Dr. Spellman traveled from his office at 465 Commonwealth Avenue to examine Pops at home a grand total of twenty-three times—twenty-three visits in fifty-six days. From February 3 through March 31, Pops visited Dr. Spellman’s office seventeen times. During the course of those forty appointments, Pops was waiting to hear one thing and one thing only—that he would soon be returning to work. But Dr. Spellman placed Pops on injured leave for an extended period to see whether his lungs would improve. Dr. Spellman waited as long as he could, hoping for a change, but by the fall of 1943 it was clear there would be no improvement. The paperwork took some time. On December 14, 1943, just over a year after the fire, Dr. Spellman wrote:
To whom it may concern: Mr. Charles Kenney of #12 Glendower Road, Roslindale, Massachusetts, has been unable to work since November of 1942 on account of injuries suffered at the Cocoanut Grove fire in Boston and as a result of which he has been retired from the Boston Fire Department.





Pops was forty-three years old when the job he loved was taken from him. He had served on the Boston Fire Department eight days shy of ten years.
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Sonny made a quick trip home before shipping out for the Pacific. Pops tried to assume an air of calm, but for one of the few times in his life he couldn’t do it. It was late at night when Sonny arrived home. His mother, brother, and sister were asleep, but as Sonny quietly entered the house, he discovered Pops was still awake, awaiting his arrival.  Pops was in bed, reading, when Sonny came in. Sonny sat on the edge of the bed and told Pops about his training, about what he had learned in preparation for becoming a submarine signalman.

They talked for a long while about the war and about Sonny’s assignment. And then Pops could hold out no more—he had to tell Sonny. And so he broke the news, spoke as directly as he could. He told Sonny that he was no longer a member of the Boston Fire Department, no longer a rescue man.
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The Aleutian Islands


Sonny was in the galley of the S-47, a U.S. Navy submarine, cruising the frigid waters of the North Pacific, just south of Russia and the Sea of Okhotsk, when his sub sighted a Japanese vessel. The skipper of the S-47 ordered the firing of two torpedoes, which were promptly launched. Sonny and the other crew members remained still, listening, waiting for the blast, but the torpedoes had gone off course, missing their target. The Japanese, however, had detected the torpedoes, and made for the direction of the sub.

This was the nightmare of submariners. It was a particular fear of men in the S-47, for the boat was nearly World War I vintage, a creaky old vessel with little maneuverability and a top speed of only fourteen knots. The captain had once observed that in the S-47, a routine dive could be a perilous adventure.

Sonny was in the galley when the depth charges exploded at some distance. Around him, the S-47 crew was deathly still. They had shut down anything and everything that vibrated or made noise—refrigeration units, fans, blowers. In the galley, someone near Sonny wrapped cutlery in dish towels so it would not rattle. Sonny looked around and realized that like him, the other men were standing stock still, utterly  silent. Sonny was a signalman, third class, wiry, with a thin face, bony cheekbones, prominent nose, and wavy black hair that came forward in a widow’s peak. Though he was eighteen years old, he looked more like sixteen, and he had never been so scared in his life. He felt his heart pounding and could not help but think about the other subs that had gone out on patrol, never to return.

Sonny noticed that he and the other men in the galley had their heads cocked upward slightly, their eyes looking up as though it would help them pinpoint the location of their attackers. Sonny could feel the sub floating downward, reaching for enough depth to elude the explosives. The canisters tumbled off the Japanese ship and down into the water, exploding at different depths, rattling the S-47, causing Sonny to reach out and grab onto a pipe to stabilize himself. Then it seemed the next explosion wasn’t quite as close, and the one after that was clearly farther away, and so the progression continued until it was clear they were safe. Soon, the S-47 slipped quietly away.
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Sonny had wanted to join the service on the afternoon of Sunday, December 7, 1941, when he heard about the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, but he had been just sixteen years old at the time. The earliest he could enlist was April 11, 1942, the day he turned seventeen. But he needed his parents’ approval. He went to Pops that winter and said he wanted to go to war. Pops said he would sign the form—“as long as it’s the navy”—the branch of service in which Pops had served. That had been Sonny’s intention anyway, and he agreed. And so it was that on April 11, Sonny enlisted in the U.S. Navy and was soon notified he would do basic training at Newport, Rhode Island.

On the day he was to report for duty at the Fargo Building in South Boston, Sonny got up early and he and Pops headed off together, taking a local bus to Forest Hills station and then boarding the elevated railway. Sonny and Pops rode the train, crowded with men and women going to work. Sonny was headed for South Station, but Pops was getting off many stops before that at Dover Street, a short distance from  the firehouse. Sonny carried a small bag that contained a change of clothes and a shaving kit. Pops was dressed in his Boston Fire Department uniform. When the train pulled into Dover Street, Pops reached out and shook Sonny’s hand as a gesture of farewell. “I guess with the Irish ancestry, you have this feeling you don’t display emotion so we shook hands and he said good-bye,” Sonny recalled.

After training in Newport and New London, Connecticut, Sonny shipped out to Seattle, where he joined other submarine crewmen aboard the Mormick Hawk, a United Fruit banana boat turned troop ship. They then traveled west across the North Pacific, following the Aleutian chain of 150 islands along a route that grew increasingly frigid. This was the route, along the top of the Pacific, that the Japanese were predicted to follow if they attempted a mainland assault on the United States.

The Japanese had already tested the possibility of attacking via this route when they launched assaults on U.S. installations in the Aleutians in 1942, before Sonny arrived in the Pacific. In a series of battles, American forces—mostly bombers—had driven the Japanese west and out of the Aleutians. But there had been a blackout on the dissemination of news from the Aleutians: The brass wanted to avoid panic among civilians who feared a mainland assault by the Japanese. Yet when Sonny reached the port of Dutch Harbor in the Aleutians, he heard that in driving the Japanese out of Attu and Kiska, the United States had sustained the loss of dozens of aircraft. A measure of the environment’s hostility was that nearly all had been downed not by the enemy but by raging storms.

From Seattle, the Mormick Hawk traveled 1,700 miles northwest to the tip of the Alaskan peninsula and put in at the Aleutian island of Unalaska. It was here, at Dutch Harbor, that the navy had established a massive installation in 1940. And here, on October 25, 1943, at Massacre Bay on the Aleutian island of Attu, Sonny was assigned to the S-47. The boat was one of the last S-class subs ever built, older than Sonny, in fact, having been launched from Portsmouth, New Hampshire, in 1923. Sonny joined a crew of five officers and fifty enlisted men on board what was to be his home for two years of the war in the Pacific.

When Sonny boarded at Massacre Bay, he went all the way aft to the stern with some other sailors and made his way forward, examining his new home. The boat was 260 feet long, and the interior space—the shell of the hull—was about twenty feet wide and ten feet high. The sub included six watertight compartments, any one of which could be sealed off if damaged in an attack. In the stern was the motor room, which powered the sub’s propulsion shafts. Sonny moved forward to the engine room, marveling at the two massive Nelseco twin diesels on either side of the vessel, each of which ran longer than thirty feet. Then he walked into the area called the after battery, where dozens of huge batteries, five feet high and a foot and a half square, were packed in below deck, in the lower half of the boat. These batteries, along with those in the forward battery, powered the boat when it was submerged. A large control panel along one wall monitored the electrical systems. At the rear of the after battery was the galley, a compact area with a freezer, refrigerator, range, and sink that lined up along the port side. In the center were two stainless steel tables, each of which accommodated six to eight men at a time. Above the tables were bunks, barely inches above the head of someone sitting down for a meal. The after battery also contained the single shower and toilet shared by all fifty enlisted men on board.

Sonny moved forward into the control room, the central operations post for the captain and his senior officers, which contained a large, round Sperry gyroscope, the main compass for the boat. Nearby was the helm, a small gyroscopic device enabling the helmsman to steer the boat with a twist of his finger. This was one of Sonny’s assignments—keeping the boat on course. A few feet away was the manual, backup steering wheel, available in the rare event the automatic steering failed. Along the wall were depth gauges and a device indicating the angle of the sub in the water. Sonny saw the two periscopes, one for normal use, the other a battle scope, smaller (about the thickness of a broomstick) and less visible on the surface.

Going on toward the bow of the boat, Sonny entered the forward battery, with its dozens of large batteries packed in below deck, as well  as numerous bunks, stacked three high along the sub walls. Here also were the officers’ head and shower, as well as a small stateroom for the skipper and a ward room where the five officers were served their meals. Sonny proceeded toward the bow and the forward-most compartment, the torpedo room, which was about forty feet long. He saw the four torpedo tubes, each about twenty inches in diameter, each loaded with a torpedo, with eight spares stored in racks along the walls. There were several bunks as well, for the torpedo crew. Under the torpedo room sat massive air tanks used to blow water from ballast tanks when the boat was submerged and needed to surface. (Once on the surface, these tanks were replenished by air compressors.)
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