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of 1961 resulted in changes that
LOLI.H make hosg Hh.l\ far ﬁrlul

than they were mll_f @ century ago.

By Lisa Nadile

n the afternoon of December 8,
1961, a fire broke out ar Hirtford
Hospital, located near downtown
Hartford, Commecticut, As the fire
spread though the south end of the
hospital's ninth floor, the Hartford

Fire Department (HFD} raised Ladder 6's 100-foo
(30-meter) hadder as close as possible to the 1 3-story
grey-brick building, Positipned for maximum heighr,
the lidder reachid over the main entrance about
halfway berween the eighth and ninth stories of the
building's center west sectian, Firefighter Richard
Trejarian, in full turnour gear, raced up the ladder. At
the top, Tréfariun leapt 1o an open ninth-floor win-
daw. With his feet swinging free, he pulled himsell
through the window and dropped to the flopr.




Surrounded by thick black smoke from burning
ceiling tile. Imolewm, plastics, wood. and other
combustibles, Trejarian moved fast; assessing the

situation, chosing doors, and shouting insteuctions
to people on the flove. "He said, 'Run the water...
wet fowels and rags, line them amound the doors,™
says Firefighter Frank Droney, 81, 2 retired 32-
wyear HFD veteran, *Dick was skinny a5 a zail and
tough as nails, Why did he do it? He saw peoplein
trensbile, They were hanging our the windows and
e went In tosave their lives.”

Trejarian was quickly joined by Droney and
‘s fellow hrefigheers, who carried 2 1/2-inch fire
hosse up the stitirs, They also used standpipes and
internal fire hoses that were present on all flocrs
in the hospital.

Churside, onlookers warched as the firefighters
converged on the building. One of the spectators.
that day was 14-vear-old Timuthy Kelliher, who
had followed hrﬁlcﬁghm&thumlhvﬁ:rfnm
the firehause, Kelliher, now 6.2, went an a join
the HFD and retired as @ captain with 25 years
service. He warched ag firefighters broke windows
and pulled 3 21)2-inch hose up the outside of the
building. “That's a et of work to de thar when
it's charged, but they had some pretty big guys in
those days;* ho says.

Vhin Droney arrived on the ninth foar, he
discovered that the walls were on fire. “There
was 0o visibility because of the black smke,”
he says. He and the other firefighters moved
through the corvidors, extinguishing the fire and
preparing for the evacuation of patients, Néws-
papers reparted firefighters and police calling
foor gats miasks during the evacuation, “We had no
masks.... there were no requirements at the time.-
Yo had to go in for a second artwo and then go

“ou” says Droney. '

The three-alarm fire was under controd in 15
minusesand fully extinguished tn 30, Fire Chicl
Thomas ¥, Lee told Fire Engincering in February 14962,

My dad salel that as he was moving through the
corridar [opening the deors and looking for fire],
he'd epened vne and the men said, Shot the doos,
you're letting the hear and smoke in.' So be shur
it.” says Kelliher, The firefighters didn't evacuare
until they were sure the fire was out.

Thar's when they began o see the toll the fire
had taken, “When it cleared Esaw there were
bodies right at our feet near the elevators,” says
Draney, “There were bodies everywhere,

Even befare lirefighters arrived, doctors, nurses,
anderlics, und stff placed patients first and fought
rovsave thedr lives, refusing to leave theirsides.

A photagraphs SFWide Wirld

Hospital staff, along with the Connecticut Staze
Police and firefighters, evacuated parients from the
ninth though the rwelfth foors; in 30 minutes, 108
patientswere evacuated from the minth foor alome,
iy seriousty ill and confined w beds. {The thir-
teenth ﬁommusc& I'orstorage i ln scmerases.
hospital staf P pether,
lnal! csixteen people—one doctor, e nurse, two
stalf, five visitors, seven patients—died as a result
of the fire, Two surses and a hospital engineer were
injured, suffering smoke inhalation and carbon
manexide poisoning, The damage to the 13-year-
old structire was $350,000, .

The ensuing investigstion revealed a host af
traubling findings, including an open fire doar,

patient roomm doors nearly burned through, burnt
oelllng tiles and linoleum waltscoting, and a trash
chute that was missing a door, Those findings
wonld goon toaffect hospitals across the country,
The building materials used in Hareford
haw it managed its trash and laundry, and hnwn
trained its staff were all studied, and the find-
Inge prompred 3 variety of ot Jesigned to
mprove fucilities and reduce paticnt risk, In 1963,
the lessons learned [rom this and similar fires
were reflected in NFPA 101%, Life Safety Code®, But
the Hartford Hospital fire also showcases chal-
lenges sill facing health care Institutions today,

noification.
i Bl 5
‘whert & protect-in-place strategy fails.

The Hartford Hospital fire was also the scene of a
miassive, spontaneous mutwal aid effort. highlight-
ing mare lssues of disaster management that fire
amd other departments were o study (see “Manag-
ing the Helping Hands™). Not only were hospiral
emergency plans forever changed, buz :duumnal
fceup Fustels; and dssernib
tock careful note.and the seeds for
emergency communlcation were planred. And it
all starved with & trash chute.

‘When caregivers become protectors

The recard of what happened that day s quite de-
tailed, The state fire marshal, State Police Commis-
storer Leo ). Mulcahy, convened a frmal hearing at
5 pum. the day of the fire and heard the testimony of
25 witnesses under oath, sume stifl in soot-covered
robes and pajamas, according to published reports.
(Twi witnesses were absesurvivors of the infamous
Hartford circus tent five that claimed 168 lives in
1944 State Police Magor Carroll E; Shaw gues-
tioned the wimesses, His 14-yvear-odd njece was the
figst body removed from the ninth floor.
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witnesses
in & trash chute
oars apened directly onto
wridar of each Hoor, At ficst, there was
14 prear sense-of concern. Staff estified thar
they folluwed emengency procedures but as-
simed the situation was notse
fires ha

whowe

us becatse
occurred in the chute before and were
extinguished, same m‘hc\ut calling the H
Indved, in the basement e maintengnce
men smelled smoke they opened the trash chute
terminus door. With & long-handled hook they
L ove the trash that accumulated

in the battom of the chute, which wos elbow-
shaped where trash gathered. On the first o
a janitor sow smoke coming from the closed

1t

chute door, and ran water lnto the chte using
11/ 2-inch standpipe line. When that didn
the smoke, he closed the dooe and headed to the
upper floors to find a supervisor, Mesnwhile, the
hospital engineer was
the
Ag \lrtlInL ti Chlef Lee, \|:|
ers; there was a six-minute delay in reporting the
fire, The assistant head nurse testified she pulled
the fire box alarm at 239 p.m. when she noticed
heavy smoke emitting from the trash chute in the
twelfth floor corridor, which was the psveh
wand. After a minute or two, her concern grew
and she returned o the fire o a

s
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they sw the nurse supervisor close and Jarch the
fire door: Witnesses then reported hearing an

explosion and seeing doors sucked shut and flames.

Lrnv:thngalungdx r:ﬁl'nw.The m‘lﬂd was the
ninth-fi lowent e its:
hinges. One dmrmdﬂmh: m: Iaving a rou-
tine day and then siw “within A0 seconds a sheet
of flame roaring down the corridor,” One witness
compared the fire 1o:a flame theower and another
1o blast furnace, according to the Hargond Times;

Witncases testified thar they saw fire break:
through the top of the cross-corsidor fire door. “All
ulso teatificd that after the heavy smoke doors were
closed. smoke and ilames burst oot from the top
of the cosed [south] door,” the Cowmt reported,
*Each alén veported the fames ccing along the
ceiling of the corridor. The flimes_reached about
thireg o four feer down from the ceiling.”

The Repart Dfl'l(‘lllﬂlﬂliilml‘l of State Folice as Fore
Marshal, subrmizied by Muleahy on
February 20, 1961, cited tesimony that wimesses
saw the south fire doe “blow open” after the ex-
plosian, yes the laech was dater found sound.

A fire progressed down the ninth-foor hall-
wiay, the walls began to burn. The temperature of
the fire wis later estimared at | 200°F (648°C). The
fire produced immense pressure that pushed at
closed doors, forcing some open, According tm
the Comrunt, 2 28-vear-obd resident, D, Anthony
Fons reseued three paﬂénnshypux.hmthem
ontiva hed in o small oo in the center section
and bracing himself agatrise the doar, ressting
the air pressurc buils by the fire.

Notall were so fortunare. *Six died in their
beds, Some beside loved ones. A young docior
was killed while protecting his patients.” the
Coure reporied. “Two women fell near elevators
that stopped. Another woman deopped behind &
fire daior that failed. Akirchen aide trapped inthe
Fiitehen died while holding a fire extinguisher
The seventh putient died four days afier the fire.

The doctor who died in the Gee was on the
third floor when he heard the nisth-floor alarm,
witich was where his patients were. according
1o the Couranr, He raced o the ninth-foor south
sectionand began closing doors an the cast wing,
moving s quickly one of his shoes fill off. He led
a group of patients into @ room and teled woshut
the door, but eventually stccumbed to smoke.

Other casualties were not officially listed. Qne
worman in Canadadied of & heart attack when

she learned her daughter hud perished in the fire,
Another woman whao was clase (o death was
safely evacuated during the fire but died shortly
afterwards, The fire was not considered o major
factor in her death.
Many o the patients who were evacuated were

seriously ill. said Arthir Bouchard, whe was
a hospitn] alde at the time of the fire and who
currently works in the hospizal's security depare-
ment. “We had to corry them down in their beds
and wheelchaiss.” be saps, The & began
i diately after the extinguisk of the fire.

Accomling to Hartford Hospital, in a lirle more
tharan hour, stafl had discharged 263 paticnes,
“They sent home everyoni: whe was healthy
endugh,” says Fouchird. The quick sction meant
the haspital, which wits not illed o capacity.
coubd refocare thuse patlents evacuated from the
ninth and higher oo,

Tllz investigation

igation of the fire bepan i
w{Lh the questioning of witnesses and an evalu-
atson af the scene by Commissioner Mulcahy,

l:ln : NORTH Rh:l;"‘qr.\mnl'
Ahve o udals
= SECTION et fivar, with
— v Incations of
victim. The red
arvnve lidicate
tha firetion the
fire trovelen.

|
SQUTH —
= |—{  XBODIES OF VICTIMS
SECTION G2t ¥,y @OIEC NEXT DAY

inhugmysEEsuARy 2009w ovmn. 39



PR JOURNAL

inr Shaw, and other officials.
ning, they soupht i ans h
questions: What caused the ex)
asteal trash clute door off its
the chute done? And what caused the fire's speed

Fram the begin-
fundamental
sion that blew

The-contents of the trash chute were a subject
immediate discwssion. The thick, dark smoke
t colared cverything a spooky grey ing
torwitnesses like fiwu ard, wissin |m['1rl.ln' «l
for ¢ hu.‘fL.L‘ He
pegt
cxperience p
with a grey smoke, not the thick, hg ack smoke
that poured from ||||. chute. Bur
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throom b a l
h dirty water and debris, repor
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lescribed by witness,

The trash chute; constructed of unpa
riveted alumir L )
[0.5-nveter| diameter cylinder, was remov
far stusdy.
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and lirge sections of the
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New York to Underwriters Labe
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The fire originated in the
the basement and the firse floar. according ro
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director of Hartford Hespital, sai

tlter the fire that Tew y
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in a pile of frash “forat least 10 to 12 minue,

plete combustion dis o lack

f the inside of the chute found

ebor vent pipe
was apparently wo small 1o carry off the smolk

and gases:



In 1961, the community had no way of knowing how

deadly the fire at Hartford Hospltal would be. Knowlng
that the hospital could have as many 251,000 patients
and hundreds of staff, however,-as well as hundreds
of visitors at any given time, Hartford and surround-
ing comminities threw everything they could it an
Impramptu evacuation and patient relocation effort. A
few of the details:

= Hartford police responded to the first alarm im-
mediately: with traffic control, syacuation assis-
tance gasmashs, and numerous otier sarvices,

= When word reached the 11 Conmecticut hospitals
near Hartford Hospital, their staffs began reorga-
nizing patients, clearing 560 berds within an hour.
Mount Sinai Hospital received 2n alert of the fire
at 315 pum,, and other hospitals reported a simi-
far Ume frame. Most employee shift changes at
these local hospitals eccurred around the time of
the alert, but many off-duty employees remained
at their posts: Mount Sinal Hospital alone had 70
nurges stay at work Off-duty clergy and doctors
also began arriving at their facilities. Because
these hospltals were unable to reach Hartford by
phone dus to giut and a policy to limit phona calls
turing & disaster, many sent telegrams to Hartford
communicating their preparedness,

. fete Lullding e and 2
targe number of injused, ambulances from Iocal
companies gathered at Hartford Hospital Local
-stores sent cargo trucks, taxicah companies sent
-carg, and G Fox and Ce. a local clothing and re-
tail store, sent six station wagons that it used for
package defivery. Taxicabs donated transport and
made six trips Lo deliver bload and 12 trips to de-
liver staff.

* Within an howr, without much Infermation, more
than 90 ambulances arvived in Hartford. The Na-
tional Guard sent its buses, and dozens of pleces
of fire apparatus were sent from all over the state.
The Stata of Comnecticut was the location of sever-
-al large defense contractors. all of which sent help.
Kamen Alrcraft in Bloomfield sent its firefightars,
medical staff, and four apparatus to the hospital.
1t alst readied |te helicopter and pilot at the plant.

East Hartford-based Pratt & Whitney Alrcraft sent
throe ambulances, 3 grou of guards for litter bear-
eis, two doctors, three murses, and 40 alr pack oxy-
pen masks. 1t also requested employees use travel
routes away from the hospital.

«One hundred National Guardsman were sent,
bringing gas masks, biankets-and cots. two ambu.
lantes, six 25-ton trucks, and 10 staff cars.

+ The local Red Cross brought 200 stretchers and
provitled blankets, coffes, and food.

+ Dozens of Sakvation Army workers spent 10 hours
at the scens of the fire providing firefightars. police,
and rescue workers with thousands of sandwiches,
200 gallons of coffee, and becf stew. One anit of six
workars was stationed on the minth floor to help |
fireflahters, investigators, and cleanup workers.

= Southern Mew England Ball Telephone. added
extra-operators, sent mobile units to the hospital,
and added trunk lings,

Such a large, unstructured response could hava re-
sulted in chaos. But it didn't. "The streets weré lined
with ambulances,” recalls Frank Droney, a firefighter
who was on the scene that day. "People, just specta-
tors, were asking us If they could help evacuate 2nd
wie, averyang, were happy for the hefp,” Carrying over
100 patients in beds and wheeichalrs and escorting
patients who were mobile, from the ninth floor was
exhausting, F can vividly remember people heing
brought out and placed into ambulances.” says Tim
Ieliiher, a firafighter who witnessed the scene. "Thay
|oaded the people one right atber the other. It was flke
a parade of amhutances.”

et these ambulances were not transporting pa-
tients to other hospitals. They were taking therm home,
The haspltal hurdedly discharged 263 patients in an
howr, The 560 beds freed by the nearby 11-supporting
haspitals werea‘t needad. Nor werd tmany of the other

offered by the |

The nearty hospltals an:utely I'EIr. the lack of imme-
diate communication among themselves and Hartford
Hospital. Within days, hospitals began pL:n_'. todiscuss |
ashortwave radi
On April 19, 1964, it became a reality.—LN

system,
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According 1o the Commissioner's report,
axygen was introduced info the chutr, prob-
ably when a chute door was opened. and the
smioldering fire “hurst into flame, and & spark o
A burning ember,..was carried upseards to ignite
the gases.” The ninth-floor chute door blew off,
mdlhe eagh(h flaot chiste was opencd violently,
bus waskicked shut by an employee,

The failure of the south fire door on the ninth
fioor was a peint of confusion for investigetoes:
Somte witnesses testilied that it was closed and
Jazched, Yerhurn patierns on the doos, as well as
nther witniesses' sestimony, Indicated it was open
-at the height of the fire, Witnesses testified it hivw

fuel contributed, and smake developed: As
comparisan factars, st bogrd hasst
zera rating for all three, and red oak iy razed 100
forall three, The hospital’s acoustic tile-rack lath
assembly rated 180, 130, and 255, The linoleum
wainscoting rated 300, 135, 633,

“Fire, pushing cut of the ninth-loor chure
daor opening with a blow torch effect ignited
and fed on combustible ceiting rile, and spread
flamic and smoke along the north-south cor-
ridor between the nerth and south fire doors,”
Mulbcahy's report said. “Under the influence of
high heat, the tile loasened, subjecting the un-
treated under-side o fire which ate into and fed

apen, but the larch was found by i

on this combustible marerial,” The adhesive used

The hospital's executive director said at a press conference after the
fire that a few weeks before the blaze, a fire safety memo circulated
after a nurse was seen throwing a cigarette down the trash chute.

be sound. The latch was on the sourh side of the
door, so peaple in the center section could not
have opened it, When the door opened and who
opened the door, whether by accident ar in panic,
will meves be known. But clearly the open fire door
waze a mujor factar behind th ity of the blaze.

10 secure the e was also combustible,

The repores states, “Burning tife dropping on
the floorand caused armrabie bonfire, sgnited
the highly combustive walnscoting, causing fire
to buirn along the corridorwallsand gererig a

dosuis aniant of suioke.” Chicf Lee saw

Witnesses ilso reported fire burning over
the clnsed fire door. Whether this was becase
the fire doar was actually in the process of

epening—or being opened—at the time of thair
Dhmlmn orif the fire barrier was breached

Wiy WS an imy guestion for

investigators, Inspection of the scene found that
the fire revealed open lintels, According o
preliminaty report released by NFPA four davs.
after the fire, the undivided concealed ceiling
space aided the spread of smoke beyond the har-
tler dooss.

Combustible construction materials were alsa
found o be responsible for che fire's severiry,
The haspiral used scoustical ceiling tile made
of cane Aibersecured toa rock lath plaster, The
tile was painted with fire-resistant paint, but at
some poinit that had also been painted over with
nonfire-resistant. conventional paint, which nul-
Tifiesd the lire-resistant coating. The walls of the
corridar were covered with linolewm wainscor-
ing, UL's resting revealed both the tile and the
wainiscoting were clear fre hazards, Testing was
based on three standand rattngs: ame spread,
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the bonfire oftile and mentioned it in his 1962
Fire Engineering Inrerview,

The fire first burned high, then burned lower
and along the walts as the riles fell. The fine tray-
eled 273 feet (84 metersj—north to the cosed
fire door and seuth down the corridor and down
hoth the east and west wings.of the ninth floor.
The linateum asd the celling tile produced thick
black smoke and dangeroiis gases..

Building a better safe haven

Immediarely afier the fire, Chief Lee banned the use
of Hartford Hospitel's trash and lumdry chutes,
and made the ban permanent four days laer, Ac
carifing ro the Counans, the hospital produced 5,500
potinds (2495 kilogramms) of erash and 17,000
puu)lds {7711 kilograms) of linen duily. Gther

i hospitals continued to hutes, but
thvey et differen désigns than the system in Han-
foord. NFPA 107 was revised b address lzundry itid
rublish chutes fesues, Such chures were reguired 1)
openin a “churging” oo that is separated from
the portidor by walls and doors constructed in
accordance with hazardous area Tooms, Sprinklers




e requived inside the chure, Actual inseallaicn
details are inchugded in NFPA 13, Installation of Sprin-
Hler Systemi, and NFPA 82, Jncinetators and Waste and
Linen Hanling Systems and Equipment:

Ten daysafter the fire, the state officials rold
newspapers of plans 1o make changes to the (-
et Safety Cnde ;u]trnlrsmnkh,g]nhmplula
and the gseofc e bui
asgane fiber cefling tile. Eleven days after the fire,
Mew Haven hospitals banned smoking in hospital
Hallwarys, The same day, the Courmt reposted the
fire marshal would revise the Connecticut Safety Code
1o ke all buildings occugied by the public on
par with schoals. which required noncombustible
consiriction, The fire marshal did not have 1o
abtadn peramssian from the state leglature to do
thiin, the sewspiper reported. Amonth later, e
l’aunmtmpom:d ikt other hospdmls had bzgun
training wrkers in firefighting and
FesCis WOrk. )

In April 1962 Hartford Hospital created it for-
meal fire safery comminee, made up of employ-
ees and management, 1o review fire protection
procedures invalving patients and 1o overies
safety orientation of new cmployees and contin-
wid rrining of current employess, By 1964, the
hospital had complerely sprinklered the main
buiilding. Including all patlent roems, corridors,
and stairways, reporied the Courant. The bospital
also added addiional corridor doors (0 creare

sefuge areas, and ramavid all combostible mare-

In 1964, Hartford Hospital announced thar,
in conperition with Sargent Lock Co. i Tocal
firmy, its chief engineer had helped designa nev
door fareh. The larches used in 1961 were of a
friction design thas used i rubber roller to keep
the door lightly shut, funcrional for busy nurses
and staff to ppen quickly and quietly. The now,
UL-listed Birches swere made of chrome-cinversd
birss with a curved arm that had o be pulled vt
to releisi—stll] allowing for quick, easy use, vor
oftering greates fire protection. The new larches.
were part of Hartord Hospital's 600,000 firo
safery renovation project, aceording o the Cou-
rmt, It afso included the insmliation of Cerberus
Pyr-Alaris, made by the Swiss firm Pyrotron|cs,
which detected chemical products of combus-
ot according to Major Shaw,

Ina precursor to today’s emergency notifica-
tiern systems, the walkie-tulkic wave length used
by Hartford Hosplial was opened in 1964 for
other Connecticut bospitals o use for emergency
communications and "elvil defense,” the Courant
reported. This step was irst mentioned in the
Cotonant the day after the fire by Dr. fohn Souki-
mas, chatrman af Saint Francis Hospital in Hart-
fowd, whis recommended the hospials look lnw a
shortwave radia ner that would bypass unrelinhle
home commrumications.

With these steps and others taken over the
ensutlng decades, Hartford Hospital now meers
and in many areas exceeds the Comiectiait Fire

rlals i the cortidors. It instituted i procedure for
continuous séarchies for hidden fire hazards, and
held regular day and nighttime fire drills.

The doors and door latches used in the hospi-
tal in 1961 were found 1o be & major sifety risk.
1n a paper and presentation m the New England
Chispter of the Society of Fire Protection Engi-
neers in 1962, Major Shaw spokenf one of the
mtatin problents with fire doors, which was that
peaplec opened them or wedged them open,

Major Shaw also mentions the focus Hartford
Hospieal had an improving garient room doors.
He saiid he was Inaking for new door des
brased cn hieat or smoke sctivation, and described
fow Hrtford Hospital's solid-care. 1, 5-inch
(#-centimeter) duars nearly brred through in
less than 15 minutes. During the fire, all people
I poms with doors that remained closed sur-
wived, but witnesses told of having to brace those
durs shutngdmt:hr pressure of the fire.

Code, the reg [ The Joint €
and Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Seér-
vices requirements. according o Mike Garrahy.
Hartford Hespiral's current fire marshal. *Iv's still
fresh in our minds up here,” Garrahy adds. “We:
ke sure to gothrough it with every employre.
1t's partof out new employer orientation”
The dark memoties of that day in 1961 stay:
with Kellther and Droney. "[t was the worst fire
I've ever seen in terms of fralities,” says Deoney.
But when these fire service veterans talk about
the fire, there are other memaries; 106, As
firefighters raced tosave lives and knock down
adeadly fire, vwo babies were horn In Haerdord
Hospital's maternity ward, located at the dther
end of the building, 1 had forgaten abour thas,”
Draney says, “Tim Kellther was just talking about
thar the other day.
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