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What binds those agendas, though, is Triangle. A century later, it has lost none of its power to move us, or to horrify us. 
 
TRIANGLE REMAINS a pivotal event in American workplace fire safety, but it was not unique. Fires periodically killed 
workers in a variety of industrial settings in turn-of-the-century America; just four months before Triangle, a fire in a light 
bulb factory in Newark, New Jersey, spread to the floor above, which housed the production facilities for an underwear 
maker, resulting in the deaths of 25 garment workers. The Triangle Waist Co., which occupied the top three floors of the 
10-story Asch Building in Greenwich Village, at the corner of Washington Place and Greene Street, had experienced 
fires itself, but none that couldn’t be doused with the buckets of water that were located strategically on each floor. 
 
In 1911, technology and practices that could have protected workers — enclosed stairways, fire walls, fire doors, auto-
matic sprinkler systems, fire drills — existed, and in some cases were required, but few building owners bothered to im-
plement them. Design shortcuts were common; the law called for a structure the size of the Asch Building to have three 
stairways accessing each floor, but the architect had received an exemption from the Building Department and provided 
just two, along with an exterior fire escape at the rear of the building that descended only as far as the second floor. The 
regulatory emphasis was on constructing buildings that could withstand fire, not protecting their inhabitants. "My building 
is fireproof," insisted Joseph P. Asch of his namesake building, which he’d constructed in 1901, to newspaper reporters 
the day after the fire. He also insisted that the building complied with all New York City codes — though as reformers, 
journalists, and a growing chorus of politicians were already pointing out, Asch’s claims of compliance were far from a 
guarantee of a fire-safe building. 
 
The fire began on the eighth floor at about 4:40 p.m., as the factory’s roughly 500 
workers — mostly young immigrant women, recent arrivals from Italy or Russia — 
were quitting for the day and heading for their customary exit, a pair of freight eleva-
tors located along the back wall, near the windows overlooking Greene Street. After 
having their handbags searched for stolen fabric or blouses, workers would board the 
elevators, which would take them to the ground floor. Each floor measured about 100 
feet (30 meters) per side, and the large open area of the eighth floor contained tables 
used for cutting fabric, which was then assembled into shirtwaists, or blouses, by 
workers seated at sewing machines, which were mounted on six long tables. The 
blouses were made of thin cotton, and scraps were stored in bins beneath the cutting 
tables. An estimated ton or more of highly combustible scraps filled the bins on March 
25. 
 
It was from one of the bins located near the freight elevators that workers first noticed 
smoke, then flame, most likely the result of a match or cigar butt dropped into a bin by a cutter. Some of the men ran for 
buckets of water; in the moments it took them to return, the fire had billowed into something untamable. The water had 
no effect, and the fire spread into the room, cutting off the route to the freight elevators and threatening the access to a 
nearby stairway. Everything was fuel for the fire: the wooden tables and chairs, the wooden floor soaked with oil from the 
sewing machines, the fabric and blouses and tissue paper heaped around the room. Smoke raced along the ceiling as 
bits of flaming ash floated about, igniting yet more fires. A few moments more, and the room was an inferno, the workers 
screaming as they pushed toward the remaining exits: the stairwell near the freight elevators, and a stairwell and a pair 
of passenger elevators located diagonally across the large room, near the Washington Place windows. 
 
Each floor tells its own story. On the eighth, most of the workers tried to cram into the two stairwells, but the door to the 
Washington Place stairs was locked — the idea was to funnel everyone through the Greene Street freight elevators, 
which made it easier to monitor theft. A machinist named Louis Brown was able to fight through the crowd to unlock the 
door to the Washington Place stairwell, only to find that it opened inward; he wrenched it open, and workers poured 
down the steps. Other workers rang frantically for the passenger elevators, which took agonizingly long to descend and 
return. Someone managed to drag in a standpipe hose from a stairwell in a last-ditch effort to fight the blaze, but no one 
could make it work. A small group of workers risked the flimsy iron fire escape, broke a window on the sixth floor, reen-
tered the building, and were rescued by firefighters, who were at the scene a little more than five minutes after the fire 
began. Windows on the eighth floor began to blow out from the intense heat, and flames shot up the side of the building, 
especially at the rear near the fire escape. A worker made a panicked call to the tenth floor, where the owners’ offices 
were located, alerting them of the fire. She tried to call the ninth floor but couldn’t get through. Most of the people on the 
eighth floor got out. 
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Even with the alert from the eighth floor, the situation on ten quickly deteriorated. Within minutes, smoke and enormous 
flames were shooting up past the floor-to-ceiling windows on the Greene Street side, and the room was filling with 
smoke. The floor included a pair of long pressing tables, shipping facilities, and, along the Washington Place side, offices 
for Triangle’s owners, Max Blanck and Isaac Harris. The elevators were delayed, and fire was blasting into the stairwells 
of the floors below, blocking escape. The stairwell near the Greene Street side led to the roof, and most of the roughly 60 
workers on ten, along with Blanck and Harris, retreated there. Flame and heavy smoke from below made even the roof-
top precarious, and the roofs of the two adjoining buildings were too high to climb to. A professor and his students in a 
neighboring New York University building came to the group’s aid, and used painters’ ladders to help the Triangle work-
ers climb to safety. All of the people from ten who made it to the roof were rescued. 
 
No such options were available to the more than 250 workers on the ninth floor. The room was dominated by eight 75-
foot-long (25-meter) sewing machine tables, 30 workers to a table. No warning call had come from the floor below, and 
most of the workers were still idling as they awaited the freight elevators, collected their coats and pocketbooks, or chat-
ted with co-workers at the long tables. By the time they realized what was happening, five minutes after the fire began on 
the eighth floor, flames were shooting up past the large windows at the rear of the room; within moments, fire had blown 
out the windows and was rapidly pushing its way in, threatening to cut off the freight elevators and neighboring stairs. 

 
Terrified workers scrambled over the machines and the long, close-set tables to 
reach elevators or stairwells. The elevators, already besieged by calls from the 
eighth and tenth floors, were slow to arrive. Workers raced for both stairwells, and 
again found the door to the Washington Place stairs locked. This time, though, no 
one could unlock it or pry it open. A number of people got down the Greene Street 
stairwell, but intense flame at the eighth floor soon blocked the way down for the 
rest. A few braved the growing flames in the stairwell and headed for the tenth floor, 
but many seemed unaware that the stairs led to the roof and the possibility of 
safety. People crowded in desperation onto the steep, narrow fire escape. The pas-
senger elevators finally arrived, and women surged into the cars, 20 or more in cars 
designed for 10, some with their hair or dresses aflame. 
 
About 10 minutes after the fire began on the floor below, intense flames had divided 
the ninth floor, cutting off many workers from the exits. Fire backed them toward the 
Washington Place and Greene Street windows. Observers on the streets below ini-
tially thought the smoking shapes falling to the pavement were bundles of fabric 

being salvaged by the factory’s owner; it became clear soon enough what was happening. They began to come down in 
pairs, and in threes and fours. Firefighters deployed life nets, but the people fell with too much force, smashing through 
the webbing. A hook and ladder arrived, but its ladder reached only to the sixth floor; a girl paused in a ninth-floor win-
dow, made an impossible leap for the ladder’s top wrung nearly 30 feet (10 meters) below, and missed. At the back of 
the building, the fire escape collapsed, pitching dozens of people, many of them already burning, to their deaths. 
 
The two passenger elevators continued to ferry workers from the ninth floor to the lobby. One of them tried to return to 
the ninth but was stopped by warped tracks at the eighth floor, the result of intense heat blowing into the elevator shaft. 
A few workers pried open the doors to the shaft and jumped for the cable. A few survived. Most missed, or sought the 
shaft as a desperate alternative to the overwhelming flames. The second car became stuck at the bottom of the shaft, 
unable to move because of the volume of bodies that had landed on it, bending its iron roof. "They kept coming," one of 
the elevator operators recalls, in Leon Stein’s classic book The Triangle Fire. "Some of their clothing was burning as they 
fell. I could see the streaks of fire coming down like flaming rockets." 
It was over in a little more than 15 minutes. "At 4:57 a body in burning clothes dropped from the ninth floor ledge [and] 
caught on a twisted iron hook protruding at the sixth floor," Stein writes. "For a minute it hung there, burning. Then it 
dropped to the sidewalk. No more fell." 
 
TRIANGLE'S REIGN as the world’s deadliest industrial building fire (excluding bombings and explosions) lasted until 
1993, when the Kader toy factory fire near Bangkok, Thailand, killed 188 and injured hundreds. 
 
It wasn’t the garment industry this time, but it bore a close resemblance. A workforce of mostly women and girls, some  
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as young as 13, made toys for American companies that included Fisher-Price, Hasbro, Kenner, and others, according 
to The New York Times. There were significant fuel loads in the form of fabric, plastics, and stuffing materials. There 
were no sprinkler systems, alarms didn’t function properly, and the exits were woefully inadequate. The authors of the 
NFPA fire investigation report on the incident trace a clear line back to 1911. "In terms of analyzing the Kader fire, a di-
rect comparison with the Triangle fire provides a useful benchmark," they write. "Topics that deserve mention in terms of 
similarities include the initial fuel package, extent of horizontal and vertical fire separations, fixed fire protection systems, 
arrangement of exits, and fire safety training … Inadequate exit arrangements was perhaps the most significant factor in 
the high loss of life at both the Kader fire and the Triangle fire." Use of the Life Safety Code, they go on to say, "would 
have dramatically reduced the loss of life." 
 
One of the authors of the report was Casey Grant, now research director of the Fire Protection Research Foundation. 
"When you look at a fire like this, you can’t help but think we’re condemned to reliving Triangle over and over again,"  
says Grant, who toured the Kader site and worked with the International Labor Organization, a United Nations agency 
that monitors international labor standards, to compile the report. "Collectively, I think we’re making progress on these 
issues around the world, but we have a ways to go." Grant is quick to note that while developed countries can serve as 
safety examples for poorer, less regulated nations, they’re far from perfect models; a 1991 fire at an Imperial Foods 
chicken processing facility in Hamlet, North Carolina, killed 25 workers and injured 54 when locked doors prevented their 
escape. Investigators found that the plant had never received a safety inspection during its 11 years of operation. 
 
While such fires receive significant media coverage in the U.S., it’s often a different story when the fire is half way around 
the world. In his introduction to the 2001 edition of Stein’s book, the journalist William Greider offers a caustic assess-
ment of the muted reaction to the Kader fire, a result of the global economic conditions that spawned it. "Abusive condi-
tions are now scattered around the world, often in obscure places that are not visible to the public," he writes; outrage is 
local and not widely reported. "Most developing countries, including China and Thailand, have sound laws that require 
safe working conditions," he continues. "These laws are widely unenforced and regularly evaded by businesses, includ-
ing the subcontractors who supply major American multinationals … the laws are subverted by fierce competition among 
poor countries, all of whom are desperate for foreign investment and new factories that promise jobs and growth." He 
quotes a Thai minister of industry who sums up the predicament that comes with punishing lawbreakers: "If we punish 
them, who will want to invest here?" 

 
Manufacturers’ so-called "race to the bottom" — aggressively scouring the globe for locations 
with the cheapest labor and the fewest regulatory concerns — is now embodied by Bangla-
desh, where roughly 5,000 garment factories employ some 3 million workers, making it the 
country’s largest industry, and one that continues to bear the garment industry’s historic bur-
den of fire. According to the International Labor Rights Forum, between 2006 and 2009, 414 
workers were killed in 213 reported garment factory fires. In February, 2010, another fire near 
Dhaka killed 21 workers in a sweater factory that produced clothing for H&M and other brands. 
 
A pair of sentences in a New York Times story on the Ha-Meem fire suggests that not much 
differentiates the fire safety concerns of 2011 Bangladesh and 1911 New York City: "Piles of 
clothes in garment factories are easily combustible. Fires can be very deadly because some 
factory owners lock exits to prevent workers from leaving their machines." 
 

THE BUILDING is still there, or at least most of it. The Asch Building has since been incorporated into a larger building 
housing classrooms and offices for New York University, but the facades along Washington Place and Greene Street 
look much as they did a century ago. On March 25, thousands will gather at the building to commemorate the fire. They’ll 
imagine the corner as it might have looked in 1911, and they’ll imagine people poised high in the windows, flames billow-
ing behind them. 
 
In 1911, there were no laws requiring fire sprinklers or fire drills in New York City factory buildings, many of them as tall 
or taller than the Asch Building. Stein writes that by September, 1909, the city numbered 612,000 workers in 30,000 fac-
tories, and that by early 1911 about half that total number was employed above the seventh floor. The fire department’s 
ladders and hoses were generally only effective up to the sixth floor. 
 
Of the 146 who died in the Triangle fire, all but six had been working on the ninth floor. Of the dead, 129 were women 
and girls. More than 60 of the victims where teenagers; the youngest were 14. Among the dead was a mother and her  
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two daughters. Eight months after the fire, Triangle’s owners, Blanck and Harris, were acquitted by a jury on charges of 
manslaughter. The Triangle Waist Co. moved to another building, and in 1913 an inspector in New York City’s newly 
formed Bureau of Fire Prevention found a door to the factory locked with a chain, during working hours and with 150 
workers inside. Blanck was arrested and fined $20. That same year, a garment factory fire in Binghamton, New York, 
killed 35 workers, drawing immediate comparisons to Triangle. 

 
By then, though, the spectacle of Triangle had touched off an intense period of reform. By 
1914, the state of New York had enacted dozens of laws that reshaped factory safety, in-
cluding fire safety, and became a national model. At the urging of a young reformer named 
Frances Perkins, who would go on to become Secretary of Labor under Franklin Roosevelt, 
NFPA expanded its mission from protecting buildings to protecting the people who worked in 
them, and undertook efforts that would eventually result in the creation of the Building Exits 
Code, the precursor to the Life Safety Code. These steps were all part of a broader progres-
sive reform movement that addressed not only safety, but wage-and-hour issues, an end to 
child labor, and much more. It has been argued that the central tenet of FDR’s New Deal — 
government as protector of the people — was born in the flames of Triangle. 
 

But as the historian Mike Wallace points out, gains won are often, and easily, lost. "Many of the initial post-Triangle re-
forms were strenuously opposed by conservative businessmen … [who were] soon back in the saddle and able to halt, 
hamstring or reverse liberal initiatives," he writes in a 2003 New York Times review of Triangle: The Fire That Changed 
America, a book by the journalist David Von Drehle. "The New Deal expanded the terrain of social democracy, but by the 
late 1930s, opponents had regained the initiative and dismantled many of its signature programs. In the 1960s and 
1970s, reformers won health and safety and pollution regulations; today’s free marketers are whittling these away. And 
sweatshops that exploit vulnerable and unorganized immigrant workers are again alive and 
malignantly well in New York City." 
 
While the working definition of sweatshops involves abuse of wage and hour laws, Joel 
Shufro, who has been executive director of the New York Committee for Occupational 
Safety and Health for 32 years, says the problems rarely stop there. "If employers aren’t 
following wage laws, they surely aren’t following safety and health regulations," he says. 
"Our experience is that in many cases the dictum ‘safety pays’ is not applicable for these 
employers — it’s cheaper in many cases for them to expose workers to toxics and hazards 
and to literally discard these people." Threats like these speak to the "tremendous need" to 
expand enforcement, Shufro says, because the current mechanisms in place to protect 
workers are insufficient. "The safety net that grew out of Triangle has protected workers 
and citizens for generations, but it’s being shredded by people who are hostile to any form of regulation, both in Wash-
ington, D.C., and in many states." 
 
The sociologist Robert Ross tells of a recent visit to a small garment factory in the Chinatown section of Boston. "There 
was a security grate that came three-quarters the way down the front door, so you had to get on your hands and knees 
to get into the place," he says. "There were fleece garments piled shoulder high in the aisles, and the door at the back 
was padlocked from the outside. It was a miniature Triangle waiting to happen." 
 
TRIANGLE WASN'T the only fire in Lower Manhattan that left an impression on Leon Stein. In March, 1958, a large fire 
erupted in a factory building just blocks from his office, and five blocks from where Triangle had occurred. He rushed to 
the scene, a six-story building at Houston Street and Broadway. A fire had begun in a textile factory on the third floor, 
and spread to a union garment factory on the fourth. A large section of the fourth floor had collapsed, killing 24. The 
building had no sprinklers, an inadequate fire escape, and had not conducted fire drills. It had been more than three dec-
ades since NFPA created the Building Exits Code. 
 
As he watched bodies being lowered to the street in baskets, Stein suddenly saw a friend in the crowd: Josephine 
Nicolosi, who’d survived the eighth floor of Triangle and whose story he would include in his book, The Triangle Fire, 
which he would publish in 1962. She was crying. She gripped his wrists and shook them in despair. 
"What good have been all the years?" she asked him, imploring, as smoke rose from the building 
behind her. "The fire still burns." 
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TRAINING DIVISION  
       By Deputy Chief Dave Fogerson 

 
 
 
  

 Well, one large project is wrapping up with the narrow banding of our radio sys-
tem and additional low-level repeaters to improve radio communications. A great deal of 
thanks goes to Joe Turek. Joe, as many of you are aware, is a volunteer for Station 6 
and with Douglas County Communications. He designed the radio system, assisted with 
installation, programmed all our pagers, programmed a good portion of our radios and is 
working on fine tuning problems. All the while, he was still responding to calls, teaching 
apparatus driving to newer members all while retired! In addition to Joe, we had Jeff 
Costa who programmed most of the radios after spending a long night inputting over 
1,200 different radio frequencies (think of trying to type 155.0850 1,200 times!) into the 
programming computer. Bob Kirk who assisted us with great ideas on the system and provided his GIS background to 
produce testing maps that allowed us to determine where the new system was not meeting the mark. Finally, Chad Shel-

drew was our utility player who assisted with programming, testing, problem solving, 
often with very short notice! THANKS TO THIS CREW FOR ALL OF THEIR HARD, 
DEDICATED WORK! 
      
Some problems that we have identified and are working on with the new system 
are: 
 
Morse Code: This will be changed to once per hour as soon as the Douglas County 
Radio Technicians can get a helicopter flight back to Leviathan. 
 
Station 6 Pagers: Turek has found a problem with Station 6 pagers alerting when the 
Station 2 and 7 tones are activated in a row. We are working with dispatch to try and 
change the toning sequence.  
 
All call tone for second alarms: Our goal was to reduce the number of tones used 
during progressive alarms as we only have one dispatch channel to gain more talk 
time on the radio. Due to some technical difficulties, this goal was not met. We have 
added the all call tone to the second alarm tone to alert everyone to the larger scale 
incident. Please make sure you listen to the radio to see if you are being notified of 

the large incident or your unit is being dispatched to the incident. 
     As you discover problems, please share them with me. We cannot fix what we do not know about. This radio system 
is the poor-man version of the 6 million dollar system proposal East Fork received years ago. It is designed to improve 
radio communications for 3 to 5 years so the County Radio Users Group can evaluate what the future holds for us. It 
may be 700 MHz, 800 MHz or a VHF trunked radio system, who knows yet! 
  
    The Volunteer Academy is still moving along. We started with 11 students and now have nine. 80% of the students 
passed the Haz Mat Operations portion – our best pass rate ever! Much work went into planning our regional sand table 
exercise that included a Douglas County Emergency Management exercise. Due to the weather, the event has been 
postponed until April 20, 2011.  
  
    Some of our members will be placed in National ROSS, the computer aided dispatching tool for our Federal and State 
Wildland Cooperators. These personnel are those with advanced certifications in the wildland world including division 
supervisor, incident commander, strike team leader and the like. This is an exciting move for East Fork, our first adven-
ture in this world. I hope that the future holds for more individuals to obtain the qualifications for inclusion in ROSS. 
 
A third offering of HazMatIQ will occur on June 2, 2011 for A-shift. Those that missed this class previously should strive 
to attend. It is a great way to determine immediate actions on a hazardous materials incident with victims. It will teach 
you if it is safe to go and affect a rescue at the operations level. Contact the District Office to sign up as seating is limited 
to 10 participants other than the on-duty staff. 
 
 Continued on Page 11 
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 We will be working with Douglas County Search and Rescue to reschedule A-shift and C-shift in swift water res-
cue training. I know we had quite a few volunteers signed up to attend these classes as well. The B-shift day was nasty 
outside due to the weather, but we were able to accomplish it right before the big storm blew in, covering everything with 
snow for C-shift’s class on Saturday morning. A-shift’s class was cancelled because Search and Rescue responded to 
assist El Dorado County with a missing person incident. As we determine the dates for these classes, the Training Cap-
tains will get them out. 
 
        Captain Brawley is working away at the Firefighter-2 class, planned to start in May. This class is for anyone with a 
current Firefighter-1. From speaking with John, it sounds like the students will be doing quite a bit of the reading on their 
own. Class times will be spent doing the manipulative skills. He will get additional details out by the middle of April. He is 
also working on the CME program for EMS providers. This program has gotten much better with John taking it over and 
using Care Flight in some of the instruction.  
 
     Captain Goss is working on upgrading our engineer training with a talented group of volunteers. This process will look 
at other engineer training programs out there and developing a model that works for us. They have been in contact with 
Carson City as they too are revamping their engineer-training program. He is also working on the wildland refresher 
training for this spring.  
   
   Captain Bellona, unfortunately, will be out an extended amount of time. We wish 
John the best and can’t wait to have him back to work. While he is out, the C-shift 
training captain slot will be filled with a mix of acting training captains and the other 
two training captains. Please have patience with them if something falls through the 
cracks. They are all juggling many plates in the air. 
   
 By the time you are reading this, we may be talking about potential flooding. 
Check out your water rescue PPE and make sure it is ready to go to work. Attend the 
swift water rescue class we will be holding soon. Once we are done with the potential 
flooding problems, get ready for wildland season! The training captains will be out once again for our annual shelter 
training. This is mandatory training for anyone responding to wildland fires. Try on your PPE before that night and make 
sure it still fits from last year. We will probably see quite a bit of grass growth, so expect small grass fires to start once 
we get into the warmer weather. 
 

Training Division 
 Continued from Page 10 

It is with great news that we report the provisional 2010 firefighter fatality     
statistics show another decrease! 2010 saw 85 firefighter fatalities, down 
from 90 in 2009 and 107 in 2008. While losing any firefighter in the line of 
duty is inexcusable, the continuing decrease we are seeing is fantastic.  
 
East Fork Fire's Safety Committee are reviewing the 16 Firefighter Life  
Safety Initiatives to determine what next we can do to make sure each and 
every one of us goes home.  
 
Visit www.everyonegoeshome.com to learn more  
about what YOU can do to continue this downward trend in firefighter 
fatalities. 




