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Excerpt from Chapter V 

Holocaust 

We will never know for sure what started the Triangle Fire. Most likely, a cutter flicked a hot 

ash or tossed a live cigarette butt into a scrap bin. Whatever the cause, survivors said the 

first sign of trouble was smoke pouring from beneath a cutting table. 

Cutters flung buckets of water at the smoking spot, without effect. Flames shot up, igniting 

the line of hanging paper patterns. “They began to fall on the layers of thin goods 

underneath them,” recalled cutter Max Rothen. “Every time another piece dropped, light 

scraps of burning fabric began to fly around the room. They came down on the other tables 

and they fell on the machines. Then the line broke and the whole string of burning patterns 

fell down.” A foreman ran for the hose on the stairway wall. Nothing! No water came. The 

hose had not been connected to the standpipe. Seconds later, the fire leaped out of 

control. 

Yet help was already on the way. At exactly 4:45 p.m., someone pulled the eighth-floor fire 

alarm. In less than two minutes, the horse-drawn vehicles of Engine Company 72 arrived 

from a firehouse six blocks away. The moment they arrived, the firefighters unloaded their 

equipment and prepared to swing into action. As they did, the area pumping station raised 

water pressure in the hydrants near the Asch Building. Other units soon arrived from across 
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the Lower East Side with more equipment. 

Meanwhile, workers on the eighth floor rang furiously for the two passenger elevators. 

Safety experts have always advised against using elevators in a fire. Heat can easily 

damage their machinery, leaving trapped passengers dangling in space, to burn or 

suffocate. Despite the danger, the operators made several trips, saving scores of workers 

before heat bent the elevators’ tracks and put them out of action. 

Those who could not board elevators rushed the stairway door. They caused a pileup so 

that those in front could not open the door. Whenever someone tried to get it open, the 

crowd pinned her against it. “All the girls were falling on me and they squeezed me to the 

door,” Ida Willensky recalled. “Three times I said to the girls, ‘Please, girls, let me open the 

door. Please!’ But they would not listen to me.” Finally, cutter Louis Brown barged through 

the crowd and forced the door open. 

Workers, shouting, crying, and gasping for air, slowly made their way downstairs. There 

were no lights in the stairway, so they had to grope their way in darkness. A girl fell; others 

fell on top of her, blocking the stairs until firefighters arrived moments later. Yet everyone 

who took the stairway from the eighth floor got out alive, exiting through the Washington 

Place doors. Those on the ninth floor were not so lucky. 

... 

Those who reached the ninth-floor stairway door found it locked. This was not unusual, as 

employers often locked doors to discourage latecomers and keep out union organizers. “My 

God, I am lost!” cried Margaret Schwartz as her hair caught fire. Nobody who went to that 

door survived, nor any who reached the windows. 

With a wave of fire rolling across the room, workers rushed to the windows, only to meet 

more fire. Hot air expands. Unless it escapes, pressure will keep building, eventually 

blowing a hole even in a heavy iron container like a boiler. Heat and pressure blew out the 

eighth-floor windows. Firefighters call the result “lapping in” –that is sucking flames into 

open windows above. That is why you see black scorch marks on the wall above the 

window of a burnt out room. 



With fire advancing from behind and flames rising before them, people knew they were 

doomed. Whatever they did meant certain death. By remaining in the room, they chose 

death by fire or suffocation. Jumping ninety-five feet to the ground meant death on the 

sidewalk. We cannot know what passed through the minds of those who decided to jump. 

Yet their thinking, in those last moments of life, may have gone like this: If I jump, my family 

will have a body to identify and bury, but if I stay in this room, there will be nothing left. 

A girl clung to a window frame until flames from the eighth floor lapped in, burning her face 

and setting fire to her hair and clothing. She let go. Just then, Frances Perkins reached the 

scene from her friend’s town house on the north side of Washington Square. “Here they 

come,” onlookers shouted as Engine Company 72 reined in their horses. “Don’t jump; stay 

there.” Seconds later, Hook and Ladder Company 20 arrived. 

Firefighters charged into the building, stretching a hose up the stairways as they went. At 

the sixth-floor landing, they connected it to the standpipe. Reaching the eighth floor, they 

crawled into the inferno on their bellies, under the rising smoke, with their hose. Yet nothing 

they did could save those at the windows. Photos of the portable towers show streams of 

water playing on the top three floors. (A modern high-pressure pumper can send water as 

high as one thousand feet.) Plenty of water got through the windows, but not those with 

people standing in them. A burst of water under high pressure would have hurled them 

backward, into the flames. 

Hoping to catch jumpers before they hit the ground, firefighters held up life nets, sturdy 

ten-foot-square nets made of rope. It was useless. A person falling from the ninth floor 

struck with a force equal to eleven thousand pounds. Some jumpers bounced off the nets, 

dying when they hit the ground; others tore the nets, crashing through to the pavement. 

“The force was so great it took men off their feet,” said Captain Howard Ruch of Engine 

Company 18. “Trying to hold the nets, the men turned somersaults. The men’s hands were 

bleeding, the nets were torn and some caught fire” from burning clothing. Officers, fearing 

their men would be struck by falling bodies, ordered the nets removed. The aerial ladders 

failed, too, reaching only to the sixth floor. Desperate jumpers tried to grab hold of a rung on 

the way down, missed, and landed on the sidewalk. 

... 



Annotations

Onlookers saw many dreadful sights, none more so than the end of a love affair. A young 

man appeared at a window. Gently, he helped a young woman step onto the windowsill, 

held her away from the building—and let go. He helped another young woman onto the 

windowsill. “Those of us who were looking saw her put her arms around him and kiss him,” 

Shepherd wrote. “Then he held her out into space and dropped her. But quick as a flash he 

was on the windowsill himself…. He was brave enough to help the girl he loved to a quicker 

death, after she had given him a goodbye kiss.” 

... 

By 5:15 p.m., exactly thirty-five minutes after flames burst from beneath a cutting table, 

firefighters had brought the blaze under control. An hour later, Chief Croker made his 

inspection. He found that the Asch Building had no damage to its structure. Its walls were in 

good shape; so were the floors. It had passed the test. It was fireproof. 

The woodwork, furniture, cotton goods, and people who worked in it were not. Of the 500 

Triangle employees who reported for work that day, 146 died. Of these, sixteen men were 

identified. The rest were women or bodies and body parts listed as “unidentified.” The 

Triangle Fire was New York’s worst workplace disaster up to that time. Only the September 

11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the twin towers of the World Trade Center took more (about 

2,500) lives. 

Excerpted from Flesh and Blood So Cheap: The Triangle Fire and Its Legacy by Albert 

Marrin, published by Alfred A. Knopf. 


