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“Character is what you are in the dark” – American Proverb 
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This is a photograph of 133 Berkeley Way in the Diamond Heights district of San 

Francisco taken at approximately 1048hrs on June 2nd 2011. At the time that this 

photograph was taken the San Francisco Fire Department was enroute to the home, 

having been dispatched for a reported fire in the structure. 
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When first-due Engine 26 pulled up in front of 133 Berkeley Way, the crew found 

themselves confronted with an obvious fire of some sort, but one that almost certainly 

caused little angst. Lt. Vincent (Vinny) Perez had 21 years on the job and was well 

respected in the relatively small fraternity of firefighters. Firefighter/Paramedic Anthony 

(Tony) Valerio had 16 years in, and was similarly respected by his peers.  

All responding apparatus had been advised by dispatch, while enroute, of the 

circumstances that had been called in to 911: “According to the caller some wires shorted 

and the curtains caught fire and everyone is out of the building.” 

Once on-scene at 1048:04hrs Lt. Perez reported on the radio: “On scene three story 

wood frame house, light smoke showing, more to follow.” Presumably Lt. Perez did a 

quick size-up of the home, and found the resident of the home to get the story of the fire 

and its location while the Engineer and crew completed the connection to the hydrant 

and stretched a 200 foot length of inch and three quarter pre-connected hoseline with 

which to attack the fire. 

Lt. Perez radioed Battalion 6 a short while later: “Yeah, this is a working fire, looks like at 

the third level of this three-story wood frame house.” The line was charged (pressurized 

with water), and the crew of 26 Engine headed up the short concrete stairway toward 

the front door of the home. To offer that they were thrilled is probably a bit over the 

top, but theirs was a fairly quiet district, and to be first due at a fire that would probably 

be knocked (extinguished) by the first-in company was a treat. The added challenge of 
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the fire being below grade, or below street level, or the level which they were entering 

the building, was an added bonus.   

They paused for a moment at the front door of the home to don the masks of their 

SCBA (Self Contained Breathing Apparatus or “Airpack”) and to pull the Nomex hoods 

over their heads that would hopefully protect their ears and other exposed portions of 

their heads in the advent of an otherwise unpleasant circumstance. Then they plopped 

their helmets back on their heads and hunkered down as they moved into the building. 

Tony Valerio was on the nozzle, with Vinny Perez to one side, hanging on to either 

Tony’s shoulder, or perhaps even his boot.  

Entering a home that is on fire is an interesting experience. As you head to the front door 

the cacophony of sounds that are assaulting your ears is profound. There is the whining 

scream of at least one fire engine pumping water, and there is the echoing screech of 

radio transmissions from the speakers at the pump panel of the engine and every other 

command vehicle present. There are the myriad sounds of firefighters getting ready for 

battle, bottles clunking metallically on the ground, ladders being pulled off trucks, 

hoselines slithering along the ground and then whooshing and snapping loudly as they 

are charged with water, metal tools being pulled from trucks and being placed on the 

ground. There may be the sound of power saws or other violent means of entry being 

performed. The fire scene is in totality organized chaos, yet each member of the 

firefighting unit knows his or her role and the chaos is more an illusion than an actuality. 

But in any event the noise is one of chaotic cacophony. 
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Until you crawl through the front door. And into another world. 

The transition from cacophony to peaceful quiet is one of the most intriguing sensations 

imaginable, and it is made even more so when your brain tells you that in going from a 

scene of seeming chaos to one of apparent peace you have in fact gone from one of 

relative safety to one of extreme danger. As the crew of Engine 26 worked into the 

home they would have listened as the sounds from outside the home got quieter and 

quieter, seeming to come from a tunnel, one with an opening that was getting further 

and further away with every inch that they pushed into the home. Within a few feet of 

entering the home the only things they would have been actively hearing would be the 

mechanical rasp of their regulators, feeding cool air to their lungs each time they 

breathed in and clacking closed as they exhaled. They would hear everything they did as 

though it were magnified, for in the dense smoke-charged atmosphere of a fire sounds 

are muffled, high frequency being damped fairly significantly, meaning that low 

frequency sounds take on greater significance. The thump of a ladder against the side of 

the house is one possible example. They would hear this clearly, although it would 

probably be fairly hard to tell exactly where the sound came from given the 

disorientation brought about by the complete and total blindness that is a fact of life 

when working inside a home that is on fire…  

Despite the quiet interior of the home they would somewhat paradoxically need to 

basically yell to each other when they wished to communicate, even though they were in 

some cases mere inches apart. This was because the facepiece of the airpack covered the 

entire face and chin and was designed to provide an airtight seal against the face, thereby 
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keeping out the toxic byproducts of fire. The unfortunate side-effect of this design is the 

damping and attenuation of the human voice, meaning that to be heard at all you need 

to yell pretty loudly, even if you are in a quiet place. 

It is probably not possible to accurately or completely convey the sensation, feeling and 

act of entering into a building that is on fire, but to try to do so imagine the following: 

You are driven to a home you have never seen before and you are told to enter the 

home on your hands and knees, this to avoid the immense heat hovering just a few feet 

above the floor. (Immense as in: The temperature inside your oven if you turn it up all 

the way. 500 degrees intense…) You are told that there is a small fire in the home and 

you have ten minutes to find it. You are told that if you stand up you will likely be 

overcome by heat within seconds and you are told that if you become lost and it takes 

more than roughly 20 minutes for you to find your way out you will have no air left to 

breathe and you will suffocate in minutes, almost certainly before anyone will be able to 

come to your rescue. And here’s the best part: Before you can go more than three feet 

into this home your eyes are sealed shut and are covered, so that you cannot see 

anything at all. You are entering a maze, on three levels, from which there is only one 

exit, a maze that is not conducive to being alive in. And in this maze, where you are 

blind and disoriented you are looking for one specific thing, the very thing in fact that 

causes the maze to be hostile to life in the first place.  

This is what the Crew of Engine 26 was experiencing just seven short minutes after being 

dispatched from their firehouse when Lt. Perez radioed Battalion 6 at 1152:05hrs: “We’re 

still looking for it, zero visibility, more to follow.” At this point the crew was working 
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down the interior staircase of the home, searching for the source of the fire. It is very 

likely that the residents had briefed the crew as to the location of the fire, as well that 

they had told the crew that the home was a three story home. It will likely never be 

known how significant this misinformation was, and it is a certainty that the resident had 

no desire or intent to mislead, yet the fact remains that the crew was given inaccurate 

and incomplete information and that misinformation likely played an unknowable but 

still significant role in what was going to happen over the course of the next eight 

minutes. 

At this point Engine 26 is pushing into the second level of the home and other crews are 

beginning to arrive on-scene. (Levels in a below grade home are the opposite of floors in 

a normal home. Thus Level One is the top floor, Level Two is the one below that, and 

Level Three would be the bottom floor of a three level home.) Battalion 6 arrives and 

assumes Berkeley Incident Command (Berkeley IC) shortly before Battalion 9 and Engines 

24 and 11, and Trucks 11 and 15 arrive at the scene. The crew of Engine 26 know nothing 

of these arrivals specifically, for they are deep in the sound-deadened and stupidly hot 

interior of the home. But they do know they are there, for they can hear the radio 

transmissions in their shoulder sets, and they know and trust that their fellow firefighters 

will be doing their jobs, just as they are doing theirs. 

It has been roughly five minutes since they entered into the home, yet they are likely 

only on the second level of the home, and are probably either trying to find the stairway 

to the third level, or are starting to work their way down it. Their progress is slow 

because they can only move as quickly as hose can be humped, moved, pulled, 
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persuaded and cajoled into moving with them. An inch and three-quarter fire hose fully 

charged for firefighting weighs just over two pounds per foot, meaning that the total 

weight of the hoseline they were dragging was between 300 and 400 pounds. Add to 

this weight the fact that it is about as inflexible and cooperative as a really mad python. 

Thus moving fairly deep into a fire building, especially when dragging such a hose with 

you is no small feat, particularly when you only have two people, one of whom is 

holding a nozzle, and will presumably be expected to shortly start using the nozzle to 

put the fire out. It is in fact exhausting work, and firefighters routinely see heart rates of 

well over 160 beats per minute while fighting a fire. Perhaps a better way of 

demonstrating the extreme exertion that the crew was working under is to look at the 

consumption of air by their bodies. Typically a 4500PSI air bottle as found in the Scott 

Airpacks worn by SF crews will provide a quiescent person with about 45 minutes of air. 

Meaning that if a firefighter were to sit on a couch and start using an SCBA while 

watching television he could expect to get 45 minutes or so of air from the bottle before 

running out. The same firefighter working in a fire?? Maybe 20 to 25 minutes of air at 

most and sometimes as little as 15 minutes. The firefighter in the fire is consuming literally 

twice as much air when working at the fire as he would be using when sitting on the 

couch.  

By the time they start down to the third level, the hoseline they are pulling has numerous 

bends around walls, stairs, doors and furniture, all of which add to the friction and every 

foot of further progress means they move even more slowly. The heat is getting worse as 
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they descend into the building, for they are getting closer to the seat of the fire, and in 

this case the room that the fire started in is very hot indeed. 

Yet there is little fire to find, because as counterintuitive as it sounds, the fire was 

decreasing in intensity due to the rapidly diminishing supply of oxygen necessary to 

support combustion. Basically the fire started in a room on the third level of the home, 

and got going sufficiently well that it consumed almost all of the oxygen present on the 

third level. Without sufficient oxygen a fire cannot burn and since there was little oxygen 

remaining the fire was simply extinguishing itself. (To see this yourself take a jar candle 

and light the wick. Place the lid on the jar and in a few short seconds the flame will go 

out for the exact same reason that the fire room in this story nearly stopped burning.) 

The fact of the fire diminishing in intensity all by itself might seem like a desirable 

circumstance, but in reality it is the single most dangerous situation a firefighter can face 

while inside a building. It is in fact a bit like approaching a lit stick of dynamite, and 

hoping that it will not explode. Even though there is little material that is actually 

burning actively in the room, everything in the room is ridiculously hot and the room is 

filled with microscopic particles of smoke, the result of partially burned materials from 

the room itself. With a ceiling temperature probably in excess of 1500 degrees and a 

temperature at the floor of 200 or more degrees, the room resembles nothing so much 

as an oven. An oven filled with flammable materials that have already been heated to 

the point of ignition, an oven that is also filled with explosive gasses and smoke. All of 

these literally explosive things waiting patiently for nothing more significant than a 

breath of fresh, oxygen laden air.  
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It was down into this room that the crew of Engine 26 worked patiently to gain access 

roughly ten minutes after they had arrived on-scene, or sometime between 1054hrs and 

1059hrs. Valerio was in the lead on the nozzle and Perez was immediately behind him, 

likely with his hand on Valerio’s shoulder as he coached him and encouraged him in the 

way peculiar to firefighters. The heat emanating from the room had to be terrifying, 

even for this relatively experienced crew. Fighting a basement fire (or one like this that is 

below grade) is perhaps the most terrifying type of fire to fight. To get to the fire you 

need to work through the rising heat and smoke just to find it, and if you get in trouble 

your only escape is the same path that the fire would likely be blocking and burning 

through if it were to take off.  

At the same time that Engine 26 was working its way down to the third level, Battalion 9 

had gone around to the left (Bravo side) of the building and through a wooden gate. 

(Firefighters label the sides of a fire building for easy identification. The Alpha side of the 

building is the front, or the side that faces the street. Bravo is the side immediately to the 

left, working clockwise around the building. Charlie follows and is the rear of the 

building, and the Delta side is the right side of the building as you face the front.) He 

worked his way down the steep slope past the usual debris found beside a home, and as 

he did so he saw two doors, one at the very bottom level of the building, and one a 

level above and to the right, at the end of a wooden stairway. In order to get to the first 

(lowest) door he had to continue down the hill between the staircase and the fence 

surrounding the property until he got to the bottom (Bravo/Charlie) corner of the 

building. It was a few short steps back up to the first door, and a full flight of stairs 
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further to get to the second door. The image that follows shows Battalion 9 just 

moments before or after he made the following transmission at 1057:15hrs to the 

Incident Commander: “Can you send somebody down the side with a Chicago door 

opener? There is a second office here, or apartment building.”  
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If you look closely you can see the Chief and his white helmet between the fence and the 

stairs leading up to the third floor doorway. You can also see that the fire is now burning 

only in the lower rightmost set of windows; it is the orange that can be glimpsed in the 

very bottom portion of the left section of window.  

This picture shows the Battalion Chief (Battalion 9) working toward two doors that 

would provide a logical and fairly straightforward way to fight the fire. The first door 

was actually two levels below the level of the street, and was in fact the previously 

unknown fourth level of the home. The second door, (Roughly parallel to and above 

where the chief is standing on the ground) was on the third level of the home, and was 

one level below the street. Just to add to the confusion, the main entrance to the home 

was on the top level, one story above the street level. Thus Engine 26 went up a short 

flight of stairs to get to the top level before once again descending into the home in 

search of the third level. So when Battalion 9 started down the hill at the side of the 

home he was already on the second level. He walked past the third level, all the way to 

the bottom, which was the fourth level.   

What Battalion 9 did not know, what he could not have known, was that when he 

started down the right side of the home he set in motion a series of events that was as 

unimaginable as it was quick and merciless. Everything significant that follows this 

transmission by Battalion 9 will happen in a period of just three short minutes. It will 

likely take you longer to read the relevant portion of this narrative than the actual events 

that are described here took in real time.   
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Battalion 6 replied to the request for tools immediately: ”Alright, copy that, Engine 11 is 

going to the side door with the irons and a lead.” Within four seconds of that 

transmission he made another transmission, one that seems to show his unease, but one 

that could have been completely routine: “Engine 26 Command, give me an update, 

Where is your location??” At this point it has been almost exactly five minutes since 

anyone has heard from the crew of Engine 26, and this is the second time in that period 

that Battalion 6 has tried to reach the crew of 26. He has no evidence of anything being 

wrong, in fact at this moment there probably is nothing specifically wrong, but his unease 

is clearly audible on the tapes of the incident. 

Within one minute of his request for irons and a hoseline, Battalion 9 and Engine 11 have 

made entry into the bottommost level of the home. This level is clearly an in-law’s unit, 

or a storage unit that is considered to be separate from the main dwelling, as the only 

entrance or exit is the door they just came through. At 1158:05hrs Battalion 9 radios to 

the Incident Commander: “Be advised the third… The bottom level is clear.” His 

transmission shows clearly his emerging awareness of the thought that the home does not 

have three levels, but instead has four total floors. In fact Battalion 9 and Engine 11 have 

made entry into the fourth level of the home, one which no one was previously aware, 

and of which Incident Command is likely still not aware. (The residents probably did not 

share the existence of this level because it was not part of their living space, and they do 

not see their home as a firefighter would.) Thus Battalion 9 and Engine 11, (now 

designated together as Fire Attack) are one floor below the operating crew of Engine 26, 

and there is little smoke and no fire, despite the cauldron waiting for them just ten feet 
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above their heads. The reason for this incongruity is that smoke and heat rise, and they 

were below the fire. If one compares the relatively easy path they will take to the fire 

with the arduous and dangerous path of Engine 26 it becomes clear why fighting a fire 

from below is always preferable to attacking from above. 

In a somewhat sad twist of fate the two operating crews are probably only ten or fifteen 

feet from each other as measured in a straight line, yet they do not know this, and 

despite their close proximity they might as well be on two different planets entirely. One 

planet supports life and you can in fact breathe the atmosphere, while the other is too 

hot to support life and the atmosphere is fantastically toxic, so much so that one breath 

would likely be enough to seal your trachea and incinerate your lungs in an instant.    

Five seconds after Battalion 9 transmits his update Battalion 6 responds at 1158:10hrs: 

“Copy that Mark. Division 3 is here and is in command.” Prior to this point in the 

incident Battalion 6 was the Incident Commander, now Division 3 is the Incident 

Commander. It is normal in the fire service for each successively higher ranking individual 

to assume command upon being briefed by the current commander on-scene. Thus 

Battalion 6, who was the first arriving Chief Officer assumed command from Lt. Perez, 

and Division 3 assumed command from Battalion 6 once he arrived on-scene.  

After gaining entrance to the bottom level and determining quickly that there is no fire, 

Battalion 9 and Engine 11 have moved outside once again and up the exterior staircase to 

the door at the top. The photograph that follows shows the crew at the top of the stairs, 
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and was taken just one minute and 55 seconds after the previous photo. (The timeline of 

these photographs dovetails perfectly with the recorded transmissions of the incident.) 
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The previous photo clearly shows the roiling cauldron of ugly black smoke in the third 

level, as well the small fire that is still burning in the windows on the left side of the third 

level. They tried to open the door at the top of the stairs, but not surprisingly given that 

it is an exterior door, they found it to be locked. Before trying to open the door, either 

the Chief or the Lieutenant would have felt the door to see how hot it was. In this case 

he would have noted that the top of the door was really really hot and the base of the 

door was probably pretty toasty too, albeit less so than the top of the door. If he had 

grabbed the metal doorknob with his bare hand he likely would have burned his hand 

pretty badly. They both know what this means: There is fire on the other side of the 

door. With that knowledge clear in his head he radios the IC at 1158:16hrs that: “It is 

apparently in the second level, we’re attempting forced entry right now.”  The Incident 

Commander immediately responds at 1158:22hrs: ”Copy that, what companies do you 

have assigned with you right now??” 

Battalion 9 does not respond to this query, presumably because he either didn’t hear it 

over the noise of the forced entry, or because he was donning his mask in anticipation of 

the imminent firefight that he was about to undertake with Engine 11. Up to this point his 

transmissions have been clear and easily understood, from this point forward his 

transmissions are much harder to understand as he is wearing a mask. 

It is safe to posit that everyone on that compact and rickety staircase was experiencing a 

similar rush, that of the unknown but extremely imminent firefight. It is difficult to 

describe the adrenaline rush that a firefighter gets in the moments prior to engaging the 

enemy in battle and it is probably an odd thought, but firefighters love fire, and they live 



19 
 

to fight fire. Thus the feeling one would have, with a hoseline in hand and an initial 

attack about to happen, this feeling is transcendent, and it is one of extreme focus. This 

focus and intent is probably not too different from the feeling a soldier gets in the 

moments before engaging in combat.  

Engine 26 on the other hand is probably beat, as they’ve been crawling and humping 

hose in the heart of the heat for at least nine minutes while working their way down to 

the third level. Despite the fact that they are on the same floor as the fire, they 

paradoxically do not appear to have the same awareness that Engine 11 and Battalion 9 

have of where the fire is/was. This is likely because there is no real direction from which 

the heat is being radiated, and the now small fire is being masked from view by the oily 

and impenetrable black smoke that fills the room. What would otherwise be an easy 

thing to figure out is well near impossible because they are effectively blind, with 

ridiculously oppressive heat coming from everywhere.  

There are a series of emotions that one usually passes through when an otherwise normal 

but hazardous undertaking begins to unravel. As normalcy descends into terrified chaos, 

there is a tipping point, seldom reached, after which you are painfully aware that you are 

in serious trouble. The aftermath of this point is a balancing act of disbelief and 

uncertainty, of fear and consequent action, to escape and hopefully to survive. Thus 

despite their exhaustion they probably know instinctively at this point that they are not 

in a good place.   
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It is now 1058:50hrs at 133 Berkeley Way in San Francisco, California, and finally all of 

the pieces are in place for the disaster that is about to unfold. The exterior of the building 

shows the same wispy whitish smoke that has been present since the fire department 

arrived, albeit in slightly more voluminous form. There is no visible fire to anyone 

actually fighting the fire, although the fire can be seen from across the canyon, still 

burning through the rear windows of the home. 

Firefighter/Paramedic Valerio and Lt. Perez from Engine 26 are not seen in any of these 

images, but they are there, on the third level, a short way out from the exit of the stairs 

and in the large room that faces the canyon. They are looking for the seat of the fire, and 

they are in effect lying somewhere in the middle of the black smoke that can be seen 

through the windows of the third level in the picture above. They may have some idea 

of what is about to happen given the noises they hear coming from somewhere nearby, 

but if they do they are powerless at this point to stop it from happening.  

Engine 11 and Battalion 9 are roughly 20 or 25 feet away from 26 Engine, outside the 

home on a staircase and behind a previously locked door that they have forcibly 

breached. They have completed their preparations and they know they are about to 

confront the fire head on. 

At 1058:56hrs they open the door. 

And all hell breaks loose. 
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It is perhaps two or three seconds later that the world as they have known it ceases to 

exist for Anthony Valerio and Vincent Perez, consumed as it is by fire and heat and pain 

in ways they have never wanted to imagine, but which they have always known were 

possible.  

As the door from the outside of the building was opened outwards, the sleeping beast 

that was the fire awakened with a vengeance unimaginable to those who have not seen 

it. The opening of the door allowed fresh air in completely unrestricted quantities from 

outside the home to enter into the fire floor. This fresh air, rich in oxygen, immediately 

and explosively provided the drowsy giant with exactly that which it had been patiently 

waiting. It is likely that the firefighters on the external stairway had to tug the door open 

initially and that their location on the stairway, (In single file descending from just below 

the door) protected them from the worst of the backdraft/flashover. Nonetheless it can 

be seen in the image above that they have retreated slightly from their previous position 

on the stairs under the onslaught of the fire they are now confronting. They would have 

heard and felt the dramatic and unmistakable inrush of air, and they hunkered down on 

the stairs as they felt the fire take off in front of them.  

The photo above was taken just moments after the door was opened, and in it you can 

see how the fire has literally exploded out of the windows on the left side of the third 

level of the building. Notice too the change from wispy white smoke to a more 

voluminous and angry grey/black, the result of the intense combustion and heat that is 

now pouring unabated out of the windows of the home. If you look carefully in the 

lower right, over the heads of the firefighters on the stairway, you can see a lighter gray 
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smoke that has pushed through the now open door and over the firefighters on the 

stairway. This lighter smoke is being caused by the pulsating in and out, the “breathing” if 

you will, that the fire is exhibiting at this point. It is sucking so much air through the 

bottom section of the door, and at such velocity, that the interior is becoming 

pressurized and lighter gray smoke is thus being ejected out the top of the door in a 

phenomenon that strongly resembles a person breathing in and out. (Except in this case it 

is a door/building that is doing the breathing.) 

At or about the time that this photograph was taken the crew of Engine 26 was 

struggling for survival in the most basic of ways. Battalion 9 radioed the incident 

commander roughly eight seconds after the door was opened or likely within seconds of 

this photograph being taken. His calm transmission shows clearly that he is completely 

ignorant of the immutable struggle for life taking place just yards from where he was 

working: “Yeah we found the fire. It’s on the second level, we’re moving in with a 

hoseline right now. Probably need a second line in here…”  

Five seconds later someone on the fireground pressed the transmit button on their radio, 

and left it that way for the next 40 seconds. It is a near certainty that this transmission 

was from one of the Engine 26 crew, and it doesn’t take too much imagination to 

understand why no words were spoken by this person as he held the transmit button for 

nearly a minute, an eternally long minute during which he was being burned in the most 

unimaginably horrible of ways.  
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At the moment that the door opened the rooms on the third level of the home erupted 

in flames. To those in the immediate area it would have seemed like a small explosion, 

the force of the inrushing air and instantaneous combustion being violent enough to 

blow the windows apart on the rear of the home. The room that was now burning with 

abandon, and that Engine 11 and Battalion 9 were now entering was where the crew of 

26 was located. Everything, absolutely everything, that was in that room began burning 

at roughly the same moment, including the two crew members of Engine 26 who were 

caught in the room. 

Before the door opened, Valerio and Perez were blind and in the dark when they must 

have heard the door being forced and then opened on the other side of the room. They 

must have been puzzled, for as far as they were aware there was no way into the 

building from their level. Whatever time they spent trying to resolve this conundrum was 

ended when they must have heard and felt with knowing horror the quick change of 

pressure as the door was pulled open, the inevitable inrush of air, and the consequent 

fact of the room lighting up around them. As they moved frantically back towards the 

stairs on their bellies their screams went unheard in the violence of the event and the 

cover of their masks. Yet to remove their masks even for an instant would be instant 

death. As they lay there, likely on their sides or on their bellies, they once again started 

to be able to see due to the immense fire burning around them. And everything that they 

saw was on fire.  

Including themselves. 
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If you are unfortunate enough to be caught in a backdraft or a flashover the experts say 

that you are going to die unless you can exit the room within two seconds and even that 

is an optimistic estimate. If you are in the room when it flashes and you do not have 

protection for your airway you are likely going to be unconscious at roughly the same 

moment that you realize that you, (Like everything else in the room) are on fire. As your 

surprised self involuntarily gulps for air your lungs will expand not with air, but instead 

with super-heated gasses. The result of this action will be instantaneous and permanent, 

melting the sensitive tissues of your lungs fairly instantly, and causing your trachea to 

slam shut in an involuntary attempt at protection. Thus you will be rendered unconscious 

almost immediately, and the inevitable course of your life will come quietly, and for the 

most part painlessly, to its end. 

If on the other hand you have protection for your airway as the crew of Engine 26 did, 

your end is unfortunately not going to be either graceful or painless. As the room lit up 

around them, and as the crew realized that they were on fire, they likely made an effort 

to get back to the stairs down which they had come just a couple of short minutes 

earlier. Yet their efforts could not have had much effect, for even though they were still 

breathing, their burning bodies were suffering an insult that was as profound as it would 

be fatal. As they lay there in shock, still breathing, but with clothing, skin, tissue and bone 

burning away, the crew of Engine 11 was quickly moving through the room floor 

spraying water on the fire at a rate of more than 120 gallons per minute. It is a near 

certainty that Engine 11 actually put out the fire that was burning the members of Engine 

26, but they could not have known this, for despite the fact that there was now some 
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form of light in the room there was still the presence of dense and impenetrable oily 

black smoke intertwined with hot white steam and incandescent orange streamers of 

flame. Further the room was filled with various forms of partly burned furniture and 

other contents, so it took several minutes for the crew of Engine 11 to really knock the 

wind out of the fire. The following image is a picture taken two minutes after the 

previous picture, and in this picture it looks as though hell itself has been unleashed on 

the third level of the home. 
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 Thus the crew of Engine 11 was spraying water everywhere as fast and furiously as they 

could, including on the members of Engine 26 that were lying on the floor on the other 

side of the room. Because they couldn’t really see too well they would have been 

maniacally twirling the nozzle about in a circular direction, trying to hit as much of the 

unseen fire as they possibly could. Otherwise all was black and shapeless in the fire, and 

even as they worked into the room the crew of Engine 11 could not have known that 

two brother firefighters, each unable to make a sound or to make enough commotion to 

attract any attention, lay dying just feet away from them. 

Usually it only takes a relatively short time for a flashover or backdraft to burn through 

the SCBA that a firefighter is wearing, meaning that the firefighter trapped in such a 

horror is likely dead fairly quickly, albeit not instantly. And this then is a good thing, for 

a dying like this is not something any rational person wishes to think about. It is horrible, 

and painful, and relentless, and it does not know mercy in any form. Yet in this case the 

fire had water being put on it almost instantaneously, and it was knocked down fairly 

quickly and the crew of Engine 26 was wearing their SCBA properly. Unfortunately the 

evidence shows that at least one member of the crew was conscious for a significant 

period of time after the initial event. Meaning that this was not an easy passing, a fact 

which remains as disturbing to write about as it is to think about. Yet to gloss over or 

ignore their suffering because it causes discomfort to the living is to do nothing more 

than to actively seek to diminish the very sacrifice that they made. To ignore the reality 

that they faced and that they lived is to ignore the vital lessons that this incident can 
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teach us, and it is in those lessons that the ultimate good will come from the loss of two 

dedicated firefighters. 

 Two minutes after Fire Attack entered the third level at 1059hrs, and one minute after 

the initial unidentified transmission ended, a series of short transmissions were made over 

the tactical channel in use by the incident. One minute and forty five seconds after this 

series of short transmissions began another sustained transmission was initiated by an 

unknown firefighter. Other transmissions from the fireground are interspersed and 

overlaid with these “open mic” transmissions, and it is unclear if anyone at the 

fireground, surrounded as they were by noisy apparatus, and all manner of loud and 

distracting sounds could even hear them as there was no voice traffic. There was only the 

carrier of the open mic, which is basically a form of silence itself, recognizable only in 

hindsight, and only in the quiet of a comfortable office, with headphones clamped upon 

one’s head.  

Until 1103hrs. 
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The picture above was taken at approximately 1103hrs, roughly four minutes after the 

fire blew up, and while someone is holding open a mic button. As can be seen in the 

picture the fire has been knocked down fairly substantially, the whitish color of the 

smoke being caused by the comingling mixture of steam and smoke that is the resultant 

of all the water being poured on the fire. There are still clear pockets of fire burning on 
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the third level, but the intensity has dropped dramatically. In any other circumstance this 

would have been a great stop, one members would have been proud of having been a 

part of.  

At this moment the Incident Commander radios to Battalion 9: “Do you have 26 Engine 

with you Mark??” Battalion 9 quickly responds: “I’m going to see… I’ve only got 11.”  A 

few seconds go by and at 1103:29hrs Engine 26 is finally heard from. 

One of the crew members from Engine 26, lying present but unseen in these photos and 

without keying a microphone, (Meaning that the open mic of the past minute is his.) says 

this: “This is 26…(unintelligible)…”  Battalion 6 responds so quickly that he steps on the 

transmission of 26: ”…Battalion 6 what is your location??” The Incident Commander 

also responds a moment after Battalion 6: “26, This is command I need to know your…” 

Which was followed quickly by Battalion 9 with this: “Command this is Fire Attack.”  

Before the Incident Commander can respond to Fire Attack’s request, another 

transmission is heard faintly, a transmission that will be the final heartbreaking words that 

anyone will ever hear from either Anthony Valerio or Vincent Perez. It is heartbreaking 

because they are their last words, because no one on the fireground heard their words, 

and most significantly because their last words are a still coherent attempt to guide their 

rescuers to their location:  

“I am in…(unintelligible)…main entrance 26 is on third level…” 

At exactly the same moment of this last transmission Fire Attack was again calling the IC, 

meaning that both transmissions happened at the same time and thus Engine 26’s final 
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transmission was likely not heard by anyone at the fire scene. But it has been preserved 

for all time in the recorded record and the actual professionalism and frankly the heroism 

of the crew of 26 is readily apparent in those tapes. The crew of Engine 26 was still 

trying to give their commander useful information four excruciating minutes after being 

burned to a level that is frankly unimaginable to anyone not working on a burn unit. 

They were within feet of their working brothers, but they could not move, and they 

could not shout. Yet the firefighter on the radio was conscious, he knew where he was, 

and he was trying to his last breath to give his peers the tools they needed to come to 

the aid of them both. There is no way to know for sure which firefighter it was that 

made this series of calls, and it really does not matter, for is any rational human going to 

diminish the sacrifice that they both made by trying to exalt one individuals effort over 

another??  

The open mic was closed two seconds after Engine 26 last spoke, at 1103:55hrs, or one 

minute five seconds after it began, and four minutes fifty seconds after the room had lit 

off around them. Two minutes later another open mic was keyed, beginning at 

1105:55hrs and continuing for approximately nine minutes. During this broadcast muffled 

sounds can be heard in the background, although nothing definitive is heard. Based on 

the context and quality of the transmission it is extremely likely that this was one of the 

two downed firefighters transmitting. Whether this transmission was the radio simply 

malfunctioning as a result of the damage it sustained, or was caused by the firefighter, 

either intentionally, or because his finger stuck holding down the transmit button, will 

likely never be known. What is known, and what makes some sense is that when an 
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individual is burned to the point of death the hands settle in front of the chest, and the 

fingers grasp whatever they can for as long as they can. If one of the crew were holding 

onto his microphone shoulder set when he died it is not inconceivable that his fingers 

would contract around the transmit button. Meaning that this crewmember fought 

literally to his last dying breath to bring aid to himself and to his partner. If this is in fact 

what happened it simply serves as yet one more illustration of the resolve with which 

these men fought fire, and fought for their lives. This was no gentle passing into the dark 

night. Instead these men fought to and across the threshold of their very end, and that 

fight remains as remarkable as it is honorable.   

At the time of their last transmission, Battalion 6 and Division 3 were already in the 

building starting to look for them. Visibility was still very poor, and the heat was still 

fairly high, as there was still a lot of fire to put out. As far as can be determined, 

Battalion 6 is the only individual that suspected at this point that there was a problem, 

and he can be heard radioing the IC at 1106:38hrs that: “Command this is Battalion 

6…still advancing towards the back…not good…we’ve got low visibility and I still think 

the heat has knocked them down I think we may have to…” And then a short while 

later: “Be advised there is a…(unintelligible) at this time…” which likely was a report 

that he was hearing the piercing aural warning of a PASS alarm going off. PASS (Personal 

Alert Safety System) alarms are a relatively recent innovation, appearing in the late 

1980’s as a way to increase firefighter survivability in the event of incapacitation. 

Basically a PASS alarm goes off if one of three things happens: 1. The firefighter is 

motionless for more than 15 seconds, 2. The firefighter manually triggers the alarm, or 3. 
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The air in the firefighter’s air bottle reaches a critical level. If the alarm goes off because a 

firefighter is motionless he simply needs to move to reset it. If it goes off because of low 

air it will remain on until he is outside the building and turns off the airflow in the 

airpack, and thus manually turns off the alarm. Thus it is not uncommon to hear PASS 

alarms in a working fire, but the constant presence of one or two alarms that do not 

move is something that firefighters will eventually notice and try to get to.  

It is likely that both Valerio and Perez were in fact moving for multiple minutes after the 

flashover, meaning that they likely reset their alarms repeatedly. Whether because they 

ceased moving or because they were out of air their PASS alarms eventually triggered and 

remained on, which is likely when Battalion 6 reported their presence. 

To give an idea of how difficult it is to move when working in a fire consider this 

thought: Battalion 6 was one floor above the fallen firefighters, who were themselves 

basically at the bottom of the stairs on the floor immediately below him. Yet it took him 

roughly one minute and 40 seconds after radioing IC about the PASS alarms to work 

through the various obstacles and eventually get down the stairwell to the downed 

firefighters. 

Tony Valerio and Vinny Perez were removed from the fire one at a time, with CPR being 

started as they were pulled from the building. Perez never regained consciousness and 

was pronounced dead at the hospital shortly after he arrived. Valerio was able to hang 

on against all odds for two days, after which his greatly depleted resources and horribly 
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abused body finally lost their fight for life and he passed quietly into whatever place it is 

that awaits us next. 

May they both realize the peace that they have earned so profoundly. 


