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D e d i c a t i o n 

     Many men and women make personal sacrifices, especially in the military—up to and 

including the ultimate sacrifice, their lives—to benefit their brothers and sisters or for the 

good of mankind, generally.  I would like to dedicate this publication to the memory of all 

those who were forced to make sacrifices on January 6, 1959, as a result of the 

disastrous flash fire that consumed Building M-7 at Skytop, Syracuse University. 

 

     During the past 54 years, the sacrifice of the victims and their family members has 

not been recognized in any official way.  Later this year, thanks to the work of Larry Tart 

and others, and thanks to the co-sponsorship of The PropWash Gang and Syracuse 

University, we will remedy that glaring oversight by dedicating a permanent memorial at 

Skytop.  The memorial plaque and monument will honor the seven men who died, those 

who were injured, and, more generally, all those who were affected so terribly by that 

traumatic experience for the rest of their lives. 

 

     We, our children, and future generations will remember and honor their sacrifice 

forever. 

 

                           Arlen Trapp 
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N o t e   f r o m   t h e   A u t h o r 

          It is profoundly understandable that the subject matter of this booklet will touch 

the hearts and feelings of many of the readers, especially the family members of those 

who died so tragically in Building M-7 at Skytop.  The details of the tragedy will bring 

back sad memories of comrades and loved ones who were lost so long ago at such a 

young age.  Yet, our thoughts and empathy also will help us to remember and celebrate 

the lives and to honor the sacrifice of the brave and wonderful men who gave their lives 

to help others. 

Purpose 

          My hope is that this compilation of newspaper articles and the annotations I have 

added will be useful.  Perhaps this information will help to eliminate misconceptions, to 

clarify contradictory information and to reveal the terrible trauma endured by the victims 

of the fire. 

          In subsequent booklets, I intend to document 1) the specific references to victims 

of the fire and their buddies, 2) assessments of the cause(s) of the fire and the remedial 

actions taken by officials of city, university and U.S. Air Force. 

          My ultimate purpose is to honor and memorialize the sacrifices made by all those 

who were living in Building M-7 on that fateful date. 

Newspaper Articles 

          In my search for newspaper articles to add to this compilation, I selected all those 

that present details about the horrific inferno and those that add information about the 

men who faced the flames.  I did not include those that offer information about the cause 

of the fire and those that address related court actions and lawsuits initiated against the 

city and university.  My primary source, not surprisingly, is the wide array of Internet 

resources.  I am indebted to several survivors and members of families of those who died 

who also contributed copies of newspaper articles from their personal collections.  Also, 

the author is grateful to a special contact who kindly provided digital images of several 

pages of The Post Standard published on January 7, 1959. 

          The articles and captions for photographs in the compilation were found in 215 

issues of newspapers, spanning the world – from Syracuse to Singapore, from 

Tallahassee to Tokyo.  They were found in 207 issues of newspapers in 43 of the States 

and in 8 issues of newspapers published in four foreign countries – Canada (3), West 

Germany (2), Japan (2), and Singapore (1).  The compilation includes 65 articles overall 

(53 in the main body, 12 in the appendices). 

Annotations 

          Factual information included in the annotations is based on three primary 

sources.  One source is my personal experience and documents (I attended the basic 

Russian course at Skytop from April to October 1955 and the Intermediate Russian 

course from February to November 1959).  Another source is the information available in 

official letters, contemporary notes taken immediately after the fire occurred and official 

photographs and drawings – all preserved at the archives office of Syracuse University in 

Syracuse, New York.  The third primary source is the set of documents, photographs and 

detailed information acquired directly from survivors, family members of those who died 

in the fire, and other airmen who were there at the time. 
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Organization and Format 

          I organized the news articles and captions to photographs as separate items and 

present them in date/time order.  The items are numbered sequentially in one stream, 

but they are organized under six major headings (Part A through Part F). 

          Part A includes the articles that were disseminated by the United Press 

International (UPI) and the Associated Press (AP) as soon as local reporters could write 

their first articles about the event (today, we would call it “Breaking News”). 

          Part B includes the follow-up reporting disseminated by the newswire services (UPI 

and AP, primarily). 

          Part C presents articles published about the tragic fire by the U. S. military press 

overseas (The Stars and Stripes) and the foreign press. 

          Part D includes all the articles published by the local press at universities and in 

various cities – but most notably, in Syracuse, New York (The Post-Standard and 

Syracuse Herald-Journal). 

          Part E focuses on the second-day reporting disseminated by the newswire services 

(UPI and AP). 

          Part F includes articles published days, months and decades after the fire 

occurred.  The articles give us a long-term perspective and prospective for evaluation of 

the significance of the tragedy and the loss of life.  The articles in Part F also point to 

“remembrance” and “lessons learned.” 

          All annotations and insertions in the text of an article are printed in italics with a 

smaller font. The underlining of words, either in the text of an article or in an annotation, 

is for emphasis.  First occurrences of names of the victims in each article are shaded in 

gray to highlight them.  Names of officials (university, city and Air Force) are highlighted 

in yellow in the brief statement inserted to identify them at first occurrence in an article. 

Limits Imposed by Security Restrictions 

          Almost certainly, one of the major constraints relevant to the release and 

publication of information about the Air Force language program and the names and 

identities of the airmen had to do with National security concerns, i.e., 

classified/sensitive information.  After graduation, most – if not all – of the Air Force 

students at Skytop would be assigned to duty stations at sensitive locations overseas and 

their activities would involve highly classified and sensitive operations.  For this reason, 

Air Force security regulations and guidance forbade even the taking of photographs of 

the members of a language class at graduation ceremonies.  It is apparent that the 

security concerns constrained news organizations to limit the publication of the names 

and identities of Skytop students and details about their academic courses and past and 

future duty assignments. 

          The most severe roadblock for all media, not just newspaper reporters, was the 

fact that most details about the Air Force language program at Syracuse University were 

“close hold”, to be released only on a “need-to-know” basis.  For security reasons, 

Syracuse University officials were not allowed to answer questions about the program, 

the students, the instructors and the “using agencies” (such as the USAF Security 

Service).  “The Report on Self-Evaluation” published by Frederic J. Kramer on September 

1, 1956, describes the organizational status of the “AFIT RUSSIAN PROGRAM” at 

Syracuse University, as follows: 
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“Since the time of its inception . . . the AFIT Program has been conceived as an 
integral part of the University organization.  A distinct unit of instruction 
comparable to the other schools and colleges, but not a part of any of them, it is 
directly responsible to the University Senate and the Vice Chancellor.  
Consequently, its activities are not described elsewhere, and this summary report 
is therefore included . . . .  For security reasons, some details have been omitted, 
e.g., the number of students in training and the specific using agencies for which 
students are being trained.  Such information is available in the offices of the 
Academic Director of the Program, Dr. Frederic J. Kramer.” 

 

Focus of the Reporting Effort 

          There are wide variations in the types of information and the accuracy of facts and 

details when one compares the articles disseminated by each of the major newswire 

services, the United Press International and the Associated Press.  The same can be said 

of the articles published by the newspapers which serve readers in Syracuse, New York 

(The Post-Standard and Syracuse Herald-Journal) and other cities. 

          Without exception, however, the reporters conscientiously honored the security 

restrictions.  They did not photograph, interview or publish the names of any of those 

victims who were not injured or the men who were billeted in other barracks.  Initially, 

they did report details about the tragic aspects of the fire and the efforts of military and 

university officials to cope with the emergency.  Based on public information available in 

hospital records, they did publish the totals and the names and home towns of victims 

(only the dead and the hospitalized – not those who were treated and released, not those 

who had no injuries of consequence). 

          Rather than write about the identities and personal information about other 

victims (those not killed or seriously injured) and their families, the reporters focused 

their articles on matters relevant to determination of the cause of the fire and the 

responsibility for safety of the residents and maintenance of Building M-7 and others like 

it.  Both major newspapers were aggressive in covering the actions and proposals under 

consideration by university, city and Air Force officials to address shortcomings in 

procedures and maintenance which may have contributed to the risk of such a 

disastrous fire under the extreme conditions of wind, snow and cold experienced at 

Skytop on January 6, 1959. 

Reporting of Totals – Deaths and Injuries 

          Understandably, initial reporting of the pre-dawn fire by UPI and AP was brief and 

included inaccurate and contradictory information.  The first articles to be disseminated 

(see Part A) were quickly followed by more expansive and more accurate details about the 

number of airmen who were killed and injured/hospitalized (see Part B).  During the 

second day of reporting, January 7th, 1959, the Newswire Services and the local Syracuse 

newspapers were updating their totals of injured and hospitalized, making changes in 

their articles and captions under photographs – hour-by-hour. 

          The first article disseminated by UPI (just after the fire was brought under control 

the morning of January 6th) states “At least five airmen were reported dead,” four were 

“reported missing” and another 15 were “treated for injuries at five Syracuse hospitals.”  

A few hours later, UPI updated the totals in an article, which states “At least six airmen 

were believed dead,” one was “missing” and at least 15 were “injured.”  Even later that 

day, UPI reported more reliable (confirmed) information about the total number of 
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casualties, stating “Seven airmen died . . . , at least 15 others were injured . . . , and the 

remainder who occupied the building were accounted for.”  By mid-day on January 7th, 

UPI was disseminating articles which stated that “18 airmen required hospital 

treatment.”  At the same time, UPI was disseminating photographs with captions which 

stated that “20 others were injured.”  Apparently, UPI articles and captions were 

implying that two of the 20 who were injured received medical treatment at infirmaries 

rather than hospitals. 

          The first article disseminated by AP was similar.  It states “Five students were 

known dead,” five were “believed missing” and “at least 15 were injured.”  And, a few 

hours later, AP updated its article to reflect new totals, stating that “Seven students were 

known dead” and at least 13 were “injured.”  By mid-day on January 7th, AP had 

changed its assessment of the total number of injured to 16.   

          The two major newspapers in Syracuse, New York, reported the totals of dead and 

injured/hospitalized in much the same way as the AP did it.  On January 6th, the 

afternoon/evening newspaper, the Syracuse Herald-Journal, reported that 13 had been 

“hospitalized.”  On January 7th, both the morning and the afternoon/evening newspapers 

assessed that 16 had been injured. 

          Likewise, The New York Times reported on January 7th that seven were killed and 

16 injured. 

Official List of Injured (Hospitalized) 

          The official list of hospitalized and injured victims of the fire is available.  It was 

sent on February 19, 1959 by Kenneth G. Bartlett, Vice President of Syracuse University 

to Lewis C. Ryan, Esq., of Hancock, Dorr, Ryan & Shove Counselors at Law, Syracuse, 

New York.  The list includes names and home addresses of all 43 residents of Building 

M-7, grouping the individuals by type of injury, as follows: 

     DECEASED PERSONNEL:  Seven names are listed; 

     PERSONNEL INJURED – REQUIRING HOSPITALIZATION OVER 24 HOURS:  Seven 

names are listed; 

     PERSONNEL INJURED – REQUIRING LESS THAN 24 HOURS HOSPITALIZATION:  

Twelve names are listed, including those who were treated and released; 

     PERSONNEL NOT INJURED:  Seventeen names are listed. 

The official list, thus, shows that a total of 19 men were injured/hospitalized. 

Interviews with Survivors 

          Information provided by survivors during interviews with the author shows that a 

20th person was injured (he severely sprained his knee and suffered burns on his back as 

he escaped through the window of his room), but he decided at the time that he would 

not report his injuries, nor would he seek medical treatment for them.  Thus, there is no 

public record of the injury. 

          Based on this additional information, it appears that the UPI information about 

the number of injured was accurate.  It remains true, however, that the total number of 

injured is still in dispute, even today.  Regardless, the horrendous fire left a life-long 

mark on every survivor, physically injured or not. 

Display of Details in Chart 

          I have compiled many details about the deaths and injuries of those who were 

billeted in Building M-7 on that fateful date.  The information includes specific injuries, 

hospitals, roommates, classmates, etc.  These details are displayed in the chart titled:  
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“Final Residents of Building M-7, Details of the Deaths and Injuries”.  It is shown on the 

following pages (Pages xv through xix). 

Severity of Injuries 

          In the column labeled “SPECIFIC INJURIES”, the chart includes entries for each 

person, which show specific amounts for Personal Injury (P. I.) Compensation.  The 

information is included in a list appended to an official letter sent on October 9, 1959 

from William I. Baxter, Continental Casualty Company, to Lewis C. Ryan, Esq., Hancock, 

Dorr, Ryan & Shove Counselors at Law (a law firm representing Syracuse University).  

The amount paid to each individual for P. I. Compensation is an indicator of the severity 

of the injury and/or the length of stay in the hospital.  The one oddity is that the official 

list that includes this information shows entries of P. I. Compensation for four 

individuals who were not injured (the men confirmed that fact during recent 

conversations). 

          In the initial press reports disseminated by UPI (See ITEMs 1, 2, and 6), officials at 

the hospitals were quoted as saying that “the injured did not appear badly hurt.”  At least 

four of the men, however, DID suffer major injuries:  one was in critical condition, two 

were in fair condition, and one was in serious condition.  The others were listed in good 

condition.  Two of those who were badly hurt (the one in critical condition and the one in 

serious condition) were in complete shock when they were admitted to the hospital. 

Impact on Academic Studies 

          Recovery and recuperation adversely affected the academic performance of one of 

the survivors who suffered major injuries, A/1C Victor Ingalls.  Because he fell too far 

behind in his class work, he was forced to transfer to a class that started the program 

four months after his class had started.  He graduated as a member of Class SR 9-3-59B 

on November 20, 1959, rather than August 14, 1959, with his original classmates. 

          Although not directly related to the injuries suffered in the fire, another survivor, 

A/3C Martin Maloney, was not able to complete his course work until eleven days after 

other members of his class had graduated.  When he was stricken with double 

pneumonia on August 3, 1959, he was hospitalized at Griffiss AFB Hospital.  He 

remained there until August 25, 1959. 

          Those survivors who were most seriously injured were challenged to maintain the 

high standards of intense homework and classroom participation while continuing to 

undergo medical treatment at the Hancock Field infirmary.  SSgt Joseph Hacker and 

others were able to maintain good grades academically, even as they used a lot of their 

limited time to travel to the infirmary for long-term treatment of their injuries. 

 
          My hope is that the result of my efforts will be useful and informative to those who 

survived the tragedy and to the members of the families of those who perished.  Others 

who did not witness the terrible event may find it to be a compelling narrative, an 

example of 43 men struggling to survive against all odds. Most importantly, I hope it will 

honor and memorialize the sacrifices made by those who died and by those who survive, 

but carry the burden of the memory forever. 
 

                                                                                Arlen Trapp            
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 RANK FIRST, MIDDLE NAME DEATH INTERMENT

C LA SS N IC KN A M E HOM E A D D R ESS, D OB A GE F IN A L A R R A N GEM EN T S N EXT -OF -KIN

1 A/3C D Frederick BROWNING 21 Died -- found in his bed

Bear Swamp Baptist Church 

Cemetery, Enfield, NC

  Montgomery Enfield, NC                   

b. 08 Jun 37                       

d. 06 Jan 59

 Body arrived at Enfield, NC on 

January 9th, accompanied by 

[unknown NCO/airman].               
Funeral Service:  3:30 p.m., January 10th

 Father:  J [Jesse] Robert 

Browning; Mother: O. [Ora] 

Elizabeth (nee AYCOCK);    

Brother:  Robert J.

2 A/3C D Edward Ervin DUGGAN 23 Died -- found in his bed

Manning Cemetery, Manning, 

NC

  (Ed)        Manning, SC         

b. 06 May 35                   

d. 06 Jan 59

 Body arrived at Manning, NC at 

5:00 a.m. January 9th, accomp-

anied by [unknown NCO/airman].               
Funeral Service:  3:30 p.m., January 9th

 Mother:  Lillian Benbow (nee 

Ervin) Duggan;               

Brothers:  James H., III [twin], 

Ervin S.,  John B. 

3 A/3C D Michael E. GASPARRI 19

Died -- found on platform outside 

rear exit

St. Josephs Cemetery, 

Yonkers, NY

  (Mike) Yonkers, NY                

b. 24 Aug 39                      

d. 06 Jan 59

 Body arrived at Yonkers, NY 

January 8th, accompanied by SSgt 

Milton Clare [Class SR 9-10-58 I].   

Mass of Requium:  January 12th (a.m.)

 Parents:  Samuel N. & Louise 

V. Gasparri;                     

Brother:  Samuel N., Jr;   

Sisters:  Sally; Joanne

4 A/1C D Billy Dale MARLOW 29

Died -- found in his room:  spread 

alarm in hallway; helped roommate 

out the window

Ft. Sam Houston Nat'l 

Cemetery, San Antonio, TX

  (Bill) Converse, TX               

b. 02 Jun 29                      

d. 06 Jan 59

 Body arrived at Converse, TX on 

January 9th?, accompanied by 

[unknown NCO/airman].              
Funeral Service:  1:30 p.m., January 12th

 Parents: Elsa & Lola Marlow;  

Widow:  Lulu Mae (nee 

Hoeneke);                               

Dau:  Viki Lyn (Age 6);        

Son:  Thomas J. (Age 4);     

Son:  Ross G. ("on the way")

Russian 

Class
Czechoslovakian Class             

Room #15:  4
th

 door from 

rear exit, faced M-6             

[upwind]

Victor Ingalls 
(hospitalized)    

Russian 

Class
Room #11:  1

st
 door from 

front entrance, faced M-8 

[downwind]

Russian 

Class
Room #10:  2

nd
 door from 

front entrance, faced M-8 

[downwind]

Fred Browning (d ied)

Russian 

Class
Room #10:  2

nd
 door from 

front entrance, faced M-8 

[downwind]

Joseph Stoll  (d ied)   

      To add or correct any entry about yourself or others, please send the information to Arlen Trapp (e-mail: arlen@ptd.net)

1:  BURNED TO DEATH

        LAST NAME ROOMMATE (BLDG M-7)

R OOM  LOC A T ION

 Ed Duggan  (d ied)

          31 of the residents were studying Russian:  5 died, 17 were injured (1 was not reported);

          5 of them were studying Bulgarian:  1 died, 1 was injured;

          6 of them were studying Czechoslovakian:  1 died, 1 was injured; and,

          1 (the Barracks Chief) was a member of the permanent party, not a student:  he was injured.

       Shown below are the names and details of all victims of the fire.  Names are sorted alphabetically  in separate 

lists: 1) a list of those who died; 2) those who were hospitalized long term; 3) those who were hospitalized

overnight or treated and released; 4) the one whose injuries were not reported, not treated; and, 5) those who

suffered no physical injuries. Included at the end are the names and details about two former residents who had

moved out of the building a few days earlier. To confirm the details, during the past three years we have

contacted most of the survivors and the next-of-kin of those who died -- both those who died in the fire and those

who died since the fire. We also have confirmed many of the details in original-source documents accessed at

the Archives office of Syracuse University.

      LEGEND:  In the second column (just before the name), the letter "D" means that the person is deceased.

FINAL RESIDENTS OF BUILDING M-7
Details of the Deaths and Injuries

Dat e of I nformat ion:  April 2013

SUMMARY

As a result of the tragic flash fire at Skytop on January 6, 1959, all 43 residents of Building M-7

were harmed in varying degrees. The fire took the lives of seven of them; it physically injured at

least 19 (7 were hospitalized long term; 12 were hospitalized overnight or treated and released); it

injured yet another resident, whose injuries were not reported, not treated. Also, it traumatized all

survivors and seared the terrifying memory of it forever into the psyche of every airman who was

housed in the same type of building.  The deaths and injuries were as follows:
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5 SSgt D Thomas Peter MERFELD, Sr 28

Died -- found in his room:  help-ed 

roommate out the window

Catholic Cemetery,      

LaCrosse, WI

  (Tom, Merf) LaCrosse, WI                 

b. 06 Feb 30                     

d. 06 Jan 59

 Body arrived at LaCrosse, WI, on 

January 9th?, accompanied by 

[unknown NCO/airman].

 Parents:  Henry P. & Bernice 

E. Merfeld;    Widow:  Donna 

Marie (nee Troyanek);                                    

Dau: Lynn Marie (Age 5);      

Son:  Thomas P., Jr. (Age 3);      

Son: Kurt A. ("on-the-way")

6 A/3C D Joseph E. STOLL, Jr 18 Died -- found in hallway at rear exit

St Paul's Catholic Parish 

Cemetery, Norwalk, OH

Norwalk, OH                

b. 13 Sep 40                     

d. 06 Jan 59

 Body arrived at Norwalk, OH on 

January 9th?, accompanied by 

[unknown NCO/airman].         
Visitation:  7:00 p.m., January 10th.            

Funeral Service:  9:30 a.m., January 12th

 Parents:  Joseph E. & Thelma 

J. Stoll, Sr.;                  Brothers:  

Gerald F., John R.; Sisters:  [2]

7 A/3C D Remus Alfred TIDWELL 18

Died -- found  in his room; tried to 

escape through hallway

[unknown cemetery],               

Blount County, AL

   Oneonta, AL            

b. 12 Sep 40                              

d. 06 Jan 59

 Body arrived at Oneonta, AL on 

January 9th?, accompanied by 

[unknown NCO/airman].

 Parents:  Sargent Remus & 

Mary Louise (nee Champion) 

Tidwell

 RANK FIRST, MIDDLE NAME SPECIFIC INJURIES HOSPITAL

C LA SS N IC KN A M E HOM E A D D R ESS, D OB A GE C OM P EN SA T ION  (P ER SON A L IN JUR IES) ST A T US

1 A/3C Edward Francis BALLIET 18

burns of face, chest:                           

"fair condition"

University Hospital (until at 

least 12 Jan, likely later)

  (Ed) Jim Thorpe, PA     

b. 15 Sep 40

P. I. Compensation:  $1,698.66 Roomie:  Victor Ingalls

2 A/3C  

burns of body; cuts on hands, 

head, arm:  "good condition"                Onondaga General Hosp.

  (Chris) Reading, PA            

b. 27 Jun 40

P. I. Compensation:  $1.202.79 Transferred to Hancock Field 

Infirmary (Discharged:  8 Jan)

3 A/3C Donald T. DOWLING 19

laceration of lower left leg:          

"good condition" Memorial Hospital

  (Don) Rochester, NY        

b. 22 Sep 39

P. I. Compensation:  $1,287.70 (Discharged:  7 Jan)

4 SSgt D Peter Gayle DOWLING 25

burns of arms, hands; lacer-

ations of left foot:  complete 

shock, "serious condition"

Crouse-Irving Hospital, 

then Veterans Hospital

  (Pete) Kalamazoo, MI; 

Philadelphis, PA                   

b. 02 Sep 33                     

d. 02 Jan 04

P. I. Compensation:  $1,385.00 Transferred to Hancock 

Field Infirmary (as of 12 Jan, 

likely longer)

5 A/3C Ronald W. FANDRICK 18

burns of chest, arms; laceration 

of right knee:  "good condition" Memorial Hospital

  (Ron) Underwood, ND     

b. 02 Jun 40

P. I. Compensation:  $814.00 Transferred to VA Hospital 

(until at least 12 Jan, likely 

later)

6 A/1C D Victor Beebe INGALLS 28

burns of face, chest:                            

"fair condition"

University Hospital (until at 

least 12 Jan, likely later)

  Vic [transferred to 

Class SR 9-3-59B]

Alma, NY; 

Coudersport, PA           

'b. 16 Apr 30                     

d. 06 Sep 04

P. I. Compensation:  [not known] -- Medical 

treatment continued, as of January 

26, 1959

Roomie:  Edward Balliet

7 A/3C James

extensive body burns, deep           

face cuts:  complete shock,             

"critical condition"   Crouse-Irving Hospital 

  (Jim) Palmer, MA               

b. 01 Feb 41

P. I. Compensation:  [not known] -- Medical 

treatment continued, as of January 

26, 1959

(until at least 12 Jan)

Russian 

Class
Room #11:  1

st
 door from 

front entrance, faced M-8 
[downwind]

KOWALCZYK   17 Ed Balliet
Bulgarian 

Class
Czechoslovakian Class               

Room #5:  5
th

 door fm rear 

exit, faced M-8  [downwind]

Russian 

Class 

(Intermediate)

Russian Basic Class                     

Room #4:  4
th

 door fm rear 

exit, faced M-8  [downwind]

Carl Walker
Russian 

Class
Czechoslovakian Class             

Room #3:  3
rd

 door fm rear 

exit, faced M-8  [downwind]

Billy Marlow  (d ied)

Bulgarian 

Class
Room #16:  5

th
 door from 

rear exit, faced M-6  [upwind]

Gene Safranski
Russian 

Class
Room #7:  7

th
 door fm rear 

exit (next to furnace room), 

faced M-8  [downwind]

Tom Merfeld  (d ied)

R OOM  LOC A T ION

Jim Kowalczyk             
Bulgarian Class

Czech Class Room #5:  5
th

 door fm rear 

exit, faced M-8  [downwind]

John Christopher DONALDSON   18 Dan Kushner

Bulgarian 

Class
Russian Basic Class                

Room #12: 1
st

 door from 

rear exit, faced M-6  [upwind]

2:  INJURED -- HOSPITALIZED MORE THAN 24 HOURS

        LAST NAME ROOMMATE (BLDG M-7)

Russian 

Class
Russian Intermediate Class        

Room #4:  4
th

 door from 

rear exit, faced M-8 

[downwind]

Mike Gasparri  (d ied)

Czech Class Room #15:  4
th

 door from 

rear exit, faced M-6                

[upwind]

Ray Presley  ( in jured)

Peter Dowling 
(hospitalized)                         
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 RANK FIRST, MIDDLE NAME SPECIFIC INJURIES HOSPITAL

C LA SS N IC KN A M E HOM E A D D R ESS, D OB A GE C OM P EN SA T ION  (P ER SON A L IN JUR IES) ST A T US

1 SSgt  D Hubert W. CARIGNAN 30

burns of the body:                            

"good condition" Onondaga General Hosp.

  (Pete) Turners Falls, MA     

b. 10 Dec 28                     

d. 24 Jun 99

P. I. Compensation:  $125.00 (Discharged:  7 Jan)

2 A/3C D Alan R. L. CONLEY 18

scalp lacerations, body cuts:  

"good condition" University Hospital

  (Al) Port Huron, MI     

b. 07 May 40                     

d. 14 Oct 02

P. I. Compensation:  $750.00 (Discharged:  7 Jan -- released 

to Hancock Field Infirmary)

3 A/3C Ralph Kenneth burn on back; cut on arm

Veterans Administration 

Hospital

  (Jack) Claremont, NH     

b. 23 Nov 40

P. I. Compensation:  $50.00 (Discharged:  7 Jan)

4 SSgt D Joseph Donald HACKER 24

laceration on left foot and leg:  

"good condition" Memorial Hospital

  (Joe) Hamilton, OH        

b. 03 Feb 34                        

d. 12 Jan 09

P. I. Compensation:  $1,000.00 -- Medical 

treatment continued, as of January 

26, 1959

(Discharged:  7 Jan)

5 A/2C D Charles Merriam HELMS 30 [specific injury not known] [not known]

Grenada, MS            

b. 04 Sep 28              

d. 15 Dec 95

P. I. Compensation:  [not known] [not known]

6 A/1C D John Holder KELLER 23

laceration on right elbow:       

"good condition" Memorial Hospital

Mount Dora, FL     

b. 14 Apr 36                     

d. 18 Feb 67

P. I. Compensation:  $1,061.98 -- Medical 

treatment continued, as of January 

26, 1959

(Discharged:  7 Jan)

7 A/3C Ronald J. broken left heel [not known]

  (Ron, Swifty) Chicago, IL             

b. 06 Sep 40

P. I. Compensation:  $250.00 Treated and released

8 A/3C D Martin E. cut on lower right leg

Veterans Administration 

Hospital

  (Mike) Flushing, NY            

b. 05 Mar 32                      

d. 31 Mar 01

P. I. Compensation:  $25.44 Treated and released

9 A/3C Donald G. McKINNEY 18 [specific injury not known]

Veterans Administration 

Hospital

  (Don) Lyon Mountain, 

NY     b. 29 Jun 40

P. I. Compensation:  $100.00 (Discharged:  7 Jan)

10 A/3C Robert F.

cuts on head and leg:                       

"good condition" Memorial Hospital

  (Bob, Frank) Niagara Falls, NY     

b. 29 May 40

P. I. Compensation:  $25.00 (Discharged:  7 Jan)

11 A/3C Ray C. PRESLEY 20

burns of body (blistered hand, 

singed hair):  "good condition" Onondaga General Hosp.

Knoxville, TN           

b. 12 Aug 38

P. I. Compensation:  $25.00 (Discharged:  7 Jan)

12 SSgt William C. WOODWARD 29 [specific injury not known] [not known]

  (Bill) Leatherwood, KY    

b. xx xxx 29

P. I. Compensation:  $10.00 [not known]

Alfred Tidwell  (d ied)

Russian 

Class
Bulgarian Class                                 

Room #12: 1
st

 door from 

rear exit, faced M-6  [upwind]

[no roommate]
Permanent 

Party
Room #23:  1

st
 door from 

front entrance, faced M-6 

[upwind]

Bob Buchholz
Russian 

Class
Room #20:  4

th
 door from 

front entrance, faced M-6 

[upwind]

MUHLBAUER   18 Jack Franklin
Russian 

Class
Room #6:  6

th
 door from 

rear, faced M-8  [downwind]

Russian 

Class
Room #22:  2

nd
 door from 

front entrance, faced M-6 

[upwind]

MALONEY, Jr   26 Lee Drumm
Russian 

Class
Room #9:  3

rd
 door from 

front entrance, faced M-8 

[downwind]

Russian 

Class 

(Intermediate)

Room #1:  1
st

 door from 

rear exit, faced M-8  

[downwind]

Charles Helms
Russian 

Class 

(Intermediate)

Room #1:  1
st

 door from 

rear exit, faced M-8  

[downwind]

KYRITZ [changed 

name from SWIFT] 18 Ted Lemery

Russian 

Class
Room #6:  6

th
 door from 

rear, faced M-8  [downwind]

[no roommate]
Russian 

Class 

(Intermediate)

Room #24:  5
th

 door from 

front entrance, faced M-8 

[downwind]

John Keller

Russian 

Class
Russian Intermediate Class         

Room #18:  7
th

 door from 

rear, faced M-6  [upwind]

Ron Webb
Russian 

Class
Room #8:  4

th
 door from 

front entrance, faced M-8 

[downwind]

FRANKLIN, Jr  18
Bob Muhlbauer 

(hospitalized)

3:  INJURED -- HOSPITALIZED LESS THAN 24 HOURS

        LAST NAME ROOMMATE (BLDG M-7)

R OOM  LOC A T ION

Ralph Lively
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 RANK FIRST, MIDDLE NAME SPECIFIC INJURIES HOSPITAL

C LA SS N IC KN A M E HOM E A D D R ESS, D OB A GE C OM P EN SA T ION  (P ER SON A L IN JUR IES) ST A T US

1 A/3C Eugene A. SAFRANSKI 18 sprained knee, burns on back     --------------- 

  (Gene) Natrona Hgts, PA     

b. 21 Jun 40

Injuries not reported, not 

treated

 RANK FIRST, MIDDLE NAME SPECIFIC INJURIES

C LA SS N IC KN A M E HOM E A D D R ESS, D OB A GE C OM P EN SA T ION  (P ER SON A L IN JUR IES)

1 A/3C Kenneth P. AVERY 18 No physical injuries

  (Ken) Cambridge, MA      

b. 29 Apr 40

2 A/3C Braxton BAKER, III 23 No physical injuries

Benjamin (Ben) Richmond, VA         

b. 27 Feb 35

3 A/3C D David Warner BRANNON 21 No physical injuries

  (Dave, Blue Sky) Columbus, GA         

b. 13 Oct 37                      

d. 09 Oct 09

4 A/3C Robert Edgar BUCHHOLZ 20 No physical injuries

  (Bob) Cornell, WI               

b. 03 Oct 40

5 A/3C

Harry Lee          
[Lee Anthony] No physical injuries

East Moline, IL        

b. 27 Nov 40
18 P. I. Compensation:  $25.00

6 A/3C D Carl Holland HAND, III 18 No physical injuries

Shelby, NC               

b. 23 Sep 40                       

d. 16 May 04

P. I. Compensation:  $25.00

7 A/3C Daniel KUSHNER 18 No physical injuries

  (Dan, Danny) Paramus, NJ     

Paterson, NJ                    

b. 12 Sep 40

8 A/2C James F. KYRISH 21 No physical injuries

  (Jim) San Antonio, TX; 

Falls City, TX                   

b. 15 Dec 37

P. I. Compensation:  $66.14

9 A/3C Theodore C. LEMERY 18 No physical injuries

  (Ted) Glens Falls, NY         

b. 09 Feb 40

P. I. Compensation:  $25.00

10 SSgt Ralph Arloe LIVELY 23 No physical injuries

Wheaton, MN; 

Mineral Wells, TX          

b. 15 Sep 35

11 A/2C Richard Lee McNABB 20 No physical injuries

Robinson, IL              

b. 29 Jun 38

Ray Seipold
Russian 

Class 

(Intermediate)

Russian Basic Class               

Room #14:  3
rd

 door from 

rear exit, faced M-6  [upwind]

Ron Kyritz
Russian 

Class
Room #22:  2

nd
 door from 

front entrance, faced M-6 

[upwind]

Hubert Carignan
Russian 

Class 

(Intermediate)

Russian Basic Class                  

Room #18:  7
th

 door from 

rear, faced M-6  [upwind]

Chris Donaldson
Bulgarian 

Class
Room #16:  5

th
 door from 

rear exit, faced M-6  [upwind]

Jack Tansey
Russian 

Class 

(Intermediate)

Czechoslovakian Class             

Room #2: 2
nd

 door fm rear 

exit, faced M-8  [downwind]

DRUMM (now known 

as Lee LAWRICK ) Mike Maloney
Russian 

Class
Room #9:  3

rd
 door from 

front entrance, faced M-8 

[downwind]

Frank Snyder
Russian 

Class
Bulgarian Class                                     

Room #13:  2
nd

 door from 

rear exit, faced M-6  [upwind]

[no roommate]
Russian 

Class
Room #21:  3

rd
 door from 

front entrance, faced M-6 

[upwind]

Don McKinney
Russian 

Class
Room #20:  4

th
 door from 

front entrance, faced M-6 

[upwind]

Ben Baker
Czech Class Room #17:  6

th
 door from 

rear (3
rd

 door past side ent.), 

faced   M-6  [upwind]

Ken Avery
Czech Class Room #17:  6

th
 door from 

rear (3
rd

 door past side ent.), 

faced   M-6  [upwind]

Russian 

Class
Room #7:  7

th
 door fm rear 

exit (next to furnace room), 

faced M-8  [downwind]

5:  TRAUMA -- NO SIGNIFICANT INJURIES

        LAST NAME
STATUS

ROOMMATE (BLDG M-7)

R OOM  LOC A T ION

4:  INJURED -- NOT REPORTED, NOT TREATED

        LAST NAME ROOMMATE (BLDG M-7)

R OOM  LOC A T ION

Don Dowling 
(hosptialized)
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12 A/3C D Raymond Keith SEIPOLD 18 No physical injuries

  (Ray) Emerson, IA          

b. 19 Jan 40                     

d. 2x Aug 74

13 A/3C Francis J. SNYDER, Jr 19 No physical injuries

  (Frank) Princeton, NJ        

b. 02 Jul 39

14 A/3C D John S. TANSEY 18 No physical injuries

  (Jack) Jacksonville, FL          

b. 27 Feb 40                        

d. 10 Mar 02

15 A/3C D Carlton H. WALKER 18 No physical injuries

  (Carl) Concord, MA          

b. 19 Nov 40                     

d. 19 Oct 09

16 A/3C Ronald David WEBB 18 No physical injuries

  [changed name from 

Eugene (Gene)]

Kits Hill , OH             

b. 13 Jun 40

1 SSgt George O. KANE 27

Arbovale, VA         

b. 10 Dec 31

2 A/3C Terrance F. STEYER 19

  (Terry) [not available]      

b. 12 Feb 39

Copyright ©  2013 Arlen Trapp.  All rights reserved.

After 19 Dec 58: moved out of Building M-7 [not known]

SR 9-10-58 (his wife arrived during Christmas break] Room #__:  [not known]

FORMER RESIDENTS  (MOVED OUT SHORTLY BEFORE THE FIRE)

After 19 Dec 58: moved out of Building M-7

[no roommate]                  

(Barracks Chief)

SR 9-11-58 (his wife arrived during Christmas break] Room #11:  1
st

 door from 

front entrance, faced M-6?

Ron Fandrick
Czech Class Russian Basic Class                 

Room #3:  3
rd

 door fm rear 

exit, faced M-8  [downwind]

Al Conley
Russian 

Class
Room #8:  4

th
 door from 

front entrance, faced M-8 

[downwind]

Carl Hand
Bulgarian 

Class
Russian Basic Class                

Room #13:  2
nd

 door from 

rear exit, faced M-6  [upwind]

Jim Kyrish
Czech Class Russian Intermediate Class     

Room #2: 2
nd

 door fm rear 

exit, faced M-8  [downwind]

Richard McNabb
Russian 

Class
Russian Intermediate Class        

Room #14:  3
rd

 door from 

rear exit, faced M-6  [upwind]
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INTRODUCTION 

Flash Fire .  .  .  a deadly  Wake-Up Call. 

During the pre-dawn hours of January 6th, 1959, the unsuspecting residents in one of 
the barracks (Building M-7) at Skytop, Syracuse University, suddenly were awakened 
from a sound sleep to face a life-or-death decision:  
    “The building is totally ablaze, the hallway is an inferno.  How do I escape?” 
 

No fire drills . . . .  No fire alarm . . . . 
No sprinklers . . . .  No fire watch at night . . . . 
No firewall installed in space between ceiling and roof . . . . 
No check to ensure fire doors in hallway are in “closed” position. . . . 
No check of potential blockage of rear door for use as an emergency exit . . . . 
Heavy-mesh window screens secured tightly to frames, delaying exit through the window. 

 

  Building M-7 – Before the deadly wake-up call 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

          Building M-7 – The “River of Fire”                        Building M-7 – The Skeletal Remains 

 
On the next page:  The floor plan and final residents of building M-7. 

             On the pages that follow:  The struggle for survival . . . 

       And then . . . , a wake-up call for officials of city, university and Air Force. 
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 FLOOR PLAN AND FINAL RESIDENTS OF BUILDING M-7  

         → →

i

i

i

SOFT- DRINK MACHINE

i

i

Rm # 7

SR 9-1-59 B

BUILDING  

M-6

      E A S T    S I D E   ( R E A R )

Rm # 1

   ED BALLIET

Rm # 4

EXIT i

i

Rm # 12

Rm # 13

Rm # 14

Rm # 15

SR 9-1-59 B

  CARL HAND
SR 9-1-59 B

SR 9-1-59 I

  FRANK SNYDER

RICH McNABB

 ~  MIKE GASPARRI

SR 9-11-58
MIKE MALONEY 

[no roommate]

  DAVE BRANNON

SR 9-11-58

LEE "DRUMM"

SR 9-11-58

SR 9-11-58

BUILDING  

M-8
  Permanent Party

  TED LEMERY

  BILL WOODWARD

FRED BROWNING

ED DUGGAN

Rm # 22

Rm # 21

SR 9-11-58

SR 9-11-58

SR 9-11-58

SR 9-11-58
S 

O
 U

 T
 H

   
 S

 I 
D

 E

 (Barracks Chief)

Rm # 24

JOE HACKER

[no roommate]
SR 9-1-59 I

RON WEBB
SR 9-1-59 B

SR 9-1-59 B

Rm # 8

AL CONLEY
Rm # 20

  RAY SEIPOLD

RAY PRESLEY
SBg 9-1-59

SR 9-1-59 I

SR 9-1-59 B

PETE DOWLING

SBg 9-1-59

ALFRED TIDWELL

~  JOSEPH STOLL

TO  CHOW  HALL-    -    -     L      A      M      B      R      E      T      H               L      A      N      E     -    -    -

  W E S T    S I D E   ( F R O N T ) ENTRANCE

Rm # 11 Rm # 23

L  A  T  R  I  N  E

CHRIS DONALDSON

  DAN KUSHNER

BUILDING  

M-6

L I N E N   R O O M

 S I D E   E N T R A N C E

  RALPH LIVELY

Rm # 16

Rm # 17

  PETE CARIGNAN

KEN AVERY

  BEN BAKER

  JIM McKINNEY

VIC INGALLS

Rm # 9

Rm # 10

RON KYRITZ

D  A  Y  R  0  O  M

BILL MARLOW

SR 9-11-58

N
 O

 R
 T

 H
   

 S
 I 

D
 E

SR 9-11-58

SR 9-1-59 I

SR 9-1-59 I

SR 9-1-59 I

JACK TANSEY
SCz 9-1-59

SR 9-1-59 B

DON DOWLING
SR 9-1-59 B

SR 9-1-59 B

CHARLES HELMS

SR 9-1-59 B

SR 9-1-59 B

JIM KYRISH

RON FANDRICK

SCz 9-1-59

SR 9-1-59 B

JIM KOWALCZYK
SBg 9-1-59

SCz 9-1-59

TOM MERFELD

Rm # 3

Rm # 2

  CARL WALKER

Rm # 6

BUILDING  

M-8

FROM  SKI  LODGE

S 
O

 U
 T

 H
   

 S
 I 

D
 E

N
 O

 R
 T

 H
   

 S
 I 

D
 E

SCz 9-1-59

Rm # 5

T R U N K       

( T R A S H )        

R O O M

F U R N A C E      

R O O M

JACK FRANKLIN

BOB MUHLBAUER

JOHN KELLER

GENE SAFRANSKI

SR 9-11-58

SBg 9-1-59

SBg 9-1-59

BOB BUCHHOLZ

SR 9-1-59 B

SCz 9-1-59

SR 9-1-59 I

SCz 9-1-59

SOFT-DRINK 

M ACHINE

Rm # 18

Rm # 19

Building  M-17 
(under construction)
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NEWSPAPER ARTICLES (TRANSCRIBED AND ANNOTATED) 

Flash Fire Traps Airmen at Skytop Barracks (M-7), Syracuse University, January 6, 1959 

 

ITEM 1 
Part A-1 (UPI) 

Source 1-a:  Appeal Democrat, Marysville-Yuba City, California 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 11 (Col. 8) 

Source 1-b:  Oxnard Press Courier, Oxnard, California 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 2 (Col. 5-6) 

Source 1-c:  The Daily Telegram, Columbus, Nebraska 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 4 (Col. 5) 

 

 “5 Airmen Dead, 4 Missing In Pre-Dawn Barracks Fire” 

     SYRACUSE, N.Y. (UPI) — At least five airmen were reported dead today in a fire which 

destroyed a barracks at [sic:  near] a Syracuse University housing area.   
[NOTE:  A total of seven died in the fire – initial (unconfirmed) reports were that two of the seven victims had 

survived (R. Alfred Tidwell and Thomas Merfeld).] 
 

Four others were reported missing and another 15 were treated for injuries at five Syracuse hospitals. 

[NOTE:  At least 19 airmen were injured (18 were students, 1 was a member of the permanent party).  The actual 

total of men who were injured probably is 20:  personal interviews with survivors establish that there was one 

additional victim, who did not report his injuries, nor did he receive medical treatment for them — thus, 

information about his injury is not included in the public record.  Seven of the 19 men were hospitalized for at 

least 24 hours; eight were hospitalized for less than 24 hours; four were treated and released.] 
 

     Capt. A. J. DelSignore, in charge of a detachment of airmen taking part in special language courses 

at the university, said five were known dead and four remained unaccounted for. 

[NOTE:  Alfredo J. Del Signore commanded Detachment 1 of AFIT for about six years.  He relieved Maj. John L. 

Thomas as commander probably in 1956 and was replaced by Captain Edward P. Thorne probably in 1962.  A. J. 

Del Signore enlisted as a private in the Army Air Corps on January 13, 1942; he was commissioned later (date 

unknown) and retired in the grade of Lieutenant Colonel probably in the late 1960s.  A. J. Del Signore was born in 

Glens Falls, New York, on December 4, 1919 and died in Camillus, New York, on January 6, 1997.] 
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     The names of the dead were withheld until relatives are notified. 

     The fire broke out at 5:36 [sic:  about 5:30 (the first alarm was called in to the fire department at 5:36)] a.m.  

The barracks occupied by the military personnel was among [sic:  near] buildings used by married 

students at the university. 

[NOTE:  The buildings used by the university for the Air Force language program at Skytop—16 prefabricated 

buildings (8 used as barracks, 6 for classrooms, 1 for recreation, 1 for military and academic administration) and 

one brick building (the dining hall)—were grouped as a separate enclave, apart from a group of apartments 

(known as Slocum Heights) used by the university for married student housing.] 
 

     DelSignore said there were 43 airmen in the barracks which was burned. 

     Some of the injured were carried out [sic:  from the area around the building] and others escaped unaided. 
[NOTE:  All of the injured got out of the barracks without outside help (some were assisted by their respective 

roommates); some of them did need assistance to get from the environs of Building M-7 to adjacent barracks.] 
 

The injured did not appear badly hurt [sic], officials at the hospitals said. 

 [NOTE:  At least four of the injured were very seriously hurt:  initially, one was in critical condition, two were in 

fair condition and one was in serious condition.] 
 

 

  



Prepared by Arlen Trapp on April 20, 2013                                        - 3 - 

 

ITEM 2 
Part A-1 (UPI) 

Source 2-a:  The Daily Courier, Connellsville, Pennsylvania 

Last Edition:  Tuesday, January 7, 1959, p. 10 (Col. 3) 

Source 2-b:  Cumberland Evening News, Cumberland, Maryland 

Final Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 4) and p. 2 (Col. 5) 

 

“BULLETIN” 
[OMISSION] 

“Six Airmen Perish In Barracks Blaze” 
     SYRACUSE, N.Y. (UPI) — At least six airmen were believed dead in a fire which destroyed a 

barracks at [sic:  near] a Syracuse University housing area today.  One airman was missing and at least 

15 [sic:  19] were injured. 

     The airmen were sleeping when the fire broke out shortly before dawn.  Most [sic:  All but one] of 

those who escaped left the two-story [sic:  one-story] structure through windows. (Continued on Page 2) 
 

“Five Killed” (Continued from Page 1)  
 

[Note the contradiction in number of airmen killed (five vs. six) shown in the headline on Page 1 of the newspaper 

(Source 2-b, Cumberland Evening News) as compared with the headline on Page 2.  Apparently a previous edition 

of the newspaper had included the earlier version of the UPI article (see ITEM 1) on Page 1and neglected to 

change the “Five” to a “Six” on Page 2.] 
 

[NOTE:  The two paragraphs that follow appear only in Source 2-b; the remainder of the text appears in both 

sources.] 
 

     The names of the dead were withheld until relatives were notified. 

     The fire broke out at 5:36 [sic:  5:30] a.m.  The barracks occupied by the military personnel was 

among [sic:  was in an enclave separated from] buildings used by married students [sic:  Slocum Heights] at the 

university.  

     Some of the injured were carried out [sic:  from the area around the building] and others escaped unaided.  

The injured did not appear badly hurt [sic:  one was in critical condition, one was in serious condition, two were in 

fair condition], officials at the hospitals said. 

     Rescuers and fire fighters were hampered by temperatures about two degrees above zero. 

[NOTE:  The temperature at the time of the fire was reported by various news sources at readings ranging from 

“below zero” to 6 degrees above zero.  The official letter from the Syracuse Fire Chief to the Fire Marshal titled 

“Investigation of Fire” states that the temperature was “7 Degrees above Zero.”] 
 

     A university spokesman said the Air Force personnel had been taking specialized language training 

courses. 

 

Brief Addendum placed at the end of the article in Source 2-a, The Daily Courier: 

     Among the injured was John Donaldson, 18, of 2333 Perkiomen Ave., Reading, Pa.  He sustained 

multiple cuts. 
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ITEM 3 
Part A-2 (AP) 

Source:  The Miami News, Miami, Florida 

Metropolitan Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 7-8) 

 

Banner Headline across top of Page 1:   

“5 Dead And 5 Missing In Syracuse U. Fire 
“AF Men Trapped In 6 A.M. Blaze” 

     SYRACUSE, N.Y., Jan. 6 (AP) — Five students were known dead and five others were believed 

missing today when wind-driven flames destroyed a barracks that housed Air Force men studying 

Russian [sic:  Slavic] language[s] and engineering [sic] at Syracuse University 

[NOTE:  The report that “five others were believed missing” may be based on two pieces of information:  1) 

initial (unconfirmed) assumptions were that two of the seven who died (R. Alfred Tidwell and Thomas Merfeld) 

actually had survived; and, 2) the final bed-check made that night at 11:30 p.m. showed that three airmen were 

not present – See ITEM 20(Page 35).] 
 

[NOTE:  Forty two of the 43 victims were studying Slavic languages (31 were members of Russian classes, 5 were 

in a Bulgarian class and 6 were in a Czechoslovakian class); one was not a student (he was a member of the 

permanent party); none of them were studying engineering.] 
 

     At least 15 [sic:  19] were injured. 
 

[Remainder of text is similar to the text in ITEM 4, below] 
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ITEM 4 
Part A-2 (AP) 

Source:  Sarasota Journal, Sarasota, Florida 

Date, Edition:  Tuesday Afternoon, January 6, 1959, p. 8 (Col. 1) 

 

 “Seven Die In Dorm Fire At Syracuse ‘U’” 
     SYRACUSE, N.Y., Jan. 6 (AP)—Seven students were known dead today when wind-driven flames 

destroyed a barracks that housed Air Force men studying the Russian [sic:  Slavic] language[s] and 

engineering [sic] at Syracuse University. 

[NOTE:  Forty two of the 43 victims were studying Slavic languages:  one was not a student, he was a member of 

the permanent party; none of them were studying engineering.] 
 

     At least 13 [sic:  19] were injured. 

     The building “went up like a matchbox.  It was awful,” Peter Dowling, a survivor, said.  Dowling, 

23, Kalamazoo, Mich., was one of those taken to a hospital. 

     Forty-five [sic:  Forty-three] Air Force men were in the barracks at [sic:  near] the university’s Skytop 

housing development on a hill overlooking the city. 

     Firemen were hampered by wind gusts that reached 50 miles an hour, blowing snow, and 

temperatures 6 degrees above zero. 

[NOTE:  Wind speed and temperature at the time of the fire was reported by news sources at various levels:   wind 

speed/gusts ranged from 25 to 50 mph; temperature readings ranging from “below zero” to 6 degrees above zero.  

The official letter from the Syracuse Fire Chief to the Fire Marshal titled “Investigation of Fire” states that the 

weather conditions were:  “7 Degrees above Zero, with winds of Gusts of 40 Miles Per Hours (sic).”] 
 

     The flames broke out about 6 [sic:  about 5:30] am.  The fire was under control about 90 minutes later. 

     The students are taking a 9-month crash program that stresses the Russian language. 

     The men had arrived only 48 hours before [sic] from various Air Force bases throughout the nation. 

[NOTE:  Thirty-one of the men had arrived 2-5 days before the fire; 11 had arrived eight weeks before; 1 was not 

a student, he was a member of the permanent party.] 
 

     Survivors, blackened with soot, crashed through windows to escape.  Many were cut.  

NOTE:  Thirty-five of the 36 survivors crashed through windows; one successfully escaped through the hallway 

and out the rear exit.] 
 

     They said they were awakened by shouts of “fire,” and saw flames licking under doors that led to 

the single hallway in the prefabricated building. 

     All [sic:  Most] of the 45 [sic:  43] in the barracks were unmarried men. 

     Skytop is a group of about 15 [sic:  16] prefabricated barracks put up during the war [sic:  after the war, 

in 1947] and later used for freshman housing.  The area is on the southeastern edge of the city.  
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ITEM 5 
Part A-2 (AP) 

Source:  Union-Sun and Journal, Lockport, New York 

Special Edition:  Tuesday Evening, January 6, 1959, p. 1 

 

“Survivor Describes Blaze As ‘River of Fire in Hall”  
     Syracuse (AP)—“It was a river of fire going down the hall.” 

     Nineteen-year-old Donald Dowling of Rochester talked of an early morning fire that killed seven of 

his Air Force buddies as they slept [sic] in a barracks dormitory here. 

[NOTE: Just two of the seven (Frederick Browning and Edward Duggan) died in their beds; three others were 

attempting to escape through the rear exit; two were trying to rouse/help others to escape.] 
 

     At least 13 [sic:  19] other members of the student-airmen group here to study Russian [sic:  Slavic 

languages] at Syracuse University were injured.  Five were reported missing. 

     “I heard a crackling sound.  I thought it was the man who comes around to wake us up.” 

     Dowling said he saw “an orange light filtering through his door.” 

     “I got out of bed and opened the door.  It was a river of fire going down the hall.  I was terrified.” 

     Dowling was hospitalized with cuts after he and his roommate [Eugene Safranski] broke through a 

window to escape.  He was in good condition. 

     Sgt. Peter Dowling, 25, of Kalamazoo, Mich., who is no relation to Donald, said the building “went 

up like a matchbox.” 

     “It was like animals trying to get out of a cage.  It was awful. 

     “Everybody was jumping out of windows,” he said from his hospital bed.  He was reported in good 

condition. 

     “Everything happened so fast,” [Peter] Dowling said.  “I don’t know how it started or what 

happened.” 

     He said he tried to reach a fire extinguisher outside his room, “but the fire and smoke were so great 

that I couldn’t stand it.” 

     He said he and his roommate, Sgt. Thomas Merfeld of La Crosse, Wis., escaped by breaking 

through their room window  

[NOTE:  Thomas Merfeld died while trying to rouse/help others to escape.] 
 

     Fire officials said the cause of the fire was not immediately determined, but said it apparently had 

started in the barrack’s heating unit. 
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ITEM 6 
Part B-1a (UPI) 

Source 6-a:  Tonawanda News, North Tonawanda, New York 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 6-8) 

Source 6-b:  Dunkirk Evening Observer, Dunkirk-Fredonia, New York 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 6-8) 

Source 6-c:  The Daily News, Huntingdon, Pennsylvania 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 9 

Source 6-d:  The News-Dispatch, Jeannette, Pennsylvania 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday Evening, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 2) 

Source 6-e:  The Pittsburgh Press, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania 
Final Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 3) and p. 4 (Col. 4-6) 

Source 6-f:  Tyrone Daily Herald, Tyrone, Pennsylvania 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 2-3) and p. 2 (Col. 5) 

Source 6-g:  The Morgantown Post, Morgantown, West Virginia 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 2 (Col. 5) 

Source 6-h:  Williamson Daily News, Williamson, West Virginia 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 

Source 6-i:  Middlesboro Daily News, Middlesboro, Kentucky 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 2) 

Source 6-j:  Statesville Record and Landmark, Statesville, North Carolina 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 8 (Col.4) 

Source 6-k:  Sandusky Register, Sandusky, Ohio 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 8) 

Source 6-l:  Ames Daily Tribune, Ames, Iowa 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 8 (Col. 2) 

Source 6-m:  The Altus Times-Democrat, Altus, Oklahoma 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 2 (Col. 4) 

Source 6-n:  Miami Daily News-Record, Miami, Oklahoma 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 5-6) 

Source 6-o:  The Yuma Daily Sun, Yuma, Arizona 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 5) 

Source 6-p:  Idaho State Journal, Pocatello, Idaho 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 7) 

Source 6-q:  The Bend Bulletin, Bend, Deschutes County, Oregon 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 4 (Col. 6) 

Source 6-r:  The Daily Review, Hayward, California 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 2 (Col. 2) 

 

  “Blaze Hits Syracuse U. Building 

“Lives of 7 Airmen Snuffed Out in Fire, 15 Others Are Hurt” 

     SYRACUSE (UPI) — Seven airmen died today when fire swept their barracks at [sic:  near] a 

Syracuse University housing area about two miles from the main campus. 

     Names of the victims were withheld pending notification of their families. 

At Least 15 Hurt 

     At least 15 [sic:  19] others were injured.  The remainder of the 43 men who occupied the building 

were accounted for. 
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[NOTE:  At least 19 airmen were injured (18 were students, 1 was a member of the permanent party).  The actual 

total of men who were injured probably is 20:  personal interviews with survivors establish that there was one 

additional victim, who did not report his injuries, nor did he receive medical treatment for them — thus, 

information about his injury is not included in the public record.  Seven of the 19 men were hospitalized for at 

least 24 hours; eight were hospitalized for less than 24 hours; four were treated and released.] 
 

     Capt. A. J. DelSignore, in charge of a detachment of airmen taking part in special [sic:  language] 

courses at the university, put the number of dead at seven after firemen spent several hours plodding 

through the frozen rubble.  

[NOTE:  The wording was changed in several newspapers to read “. . . searching the debris.”] 
 

     The airmen were sleeping when the fire broke out shortly before dawn.   

Escape By Window 

     Most [sic:  All but one] of those who escaped left the two-story [sic:  one-story] structure through 

windows.  Some were [sic:  One was] able to dress before being forced into the frigid cold. 

     The fire broke out at 5:36 [sic:  about 5:30 (the first alarm was called in at 5:36)] a.m. 

[NOTE:  Several newspapers omitted the above sentence.] 
 

     The barracks occupied by the military personnel was among [sic:  located  near] buildings used by 

married students at the university.  

[NOTE:  The 17 buildings (barracks, classrooms, dining hall, etc.) used by the university for the Air Force 

language program at Skytop were grouped as a separate enclave, apart from a nearby group of buildings (known 

as Slocum Heights) used for married student housing.] 
 

     DelSignore said there were 43 airmen in the barracks which was burned. 

[NOTE:  Several newspapers omitted the above sentence.] 
 

     Some of the injured were carried out [sic:  away from the building] and others escaped unaided.  The 

injured did not appear badly hurt [sic], officials at the hospitals said. 

[NOTE:  All of the injured got out of the barracks unaided, except for the help of their respective roommates; some 

needed assistance to get from the environs of M-7 to adjacent barracks.  Also, at least four were seriously hurt:  

initially, one was in critical condition; two were in fair condition and one was in serious condition.] 
 

     The Air Force barracks was located in [sic:  near, but separate and apart from] the Skytop housing area 

where some 450 married Syracuse University students live [sic:  Slocum Heights].  The area is about two 

miles southeast of the main campus. 

     There were about 16 [sic:  17 buildings (plus one additional barracks under construction) for the Air Force men in 

one complex] or 48 buildings [sic:  apartments for married university students in another complex (Slocum Heights)] in 

the immediate area of the fire but only the one structure burned. 

     Rescuers and fire fighters were hampered by temperatures about two degrees above zero. 

[NOTE:  The temperature at the time of the fire was reported by various news sources at readings ranging from 

“below zero” to 6 degrees above zero.  The official letter from the Syracuse Fire Chief to the Fire Marshal titled 

“Investigation of Fire” states that the temperature was “7 Degrees above Zero.”] 
 

     The injured were identified as: 

     At Crouse-Irving Hospital 

     James Kowalczyk, 17, Palmer, extensive body and face burns.  His condition was serious [sic]. 

[NOTE: According to articles disseminated by the Associated Press, when first admitted to the hospital, 

Kowalczyk was in “critical” condition (see Items 8 and 9).] 
 

     At Veterans Hospital      

     Ralph K. Franklin Jr., Claremont, N. H.; Donald G. McKinney, 18, Lyon Mountain, N. Y.; and 

Peter Dowling, 25, Kalamazoo.  All in good condition with burns and cuts. 

[NOTE: According to articles disseminated by the Associated Press, Peter Dowling initially was admitted to 

Crouse-Irving Hospital and was in “serious” condition (see Item 9—Page 18); but, according to an article 
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published by the Syracuse Herald-Journal on January 12
th

, by that date, he was being treated as a patient at the 

Syracuse Air Force Station (Hancock Field).] 
 

     At University Hospital 

     Victor Ingals [sic:  Ingalls], Elma [sic:  Alma], N. Y.; Edward Balliet and Alan Conley, no addresses 

available. 

      At Memorial Hospital 

     Donald Dowling, 19, no address; Ronald Fandrick, 18, no address; Joseph Hacker, 25 [sic:  24], 

Hamilton, Ontario [sic:  Ohio]; Robert Muhlbauer, 18, Niagara Falls, N. Y., and John Keller, 22, of 

Mount Dora, Fla.  All suffered some cuts and burns. 

     At Onondaga County General 

     Ray Presley, Knoxville, Tenn.; Herbert [sic:  Hubert] Carigan [sic:  Carignan], 30, Tenesee [sic:  Turners] 

Falls, Mass., and John Donaldson, 18.  All suffered cuts or bruises. 

 

Source 6-f, Tyrone Daily Herald, omits the list of injured, but adds two paragraphs at the end of the article, as follows: 
 

     A university spokesman said the Air Force personnel had been taking specialized language training 

courses. 

     Among the injured was John Donaldson, 18, of 2333 Perkiomen Ave., Reading, Pa.  He sustained 

multiple cuts. 
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ITEM 7 
Part B-1b (UPI) 

Compilation of Photographs with Captions: 

Disseminated on January 6, 1959 

PHOTO 7-A:  Caption under photo (See ITEM 6-e, The Pittsburgh Press, January 6, 1959, p. 4, Col. 4-6): 

(UPI Telephoto) 

SITE OF TRAGEDY—City firemen hose remains of an Air Force barrack in which seven airmen lost their 

lives in a flash fire at Syracuse, N. Y., today.  They were taking part in a special course [sic:  They were taking 

Slavic language courses] at the university. 

 

PHOTO 7-B:  Caption under photo (See ITEM 9-bk, Reno Evening Gazette, January 6, 1959, p. 1, Col. 3-5): 
 

(UPI Telephoto) 

SYRACUSE, N. Y.—Morgue attendants place the body of an airman killed in a flash fire here today on a 

stretcher.  Seven airmen died in the blaze which destroyed their barrack.  The airmen are [assigned to] a special 

detachment taking language courses at Syracuse University. 

 

  



Prepared by Arlen Trapp on April 20, 2013                                        - 11 - 

 

ITEM 8 
Part B-2a (AP) 

Source 8-a:  Long Island Star-Journal, Long Island, New York 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 5), Final 

Source 8-b:  Biddeford-Saco Journal, Biddeford, Maine 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 3) 

Source 8-c:  Nashua Telegraph, Nashua, New Hampshire 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 5-6) 

Source 8-d:  Bennington Evening Banner, Bennington, Vermont 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 4) 

Source 8-e:  Chester Times, Chester, Pennsylvania 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 1-2) 

Source 8-f:  The Gettysburg Times, Gettysburg, Pennsylvania 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday Evening, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 2-3) 

Source 8-g:  Indiana Evening Gazette, Indiana, Pennsylvania 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. ?) and p. 2 (Col.5) 

Source 8-h:  The News, Frederick, Maryland 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 1) 

Source 8-i:  The News Journal, Radford, Virginia 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 5-6) 

Source 8-j:  The Robesonian, Lumberton, North Carolina 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 6-8) 

Source 8-k:  Rome News-Tribune, Rome, Georgia 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 1-2) and p. 2 (Col. 3) 

Source 8-l:  LAKELAND LEDGER, Lakeland, Florida 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday Evening, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 7-8) and p. 2 (Col. 5) 

Source 8-m:  The Gadsden Times, Gadsden, Alabama 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 2) 

Source 8-n:  The Tuscaloosa News, Tuscaloosa—Northport, Alabama 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 4) and p. 3 (Col. 6-8) 

Source 8-o:  The Daily Herald, Biloxi, Mississippi 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 4) 

Source 8-p:  Lancaster Eagle Gazette, Lancaster, Ohio 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 4-5) 

Source 8-q:  Mansfield News-Journal, Mansfield, Ohio 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 4) 

Source 8-r:  Toledo Blade, Toledo, Ohio 
Final Home Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 2 (Col. 3) 

Source 8-s:  Warsaw Times-Union, Warsaw, Indiana 

Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col 7-8) and p. 2 (Col. 7) 

Source 8-t:  Ironwood Daily Globe, Ironwood, Michigan 

Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col 7) 

Source 8-u:  The Owosso Argus-Press, Owosso, Michigan 

Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 7-8) 

Source 8-v:  The Herald-Press, Saint Joseph, Michigan 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 4) and p. 3 (Col. 4-6) 

Source 8-w:  Oshkosh Daily Northwestern, Oshkosh, Wisconsin 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday Evening, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 2-5) 

Source 8-x:  THE SOUTHEAST MISSOURIAN, Cape Girardeau, Missouri 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday Evening, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col.6-7) 

Source 8-y:  Blytheville Courier News, Blytheville, Arkansas 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 5 (Col.5) 

Source 8-z:  The Post-Register, Idaho Falls, Idaho 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col.4) 

Source 8-aa:  Star-News, Pasadena, California 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 1-2), Final 

Source 8-ab:  The Leader-Post, Regina, Saskatchewan, Canada 
LAST Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 6-7) 
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Banner Headline across top of Page 1: 

“7 Student Airmen Are Burned To Death” 
 “Winds Fan Flames At Syracuse U” 
 “13 Others Injured; ‘It Was Awful,’ Says Survivor; Building Burned Like Box” 

     SYRACUSE, N.Y. (AP) – Fire killed seven student airmen and injured at least 13 others [sic:  at least 

19 airmen (one was not a student)] in a barracks dormitory today. 

     Winds up to 50 miles an hour fanned the flames through the one-story barracks, which housed 

45 [sic:  43] Air Force men assigned to Syracuse University to study the Russian [sic:  Slavic languages].  

[NOTE: Forty two of the 43 men were language students; one was a member of the permanent party.] 
 

     The names of the dead were withheld, pending notification of next of kin. 

     The headquarters of the men [sic: The headquarters of the detachment to which the men were assigned was 

subordinate to AFIT, the location of which] was Wright-Patterson Air Force Base, Dayton, Ohio. 

     The building “went up like a matchbox.  It was awful,” Peter Dowling, a survivor said.  Dowling, 

25, Kalamazoo, Mich., was one of those taken to a hospital. 

     Forty-five [sic:  Forty-three] Air Force men were in the barracks at [sic:  near] the university’s Skytop 

housing development on a hill overlooking the city. 

     Firemen were hampered by wind gusts that reached 50 miles an hour, blowing snow, and 

temperatures 6 degrees above zero  

[NOTE:  Wind speed and temperature at the time of the fire were reported at various levels by news sources:  

reports of wind speed ranged between 25 and 50 mph; temperatures between “below zero” and 6 degrees above 

zero.  The official letter from the Syracuse Fire Chief to the Fire Marshal, titled “Investigation of Fire” stated that 

weather conditions were “7 Degrees above Zero, with winds of Gusts of 40 Miles Per Hours (sic).”] 
 

     The flames broke out about 6 [sic:  5:30] a.m.  The fire was under control about 90 minutes later. 

     The students were attending the Air Force Institute of Technology [sic:  assigned to a detachment of AFIT, 

attending courses presented by Syracuse University].  They are taking a crash 9-month program that stresses 

the Russian [sic:  Slavic] language[s]. 

[NOTE:  Thirty one of the 43 men were studying Russian; 5 were studying Bulgarian and 6 were studying 

Czechoslovakian; 1 was a member of the permanent party, not a student.] 
 

     The men [sic:  Thirty one of the men] had arrived only 48 hours [sic] before from various Air Force bases 

throughout the nation. 

[NOTE:  Thirty-one of the 43 men were students who had arrived just 2-5 days earlier; 11 of them, also students, 

had arrived eight weeks earlier; one of the 43 men was a member of the permanent party who had moved into the 

building just a few days before the fire.] 
 

     Survivors, blackened with soot, crashed through storm windows to escape.  Many were cut. 
[NOTE:  The single exception:  one of the four airmen who fled through the hallway managed to escape via the 

rear exit.] 
 

     They said they were awakened by shouts of “fire,” and saw flames licking under doors that led to 

the single hallway in the prefabricated building. 

     All [sic:  Most] of the 45 [sic:  43] in the barracks were unmarried men. 

     Skytop is a clump of about 15 prefabricated barracks [sic:  17 buildings:  16 of them were prefabricated, only 

8 of the 16 were used as barracks] put up during the war [sic:  erected in 1947 to house the large influx of veterans at 

the university] and later used for freshman housing.  The area is on the southeastern edge of the city. 
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Brief Addendum placed at the end of the article in Source 8-c, the Nashua Telegraph: 

“Seven Student Airmen Die in Syracuse U. Fire” 

     A tentative list of New Englanders injured and their conditions: 

     James Kowalczyk, 17, Palmer, Mass, extensive body burns, facial lacerations, complete shock, 

critical [condition]. 

     Hubert Carigan [sic:  Carignan], 30, 95 3
rd

 st, Turners Falls, Mass, body burns, good. 

 

Brief Addendum placed just below the article in Source 8-r, the Toledo Blade: 

“Toledoan In Barracks Adjacent To Fire” 

     A Toledoan was in a barracks [Building M-8] next to the one which burned. 

     Airman 3, c Jerome Gonnella, 20, son of Mr. and Mrs. Thomas Gonnella, 23 Bronson Pl., 

telephoned his parents to tell them he was safe.  Mr. Gonnella said his son has been there about nine 

months, studying Russian. 

[NOTE:  Jerome Gonnella was a member of Class SR 11-3-58, graduating on February 20, 1959.] 
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ITEM 9 
Part B-2a (AP) 

Source 9-a:  Binghamton Press, Binghamton, New York 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday Evening, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 7-8) and p. 9 (Col. 2) 

Source 9-b:  The Herald Statesman, Yonkers, New York 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 8) and p. 2 (Col. 3) 

Source 9-c:  The Kingston Daily Freeman, Kingston, New York 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 4) and p. 8 

Source 9-d:  Oswego Palladium-Times, Oswego, New York 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 8); and 

Source 9-e:  Union-Sun and Journal, Lockport, New York 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 7-8) 

Source 9-f:  Amsterdam Evening Recorder and Daily Democrat, Amsterdam, New York 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 5) and p. 13 (Col. 1-2) 

Source 9-g:   Knickerbocker News, Albany, New York 
Final Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 4-8) and p. 9-A (Col. 1-2) 

Source 9-h:  Utica Observer-Dispatch, Utica, New York 
Special Edition:  Tuesday Evening, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 5-8) 

Source 9-i:  Wellsville Daily Reporter, Wellsville, New York 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 1-2) 

Source 9-j:  The Times Record, Troy, New York 
Final Edition:  Tuesday Evening, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 8) 

Source 9-k:  The Daily Messenger, Canandaigua, New York 
Final Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 8) 

Source 9-l:  THE NEWBURGH NEWS, Newburgh, New York 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 3-8) 

Source 9-m:   The Berkshire Eagle, Pittsfield, Massachusetts 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 5) 

Source 9-n:   Newport Daily News, Newport, Rhode Island 
Final Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 3 (Col. 1-2) 

Source 9-o:   Meriden Journal, Meriden—Wallingford—Southington—Cheshire, Connecticut 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 6-9) 

Source 9-p:   The New London Day, New London, Connecticut 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday Afternoon, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 3) 

Source 9-q:  Reading Eagle, Reading, Pennsylvania 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 4-8) 

Source 9-r:  The Evening Standard, Uniontown, Pennsylvania 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 6 (Col. 2) 

Source 9-s:  The Washington Observer, Washington, Pennsylvania 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday Morning, January 7, 1959, p. 10 (Col. 1-3) 

Source 9-t:  The Free Lance-Star, Fredericksburg, Virginia 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 3-7) 

Source 9-u:  PARK CITY DAILY NEWS, Bowling Green, Kentucky   
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 6) and p. 3 (Col 5) 

Source 9-v:  The Dispatch, Lexington, North Carolina 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 1) 

Source 9-w:  The Gastonia Gazette, Gastonia, North Carolina 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 9-9) 

Source 9-x:  The Evening Telegram, Rocky Mount, North Carolina 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 3-5) and p. 2 (Col. 2) 

Source 9-y:  OCALA STAR-BANNER, Ocala, Florida 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 8) 

Source 9-z:  Fort Pierce News Tribune, Fort Pierce, Florida 
Final Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 1-2) 

Source 9-aa:  The Miami News, Miami, Florida 
Final Home Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 6-7) 

Source 9-ab:  Hattiesburg American, Hattiesburg, Mississippi 
Final Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 7-8) 

Source 9-ac:  The Daily Reporter, Dover, Ohio 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p.1 (Col. 5) and p. 8 (Col. 4) 

Source 9-ad:  THE MARION STAR, Marion, Ohio 
HOME Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p.1 (Col. 8) and p. 10 (Col. 4) 

Source 9-ae:  The Evening Independent, Massillon, Ohio 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p.1 (Col. 4-8) 

Source 9-af:  The Newark Advocate, Newark, Ohio 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 5) and p. 3  

Source 9-ag:  The Portsmouth Times, Portsmouth, Ohio 
Home Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 3-5) and p. 2 (Col. 4-5) 

Source 9-ah:  Van Wert Times-Bulletin, Van Wert, Ohio 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 8) 
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Source 9-ai:  Youngstown Vindicator, Youngstown, Ohio 
Pennsylvania Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col 8) and p. 4 (Col. 8) 

Source 9-aj:  The Vidette Messenger, Valparaiso, Indiana 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 4) 

Source 9-ak:  The News Palladium, Benton Harbor, Michigan 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 4) 

Source 9-al:  Mt. Vernon Register-News, Mt. Vernon, Illinois 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 1-4) 

Source 9-am:  The Milwaukee Journal, Milwaukee, Wisconsin 
Latest Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 3 (Col. 6) 

Source 9-an:  The Sheboygan Press, Sheboygan, Wisconsin 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 6-7) 

Source 9-ao:  Stevens Point Daily Journal, Stevens Point, Wisconsin 
Latest Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 2) 

Source 9-ap:  Wisconsin Rapids Daily Tribune, Wisconsin Rapids, Wisconsin 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 2-3) 

Source 9-aq:  The Austin Daily Herald, Austin, Minnesota 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 12 (Col. 1-2) 

Source 9-ar:  The Cedar Rapids Gazette, Cedar Rapids, Iowa 
Final Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col.1) 

Source 9-as:  Waterloo Daily Courier, Waterloo, Iowa 
Final Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 9) 

Source 9-at:  Joplin News Herald, Joplin, Missouri 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col.1) 

Source 9-au:  Moberly Monitor-Index, Moberly, Missouri 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 5) 

Source 9-av:  ST. JOSEPH NEWS-PRESS, St. Joseph, Missouri 
City Edition:  Tuesday Evening, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 7-8) and p. 3 (Col. 1-4) 

Source 9-aw:  Beatrice Daily Sun, Beatrice, Nebraska 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 6-7) 

Source 9-ax:  Garden City Telegram, Garden City, Kansas 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 2-3) 

Source 9-ay:  The Hays Daily News, Hays, Kansas 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 2-3) 

Source 9-az:  The Hutchinson News, Hutchinson, Kansas 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 1-3) 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 3 (Col. 6-8) 

Source 9-ba:  OTTAWA HERALD, Ottawa, Kansas 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 7-8) 

Source 9-bb:  The Salina Journal, Salina, Kansas 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 5-7) 

Source 9-bc:  THE EMPORIA GAZETTE, Emporia, Kansas 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 2-3) 

Source 9-bd:  THE LAWTON CONSTITUTION, Lawton, Oklahoma 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 5) and p. 2 (Col. 2) 

Source 9-be:  The Corpus Christi Herald, Corpus Christi, Texas 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 5-7) 

Source 9-bf:  Big Spring Daily Herald, Big Spring, Texas 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 1-2) 

Source 9-bg:  The Paris News, Paris, Texas 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday Afternoon, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 1) 

Source 9-bh:  The Albuquerque Tribune, Albuquerque, New Mexico 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 8) 

Source 9-bi:  The Greeley Daily Tribune, Greeley, Colorado 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 2) 

Source 9-bj:  Arizona Daily Sun, Flagstaff, Arizona 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 8) 

Source 9-bk:  Tucson Daily Citizen, Tucson, Arizona 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday Evening, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 7-8) 

Source 9-bl:  Reno Evening Gazette, Reno, Nevada 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 2-8) 

Source 9-bm:  Ellensburg Daily Record, Ellensburg, Washington 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 2-8) 

Source 9-bn:  Eugene Register-Guard, Eugene, Oregon 
City Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 6-7) and p. 2A (Col. 2-4) 

Source 9-bo:  The Bakersfield Californian, Bakersfield, California 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 3) and p. 2 (Col. 3) 

Source 9-bp:  The Modesto Bee, Modesto, California 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 6) 

Source 9-bq:  San Mateo Times, San Mateo, California 
Final Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 6-8) and p. 2 (Col. 8) 
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Source 9-br:  Fairbanks Daily News-Miner, Fairbanks, Alaska 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 2) 

Source 9-bs:  Daily Sentinel, Sitka, Alaska 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 5) and p. 4 (Col. 6) 

Source 9-bt:  The Windsor Daily Star, Windsor, Ontario, Canada 
Final Edition:  Tuesday, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 5) 

 

Banner Headline across top of Page 1: 

“7 DEAD, 13 HURT IN SYRACUSE BLAZE” 
Article on Page 1: 

“Student Airmen Trapped in S.U. Barracks Dorm”  
By the Associated Press 

     Syracuse, N.Y., Jan. 6 – Wind-blown fire killed at least seven student airmen and injured 13 [sic:  at 

least 19 men] today as they fought like animals to escape from their barracks dormitory at Syracuse 

University. 

     “It was like animals trying to get out of a cage,” moaned Sgt. Peter Dowling, 25, of Kalamazoo, 

Mich., from his hospital bed. 

     The one-story, prefabricated barracks housed 45 [sic:  43] Air Force men assigned to the university to 

study Russian [sic:  42 of the 43 men were assigned to study Slavic languages (Russian, Bulgarian and 

Czechoslovakian); one of the men was a member of the permanent party, not a student].  Their headquarters [sic:  The 

headquarters of their detachment, AFIT,] was at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base, Dayton, Ohio. 

     The names of the dead were withheld until next-of-kin could be notified. 

     Fire officials said the fire apparently started from a heating unit as the students slept. 

‘RIVER OF FIRE’ 

     Winds up to 50 miles an hour whipped the flames into “a river of fire,” said Donald Dowling, 19, of 

Rochester, no relation to Peter, another of the injured. 

[NOTE:  Wind speed was reported at various levels by news sources, ranging between 25 and 50 mph.  The 

official letter from the Syracuse Fire Chief to the Fire Marshal, titled “Investigation of Fire” states that weather 

conditions were “7 Degrees above Zero, with winds of Gusts of 40 Miles Per Hours (sic).”] 
 

     “I heard a crackling sound.  I thought it was the man who comes around to wake us up.  I saw an 

orange light filtering through the door.  I got out of bed and opened the door.  It was like a river of fire 

going down the hall.  I was terrified,” he said. 

SOUGHT EXTINGUISHER 

     Peter Dowling told of trying to reach a fire extinguisher outside his room [NOTE:  Room # 4]. 

     “But the fire and smoke were so great that I couldn’t stand it,” he told reporters.  “Everybody was 

jumping out of windows.” 

     He and his roommate, Sgt. Thomas Merfeld of LaCrosse, Wis., broke through a window of their 

room. 

     Many of the men were cut by window glass. 

LIKE A MATCHBOX 

     The 22-room [sic:  24-room], clapboard-type building, in [sic:  near] the university’s Skytop housing 

development on a hill overlooking the city, “went up like a matchbox,” Dowling said. 

[NOTE:  Typically, 22 of the rooms accommodated two men each; 1 room was for single occupancy and usually 

reserved for the Barracks Chief; 1 room  was not occupied (it was used as a Linen Room).  At the time of the fire, 
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two of the two-man rooms were occupied by just one man each (20 of the rooms housed a total of 40 men; the 

other three rooms had one man in each room).] 
 

     Firemen, fighting in near-zero weather and blowing snow, controlled the flames about an hour and a 

half after the fire was discovered at 6 a.m. [sic:  about 5:30 a.m.].  Fifteen barracks [sic:  Seventeen buildings –

16 were prefabricated buildings (8 of them were used as barracks) and one was a newly-reconstructed brick dining hall] 

are in a clump on the hill, on the southeastern edge of the city. 

     The students [sic:  Thirty one of the victims], all [sic:  mostly] single, had just arrived to take a nine-month 

crash program that stresses Russian. 

The program, established in the 1940s [sic: established in January, 1951 (at the Collendale Campus); moved to 

Skytop in early 1955], is subsidized by the government for the Air Force. 
___________ 

  
NOTE:  Most of the newspapers published an abbreviated version of this article, ending it with the paragraph that 

begins with the words, “The Students, all single, had just arrived . . . .”  A few sources (For example, Source 9-a:  

Binghamton Press), however, replaced the paragraph above, beginning with the words “Firemen, fighting in . . .,” 

with two paragraphs, as follows: 
 

     Firemen, fighting in near-zero weather and blowing snow, controlled the flames about an hour and a 

half after the fire was discovered. 

     The fire broke out at 5:36 a.m.  The barracks occupied by the military personnel was in a cluster 

[NOTE:  The fire actually “broke out” at about 5:30 a.m.; official documents show that 5:36 a.m. is the time 

when the first alarm was communicated by phone to the Fire Department.] 
 

of 15 barracks [sic:  17 buildings (8 of which were barracks)] used by some 450 married students [sic] at the   

[NOTE:  The reference to 450 married students may not be relevant to the Air Force program; it may be a 

reference to residents of the married student housing area called Slocum Heights.] 
 

university.  The destroyed building housed only the Air Force personnel.  None of the married 

students’ housing was damaged. 

___________ 
  

NOTE:  A few newspapers added a selection of the following paragraphs to the article (several of these 

paragraphs had been included in the article published earlier in the day (see Item 4). 
 

SEEN MILES AWAY 

     Firemen, rushing to the scene, said they could see the fire from miles away. 

     Some airmen were carrying the injured from [sic:  the area around] the building and its surroundings 

when medical teams arrived. 

     Several [sic:  About half] of the airmen who lost clothing and equipment in their dash to safety were 

taken to Griffiss Air Force Base at Rome for a new equipment issue. 

[NOTE:  Griffiss AFB at Rome, New York, is about 50 miles ENE of the Skytop campus at Syracuse.  The base 

opened in 1942 and closed in 1995 (its airfield is now Griffiss International Airport, owned by Oneida County).] 
 

     Survivors told fire officials the fire appeared to have started in the center of the building where the 

oil-fed steam boiler was located. 

     The method of escape was repeated by the survivors.  Most of the men were awakened by screams 

of “fire.” 

     Several said they attempted to exit by way of the corridor and the building’s main door, but were 

driven back by a wall of flame. 

     The escape route for most [sic:  all but four] of the men was through windows. 

[NOTE:  Four airmen ran down the hallway to the rear exit (one survived; three did not.] 

     All [sic:  Most] of the 45 [sic:  43] in the barracks were unmarried men. 
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     Skytop is a group of about 15 prefabricated barracks [sic:  16 prefabricated buildings (8 were barracks), plus 

a dining hall] put up during the war [sic:  after the war, in 1947] and later used for freshman [non-veteran] 

housing.  The area is on the southeastern edge of the city. 

     Skytop is in the vicinity of Drumlins and just off East Colvin St. 

     Skytop was opened in 1947 to house veterans attending the university.  In 1950 and 1951, non-

veteran [freshmen] students lived in the barracks.  The units were closed in 1953, but were re-opened in 

[early] 1955 when the Air Force language program was established [sic:  when the Air Force language 

program was moved from Collendale to Skytop (the program was established in January 1951)]. 

     So intense was the heat from the fire, the barrack’s metal [sic:  aluminum-clad] siding was melted in 

the blaze.  Only the twisted, heavier supporting metal beams remained when the fire subsided. 

___________ 

 NOTE:  Many newspapers included the list of survivors who were hospitalized, some as an addendum to the 

article, some as a separate article. 
 

INJURED LISTED 

     SYRACUSE, N.Y. (AP)—A tentative list of the injured [sic:  hospitalized] in the Syracuse fire today, 

and their conditions: 

     James Kowalczyk, 17, of Palmer, Mass., extensive body burns, facial lacerations and complete 

shock, critical [condition]. 

     Peter Dowling, 25, of Kalamazoo, Mich., burns of arms, hands, cut foot and shock, serious 

[condition]. 

     Ronald Fandrick, 18, of Underwood, N.C. [sic:  N.D.], burns of chest and arms, knee laceration, 

good condition. 

     Donald Dowling, 19, of Rochester, laceration of left leg, good condition. 

     Robert Muhlbauer, 18, of Niagara Falls, cuts on head and legs, good [condition]. 

     John Keller, 22, of Mt. Dora, Fla., cut right elbow, good [condition]. 

     Thomas Hackett [sic: Joseph Hacker] (age, residence unavailable), laceration of left foot and leg, good. 

     John Donaldson, 18, of Reading, Pa., burns of body, good [condition]. 

     Hubert Carignan, 30, of Turners Falls, Mass., body burns, good [condition]. 

     Ray Presley, 20, of Knoxville, Tenn., body burns, good [condition]. 

     Victor Ingalls, 28, of Alma, face and chest burns, fair [condition]. 

     Edward Balliet, 18, of Jim Thorpe, Pa., chest and face burns, fair [condition]. 

     Alan Conley, 18, of Port Huron, Mich., scalp lacerations, body cuts, good [condition]. 

___________ 

NOTE:  According to UPI reporting (See Item 6—Page 8), two additional airmen were hospitalized, as follows: 

     Ralph K. Franklin, Jr., Claremont, N. H., at Veterans Hospital; 

     Donald G. McKinney, 18, Lyon Mountain, N. Y., at Veterans Hospital. 

Also, a letter sent on February 19, 1959, from K. G. Bartlett, Vice President of Syracuse University, to a 

representative of Continental Insurance Company lists all the men who were injured as a result of the fire.  It 

includes the 15 names listed in the UPI article and adds four others, as follows: 

     Charles M. Helms, Grenada, Miss. 

     Ronald J. Kyritz, Chicago, Ill. 

     Martin E. Maloney, Jr., Flushing, N. Y. 

     William C. Woodward, Jr., Leatherwood, Kentucky (Permanent Party). 
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ITEM 10 
Part B-2b (AP) 

Compilation of Photographs with Captions: 

Disseminated on January 6, 1959 

PHOTO 10-A:  Caption under photo (See ITEM 8-e, Chester Times, January 6, 1959, p. 1, col. 1-3; See ITEM 8-v, The 

Herald Press, January 6, 1959, p. 3, col. 4-6; and See ITEM 8-w, Oshkosh Daily Northwestern, January 6, 1959, p. 1, col. 

2-5): 
 

—AP Wirephoto 

WHERE SEVEN DIED IN BARRACKS DORMITORY FIRE.  Seven Air Force students were killed today 

and at least 13 others [sic:  at least 19 airmen (one was not a student)] were injured when a fire swept through this 

barracks dormitory at Syracuse, N.Y.  Winds up to 50 miles an hour fanned the fire which raged through the 

building.  Forty-five [sic:  Forty-three] airmen were housed in the [aluminum-clad] metal-framed, prefabricated 

building. 

 

PHOTO 10-B:  Title under photo (See ITEM 9-a, Binghamton Press, January 6, 1959, p. 1, col. 3-6): 
 

–– AP Wirephoto 

Firemen Remove Body of One of Seven Dead in Syracuse Fire. 

 

PHOTO 10-C:  Caption under photo (See ITEM 9-g, Knickerbocker News, January 6, 1959, p. 1, col. 4-8): 

–– AP Wirephoto 

BARRACKS DORMITORY FIRE FATAL TO SEVEN—A wind-swept fire today destroyed this barracks-

dormitory of Syracuse University, killing seven airmen and injuring several. 

 

PHOTO 10-D:  Caption under photo (See ITEM 9-h, Utica Observer-Dispatch, January 6, 1959, p. 1, col. 4-7): 
 

–– AP Wirephoto 

Their Buddies Died Here —Lone sentinels, two airmen stand silently by remains at barracks where seven of 

their classmates perished in flames today.  Thirteen [sic:  At least 19] other Syracuse University Air Force students 

[sic:  men (one of the injured was not a student] were injured. 

 

PHOTO 10-E:  Caption under photo (See ITEM 9-h, Utica Observer-Dispatch, January 6, 1959, p. 1, col. 5-8): 
 

He Was Lucky: 

Airman Donald Dowling of Rochester tells Rev. W. Wesley Konrad of narrow escape in Syracuse University 

fire today. 

[NOTE:  The Rev. William Wesley Konrad was ordained to the Episcopal diaconate and priesthood in 1951; as 

part of his five decades of ordained ministry, he served as chaplain at Syracuse University from 1953 to 1958.   He 

was born on March 29, 1921 and died on November 9, 2009.] 
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PHOTO 10-F:  Caption under photo (See ITEM 9-l, THE NEWBURGH NEWS, January 6, 1959, p. 1, col. 3-7; ITEM 9-

o, Meriden Journal, January 6, 1959, p. 1, col. 6-9; ITEM 9-q, Reading Eagle, January 6, 1959, p. 1, col. 4-8; ITEM 9-ak, 

The News Palladium, January 6, 1959, p. 1, col. 5-7; ITEM 9-aq, The Austin Daily Herald, January 6, 1959, p. 12, col. 4-6; 

ITEM 9-av, St. Joseph News-Press, January 6, 1959, p. 3, col. 1-4; ITEM 9-bd, The Lawton Constitution, January 6, 1959, 

p. 1, col. 5-8); and ITEM 9-bo, The Bakersfield Californian, p. 1, col. 2-4): 
 

–– AP Wirephoto/Photofax 

WHERE SEVEN DIED—Seven Air Force students were killed and at least 13 [sic:  19] others were injured 

today when a fire swept through their barracks-dormitory at Syracuse University, Syracuse, N.Y.  Winds up to 

50 miles an hour fanned the fire which raged through the building.  Forty-five [sic:  Forty-three] airmen were 

housed in the metal-framed prefabricated building. 

 

PHOTO 10-G:  Title placed above photo (See ITEM 29-m, Youngstown Vindicator, January 7, 1959, p. 2, col. 2-4)): 

“Heat Melts Sides of Barracks Dorm at Syracuse” 

Caption under photo (See ITEM 9-s, The Washington Observer, January 7, 1959, p. 10, col. 1-3; and ITEM 27-l, 

Youngstown Vindicator, January 7, 1959, p. 2, col. 2-4): 
 

–– AP Wirephoto 

DEATH SITE FOR SEVEN—Only the twisted metal supports remain after a fire flashed through a barracks 

dormitory killing seven U S. Air Force student-airmen at Syracuse University Tuesday.  The intense heat in the 

fire in which 13 [sic:  at least 19] other airmen were injured melted the metal [aluminum-clad] siding on the 

building.  The prefabricated barracks housed 45 [sic:  43] airmen who [sic:  all but one of them] are studying 

Russian [Slavic languages] at the University.  

 

PHOTO 10-H:  Caption under photo (See ITEM 9-t, The Free Lance-Star, January 6, 1959, p. 1, col. 3-5): 
 

–– AP Wirephoto 

DEATH WALK—Firemen remove the body of one of seven U. S. Air Force student-airmen killed in a fire at a 

dormitory in Syracuse, N. Y., this morning.  The dead were trapped in the prefabricated building unit when a 

wind-driven fire flashed through the one-story building.  Thirteen [sic:  At least 19] other airmen were injured in 

the fire.  The prefab housed 45 [sic:  43] airmen. 

 

PHOTO 10-I:  Caption under photo (See ITEM 9-an, The Sheboygan Press, January 6, 1959, p. 1, col. 5-7; ITEM 9-bn, 

Eugene Register-Guard, January 6, 1959, p.1, col. 2-4; and ITEM 9-bn, Eugene Register-Guard, January 6, 1959, p. 2A, 

col. 3-5): 
 

–– AP Wirephoto 

WHERE THEIR BUDDIES/COMRADES DIED—Two airmen look at the remains of a barracks dormitory 

near Syracuse where seven of their buddies/comrades died early today.  Thirteen [sic:  At least 19] other U.S. Air 

Force men [sic:  all but one] studying Russian [sic:  Slavic languages] at Syracuse University were injured in the 

flash fire.  High winds fanned the fire in the barracks where 45 [sic:  43] men were housed. 

 

PHOTO 10-J:  Caption under photo (See ITEM 9-as, Waterloo Daily Courier, January 6, 1959, p. 1, col. 5-8): 
 

–– AP WIREPHOTO 

BURNED BARRACKS WHERE SEVEN PERISHED.  Flames sweep Dormitory. 
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PHOTO 10-K:  Caption under photo (See ITEM 9-bh, The Albuquerque Tribune, January 6, 1959, p. 1, col. 4-7): 
 

—AP Telephoto 

AFTER FIRE:  Firemen pour water on what remains of a barracks dormitory at Syracuse University after 

flames swept through the building, killing at least seven student airmen and injuring 13 [at least 19].  The [All but 

one of the] victims were studying Russian [sic:  Slavic languages] at the school. 

 

PHOTO 10-L:  Caption under photo (See ITEM 9-az, The Hutchinson News, January 6, 1959, p. 1, col. 1-3): 
 

–– [AP Wirephoto] 

CHARRED RUINS of Syracuse, N.Y., barracks, where seven died, are hosed by firemen. 

 

PHOTO 10-M:  Title and caption under photo (See ITEM 9-be, The Corpus Christi Times, January 6, 1959, p. 1, col. 5-

7): 
 

–– AP Wirephoto 

CHARRED REMAINS OF BARRACKS WHERE 7 DIED 

     . . . wind whipped fire consumed building in minutes 
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ITEM 11 
Part C-1 (Military) 

Source:   Pacific Stars and Stripes, Tokyo, Japan 
AN AUTHORIZED PUBLICATION OF THE ARMED FORCES FAR EAST, Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (col. 4-5) 

 

Banner Headline across top of Page 1, article at top-right (Columns 4-5): 

“FIRE KILLS 7 AIRMEN”  
Compiled From Wire Services 

     Seven Air Force Students died and at least 13 [sic:  19] others were injured in a barracks 

dormitory fire at Syracuse, N.Y., Tuesday.   

     A rash of fires in bitter cold weather across 6the nation accounted for a total of at least 30 deaths. 

     Winds up to 50 miles an hour fanned the flames through the one-story barracks which 

housed 45 [sic:  43] Air Force men assigned to Syracuse University to study Russian [sic:  Slavic 

languages (Russian, Bulgarian, Czechoslovakian)]. 

     The names of the dead were withheld, pending notification of next of kin. 

     The headquarters of the men was Wright-Patterson AFB, Dayton, Ohio. 

     At Winstonville, Miss., Mrs. Nora Smith, 38, and five of her seven children burned to death when 

one of the children threw on kerosene to heighten a stove fire in 15 degree weather. 

     The 15-year-old girl who threw on the kerosene and one other child escaped injury.  Authorities 

said the stove apparently exploded. 

     Four persons were burned to death in a fire that swept through the interior of a nursing home at 

Martinsburg, W. Va.  Five others were rescued by firemen. 

     Dead were Mrs. Velma Stroop Smith, about 40, operator of the home; Mrs. Minnie Pence, and Mrs. 

Smith’s aunt, Mrs. Virginia Blake, and Frank Bowers, 82 and blind. 

     Clifford Smith told firemen he and his wife smelled smoke some time before they sounded an 

alarm, but no fire was evident.   
[OMISSION] 
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ITEM 12 
Part C-1 (Military) 

Source:   The Stars and Stripes, Darmstadt, Hesse, West Germany 
European Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 2 

 

NOTE:  The highlighted text in this item is similar to the text in ITEM 9 (See Part B-2a).  
 

Article at top-left side of Page 2: 

“Barracks Fire, 2 Plane Crashes  
  Kill 11 AF Men, Injure 16 Others” 

From Press Dispatches 

     A fire and two separate plane crashes took the lives of 11 Air Force men and injured 16 others. 

     In Syracuse, N.Y., wind-blown fire killed at least seven student airmen and injured 13 [sic:  at 

least 19] as they fought to escape from their barracks dormitory at Syracuse University. 

     “It was like trying to get out of a cage,” moaned Sgt. Peter Dowling, 25, of Kalamazoo, Mich., 

in his hospital bed. 

     The one-story, prefabricated barracks housed 45 [sic:  43] Air Force men assigned to the 

university to study Russian [sic: Slavic languages (Russian, Bulgarian and Czechoslovakian); one survivor was a 

member of the permanent party, not a student].  Their headquarters [sic:  The headquarters of their detachment, 

AFIT,] was at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base, Dayton, Ohio. 

     Fire officials said the fire apparently started from a heating unit as the students slept. 

     Winds up to 50 mph whipped the flames into “a river of fire,” said Donald Dowling, 19, of 

Rochester, another of the injured. 

     At Bunker Hill Air Force Base, Ind., an Air Force C119 Flying Boxcar crashed and burned while 

coming in for a landing, killing all three crew members. 

[OMISSION] 

     At Plattsburgh AFB, N.Y., a B47 jet bomber crashed and burned on takeoff, killing one crewman 

and injuring three others. 

[OMISSION] 

     Meanwhile, in Washington, the Defense Department identified two Navy men who were killed in a 

plane crash at Marble Point in the Antarctic Sunday.  Three others were injured. 

[OMISSION] 
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ITEM 13 
Part C-1 (Military/UPI) 

Source:   Pacific Stars and Stripes, Tokyo, Japan 
AN AUTHORIZED PUBLICATION OF THE ARMED FORCES FAR EAST, Wednesday, January 8, 1959, p. 2 (col. 1) 

 

NOTE:  The text in this item is similar to the text in ITEM 24 (See Part E-1A). 

 

Article at middle-left (Column 1) of Page 2: 

“AF Seeks Cause of Dorm Fire” 

     SYRACUSE, N. Y. (UPI) – City authorities have joined Air Force specialists in trying to uncover 

the cause of the blaze which Tuesday killed seven airmen and injured another 18. 

     Capt. DelSignore, commander of the Air Force Institute of Technology detachment here, of which 

the dead airmen were a party, said a team of identification specialists from Wright Patterson AFB, 

Dayton, Ohio, hoped to identify the seventh victim. 

     The captain said all 43 of the students in the destroyed building were accounted for. 

     Identified Tuesday were the bodies of: 

     A/1C Billy D. Marlowe [sic:  Marlow], 29, of Converse, Texas; A/3C Edward E. Duggan, 23, 

Manning, S.C.; A/3C Joseph E. Stoll Jr., Norwalk, Ohio; A/3C Frederick M. Browning, 21, Enfield, 

N.C.; A/3C Remus A. Tidwell,18, Oneonta, Ala. 

     Listed as missing was S/Sgt. Thomas P. Merfeld, 28, La Crosse, Wis. 

[NOTE:  Missing from the list above is the name of one of those who died:  Michael E. Gasparri.] 
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ITEM 14a 
Part C-1 (Military/AP) 

Source:   The Stars and Stripes, Darmstadt, Hesse, West Germany 
European Edition:  Friday, January 12, 1959, p. 3 (Col. 2) 

 

Article at bottom-left (Column 2) of Page 3:   

“Stovepipe Blamed In Blaze Killing 7” 

     SYRACUSE, N. Y. (AP) – The Syracuse fire marshal said a stovepipe shifted by wind touched off 

a fire in which seven air Force men died. 

     The fire was in a one-story, barracks-type dormitory that housed Air Force personnel assigned to 

Syracuse University to study Russian [sic:  Slavic languages (Russian, Bulgarian, Czechoslovakian)].  Sixteen [At 

least 19] men were injured. 

     Fire Marshal John M. Dacey said he recommended that 15 other barracks buildings, similar to the 

one destroyed, be equipped with sprinkler systems.  They house 300 [sic:  about 390] men in the Air 

Force unit at the university. 
[NOTE:  Fire Marshal John M. Dacey served in the Syracuse Fire Department for 39 years, from 1927 until his 

retirement on August 13, 1966.  He was born August 13, 1901 and died at Pompano Beach, Florida, in May 

1980.] 
 

     Dacey said the stovepipe had been shifted two inches and had come in contact with paper-backed 

insulation on the inside of the roof. 

 

 

ITEM 14b 
Part C-1 (Military/AP) 

Source:  The North Adams Transcript, North Adams, Massachusetts 
Date, Edition:  Friday Afternoon, January 9, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 2-4) 

 

[NOTE:  The text in this item is very similar to the text in the first part of  ITEM 14a above.] 
 

“Blames Stovepipe Shift for Syracuse Fire That Killed 7” 
     SYRACUSE, N.Y. (AP) — A stovepipe shifted by wind started a fire that killed seven Air Force 

men at Syracuse University Tuesday morning, the Syracuse fire marshal reports. 

     The fire destroyed a one-story barracks-type dormitory that housed 43 airmen studying Russian [sic:  

Slavic languages] at the university.  Sixteen [sic:  Nineteen] were injured. 
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ITEM 15 
Part C-2 (Foreign) 

Source:   The Singapore Free Press, Republic of Singapore 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 6) 

 

Article at top-right side (Column 6) of Page 1: 

“12 die in two U.S. fires” 

     Seven students of Syracuse University in New York were burned to death and at least 

13 [sic:  19] were reported injured when wind-fanned flames destroyed a dormitory 

yesterday. 

     The barracks-type building houses 45 [sic:  43] U.S. airmen who were taking a course in 

technology [sic: Slavic languages].  Most of them [sic] had only been there two days. 

[NOTE:  Thirty one of them arrived 2-4 days before the fire; 11 of them had been there for eight weeks; 1 

was a member of the permanent party who had moved into the barracks a few days before the fire.] 
 

     Many of the students were cut when they crashed through windows to the ground. 

     Snow and wind gusts up to 50 miles per hour hampered firemen as they fought the 

blaze. 

[NOTE:  Wind speed and temperature at the time of the fire was reported by news sources at various levels:   wind 

speed/gusts ranging from 25 to 50 mph; temperature readings ranging from “below zero” to 6 degrees above 

zero.  The official letter from the Syracuse Fire Chief to the Fire Marshal titled “Investigation of Fire” states that 

the weather conditions were:  “7 Degrees above Zero, with winds of Gusts of 40 Miles Per Hours (sic).”] 
 

     Four patients and the matron died at Martinsburg, West Virginia, when flames destroyed a nursing 

home there. –REUTER [News Service]. 
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ITEM 16 
Part D-1 (Univ) 

Source:  Columbia Daily Spectator, Columbia Univ., New York, New York 

Date, Edition:  Vol. CIII, No. 56, 7 January 1959 

 

“Seven Students Die In Dormitory Fire At U. of Syracuse” 

     A dormitory fire early yesterday morning has taken the lives of seven students at Syracuse 

University.   The seven, as well as thirteen [sic:  at least 19] who were injured and the twenty-five [sic:  

seventeen] who escaped unharmed were members of the Air Force who [sic:  31 of whom] had  

[NOTE:  The total number of men housed in the barracks was 43, not 45; 31 of the 43 men did arrive just a few 

days before the fire, 11 of the 43 had arrived eight weeks earlier to begin classes on November 10, 1958; one 

resident was not a student at all, he was a member of the permanent party who had just moved into Building M-7.] 
 

entered Syracuse two [to five] days earlier to take a special nine-month Russian Course [sic: Slavic-

language courses]. 
The dormitory, which burned to the ground, was a one-story wooden [sic:  aluminum-clad, steel-frame] 

barracks-type [sic:  prefabricated] structure. 

     Another fire, at the Delta Kappa Epsilon house of Williams College, resulted in no fatalities but 

caused about $100,000 damage.  The sixteen students who lived in the fraternity house escaped by 

fleeing into the subzero cold outside, many by make-shift ropes.  Five of the sixteen were injured.  One 

of these had been trapped on the roof of the 2-story structure. 

     The Syracuse fire, which broke out at six [sic:  about 5:30] in the morning, occurred in one of a 

group of buildings which [sic:  is located near a group of apartments, which] the University calls the “Skytop 

housing development,” [sic:  the Air Force enclave] consisting of about 15 structures [sic:  17 buildings] 

on the edge of the city of Syracuse.  The dirt road which is the only route to the scene of the 

[NOTE:  The Air Force enclave consisted of 16 prefabricated buildings (8 for barracks, 6 for classrooms, 2 for 

services) and one newly-reconstructed dining hall; another building, a brick barracks, was under construction.] 
 

conflagration is so steep that the University employs it as a ski jump [sic: above Skytop, the road leads 

to a ski-jump area].  This, the sub-zero cold [NOTE:  In other sources, the temperature at the time of the fire was 

variously reported to have been between 2 and 6 degrees above zero], and winds of gale force made more 

difficult both the fighting of the fire and the escape of the residents, one of whom said of the 

scramble to safety that “It was like animals trying to get out of a cage.” 

     The Air Force had still not released the names of the dead airmen at Spectator press time. 
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ITEM 17 
Part D-1 (Univ) 

Source:   Daily Princetonian, Princeton University, Princeton, New Jersey 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Vol. 82, No. 145) 

 

Article at top-right side (Column 5) of Page 1:   

“Flash Fires Strike Williams, Syracuse” 
 “Barracks Blaze Claims 7 Airmen” 

By WICK DUFFORD 

[OMISSION] 

     Fire razed a ten [sic:  twelve]-year-old  prefabricated barracks near Syracuse University in Syracuse, 

New York yesterday taking seven Air Force men to their deaths.  

     Thirteen [sic:  At least 19] others of the dormitory's forty-three residents were treated for burns [and/or 

cuts, lacerations] suffered while attempting to flee from the holocaust into the snow outside. 

     The flimsy structure, erected as temporary quarters shortly after World War II, burned very rapidly 

and was totally destroyed.  Monetary loss was negligible [sic:  residents lost their uniforms and equipment, 

civilian clothing and personal property, including vehicles in several cases]. 

     One of the seven bodies recovered from the debris is as yet unidentified.  

     The victims [All but one of the victims (a member of the permanent party, not a student)] were studying at [sic:  

assigned to a detachment of] the Air Force Institute of Technology, [sic:  attending classes at] a school run by 

Syracuse [University] which teaches classified defense information [sic:  which teaches Slavic language courses 

to students of the Air Force language program].  They were in the middle of [sic:  31 were just beginning their 

classes; 11 had begun eight weeks earlier; 1 was not a student] a seven month's [sic:  nine-month] course[s], 

concentrating on Russian methods and tactics [sic:  Slavic languages (Russian, Bulgarian and Czechoslovakian)]. 

     All the [sic:  unmarried and unaccompanied married] service men at the Institute [sic: at the detachment of 

AFIT] live in barracks similar to the one in which the seven airmen died. 

[NOTE:  Married, accompanied servicemen lived in married housing of Syracuse University or in rented quarters 

elsewhere in the city.] 
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ITEM 18 
Part D-2 (Mass) 

Source:  The Evening Gazette?, Worcester, Massachusetts 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 1? 

 

Article on Page 1: 

“City Airman Recounts Horror Of Syracuse Fire, Fatal to 7” 

     A Worcester airman last night recalled his impression of the Syracuse University barracks fire in 

which seven fellow Air Force students perished and a Palmer, Mass., Airman was seriously burned 

early yesterday morning. 

     Airman 3.C. William F. Bostock, 18, son of Mr. and Mrs. James A. Bostock of 11 Cowden street, 

lives in Barracks M7 [sic:  Building M-5 (Building M-7 is the barracks that burned)] of the university housing 

development [sic: the Skytop enclave set up for the Air Force language program] occupied by airmen in a 

special Russian language course [sic:  Slavic language courses (Russian, Bulgarian, Czechoslovakian, Polish, 

Rumanian and Serbo-Croatian]. 

[NOTE:  The buildings used for the Air Force program were set up as a separate enclave, apart from the 

university’s married student housing development (Slocum Heights).] 
 

     The fire destroyed Barracks M5 [sic:  Building M-7 (M-5 is the building that was Bostock’s barracks)], just two 

buildings away. 

     “The sound of sirens woke me at about 5:30”, Bostock said.  “When I looked out the window – I’m 

on the side of the building facing the barracks that burned – all I could see was flames,” he said in a 

telephone interview from Syracuse, N. Y. 

Palmer Boy Burned 
     Airman 2.C. James Kowalczyk, 17, of 426 North Main street, Palmer, was taken to Crouse-Irving 

Hospital with severe burns [and cuts] of the head and upper body. 

     In “serious” condition when admitted yesterday morning [sic:  other reports state that he was in “critical” 

condition initially], he was reported “somewhat improved” late last night.  A hospital spokesman said 

Kowalczyk was conscious and alert, but added she “couldn’t really say he was out of serious 

condition.” 

     Airman Bostock, whose barracks is approximately 150 feet [sic:  120 feet] from the fire scene, said as 

far as he could see “everyone at the fire kept their heads”. 

[NOTE:  The distance between each of the two buildings was 40 feet; the width of each building was 40 feet.] 
 

     The blaze was under control by about 6 a.m. [sic:  other reports state that it was under control within an hour 

and a half (by about 7 a.m.)], and firefighters kept it from spreading to 14 other barracks buildings [sic:  16 

other buildings] nearby. 

[NOTE:  Not all were barracks:  8 of the 16 prefabricated buildings were barracks (6 were classroom buildings,1 

was for military and academic administration; one was for recreation and services); one other building was the 

dining hall (a recently-reconstructed brick building).  Another brick building was under construction and almost 

ready to open as a barracks.] 
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But there was little left of the building where the fire had raged for about an hour . . . 

[OMISSION (one paragraph not available)] 

. . . the burning barracks”, Bostock said, “and gave directions through a loudspeaker.  I could hear 

them shouting ‘Get away’, and none of the spectators got near enough to be in danger”. 

Car Paint Blistered 

     “Some men I know tried to move their cars, which were parked in the street.  The heat was so great 

the paint had blistered, and several of the men burned their hands when they touched the cars”. 

     Twenty-five [sic:  Seventeen] men escaped from the blaze uninjured [sic:  without significant injury].  The 

45 [sic:  43] housed in the building where the fire occurred had recently been assigned to the university  

[NOTE:  Thirty one of the 43 men had arrived just a few days before the fire; 11 had been there for eight weeks 

already; 1 was a member of the permanent party, not a student (but, he had just moved into Building M-7 a few 

days before the fire).] 
 

for a nine-month “crash program” to study Russian [sic:  some were there to study Russian, others Bulgarian and 

yet others Czechoslovakian].  They and the other Air Force personnel in the development [sic:  separate 

enclave] are enrolled in the Air Force Institute of Technology [sic:  Except for members of the permanent party, 

the Air Force personnel were enrolled in classes presented by Syracuse University; their detachment was subordinate to 

AFIT], with headquarters at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base, Dayton, Ohio. 

     One airman who escaped the fire said it turned the barracks’ single hallway into a “river of fire.”  

Another said the building “went up like a matchbox”, and that the escape was “like animals trying to 

get out of a cage.” 

[OMISSION] 
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ITEM 19 
Part D-3 (NYC) 

Source:  The New York Times, New York, New York 

Published:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959 

 

 “SEVEN AIRMEN DIE IN BARRACKS FIRE” 

 

“16 Hurt, Others Escape by  

Diving Out of Windows at  

Syracuse U. Installation”

 
Special to The New York Times. 

SYRACUSE, Jan. 6—Seven Air Force men were killed and sixteen [sic:  at least 19] injured in 

a pre-dawn flash fire today in a Syracuse University barracks.  Twenty [Seventeen] others escaped, 

most by diving out of windows. 

 The men were part of a special unit [sic:  a group] that arrived last Friday [sic] to take a 

[NOTE:  Just 31 one of the 43 men arrived at various times 2 to 4 days before the fire; 11 of the 43 had arrived 

eight weeks earlier; one of the 43 was not a student, but a member of the permanent party.] 
 

Russian [sic:  Slavic (Russian, Bulgarian, Czechoslovakian)] Language course. 

 The fire, which occurred in near-zero [sic] temperature, destroyed the prefabricated barracks,  

[NOTE:  The temperature at the time of the fire was reported by various news sources at readings ranging from 

“below zero” to 6 degrees above zero.  The official letter from the Syracuse Fire Chief to the Fire Marshal titled 

“Investigation of Fire” states that the temperature was “7 Degrees above Zero.”] 
 

part of a cluster at the university.  Its cause had not yet been determined.  First reports indicated 

that an explosion in the oil heating system might have touched it off. 

 Policemen and fire experts were also investigating the possibility that a short-circuit in a 

soft-drink machine might have caused the blaze. 

 The dead were: 

 Airman 1/c Billy D. Marlow, 29 years old, of Converse, Tex.; Airman 3/c Michael E. 

Gasparri, 19, of Yonkers; Airman 3/c Edward E. Duggan, 23, of Manning, S. C.; Airman 3/c 

Joseph E. Stoll Jr., 28, of Norwalk, Ohio; Airman 3/c Remus A. Tidwell, 18, of Oneonta, Ala., 

and Airman 3/c Frederick M. Browning, 21, of Enfield, N. C. 

 The seventh victim was tentatively identified as Staff Sgt. Thomas P. Merfeld, 28, of 

LaCrosse, Wis. 
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Injured Not Critical 

Capt. A. J. DelSignore, in charge of the unit that had come from [sic:  in charge of a unit based at 

Syracuse University:  a detachment subordinate to AFIT at] Wright-Patterson Air-Force Base in Dayton, 

said it appeared that five [sic] men had perished in their beds. 

NOTE:  Two of the seven men died in their beds; two died in/near their rooms as they tried to help roommates 

and/or rouse men in other rooms; one died in/near his room, as he attempted to escape via the hallway and out 

the rear exit.] 
 

The body of another was found [in the hallway,] near a [sic:  the] rear exit and the seventh 

outside [the rear exit].  None of the injured were considered critical [sic:  One of the injured (James 

Kowalczyk) was reported initially to be in critical condition]. 

Airman Donald Dowling, 19 years old, of Rochester, said he had been awakened by a 

warning shout.  He said he had seen light filtering through cracks in the door to his room. 

“It was a river of fire going down the hall,” he said.  He slammed the door and awakened his 

roommate, Sgt. Thomas Merfeld of La Crosse, Wis. [sic:  Donald Dowling’s roommate was Eugene 

Safranski; Thomas Merfeld was the roommate of Peter Dowling].  They smashed a window and jumped out 

[sic:  Peter Dowling was able to jump out; his roommate, Thomas Merfeld, was not]. 

Sgt. Peter Dowling, 25, of Kalamazoo, Mich., was hospitalized with burns and cuts.  He 

said: 

“It was like animals trying to get out of a cage.  The barracks went up like a matchbox.  I 

tried to get to a fire extinguisher in the hall, but the fire and smoke were so great I couldn’t stand 

it.  Everybody was jumping out of windows.” 

Airman 3/c John C. Donaldson, 18, of Reading, Pa., said he had been awakened by shouts. 

“I opened the door of my room, and the flames drove me back.  I slammed the door, opened 

the window and dove out.  My roommate [Daniel Kushner] landed on top of me. 
 

Copyright © The New York Times 
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ITEM 20 
Part D-4 (Syracuse) 

Source:   Syracuse Herald-Journal, Syracuse, New York 

Final Night Edition:  Tuesday Evening, January 6, 1959, pp. 1-2, 10 

 

Banner Headline across top of Page 1: 

“ 7 Ai rm en  Di e  in  F ire  
   13  Hurt  as  Blaze  Sweeps  S .U.  Barracks”  
Lead Article:  Top-right side (Columns 7-8) of Page 1; continuation of article at top-center (Column 4) of Page 2: 

“Building Turned Into ‘Furnace’” 
By Thomas J. Kennedy and Edward B. Griffin 

     Seven Air Force students perished in a predawn fire today that flashed through a Syracuse 

University Sky Top [sic] barracks in near-zero weather. 

[NOTE:  Generally, “Skytop” is the preferred spelling of the name.] 
 

     Thirteen others have been hospitalized [sic] in a holocaust that melted the one-story metal [sic:   

[NOTE:  At least 19 airmen were injured (18 were students, 1 was a member of the permanent party).  The actual 

total of men who were injured  probably is 20:  personal interviews with survivors establish that there was one 

additional victim who did not report his injuries, nor did he receive medical treatment for them—information 

about his injury is not included in the public record.  Seven of the 19 were hospitalized for at least 24 hours; eight 

were hospitalized for less than 24 hours; four were treated and released.] 
 

aluminum-clad, steel-frame] barracks.  Forty-three students [sic:  airmen (42 students, 1 member of the permanent 

party)] occupied the barracks. 

     Air Force officials released names of three of the dead at 3:40 this afternoon. 

Dead are: 

     Airman First Class BILLY D. MARLOW, 29, of Converse, Tex. 

     Airman Third Class MICHAEL E. GASPARRI, 19, of 155 School St., Yonkers. 

     Airman Third Class EDWARD E. DUGGAN, 23, of 3 Cedar St., Manning, S. C. 

[NOTE:  Billy Marlow was in Room #11 (first room at the front entrance on south side of building;  

Michael Gasparri, whose body was found just outside the rear exit, was a resident of Room #15;  

Edward Duggan was in Room #10 (second room from the front entrance on south side of building.] 
 

     The dead and injured are part of the Air Force Special Russian [sic:  Slavic] language unit that moved 

[NOTE:  In this case, 42 of the residents (all but one) were students in Russian, Bulgarian and Czechoslovakian 

classes; other languages presented under the program included Polish, Rumanian, and Serbo-Croatian).] 
 

into the University last Friday [sic]. 

[NOTE:  Many of the victims had arrived weeks earlier: 

      -- 11 of the students (3 of the dead, 4 of the injured), all members of the same Russian Basic class, had arrived 

eight weeks earlier; 
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     -- 31 of the 43 men (4 of the dead, 14 of the injured) were students who had arrived a few days earlier (from 

December 31
st
 through January 4

th
) to begin various language courses on January 5

th
 – 20 of the 31 men were in 

Russian classes (13 in Russian Basic, 7 in Russian Intermediate), 5 were in a Bulgarian class and 6 were in a 

Czechoslovakian class; 

     -- 1 of the 43 men (one of the injured) was a member of the permanent party who had moved into the barracks 

a few days before.] 
 

     The metal [sic:  aluminum-clad] walls of the one-story 40 by 125 [sic:  150]-foot prefabricated barracks 

contained the roaring flames.  Firemen compared the interior of the building to a “raging blast 

furnace.” 

     Fire reports indicated that an explosion, possibly in the central oil heating system, touched off the 

blaze about 5:30 a.m.  

[NOTE:  The official report of the Syracuse fire marshal described “what appears to have caused the Fire,” as 

follows: 

“An 8” [8-inch] Metal Stack leading from the Oil Burner was blown [by wind gusts] from its normal 

center position of a 12” Thimble.  The change in the position of the Stack allowed it to come in contact 

with the Combustible Insulation.  The Fire then vented itself into the concealed spaces the entire length of 

the Building fed by a wind of Hurricane proportions.”] 
 

     Survivors told Asst. Fire Marshal Fred Patuna the fire seemed to originate in the center of the 

building. 

[NOTE:  Fred A. Patuna was promoted to Fire Marshal upon the retirement of John Dacey on August 13, 1966.  

Fred Patuna retired in June 1977 after a 35 year career with the Fire Department.  He was born on May 27, 1915, 

died at Liverpool, New York, on June 30, 1997.] 
 

Identifications Held Up 

     Capt. A. J. Del Signore, head of the unit [Commander of Detachment 1, Air Force Institute of Technology 

(AFIT)] whose headquarters are at Wright Patterson Air Force Base, Dayton, Ohio, withheld 

identification of the remaining dead until next of kin were notified. 

     Capt. Del Signore said it appeared the seven men perished in their beds.   

[NOTE:  Just two of the seven men died in their beds (two others died as they attempted to help roommates and/or 

rouse men in other rooms; three died as they were trying to escape through the hallway and out the rear exit).] 
 

He told Patrolman Cosmo Cappelletti, “Some of the boys were real sound sleepers.” 

 [NOTE:  Cosmo A. Cappelletti was born in 1924, he died in 1966.] 
 

     Morgue attendants reported the bodies charred beyond recognition.  They said positive 

identification would have to be made through dental charts. 

     The barracks, located on Lamb[r]eth Ct., is about a half mile south of E. Colvin street near the 

university tennis courts. 

     Survivor Daniel Cushner [sic:  Kushner] from Paterson, N. J. told newsmen he was awakened early by 

what he thought was a blast. 

Flames Fill Hall 

     “I opened the door and saw the hallway was filled with flames.  My room mate [NOTE:  Room #16, 5
th

 

door from rear exit], Chris Donaldson (who was injured) and I heard our buddies screaming:  ‘Fire, fire,’” 

Cushner [sic] said. 

     Cushner [sic], who was uninjured but shivering in the cold, broke a window and escaped from the 

west [sic:  north] side of the building. 

     Firemen took one body [NOTE:  Identified later as Michael Gasparri] from the rear of the melted ruins and 

others [NOTE:  Billy Marlow, Frederick Browning, and Edward Duggan] from the front right of the building. 

     Patuna and Police Arson Sgt. Joseph Jewell were interviewing survivors who were taken to other 

Sky Top barracks. 
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[NOTE:  Joseph T. Jewell retired from the Syracuse Police Department as Deputy Chief in 1981 after 34 years of 

service (after retirement, he served as a Federal Marshall for 15 years); he was born on April 27, 1926, and died 

on March 12, 2010.] 
 

     Airmen told authorities of a soft drink machine that had a loose wire in the plug.  They said it had 

not been operating correctly.  In order to get the machine to work they told of moving the wire cord to 

establish contact.  This machine, police said, was located in the center of the barracks. 

Special Students 

     The airmen are part of [sic: are assigned to a detachment of] the Air Force Institute of Technology.  The 

students are taking a nine-month crash language program that stresses Russian [sic:  but, includes 

Bulgarian, Czechoslovakian and other Slavic languages]. 

     Firemen received a telephone alarm at 5:36 a.m.  Four engine companies, two trucks and the rescue 

squad were dispatched to the E. Colvin and Comstock area where precious moments were lost until 

they discovered the location of the fire, police said.  Firemen said the unidentified caller may have 

been unfamiliar with the city. 

[NOTE:  The caller was identified later as SSgt Charles F. Fisher, a resident of the adjacent barracks, Building 

M-6.] 
 

     Capt. Del Signore said that last night’s roll call at 11:30 p.m. counted 40 of 43 men assigned to the 

barracks.  The other three might have spent the night in Syracuse on pass, he said. 

     Arriving firemen found the barracks roaring with flames.  Airmen were carrying injured from the 

[sic:  area around the] building which glowed cherry red with the intense heat. 

     Eastern Ambulance used five ambulances working in relays to move the injured to University area 

hospitals. 

     District Chief Robert Clapper and First Deputy Chief Paul Coombs directing firemen, said the soot 

blackened survivors lost everything in the fire. 

[NOTE:  Robert E. (“Doc”) Clapper was a 44-year veteran of the fire department; he retired in 1963 after six 

years as chief.  He was born on January 19, 1898 and died in April 1987.] 
 

[NOTE:  At the time of his death, Paul W. Coombs had served 29-years as a member of the fire department; he 

was born in 1907 and died while on duty at the age of 52 on December 8, 1959.] 
 

Hampered by Wind 

     Firemen were hampered by wind gusts of 35 miles an hour that fanned the blaze to an inferno.   

[NOTE:  Wind speed was reported at various levels by news sources, ranging between 25 and 50 mph.  The 

official letter from the Syracuse Fire Chief to the Fire Marshal, titled “Investigation of Fire” states that weather 

conditions were “7 Degrees above Zero, with winds of Gusts of 40 Miles Per Hours (sic).”] 
 

Near-zero temperatures added to the difficulties. 

     Sky Top is a group of 15 prefabricated barracks and a recreation hall [sic:  17 buildings – 16 

prefabricated buildings (8 barracks, 6 classroom buildings, an administration building, AND a recreation hall, also a 

prefabricated building) and a dining hall (a newly-renovated brick building)] that were set up by the Syracuse 

University during the war [sic:  after the war, in 1947, to house the large influx of veterans who enrolled at the 

university].  Later they were used for freshman housing. 

     Engine Companies 7, 10, 6, 21 and Trucks 5 and 7 with the Rescue Squad responded to the alarm.  

Later two pumpers were dispatched to the scene. 

     No Syracusans were believed to be among the dead or injured. 

     The Rev. Francis [sic:  Thomas J.] McLaughlin of St. Theresa’s Church administered last rites of the 

Catholic Church.  The Rev. Robert J. Thomas of the Fire Department was also on the scene aiding the 

survivors. 
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[NOTE:  The Rev. Thomas J. McLaughlin was ordained priest in 1957; after his tenure at St. Theresa’s Church of 

the Diocese of Syracuse, New York, Father McLaughlin served as the second pastor of St. Augustine’s Parish of 

the same Diocese in Baldwinsville, New York, from 1973 until his retirement in 1989.] 
 

[NOTE:  The Rev Robert J. Thomas was ordained a Methodist pastor in 1944; he served as pastor of several 

congregations in the Syracuse area and was Chaplain of the Syracuse Fire Department, then the Sherrill-

Kenwood Volunteer Fire Department, and Chaplain of the New York State Police until his retirement in 1980.] 
 

 

Caption under photo at top-center of Page 1: 

Morgue attaches and firemen carry body of dead airman past ruins of Sky Top barracks 

 

Article at top-left side of Page 1: 

“Hospital List of Injured” 

     Thirteen injured [sic:  Fifteen were hospitalized; a total of 19 were injured] in the Skytop fire, their condition 

and the hospitals they are in: 

     James Kowalczyk, 17, N. Main St., Palmer, Mass., extensive body burns, face lacerations, complete 

shock, “critical condition,” Crouse-Irving. 

     Peter Dowling, 25, 3422 Michael Rd., Kalamazoo, Mich., burns of the arms, hands, lacerations of 

the left foot, complete shock, “serious condition,” Crouse-Irving Hospital. 

     Ronald Fandrick, 18, of Underwood, N. C. [sic:  N. D.], burns of the chest and arms, laceration of 

right knee, “good condition,” at Memorial Hospital. 

     Donald Dowling, 18, (no relation to Peter Dowling), laceration of lower left leg, “good condition,” 

Memorial Hospital. 

     Robert Muhlbauer, 18, Niagara Falls, cut on head and leg, “good condition,” Memorial Hospital. 

     John Keller, 22, Mount Dora, Fla., laceration on right elbow, “good condition,” Memorial Hospital. 

     Thomas Hackett [sic:  Joseph Hacker, 24, Hamilton, Ohio], laceration on left foot and leg, “good 

condition,” Memorial Hospital. 

     John Donaldson, 18, of 2333 Perkiomen Ave., Reading, Pa., burns of the body, “good condition,” 

Onondaga General Hospital. 

     Hubert Carignan, 30, of 95 Third St., Turners Falls, Mass., burns of the body, “good condition,” 

Onondaga General Hospital. 

     Ray Presley, 20, of 1433 Brookside Ave., Knoxville, Tenn., burns of the body, “good condition,” 

Onondaga General Hospital. 

     Victor Ingalls, 28, Stolley Rd., Alma, N. Y., burns of face and chest, “fair condition,” University 

Hospital. 

     Edward Balliet, 18, Jim Thorpe, Pa., burns of face, chest, “fair condition,” University Hospital. 

     Alan Conley, 18, of 222 St. Clara St., Fort Huron, Mich., scalp lacerations, cuts, “good condition,” 

University Hospital. 

[NOTE:  According to UPI reporting (See Item 6—Page 8), two additional airmen were hospitalized: 

     Ralph K. Franklin, Jr., Claremont, N. H., Veterans Hospital; 

     Donald G. McKinney, 18, Lyon Mountain, N. Y., Veterans Hospital. 
 

Also, a letter sent on February 19, 1959, from K. G. Bartlett, Vice President of Syracuse University, to a 

representative of Continental Insurance Company lists all the men who were injured as a result of the fire.  It 

includes the 15 names listed in the AP and UPI articles and adds four others, as follows: 

     Charles M. Helms, Grenada, Miss. 
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     Ronald J. Kyritz, Chicago, Ill. 

     Martin E. Maloney, Jr., Flushing, N. Y. 

     William C. Woodward, Jr., Leatherwood, Kentucky (Permanent Party).] 
 

 

Caption under photo at center-bottom of Page 1 

COMFORTS AIRMAN.  The Rev. W. Wesley Konrad, left, of Calvary Episcopal Church, former Episcopal 

chaplain at Syracuse University, comforts Airman Donald Dowling at Syracuse Memorial Hospital, who 

described hallway as a “river of fire.”  The Rev. Mr. Konrad then telephoned Dowling’s parents at Rochester to 

tell them he is safe. 

[NOTE:  The Rev. William Wesley Konrad was ordained to the Episcopal diaconate and priesthood in 1951; as 

part of his five decades of ordained ministry, he served as chaplain at Syracuse University from 1953 to 1958.   He 

was born on March 29, 1921 and died on November 9, 2009.] 
 

 

Article at bottom-right of Page 1:   

“‘It Was a River of Fire Going Down the Hall’” 
By RICHARD F. LONG 

     “It was just like animals trying to get out of a cage.  It was awful.  The place went up like a 

matchbox.” 

     These are the words of Sgt. Peter Dowling, 25, of Kalamazoo, Mich., who is in Crouse-Irving 

Hospital after the disastrous fire this morning at a Skytop barracks. 

     “Everybody was jumping out of windows,” he told a nurse. 

     Dowling was among the group of Air Force personnel who came to Syracuse to study the Russian 

[sic:  Russian, Bulgarian and Czechoslovakian] language[s] at Syracuse University. 

     Donald Dowling, 19, of Rochester, no relative to Peter, told a Herald-Journal reporter: 

     “It was a river of fire going down the hall.  I was terrified.” 

     Dowling, who is in satisfactory [sic] condition in Memorial Hospital with a laceration of the lower 

left leg, said he was awakened shortly after 5 a.m. 

[NOTE:  Donald Dowling was listed in “good” condition in the article printed just above this one.] 

     “I heard a cracking sound.  I thought it was the man who comes around to wake us up, knocking on 

the door. 

     “I sat up in bed.  I could see the light filtering through the cracks in the door.  It was an orange light. 

     “I got up out of bed and opened the door.  It was a river of fire going down the hall.  I was terrified. 

     “I slammed the door, woke up my buddy [Eugene Safranski] and we broke down the window trying to 

get out.” 

     [Donald] Dowling was not burned but suffered the cut jumping out of the window. 

     He said the barracks had 22 [sic:  24] rooms with two men to each [sic] room. 

[NOTE:  Typically, 22 of the rooms accommodated two men each; 1 room was for a single person (usually Room 

#11 or #23, which was reserved for the Barracks Chief; and 1 room was used as a Linen Room (either Room #19 

or Room #24).  In Building M-7, Room #19 was not occupied (it was used as the linen room) and three of the 

rooms each had a single occupant (Rooms #21, #23 and #24).] 
 

     His room was near the middle of the barracks, where the steam heater was. 

[NOTE:  His room, Room #7, was located adjacent to the furnace/trash room.] 
 

     [Peter] Dowling said he was sleeping when he heard someone yell “Fire.”  He continued: 

     “I knew there was a fire extinguisher outside my door.  I jumped out of bed and opened the door. 
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[NOTE:  Peter Dowling’s room, Room #4, is the fourth door from rear exit; the fire extinguisher was on the wall 

near the fire-doors in the hallway.] 
 

     “The fire and the smoke were so great I couldn’t stand it.  I had to close the door.” 

     Dowling said he and his roommate, Sgt. Thomas Merfeld from LaCrosse, Wis., smashed the 

window and jumped out. 

[NOTE:  Peter Dowling survived, Thomas Merfeld did not.] 
 

     “Everything happened so fast,” Dowling said, “I don’t know how it started or what happened.” 

 

Caption under photo at top-left of Page 2:  

ESCAPED.  Airman Third Class Ray C. Presley, 20, left, of Knoxville, Tenn., and Sgt. Hubert W. Carignan, 

30, of Turners Falls, Mass., exchange stories of how they escaped from burning barracks at Sky Top [sic: Skytop] 

in disastrous fire that claimed the lives of seven.  Presley suffered a blistered hand and singed hair as he ran out 

of the building.  Sgt. Carignan jumped through a window that had been smashed by his roommate [Ralph 

Lively]. 

 

Caption under photo at top-right side of Page 2:  

LIFE-SAVING DIVE.  Airman Third Class John Donaldson, 18, of Reading, Pa. broke his room window with 

a chair and dove out to safety in fire that saw seven die in Sky Top [sic: Skytop] barracks this morning.  

Donaldson is shown with Nurse Mrs. Mary Mattice on stretcher at Onondaga General Hospital.  Donaldson cut 

his hands, head and arm in the leap.  His roommate [Daniel Kushner] also leaped to safety. 

 

Article at center-left side of Page 2: 

“Airmen Recount Tragedy:   
 ‘Flames Drove Us Back, We Couldn’t Get Out . . .’ ” 
     Tales of hairbreath [sic:  hairbreadth] escapes and acts of heroism were told by youthful airmen who 

survived the early morning fire at Sky Top [sic: Skytop]. 

     Staff Sgt. Hubert W. Carignan, 30, of Turners Falls, Mass. said he was awakened by his roommate, 

Staff Sgt. Ralph Lively, who kept shouting “Fire! Fire!” 

     “We headed for the door but the flames drove us back and we couldn’t get out,” Carignan said. 

[NOTE:  Their room, Room #18, was located on the north side of the building, diagonally across the hall from the 

furnace/trash room).] 
 

     “Lively grabbed a chair and smashed the window.  The flames were licking over the roof and were 

whipped into the window by the wind,” Carignan said. 

     Carignan, a veteran of seven years in the Air Force and just returned from a four-year tour of duty 

in Japan, said they both dived through the window to safety. 

Woke His Buddy 

     Airman Third Class Ray C. Presley, 20, of Knoxville, Tenn., who escaped with blistered hands and 

singed hair, said the fire “seemed” to have started across the hall from his room which was at one end 

of the prefab. 

[NOTE:  Ray Presley’s room, Room #12, was located on the north side of the building, just inside the rear exit).] 
 

     Awakened by the screaming airmen, Presley said he unlocked the door leading to the hall and then 

woke up his buddy, Remus Tidwell. 
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     “We ran out and down the hall to the exit and the fire followed us right out the door.  “Boy, were 

we lucky,” the plucky airman said. 

[Note:  It was Michael Gasparri (from Room #15) who followed Presley out the rear exit; Gasparri was 

immolated just outside the door.] 
 

     Kenneth Avery of Cambridge, Mass. told authorities, “Fire was everywhere when I opened the 

door.  I cracked open a window and got out.” 

[NOTE:  Kenneth Avery’s room, Room #17, was located on the north side of the building, next-door to the room of 

Carignan and Lively.] 
 

     Ted Lemery of Glen[s] Falls told of seeing black smoke creeping through cracks in his room’s door.  

He said he heard loud popping in the hallway before he leapt from the window. 

[NOTE:  Ted Lemery’s room, Room #22, was located on the north side of the building, the second door from the 

front entrance).] 
 

     With the exception of Presley and Tidwell [NOTE:  Tidwell did not survive], the majority [sic:  the 

survivors] escaped by diving through windows in the all metal [sic:  aluminum-clad, steel frame] structure.  

     Some 18 to 20 escaped unscathed [sic:  Seventeen (one of them suffered  injuries, but did not report them, nor 

did he receive medical treatment)] and they all said that was the only possible means of exit. 

     Live fire was shooting down the long center hallway and the heat was intensive.  It was so hot it 

melted the metal [sic:  aluminum-clad] sides of the prefab, leaving only the supporting thin steel beams. 

     Kushner is believed to be the only airman that escaped fully clothed. 

[NOTE:  Kushner’s room, Room #16, was on the north side of building, the fifth door from rear exit.] 
 

     He said he slept in his clothing last night while all the others were in their underwear. 

 

Article at center-left of Page 2 

“Light Sleeper, He Flees Fatal Fire” 

     Being a light sleeper paid off for Airman Third Class John C. Donaldson in this morning’s fatal fire 

at Sky Top [sic]. 

     Donaldson, who hails from Reading, Pa., was in Onondaga General Hospital when he told of his 

escape. 

     “I’m not a heavy sleeper so I heard the yells of ‘fire,’” he said, adding, “I woke my roommate, Dan 

Kushner. 

     “Dan opened a door leading to the hallway and flames shot through it into our room. 

[NOTE:  Their room, Room #16 was the fifth door from the rear exit, the fourth door from the side entrance.] 
 

“I slammed the door, took a chair and smashed the window. 

     “I dove through the window first and Kushner followed me.  I got cut up landing on the broken 

glass; Kushner landed on me.” 

 

Article at bottom-right of Page 2:   

“Fire Survivors ‘Barely Had Time to Dive Out’ ” 
By ROBERT W. DRIVER 
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     The seven men who met a fiery death in today’s tragedy at Sky Top [sic:  Skytop] probably didn’t 

know what happened [sic]. 

[NOTE:  At least five of the seven men knew exactly what was happening:  only two of them died in their beds; two 

others died as they attempted to help roommates and/or rouse men in other rooms; three unsuccessfully tried to 

escape through the hallway and out the rear exit.] 
 

     Without exception [sic: Except for Ray Presley], survivors told the same tale—“we woke up in the 

middle of the smoke and yelling.  The hallway was filled with fire.  The only way out was through the 

windows.” 

     Nobody had the slightest idea how the fire started.  They barely had time to dive through the 

windows. 

     Some said it seemed as if most of the flame came from the middle of the barracks.  Others had the 

impression it stemmed from one end. 

     An Air Force official [Commander of Detachment 1, AFIT], Capt. A. J. Del Signore, said a bed check was 

made at 11:30 p.m. 

     He asked the survivors, “Did any of you come in after bed check?” 

     Nobody answered. 

     Several survivors said the fire doors in the hallway were open before the fire. 

[NOTE:  There were two sets of fire doors (spring-hinged, swinging double-doors) in the hallway, positioned 

between the 4
th

 and 5
th

 rooms from either end of the hallway.] 
 

     The Air Force said no provision was made to have an all-night “fire watch” maintained in the 

barracks. 

     A University spokesman said the barracks are made of aluminum on the outside with insulation-

lined walls of fiberwood and plywood flooring. 

     He said the furnace room, located near the center of the barracks, is partially surrounded by 

concrete. 

     The barracks are heated by steam, coming from an oil furnace.  The fuel tanks are underground, the 

spokesman said. 

     When interviewed, the men were grouped in the barracks next to the scene of the disaster. 

     They were wearing partial uniforms, civilian jackets—anything that would serve as clothing. 

     Only three men reported taking anything with them from the burning barracks. 

     One man said he grabbed two civilian suits; another grabbed a sports coat; a third reported, amid 

laughter from the other survivors, that he saved a pair of brogans. 

     A man who said he believed he was the first one out of the building said he ran the length of the 

barracks shouting, “Fire!” 

     The same man said he glanced at his watch, which read 5:30. 

     An airman in the next barracks [SSgt Charles Fisher in Building M-6] turned in the alarm. 

     Most of the survivors were youngsters, still in their teens.   

[NOTE:  21 of the 36 survivors were teenagers (10 of the injured; 11 of those not injured); 3 of the 7 who died 

were teens.] 
 

Almost half, according to an official, were just out of basic training. 

[NOTE:  More than half (19 of the 36 survivors) had just completed basic training; 5 of the 7 who died had just 

completed it.] 
 

     Their stories were the same, “We didn’t have time to think—we just moved.” 
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Headline, Page 10: 

“Photos Tell Grim Story of Early Morning Blaze at Sky Top” 

Caption under photo at top-left side of Page 10: 

In this grim scene at this morning’s holocaust firemen and morgue attaches are shown placing body of 

dead airman on stretcher 

 

Caption under photo at middle-left side of Page 10: 

Airmen who survived tragic fire at Sky Top [sic:  Skytop] board bus for Griffiss Air Force Base to get new 

issue of clothes [sic:  uniforms and equipment] 

 

Caption under photo at top-right side of Page 10: 

Twisted steel supports are all that remain as a stark reminder of tragic fire at Sky Top [sic:  Skytop] this 

morning 

 

Caption under photo at bottom-left side of Page 10: 

Two lucky Air Force men look at skeleton-like frame of fire ruins 

 

Caption under photo at bottom-right side of Page 10: 

Giving the appearance of a wrecked greenhouse, the fire-wrecked prefab at Sky Top [sic:  Skytop] is given 

pre-dawn inspection by fireman after blaze was extinguished 
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ITEM 21 
Part D-4 (Syracuse) 

Source:  The Post-Standard, Syracuse, New York 

Metropolitan Final Edition:  Wednesday Morning, January 7, 1959, pp. 1, 10 

 

Banner Headline across top of Page 1: 

“7 Die in Mystery Holocaust”  
Caption under photo at very top of Page 1: 

CHARRED STEEL IS ALL THAT REMAINS OF BARRACKS IN WHICH SEVEN DIED 

This is the steel frame, aluminum [-clad] barracks at Skytop, Syracuse University, where seven airmen at the Air 

Force-Syracuse University language school perished in the pre-dawn blaze.  The cause was not determined. 

 

Caption under photo at top-middle of Page 1: 

WATCH BUILDING AS BUDDIES’ BODIES ARE REMOVED 

These horrified airmen gaze at the barracks—just like the ones they live in—in which seven airmen-students at 

Syracuse University died in a fire.  Another 16 men [sic:  19 men] were injured, some seriously. 

 

Article on top-right side (Columns 7-8) of Page 1; continuation of article at bottom-left side (Column 1) of Page 10: 

“16 Men Hurt; All Are Airmen”  
By LEROY NATANSON 

     Air Force and city officials turned yesterday afternoon to the grim job of determining the cause of 

the blaze at Skytop, Syracuse University, in which seven airmen perished and 16 [sic:  at least 19] others 

were injured early in the morning. 

     Five [sic:  Two] of the seven men died in their beds.  One died as he apparently staggered outside, a 

human torch [identified as Michael Gasparri].  The seventh died in his room next [to] the rear exit [identified 

as Alfred Tidwell]. 

[NOTE:  Just two of seven men (Frederick Browning and Edward Duggan) died in their beds; two (Billy Marlow 

and Thomas Merfeld) died while helping/rousing others; two died as they fled through the hallway to the rear 

exit—one (Joseph Stoll) died just inside, at the doorway; the other (Michael Gasparri) just outside, on the exit 

platform; another (Alfred Tidwell) died in/near his room next to the rear exit, as he apparently was attempted to 

escape via the hallway.] 
 

     An Air Force team of a dentist and a physician made positive identification of six of the men.  It 

was not possible for them to identify the seventh.  A specially trained identification team from Wright-

Patterson Air Force Base in Dayton, O. flew in yesterday afternoon to start work on the remains of the 

seventh airman. 

     The Air Force withheld the names of the dead for several hours pending notification of next of kin.   

     The dead, as identified by the Air Force: 

     Airman 1/C Billy D. Marlowe [sic: Marlow], 29, of Converse, Tex., survived by wife, Lulu Mae 

Marlowe [sic], and a son, 4, and daughter, 6. 
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     Airman 3/C Michael E. Gasparri, 19, of 155 School St., Yonkers, son of Samuel N. Gasparri. 

     Airman 3/C Edward E. Duggan, 23, of 3 Cedar St., Manning, S. C., survived by his mother, Mrs. 

Lillian Benbow Duggan. 

     Airman 3/C Joseph E. Stoll, Jr., 18, of 41 Marshall St., Norwalk, O., son of Joseph E. Stoll, Sr. 

     Airman 3/C Frederick M. Browning, 21, Enfield, N. C., son of Jesse R. Browning. 

     Airman 3/C Remus Alfred Tidwell, 18, of Oneonta, Ala., son of Sargent Remus Tidwell. 

     Listed as missing was Staff Sgt. Thomas P. Merfeld, 28, of 911 Market St., LaCrosse, Wisc.  He is 

married and has a son, 3, and a daughter, 5. 

     The fire broke out about 5:30.  The first airman to escape said he discovered the blaze at 5:30 a.m.  

The first call went to fire alarm headquarters at 5:36 a.m. 

     Within three minutes, a call went out for the Rescue Company, and at 5:51 a.m. another call went 

out for two more engine companies and Deputy Chief Paul W. Coombs. 

[NOTE:  For further information about Paul W. Coombs, see ITEM 20 (Page 35).] 
 

     Firemen of Engine Co. 8 could see the flames from Colvin and Garfield Sts., two miles away. 

[NOTE:  The address of Engine Co. 8, fire station 8, is 2412 S. Salina St., which is located about four blocks from 

the intersection of Colvin and Garfield streets.] 
 

     When they arrived, they saw the body of one airman on the ground just outside the rear of the 

barracks.  They could not start the task of looking for the other bodies until the fire was brought under 

control more than two hours later. 

     Capt. A. J. Del Signore, commander of the Air Force Institute of Technology detachment at 

Syracuse University, said 16 [sic:  at least 18] men were injured as they jumped through the windows. 

[NOTE:  The 19
th

 airman to be injured was Ray Presley, who escaped through the hallway and out the rear exit.] 
 

Another 19 [sic:  17] got through the windows unhurt [sic:  without significant injury]. 

[NOTE:  According to official documents, four of the 17 did receive compensation for personal injury, as follows: 

Harry L. Drumm (now known as Lee A. Lawrick); Carl H. Hand, III; James F. Kyrish; Theodore C. Lemery. 

And, Eugene A. Safranski remembers that he suffered a severe sprain of his knee and slight burns on his back, but 

he did not report the injuries at the time, nor did he receive medical treatment for them.] 
 

One man [Ray Presley], at least, was able to escape through the oven-hot hall. 

     The barracks is a one-story steel frame structure, enclosed with a thin aluminum sheet, under which 

is insulation and then fibre board.  The 150-foot long, 40-foot wide building has 23 rooms [sic:  24 

rooms, 22 of which were] designed to house two men each. 

[NOTE:  The building was designed to house two men in each of 22 rooms and one person (usually the Barracks 

Chief) in the 23
rd

 room.  The 24
th

 room was unoccupied (it was used as a linen room).] 
 

     There are 16 such structures at Skytop, of which 8 are used as barracks for Air Force personnel.  

The others are used for classrooms and service and administrative facilities [Also set up exclusively for the 

Air Force language program]. 

     All the land and buildings, situated near the married students housing [Slocum Heights] southeast of 

the main campus, are owned by Syracuse University. 

     The university recently built a permanent dining hall [reconstructed as a brick building in 1958].  A 

permanent barracks for 58 men [also brick construction] was scheduled to be opened Feb. 15. 

     The men at the school here specialize in Slavic languages with the emphasis on Russian.  The 

program was started in 1948 [sic: January, 1951] at Syracuse University.  The Air Force has had its own 

area at Skytop since 1955 [when the program was moved from Collendale to Skytop].  The barracks were 

formerly occupied [from 1947 through 1953] by [World War II] veterans, then non-veterans and finally only 

freshman male students. 
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 [OMISSION] 

     The barracks that burned housed 43 airmen-students.  When the fire broke out, the men who awoke 

[sic:  35 of the 36 survivors (all but Ray Presley)] scrambled through the windows, first breaking them with 

chairs. 

[NOTE:  Besides the survivors, 5 of the 7 who died also awoke and attempted to escape.] 
 

     However, five [sic:  two (See notes above)] of those who died were found in their beds and apparently 

died in their sleep. 

     Peter Dowling, one of the airmen, said the building “went up like a matchbox.”  His description was 

confirmed by witnesses from the barracks next door and by those who escaped. 

     There is no fire watch, as is customary at military installations.  A bed check is made nightly.  One 

was made at 11:30 p.m. Monday.  Then the university patrol makes regular checks.  The last check 

yesterday was made at 3 a.m. [sic:  4:00 a.m.]. 

[NOTE:  Mr. A. B. C. Douthwaite, Director of Married Student Housing (and responsible for maintenance of 

Skytop buildings) reported that the last check of Building M-7 was made by Walter Maddocks at 4:00 a.m., 

January 6, 1959, as noted in a letter from Kenneth G. Bartlett, Vice President of Syracuse University, sent on 

January 15, 1959, to Chancellor William P. Tolley.] 
 

     A spokesman for the university said the Air Force is expected to make some changes in security 

procedures that were thought adequate. 

     Despite the tragedy, classes went on as usual at the Institute [sic:  at the Skytop detachment of AFIT].  This 

was done partly to keep the minds of the men off the fire and the deaths of their buddies. 

     The fire department chaplain [The Rev. Robert J. Thomas] was on hand during the blaze.  And the Rev. 

Thomas J. McLaughlin [NOTE:  For further information about Thomas J. McLaughlin, see ITEM 20 (Page 

37)] administered the last rites of the Catholic Church to three of the dead.  He returned to St. Therese 

Church, where he offered a momento [Memento of the Dead] in the 7:30 a.m. mass. 

     Vice Chancellor Finla G. Crawford said: 

[NOTE:  Finla Goff Crawford’s tenure at Syracuse University began in 1942 when he was professor of Political 

Science; his last position was Vice Chancellor when he retired in 1959.  He was born on June 16, 1894 and he 

died in April 1973.] 
 

     “Everyone is deeply shocked at the tragedy that came without warning early this morning.  Our 

concern throughout the day has been to meet the needs of the casualties and to maintain contact with 

the families of the members of the detachment.  At this hour, 5 o’clock, the Air Force has been in 

touch with the nearest of kin and will release the names of the casualties to the press as soon as 

possible. 

     “In the meantime, Syracuse University personnel have been at Skytop since 6:30 this morning and 

have been in touch with hundreds of families who have telephoned to inquire about the safety of their 

sons. 

     “The Air Force Institute of Technology has sent Col. John Tyler [Director, Civilian Institutions Program], 

Maj. Donald Johnson and Capt. H. A. Finney to represent that organization.  Every effort is now being 

made to investigate the cause of the fire and until those reports are in our hands further comment about 

the cause would be premature. 

[Col. John Tyler is the John T. Tyler, Sr., who was Director, Civilian Institutions Program at AFIT and retired 

from the Air Force in the grade of Colonel in 1968.  He was born on July 17, 1918 and died on May 26, 2012.] 
 

 [Maj. Donald W. Johnson is the Donald Walter Johnson who retired from the USAF in the grade of Colonel; he 

was born in Arizona on September 5, 1911 and died in Fort Stockton, Texas, on January 5, 1997.] 
 

[Capt. H. A. Finney is the Henry Alfred Finney who retired from the USAF in the grade of Major; he was born in 

San Antonio, Texas, on December 17, 1920 and died in Hughes Springs, Texas, on June 21, 1996.] 
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     “The university extends sincere sympathy to the families of those who died or were injured in the 

fire.  This expression by the university is also joined by Col. Tyler and his associates from the Air 

Force Institute of Technology at Dayton, Ohio.” 

     Most [sic:  Thirty one] of the men in [Building] M7 had recently arrived in Syracuse, and about half of 

them [sic:  many of them (22 of the 31 who had just arrived)] had recently completed basic training.  They had 

started classes Monday in the specialized language course [sic:  courses]. 

[NOTE:  On Monday, January 5, 1959, 13 men began a Russian Basic course, 7 began a Russian Intermediate 

course, 5 began a Bulgarian course and 6 began a Czechoslovakian course (11 of the 43 residents had arrived 

eight weeks earlier to begin a Russian Basic course; 1 resident was not a student, he was a member of the 

permanent party who had just moved into the barracks a few days before the fire.] 
 

 

Article at center of Page 10: 

 “Barracks Shut in ’53, Opened 2 Years Later” 

     Skytop Barracks, scene of yesterday’s disastrous fire, was founded in 1947 as a temporary housing 

development [sic:  part of a housing complex called “Skytop Temporary Housing and Recreation Area”] for 700 

freshmen at Syracuse University. 

     The extra housing was needed because of the influx of veterans of World War II to college.  Sixteen 

individual barrack similar to that which was destroyed were constructed. 

     The development area closed in 1953 as the students were moved into dormitories nearer campus, 

but it was reopened again in [early] 1955 as a military barracks [sic:  as a separate enclave (8 buildings 

were used as barracks, 6 for classrooms, 1 for recreation and 1 for administration)] for the Air Force 

Institute of Technology language program. 

     A Syracuse University spokesman said yesterday the school owns the land and buildings and is 

responsible for maintenance of the structures.  When [sic:  Before] the project was reopened in 1955, the 

buildings were remodeled [sic:  and reconfigured]. 

[NOTE:  Eight of the buildings continued to be used as barracks, but half of them were reconfigured to serve other 

functions (6 for classroom,1 for recreation and 1 for administration.] 
 

     The Air Force uses the area under cont[r]act with the University. 

     Nearby, on the same tract [sic:  in separate areas called Slocum Heights and University Heights (just 

north of Skytop)], are more than 500 similar barracks-type structures constructed of wood, housing 

married students. 

     All were built after World War II as temporary housing to handle the large influx of college 

students.  The university’s long-range planning calls for demolition of the development and 

construction of modern apartments for married students and their families. 

 

Headline above photo at top-left side of Page 10: 

“This Is What It Looked Like . . .” 

Headline above photo at top-right side of Page 10: 

“This Was Nearly Ready” 
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Caption under the two photos: 

At left is a picture of one of the “temporary” barracks, similar to the one in which seven perished yesterday, put 

up by the university in 1947.  At right is a photo of the new permanent barracks [Building M-17], built by the 

university.  The Air Force will move 58 men into the new barracks on Feb. 15.  The remainder of the 

detachment will live in the prefabricated buildings until the university can afford permanent structures. 

 

Caption under one photo at middle-left side of Page 10: 

FIREMEN WORK IN RUINS OF SYRACUSE UNIVERSITY BARRACKS 

Working in near zero weather, with stiff breezes, firemen from six companies battled the blaze at Syracuse 

University’s Skytop barracks, where seven men died and 16 [sic:  at least 19] were injured. 

 

Caption under another photo at middle-left side of Page 10: 

AIRMEN LOOK AT DEBRIS IN FIRE-RAZED BARRACKS 

In between classes, airmen at the language school at Syracuse University paused to look at the debris in the 

once-neat metal [sic:  aluminum-clad] barracks that housed 43 men. 

 

Caption under photo at center of Page 10: 

FLAG AT HALF STAFF HONORS DEAD 

Cadet Capt. Robert Welling of the Syracuse University Air Force Reserve Officers Training Corps lowers the 

flag to honor the seven airmen-students who perished in a fire at a university housing unit [sic:  at the Skytop 

enclave set up exclusively for the Air Force language program].  Cadet Maj. Richard Milanese of New York City 

salutes.  

 

Caption under one photo at middle-right side of Page 10: 

WORKERS REMOVE BODY OF AIRMAN 

The body of one of seven airmen who died in a fire in a barracks at Skytop, Syracuse University, is removed by 

members of the coroner’s office and the university police force. 

 

Article at bottom-right side of Page 10: 

 “Survivors’ Tales Vary 

  Can’t Pinpoint Fire Origin” 

     It was impossible to determine just where the fire started in the one-story metal [sic:  aluminum-clad, 

steel-frame] barracks at Skytop, Syracuse University, when seven airmen perished yesterday. 

     This is the opinion of fire experts who interviewed the survivors.  Reporters also interviewed the 20 

men who escaped without [sic:  serious] injury just before they boarded a bus for Griffiss Air Base in 

Rome where they were to receive new uniforms. 

     When a reporter asked where the fire started, each man had a somewhat different version. 

     One man, whose room was in the center, near the oil furnace, said the fire seemed to be at the front 

end.  Another man said he thought the flames were at the other end. 

     Several men said they thought the flames were in the center of the structure.  The men also made it 

clear that they had little time to investigate closely. 
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     They said, to a man, that the flames in the hall created such intense heat that it was impossible to 

get into the hall. 

[NOTE:  One man did manage to escape via the hallway and out the rear exit, but three others tried unsuccessfully 

to do the same.] 
 

     The first man to jump out of a window said he ran along the outside yelling, “Fire, fire.”  He did not 

turn in the alarm to the fire department.  That was done by an airman in the next [adjacent] barracks 

[Building M-6]. 

     The fire was discovered by the first man at 5:30 a.m., according to his watch. 

     He said that before he could do much, the entire building was enveloped in flames. 

 

Article at bottom-right side of Page 10: 

“Sad, Tough Job Falls To Air Force Officer” 
     The toughest—and saddest—job in Syracuse yesterday fell on the shoulders of Capt. A. J. Del 

Signore, commander of the Air Force Institute of Technology detachment at Syracuse University. 

     To the captain fell the task of compiling all the information about the dead, the injured, the 

survivors, the program. 

     The captain was badgered with hundreds of phone calls, scores of which he personally answered.  A 

horde of reporters stuck by his side, shooting questions at him throughout the rough morning. 

     Then came the phone calls—and later visits in person—from his superiors at the Wright Patterson 

Air Force Base in Dayton, O. 

     In addition, Capt. Del Signore coordinated all the activities connected with seeing that his men were 

provided with uniforms, food, medical attention, and that the school continued in operation. 

     Two mothers of boys who died in the flames called Capt. Del Signore to confirm the sad news. 

[NOTE:  According to AFIT Detachment 1’s official “Log of Incoming Telephone Calls” compiled on January 6, 

1959, at 10:12 a.m. Mrs. Elizabeth Browning called from Enfield, NC, to enquire about her son, Frederick 

Browning; her call was transferred to Captain Del Signore.  The name of the second mother who called is not 

available.] 
 

     In addition, the captain conferred throughout the day with fire officials and arson investigators 

trying to reconstruct what had happened.  He was at the blaze early, went without breakfast and had 

lunch about 1:30 p.m.  This took him only a few minutes, then he was back on the job. 
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ITEM 22 
Part D-4 (Syracuse) 

Source:   Syracuse Herald-Journal, Syracuse, New York 

Final, Night Edition:  Wednesday Evening, January 7, 1959, pp. 1, 4, 22 

 

Article at center-left side of Page 1; continuation of article at center-left side (Column 2) of Page 2:   

“Air Force Experts Join In Sky Top Fire Inquiry” 
[OMISSION] 

     A specialist is also due here to establish identification of the seventh airman who lost his life.  Six 

of the victims have been positively identified. 

[OMISSION] 

     Capt. A. J. Del Signore, commanding the detachment on the Hill, said the identification specialist, 

Maj. A. J. Howell, will come here from Griffiss Field [sic:  Air Force Base (Rome, New York)]. 

     S/Sgt. Thomas P. Merfeld, 28, of LaCrosse, Wisc., has been listed only as “missing.” 

[OMISSION] 

     Five [sic:  Two] of the seven men died in their beds.  One died as he apparently staggered outside, 

[NOTE:  Frederick Browning and Edward Duggan died in their beds (in Room #10, the second room from the 

front entrance); Billy Marlow died in/near his room (Room #11, the first room at the front entrance); Thomas 

Merfeld died in/near his room (Room #4, four doors from the rear exit); Joseph Stoll died in the hallway at the 

rear exit (trying to escape from Room #15).] 
 

a human torch [Michael Gasparri, as he tried to escape through the hallway from Room #15].  The seventh died in 

his room next to a rear exit [Alfred Tidwell in Room #12, apparently as he was attempting to escape through the 

hallway]. 

     Positive identification of six of the dead has been made as: 

     Airman 1/c Billy D. Marlowe [sic:  Marlow], 29, of Converse, Tex., survived by wife, Lulu Mae; a 

son, 4, and daughter, 6. 

     Airman 3/c Michael E. Gasparri, 19, of Yonkers, son of Samuel N. Gasparri. 

     Airman 3/c Edward E. Duggan, 23, of Manning, S. C., survived by his mother, Mrs. Lillian Benbow 

Duggan. 

     Airman 3/c Joseph E. Stoll Jr., of Norwalk, Ohio, son of Joseph E. Stoll. 

     Airman 3/c Frederick M. Browning, 21, of Enfield, N. C., son of Jesse R. Browning. 

     Airman 3/c Remus A. Tidwell, 18, of Oneonta, Ala., son of Sargent R. Tidwell. 

     Their remains have been sent to Nunn’s Funeral Home at Rome, which under a contract with the 

Air Force will supervise shipping them to their homes, the Coroner’s Office said today. 

     Tidwell was at first believed safe.  His roommate Airman 3/c Ray C. Presley, 20, of Knoxville, 

Tenn., reported he awakened Tidwell when the fire was discovered. 

     “We ran out and down the hall to the exit and the fire followed us right out the door,” he said 

yesterday, thinking his buddy had escaped. 

     An Air Force dentist and physician who identified the six were unable to identify the seventh 

victim. 

     It is expected the seventh will be identified by a specially trained team from Wright-Patterson Air 

Force Base, Dayton, Ohio, today. 
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     Merfeld also was thought to have escaped. 

     Donald [sic:  Peter] Dowling, 19, of Rochester [sic:  Kalamazoo, Mich.], Merfeld’s roommate, said he 

and Merfeld smashed a window in their quarters and jumped out. 

     Of the 16 [sic:  at least 19] airmen injured, four remain in hospitals.  They are: 

     Victor Ingalls, 28, of Alma, burns of the face and chest, and Edward Balliet, 18, of Jim Thorpe, Pa., 

burns of face and chest, in fair condition in University Hospital. 

     James Kowalczyk, 17, of Palmer, Mass., body burns and face cuts, in fair condition at Crouse-

Irving Hospital. 

     Ronald Fandrick, 18, of Underwood, N. D., burns of chest and arms and cuts on right knee, in good 

condition at Veterans Administration Hospital. 

     Arriving yesterday afternoon from Wright-Patterson with Col. Tyler, were Maj. Donald W. Johnson 

and Capt. H. A. Finney.  They are here to “lend a hand with arrangements,” according to Capt. Del 

Signore. 

[NOTE:  For further information about Col. Tyler, Maj. Johnson and Capt. Finney, see ITEM 21 (Page 44).] 

 

Title under first photo at top-left side of Page 1:   

With fire door open 

Title under second photo at top-left side of Page 1:   

With fire door closed 

Caption under both photos:   

INSIDE S.U. BARRACKS.  Two photos made from same spot show hallway of barracks similar to one in 

which seven Air Force men died in yesterday’s fire.  Note fire extinguisher on wall.  Other pictures on Page 2. 

 

Caption under photo at top-left side of Page 4: 

FIRE STATEMENT.  Mrs. Christa Seiler, left, types up statement on yesterday’s Sky Top [sic:  Skytop] fire as 

Vice Chancellor Finla G. Crawford, right, issues directions.  University Vice President Kenneth G. Bartlett, 

center was in charge of proceedings [two words illegible] Crawford. 

[NOTE:  For further information about Finla G. Crawford, see ITEM 21 (Page 44);  

In 1959, Kenneth Gill Bartlett was Vice President for University Affairs and Dean of Public Affairs at Syracuse 

University.  He began his tenure at Syracuse University in 1946 and retired probably in 1966; from 1967 to 1970, 

he was elected representative of the 119
th

 District and member of New York State Assembly.  He was born in 

Plymouth, Michigan on March 13, 1906 and died in Baltimore, Maryland on October 31, 1983.] 
 

 

 Article at top-left side of Page 4:   

“Shock, Sadness, Work Fill Hours After Fire” 
By ROBERT W. DRIVER 

     Barracks [sic:  Building] M-2 at Sky Top [sic:  Skytop] was disaster headquarters yesterday after the 

tragic fire in which seven airmen lost their lives. 

[NOTE:  Building M-2 was not a barracks; it was an office building for military (orderly room) and academic 

administration.] 

     Only 200 yards away from the ruins [sic:  Only 120 yards (360 feet)], M-2 swarmed with Air Force 

personnel, University officials, military intelligence men, reporters, photographers and firemen. 
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[NOTE:  There were four buildings between M-2 and M7 (each of the four buildings was 40 feet wide—total:  160 

feet), there were five intervening spaces between buildings from M-2 to M-7 (distance between each building is 40 

feet—total:  200 feet).] 
 

     In the confusion and noise, these men were performing unhappy but necessary jobs. 

     The Air Force made arrangements to clothe and find housing for the survivors.  Firemen combed 

through the rubble to try to find the cause of the fire. 

     Newsmen stood by to gather the facts of the disaster, then dashed for telephones to call it in. 

     The saddest job went to those whose duty it was to notify the families of the dead airmen. 

     If there was a sense of tragedy among the men in M-2, it was not of personal loss [sic:  it WAS a feeling 

of personal loss!].  The men who died had not been stationed here long enough to form many strong 

friendships [sic:  Three had been stationed there eight weeks already, long enough to form friendships]. 

[NOTE:  Frederick Browning, Edward Duggan and Billy Marlow had been living in the barracks for eight weeks 

already (they began classes on November 10, 1958) and Browning and Duggan had become acquainted with many 

of the members of their Russian language class while they were taking basic training together at Lackland AFB, 

Texas; likewise, Michael Gasparri got to know 33 members of his Russian class while he was with them at 

Lackland AFB for basic training; Joseph Stoll got to know 8 members of his Czechoslovakian class also while he 

was with them during basic training; Alfred Tidwell got to know 13 members of his Bulgarian class during basic 

training at Lackland AFB as well.] 
 

Their deaths were a shock, but work must go on. 

     Here is what you saw and heard in M-2 yesterday: 

     You saw the Air Force captain [Captain A. J. Del Signore], in charge of the detachment, calmly 

giving orders, answering questions, trying to fashion order out of confusion. 

     You saw men constantly talking into telephones, speaking with families of the airmen, living and 

dead. 

     You saw the University’s director of information services [a reference to Kenneth G. Bartlett, Vice 

President for Public Affairs at Syracuse University], always on his feet, giving out every fact he could, 

quietly talking with newsmen, then leaving them to try to get more facts. 

     Blue-uniformed airmen brought in coffee; ashtrays quickly filled up; in a back office, a secretary 

[probably a reference to Mrs. Christa Seiler] with a university official [possibly a reference to Vice 

Chancellor Finla G. Crawford] beside her placed calls to Western Union and waited for confirmation 

from the families of the dead. 

     You ducked next door to a barracks with a telephone booth, and you learned what the barracks at 

Sky Top are made of:  floors that tremble under foot, walls whose flimsiness vibrates under the wind, a 

matchbox waiting for a careless match. 

     You walk into an Air Force office and get told off by an officious clerk who warns you about 

security regulations, so you leave. 

     As the day wears on, talk begins of Air Force officers flying in from Dayton to look over the scene 

and meet with University officials. 

     Reporters keep hoping the list of the dead will be released in time for their paper’s deadline. 

     You don’t hear many rumors, because by now most of the facts are known.  All that’s left are the 

names of the dead and the cause of the fire. 

     You go out into the cutting wind and walk up to the burned barracks, and there you see the 

fragments:  part of a sport shirt, the metal backbone of a notebook, the charred pages of a magazine 

called “Motor Trends [sic:  Trend].” 

     You return to M-2 and find the names of the dead are finally being released.  The Air Force officers 

from Dayton arrive shortly afterward.  So does the vice chancellor [Finla G. Crawford]. 
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     The officers look around the burned barracks as darkness moves in. 

     By now it is late and all the names of the dead have been given out. 

     M-2 is quiet as you leave.  Most of the students are back from classes, and the barracks are filling 

up.   

     All except one. 
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ITEM 23 
Part E-1a (UPI) 

Source:  Aiken Standard and Review, Aiken, South Carolina 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 2-3) 

 

NOTE:  This article and the next one (see ITEM 24) show that early on January 7
th
 (the day after the 

fire) UPI made a significant change in its reporting of the number of victims who were 

hospitalized/injured.  In these articles, UPI changed the total from 16 to 18 victims who “required 

hospital treatment”—meanwhile, in captions under two of the photographs it disseminated, also early 

on January 7
th
, UPI changed it to read:  20 were “injured” (see ITEM 25).  The UPI reporting suggests 

that their information showed that 18 of the injured were taken to hospitals for treatment; but, two of 

the 20 did not require medical treatment at a hospital. 

 

“At Syracuse Univ. 

  Manning Youth Dies in Blaze” 

     SYRACUSE, N.Y. (UPI) – Seven airmen assigned to Syracuse University to study Russian [sic:  

Slavic languages] died Tuesday when fire destroyed their barracks. 

     Another 18 airmen required hospital treatment. 

     Air Force officials said all 43 men housed in the one-story building were accounted for. 

     The Air Force released the following names of the dead: 

     A1C Billy D. Marlowe [sic:  Marlow], 29, Converse, Tex. 

     A3C Michael E Gasparri, 19, Yonkers, N.Y. 

     A3C Edward Duggan, 23, Manning, S. C. 

     A3C Joseph E. Stoll Jr., 18, Norwalk, Ohio 

     A3C Remus A. Tidwell, 18, Oneonta, Ala. 

     A3C Frederick M. Browning, 21, Enfield, N.C. 

     The fire destroyed the metal [sic:  aluminum-clad, steel-frame] and wood [sic:  fiber board and plywood] 

structure in less than an hour. 

     Firemen were hampered by near-zero weather accompanied by winds of up to 30 miles an hour. 

[NOTE:  Wind speed was reported at various levels by news sources, ranging between 25 and 50 mph.  The 

official letter from the Syracuse Fire Chief to the Fire Marshal, titled “Investigation of Fire” states that weather 

conditions were “7 Degrees above Zero, with winds of Gusts of 40 Miles Per Hours (sic).”] 
 

One fire fighter described the burning building as a “raging blast furnace.” 

     A survivor, Sgt. Peter Dowling, 25, Kalamazoo, Mich., said at Crouse–Irving Hospital that the 

barracks “went up like a match box.” 
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     “Everyone was jumping out of windows,” he said.  “It was just like animals trying to get out of a 

cage.” 

     The fire, which broke out shortly before dawn, caught the group asleep.  Most [sic:  All but one] of 

those who managed to escape left through windows. 

[OMISSION] 
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ITEM 24 
Part E-1a (UPI) 

Source 24-a:   Tonawanda News, North Tonawanda, New York 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 18 (Col. 2-3) 

Source 24-b:  Dunkirk Evening Observer, Dunkirk-Fredonia, New York 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 9 (Col. 7-9) 

 

“Identification Of Syracuse Dead Is Under Way” 

     SYRACUSE (UPI) – Air Force Specialists today attempted to make positive identification of one of 

seven airmen burned to death when fire destroyed their barracks at Syracuse University. 

     Capt. A. J. DelSignore, commander of the Air Force Institute of Technology detachment here which 

the dead airmen were attending [sic], said a team of identification specialists from Wright-Patterson 

AFB hoped to complete its findings soon. 

[NOTE:  The airmen were assigned to the detachment of AFIT; they were attending Syracuse University.] 
 

     Meanwhile, city authorities joined the military in trying to uncover the cause of the blaze which 

Tuesday brought quick death to the airmen.  Another 18 required hospitalization. 

     The captain denied a report that two more airmen succumbed to their injuries during the night.  He 

said all 43 of the students in the destroyed building were accounted for. 

     Identified Tuesday were bodies of: 

     A1C Billy D. Marlowe [sic:  Marlow], 29, of Converse, Tex; 

     A3C Michael E. Gasparri, 19, of Yonkers; 

     A3C Edward E. Duggan, 23, of Manning, S. C.; 

     A3C Joseph E. Stoll Jr., Norwalk, Ohio; 

     A3C Frederick M. Browning, 21, of Enfield, N. C.; 

     A3C Remus A. Tidwell, 18, of Oneonta, Ala. 

     Listed as missing was S-Sgt. T. P. Merfeld, 28, of Lacrosse, Wis.  He is married and has two 

children. 

     The barracks, a one-story steel frame building situated not far from a married students housing area 

about two miles from the main campus, was insulated [sic] by a thin aluminum sheet.  The aluminum 

was credited with containing the flames despite winds of up to 30 miles an hour. 

[NOTE:  Wind speed was reported at various strengths, ranging from 25 to 50 mph.] 
 

     Investigators looked into several possible causes of the fire.  The heating system, wiring, smoking 

in bed and arson were under consideration, authorities said. 

     The fire was the fourth worst in the city’s history.  In 1841, 25 died in an explosion and fire caused 

by gunpowder.  Eight lives were lost in an 1890 hotel fire, and a like number perished in a building 

collapse in 1939. 

     The most seriously injured of the survivors appeared to be James Kowalczyk, 17, of Palmer, Mass.  

He suffered extensive body burns and cuts and was listed in critical condition at Crouse-Irving 

Hospital. 

     In fair condition were Victor Ingalls, 28, of Elma [sic:  Alma], N. Y., and Edward Balliet, 18, Jim 

Thorpe, Pa.  Both have burns and cuts on the face and body. 
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ITEM 25 
Part E-1b (UPI) 

Compilation of Photographs with Captions: 

Disseminated on January 7-10, 1959 

PHOTO 25-A:  Caption under photo (See ITEM 26-a, Schenectady Gazette, January 7, 1959, p. 1, col. 1-3): 

–– UPI Telephoto 

WHERE SEVEN DIED––The body of an airman killed in a flash fire which destroyed a barracks dormitory at 

Syracuse University is removed from the gutted wood and metal [sic:  aluminum-clad] building by firemen.  

Twenty others were injured.  The airmen are part of a special detachment [of AFIT] studying Russian [sic:  

Slavic languages] at the university. 

 

PHOTO 25-B:  Caption under photo (See ITEM 26-b, The Troy Record, January 7, 1959, p. 1, col. 1-3):   

–– UPI Telephoto 

GRIM SEARCH—Firemen searched the remains of an Air Force Institute of Technology [sic:  Syracuse 

University] barracks at Syracuse University [sic:  at Skytop] for bodies and for the cause of the flash fire which 

killed seven airmen yesterday.  Of the 43 billeted in the building, 20 others were injured.  The airmen are 

members of a special detachment [of AFIT] taking language courses at the university.  Cause of the blaze has not 

been determined. 

[NOTE:  The wording in this caption is very similar to the wording in the caption for PHOTO 31-A (see ITEM 

31)] 
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ITEM 26 
Part E-3a (AP) 

Source 26-a:  Schenectady Gazette, Schenectady, New York 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday Morning, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 1-3) and p. 7 (Col. 3) 

Source 26-b:  The Troy Record, Troy, New York 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday Morning, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 1-3) and p. 9 (Col. 4) 

 

NOTE:  This article (ITEM 26), disseminated by the AP late on January 6
th
, states that 13 airmen were 

injured.  The captions below photographs, disseminated by UPI early on January 7
th
 and placed on the 

inside pages of the same newspapers, however, state that 20 airmen were injured (see ITEM 31—Page 

67). 

     Yet, in the news articles it disseminated a few hours later that day, the AP did update its assessment 

of the total number of injured, changing it from 13 to 16 (see ITEM 28—Page 61); at the same time, AP 

also corrected its reporting of the total number of men who were billeted in Building M-7, changing it 

from 45 to 43 (UPI had been using the correct total from the beginning, starting with its initial 

reporting on January 6
th
). 

 

 “7 Die, 13 Injured As Fire Sweeps Syracuse Dorm” 
     Syracuse, Jan 6 (AP) –– Seven student airmen perished in their sleep [sic:  — two of them died in their 

beds (not all seven)] today and 13 [sic:  at least 19] others were injured in a wild scramble to flee a fire-

engulfed barracks dormitory at Syracuse University. 

[NOTE:  Just two airmen died in their beds; two died while trying to help their roommates escape and/or rouse 

men in other rooms; three died at/near the rear exit, as they tried to escape through the hallway.] 
 

*     *     * 

     HEAVY WINDS fanned the flames into a “sea of fire” in the prefabricated building high atop a hill 

overlooking the city in [sic:  near] the university’s student housing development. 

[NOTE:  The Air Force buildings were set up as a separate enclave, apart from the university’s married student 

housing development (Slocum Heights).] 
 

     “It was terrible,” said Airman Donald Dowling, 19, of Rochester.  “It was like a river of fire going 

down the hall,” he said from his hospital bed. 

     The one-story building, constructed of metal [aluminum-clad exterior over a steel framework] and 

composition board, housed 45 [sic:  43] U.S. Air Force student-airmen assigned to the university for a 

nine-month Russian [sic: Slavic (Russian, Bulgarian and Czechoslovakian)] language course[s]. 

[NOTE:  One of the men housed in the barracks was not a student, he was a member of the permanent party.] 
 

     Their headquarters [sic:  The headquarters of their detachment] was at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base in 

Dayton, Ohio. 

*     *     * 

     THE AIR FORCE identified the dead as:  Airman 1
st
-class Billy D. Marlow, 29, of Converse, 

Texas; Airman 3
rd

-class Michael E. Gasparri, 19, of Yonkers; Airman 3
rd

-class Edward E. Duggan, 23, 
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of Manning, SC; Airman 3
rd

-class Joseph E. Stoll Jr., 18, of Norwalk, Ohio; Airman 3
rd

-class Remus 

A. Tidwell, 18, of Oneonta, Ala.; Airman 3
rd

-class Frederick M. Browning, 21, of Enfield, NC. 

     The name of the seventh man was not released, pending notification of the next of kin. 

     Fire officials said the cause of the fire was not available but said it appeared to have started in the 

barrack’s heating unit in the center of the building. 

     The escape was described by Sergeant Peter Dowling, 25, of Kalamazoo, Mich., as similar to 

“animals trying to get out of a cage.”  Dowling was hospitalized with burns and cuts. 

*     *     * 

     DONALD DOWLING, not related to Sergeant Dowling, said he was “terrified” when he opened 

his door in the 22-room [sic:  24-room] dormitory.  He said he slammed the door and crashed a chair 

through a window to escape. 

 [NOTE:  Typically, 22 of the 24 rooms accommodated two men each; 1 room was for a single person (usually 

reserved for the Barracks Chief); and the 1 unoccupied room was used as a Linen Room.] 

 

     The barracks was one of 15 [sic:  16 prefabricated buildings] erected in 1947 in [sic:  near] the 

university’s Skytop housing development, about one-half mile [sic: two miles] southeast of the campus. 

[NOTE:  The Skytop complex is about one-half mile south of East Colvin Street.] 
 

     “It went up like a matchbox,” Peter Dowling said, “I tried to get to a fire extinguisher in the hall, 

but the fire and smoke were so great I couldn’t stand it.  Everybody was jumping out of windows.” 

     Firemen, battling the fire in near-zero temperatures and blowing snow, controlled the flames about 

an hour and a half after the fire was discovered, at six [sic: 5:30] a.m. 

*     *     * 

     THE STUDENTS [Thirty one of the victims] had arrived Friday [sic:  2-5 days earlier] to begin the 9-

month crash program which stresses Russian. 

 [NOTE:  Thirty one of the 43 men had arrived at various times during the previous week (11 had arrived eight 

weeks earlier; one was not a student (he was a member of the permanent party who had just moved into the 

barracks).] 
 

     The program, established in the 1940s [sic:  1951], is subsidized by the government for the Air Force. 

 [NOTE:  The program was established in January 1951 at the Collendale Campus; it moved to Skytop in early 

1955.] 
 

     Many of the survivors were sent to Griffiss Air Force Base at Rome to receive a new issue of 

equipment.  Few [sic:  Only one, Daniel Kushner] escaped the fire with outer clothing. 

     The pattern of escape was similar in most instances.  Chairs were crashed into windows when the 

trapped airmen found the hall raging in flames.  Many of the men were cut and bruised in their flight. 

     Airman Ray C. Presley of Knoxville, Tenn., was one of few who fled through the corridor. 

 [NOTE:  Three others (Alfred Tidwell, Michael Gasparri and Joseph Stoll) attempted unsuccessfully to escape 

through the corridor and out the rear exit]. 
 

     “Boy, was I lucky.  I ran down the hall and the fire followed me right to the door,” he said. 

*     *     * 

     THE HEAT of the flames melted the thin metal skin of the barracks’ outer surface.  Only the 

twisted and charred structural ribs remained on the blackened cement floor. 

     Skytop was opened in 1947 to house veterans attending the university.  Later it was designated as a 

dormitory section for non-veteran [freshmen] students. 

     The flames were visible to firemen en route to the scene soon after the first alarm was received. 

     Firemen said several of the airmen were assisting their injured buddies to safety when medical 

teams arrived. 
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–––––––––– 

A list of the injured [sic:  hospitalized] in the Syracuse fire today, and their conditions: 

     James Kowalczyk, 17, Palmer, Mass., extensive body burns, facial lacerations, complete shock, fair. 

     Peter Dowling, 25, Kalamazoo, Mich., burns of arms, hands, cut foot, shock, good. 

     Ronald Fandrick, 18, Underwood, ND, burns of chest and arms, knee laceration, good. 

     Donald Dowling, 19, Rochester, laceration of left leg, good. 

     Robert Muhlbauer, 18, Niagara Falls, cuts on head and legs, good. 

     John Keller, 22, Mt. Dora, Fla., cut right elbow, good. 

     Thomas Hackett [sic:  Joseph Hacker], (age unavailable) laceration of left foot and leg, good. 

     John Donaldson, 18, Reading, Pa., burns of body, good. 

     Hubert Carnigan [sic:  Carignan], 30, Turners Falls, Mass., body burns, good. 

     Ray Presley, 20, Knoxville, Tenn., body burns, good. 

     Victor Ingalls, 28, Alma, NY, face and chest burns, fair. 

     Edward Balliet, 18, Jim Thorpe, Pa., chest and face burns, fair. 

     Alan Conley, 18, Port Huron, Mich., scalp lacerations, body cuts, good. 
 

[NOTE:  According to UPI reporting (See ITEM 6—Page 8), two additional airmen were hospitalized, as follows: 

     Ralph K. Franklin, Jr., Claremont, N. H., Veterans Hospital; 

     Donald G. McKinney, 18, Lyon Mountain, N. Y., Veterans Hospital. 
Also, a letter sent on February 19, 1959, from K. G. Bartlett, Vice President of Syracuse University, to a 

representative of Continental Insurance Company lists all the men who were injured as a result of the fire.  It 

includes the 13/15 names listed in the AP and UPI articles, respectively, and adds four others, as follows: 

     Charles M. Helms, Grenada, Miss. 

     Ronald J. Kyritz, Chicago, Ill. 

     Martin E. Maloney, Jr., Flushing, N. Y. 

     William C. Woodward, Jr., Leatherwood, Kentucky [Permanent Party]. 
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ITEM 27 
Part E-3a (AP) 

Source 27-a:  The Cornell Daily Sun, Ithaca, New York 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday Morning, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 2) 

Source 27-b:  The Oneonta Star, Oneonta, New York 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 3-4) 

Source 27-c:  Meriden Record, Meriden Wallingford, Connecticut 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday Morning, January 7, 1959, p. 3 (Col. 8) 

Source 27-d:  The Daily Collegian, State College, Pennsylvania 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday Morning, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 1) 

Source 27-e:  Titusville Herald, Titusville, Pennsylvania 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday Morning, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 4) 

Source 27-f:  The Morning Herald, Hagerstown, Maryland 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday Morning, January 7, 1959, p. 2 (Col. 5) 

Source 27-g:  Kingsport News, Kingsport, Tennessee 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday Morning, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. x) 

Source 27-h:  The News and Courier, Charleston, South Carolina 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday Morning, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 5-6) 

Source 27-i:  Florence Morning News, Florence, South Carolina 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday Morning, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 1) 

Source 27-j:  The Spartanburg Herald, Spartanburg, South Carolina 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday Morning, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 6) 

Source 27-k:   The Republican Courier, Findlay, Ohio 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday Morning, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 9) 
Source 27-l:   Logansport Press, Logansport, Indiana 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 1-2) 
Source 27-m:   The Daily Iowan, Iowa City, Iowa 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 1) 

Source 27-n:   San Antonio Express, San Antonio, Texas 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 8) 
Source 27-o:   The Victoria Advocate, Victoria, Texas 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 6-7) and p. 8 (Col. 1) 

 

“7 Air Force Students Perish In Dorm Fire” 
     SYRACUSE, N.Y., Jan 7 (AP)—Seven Air Force students perished [sic:  — two of them] in their sleep 

Tuesday and 13 [sic:  at least 19] others were injured in a wild scramble to flee wind-whipped flames that 

made an inferno of a barracks dormitory at Syracuse University. 
 

[NOTE:  Just two airmen died in their beds; two died while trying to help their roommates and/or rouse men in 

other rooms; three died at/near the rear exit, as they tried to escape through the hallway.] 
 

     Twenty-five [sic:  Seventeen] airmen escaped without injuries of consequence, mostly by jumping 

through windows of the one-story building. 

     Firemen, battling in near zero weather at 6 a.m., kept the flames from spreading to the 14 [sic:  15] 

other barracks [sic:  buildings (only 8 of the 16 buildings were barracks)] of [sic:  located near] a university 

housing development atop a hill overlooking the city. 
 

     The dead included: 

     A.1.C. Billy D. Marlow, 29, Converse, Tex., who left a wife and two children; A.3.C. Michael E. 

Gasparri, 19, Yonkers; A.3.C. Edward E. Duggan, 23, Manning, S.C.; A.3.C. Joseph E. Stoll Jr., 18, 

Norwalk, Ohio; and A.3.C. Remus A. Tidwell, 18, Oneonta, Ala.; A.3.C. Frederick M. Browning, 21, 

Rt. 2, Enfield, N.C. 

     The name of the other victim was withheld pending notification of next-of-kin. 
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     The 45 men [sic:  43 men (NOTE:  Only 31 of the 43 had just arrived)], many of them in their teens, had just 

been assigned to [the detachment of AFIT at] the university for a nine-month course[s] in Russian [sic:  Slavic 

languages (Russian, Bulgarian, Czechoslovakian)].  Their headquarters [sic:  The headquarters of their detachment] is 

Wright-Patterson Air Force Base, Dayton, Ohio, where they are [sic:  it is] attached [sic:  subordinate] to 

the Air [Force] Institute of Technology. 

     Fire officials said the fire apparently started from an oil-fed steam boiler in the center of the 22-

room [sic:  24-room] building which was prefabricated of metal [sic:  aluminum-clad sheets, steel-frame] and 

composition board. 

[NOTE:  Typically, 22 of the 24 rooms accommodated two men each; 1 room was for a single person (usually 

reserved for the Barracks Chief); and the unoccupied room was used as a Linen Room] 

 

     The one hallway in the barracks turned into “a river of fire”, Airman Donald Dowling, 19, of 

Rochester, N.Y., told reporters from his hospital bed.  

     “The escape was like animals trying to get out of a cage, said Sgt. Peter Dowling, 25, Kalamazoo, 

Mich. 

     Many of the injured were cut and bruised, as well as burned.  None [sic:  One (James Kowalczyk)] was 

considered in critical condition. 

     Donald Dowling, not related to Sgt. Dowling, said he was “terrified” when he opened the door of 

his room, so he slammed it and crashed a chair through a window to escape. 

     “It went up like a matchbox,” Peter Dowling said, “I tried to get to a fire extinguisher in the hall, 

but the fire and smoke were so great I couldn’t stand it.  Everybody was jumping out of windows.”  

Most of them [sic:  All but one] fled in their night clothes. 

     Airman Ray C. Presley, one of few [sic:  one of four (three of them perished)] who ran through the 

corridor, exclaimed: 

     “Boy was I lucky.  I ran down the hall and the fire followed me right to the door,” he said. 

     The airmen [sic:  Thirty-one of the men] had arrived Friday [sic:  two-to-five days before the fire] from various 

bases to study under a program subsidized by the government for the Air Force since the 1940s [sic:  

since January, 1951 (Syracuse University moved the facility from Collendale Campus to Skytop in early 1955)]. 
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ITEM 28 
Part E-3a (AP) 

Source 28-a:   Times News, Twin Falls, Idaho 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 6 (Col. 7) 
Source 28-b:  Utica Daily Press, Utica, New York 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday Morning, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 2-4) 

 

NOTE:  This article is very similar to the one quoted above as ITEM 27; but, the differences are 

significant.  The differences are flagged here by “bold” underlining of the words that have been 

changed; they are flagged in the original version of the article (ITEM 27) by “light” underlining.  For 

some (undetermined) reason, Source 28-b (Utica Daily Press) includes only the changes to wording in 

the first paragraph of its article. 

     This is the article in which the AP makes a significant update to its reporting of the number of 

airmen who were injured, changing it from 13 to 16.  Here the AP also updates its reporting of the 

number of men billeted in Building M-7, changing it from 45 to 43. 
 

“Syracuse Fire Is Fatal to 7 AF Students” 
     SYRACUSE, N.Y., Jan. 7 (AP)—Seven Air Force students perished [sic:  — two of them] in their sleep 

yesterday and 16 [sic:  at least 19] others were injured in a wild scramble to flee wind-whipped flames 

that made an inferno of a barracks dormitory at Syracuse University. 

[NOTE:  Just two airmen died in their beds; two died while trying to help their roommates and/or rouse men in 

other rooms; three died at/near the rear exit, as they tried to escape through the hallway.] 
 

     Twenty [sic:  Seventeen] airmen escaped without injuries of consequence, mostly by jumping through 

windows of the one-story building. 

     Firemen, battling in near zero weather at 6 a.m., kept the flames from spreading to the 14 [sic:  15] 

other barracks [sic:  buildings (only 8 of the 16 buildings were barracks)] of [sic:  located near] a university 

housing development atop a hill overlooking the city. 
 

Dead Listed 
The dead included: 

     A 1/c Billy D. Marlow, 29, Converse, Tex., who left a wife and two children; A 3/c Michael E. 

Gasparri, 19, Yonkers; A 3/c Edward E. Duggan, 23, Manning, S.C.; A 3/c Joseph E. Stoll, Jr., 18, 

Norwalk, O.; and A 3/c Remus A. Tidwell, 18, Oneonta, Ala.; A 3/c Frederick M. Browning, 21, route 

2, Enfield, N.C. 

     The Air Force said it had not identified the seventh dead airman.  However, it listed as missing Sgt. 

Thomas P. Merfeld, 28, whose wife Donna Marie lives at La Crosse, Wis.  They are the parents of a 

daughter, 5, and a son, 3. 

Study Russian 

     The 43 men, many of them in their teens, had just been assigned [sic:  31 of the 43 men had just arrived)] 

to [sic:  had just been assigned to the detachment of AFIT at] the university for a nine-month course[s] in 

Russian [sic:  Slavic languages (Russian, Bulgarian, Czechoslovakian)].  Their headquarters [sic:  The headquarters 

of their detachment] is Wright-Patterson Air Force Base, Dayton, Ohio, where they are [sic:  where the 

detachment is] attached [sic:  subordinate] to the Air [Force] Institute of Technology. 

     Fire officials said the fire apparently started from an oil-fed steam boiler in the center of the 22-

room [sic:  24-room] building. 
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[NOTE:  Typically, 22 of the 24 dormitory rooms accommodated two men each; 1 room was for a single person 

(usually reserved for the Barracks Chief); and the unoccupied room was used as a Linen Room.] 
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ITEM 29 
Part E-3a (AP) 

Source 29-a:  The Kingston Daily Freeman, Kingston, New York 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday Evening, January 7, 1959, p.1 (Col. 8) 

Source 29-b:  Union-Sun and Journal, Lockport, New York 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 4) 

Source 29-c:  The Times Record, Troy, New York 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday Evening, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 3) 

Source 29-d:  Utica Observer-Dispatch, Utica, New York 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 4 (Col. 5-7) 

Source 29-e:  Nashua Telegraph, Nashua, New Hampshire 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 2 (Col. 2) 

Source 29-f:  The Berkshire Eagle, Pittsfield, Massachusetts 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 5) 

Source 29-g:  Newport Daily News, Newport, Rhode Island 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 2 (Col. 2) 

Source 29-h:  Cumberland Evening Times, Cumberland, Maryland 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 2 (Col. 3) 

Source 29-i:  The Evening Telegram, Rocky Mount, North Carolina 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday Afternoon, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 5) and p. 2 (Col. 4) 

Source 29-j:  The Miami News, Miami, Florida 

Racing Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 6A (Col. 3-4) 

Source 29-k:  Evening Independent, St. Petersburg, Florida 

Home Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 2 (Col. 5) 

Source 29-l:  Steubenville Herald-Star, Steubenville, Ohio 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 8) 

Source 29-m:  Youngstown Vindicator, Youngstown, Ohio 

City Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 2 (Col. 2-4) 

Source 29-n:  Ironwood Daily Globe, Ironwood, Michigan 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 2 

Source 29-o:  The Owosso Argus-Press, Owosso, Michigan 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 7) 

Source 29-p:  Mt. Vernon Register-News, Mt. Vernon, Illinois 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 10 (Col. 7) 

Source 29-q:  Wisconsin Rapids Daily Tribune, Wisconsin Rapids, Wisconsin 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 2 (Col. 6-8) 

Source 29-r:  Winona Daily News, Winona, Minnesota 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 11 

Source 29-s:  The Salina Journal, Salina, Kansas 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 12 (Col. 1) 

Source 29-t:  The Ada Evening News, Ada, Oklahoma 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 1-3) 

Source 29-u:  Tucson Daily Citizen, Tucson, Arizona 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 20 (Col. 1)  

Source 29-v:  The Post-Register, Idaho Falls, Idaho 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 9 (Col. 1)  

Source 29-w:  Reno Evening Gazette, Reno, Nevada 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 4) 

 

NOTE:  The total number of injured (13) shown in the captions under most photographs (see ITEM 30) 

in several of these newspapers does not agree with the total (16) shown in the text of the article; 

apparently, the updated article quoted here in ITEM 29 was disseminated later in the day, after the 

photos with uncorrected captions were disseminated. 
 

“AF Identifies Six Who Died In Fire” 
     SYRACUSE, N.Y., Jan. 7 (AP) — The Air Force has identified six of seven Air Force students 

who perished Tuesday when wind-tossed flames made an inferno of a barrack-type dormitory at 

Syracuse University. 
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     The Air Force said it had not identified the seventh dead man.  However, it listed as missing Staff 

Sgt. Thomas P. Merfeld, 28, father of two, whose wife Donna Marie lives at (911 Market St.) 

LaCrosse, Wis. 

     Sixteen [sic:  At least 19] other students were injured.  Twenty [sic:  Seventeen] airmen escaped without 

injuries of consequence during a wild scramble at 6 [sic:  5:30] a. m. in near-zero weather. 

     Listed as dead were:  Airman 1/C Billy D. Marlow, 29, of Converse, Tex.; Airman 3/C Michael E. 

Gasparri, 19, of (155 School St.) Yonkers; Airman 3/C Edward E. Duggan, 23, of Manning, S.C.; 

Airman 3/C Joseph E. Stoll Jr., 18, of Norwalk, Ohio; Airman 3/C Remus A. Tidwell, 18, of Oneonta, 

Ala.; Airman 3/C Frederick M. Browning, 21, of Enfield, N. C. 

     Merfeld was the father of a daughter, 5, and a son, 3. 
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ITEM 30 
Part E-3b (AP) 

Compilation of Photographs with Captions: 

Disseminated on January 7-10, 1959 

PHOTO 30-A:  Caption under photo (Standalone item:  Hattiesburg American, Hattiesburg, Mississippi, Wednesday, 

January 7, 1959, p. 1, col. 5-7) 
 

—AP Wirephoto. 

WHERE 7 AIR FORCE STUDENTS DIED—Seven Air Force students lost their lives and at least 13 [sic:  

19] others were injured in these ruins of their barracks which were swept by fire at Syracuse, N. Y.  Winds up to 

50 miles per hour fanned the raging flames.  Forty-five [sic:  Forty-three] airmen were housed in the metal-

framed building. 

 

PHOTO 30-B:  Title and caption under photo (See ITEM 27-j, The Republican Courier, January 7, 1959, p. 1, col. 2-

5); and Standalone ITEM, Kingsport News, Kingsport, Tennessee, January 7, 1959, p. 1: 
 

— AP Wirephoto 

 “Where Seven Air Force Students Died” 
SEVEN AIR FORCE students were killed and at least 13 [sic:  19] others were injured when a fire swept 

through their barracks-dormitory at Syracuse, Tuesday.  Winds up to 50 miles an hour fanned the fire which 

raged through the building.  Forty-five [sic:  Forty-three] airmen were housed in the metal-framed prefabricated 

building. 

 

PHOTO 30-C:  Caption under photo (Standalone ITEM, Times Mirror, Warren, Pennsylvania, January 7, 1959, p. 8, 

Col.5-7; and Standalone ITEM, The News, Frederick, Maryland, January 8, 1959, p. 1, Col. 5-7) 
 

—AP Wirephoto. 

STUDIES END FOR SEVEN—Investigators search the ruins of an Air Force Institute of Technology 

barracks at Syracuse University [sic:  a Syracuse University barracks at Syracuse], New York.  Seven airmen were 

killed when a flash fire engulfed the building.  

 

PHOTO 30-D:  Caption under photo (See ITEM 29-t, The Ada Evening News, January 7, 1959, p. 1, col. 1-3; and 

Standalone ITEM, Stevens Point Daily Journal, Stevens Point, Wisconsin, January 7, 1959, p. 1, col. 2-4) 
 

–– AP Wirephoto  

DEATH WALK—Firemen remove the body of one of seven U. S. Air Force student-airmen killed in a fire at a 

dormitory in Syracuse, N. Y. this morning.  The dead were trapped in the prefabricated building unit when a 

wind-driven fire flashed through the one-story building.  Thirteen [sic:  At least 19] other airmen were injured in 

the blaze/fire.  The Air Force said it had not identified the seventh dead man.  However, it listed as missing Staff 

Sgt. Thomas P. Merfeld, father of two, whose wife Donna Marie lives at Lacrosse, Wis.  Listed as dead:  

Airman Billy D. Marlow, 29, of Converse; Airman Michael E. Gasparri, 19, of Yonkers; Airman Edward E. 
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Duggan, 23, of Manning, S.C.; Airman Joseph E. Stoll, Jr., 18, of Norwalk, Ohio; Airman Remus A. Tidewell 

[sic:  Tidwell], 18, of [Oneonta], Ala.; Airman Frederick M. Browning, 21, of Enfield, N.C. 

 

PHOTO 30-E:  Caption under photo (See ITEM 29-q, Wisconsin Rapids Daily Tribune, January 7, 1959, p. 2, col. 6-8; 

Standalone ITEM, Amsterdam Evening Recorder, Amsterdam, NY, January 7, 1959, p. 1, col. 6-8; Standalone ITEM, The 

Salisbury Times, Salisbury, Maryland, January 7, 1959, p. 1, col. 3-5; and, Standalone ITEM, Big Spring Daily Herald, Big 

Spring, Texas, January 8, 1959, p. 2, col. 1-3) 
 

–– AP Wirephoto 

REMOVE VICTIM OF DORMITORY FIRE—Firemen remove body of one of seven U.S. Air Force 

student-airmen who died in fire at dormitory at Syracuse, N.Y.  Dead were trapped in prefabricated building unit 

when a wind-driven fire flashed through the one-story structure.  Thirteen [sic:  At least 19] other airmen were 

injured. 
 

[NOTE:  The same photo with virtually the same caption was published by a different newspaper (see PHOTO 31-

F), but the caption under that photo states: “Sixteen other airmen were injured.] 

 

PHOTO 30-F:  Caption under photo (See Standalone ITEM, Oswego Palladium-Times, January 7, 1959, p. 1, col. 3-5) 
 

–– AP Wirephoto 

REMOVE VICTIM OF DORMITORY FIRE—Firemen remove body of one of seven U.S. Air Force 

student-airmen who died in fire at dormitory at Syracuse.  Dead were trapped in prefabricated building unit 

when a wind-driven fire flashed through the one-story structure.  Sixteen [sic:  At least 19] other airmen were 

injured. 
 

 

PHOTO 30-G:  Caption under photo (See ITEM 28-b, Utica Daily Press, January 7, 1959, p. 1, col. 2-4) 

–– AP Wirephoto 

WHERE SEVEN DIED—Seven Air Force students died and 16 [sic:  at least 19] others were injured when 

flames swept their metal-framed prefabricated barracks-dormitory in Syracuse yesterday.  Winds up to 50 miles 

per hour fanned the flames. 
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ITEM 31 
Part E-2 (CPP) 

Compilation of Photographs with Captions: 
Disseminated on January 7-10, 1959 

PHOTO 31-A:  Caption under photo (See Standalone ITEM, The News-Sentinel, Rochester, Indiana, Wednesday 

Evening, January 7, 1959, p. 1, col. 4-6; and ITEM 9-ay, The Hutchinson News, January 7, 1959, p. 3, col. 6-8):  
 

Central Press Photo 

SEVEN GI’S DIE IN COLLEGE FIRE—Firemen search the remains of an Air Force Institute of Technology 

barracks at Syracuse University in Syracuse, N.Y., for bodies and the cause of the flash fire which killed seven 

airmen.  Twenty others of the 43 billeted in the building were injured.  The airmen are members of a special 

detachment taking special language courses at the university. 

[NOTE:  The wording in this caption is very similar to the wording in the caption for PHOTO 25-B (see ITEM 

25—Page 55).] 

 

PHOTO 31-B:  Caption under photo (See Standalone ITEM, Van Wert Times-Bulletin, Van Wert, Ohio, Thursday, 

January 8, 1959, p. 1, col. 5-7: 
 

Central Press Photo 

AIRMEN DIE IN FIRE.  Firemen look over the remains of an Air Force Institute of Technology building 

destroyed by fire at Syracuse University.  Seven airmen died in the fire.  They were members of a detachment 

studying Russian [sic:  Slavic languages] in the university. 

 

PHOTO 31-C:  Caption under photo (See Standalone ITEM, Tyrone Daily Herald, Tyrone, Pennsylvania, Saturday, 

January 10, 1959, p. 1, col. 1-3) : 
 

–– [NOTE:  The news service that disseminated this photo and caption is not credited in the newspaper.  All the news 

articles in the newspaper are credited to UPI (none are credited to AP).  However, several columnists are identified as 

“Central Press Writers.”  The originator of this photo could be either UPI or Central Press Photos – or it could be some 

other source.] 
 

SEVEN AIR FORCE MEN DIE IN FIRE–Metal ribs frame firemen as they remove the body of one of seven 

Air Force students, who died in a fire at Syracuse University, Syracuse, N. Y.  There were 43 men sleeping in 

the building when the fire, driven by high winds, broke out.  They had arrived only three days before to study 

Russian at the university.  In addition to the victims, 13 others were hurt in the blaze that was described as “a 

river of fire” that filled the whole hallway. 
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ITEM 32 
Part E-2 (CPP) 

Compilation of Photographs with Captions: 

Disseminated on January 7-10, 1959 

PHOTO 32-A:  Title placed above photo (See Standalone ITEM, Naugatuck Daily News, Naugatuck, Connecticut, 

January 7, 1959, p. 1, col. 3-5):   

“Where Seven Died” 

Caption placed under photo: 

(NEA Telephoto) 

FIREMEN PROBE through the wreckage of a barracks dormitory near the campus of Syracuse, N.Y., 

University for bodies and the cause of the flash fire which swept through the structure, killing seven U.S. Air 

Force men.  At least 15 of the other 43 persons living in the building were injured.  The airmen were taking 

special courses at the university. 
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ITEM 33 
Part F-1 (Local) 

Source:   The Post-Standard, Syracuse, New York 

Final Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 4 (Col. 1) 

 

Editorial at middle-left (Column 1) of Page 4:   

“Tragic Fire” 
     The cause of the tragic fire which swept through a Syracuse University building yesterday morning 

probably never will be known. 

     It was one of the worst fires in Syracuse history, with its list of seven dead and 13 [sic:  at least 19] 

injured, or nearly half of the 43 Air Force men quartered in the barracks. 

     The victims evidently never had a chance, but were killed by the intense heat enclosed in the metal 

building as the wooden interior fittings burned like tinder. 

     It was more appalling in that the university is busily constructing new, fire-retarding dormitories to 

house its students and planned to demolish the old structures put up to accommodate Bill of Rights 

[sic:  the G.I. Bill] students at the end of World War II. 

     The fire emphasizes the need of taking the utmost precautions in every home and building in the 

city to prevent fires in these frigid days when heating systems are overworked. 

     It would pay to have a fire guard watch dormitories of the kind when the thermometer drops to 10 

degrees or less. 

     We must do everything possible to see that it will not happen again. 
 

*       *       * 

 

  



Prepared by Arlen Trapp on April 20, 2013                                        - 70 - 

 

ITEM 34 
Part F-1 (Local) 

Source:   Syracuse Herald-Journal, Syracuse, New York 

Final, Night Edition:  Monday Evening, January 7, 1959, p. 22  

 

Lead editorial at top-left side of Page 22:   

“The Sky Top Tragedy” 
     There is never a satisfactory explanation of a tragedy like the holocaust at Sky Top [sic:  Skytop] 

barracks. 

     We can make all the excuses possible in an effort to soften the blow for all concerned, but they 

constitute no real answer for the parents whose sons [sic:  and wives/children whose husbands/fathers (Billy 

Marlow and Thomas Merfeld)] perished in the fire. 

     These boys [sic:  Just 31 of the 43 men] were freshly arrived from Wright Patterson Air Force Base at 

Dayton, Ohio [sic:  most of them had come from Lackland AFB, Texas, but others came from various bases around the 

world]. 

[NOTE:  Only 31 of the student-airmen had just arrived (11 had arrived eight weeks earlier; one other victim was 

a member of the permanent party who had moved into the barracks a few days before the fire).] 
 

 [NOTE:  Many of them came from Lackland AFB, Texas; none of them came from Wright-Patterson AFB.] 
 

     They did not even know each other’s names [sic:  Most were very well acquainted]. 

[NOTE:  Many of them became friends while undergoing basic training together at Lackland AFB, Texas; also, 11 

of them had been living in the barracks and attending classes for eight weeks already.] 
 

     They were housed in a 12-year-old barracks—43 to a building—which is a series of individual 

rooms.  Two men are housed in each room [sic:  except for the Barracks Chief, who occupied a single-occupancy 

room (Room #23); also, two other2-man rooms (Rooms # 21 and 24) had just one occupant at the time of the fire]. 

     In the center of the barracks is an oil fed steam heater which serves as the sole heating plant.  The 

oil tank is underground. 

     Exits are at the end [sic:  ends (front and rear)] of the building.  

[NOTE:  In addition, a third (side) entrance/exit is situated in the middle of the building.] 
 

     In case of fire the main avenue of escape proved to be through the single window in each room [sic]. 

[NOTE:  There are two windows in each of four rooms—those at each corner of the building.] 
 

     The seven dead [sic:  Two of the seven dead] were trapped in their rooms before they could break out of 

the windows [sic:  apparently before they awoke]. 
[NOTE:  Two men (roommates) died in their beds; two others died in/near their rooms while trying to help their 

roommates and/or rouse men in other rooms; one died in/near his room while trying to escape with his roommate 

out the rear exit; two others (roommates) also tried to escape through the hallway—but, one died inside at the 

door of the rear exit, the other on the platform, just outside the exit.] 
 

     Many of the injured are badly burned or were cut by broken glass in the escape efforts. 

     The university states a maintenance man is on duty 24 hours daily and inspects the Sky Top 

barracks every two hours. 

     There are [sic:  had been] 16 barracks [sic:  16 prefabricated buildings (8 of them were barracks)] of the type 

which burned in the Sky Top group.  All are occupied by the service students enrolled in the Russian 

[sic:  Slavic-] language group. 

[NOTE:  Only 8 of the original prefabricated buildings were barracks; 6 had been converted to classrooms; 1 was 

used for recreation and other services, and 1 was used for military and academic administration.  A 17
th

 building 
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(reconstructed as a brick building in 1958) served as a dining hall; another brick building was under construction 

and due to open as a new barracks on February 15
th.

] 
 

     Altogether there are 540 family units of pre-fab construction on the Syracuse University campus, 

including Allis Court, Slocum Heights and University Heights. 

     Many of them are occupied by married students with children. 

     The barracks that burned was of metal [aluminum-clad siding and steel frame], which collapsed at white 

heat, but was contained from spreading even in a 40-mile [-per-hour] gale. 

[NOTE:  Wind speed was reported at various levels by news sources, ranging between 25 and 50 mph.  The 

official letter from the Syracuse Fire Chief to the Fire Marshal, titled “Investigation of Fire” states that weather 

conditions were “7 Degrees above Zero, with winds of Gusts of 40 Miles Per Hours (sic).”] 
 

     Most of the units of pre-fab construction on the campus are of wood. 

     What would happen in Allis Court, Slocum Heights and University Heights in sub-zero weather 

with a gale blowing is dreadful to contemplate. 

     George E. Hebert, director of the Bureau of Buildings in Syracuse, says temporary housing at Sky 

Top has never been inspected by his men because it was built without a city permit.  He considers it a 

university and government reserve. 

[NOTE:  George E. Hebert served the city of Syracuse for 43 years before retiring in September 1967 as 

Commissioner of Building and Housing Control.  He was born on September 7, 1897 and died on January 31, 

1970.] 
 

     The Area is inspected by Factory Insurance Association, which checks university buildings every 

90 days.  This is in addition to daily maintenance inspection. 

     But whether these old and allegedly temporary buildings come up to Syracuse fire and safety 

regulations is still a question. 

     Too much care cannot be used in watching old buildings used for school or university purposes. 

     When the Chicago school fire appalled the country, it was stated here that the most rigorous 

inspection should be undertaken here.  Officials can pooh-pooh danger, it was stated, but if something 

happens it is our fault. 

 [NOTE:  This is a reference to the flash fire that took the lives of 94 people (91 children and 3 nuns) and 

destroyed the Our Lady of the Angels grammar school in West Side Chicago, Illinois on December 1
st
, 1958 – just 

36 days before the Skytop fire occurred.] 
 

     Something very tragic has happened. 

     There will be all sorts of investigations and changes in regulations. 

     But they will not bring those fine young boys back. 

     The most comfort we can extract from it is that if danger is removed for hundreds of fellow service 

men they will have died exactly as in battle — to save others. 
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ITEM 35 
Part F-1 (Local) 

Source:   The Post Standard, Syracuse, N. Y. 
Date, Edition:  Thursday, January 8, 1959, p. 6 (Col. 6-7) 

 

“Seventh Victim Identified 

 Fire Toll Blamed On Strong Wind” 

     “It was a flash fire which got out of control quickly because of winds of almost gale force.” 

     That was the appraisal of Chancellor William P. Tolley of Syracuse University.  He was speaking 

about the fire Tuesday morning in building M7 at Skytop in which seven airmen perished and 16 [sic:  

at least 19] others were injured. 

     Meantime, the body of the seventh victim was positively identified by Air Force officials as that of 

S/Sgt. Thomas P. Merfeld, 28, of LaCrosse, Wis.  He was first listed as missing until positive 

identification could be made. 

     The chancellor, who was in Kansas City Tuesday, said, “It is not possible as yet, however, to pin 

down the source of the fire.” 

     He said, “The public should know that every member of the staff has been asked to cooperate fully 

with the agencies seeking the cause of the fire.  That policy will be continued until the cause has been 

determined. 
Perennial Nightmare 

     He said, “Fire is a perennial nightmare of all who administer schools and colleges.  The worst 

nightmare of all is a flash fire in a high midwinter wind.  That is what we experienced at Skytop. 

     “It may be some time before the cause of the fire can be determined.  The fact that deaths occurred 

in opposite ends of the building appears to confirm the view that it was a flash fire which got out of 

control quickly because of winds of almost gale force.” 

     The chancellor based his remarks on the extensive reports made by city police and firemen, Air 

Force personnel and university officials. 

      The investigators were closeted for more than an hour Tuesday afternoon discussing the details of 

the building. 

     Personal interviews with each of the survivors failed to reveal much of significance.  Most [sic:  All 

but one] of the men who escaped got out through windows.  There were 43 men in the barracks when 

the fire was discovered at 5:30 a.m. 

     The fire was said to have rolled down the long corridor like a river of flame.  Men interviewed 

differed in their opinions as to where the fire started. 
Furnace Checks 

     Officials were paying special attention to the area around the oil-fed steam furnace in the center of 

the structure.  Guards, who will patrol the area nightly from now on, will especially check the furnace 

area. 

     Air Force officials came here from Wright Patterson Air Force Base at Dayton, O.  Among them 

was Col. John Tyler, director of the Civil [sic:  Civilian] Institutions Program of the Air Force Institute of 

Technology.  He said, “There is no item about which I can criticize the university about the manner in 

which present buildings have been maintained.” 

     He said the university has complied with all requests for making improvements. 

     Part of the program of improvements includes a permanent barracks, or dormitory, for 58 men. 
      [NOTE:  This is a reference to Building M-17.] 
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This will open Feb. 15.  A brick and steel dining hall [Building M-0] is already in use in the Skytop area.  

The university will construct other permanent buildings as funds are available. 

     The present area has 15 [sic:  16, until January 6, 1959] prefabricated metal [aluminum-clad, steel-frame] 

buildings that formerly housed freshmen.  The Air Force detachment uses all the buildings, although 

the university still owns and maintains them. 
Died in Beds 

     Five of the seven who died were in their beds [sic:  rooms (at least three of the five were awake and attempting 

to escape].  The other two died [at the rear exit] while attempting to escape [through the hallway]. 

     Four men remain in local hospitals, all of them in good condition.  The other 12 got emergency 

treatment in local hospitals and the dispensary at the Syracuse Air Force Station [sic:  Hancock Field]. 
[NOTE:  Syracuse Air Force Station was activated as an Army Air Base on August 16, 1942 at the Syracuse 

Hancock International Airport.  In early 1958, it was renamed Hancock Field, Air National Guard Base; on 

December 1, 1983, it was inactivated.] 
 

     The 36 survivors received new clothing and equipment at Griffiss Air Force Base in Rome.  Those 

who were able returned to classes yesterday. 

     They were quartered in other pre-fabricated barracks.  About 300 [sic:  390] airmen are studying 

Slavic languages at the special school.  The emphasis is on Russian. 
Chancellor’s Statement 

     The chancellor, who returned yesterday, said, “The tragic flash fire at Skytop has been a staggering 

blow to all of us.  We are simply overwhelmed by the magnitude of the loss. 

     “We are grateful for the many messages of sympathy and concern and the cooperation and help we 

have had from so many community agencies. 

     “We are particularly appreciative of the many donors to the Blood Bank, the fine assistance of the 

Red Cross, the volunteer services of the University School of Nursing students, the prompt and 

efficient action of the Air Force, and the helpful service of the chaplains, the hospitals, the Student 

Health service, the fire marshals and many others.  We have had an encouraging report on the boys 

who were injured.  All appear to be making a good recovery.” 
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ITEM 36 
Part F-1 (Local) 

Source:   The Post-Standard, Syracuse, New York 

Date, Edition:  Thursday, January 8, 1959, p. 32 (Col. 4-6) 

 

Article at top-center (Column 4-6) of Page 32:   

“Post Scripts” 
   By MARIO ROSSI 

[NOTE:  Mario Rossi started his newspaper career in his native Syracuse at the age of 17 as a reporter for The 

Post Standard; some years later, he was Managing Editor of that newspaper and the Herald-Journal.  And, seven 

decades later, he was still writing columns for the Syracuse newspapers. His fascinating column, “Post Scripts”, 

covered a variety of topics, several of which were compiled in a book by the same title.  He was born in Syracuse 

on May 18, 1917 and died there on February 22, 2001.] 

     The airmen who perished in the Sky Top [sic:  Skytop] holocaust gave their lives for their country as 

much as the men who die in battle.  Whether there were special risks in their careers which were 

directly or indirectly connected with their deaths, we probably shall never know, but that they fulfilled 

an oath of loyalty with their very blood—of this we can be certain 

*        *       * 

     We cannot help, of course, but feel deep sorrow that they had to die so young and that their sacrifice 

was marked by such tragic circumstances.  If any one of these seven were destined for early death, we 

can better picture him meeting his fate in a jet fighter or a big bomber or perhaps even before the firing 

squad of an enemy force; we are repelled by the thought of his being trapped helpless in a fire.  But the 

difference is actually not one of heroism, for regardless of the way it came, we know that all these 

airmen were willing to accept death for the nation they had sworn to defend. 

*        *       * 

     Out of the ghastly debris of Sky Top will rise a determination to devise and institute better 

programs of safety for students, cadets, service men and others.  Guards will patrol new areas, heating 

systems will be checked more carefully, improved exits will be provided and other measures will be 

taken.  And so the human race tries to write off an irreplaceable loss. 
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ITEM 37 
Part F-1 (Local) 

Source:  The Troy Record, Troy, New York 

Date, Edition:  Thursday Morning, January 8, 1959, p. 14 (Col. 1) 

 

Editorial at middle-left side (Column 1) of Page 7: 

“Winter Fires” 

     The headlines these last few days, when the Troy Area and much of the nation have been in the grip 

of a severe cold wave, actually are frightening.  There are fires everywhere.  Most of them, with the 

exercise of proper caution, could be avoided. 

     In northern areas, cold weather fires are common enough because heating units are pushed beyond 

capacity.  But when the toll becomes excessive, it is time to think about the problem. 

     A single day in the Northeast brings a toll of twenty-five dead.  Seven students at Syracuse 

University were trapped in their beds [sic:  two of the seven died in their beds] when the inadequate 

dormitory barracks in which they were housed went up in flames. 

[NOTE:  Two were trapped in their beds, two died while attempting to help roommates and/or rouse men in other 

rooms; three died while attempting to escape through the hallway and out the rear exit.] 

     At Williamstown, 16 students escape with their lives when their fraternity burns.  Twenty are made 

homeless in Albany; three houses burn in Voorheesville.  There are scattered smaller fires. 

     All these add up to a shuddering “why.”  Cold weather brings greater fire hazards.  When a cold 

spell arrives, firemen are apprehensive every moment.  We know the danger is there and yet we do 

nothing, we will not learn the lesson. 

     Human carelessness generally is the agent responsible for these outbreaks.  We know that we have 

worn-out heating systems.  Yet, rather than replace them we push them beyond capacity “just one more 

time.”  We do nothing about faulty chimneys, we do not replace defective furnace or stove piping.  We 

overlook the necessary task of cleaning oil burning equipment. 

     We know that we cannot afford to take chances with fire and then ignore the truth.  It apparently is 

a common human frailty which leads the householder to take that one more chance.  There is always 

the feeling that we can escape while the “other fellow” will be the victim. 

     Lessons learned are of no value unless the knowledge is put into practice.  That is the basic trouble 

which causes our winter fires.  Each day, all about us, the lesson is driven home.  We must heed the 

warning.  We can avoid most winter fires. 
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ITEM 38 
Part F-1 (Local) 

Source:  The Times Record, Troy, New York 

Date, Edition:  Thursday Evening, January 8, 1959, p. 18 (Col. 3-4) 

 

Editorial at top-left side of Page 18: 

“COLD WEATHER FIRES” 

     Human carelessness apparently is the general answer to the wave of fires which has plagued the 

Troy Area as well as the entire Northeast during this current cold spell. 

     Winter fires have become an accepted danger.  Cold waves accentuate the problem.  Yet, with the 

exercise of even moderate caution, the bulk of these fires could be avoided. 

     The headlines are frightening.  Seven students die in Syracuse; 16 escape with their lives at 

Williamstown; twenty persons are made homeless in Albany.  The list is almost endless. 

     These fires occur every winter, and particularly during cold spells.  But we seem never to heed the 

lesson which is offered.  We push heating systems beyond capacity.  We will not make necessary 

repairs.  We do not replace faulty flue piping.  The list of neglect is long. 

     If we took the daily warnings to heart we could cut this toll.  We drive differently in the winter, and 

we dress differently.  Why not change our heating habits, too, by introducing the measure of caution 

which is an obvious necessity. 
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ITEM 39 
Part F-1 (Local) 

Source:  The Lethbridge Herald, Lethbridge, Alberta, Canada 

Date, Edition:  Saturday, January 10, 1959, p. 2 

 

Article at center of Column 5 on Page 2: 

“HERE AND THERE” 

     Three men and a woman, all British, who tried a transatlantic balloon trip, reached their goal as 

shipwrecked mariners—arriving in Barbados weary but unhurt in their 14-foot lifeboat-gondola.  .  .  .  

New York police searched for a girl who was only 2½ hours old; she was kidnapped from a hospital.  .  

.  .  Howard Rudy, 44, and his three young children were killed when their half-ton pickup truck was 

struck by a freight train near Kitchener, Ont.  .  .  .  An early-morning fire killed 16 persons, including 

15 children, in a four-room frame house at Boswell, Okla.  .  .  .  Seven U.S. air force students died in 

their sleep [sic:  Two of the seven died in their beds] in a barracks dormitory fire at Syracuse University.  

.  .  .  A Russian state document disclosed that leading Russian communists have denounced former 

premier Nikolai Bulganin as a “traitor”.  .  .  .  Dr. Guy Daynes, writing in the important British journal 

medical press, said a dog owner tends to become like his dog—not the other way around. 
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ITEM 40 
Part F-1 (Local) 

Source:   Syracuse Herald-Journal, Syracuse, New York 

Date, Edition:  Monday Evening, January 12, 1959, p. 17 (Final, Night Edition) 

 

Article at center-left side of Page 1:   

“City Life” 
By Joe Beamish 

[NOTE:  Joe Beamish is the pen name used by John F. Cook, widely read author of the column, titled “City and 

Country Life”, then simply “City Life”, published daily for about 25 years in the Syracuse Herald-Journal and 

Herald-American.  He was born on November 22, 1899, grew up in Brewerton, New York, graduated from 

Syracuse University (Class of ’23) and died in Syracuse on May 10, 1970.] 

     Good Neighbors . . .  The Community’s response to the plight of the Skytop airmen, hospitalized as 

a result of the fire, has been genuine and spontaneous.  Inquiries and offers of help kept the USO 

phone busy last week.  Senior and Junior hostesses from the USO have visited the men and taken them 

gifts, and several TV sets have been supplied by the Television Rental Service.  The injured airmen are 

a long way from their homes, and a card or a letter from our readers would do much for their morale. 

     FOUR AIRMEN who are still in city hospitals are Jim Kowalczyk, age 17, Crouse-Irving Hospital, 

Ronald Sandrick [sic: Fandrick], age 18, Veterans Hospital, Victor Ingalls, age 28, University Hospital, 

and Edward Balliet, age 18, University Hospital.  Sgt. Peter Dowling is a patient at [the dispensary at] 

Syracuse Air Force Station [sic:  Hancock Field (See note in ITEM 34)]. 
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ITEM 41 
Part F-1 (Local) 

Source:  Biddeford-Saco Journal, Biddeford-Saco, Maine 

Date, Edition:  Saturday, January 10, 1959, p. 3 (Col. 8) 

 

Article at center-right side (Column 5) of Page 3: 

“Fire Guard Started” 

     ORONO (AP)—Night fire guards went on duty at the University of Maine’s temporary housing 

areas for the first time Wednesday night.  A university spokesman said the move was prompted by the 

Syracuse University fire, in which seven students died, and a fire last month at South Apartments here.  

Watchmen will henceforth be on duty at the North Dormitory, which houses 300 men students, and the 

South Apartments, which house 196 families. 
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ITEM 42 
Part F-2 (Local) 

Source:   Syracuse Herald-Journal, Syracuse, New York 

Date, Edition:  Thursday, December 31, 1959, p. 18 (Final, Night Edition) 

 

Full-Page Article (Columns 1-8) on Page 18: 

“These Were the Year’s Top Stories in Syracuse Area” 
By Richard Case 

[NOTE:  As of the date of this article, Richard Case was just starting his 54-year career as a reporter/columnist 

for the Herald-Journal.  Beginning in October 1979, he wrote a popular column for this newspaper, then the 

follow-on Post Standard, finding stories that wouldn’t normally make it into print and telling them in his unique 

style.  By December 1959, Dick Case had served two years in the U.S. Army after graduating from Syracuse 

University.  He has been a friend of the military, especially the airmen of USAFSS who attended the AFIT 

Language Program at Syracuse University.  In his column during early 2012 he brought attention to the need for a 

memorial or some other recognition to honor those who died and suffered so much as a result of the flash fire that 

consumed a barracks at Skytop in 1959.] 
 

     The symbols of a year of news in Syracuse were a pinball machine, a football and a little boy. 

     In the last year of the fifties, people and events, as in years before, filled the history of a growing 

city and county. 

     Gambling and its running battle with the law made news in 1959. 

     Syracuse University produced the nation’s number one football team. 

     A five-year-old Fayetteville boy who liked to dress up like a cowboy disappeared during a violent 

thunderstorm in June on a family fishing trip in the Catskills. 

[OMISSION] 

*           *          * 
     Tragedy touched all months of 1959. 

     The year had barely begun when a pre-dawn fire destroyed an Air Force dormitory at 

Syracuse University’s Skytop living center.  Seven airmen died. 

[OMISSION] 

*           *          * 
     Month by month, this is the story of Syracuse for 1959: 

J a n u a r y 
     Seven airmen die and 13 [sic:  19] are injured in fire at Syracuse University’s Skytop 

dormitory; investigation begins. 

 

Caption under photo at top-right (Columns 4-8) of Page 18: 

Morgue attendants place body of dead airman on a stretcher against the grim backdrop of a gutted Skytop 

barracks. 
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ITEM 43 
Part F-2 (Local) 

Source:   Syracuse Herald-Journal, Syracuse, New York 

Date, Edition:  Thursday, August 3, 1989, p. 81 (Metro Section, p. C1) 

 

Article at bottom-right side of Page 1:   

     “The Herald-Journal celebrates its 150
th

 anniversary this year.  Each day through Aug. 12, the 

newspaper will report on people and events that have helped shape Central New York. 
 

 “Journal entry:  1959 
   Seven killed in campus fire” 

     Fire sweeps through Syracuse University’s Sky Top [sic:  Skytop] Air Force barracks Jan 6, 1959. 

     A headline from the Herald-Journal on that day read “7 Airmen Die in Fire.  13 Hurt as Blaze sweeps 

through S.U. Barracks.” 

     The blaze attacked the dormitory where the Air Force had been housing 43 of its airmen. 

     The fire was discovered at 5:30 a.m., catching the airmen sleeping in their barracks and forcing 

them to evacuate in near-zero weather. 

     Firemen said the intense flames made the building “a raging blast furnace.”  Investigators 

concluded an explosion [sic] in the central heating system touched off the blaze. 

[NOTE:  The official report of the Syracuse fire marshal explained “what appears to have caused the Fire,” 

as follows: 

“An 8” [-inch] Metal Stack leading from the Oil Burner was blown from its normal center position 

of a 12” Thimble.  The change in the position of the Stack allowed it to come in contact with the 

Combustible Insulation.  The Fire then vented itself into the concealed spaces the entire length of the 

Building fed by a wind of Hurricane proportions.”] 
 

     One survivor told authorities, “We headed for the door, but the flames held us back and we couldn’t 

get out.  We grabbed a chair and smashed a window.  The flames started licking over the roof and were 

whipped into the window by the wind.” 

     The men were part of the Air Force’s special Russian [sic:  Slavic] language unit and [32 of the 43 

airmen] had just moved into Sky Top days before the fire. 

[NOTE:  Eleven of the victims of the fire had moved into that barracks eight weeks before the fire; one of the 

victims was a member of the permanent party (his arrival date is not known, but he had just moved into the 

barracks a few days before the fire).] 
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ITEM 44 
Part F-2 (Local) 

Source:   Syracuse University Magazine, Syracuse, New York 

Date, Edition:  Volume 11, Issue 3 (Spring 1995), Article 5 

 

Article produced by The Berkeley Electronic Press, 1995; Title:  125 Years in the Life of Syracuse University 

(Compiled by Bob Hill -- Additional research by Alanna Fincke):   

     IN 1881,  ERASTUS O.  HAVEN ,  OUTGOING CHANCELLOR OF SYRACUSE ’S STRUGGLING 

UNIVERSITY ,  HAD A GLOOMY MESSAGE  FOR HIS SUCCESSOR ,  CHARLES N.  S IMS :    “YOU 

CANNOT SAVE THE UNIVERSITY .   IT MUST GO .”  
     HOW WRONG HE WAS .  

 
[EXTRACT] 

1957  United States Senator John F. Kennedy speaks at Commencement.  

1958  John DeVeaux becomes the first African-American president of the 

men’s student government.  

1959  An early-morning fire at a Skytop Air Force barrack kil ls seven 

student airmen. 

1960 The unbeaten football team culminates its only national 

championship season with a win over Texas in the Cotton Bowl on New 

Year’s Day. 

1960  Valedictorian and future novelist Joyce Carol Oates is determined 

not to give the traditional student address at Commencement.  SU officials 

tell her rain will be her only excuse for not speaking at the outdoor cere -

mony in Archbold Stadium.  Commencement arrives, and so does the rain.  

1960  Use of the Alpha Tau Omega cannon, fired after SU touchdowns in 

Archbold Stadium since 1922, is indefinitely suspended after an accident 

injures five students during the Penn State game.  
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APPENDIX A:   

Life at Skytop as a Freshman Student, 1950-1951 

Source:   Genesee County Express, Dansville, New York 

Date, Edition:  Thursday, March 1, 1951, p. 10, col. 3-4 

 

Article at top-right side (Columns 4-5) of Page 10:   

     “(Richard Whiteman, graduate of Dansville Central High School’s Class of ’50, writes directly 

from the campus of Syracuse University where he is studying Journalism.  He is a former editor of 

‘The Searchlight,’ student newspaper at Dansville Central High School). 
 

“Whiteman Writing:  
 College Capers” 
     Last week I mentioned that my class with about 1800 members is about 25 times as large as my 

class in Dansville Central High School [Dansville, New York].  This figure may seem large but it is the 

smallest class at Syracuse since the end of World War II.  The Class of 1954 of which I am a member 

is smaller than any other in the university.  My class may be even smaller yet when commencement 

time comes because of the draft scare currently gripping the campus [NOTE:  A result of the Korean 

Conflict]. 

[OMISSION] 

Life In Dormitory 

     Life in a dormitory is never boring, especially in “Skytop” dormitories where I have made my 

abode.  It may be well to explain here that Skytop is a housing unit situated about two miles from the 

campus on part of the old university farm. 

     There are 16 converted army barracks each of which accommodates 44 students in double rooms.  

The rooms themselves are not bad at all, but the construction of the buildings leaves a lot to be desired. 

     The walls are unpainted beaver board which must continually be patched up because somebody 

accidentally—and sometimes not accidentally—puts a hole in a wall.  There would probably be more 

holes except for the fact that individual charges are levied for each one.  There is about as much 

privacy at Skytop as if there weren’t any partitions. 

     Very often when we want to listen to the radio we find that our set is competing with sets on either 

side.  Sometimes the other radios can be heard even better than our own. 

     And then there is the character who likes to sing in the bathroom about two o’clock in the morning.  

He thinks his voice is similar to Mario Lanza’s and “be My Love” echoes through the building at any 

time of day or night. 

College Bull Sessions 

     The usual College bull sessions are another factor detrimental to study.  Very often somebody 

walks in with a statement that cannot be ignored and books and pen are dropped for an hour or two 

until everybody has expressed opinions at least twice. 

     Occasionally, however, something is accomplished in these bull sessions.  At examination time, for 

example, we discussed the work we had done during the term as preparation for exams. 
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     Compared to studying in your own home, as I did while I attended Dansville Central high school, 

the dormitory lacks a great many advantages including the refrigerator for that late evening snack. 

     The mention of food brings up another problem we have at Syracuse.  Freshmen men eat at Sims 

Hall on the Campus. 

     As I mentioned before, the campus is about two miles away from Skytop.  This means that in order 

to eat, Skytop residents have to climb on a bus—sometimes literally climb through a window when the 

bus is crowded and the driver refuses to let anyone else on—and spend 10 or 15 minutes riding to 

campus. 

Weekly Board:  $11 

     Once we get to campus the food isn’t too good.  A favorite remark when somebody complains 

about the quality of the meals is:  “What da ya want for 11 bucks a week?” 

     I wish I could say that what the food lacks in quality it makes up in quantity, but I can’t.  I lost 

seven pounds the first week and there have been similar losses among my friends. 

     We manage to get along by having food sent from home or buying extra food here but we still miss 

our homes where we can get all we want to eat without having to travel two miles to eat it. 
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APPENDIX B: 

University Temporary Housing and Recreation Area of 
Syracuse University, 1947-1948 
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APPENDIX C:   

Layout of WWII Buildings at Skytop -- 
Superimposed on Current Photograph (June 2011) 
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APPENDIX D: 

Frigid Air and Hurricane-Force Winds Lash Northeast 
(January 6, 1959) 

ITEM 1 
Appendix D 

Source 1-a:   The Kingston Daily Freeman, Kingston, New York 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday Evening, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 7) and p. 2 (Col. 6) 

Source 1-b:   The Times Record, Troy, New York 
Final Edition:  Tuesday Evening, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 2) 

Source 1-c:   The Racine Journal-Times, Racine, Wisconsin 
Date, Edition:  Tuesday afternoon, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 7-8) and p. 2 (Col. 1-2) 

Source 1-d:   Pacific Stars and Stripes, Tokyo, Japan 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 5) 

 

  “Fires Claim 24 in Bitter Cold” 
   “Freezing Winds Flail States on Northeast Coast” 

     New York (AP)—Fierce and frigid winds hit the eastern seaboard today with winter’s severest 

blow.  Death and destruction were widespread among bitter cold reaching as far south as Florida. 

     At least 24 persons died in flaming dwellings.  Blazes also destroyed office buildings, stores and 

warehouses. 

Winds Hit 75 MPH 

     Many persons in the northeast were tossed about and injured by screaming gales which occasionally 

reached a hurricane force of 75 miles an hour. 

     Sub-zero temperatures were recorded all over the northeast, and the mercury dropped as low as 17 

below zero at Newport, Vt.  It was down to 6 in West Virginia and 13 in Virginia. 

     There were below-freezing readings as far south as northern Florida.  Thermometers registered 28 

degrees above zero at Pensacola, 29 at Tallahassee and 30 at Jacksonville. 

      It was not known immediately whether there was any damage to Florida crops, which were hard hit 

during icy blasts last winter, but the weather bureau said all indications were that it would be slight. 

Fearful Pummeling 

     Two fires took a high toll of life.  Seven student airmen died in a dormitory at Syracuse, N.Y., and 

five persons lost their lives in a nursing home at Martinsburg, W.Va. 

     Thirteen [sic:  At least 19] of the student airmen were injured as they fought like animals to 

escape from their barracks dormitory at Syracuse University. 

     “It was like animals trying to get out of a cage,” moaned Sgt. Peter Dowling, 25, of 

Kalamazoo, Mich., from his hospital bed. 

     The one-story, prefabricated barracks housed 45 [sic:  43] Air Force men assigned to the 

university to study Russian [sic:  Slavic languages (Russian, Bulgarian and Czechoslovakian)].  Their 

headquarters [sic:  The headquarters of their detachment] was at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base, 

Dayton, Ohio. 

     The names of the dead were withheld until next-of-kin could be notified. 
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     Fire officials said the fire apparently started from a heating unit as the students slept. 

     In the nursing home fire where four perished, five other persons climbed out windows to the roof 

and were rescued by firemen.  Three of the dead were elderly persons.  The fourth was Mrs. Velma 

Smith, about 40, who with her husband, Clifford, operated the nursing home. 

Fraternity Fire 

     Firemen said the blaze apparently started in the basement and slowly climbed between the walls to 

the top of 10-room structure before bursting into the open. 

     Sixteen students escaped this morning from a pre-dawn fire that swept the Delta Kappa Epsilon 

fraternity house on the Williams College campus in Williamstown, Mass. 

     Six of the youths were taken to the college infirmary for treatment of smoke inhalation and 

scratches. 

     A mother and five children burned to death around midnight when flames destroyed their home in 

Winstonville, Miss. 

     Two other children who escaped the blaze said the fire was caused by explosion of a coal heater as 

the mother poured kerosene to start a fire. 

Transportation Snarled 

     The northeastern states got a fearful pummeling from the winds. 

     Power lines, chimneys, trees, home and store windows and rooftops were wrecked. 

     Planes were flipped over on airport runways, trains were slowed as much as hours in some cases 

and ships ran into difficulties both in sheltered waters and on the high seas. 

     New York City ferry service and even subway schedules were disrupted.  The subways were 

troubled at above-ground sections where wind-blown debris blocked tracks for a time. 

     A number of people in New Jersey and New England were hospitalized with possible broken bones, 

cuts and head injuries when the ferocious gusts blew them down on sidewalks.  Most were women. 

     A man in a New Jersey office received cuts as a nearby window blew out and showered him with 

glass. 

     Another freak aspect of the gales was in Newark, N.J., where 21 burglar alarms were set off and 

had police scurrying about until they could be shut off. 

     Plate glass store windows were smashed throughout the northeast.  Signboards and even large 

chimneys were felled. 

Barges Tossed About 

     In New York harbor, barges were thrown against a Staten Island ferryboat and a freighter.  Off the 

coast of Massachusetts heavy seas caused a deck crack eight feet long in the American freighter vessel 

African Dawn.  However, the ship was not believed in danger. 

     Temperatures fell to zero or below at many points in the northeast and the Arctic weather extended 

as far south as Danville, Va., which had a 13-degree mercury reading early today. 

     Numerous homes in the greater Boston area were without light and heat as a result of fallen power 

lines. 

     The low temperatures were expected to remain, but an abatement of the lashing winds was forecast 

for today and tomorrow. 

Gusts Lash State 

     High winds with gusts up to 50 miles an hour lashed across parts of upstate New York.  Light snow 

fell in the snowbelt sections off Lakes Erie and Ontario. 
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     It was -15 overnight at Old Forge in the Adirondacks and -13 at Boonville.  The Weather Bureau 

reported -9 at Massena, -5 at Watertown, -3 at Glens Falls and -1 at Utica. 

     Above zero were Syracuse 6, Binghamton 7, Buffalo and Rochester 9 and Poughkeepsie 12. 

 

 

ITEM 2 
Appendix D 

Source:   Williamson Daily News, Williamson, West Virginia 

Date, Edition:  Tuesday Afternoon, January 6, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 2) 

 

Article at top-left side (Column 2) of Page 1: 

“17 Deaths Reported In Blazes” 
United Press International 

     A rash of fires in bitter cold weather across the nation accounted for at least 17 deaths in the last 36 

hours. 

     At Syracuse, N.Y., seven airmen died Tuesday when fire swept their barracks in a Syracuse 

University housing area.  At least 15 [sic:  19] others were injured. 

     Capt. A. J. Del Singnore [sic:  Signore], in charge of a detachment of airmen taking part in 

special courses at the University, put the number of dead at seven after firemen spent several 

hours searching the debris. 

     Another early morning blaze Tuesday swept a small nursing home at Martinsburg, W. Va., taking 

the lives of elderly persons.  The fire apparently broke out in the basement of the old building, then ate 

its way up through a partition to the ground floor.  Four of the victims died in the flames. 

     A similar fire broke out in a nursing home at Johnston City, Ill., Monday, but 16 elderly persons—

all over 60—managed to escape. 

     In New York City, fires killed five persons and injured 11 since the cold wave began.  About 150 

firemen fought a Brooklyn tenement blaze and 1100 firemen controlled a fire in another tenement 

building.  No casualties were reported in the tenement fires, but many tenants had to be rescued by 

aerial ladder. 

     At Williamstown, Mass., 16 students fled early Tuesday when fire raced through a Williams 

College fraternity house.  Many of the students fashioned ropes of bed-clothes when expansion type 

fire escapes froze solid in four below zero weather. 
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ITEM 3 
Appendix D 

Source:   Meriden Record, Meriden—Wallingford, Connecticut 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday Evening, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 2-4) and p. 7 (Col. 4) 

 

Article at bottom-left side (Column 2-4) of Page 1, continuation on Page 7: 

Damage Is Widespread 

“Arctic Gale Continues To Hammer Northeast” 
     NEW YORK (AP) – A vicious arctic gale hammered the eastern seaboard for a second day Tuesday 

with wind gusts up to 70 mph.  Damage was widespread, as bitter cold intensified the misery of the 

storm.  

     A bright sun, its warmth dissipated by the cold wave, mocked the land and sea upon which it shone. 

     Fire, grim accomplice of winter’s fury, claimed nearly a score of lives from West Virginia to New 

England.  A man froze to death in Massachusetts. 

     Two men also died of exposure in Baltimore. 

      Below-zero temperatures were widely reported, with 17 below at Newport, Vt., 15 below at Old 

Forge, N.Y., 14 below at Greenville, Maine, and 13 below at Boonville, N.Y. 

     Freezing weather reached as far south as northern Florida, although Miami reported a balmy 72 

degrees. 

Measure of Relief 

     A measure of relief was expected Wednesday.  The Weather Bureau said t6he winds should abate 

and the temperatures climb slightly. 

     Piercing winds at a steady 40 mph or better tore down power lines, chimneys and trees, smashed 

home and store windows, unroofed buildings and bowled over pedestrians. 

     The Weather Bureau said 40 mph winds with 5-degree temperatures are the equivalent of 30 below 

zero in a light wind. 

     The biting cold even penetrated the depths of New York’s subway system, disrupting mechanical 

equipment and delaying rush hour travelers by the thousands.  New York’s low was 13.7 above zero. 

      Fire damage ran into the hundreds of thousands of dollars in commercial structures where human 

lives were not endangered. 

Score Die In Fires 

     A dormitory at Syracuse University burned, killing seven student airmen and injuring a 

number of others. 

     At Stratford, Conn., the father of four children died in a duplex fire, and his wife and four children 

were hospitalized. 

     A fire in a New York tenement apartment took the life of a 75-year-old woman. 

     Sixteen students fled the Delta Kappa Epsilon fraternity house on the Williams College campus at 

Williamstown, Mass., during a predawn fire.  And at Long Beach, N. J., eleven persons escaped from a 

burning apartment house. 

Autos Stalled 

     In New England, thousands of autos were stalled by the cold.  Wild winds felled trees and utility 

poles and delayed scores of trains out of Boston. 
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     At Barkhamstead, Conn., a section of roof was torn loose from a high school.  And at Torrington, 

Conn., a big outdoor movie screen went down before the gale. 

Pedestrians Felled 

     From New Jersey points came numerous reports of pedestrians being blown off their feet by wind 

gusts. 

     In Newark, a swaying church spire endangered an area below, which was blocked off by police.  

The wind set off more than a score of false burglar alarms and smashed at least 25 Newark store 

windows. 

     On the New Jersey Turnpike, an empty trailer truck was overturned by the wind, injuring the driver. 

 

 

ITEM 4 
Appendix D 

Source 4-a:   Reading Eagle, Reading, Pennsylvania 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 3 (Col. 1) 

Source 4-b:   Ludington Daily News, Ludington, Michigan 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 3 (Col. 1) 

Source 4-c:   The Kingston Daily Freeman, Kingston, New York 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday Evening, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 2) 

Source 4-d:   Oswego Palladium-Times, Oswego, New York 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Cols. 4-5) 

 

Article at bottom-left side (Column 2) of Page 1, continuation on Page 2: 

     “Little Relief In Prospect for Eastern U.S.” 
By THE ASSOCIATED PRESS 

     Higher temperatures and diminishing winds were expected to provide some relief – but not much – 

today for the Eastern Seaboard, battered by icy gales and chilled by frigid cold since Monday. 

     Violent winds, with gusts up to 75 m.p.h., put below-zero teeth into the bitter bite of subfreezing 

weather again Tuesday as they continued to cause widespread damage. 

May Rise to 30 

     Today, the Weather Bureau in Washington said, winds would diminish to 20 to 30 m.p.h. along the 

northern portion of the coast, while blowing relatively light in the southern section.  Rising 

temperatures may reach a high of 25 to 30 degrees in some areas. 

     Numerous fires, spawned in the battle against the cold and fed by the winds, claimed nearly 20 lives 

Tuesday from West Virginia to New England. 

     Winds whistled through most of the Northeast at a steady 40 m.p.h.  The Weather Bureau said 

winds of that speed in five-degree temperatures created the effect of 30-below cold in a light wind. 

     Temperatures sank below zero in points from New York to Maine and were below freezing all the 

way to northern Florida.  The mercury dropped to 63 during the night in Miami. 

Freezes to Death 

     Two men died of exposure in Baltimore, a man froze to death in Massachusetts, and three deaths 

were blamed on the weather in Pennsylvania. 
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     High winds brought down chimney, trees and power lines, shattered store and house windows, tore 

off roofs and spilled pedestrians.   A powerful gust blew over an empty trailer-tractor on the New 

Jersey Turnpike, injuring the driver. 

Fires Take Heavy Toll 

     Fires burned up hundreds of thousands of dollars worth of commercial buildings as well as taking a 

heavy toll on human life. 

     The most tragic blaze swept a Syracuse University dormitory, killing seven student airmen 

and injuring many/16 others. 

[NOTE:  Sources 4-a and 4-b do not include the total number of injured; Source 4-c includes it.] 
 

     Three elderly patients and the operator of a nursing home died when the home went up in flames in 

Martinsburg, W.Va. 

     A wind-whipped forest fire blazed along a four-to-five mile front near Peekskill, N.Y., about 40 

miles from the heart of New York City.  Firemen harassed by the winds and freezing lines, battled the 

fire for more than 10 hours before extinguishing it early today. 

Shipping Hampered 

     Off-shore waters, churned by the winds or frozen by the cold, hampered shipping.  A freighter was 

blown aground off Baltimore and two other ships caught in ice four-to-six inches thick in the shipping 

canal between the city and the Delaware Canal. 

     In the North Atlantic, about 200 miles southeast of Fall River, Mass., a Coast Guard cutter escorted 

an American freighter with a 12-foot deck crack caused by heavy seas. 

     In Hamden, Conn., a frozen pipe burst, flooding a movie distributing firm and causing an estimated 

half-million dollars damage to film. 

     Elsewhere in New England, trees and utility poles toppled in fierce winds and scores of trains out of 

Boston were delayed. 

     A roof section in Barkhamstead and a large outdoor movie screen in Torrington were structural 

victims of Connecticut winds. 

     In Newark, N.J., police blocked off an area imperiled by a swaying church spire.  The wind set off a 

number of burglar alarms and smashed at least 25 store windows. 

     In New York City, the cold probed with icy fingers among underground subway tunnels, causing 

various mechanical defects and delaying thousands of commuters. 

 

 

ITEM 5 
Appendix D 

Source:   Wellsville Daily Reporter, Wellsville, New York 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 1) 

 

 “New York Fires Take at Least 10 Lives” 
By THE ASSOCIATED PRESS 

      At least 10 persons died in fires in New York State Tuesday. 
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      A forest fire that had swept to within a half mile of Peekskill was extinguished today.  High winds 

helped the fires. 

     Seven Air Force students perished in a fire that raced through a barracks-type dormitory at 

Syracuse University just before dawn Tuesday; sixteen [sic:  at least 19] others were injured. 

     A three-year-old boy, Kim Gleason, was killed in a fire that destroyed his family’s two-story home 

in Bath.  Two other children escaped.  The fire apparently began in a motor in a freezer. 

     Mrs. Nellie Cusick, 83, was burned fatally when her clothes brushed against a gas heater and caught 

fire.  The accident occurred in her apartment in Wellsville.  

     Herbert Rowland, 69, a retired New York Central engineer, died in a fire in his house trailer at 

Croton-on-Hudson. 

     The Peekskill forest fire started Tuesday along a bank of the Beach. 

 

 

ITEM 6 
Appendix D 

Source:   Milwaukee Sentinel, Milwaukee, Wisconsin 

Final Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 1) 

 

 “Cold Wave Fires Kill 31 Over Nation” 
By United Press International 

     Fires blazed in the nation’s icy cold wave Tuesday and took at least 31 lives. 

     Fires killed seven persons at Syracuse, N. Y., six in Mississippi, five in New York, four in West 

Virginia, three in Virginia, and one each in Alabama, Connecticut, Florida, Missouri, Tennessee and 

Washington. 

FRAT HOUSE FIRE 

     Other fires claimed no lives but left damage in the hundreds of thousands of dollars.  A blaze at a 

Williams College fraternity house injured five students and caused $100,000 damage.  Loss was 

estimated at $400,000 in a fire which destroyed a West Frankfort, Ill., garment factory. 

     In the worst single tragedy, seven airmen died in the flames which swept their barracks at a 

Syracuse University housing area.  At least 15 [sic:  19] other airmen, who were attending 

language courses at the university, were injured. 

KEROSENE EXPLODES 

     At Winstonville, Miss., a 15-year-old girl threw kerosene onto a fire in hopes of kindling a little 

heat against the 15-degree cold.  The stove apparently exploded and the Negro mother and five of her 

seven children died.   The girl who had tossed the kerosene escaped. 

     Another multiple-death fire swept a small, privately owned nursing home at Martinsburg, W. Va.  

The operator, Mrs. Velma Smith, 40, two elderly ladies, and an 82-year-old blind man died.  Firemen 

saved four other occupants, including a 91-year-old man. 

     New York City was plagued by cold wave fires in which five persons died. 
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ITEM 7 
Appendix D 

Source 7-a:  Tyrone Daily Herald, Tyrone, Pennsylvania 
Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 1 

Source 7-b:   Williamson Daily News, Williamson, West Virginia 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday Afternoon, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 2) 

Source 7-c:   The Anderson Herald, Anderson, Indiana 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday Morning, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 9) and p. 2 (Col. 4) 

Source 7-c:   The Sheboygan Press, Sheboygan, Wisconsin 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 6-7) and p. 21 (Col. 3) 

 Source 7-d:   The Daily Inter Lake, Kalispell, Montana 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 7-8) 

 

 “Blazes Leave 44 Dead” 
United Press International 

     Bitter cold which froze the nation at the close of the past week end was blamed for an outbreak of 

fires which took a heavy toll in lives and property damage. 

     A United Press International count showed at least 44 persons died in fires since Monday. 

     A father and five children died in a pre-dawn fire today at Brandon, Minn.  Only the mother 

escaped the blaze which destroyed their house. 

     The dead were identified as Mark Kelly, 45, and his children, Jim, 16, Denny, 11, Mary Lee, 9, and 

Peggy, 3.  Mrs. Kelly was taken to a hospital suffering from burns and shock. 

     The fire was believed caused by a defective floor lamp. 

     Fourteen persons, including seven airmen in one blaze, died in New York state.  Six were killed in 

Mississippi, five in Virginia, four in West Virginia; two in California; and one each in Washington, 

Missouri, Tennessee, Illinois, Florida, Alabama and Connecticut. 

     Property damage appeared to climb well into millions of dollars. 

     A costly blaze gutted a city block in downtown Niagara Falls, N.Y., injuring nine firemen Tuesday.  

A midnight explosion in a West Frankfort, Ill., Garment factory destroyed $300,000 worth of 

merchandise and the plant building owned by Rep. Kenneth J. Gray (D-Ill.). 

     Five students were injured and $100,000 worth of damage caused Tuesday in a fraternity house fire 

at Williams College.  A rash of home fires added thousands of dollars more damage to the total. 

Airmen Killed 

     At least 15 [sic:  19] other airmen were injured in a Syracuse University barracks fire Tuesday 

that killed seven.  The men, stationed at Syracuse for language study, were wakened by the fire 

and many jumped from second-floor windows [sic:  first-floor (the barracks was a one-story structure] to 

escape the flames. 

     An 82-year-old blind man was among four persons killed in a privately owned Martinsburg, W. 

Va., nursing home.  The others included two elderly ladies and the operator, Mrs. Velma Smith, 40. 

     Firemen however saved four others in the blaze, including a 91-year-old patient. 

     A Negro mother and five of her seven children were burned to death in Winstonville, Miss., 

Tuesday when her 15-year-old daughter added kerosene to a fire to combat 15-degree weather.  The 

daughter escaped the subsequent stove explosion.   

     At Wellsville, N. Y., Mrs. Nellie Cusick, 83, died when an apartment heater set fire to her clothes. 



Prepared by Arlen Trapp on April 20, 2013                                        - 95 - 

     Gerald Masterson, 42, died when he rushed back into his burning home at Stratford, Conn., 

unaware his four children had escaped the blaze. 

     A mother saved two of her children, aged 4 and 2, in St. Louis.  A third child, Joyce Ann Hoenshell, 

6, was burned to death.  At least three firemen were in a general alarm fire that raged out of control 

[all] day and night in the heart of the Paterson, N. J., business district, causing considerable damage to 

three stores. 

     In the Long Branch, N. J., area, three residential fires caused more than [several words illegible] 

worth of damage, injured three persons, including two firemen, and resulted in the collision of a fire 

engine and an auto. 

     Hundreds of firefighters battled a forest fire driven by Hurricane-force winds which ravaged an area 

in the town of [OMISSION]. 

 

 

ITEM 8 
Appendix D 

Source:   The Tech, MIT, Cambridge, Massachusetts 

Date, Edition:  Friday, January 9, 1959, p. 1 

 

Article at top-left side (Column 2) of Page 1:   

“Brrrrrrrrrrrr” 
     The coldwave which swept over the East early this week brought humor and mild protests at MIT—

but tragedy at two other colleges. 

     Indirectly caused by the frigid weather and high winds, a fire in Syracuse, New York, raced 

through a barracks-dormitory at Syracuse University, killing seven students and sending many 

others outside into the five degree cold [NOTE:  in other sources, the temperature at the time of the fire 

was variously reported between 2 and 6 degrees above zero].  At Williams College in Williamstown, 

Massachusetts, the Dekes were forced to flee when a $100,000 fire destroyed their fraternity house. 

     Meanwhile, at MIT the students, perhaps not realizing how lucky they were, were complaining 

bitterly.  While the protests of those walking outside rang loud and clear through the chill air, the 

cries of those inside the dorms and fraternities will probably ring the longest.  The lack of sufficient 

heating facilities and insulation in the living units, though long suspected, became distinctly evident 

as students sat at their desks, muffled by many layers of shirts, sweaters, and parkas, a definite 

disadvantage if one wishes to move his limbs. 

     One Burton resident reported room temperatures in the low 40’s, while others, too heavily 

clothed to hunt for a thermometer, simply sat and shivered.  The man in question stated that there 

were no storm windows or heating units in his room, and, since this is not a solitary circumstance, 

this fact may become the next major “point of contention” between the dorm residents and the 

Institute.  And the Farmer’s Almanac says there’s more to come . . . 
[OMISSION] 

  



Prepared by Arlen Trapp on April 20, 2013                                        - 96 - 

 

APPENDIX E: 

Blood Donations Peak in Response to Skytop Victims 

ITEM 1 
Appendix E 

Source:   Syracuse Herald-Journal, Syracuse, New York 

Date, Edition:  Tuesday Evening, January 6, 1959, pp. 1-2, 10 (Final) 

 

Caption under photo at center of Page 2: 

ANSWER APPEAL.  Service men and civilians jammed the Red Cross center after emergency appeal was 

broadcast for blood for airmen injured in this morning’s holocaust at Sky Top [sic:  Skytop]. 

 

 

ITEM 2 
Appendix E 

Source:  The Post-Standard, Syracuse, New York 

Date, Edition:  Wednesday, January 7, 1959, p. 10 (Metropolitan Final) 

 

Article at bottom of Page 10: 

“Blood Donors Break Record to Aid Airmen” 

     A rush of 251 volunteers to give blood broke all records at the Red Cross Regional Blood Center 

after yesterday’s fire. 

     The Red Cross reported that the number of donors was the highest in its history.  The nearest record 

to yesterday’s was 150 volunteers on Pearl Harbor Day. 

     An appeal for blood was put out at 9 a.m. for treatment of Air Force men injured in the tragic 

fire which took the lives of seven men at Syracuse University. 

     By 11 a.m. there were so many volunteers in the building that workers could not take care of them 

all. 

     The appeal was recalled at noon because no more could be processed in one day and the need had 

been met. 

     It was a regular donor day at the center, so medical teams were on hand. 

     Telephone calls from as far as Picton, Ont. were received from persons offering to come to 

Syracuse to donate blood for the emergency. 
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ITEM 3 
Appendix E 

Source:   The Cornell Daily Sun, Ithaca, New York 

Date, Edition:  Monday, January 12, 1959, p. 3 

 

Article lower-right side of at Page 1:   

“ROTC Brigade Donates Blood To Restore Red Cross Quota” 
     The University Reserve Officers Training Corps Brigade and a number of non-ROTC walk-ins 

contributed 471 pints of blood Wednesday and Thursday to restore the Tomkins County share of the 

Regional Blood Bank to 100 per cent of its quota.   

     The two-day blood drive, culminating in the highest total since the same group donated 484 pints in 

1956, also replenished the regional blood bank supply, severely depleted as a result of Tuesday’s 

fire in a Syracuse University temporary dormitory. 

     The operation was sponsored by the University ROTC Brigade staff commanded by Air Force 

Cadet Col. Warren J. McKeon, ’59.  Army Cadet Col. John Evans, ’60, and Navy Midshipman Earl E. 

Day, ’60, assisted. 

     Of the 253 donors scheduled to appear Wednesday, 46 failed to appear, while 41 unscheduled 

donors turned out to take up the slack.  Only 12 would-be donors were refused for medical reasons.  

The day’s total was 236 pints. 

     On Thursday, of the 252 scheduled, 37 did not appear, while 32 walk-ins volunteered.  Again, 12 

were medically rejected.  The total for the day was 235 pints.   

     M. Perry Chapman, ’60, was one of two persons who became a member of the “Gallon Club” along 

with Rodney Tallman.   Alan M. Bowerman, ’59, became a new member of the “Gallon Club” along 

with Norman Hovanus of Cortland. 

 

ITEM 4 
Appendix E 

Source:   Oswego Valley News, Fulton, New York 

Date, Edition:  Monday, January 12, 1959, p. 1 (Col. 1) 

 

Article at top-left side (Column 1) of Page 1: 

“Valley Views” 
   By Stuart C. Thompson 

[OMISSION] 

     Two terrible tragedies struck suddenly last week and each may point toward something that 

can be done.  Duck hunting in Oswego harbor should be banned as the drowning of three Fulton 

family men could be repeated. 

     Also, as a result of a tragic fire at Syracuse that cost the lives of seven airmen is a more 

generous turnout of blood donors.  The people of Fulton will have a chance to aid in the vital blood 

program when a blood-mobile comes here tomorrow. 

 


