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Bob as the Captain of Ladder 

31.  This photo appeared in the 

illustrated book called FIRE! 

By Steven Scher in 1978 

THE MAN BEHIND THE TOOLS 
Captain Robert Farrell, Ladder Co. 31, FDNY 

 
By Donald Colarusso of AllHandsFire.com 

 

 
Fire Hooks Unlimited is the leading manufacturer 
of fire hooks, fire tools and fire equipment.  The 
owner, Bob Farrell, has had an historic career with 
the New York City Fire Department and has been 
one of the most valuable and influential fire 
equipment manufacturers for nearly three 
decades. 
  
Bob served in the US Navy for 5 years.  After 
receiving an Honorary Discharge, he joined the 
FDNY as a probie firefighter and was assigned to 
Ladder Company 4 in Manhattan.  
  
Even during his early years, Bob was innovative as 
ȅƻǳ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŀƎǊŜŜ ŀŦǘŜǊ ƘŜŀǊŘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ .ƻōΩǎ ŦŀǾƻǊƛǘŜ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎΧ !ǎ ŀ ȅƻǳƴƎ 
ŦƛǊŜŦƛƎƘǘŜǊ ƛƴ aŀƴƘŀǘǘŀƴΩǎ [ŀŘŘŜǊ /ƻƳǇŀƴȅ пΣ .ƻō ǘƻƻƪ ŀƴ C5b¸-owned 
άIŀƭƭƛƎŀƴ .ŀǊέ ŀƴŘ Ŏǳǘ ŀƴ ά!έ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ !ŘȊ ǘƻ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŀǘǘŀŎƪ ƭƻŎƪ 
cylinders.  Once discovered by an unimpressed boss, the Captain 
of Ladder 4 directed Bob to immediately replace the Halligan Bar at his 
own expense.  So Bob made the trip into the Bronx, to the home of 
ChƛŜŦ IǳƎƘ IŀƭƭƛƎŀƴΣ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǾŜƴǘƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άIŀƭƭƛƎŀƴ .ŀǊέΦ  Bob explained 
what had happened to Chief Halligan.  The Chief went into his closet, 
pulled a Halligan Bar out, and sold it to Bob for $36.00.  Chief Halligan, 
ǎŜŜƳƛƴƎƭȅ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ōŀŘ ŦƻǊ άǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ƎǳȅέΣ took a few dollars off of the 
price - $3 as Bob recalls. 
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Left to Right:  

Captain Gray (E82), 

Lieutenant Charlie ??? (L42), 

Chief of Department John T. 

OôHagen, Lieutenant Louis 

Andrade (E82), Captain 

Robert Farrell (L31)  

Estimated year 1969 

9ȄŎŜǊǇǘ ŦǊƻƳ άCƛǊŜ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ bŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪ ς The Bravest 1865-нлллέ 
by FF Paul Hashagen ς April 13, 1960 ς Times Square ς An electrical 
motor caught fire in an old wooden escalator in the subway station at 
Broadway and 41st Street in Midtown-Manhattan.  The fire rapidly 
spread due to the trains moving through the tunnels and the grease, 
dust and wood.  Flames soon roared up the 60-foot-long escalators 
through various levels of the train station.  Arriving firefighters were 
unable to enter the subway from the street level due to the smoke and 
heat.  Ladder Company 4 was the first due truck and made their way to 
the upper level of the subway station.  Then-Firefighter Bob Farrell of 
Ladder 4 donned a mask (SCBA) and made his way past the fire.  He 
located and removed three men who had been cut off by the blaze.  For 
his actions, Bob received the Henry Brookman medal (only 12 medals 
were awarded each year during this time). 
 
In 1966, Bob was promoted to Lieutenant and assigned to Ladder 
Company 31 in the Bronx.   
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Lieutenant Robert Farrell in Ladder Company 31, an American 

LaFrance tractor-drawn tiller, on Home Street and Prospect Avenue 

in the Bronx.  Photo shown courtesy of Richard Rewkowski (FDNY 

Retired).  Estimated year 1970-71 

Bob recalls a memorable time as a Lieutenant, being promoted to 
/ŀǇǘŀƛƴΧ  One unusual tenure in Ladder Co. 31, I was assigned as a 
lieutenant there for several years.  When I was promoted to Captain, 
ǘƘŜ /ŀǇǘŀƛƴΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ƻǇŜƴ ƛƴ [ŀŘŘŜǊ омΦ  bƻōƻŘȅ ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǇƻǘ 
because the Company was so busy.  At the timeΣ ǘƘŜ άŎƻǾŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƛƳŜέ ƛƴ 
the history of Captain was several years.  And an officer would never go 
back to the company and borough where you had worked.  Since I 
knew that nobody would asked for the Captains spot in Ladder 31, I 
volunteered and after only 8 days (I believe the shortest covering time 
in the history of the FDNY for a covering officer or captain) I got 
assigned.   
 
 Captain FŀǊǊŜƭƭΩǎ ǘŜƴǳǊŜ ŀǘ 9ƴƎƛƴŜ ун κ [ŀŘŘŜǊ ом ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ 
ά¢ƘŜ ²ŀǊ ¸ŜŀǊǎέ όмфслΩǎ-мфтлΩǎύ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ŀǊƎǳŀōƭȅ ǘƘŜ ōǳǎƛŜǎǘ 
firehouse in the world!  The conditions in the Bronx during these times 
were conditions similar to war zones.  Companies would respond to fire 
after fire, most times non-stop.  And Bob was in the thick of the action 
for many years.  
  
! ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ .ƻōΩǎ 
service was so severe 
and incredible that in 
1972 a movie 
documentary called Man 
Alive: The Bronx is 
Burning was made, in 
which Bob can be seen.  
Also in 1972, a book was 
published called Report 

from Engine Co. 82, a 
non-fictional account of 
life in the South Bronx 
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firehouseτǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ōǳǎƛŜǎǘτin which Bob served with the author. 
 
Bob loved that his Company was #1, and during his time in Ladder 31, 
they were #1 every year in runs and workers. 
  
Throughout .ƻōΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ ŎŀǊŜŜǊΣ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŀǿŀǊŘŜŘ ƴƛƴŜǘŜŜƴ 
decorations and awards for bravery.  Most notably, the Captain was 
ŀǿŀǊŘŜŘ C5b¸Ωǎ ƘƛƎƘŜǎǘ ƳŜŘŀƭ ŦƻǊ ōǊŀǾŜǊȅ ς the James Gordon Bennett 
medal ς in 1966.  Bob also received two Class 1 Medals, which is similar 
ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅΩǎ aŜŘŀƭ ƻŦ IƻƴƻǊ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘŜǎǘ ŀǿŀǊŘǎ ŦƻǊ 
bravery that is presented by the FDNY. 
 

5ǳǊƛƴƎ .ƻōΩǎ ǘƛƳŜ ŀǘ 9ƴƎƛƴŜ ун κ [ŀŘŘŜǊ омΣ ƘŜ 
ǊŜŎŀƭƭǎ ǘƘŜ ΨIƻǳǎŜέ ǊŜŎŜƛǾing a total of 37 
medals.  Bob used to arrange for a school bus 
to transport the members to the ceremony.  
.ƻōΩǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ 
άŎƻƴƎǊŀǘǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎέ ǎƛƎƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŀǿŀǊŘ ǊŜŎƛǇƛŜƴǘǎΦ 
 
¢ƛƭƭŜǊ ǘƻ ¢ƻǿŜǊ ƭŀŘŘŜǊΧ In 1973, Ladder 31 was 
replacing their tractor-drawn tiller truck with a 
new Tower Ladder with single rear axle.  
Captain Farrell recalls picking rig #73013 

(number sequence assigned by FDNY to each rig) instead of 73031 
because it seemingly worked better.  
  
Bob retired after being injured on the job 
ς injuries sustained to his legs during a 
structural collapse.   
 
 
 

Captain Farrellôs helmet.  A Cairns & Brothers ñNew 

Yorkerò with white Captain Front and red 31, 

identifying ñLadder Co 31ò. 
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Bob was an acting-Battalion Chief at the time he retired.  His last 
assignment was covering the 6th Division in the Bronx. 
 
Bob started Fire Hooks 
Unlimited in 1980, where it was 
based in Yonkers, NY.   
 
Fire Hooks Unlimited, through 
.ƻōΩǎ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴΣ Ƙŀǎ 
produced the United States fire 
ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜΩǎ standard for fire and 
rescue tools. 
 
Today, Fire Hooks Unlimited is 
located in Wall Township. 
 
Bob recalls proud moments to helǇ Ƙƛǎ .ǊƻǘƘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ C5b¸Χ  During 
the days following 9/11, Fire Hooks Unlimited built 3,000 tools for the 
FDNY in 13 days, with his staff working 24/7.  The profits from this feat 
(hundreds of thousands of dollars) were donated to the widows of 
9/11.  We did not accept one dime in profit out of this horror.  One of 
my proudest achieved acts -- 
 
¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ Ƙƛǎ ŎŀǊŜŜǊΣ .ƻōǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ƳŜƴΩǎ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ 
into the private sector designing and manufacturing fire hooks and fire 
tools. For nearly three decades, Bob has set the standard for excellence 
throughout the US in producing high quality products including the Pro-
Bar, NY Roof Hook and Hydra Ram. 
 

*    *    *    *    *  
 
 

Bob Farrell, representing his new business Fire Hooks Unlimited, 

at his first fire service Trade Show at the New York State Chiefôs 

Convention at the Concord Hotel in 1980. 
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FIRE HOOKS UNLIMITED products are standard issue in the largest and 
busiest fire departments in the United States.  For information on any 
of the Fire Hooks Unlimited products, including the PRO-BAR Halligan, 
Hydra Ram, REX Tool, NY Roof Hook, Partner Saw and many other 
products, please visit www.AllHandsFire.com 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

These photos are of the Officers Tool 

that Captain Farrell carried.  The pry 

bar manufactured in Bridgeport, CT 

was modified by Captain Farrell so it 

could be used to pull lock cylinders. 

 
Photo by Donald Colarusso 

 

 

This photo is of Bob Farrellôs 

Lieutenantôs helmet when he was 

assigned to Ladder Company 31 at 

that rank. 

 
Photo by Donald Colarusso  

http://www.allhandsfire.com/
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SOME TOOLS MADE FAMOUS BY BOB FARRELL AND HIS COMPANY 

FIRE HOOKS UNLIMITED 
Available at www.AllHandsFire.com  

 
 

Bob Farrell and All Hands Fire 

Equipment President Donald Colarusso.  

Photo taken at Fire Hooks Unlimited in 

Wall, NJ. 

http://www.allhandsfire.com/

