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A raging four-alarm blaze, which authorities believe was set by arsonists, completely
gutted Our Lady of Mount Carmel-St Benedicta Church in West Brighton early today.
One fireman was injured fighting the fire that left the 53-year old church a ravaged shell
and destroyed the old church hall. Others narrowly escaped death as two entire fire
companies, warned by a cracking noise, backed out of the church just before the roof
collapsed.

The blaze, which was discovered shortly before 2:00 am by policemen on patrol, was
apparently started wantonly or by accident by burglars who forced a door to the sacristy,
broke open a safe, and tossed around sacred vessels, relics and vestments in a fruitless
search for money.
The church's pastor, Msgr Charles Vecchini, heartsick at the destruction of the place of
worship for his 3,000 parishioners and the desecration of the sacred articles, said this morning
that immediate plans would be made for rebuilding the church.
A silver jubilee chalice, presented to the pastor on the 25th anniversary of his ordination,
was among the vessels broken. Msgr Vecchini was visibly hurt by the loss. He conjectured
that a candle found near the safe was used by the intruders to light their way and might have
started the blaze. The fire has been labelled by authorities "definitely suspicious".
The nearby parish school and the rectory were spared damage. Also safe was a shrine a
few feet from the church hall with shrubbery and a statue of Our Lady of Mt Carmel, patroness
of the parish.
CONTINUED…

Firemen, arriving on the scene with the fire burning fiercely and shrouding the area in a
smoky haze, braved the flames to carry out the Blessed Sacrament and tabernacle. It was
they who discovered the open safe and strewn statuary. Shortly after, the church's roof gave
way just as the last fireman made it out of the building.
Patrolmen Joseph Stec and Joseph Aurigemma came across the fire while on patrol. The
pair said smoke was so dense that they thought the area was obscured in a heavy fog. One of
the patrolmen turned in the fire alarm while the other summoned Msgr Vecchini and his
assistants, the Revs. Cosimo Fazio and Philip Franseschinni, who were sleeping in the rectory.
Fire companies arriving were confronted with a raging blaze that produced smoke so heavy
that according to one fire official, "we couldn't see either the street or the building."
The fire spread quickly through the old church hall and to the 53-year old church, located
at the corner of Castleton Ave and Clove Rd. During the blaze, the firemen, wearing masks,
battled the fire from the roof of the school and all surrounding areas. Smoke billowed 30 feet
high from the buildings as wind blew flames toward the rectory. Today, three-quarters of the
roof is gone, the insides of the church are gutted, all that remains are the charred pews, a
twisted, fallen ceiling. The old hall which has been locked for several years is nothing but a
shell. Window panes are knocked out, the gray paint is blistered, the floors are gone.

One member of the church's clerics said, "All the vestments, vessels, chalices, ciborias,
and altar boys equipment are gone. So are our candles, our holders." He quietly added, in an
emotionally charged voice, "We have lost everything. Where do we start?"
Msgr Vecchini announced that the school auditorium and the convent chapel will be used
for daily and Sunday Masses. Visibly shaken by the fire, he declared, "I'm numb. I don't
know what we will do if a wedding or a funeral is to be performed." When asked later to
estimate the loss, he replied, "I think it's about $500,000." He also stated, "I have not made
a decision whether we will start a fund to rebuild the church. But I do know that outside help
is needed." (This morning, the Rev William A Epps, Jr, pastor of St Phillip's Baptist Church,
Port Richmond, presented a $100 check to Msgr Vecchini. Mr Epps said he hoppes it is the
start of a Staten Island building fund for the parish.)
Assistant Chief of Department Francis J. Love directed operations. He used all the
equipment available to him, which included the entire super-pumper system and the tower
ladder based in Manhattan. One fireman, 36-year old Aldo Giovanucci, of 136 Brookside Ave,
West Brighton, sustained head and neck injuries when a large statue fell and struck him.
Giovanucci was taken to St Vincent's Hospital and later released.
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This morning groups of parishioners gathered in front of the church speaking in hushed
tones and offering their condolences to the monsignor. One aged man approached him and
said, "Well, maybe Jesus wanted a new church." Msgr Vecchini replied, "I don't think our Lord
works in this way."
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Msgr Charles Vecchini, pastor of fire-gutted OLMC-SB Church, West Brighton, last night
announced a revised schedule for religious services.
Starting tomorrow and continuing every Sunday thereafter, Mass will be said in the school
auditorium at 7:00, 8:15, 9:15, 10:15, 11:15 am, and 12:15, 1:15, and 5:00 pm.
Daily Masses will be at 7:00, 8:00 and 9:00 am in the convent chapel.
Saturday confessions will be heard in the auditorium from 4:00 to 6:00 pm, and 7:30 to
9:00 pm.
Baptisms will also take place in the auditorium Sundays at 2:00 pm.

