Pottsville Fire Department
Looking Back
August
15 Years Ago
8/4/1998 – Box 545 – 14:23 – 625-627 Laurel Boulevard
Fire was showing from the rear 2nd floor of the 3 ½ story, frame occupied
multiple dwelling that formerly housed the iconic Messina’s Sub Shop on the 1st floor.
The fire was quickly knocked-down. Initial reports were that a child was unaccounted
for, but all searches proved negative. Fire originated in the 2nd floor apartment of Kim
Forney and her three children at 627 Laurel. If I’m not mistaken, Street Department
Superintendent Dan Kelly and City Administrator Rick Schuettler reported the fire as
they were traveling on Laurel Boulevard. This was the first working fire for Good
Intent’s 1998 E-One 1250 gpm pumper. Damage totaled $25,000. Humane returned
at 19:24 hrs that date to extinguish smoldering insulation (which was also the first
operational use of Class A foam in the city).
35 Years Ago
8/1978 -“Digitize” system installed in City Hall for the electronic receipt/transmission
of fire alarms.

The Digitize in City Hall shows 4 rounds of Box 526 as having been received (noon test –
note the time).

8/23/1978 – Box 715 – 04:02 – 6 N. 23rd St; Occupant: Edward Kelly; Cause:
Unknown; Loss: $40,000
A fire originated in the first floor den in the 2-story private dwelling. At home at
the time were Mr. Kelly, his two children, Jerry, age 17, and May Beth, age 19 as well
as three houseguests: Michelle Murphy, Mary Burns, and Jane Neary (daughter of
Joe Neary of the Good Intent), all age 19. Mr. Kelly awoke to smoke in the home. He
was able to make it down the interior stairwell before it was blocked by heat and
smoke. The Kelly children and Ms. Neary had to escape by crawling through a 2 nd
story window onto a patio roof and jumping to the ground. The other two female
houseguests were on the first floor and fled out the back door of the home.
Companies arrived with fire showing from the north (B) side of the home. An
interior attack knocked-down the main body of fire that gutted the den, dining room,
and laundry room and caused heavy heat and smoke damage throughout. The fire
was placed under control in ½ an hour with companies beginning to clear the scene in
an hour. The family’s dog perished on the second floor of the home. The home still
stands today.

Firefighters push into the rear (C) side of the home on N. 23rd St. The window from
which the 2nd floor occupants escaped can be seen opened above the patio porch.

A city Asst. Chief along with veteran firefighter (and past Asst. Chief) Jerry “Tank”
Brennan (right, yellow turnout coat and leather helmet) watch as overhaul progresses in the N.
23rd St. home. That may be former City Councilman Joe Brahler (Good Intent) to the left,
facing the camera.

8/30/1978 – Humane signs a contract with Seagrave Fire Apparatus for a
1250gpm WB Model pumper at a cost of $86,000. The pumper was delivered in 1980.
This engine was to become a true workhorse in its 30+ years of service with the PFD
(and beyond when on-loan to the Schuylkill Hose Company, Schuylkill Haven,
following the destruction by fire of their engine room and apparatus in 2007).

Al Powell photo courtesy of Frank Boyd of Humane’s 1980 Seagrave 1250 gpm pumper
pictured at a parade in Orwigsburg in 1987…along with some familiar (and much younger!)
faces!

40 Years Ago
8/1/1973 – Box 414 – 19:14 – 8 S. 5th St; Yuengling Dairy Products; Cause:
Unknown; Loss: Unknown. Gasoline from a leaking from a vehicle tank in the garage
ignited. Fire damaged the first and second floors of the building, including some
contents. The building was unoccupied at the time. Companies were on scene 1 ½
hours. Chief Andy Hoke had command and was assisted by Assistant Chief Bob
Ventresca (American Hose).
8/25/1973 – STILL – 14:30 – Elmer Johnson Tire Service, Mt. Carbon; Chief sent
Greenwood Hill, American Hose, and Good Intent. What must have been sparks from
an incinerator started a fire in a boxcar. Companies were on scene for 45 minutes.
Asst. Chief Dennis McCabe (Good Intent) had command.
45 Years Ago
8/8/1968 – STILL – 18:50 – Krop Steel Company, Pottsville-Minersville Highway; Chief
sent Yorkville, West End, and Humane. A relatively small fire was confined to a corner
of the fabrication shop. It was “relatively small” as compared to the spectacular fire
that heavily damaged the building in 1983.

50 Years Ago
8/5/1963 – Box 112 – 23:20 – 422 Wheeler Street; Occupant: Roy Hughes; Kitchen
fire; Cause: Defective wiring; Loss: $250
8/26/1963 – Box 75 – 03:48 – 1701 Elk Ave; Owner: B. Helm Stockett estate; Cause:
Unknown; Loss: $3,500.
A resident of the 1700 block of West Market Street discovered the rear of the
former Stockett home in flames and telephone City Hall. The Desk Sergeant notified
Chief Hoke, who directed that the 16th & West End Avenue box be transmitted.
Companies arrived with fire showing on the exterior of the home and heavy smoke
throughout. Using several booster lines and 1 ½” lines, firefighters knocked-down the
exterior fire and pressed an interior attack to check the spread of the flames. The
building, which had been vacant for some time and was “for sale,” was extensively
damaged. Fire Chief Hoke was assisted in his investigation by PSP Deputy Fire
Marshal Michael Wisniewski of the Reading Barracks. The home no longer stands on
Elk Avenue.

One of my favorite PFD fire photos… Humane and Good Intent firefighters don filtertype masks and push into 1701 Elk Avenue in 1963.

8/27/1963 (Tuesday) – Sheppton, PA
Miners Dave Fellin and Henry “Hank” Throne were miraculously removed alive
after spending 14 days trapped some 300 feet underground following a cave-in at the
Fellin Coal Company mine, which occurred at approximately 09:00 on August 13,
1963. The body of a third miner, Louis Bova, still lies buried at the site. The rescue
effort at the time captivated the nation and the world. There is a wealth of information
on the “Sheppton Mine Disaster,” which occurred 50 years ago this month.
Three Pottsville fire companies were on scene at various times during the
incident to provide portable lighting equipment throughout the long drilling and
rescue process: American Hose, West End, and Yorkville. American Hose was on
scene on Thursday, Saturday, and Sunday evenings (8/22, 24, & 25) and provided a
portable generator, two spotlights, and two floodlights. Responding with the company
were Jack Becker, Henry Becker, Charles Mager, Bob Ventresca, Harold Workman, Pat
O’Brien, Charles Fitzgerald, Bill Carroll, and Elmer Geiger. Yorkville was on scene
almost every evening supplying lighting from Monday, 8/19, through the completion of
the rescue. Yorkville members who responded to Sheppton were William Nevis (who
was on scene every evening), Jim Bevan, Ronald Bevan, Robert Burns, Robert Dewald,
Francis Portland, Charles Portland, Louis Portland, John Biltheiser, Edward Donahue,
Frank Allison, Lawrence Fox, William Egan, Aaron Potts, William Winicaitis, and Ed
Sweeney. West End supplied their generator and lighting on Friday, Saturday,
Sunday, and Monday evenings (8/23, 24, 25, & 26). In addition, on Friday afternoon,
the company was asked to respond with their smoke ejector. Operating with the West
End were Richard McNamara, Bob McNamara, John “Pinky” McDonald, Harry Bruen,
Mel Lee, Robert Guzick, Fred Confair, Robert Nabholz, Leonard Nabholz, Larry
Davidson, and Dick Weigand.

60 Years Ago
August, 1953 – Humane takes delivery of a 1953 Seagrave 70th Anniversary Series
1000 gpm pumper. When new, the pumper was equipped with a 200 gal booster tank,
1600’ of 2 ½” hose and 1 booster reel with 250’ of ¾” booster line. It also carried 30
gal of foam liquid as well as a built-in foam proportioner. Note that the rig carried no
1 ½” hose as Humane operated as a true “2-piece” engine company with the
company’s 1929 Buffalo hose & booster truck serving as the “wagon.” 60 years old,
the rig is still owned and maintained in excellent condition by the Humane Fire
Company. The company’s 1921 Seagrave was donated to the Mill Creek Hose
Company.

A photo taken shortly after delivery of Humane’s 1953 Seagrave 70 th Anniversary Series
pumper in front of the company’s former quarters on N. 3 rd St.

Profile shot circa 1998 of Humane’s 1953 Seagrave in front of the company’s original
quarters – and later Pottsville City Hall - at N. 3rd & Go Forth Alley (i.e. Division St).

Humane’s Engine 31 – ’53 Seagrave – operating first-due at a fire at Webb’s Tire
Company at 8th & Mt. Hope Ave. on January 21, 1979.

8/14/1953 – STILL – 00:58 – 123 Mahantongo St; Occupant: Robert Higgins; Cause:
Cigarette set bed on fire; Loss: $400.
8/25/1953 – STILL – 17:55 – Hotel St, Richards Estate; Cause: Old timbers of
breaker on fire set fire to coal bank; Pumped water for 4 hours. See 1943 below…
70 Years Ago
August 1, 1943 – Box 25 – 01:30 – Hillside Road; Old Sherman Breaker
Situated high on the eastern brow of Sharp Mountain – generally above and just
south of Womer’s Garage today – was the very large, very imposing old Sherman Coal
Company breaker. Around 14:30 hours the afternoon prior, companies had been
called to the breaker to extinguish a fire in old timbers that was said to have been
caused by demolition contractors using an acetylene cutting torch.
A passerby discovered the flames from the second fire and pulled the hook on
Box 25. Flames quickly spread throughout the old, wooden-timbered building. What
Fire Chief George Smith and responding companies saw on the approach was a huge
torch high up on the mountainside. As lines were stretched up the mountainside to
the blazing breaker, streams were also played on the homes on Hotel Street as flying
brands were becoming an issue – as far as Centre Street. Supply lines were stretched

from Centre Street, with one engine steamering the hydrant as far as Centre & Mauch
Chunk Sts. The general alarm brought all city fire apparatus to the scene.
As residents looked out their windows at the sound of the fire sirens –
particularly those on Greenwood Hill – they were greeting with quite a sight as flames
rose 100’ into the air. Soon, large crowds of spectators gathered at prime viewing
spots both downtown and along the eastern elevations. After approximately 1 hour,
the building began to collapse. A frightening moment occurred when one of the large
wheels housed in the breaker broke free as a result of the fire and subsequent
collapse. The wheel traveled down the mountainside and crashed onto Hillside Road,
narrowly missing firefighters and apparatus. Firefighters remained on scene
throughout the following day pouring water on the ruins of the breaker. Fire Police
Captain George Schuler (Phoenix) suffered a broken ankle when he tripped over a 2 ½”
supply line on Centre Street.
Much of the area is now heavily overgrown. However, if one hikes that area of
the mountain, the clearings and even some coal silt offer the mind’s eye a picture of
where the breaker would have stood. Some of the concrete pilings used as part of the
coal chutes are still visible in the fall and winter along Hillside Road just off Hotel
Street. In fact, Charlie Sibbett (American Hose) said he remembered the loading of
coal trucks along Hillside Road as a child.
75 Years Ago
8/8/1938 – Box 42 – 20:32 – 819 W. Market St; Occupant: Sidney Lott; Cause:
Unknown, fire in upholstered chair (cigarette?); Loss: $395.
80 Years Ago
8/2/1933 – Box 43 – 02:48 – 219 W Race St; Occupant: Melvin Weist; Cause:
Unknown; Loss: $700.
8/30/1933 – STILL – 08:04 – 825 W Market St; Joseph Higgins Apartment; Cause:
Children playing with matches in attic; Loss: $500.
95 Years Ago
8/8/1918 – Box 332 – 09:55 – 4th & Howard Ave; St. Joseph’s Church; Cause:
Candle; Loss: $225.
8/29/1918 – Box 41 – 18:00 – Russell St; Occupant: Wertley Brothers; Cause:
Undetermined; Loss: $375.
100 Years Ago

8/23/1913 – Box 44 – 12:05 – 1245 W. Norwegian St; 2 ½ story brick dwelling owned
and occupied by Mrs. Anna Little; Cause: Ignition of turpentine in a closet; Loss:
$238.76.
115 Years Ago
8/1/1898 – Box 41 – 22:55 – Barn at the Charles Baber Cemetery.
8/2/1898 – Box 18 – 21:30 – Fire at Keiser’s Carpet Store, Centre & Market Sts; Loss:
$20,000.
8/21/1898 – Box 16 – 15:05 – Fire at the Children’s Home; Old stable burned-down.
125 Years Ago
8/12/1888 – 15:45 – Fire at the Pottsville Coffee House, next door to Williams’ Hat
Store; Cause: Defective flue; Loss: $1,000 – ½ by water.
140 Years Ago
8/29/1873 – 05:00 – A slight fire at the broom factory of M.W. Coon, at the Silver
Terrace.

