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50TH ANNIVERSARY OF ST. ED’S CHURCH FIRE

‘A horrible thing’

Rails-to-trails
project

Community events
discussed during
Hidden fire dooms Shamokin workshop
historic church
BY CLAUDE E. KEHLER JR.
FIRE COMMISSIONER AND
SAFETY DIRECTOR

Editor’s note: This article by longtime Shamokin fire commissioner
and safety director Claude E. Kehler
Jr. appeared in the July 1971 publication of Fire Engineering. An
accompanying photo of the fire taken
by News-Item photographer Harry
Deitz, which showed flames shooting from the steeple of St. Edward’s
Church, was transmitted around the
world by The Associated Press. The
photo won first place in the annual
AP Best Photo of the Year Contest.
SHAMOKIN — In Shamokin,
St. Edward’s Church has long been
looked upon as a historic landmark
by area residents.
The structure was the first church
in the world to be lighted by electricity and the wiring was installed
under the personal direction of
Thomas A. Edison. St. Edward’s, a
large stone and wood church, stood
for 99 years and was a fire chief’s
nightmare because of the numerous
catwalks and false partitions.

BY LARRY DEKLINSKI
THE NEWS-ITEM
larry_d@newsitem.com

SHAMOKIN — A proposed rails-to-trails
project and upcoming community events
were the main topics of discussion during
council’s workshop Wednesday night.
SEDA-Council of Governments Revitalization Coordinator Betsy Kramer advised
council that a steering committee behind
the proposed trail between Sunbury and
Mount Carmel held its first meeting. She
explained that the Anthracite Outdoor
Adventure Area (AOAA) owns approximately 10 miles of railroad bed, between
the southeastern-end of Sunbury to Paxinos, that would be part of the project.
In 2014, the AOAA acquired the dormant 75-acre property in Shamokin and
Upper Augusta townships for $1 from
Workshop, Page A8

Prison staff
shortage not
a ‘major
concern’ for
Rock St. man recalls rescue mission commissioner
HARRY DEITZ/FOR THE NEWS-ITEM

Fire engulfs St. Edward’s Catholic Church in Shamokin on April 8, 1971.
Firefighters protected nearby buildings as embers flew off the church.

Dooms, Page A5

BY KEVIN MERTZ

BY MARK GILGER

THE STANDARD-JOURNAL

THE NEWS-ITEM
mark_g@newsitem.com

SHAMOKIN — Eighty-eight-year-old
Bill Jaworski, who risked his life helping
priests remove sacred items from St.
Edward’s Church while it was burning
50 years ago, vividly recalls the disastrous fire today.
Jaworski, who has resided with his
wife, the former Patricia Bartholomew,
at 225 N. Rock St. for 61 years, said he was
home when the fire broke out during the
early-morning hours of Holy Thursday
near his residence.
After spotting the fire, Jaworski said
he rushed over to the church to assist
Father Woodrow Jones, the pastor, and
his assistant, Father William Haviland,
in removing sacred items from the
church.
“We stayed in the church trying to get
as many items out as we could until the
firefighters chased us out for our own

SUNBURY — Reports that the staff of
the Northumberland County Jail is down
by 20 is not a “major concern” for Northumberland County
Commissioner Chair Sam
Schiccatano.
During Wednesday’s
county prison board
meeting, Warden Bruce
Kovach announced the
staff is currently down 20
officers.
“We are actively
recruiting,” said Kovach, SCHICCATANO
who attended the meeting
by phone.
According to information contained in
Kovach’s report, which was released during
Prison, Page A8
HARRY DEITZ/FOR THE NEWS-ITEM

The interior of St. Edward’s Catholic Church in Shamokin remains in
ruins following a fire in the early morning of April 8, 1971.

Response, Page A6

Longtime photojournalist shares story of
being pressed into action during church fire
BY MARK GILGER
THE NEWS-ITEM
mark_g@newsitem.com

SHAMOKIN — Harry Deitz,
who worked as a photojournalist and editor for the Shamokin
News-Dispatch and The NewsItem for more than half a century and still covers fires, accidents and other events for the
newspaper at age 92, recalled
the day he was pressed into
duty to cover the St. Edward’s
Church fire 50 years ago today.
“I was sound sleep when I
got the first call at about 2:05
a.m that heavy smoke was

“ (A) burning candle had remained lit after falling and its flame spread from the floor in front of
the candle rack to the adjoining wall before
climbing up the interior of the wall to the roof
and steeple.”
Harry Deitz, local journalist, on what investigators
said caused the fire
coming from the roof on the
western side of St. Edward’s
Church,” he said. “Seconds
later, another call came from
my wife’s aunt, Jane Smith,
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who lived on Spurzheim Street.
I was starting out the kitchen
door to the carport and the
phone rang again. It was Paul
MacElwee, the city editor, who
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said a second alarm was sounded from an electric call box in
the Shamokin Street sector.”
On the drive into Shamokin,
Deitz contemplated the best
route to take to get to the scene
as quickly as possible.
“I reached Sunbury Street
and instead of turning right
onto Shamokin Street, I figured
I’d go south on Franklin Street
to gain better access to the area,
which already was crowding
up with fire trucks and other
emergency vehicles,” he said.
After parking on Webster
Street in front of St. Edward’s
Photographer, Page A6

Woman to face
trial next month
on arson charges
in 2019 MC fire
BY MARK GILGER
THE NEWS-ITEM
mark_g@newsitem.com

SUNBURY — A 25-year-old Elizabethville
woman accused of attempted murder by
arson related to a 2019 fire in Mount Carmel is scheduled to face a
trial next month.
During a pre-trial
conference Monday,
Misty Dunbar, who is
represented by public
defender John Broda, told
Northumberland County
Judge Paige Rosini that
she plans to take her case
DUNBAR
to trial, with jury selection set for May 10.
Arson, Page A8
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