
THE JANUARY 2014 FIRE DEATH OF NINE 

MEMBERS OF A FAMILY NEAR GREENVILLE IN 

MUHLENBERG COUNTY—EIGHT CHILDREN AND 

THEIR MOTHER—DEVASTATED THE COMMUNITY 

AND MADE NATIONAL HEADLINES.

BY ROBIN ROENKER

n  Newer homes burn faster than old ones. The lesson 
from this February fire shown in  Boone County: make 
sure you have working smoke alarms and a good 
escape plan. Photo: Kentucky Firefighters Association



F
atalities from residential home fires happen 

all too often in Kentucky. In fact, the state 

routinely ranks in the top 10 nationally for 

civilian fire deaths, says Kentucky State Fire 

Marshal Bill Swope. 

At press time, 37 Kentuckians had lost their lives 

in 27 residential fires just this year (January 1 through 

July 13), according to media reports gathered by the 

U.S. Fire Administration. 

Knowing the loss of one life to a home fire is one 

too many, fire safety stakeholders met for a “fire 

safety summit” in Lexington in early June to dis-

cuss a new approach to fire safety messaging across 

the state. The gathering included representatives 

from the State Fire Marshal’s office, the Kentucky 

Association of Fire Chiefs, the Kentucky Firefighters 

Association, the Kentucky Professional Firefighters 

Association, and the National Fire Protection 

Association.

 “In the past, our traditional targets for fire safety 

messaging have been children, seniors over 65, and 

firefighters,” because those groups have had histori-

cally higher fire fatality rates nationally, says Greg 

Schultz, public education chairman for the Kentucky 

Firefighters Association and recruitment and reten-

tion officer for the Burlington Fire Department.

The problem is, fire deaths in Kentucky routinely also 

include young and middle-aged adults. “We’ve come 

to realize that adults age 25–65 are the decision-

makers in most families. If they are not on board 

with fire safety, then the rest of the family living in 

the home cannot be on board, either,” Schultz says. 

Recently, the U.S. Fire Administration launched a 

campaign with the slogan “Fire is Everyone’s Fight” 

to emphasize that fire prevention depends on all 

ages.

Fire Chief Michael Morgan in Union, who is 

president of the Kentucky Association of Fire Chiefs, 

agrees. “Over the years, we’ve done a pretty good 

job of reaching children through the schools, and 

getting fire safety messaging through to them: Don’t 

play with matches. Stop, drop, and roll. Dial 911. 

Have an escape plan. And so on,” he says. “But what 

we’re seeing is that we need to also include adult 

education messaging, because the fires that we’re 

seeing (when there is a preventable cause) are more 

n Firefighters with Shelbyville Fire and Rescue combat 
a fire in Shelbyville. Both city and county departments 
use a combination of volunteers, part-time, and full-time 
firefighters when fires or other large-scale emergencies 
break out. Photo: Shelbyville Fire and Rescue



often the responsibility of an adult’s actions rather 

than a child’s.” 

Case in point: This past January, Morgan’s fire 

department responded to two house fires within 

days of each other, where both homes were a com-

plete loss. One was the result of a space heater 

being placed too close to something combusti-

ble. “Typically, in those cases, it’s not a result of a 

malfunction of the auxiliary heater, but rather the 

misuse or misplacement of the heater,” Morgan says. 

The other fire broke out when homeowners cleaned 

their wood-burning fireplace and placed the ashes—

which had not cooled—in the garage.

USE THE FOLLOWING TIPS 

FROM KENTUCKY FIRE 

EXPERTS TO HELP KEEP 

YOUR FAMILY AND YOUR 

HOME SAFE:
 
Make sure you have a working, properly 
installed smoke detector
Roughly three out of five fire deaths nationally occur 

in homes without a properly installed smoke detec-

tor. Experts say the most important step you can 

take to improve your chances of surviving a house 

fire is to make sure you have a functional, properly 

installed smoke detector in your home. 

Chief Shane Crutcher of the Rineyville Volunteer 

Fire Department in Hardin County recalls investigat-

ing a home fire about five years ago that killed two 

members of his community. “One thing struck me 

the most,” he says. “After the fire, we heard a small 

chirping in the distance and discovered that there 

had in fact been a working smoke detector in their 

home. But it had been placed in a dresser drawer, 

surrounded by clothes, where no one could easily 

hear it.”  Since that fire, Crutcher’s department has 

worked in partnership with Rineyville Elementary 

School to distribute about 70 smoke detectors to 

homes without one. Check with your local fire 

department; some have programs to make smoke 

detectors available at no cost to those who cannot 

afford them.

Bottom line: Install smoke detectors inside and 

just outside of every bedroom in your home, as well 

as in pathways of exits like hallways and stairways 

on every level of the home. Detectors should be 

placed on ceilings or high on the wall, since smoke 

rises. All smoke detectors more than 10 years old 

need to be replaced. Check your detectors monthly, 

and be sure to replace their batteries each fall and 

spring when you adjust your clocks for the time 

change. 

While you’re at it, install a carbon 	
monoxide detector
Winter months increase the threat of carbon mon-

oxide poisoning, as homeowners turn to auxiliary 

sources of heat. Introduced into homes when natu-

ral gas, wood, coal, propane, or other fuels burn 

incompletely—or when vehicles or generators are 

left running 

in a home’s 

attached 

garage—carbon 

monoxide is 

known as the 

“silent killer” 

since it can’t 

be seen or 

smelled. Opt 

for smoke 

detectors that 

also moni-

tor CO levels, 

or install a 

dedicated 

CO detec-

tor (models are available for under $50) outside each 

sleeping area and on each level of your home.

Practice EDITH—Exit Drills in the Home
Sit down with every member of your family and 

map out at least two possible exit routes from 

every room of your home. Practice these exit 

routes often enough that you won’t panic if 

you need to use them. Be sure all pathways 

to the exit routes remain clear, and never 

In 2013, 1.24 million fires were reported in the 

U.S., resulting in 3,240 civilian fatalities, more 

than 15,000 injuries, and $11.5 billion in prop-

erty damage, according to the National Fire 

Protection Association.
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The Kentucky Department 

of Forestry responds to an 

average of 1,400 fires each 

year across the state—more 

than 60 percent of them arson-

related. A new program in 

partnership with the Kentucky 

State Police and the Kentucky 

Department of Corrections’ 

Bell County Forestry Camp in 

Pineville has the Department 

of Forestry going to the dogs to 

fight arson, quite literally. 

Since October, Division of 

Forestry and KSP officers have 

used two man-tracking blood-

hounds named Chloe and Magic 

from the forestry camp to try 

to sniff out and catch arsonists 

in their tracks.

Officially named the Blood-	

hound Wildland Arson 

Investigation Program, the 

new initiative has already 

shown impressive results. 

“Over a 10-year period, 

Bell County averaged 47 

wildland fires a year. But in 

the first three months of the 

bloodhound program, they had 

just one fire,” says Mike Harp, 

the Kentucky Department 

of Forestry’s deputy fire 

chief. “We really believe that 

significant drop is due to the 

dog program being based right 

there in that county.” 

Another nearby county 

had only two wildland fires in 

the first three months of the 

program, when it averages 

39 a year. Currently, the dogs 

are available to investigate 

arson calls in a six-county area 

near Bell County, though the 

Division of Forestry already 

has plans to expand the 

program.

While no arson arrests have 

been made yet using the dogs, 

they have twice successfully 

tracked individuals present at 

a fire’s point of origin: once to 

a man who fled the scene when 

a brush fire got away from him, 

and another time to a man 

who’d happened upon a fire 

scene and reported it to 911.

“The dog got on his scent and 

tracked him right back to his 

front porch,” Harp says. “We 

eventually verified that he had 

indeed dialed 911 from the 	

	

site, as he claimed, but he was 

amazed that the dog knew he’d 

been there.”

For now, the dogs are doing 

their job simply by deterring 

would-be arsonists. “As soon 

as we get an arrest of an actual 

arsonist, it will send shock 

waves through those counties 

down there,” Harp says.

 ARSONISTS, BEWARE! SNIFFING OUT FIRE STARTERS

n Arson team from left: Officer 
Don Kelly, arson investigator, 
with Raisey; Officer Josh Brock, 
handler for the Arson Dog 
Program, with Chloe; Officer 
John Bird, arson investigator, 
with Jesup; Officer Adam Sloan, 
handler for Arson Dog Program, 
with Magic. Photo: Kentucky 
Division of Forestry
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permanently shut a secondary exit route (some-

thing Schultz sees done routinely to the back doors 

of Kentucky mobile homes).

Establish an outdoor meeting spot and an 

alternative location, like a neighbor’s home, from 

which to dial 911. Never go back into a burning 

house to retrieve your cell phone or to call 911, 

advises William Hicks, fire chief of the White Hall 

Volunteer Fire Department in Madison County 

and program coordinator for Eastern Kentucky 

University’s Fire Protection and Engineering Safety 

Technology Program.

Don’t delay in calling 911
Even if you think you can handle a contained 

fire, such as a chimney fire, call 911 immediately. 

Chimney fires can get out of control and spread 

to walls quickly. Schultz says early notification of 

the fire is especially essential in rural areas, where 

many departments are volunteer-based and fire-

fighters must respond from home before reporting 

to the station.

Clean and inspect fireplaces often
To prevent the risk of chimney fires, chimneys 

should be routinely cleaned and inspected to avoid 

harmful buildup of creosote, which obstructs the 

flue, Schultz says. After clearing the grate in your 

fireplace or wood-burning stove, never dispose of 

still-warm embers or ashes near your home. Ashes 

should be deposited only in a metal container, far 

from the home’s exterior. Never place ashes on a 

wooden deck, on top of leaves, pine needles, or 

other natural combustibles outside, or near vinyl 

siding.

Keep at least 36 inches of clearance 
around all auxiliary heaters
Be sure to keep at least 3 feet of clearance between 

any auxiliary space heater and all combustible 

materials, including couches, bedding, throw 

rugs, and draperies. “One of our main (fire safety) 

problems we face in Kentucky is the improper use 

of alternative heating sources,” Swope, the state 

fire marshal, says. “We want everyone to allow 

at least 3 feet of clearance around auxiliary space 

heaters, and we encourage homeowners to turn 

heaters off when they go to sleep.”

Be mindful of how you smoke in the home
While cooking is the No. 1 cause of fires in 

America, smoking materials, i.e., lit cigarettes or 

improperly disposed cigarette butts, are the single 

largest incendiary cause of fire fatalities in the U.S. 

annually, says Swope. Never smoke in bed or while 

drowsing in a recliner, and be sure to use deep-

rimmed, heavy ashtrays that are difficult to knock 

over, he advises. KL

ONLINE

Fire safety degrees and more tips
Both nationally and internationally, the go-to school for careers in fire 

safety is right here in Kentucky, at Eastern Kentucky University. In fact, 

its arson investigation degree track is the only one in the U.S. 

You’ll also find links to sites that offer additional fire safety tips 

and videos, including an interactive fire safety site 

for kids, plus more on topics like escape planning and 

smoke detector installation. 

To read more about the wide reach of EKU’s 

fire safety program and get more fire safety 

tips, search for “Fire Safety First” at 

KentuckyLiving.com.

 ARSONISTS, BEWARE! SNIFFING OUT FIRE STARTERS

n  Volunteer firefighters are ordinary people with day jobs who do extraordinary 
things for community safety in their spare time. From left, Zachary Riffe (con-
struction worker), Cullen Martin (farmer, insurance agent, and student), and Chief 
Raymond Martin (works from Laborer’s Local 1445) train with firefighting equipment 
and techniques with the Oldtown Fire Department. Photo: Tim Webb
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