TEARS ON PEPPER HILL

Just after darkness, a light rain pelted the steep hillside from the Northwest sending up a thick cloud of gray smoke that settles peacefully into the First Fork Valley. Less than 4 hours ago the mountainside had been ablaze with a murderous inferno, taking the lives of eight hapless souls.


On October 18th, 1938, CCC crewmembers from Camp S-132, Camp Cameron had brushed out a new road and cut rocks for culvert pipe headwalls. They returned to camp in the late afternoon and were immediately sent back out to fight their first and only forest fire in Jerry Run in lower Cameron County. At 5:30 in the morning of October 19th they finally arrived back at Camp Cameron for a much needed rest. At 11:10 AM, District Forester, Charles Bear called Camp Cameron requesting crews to battle four additional forest fires in the Lick Island area along the Austin-Sinnemahoning Road (PA872).

At 1:00 in the afternoon, after only 6 hours of fitful sleep, Adolph Kammrath and Gilbert Mohney loaded their weary crews back into trucks headed to the Lick Island fires.

Basil Bogush, 19 years old, a CCC Camp enrollee from Conemaugh, Pa. was what you might call a little slow. The camp’s educational advisor, Howard Rorabaugh, said of Bogush: “He never passed a grade in school in his life. He knew his ABC’s but he could neither read nor write. In a voice trembling with heavy emotion, Camp First Sergeant, Alfred Kuleck recalled the loading of the trucks and young Basil’s weary, fateful complaint: “Sergeant, Me no wanna go”.

At 1:45PM, the crews arrived in the vicinity of Lick Island and chose to attack the smallest of the four fires. This fire was 75 yards wide at the base with its left flank at the mouth of Pepper Hill Run and was burning up one of the steepest slopes in Cameron County. Kammrath took 25 boys and started to build fire line up the left flank while Mohney took 22 boys and attacked the right flank of a fire that would soon be immortalized as the Pepper Hill Fire.

Mohney’s crew had built and backfired 200 feet of line when Camp forester, William Houpt arrived and it was decided that Mohney should take his crew to the top of the mountain and construct fire line downhill. At  3:00PM the crew left the backfire and started uphill. Gilbert Mohney was a large man, 38 years old, and was wearing smooth soled shoes making the assent most difficult. He couldn’t keep up with the crew that soon scattered into smaller unguided groups as the wind shifted to out of the Northwest. The backfire jumped the fire line and Mohney’s crew was now surrounded on 3 sides by fire. The only way out was straight up.

Young, Harry Mackey stayed with Mohney who stopped often to rest as the center of the fire rushed toward them. When the fire was only 30 feet behind them, Mohney told Mackey to go on ahead up the hill. Mackey took fewer then a dozen steps when he heard Mohney scream for water. Mackey ran back but could not see his foreman through the wall of flames. He squirted water from his Indian tank but could not reach him. The young fire fighter then threw the tank towards Mohney and fled for the top. He heard the foreman scream for about three or four minutes, then nothing. When he was later found, Mohney’s watch had stopped at 3:34PM. 

Farther on up the hill, Peter Damico and four other young men were engaged in a terrifying race with the fire and were trying to get up and around the right finger of the blaze. When the fire was close behind, the boys came to a large sloping rock and crawled up onto it, spraying each other with water. As the firestorm hit, it blew them from the slippery rock and Damico rolled down the mountain through the burned area until he was stopped by a small tree, which he climbed to get out of the smoke. While in the tree, he saw Ross Hollobaugh, age 18 severely burned, pass beneath him. The other 3, Basil Bogush, George Vogel, 17, and Steve Jacofsky, age 17 were coming down. Both Basil and Steve were bare, their cloths having been completely incinerated by the fire. Damico related later that Basil was screaming incoherently and he didn’t recognize any of us. He couldn’t walk any farther and our own hands were burned so bad we couldn’t do a thing for him. Steve told him we would go down and send a doctor. 

The remaining four severely burned fire fighters started down hill for help leaving Basil Bogush, age 19, who only knew his ABC’s alone on the mountain where he died.

Hollobaugh and Jacofsky dropped out and couldn’t continue. Rescue parties found them later, still alive and transported them to local hospitals. Ross Hollobaugh died the next day at Renovo Hospital. Steve Jacofsky also died the following day at St Marys Hospital.

Damico and Vogel made it out. George Vogel died November 2nd at Renovo Hospital. Peter Damico was transported from Renovo Hospital to Walter Reed Army Hospital, Washington, D.C. on November 7th 1938 where he recovered and was returned to duty at Camp Cameron.

Howard May, age 18, Andrew Stephanic, 17 and John Boering, 19, never made it to the rock. The inferno caught them half way up the mountainside and they died there together.

Now when it rains on the slopes of Pepper Hill, it rains tears for those 8 brave soldiers of the wild places. Cool, refreshing torrents calm the weary souls of these fire fighters as they march on toward the top of that great mountain where they may find eternal rest.

Based on original historical documents and previous writings of Warren A. Ely and Michael Schultz.
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