Lyons' heart was broken by twister 

Victorian homes were badly damaged in storm. 

June 4, 1998

By RON DEVLIN 

Of The Morning Call 

Randy Schlegel has a soft spot in his heart for the old Victorian houses that gave Lyons, the Berks County village where he is mayor, its 19thcentury character.

It's a heart that's aching after several of the majestic homes fell victim to a twister that came out of the night Sunday and wreaked devastation upon the historic town.

''Those old houses gave the town its charm,'' said Schlegel, who lives in an 18-room Victorian mansion in Lyons. ''They gave it a special flavor.''

As Reading engineering firm Spotts, Stevens and McCoy begins its damage assessment, the future of the Victorians of Lyons remains uncertain.

Can these historic treasures be rebuilt, or is the damage so extensive that they will have to go the way of the wrecking ball?

''If there is any way they can be rebuilt, I hope they will be,'' said Schlegel, who took a moment from his exhausting schedule Wednesday to chat about the old homes.

If they're not, Schlegel fears, Lyons will never be quite the same.

The consensus of experts on historic homes and restoration is that, based on newspaper photos of the damage, some of the classic homes will have to come down.

''There wasn't a whole lot left to the ones I saw in the paper,'' said Phoebe Hopkins, director of the Berks County Conservancy, a historic preservation group. ''I doubt if they could be rebuilt.''

Lyons, a railroad town in the middle of a farming region, had more than its share of old Victorian houses. With their dignified dormers, arched doorways with teardrop windows and stained-glass windows, they harkened of another era when quality and craftsmanship were in vogue.

Lyons was a railway station of Kutztown until 1870, when a branch of the East Penn Railroad pushed west from Topton. It was named for M.E. Lyons, chief engineer of the railroad, and had 500 residents in 1886 -- about its current population.

A business and mercantile center, it transported grain, lumber and coal to and from the farming region. East Penn Furnaces, a foundry, was nearby. And the Lyons Steam Mill, a grist mill, was built there in the late 1800s.

The town's merchant class built large Victorian homes, fashionable in the late 19th century, some of which have survived. ''There were a number of fine homes there,'' reported the History of Berks County.

The Conservancy's Hopkins said they are of historic importance.

''There are a lot of Victorian homes in Lyons,'' she said. ''We're appalled and saddened by the destruction of some. They were a real piece of history.''

Not all of the town's Victorian homes were hit by the twister. Indeed, most, including Schlegel's, survived.

The damage was confined largely to a three-block section at the borough's north end, where several large Victorians, an old church and about 25 older homes took heavy damage.

Barry Ream, who spent three years restoring his Victorian on Main Street, has gotten mixed signals about rebuilding. His insurer claims it can be rebuilt, a contractor said the opposite.

Missing its entire top floor, with some of its walls collapsed, Ream concedes it would be a major undertaking to save the old house -- financially and emotionally.

''I guess it depends a lot on whether it's been pushed off the foundation,'' said Ream, 37, a telephone installer.

Ken Saul, owner of Saul Restoration Artisans of Kutztown, said it is possible to repair homes with minimal damage. He wasn't so sure about those with major damage, like collapsed walls.

In any event, he said, the cost of restoring a Victorian to its original state would probably exceed new construction.

In the four days since the storm hit, Schlegel has been going virtually nonstop in a single pursuit -- bringing his town back to life.

During a few moments of reflection Wednesday outside the Lyons Fire Company, his home away from home since Sunday night, the mayor wondered if Lyons could ever go back to where it was before the twister. Not only are some Victorians in danger, but blocks of older homes with character are bound to be razed.

''I'm afraid when it's all over,'' Schlegel said, ''the town's going to look like a development.''

Fund set up for needy in Berks 

Hold off on sending clothing for storm victims, officials say. Send money. 

June 4, 1998

By MARTIN PFLIEGER 

Of The Morning Call 

Food, clothing and blankets have been pouring into the Lyons Fire Company ever since Sunday night's tornado in Berks County created a need for such things.

But the willingness of people to help the area's down and out get back on their feet has created too much of a good thing. What is needed most now, say volunteer leaders, is money.

''We're looking to put together a monetary fund to help those who are underinsured or not insured,'' said Dennis Ritter, pastor of St. John's Lutheran Church in Kutztown and dean of the East Berks Mission District. ''We're not sure whether there will be a federal disaster declaration. But even with that, there are still things that people can help with monetarily.

''We're asking people to back off in terms of bringing clothing,'' Ritter said. ''As families get more assessment done, we may in a week or two be asking for more clothing. But people are still in the process of trying to clean up, and they haven't taken complete stock of what is missing.''

Financial contributions can be made to the Topton branch of National Penn Bank, which opened a disaster relief fund and kicked in $6,000 to start. The money will be given to the Berks County Chapter of the American Red Cross to pay for food, clothing, shelter and counseling for tornado victims.

Checks should be made to Disaster Relief Fund and mailed to National Penn Bank, Disaster Relief Fund, Box 547, Boyertown, Pa., 19512. Donations also can be dropped off at any National Penn Bank branch.

The Fleetwood Bank branch in Lyons, just a few blocks from the disaster area, is also accepting donations. Checks should be made to Lyons-Bowers Community Disaster Relief Fund and sent to the bank at Box 105, Fleetwood, Pa., 19522.

Neither bank was able to say Wednesday how much money already had been collected. Although money is key, the Red Cross said it still needs items such as personal care and paper products, baby items and nonfood items, such as trash bags, cleaning supplies, charcoal and lighter fluid.

The outpouring of support in just a few days has been overwhelming, Ritter and others said.

A steady stream of visitors to the Lyons Fire Co. has dropped off canned goods, clothing, blankets and furniture.

On more than a few occasions, residents told the Red Cross they needed dog food for their pets. So the agency put out the call for a donation. F.M. Brown & Sons Inc. showed up with a pallet loaded with dog food, probably more than will ever be needed.

''The community has just been great,'' said Adrian Grieve, director for emergency services for the Berks County chapter of the Red Cross. 

Kraft Foods delivered a trailer of food items and Wal-Mart dropped off a trailer of various goods, Ritter said.

Deka Batteries in Lyons donated heavy equipment and manpower for the cleanup in the most heavily damaged section of the small town. And Wissahickon Spring Water Inc. has donated thousands of bottles of water.

Volunteers are going door-to-door carrying everything from baby food to pet food to families working to rebuild.

The fire company ladies auxiliary and other civic groups have been cooking meals for families and volunteers since the tornado hit Sunday night.

The Kutztown Area High School cafeteria staff also cooked meals it sent to the fire company.

In two weeks Family Life Services at the Lutheran Home at Topton will hold group sessions for people who want to talk about the ordeal, said Frederick Holst, pastor of Hope Lutheran Church in Bowers.

And Hope Lutheran is opening its doors to the community Sunday, he said.

''Our congregation this Sunday is going to have a service ... to gather and say thank you for life and that nobody was seriously injured or fatally injured,'' Holst said. ''We'll try and bring the community together, or at least offer the opportunity for the community to come together and offer prayers of thanksgiving and talk about how God has been present amid all of this.''

Area tornado victims await insurance adjusters 

Cleanup begins in Lyons, while Mennonite farmers erect new barns. 

June 5, 1998

By MARTIN PFLIEGER 

Of The Morning Call 

From all outward appearances, the return to normalcy in Berks County following Sunday night's tornado is progressing remarkably well.

In Lyons, piles of rubble that once were homes and garages have been hauled away. Fallen trees and scattered bricks and wood have been swept into tidy piles.

Contractors repaired many homes in the most ravaged section of the small borough.

Power has been restored and street lamps went on Thursday night for the first time in four days. The lights allowed the Northeastern Berks Regional Police Department to lift the 9 p.m. to 6 a.m. curfew and ease restrictions on traffic through the area.

But despite all the obvious progress, homeowners know that putting things back together is painstakingly slow. And they are settling for small victories.

''Yes!'' said Betty Adam when a repairman from Conestoga Telephone Co. told her they would be restoring her phone service Thursday afternoon. ''I hate those cell phones.'' As the company repaired damaged lines, Conestoga offered customers free wireless service.

Some homeowners can do little but await word from insurance companies and engineers who are deciding the fate of their homes.

Dorothy Bailey moved furniture and other possessions out of her home, which no longer has a roof. She is waiting now to learn whether she will be able to repair the house or tear it down.

''I'd rather take it down and rebuild,'' she said. ''As each day passes and we get more rain, the house gets worse and worse. If I knew what was going to happen, I could deal with it. But I don't know.''

There was no such waiting for Mennonite farmers in rural Fleetwood. In a remarkably typical display Thursday of self-sufficiency and community activism, Caleb Leid had a new barn in place by the end of the day.

Shortly after 8 a.m. Thursday, a charter bus owned by Mennonite Disaster Services of Lancaster rolled down Leid's driveway and unloaded 25 volunteers to help Leid rebuild. Other helpers came by horse and buggy and bicycle, swelling the volunteer crew to 50 or more.

The stone sides of the barn survived the tornado and some rough framing had been completed Wednesday. But within two hours Thursday morning, roof rafters had been nailed in place and preparations were being made to enclose the barn with aluminum siding and cover the roof.

Just over the hill from Leid's place stood the new frame of another barn leveled by the tornado. It had been rebuilt by Wednesday.

By contrast, emergency management officials in Lyons still are waiting for engineers to inspect damaged homes. It remains one of the biggest priorities, said John Loos, director of the Berks County Emergency Management Agency.

Twenty-five homes are considered seriously damaged.

''We listed seven or eight [Wednesday] that we were concerned about structurally,'' Loos said.

Inspectors and insurance companies will determine whether homes must be demolished, Loos said.

Officials are preparing to bundle Berks County's needs with those of the 20 other counties in the state where tornadoes touched down this week to improve the chances of receiving federal aid, according to state Sen. Michael O'Pake of Berks County.

N.J. man gets Berks air mail 

A May 31 tornado apparently swept a magazine page 40 miles. 

June 9, 1998

By MARTIN PFLIEGER 

Of The Morning Call 

Keith Haggerty usually doesn't pay close attention to the occasional stray piece of trash that blows onto the lawn of his Milford, N.J., home.

But something about the 8-1/2-by11-inch, tattered and mud-caked piece of paper resting on the lawn the night of June 1 as he cut the grass caused him to look closely.

Stamped on the lower half of one side of the paper, apparently a page from a magazine, was the name and address of Caleb Leid of Fleetwood, who lives about 40 miles east as the crow flies from Haggerty's Hunterdon County home.

''The only reason I looked at it, I guess, was the way the piece was oriented. My eye was drawn to the quarter of the page that was addressed,'' he said.

How did it come to be on Haggerty's lawn?

The best bet is that it was carried there by the May 31 tornado that cut through Berks County, tearing apart homes and busi nesses, including Leid's barn on Richmond Road.

''I considered that maybe it came out of someone's garbage in the neighborhood at first,'' said Haggerty. ''But then I started thinking that maybe it did fall out of the sky.''

Haggerty had watched television news reports about the tornado that touched down in Berks County. And last Tuesday his coworkers at Air Products and Chemicals in Trexlertown, Upper Macungie Township, encouraged him to send the page to Leid.

''I didn't know if it was 20 years old or garbage or what,'' he said.

The page appeared to have come from a childrens' magazine, Haggerty said. Printed on both sides were portions of a story about a boy and his father hauling logs with a horse-drawn wagon. Haggerty mailed the page to Leid with a letter detailing how he found it.

Several days later, co-workers showed Haggerty a Morning Call story about the volunteer effort to rebuild Leid's barn.

''The name was spelled the same. And I'm thinking this guy really exists,'' Haggerty said.

Leid's wife, Mabel, confirmed Monday that the page came from a magazine called Blackboard Bulletin, an educational magazine the family subscribes to. The page that landed in Haggerty's lawn came from a copy of the magazine stored in the family's attic.

The attic was exposed when the tornado ripped off a portion of the Leids' house roof.

The family was surprised at receiving Haggerty's letter, Mrs. Leid said.

''We had no idea that something like that could go that far,'' she said.

President Clinton has declared four Pennsylvania counties affected by last week's tornadoes and severe storms major disaster areas.

His action makes federal aid available to those who sustained storm damage in Berks, Wyoming, Allegheny and Somerset counties May 31 through June 2.

Federal assistance can include disaster housing, grants and lowcost loans to cover uninsured property losses.

Jack Shuback of the Federal Emergency Management Agency's regional office in Philadelphia will coordinate federal recovery operations in the Pennsylvania counties.

Residents and business owners who sustained losses from the storms can call (800) 462-9029 or (800) 462-7585 for the hearing-impaired.

The lines will be open from 8 a.m. to 6 p.m. daily until FEMA announces differently.

Clinton gives Berks

disaster-area status

An order frees aid for tornado victims. Assistance could include grants and low-interest loans to residents and businesses and funding to local governments.

By John D. Forester Jr.

Eagle/Times

President Clinton declared a major disaster in Berks and three other Pennsylvania counties Monday because of damage from tornadoes, paving the way for federal aid to victims.

According to U.S. Rep. Tim Holden, the Federal Emergency Management Agency will set up a field office in Berks to help businesses and residents apply for loans or grants.

Holden, a Schuylkill County Democrat who represents Berks, lobbied the White House for the declaration.

Clinton's decision was based on preliminary damage assessments. Although no dollar amount has been assigned to the loss, it is expected to be in the millions of dollars in Berks alone.

This is great news," said John E. Loos, Berks Emergency Management Agency coordinator. I am very, very pleased."

The presidential declaration also covers Allegheny, Somerset and Wyoming counties.

Berks and Somerset were hit by tornadoes May 31, and Allegheny and Wyoming were struck last Tuesday.

FEMA Director James Lee Witt said the federal aid could include grants to help pay for temporary housing, minor home repairs and other disaster-related expenses.

Low-interest loans from the U.S. Small Business Administration will be available for residential and business losses not fully covered by insurance.

Loos said that in anticipation of the declaration, he has been arranging for the FEMA disaster assistance center to be set up in the social quarters of the Lyons Fire Company.

We have talked to Conestoga (Telephone and Telegraph Co.) to have them install more phone lines in the center," Loos said. We can expect it to be open for several weeks to several months."

Under the declaration, the federal government also would pay state and local governments up to 75 percent of disaster-related expenses.

Last week, Berks County Commissioner Glenn B. Reber said the county will pay for removal and dumping of debris from the tornado. That bill could be as much as $200,000.

Also, Loos said, Lyons, the hardest hit area in the county, incurred substantial overtime costs for the Northeastern Berks Regional Police, which patrols the area.

The tiny borough has an annual budget of about $60,000, Loos said, and its budget for police overtime was exceeded only hours after the tornado hit.

Witt appointed Jack Schuback of FEMA's Philadelphia regional office to coordinate the recovery operations.

The agency said damage surveys are continuing in other areas, and additional counties may be added after the assessments are completed.

Holden will meet with Lyons officials this morning to review the types of assistance being offered.

Marco G. Bourne, a spokesman for the Pennsylvania Emergency Management Agency, said his agency is trying to have the declaration expanded to include 12 other counties damaged by recent storms.

Adrian J. Grieve, director of emergency services for the Berks Chapter of the American Red Cross, said his agency is processing paperwork for those requesting Red Cross help.

We have had seven families who have asked for Red Cross assistance," Grieve said, working on a laptop computer at a lunch table in the disaster center.

We can give them food, clothing, shelter, rent assistance and health needs on an emergency basis," Grieve said. 

He said he expects the Red Cross to stay at the center for the rest of the week.

Daree Sicher, volunteer coordinator at the center, said donated items continue to arrive. 

Three tables in the center were piled high with a wide assortment of household items, from cleansers and mops to aspirin and toothbrushes.

We have stopped accepting clothing and food donations," she said. And we are also trying to get the word out that we don't need any more feminine products."

Sicher said many victims have been dropping by the center to pick out items. Although some are too proud to accept charity, she said, volunteers have packed up items and distributed them.

We try to tell them it's a help up, not a handout," she said.

Tornado victims to apply for federal funds to rebuild 

Berks County residents hit by twister are eager to collect disaster assistance. 

June 10, 1998

By MARTIN PFLIEGER 

Of The Morning Call 

The focus in tornado-damaged Berks County is shifting now that President Clinton has declared it a major disaster area.

Last week the job entailed feeding and housing the homeless, assessing damage and cleaning up in the wake of the May 31 tornado. This week, residents will learn how much financial help the federal government will give them to rebuild.

Jim Heffner of Bechtelsville owns four apartments in this one building on Railroad Street in Lyons. The building was mostly destroyedby last week's tornado, but it was totally demolished by a crane Tuesday. June 9, 1998. He was in the process of remodeling the place for his tenants when the tornado hit. 

By Thursday or Friday, state and federal emergency management officials will be stationed in the Lyons Fire Company social quarters to take applications from residents for federal loans and grants.

In the meantime, residents are being told they can call (800) 462-9029 to get the process started.

Clinton declared four Pennsylvania counties disaster areas Monday, including Berks, Allegheny, Somerset and Wyoming. State officials are pushing Clinton to include 12 other counties hit by the recent storms, including Pike, Monroe and Montgomery.

Clinton made the declaration based on preliminary damage assessments, according to Marko Bourne, press secretary for the Pennsylvania Emergency Management Agency.

Although the extent of the destruction is still being tallied, Bourne estimated that 1,500 to 1,700 buildings across the state were damaged. Most of them, he said, are covered by insurance.

Workers build a new roof on a large barn in downtown Lyons, Pa., Tuesday, June 9, 1998. It was destoryed in last week's tornado. 

In Berks County, about 70 homes and farms were damaged, said John Loos, Berks County Emergency Management coordinator. Damage ranged from minor to total destruction, he said.

''Our initial damage assessment was a little over $2 million,'' Loos said. ''But we're now talking to farmers who are digging out. And they're finding equipment they initially thought was repairable is now damaged. I'm sure the figures will go higher.''

Bourne said a dollar amount for the statewide loss has not been fixed. In any case, the cost of the damage is not what the state relied on in asking Clinton for a disaster declaration, Bourne said.

''It was based generally on the number of structures affected, how much insurance was in place and whether damage was widespread and is causing disruption to public health and safety,'' he said.

Once a bank of phones is set up in the Lyons Fire Hall, tornado victims can sit down with federal officials to begin applying for temporary housing assistance, grants for minor, uninsured repairs to homes and low-interest loans to repair property and replace lost possessions not fully covered by insurance.

This scene would have shown a convienience store in the foreground before the tornado that hit Lyons last week. Tuesday, June 9, 1998, it's just a pile of rubble. 

In addition, the state is offering disaster unemployment insurance, consumer protection assistance, health and welfare assistance, wellwater testing, crisis counseling and driver's license and vehicle registration replacement services, Bourne said.

Local governments and the state also are eligible for federal help, up to 75 percent of disaster related expenses. That kind of assistance could help Lyons, with an annual budget of only $60,000, to pay for police overtime and cleanup expenses.

The Northeast Berks Regional Police Department has logged heavy overtime since the tornado.

Tornado damage at least $2 million

A preliminary figure of losses in northern Berks County is expected to grow, an emergency official says.

By John D. Forester Jr.

Eagle/Times

The May 31 tornado caused at least $2 million in damage on its 12-mile rampage through northern Berks County, according to the county emergency management coordinator.

But that is a very, very preliminary figure and I expect it to go up," said the official, John E. Loos. We don't have figures from some of the outlying areas yet."

Loos gave the estimate in the Lyons Fire Company, where he met with U.S. Rep. Tim Holden and Lyons Mayor Randy L. Schlegel to discuss arrangements for setting up a disaster action center, also called a DAC, in Berks.

It will probably be set up here," Loos said. We are trying to work out the details with PEMA (Pennsylvania Emergency Management Agency)."

President Clinton has declared Berks and three other Pennsylvania counties federal disaster areas because of damage from tornadoes and severe thunderstorms.

Marco G. Bourne, a PEMA spokesman, said Jack Schuback, Federal Emergency Management Agency regional director, met with PEMA officials in Harrisburg Tuesday to finalize the Berks disaster response.

We will probably have a DAC set up before the weekend and it probably will be in the Lyons area," Bourne said.

Bourne said representatives from every department in state and federal government that can offer disaster-related services will be represented at the center.

Sometimes it might seem like we have more people manning the DAC than there are victims," he said. Nobody is going to be able to complain about slow service."

In addition to FEMA and PEMA, Bourne said, the center will have representatives from the Pennsylvania Department of Transportation, the state Insurance Department, Public Welfare Department, Department of Labor and Industry, Agriculture Department, Revenue Department, Agriculture Department and the attorney general's Bureau of Consumer Protection.

Federal agencies, including the Department of Labor, the U.S. Department of Agriculture and the Small Business Administration, will be at the center.

During the Lyons meeting, Loos told Holden there is a need to get FEMA to declare a disaster to include funds for municipal infrastructure.

The presidential declaration allows only individual and business assistance. The disaster declaration does not cover expenses incurred by local municipalities during cleanup.

So far, he said, the Northeastern Regional Police Department has logged overtime hours and the county government has pledged to be responsible for removal and dumping of debris, which is expected to cost about $30,000, according to the most recent estimates. 

Loos said the volunteer rescue units, fire companies, ambulances and other emergency units incurred costs that could be reimbursed if FEMA alters its declaration to include public assistance.

Bourne said the state is negotiating with FEMA to have municipalities reimbursed and is submitting more data to support their claim.

With FEMA, it is not a matter of dollar amounts," he said. We will continue to push them to include the municipal costs and also to include the 10 other counties in the declaration."

The presidential disaster declaration covers only Berks, Allegheny, Somerset and Wyoming counties. Bourne said 10 other counties sustained damage in the May 31 and June 2 storms.

Bourne said an announcement is slated today on where and when the disaster action center will open.

Until then, victims of the tornado can reach FEMA by calling 1-800-462-9029 from 8 a.m. to 6 p.m. seven days a week. The number for hearing and speech-impaired callers is 1-800-426-7585.

