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• Clean Juice Birmingham is finishing 

construction at 148 Pierce Street.  

Founded by Landon and Kat Eckles 

the certified organic juice bar replaces 

Lindamood-Bell Learning Center. 

Other locations include Grand Rapids, 

East Lansing, Rochester Hills and 

Troy

• Röre Method enters Birmingham at 

700 North Old Woodward Avenue. 

RÖRE Method offers a variety of 

services including evaluation-based 

training and recovery, rehabilitation 

and nutritional services.

• Lux Travel Girl, a travel agency 

specializing in luxury travel has 

opened at 114 South Old Woodward

• Birmingham Houze Apartments fills 

in at the former The Forefront at 400 

S. Old Woodward. Offering one and 

two bedroom apartments with up to 

1,793 square feet of living space the 

rents range from $3,000 to $15,000 per 

month.

• Sun Medical, founded 40 years 

ago in Royal Oak, has opened at 

34164 Woodward in the former 

BIRMINGHAM 
IN BULLETS...

Batteries Plus location. Sun offers medical 

equipment, supplies and services. The 

Birmingham location has nurses available 

to answer questions regarding home health 

care needs.

• RH is expected to begin 

construction in the near future now 

that city commission approval has been 

granted. RH will replace the Lutz Real 

Estate office, Frank’s Shoe Repair and 

Roche Bobois furniture.

• Jax Car Wash has proposed a 

redesign of their Birmingham location. 

The plan would move the vacuum stations 

to the north side of the building, add 

an additional vehicle exit, install auto-

attendants and enhanced landscaping.

• Zana, a new restaurant from 

Mario Camaj, partner/operator of Tallulah 

Wine Bar and Bistro and BESA in Detroit 

will feature modern contemporary 

American fare. Zana plans to open in the 

former Vinotecca and Elm Room location 

on S. Old Woodward.
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• Maple Road staple, Dick O’Dows has 

sought approval for moving their front 

façade back to allow for covered outdoor 

dining 

• Circa Lighting will open their 1st 

Michigan location at 250 E. Merrill Street 

in the former Rojo. Circa, founded in 

Savannah, Georgia in 1998, has over two 

dozen location in the U.S. and U.K. 

• Preliminary plans call for the former 

Junior League Building on N. Old 

Woodward to be replaced with a 3 story 

mixed use building. 

• Fresh Goodness Pizza expects to open in 

the former Hungry Howies Pizza (next to 

Speedy Tees) at 33901 Woodward Avenue

• Waymaker Salon has opened at 730 N. 

Old Woodward. 

• While technically not in Birmingham, the former Birmingham 

Masonic Temple, on Woodward Avenue in Bloomfield Township, just 

north of Quarton, has been sold and will become the new home of the 

Davidson Foundation. 

• The Great Eros of Brooklyn, NY makes its way to Birmingham at 

248 W. Maple Road. This will be their 2nd store. They feature luxury 

lingerie, intimate apparel, clothing and accessories. 

• AA Tailoring & Bridal recently opened their doors at 1775 E. 14 Mile 

Road. They are experienced with all types of womenswear, menswear 

and baby & children's clothing

• Lepa Brows Studio, a permanent make-up clinic, has opened in 

Adams Square at 725 S. Adams

• Birmingham will elect 3 brand new City Commissioners on 

November 2nd as the 3 incumbents up for re-election have decided to 

not re-run. Information on the candidates can be found at https://www.

downtownpublications.com/single-post/birmingham-city-commission

• It is expected that The Reserve banquet hall will be replaced with a 3rd phase of 

the District Lofts. 

3rd phase of the District Lofts
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By: Claire Kowalec and Stuart Jeffares

B I R M I N G H A M ’ S

B U I L D I N G
Mystery

"Perhaps this recent deal has 
established a new precedent 
and the building could be 
sold and redeveloped?"
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 Hiding in plain sight, the four-story 

Michigan Bell building occupying nearly a third 

of an acre in downtown Birmingham has been 

in the middle of our community since 1949. But 

do you know what happens inside those walls? 

Have you ever seen anyone walk in or out of the 

building? Neither had we, so we set out to pierce 

the veil of secrecy surrounding this building!

It turns out the building is what is referred 

to in the communications business as a 

“Central Office.”  There are approximately 

20,000 of these central offices used by 

telecommunications companies across the US 

to house the equipment needed to direct and 

process telephone calls and data traffic. The 

role of central offices is similar to electrical 

substations in the power industry. Telephone 

central offices are typically multi-story 

buildings constructed of concrete or masonry 

and are often windowless.  The buildings are 

designed to withstand natural disasters as 

well as protect against unauthorized access 

that could interrupt service. Even today, the 

telephone central office is the foundation for 

communication.  Without these central offices, 

telephone calls and data streams (including fax 

and Internet) would be non-existent. 

Birmingham Central  
Office History 
 

The original “central office” was the Old 

Telephone Exchange building at 148 Pierce, 

just north of Townhouse restaurant and only 

about 20 feet from the most northeast corner 

of the current building. Perhaps this was by 

design considering the large amount of cabling 

involved. The phone company located on the 

upper floor, shared the building with the 

Birmingham Eccentric until 1922, when the 

phone company bought the entire building and 

expanded into the 1st floor. 

In 1948, construction started on a new structure 

that was part of a $68 million dollar post-war 

statewide effort by Michigan Bell to upgrade 

communities to dial service. The Birmingham 

central office building initially cost $300,000 

and took a little over a year to complete. 

Located across from our Municipal Building, the 

structure was originally designed by a new “up 

& coming” head designer from architectural 

firm Smith, Hinchman & Grylls. The firm 

designed many central offices around the state 

but also designed such area masterpieces as 

the Guardian and Penobscot Buildings, JL 

Hudson department store in Detroit and Yost 

Fieldhouse in Ann Arbor. This new designer 

was none other than Minoru Yamasaki, who 

would later design many noteworthy structures 

worldwide including the World Trade Center in 

New York! The Birmingham Eccentric reported 

that at the time, both the architect and the 

client took “great pains to design a building for 

Birmingham which will complement the civic 

center.” In fact, the salmon-colored brick was 

a compromise reached by city officials and Mr. 

Yamasaki to help the building blend in with the 

Municipal Building. The original building was 

two stories but was designed to accommodate 

two additional floors if expansion was 

necessary. It is believed that Mr. Yamasaki was 

not involved in any of the subsequent 

expansions.

The main level housed administrative 

functions. Reportedly, one of these 

administrative functions was a Yellow 

Pages office.  The top (2nd) floor 

housed the actual dial equipment, 

which required a larger footprint, 

hence, the 2nd floor overhang still 

present today. Subsequent to the 

design being released by Mr. Yamasaki, several 

civic leaders including Charles Shain, a former 

village president and local pharmacist (and 

park namesake) met with Michigan Bell in 

an attempt to get the design modified to 

more closely match the Municipal Building 

and Baldwin Library. Michigan Bell resisted 

changing the style claiming a modern design 

best suited for the necessary functions of the 

operation.

In the years after the original construction, 

several additions and alterations occurred, 

including: 

• 1951 – 2 years after completion, the building 

was expanded to the east

• 1953 – Another 2 years later, a 3rd floor was 

added

• 1968 –1st floor windows and the main 

entrance were filled in with masonry veneer 

thereby requiring the address to be changed to 

Henrietta Street

• 1979 – A windowless 4th floor is added
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Michigan Bell, the AT&T 
Building Today

 To learn more, we were able to track 

down (it was NOT easy) a person familiar 

with the building. We discussed our “mystery 

building” and its role in our community.  What 

we found out:

Will this building ever be obsolete?

 In the last 10, 15 years, there have 

been significant upgrades to the equipment 

and even to the telephone lines, to the point 

where they significantly shrunk in number. 

The building has different departments and 

the network with all the equipment needed 

to provide for the customers occupies just a 

few of those floors. But while the equipment 

is getting smaller faster and doesn’t need as 

much space, the need for the building remains. 

It may be possible that the technology advances 

so much and gets so small that it can fit it into 

a closet someday in the future, but that is not 

imminent.

Where are all the lines, cables?

 There are pipes running 

underground that no one sees. Despite all 

the telephone poles carrying cables across 

the landscape, much of the communication 

infrastructure is underground. There are 

thousands of cables 

going in and out of 

the building that 

people can’t see. 

They even take 

advantage of the 

sewer system. In 

recent years AT&T 

has been expanding 

efforts in burying 

fiber optic cable to 

help avoid weather-

related damage.

How many people 

does the building 

serve?

 Today, as many 

customers are 

dropping traditional 

phone service, that 

part of the business 

has considerably 

dwindled. However, 

the fiber side has increased exponentially. 

Today the building probably serves 

somewhere between 300,000 to 500,000 

customers. 

Why doesn’t the building have windows on the 

1st or 4th floors and the windows are mostly 

blocked on floors 3 & 4? 

 Central office buildings, for a long 

time, have been designed or altered to be as 

nondescript as possible. They try to blend 

in with the community and with the rest of 

the architectural integrity of the city. Also, 

much of the space is reserved for equipment; 

there are very few people in these buildings. 

For example, the 2nd floor has a big, main 

distributing frame that is over 100 feet long 

and multiple stories tall. It has a bunch of 

copper wire that connects customers. 

These offices are a critical part of our nation’s 

communications infrastructure and their 

safekeeping is paramount to the country’s 

security. Some may remember that not that 

long ago, on Christmas Day 2020, an RV 

filled with explosives detonated in front of 

a central office in downtown Nashville, TN. 

The explosion disrupted 9-1-1 services and cell 

phone service and caused telecommunications 

issues at Nashville International Airport.

Can this building ever be redeveloped?

 Perhaps. Dan Gilbert just recently 

purchased a central office in Detroit at 444 

Michigan Avenue for $15 million. However, 

because there are still customers that the 

facility serves, it was built into the contract 

that AT&T will continue to use their 

equipment on the floors they need. There 

have been reported attempts many years ago 

by local business owners interested in doing 

something similar with the Birmingham 

Central Office. At the time AT&T was not 

interested.

Birmingham's Mystery Building Continued
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OF BEVERLY HILLS

 REAL
TURKEYS

th
e

If you’ve seen turkeys crossing near 

Beverly and Southfield roads, you’ve spotted 

the “Real Turkeys of Beverly Hills,” our 

area’s local wildlife celebrities. In July, a 

resident-run Facebook Group called the 

“Real Turkeys of Beverly Hills” to chronicle 

the activities of the local wild turkeys 

launched. As of early October the group 

has over 1,000 members. The group is not 

limited to residents of Beverly Hills. 

 The turkeys often stop traffic while 

they cross Southfield Road, many times 

walking along the crosswalk. They have 

been sighted in the nearby neighborhoods 

as well as on the main road, accompanying 

joggers, sitting on cars, enjoying the 

sheltered bus stop on rainy days, laying in 

the shade of trees, visiting Medical Village 

Optical, shopping at Books-A-Million and 

presumably getting a bite to eat at Taco 

Bell. They ‘appear” to be friendly and 

are comfortable around humans even 

approaching anyone nearby. One video 

circulating shows one of the turkeys 

running along side another runner…

apparently trying to get her steps in for 

the day… Although the Facebook group 

was created in July, the turkeys have been 

famous for month’s prior. 

 In late July, members of the 

Facebook group mourned the loss of one 

of the celebrity turkeys, who was killed in 

traffic. Several people noted the importance 

of stopping your vehicle and waiting to 

allow wildlife to cross the street, while 

others suggested posting “Turkey Crossing” 

signs or relocating the turkeys for their 

safety. To the best of their ability, passersby 

and drivers usually try to guide them out 

of the street. As of the time this article 

was written, two female turkeys continue 

to enjoy their walks across Southfield and 

Beverly and the surrounding area. There are 

also a few other wild turkey families who 

live in the surrounding neighborhoods. 

 To follow the adventures of the 

Real Turkeys of Beverly Hills, join the 

Facebook group and keep an eye out for our 

famous feathered friends.

By: Claire Kowalec
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slight improvements in middle price bands due to 
decreased sales

Significant decreases in $400K - $1.4M Sales

Increases in upper end

Substantial year over year decreases
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Address Address AddressPrice/
S.F.

Price/
S.F.

Price/
S.F.

Sales 
Price

Sales 
Price

Sales 
Price

BY THE NUMBERS 3RD QUARTER 
2021 RESIDENTIAL 
SALES

346 W Brown Street $1,900,000 $632
663 Shirley Road $1,700,000 $491
1048 Southfield Road $1,750,000 $463
512 George Street $560,000 $455
1355 Northlawn Blvd $950,000 $440
350 Shirley Road $1,790,000 $430
540 Henrietta Street $1,575,000 $429
1479 Stanley Boulevard $1,585,000 $423
984 Abbey Street $1,800,000 $422
1989 Webster Street $872,500 $421
245 Wimbleton Drive $1,750,000 $419
763 Suffield Avenue $1,775,000 $419
652 Bloomfield Court $1,300,000 $416
544 Wallace Street $1,350,000 $409
801 Hazel Street $830,000 $404
1044 Hazel Street $1,275,000 $401
1312 Webster Street $880,000 $400
988 Chestnut Street $1,185,000 $397
715 Suffield Avenue $1,900,000 $396
2080 Redding Road $2,350,000 $392
263 Ravine Road $1,027,000 $383
608 Emmons Avenue $1,360,000 $381
644 Watkins Street $995,000 $378
1210 Manchester Rd $1,280,000 $378
1044 Forest Avenue $454,500 $376
576 Chesterfield Avenue $2,005,000 $375
2736 Windemere Road $1,250,000 $372
730 S Chester Street $565,000 $369
1610 Webster Street $789,000 $369
1526 Stanley Boulevard $550,000 $367
1180 Villa Road $495,000 $355
650 Brookside Avenue $1,070,000 $352
1447 Chapin Avenue $300,000 $351
1792 Henrietta Street $350,000 $350
1910 Holland Street $325,000 $349
1264 Webster Street $919,900 $345
1221 Latham Street $765,000 $344
1222 Davis Avenue $864,000 $343
1455 E Melton Road $379,000 $343
1843 Stanley Boulevard $849,000 $342
519 Wallace Street $840,000 $341
2528 Derby Road $399,000 $340
1602 Hazel Street $379,900 $340
945 Henrietta Street $2,000,000 $339
1974 Holland Street $654,900 $339
1878 Haynes Street $765,000 $338

1137 Stanley Boulevard $370,000 $336
731 S Bates Street $1,270,000 $334
1275 Smith Avenue $470,000 $332
2029 Yorkshire Road $1,400,000 $332
1449 Emmons Avenue $365,000 $332
609 Chapin Ave $850,000 $330
298 Bird Avenue $362,000 $329
643 Emmons Avenue $615,000 $329
1594 Villa Road $355,000 $326
1323 Northlawn Boulevard $880,000 $324
1943 Hazel Street $323,000 $322
1382 Westboro $999,999 $322
1774 Pierce Street $753,000 $321
1535 Fairway Drive $580,000 $320
1596 E Melton Road $320,000 $320
1975 Shipman Boulevard $1,040,000 $319
1581 W Lincoln Street $420,000 $319
874 Mohegan Street $915,000 $317
1737 W Lincoln Street $425,000 $316
1769 Pine Street $647,000 $314
720 Pierce Street $830,000 $314
1714 Cole Street $1,225,000 $314
1860 Birmingham Boulevard $574,900 $313
645 Mohegan Street $565,000 $312
1044 Suffield Avenue $1,141,360 $311
2046 Yorkshire Road $360,000 $311
1339 Holland Street $220,000 $310
1974 Webster Street $975,000 $310
1490 Emmons Avenue $433,000 $309
1504 Cheltenham Rd $344,900 $309
1250 Villa Road $300,000 $308
693 N Glenhurst Drive $900,000 $308
608 Humphrey Avenue $890,000 $306
1883 Shipman Boulevard $975,000 $306
1665 Mansfield Road $374,900 $306
347 Greenwood Street $1,050,000 $304
1362 Hazel Street $405,000 $302
684 Madison Street $573,000 $302
1661 Maryland Boulevard $585,000 $301
1431 Cole Street $681,525 $299
2517 Manchester Road $450,000 $299
1250 Redding Road $843,000 $298
1825 Pine Street $850,000 $297
443 E Southlawn Boulevard $324,150 $297
1788 Fairway Drive $955,000 $293
1760 Pierce Street $1,030,000 $292

1690 E Maple Road $325,000 $290
1923 Fairview Street $785,000 $290
453 Kimberley Rd Road $500,000 $287
951 Smith Avenue $883,000 $285
2761 Windemere Road $366,000 $284
192 E Lincoln St $460,100 $282
1524 Villa Road $416,000 $282
375 Catalpa Drive $699,900 $282
1168 Emmons Avenue $560,000 $280
1380 Bird Ave $725,000 $279
852 Bird Avenue $725,000 $278
1174 Davis Avenue $316,617 $278
100 Shirley Road $675,000 $278
1480 E Lincoln Street $265,000 $272
1776 Maryland Boulevard $575,000 $272
1609 Torry Street $349,200 $272
1885 Holland Street $250,000 $271
1599 Shipman Boulevard $509,000 $270
660 Smith Avenue $635,000 $270
2294 Fairway Drive $622,000 $270
2057 Manchester Road $435,000 $269
344 Linden Road $770,000 $268
765 S Glenhurst Drive $759,151 $263
1544 Sheffield Road $305,000 $261
956 Henrietta Street $530,000 $258
384 Puritan Avenue $880,000 $255
1571 Humphrey Avenue $372,000 $251
1744 Holland Street $539,000 $251
1487 Emmons Avenue $329,900 $249
1025 Fairfax Street $710,000 $249
586 Westwood Drive $765,000 $248
1593 Chapin Avenue $750,000 $247
1770 Banbury Street $495,000 $247
1823 Yorkshire Road $730,000 $245
2392 Derby Rd Road $362,000 $244
1019 S Glenhurst Drive $520,000 $243
711 Smith Avenue $615,000 $243
1158 Saxon Drive $435,000 $238
1822 Haynes Street $220,000 $237
1849 E Maple Road $285,000 $221
2457 Pembroke Rd Road $265,000 $213
615 Henrietta Street $710,000 $213
1130 Wakefield Street $410,000 $189
1344 Bennaville Avenue $442,500 $188
872 Gordon Lane $550,000 $176
1428 Bennaville Ave $2,500 $2
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Associate Broker 
Max Broock, Birmingham

5½
QUESTIONS 

WITH:

STUART  
JEFFARES

Why do you think you are well adapted to be an 
agent?

Honestly, I think I have pretty much the ideal skill 

set you would want in an agent. After finishing a MBA in 

Marketing and Finance I worked on the sales of companies worth 

hundreds of millions of dollars; complex transactions, far more 

complicated than selling a house or condo. I also was responsible 

for developing prices for millions of vehicles, making sure our 

prices made sense to the buyer. I’ve also developed strategies and 

marketed products using sophisticated approaches. So, I have 

learned relevant business skills at a level that most agents haven’t 

been exposed to. My building background also is extremely 

valuable. When I take a buyer through a house, I am essentially 

doing a cursory inspection to better understand what they are 

really buying or in many cases, not buying, thus helping the client 

avoid paying for an  inspection that is likely to not go well. In 

How did you get into real estate?

I joined Chrysler right out of graduate school 

and had a 22-year career with them but as we entered 

our 2nd bankruptcy in 30 years, I decided to leverage 

the incredible business background I had and follow 

a passion of mine: real estate. I had been a licensed 

Residential Builder for nearly 20 years at the time but 

had limited time to devote to building so I began looking 

for homes to renovate. After renovating a few, I decided 

that getting my Real Estate Salesperson License might 

help me expand my knowledge of the transaction side 

of buying and selling homes. Subsequent to getting 

my license, I quickly realized that to really become an 

expert in real estate transactions I needed to actually 

spend some time as an active agent. That led me to the 

market leader in Birmingham, Max Broock. A few years 

later, as soon as I met the requirements I acquired my 

Associate Broker License. 
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What do you do when you aren’t helping 
people buy or sell a home?

I am a board member at Next (Birmingham 

area 50+ community center) and the Birmingham 

Planning Board. I also enjoy cycling with several area bike 

clubs, walking around town and traveling. Perhaps the 

most rewarding thing I have enjoyed over the past year 

and a half has been putting together community events 

to help local businesses hurt by the pandemic. I have such 

a soft spot in my heart for the great small business people 

in our town who take substantial risks to contribute to 

the fabric of our community.

Anything else?

If you're thinking of moving in the 

next year, call me now at 248-321-2120 

to discuss a winning strategy for selling or buying.  

What do you like about real estate?

I think what I like the best about real estate is 

leveraging my unique skill set to give my clients 

an advantage in the process. When I submit an offer for a 

client I can tell the Seller’s agent that our offer has taken 

into account the age of the mechanicals, condition of the 

windows, roof and other significant elements, the costs to 

modernize electrical and plumbing systems and key repair 

and renovation costs. This makes offers that I submit much 

stronger because a seller knows someone knowledgeable 

has pointed these out to the buyer BEFORE an offer was 

written thereby reducing the chances of a post-inspection 

“renegotiation” due to a myriad of surprises.  

Another way I help my buyers prevail is to reduce risk for the 

seller. Corporations are known for understanding risk when 

making decisions. Similarly, savvy sellers also consider risk 

in evaluating offers. Using this mindset, I work to get my 

clients (that aren’t paying cash) pre-underwritten. This has 2 

benefits for improving the strength of my buyer’s offer. First, 

it significantly improves the odds that the deal will close but 

secondly, it allows the buyer to offer a quick close (similar 

to cash) because, for the most part, the entire process, other 

than the appraisal, has been completed. 

What do most people not realize about the 
process of selling a home?

Probably, the biggest misconception is not 

recognizing the pre-work that should be done to ensure 

the highest price and smoothest transaction. This includes, 

de-cluttering, pre-packing, staging, cleaning, certain key 

repairs (to keep the inspection from going off-the-rails), curb 

appeal, room assignments and clearing the title. These are 

all considered in the development of the marketing strategy 

and can require several months or more to complete.

addition, as a member of the Birmingham Planning Board 

I am very familiar with the Zoning Ordinances (i.e. what 

can be done with properties for those looking to renovate 

or expand a home in our town). Moreover, my network in 

the area is solid, so if a client is looking to de-clutter, repair, 

renovate, almost anything house related, I got a guy who 

has been vetted.  One other area I can provide differentiated 

service is in evaluating the landscape. I am a Certified Master 

Gardner, so I will point out potential issues of the yard 

(e.g. diseased trees, invasive plants…), these issues can be 

remarkably expensive and thus it is important that they be 

considered when writing an offer.

Another mistake that some people make is believing that 

an artificially high price will get them a higher sales price. 

I would say this works in reverse the majority of the time. 

If you look at the mechanics on the buyer side, they are 

looking at a feed of the newest homes being listed each 

day. The 1st 1-2 weeks new listings enjoy being the center 

of attention from all the buyers who have been looking 

for days, weeks, months and years. This advantageous 

situation can never be replicated. As a home with an 

unrealistic price ages on the MLS, it is frequently written 

off and falls down the list more each day until it is only 

being seen by buyers who just began their search. But, 

even these newbies can see that the house has been on the 

market for a prolonged period of time and often assume 

that there is something wrong with the house. Even if the 

house is on the market so long that prices rise to make the 

home fairly valued, the time on the market will taint the 

attractiveness of the home thus all but ensuring that the 

home will need a significant price reduction or “fire sale” 

to attract any real attention. Making matters worse, the 

seller is continuing to pay a mortgage, taxes, insurance, 

maintenance, etc. Lastly, in the rare situations where 

the seller is able to attract a premium price offer, the 

appraisal frequently comes in at the market-based price 

leading the buyer to consider reducing his offer. Each 

house requires its own specific strategy to best achieve the 

goals of the seller but rarely is an above-market price an 

element of a successful strategy.
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calls]. And seeing the camaraderie between 

the firefighters working with each other and 

seeing how their training comes together 

to do the job. You work with these guys and 

they become a second family to you. The 

firefighters live here--they work 24-hour 

shifts minimum, but a lot of times they pick 

up a shift between and trade with somebody 

or take overtime shifts. Sometimes they’re 

here for three days. It’s their home, too. 

 Marshal: I do a lot of public 

interaction with businesses, residences, and 

things like that on a daily basis. Every day 

I learn something new, but every day I get 

to teach one other thing to somebody that’s 

very rewarding. Everything that we do is a 

preventative measure. So our fire code that 

we follow is written because in the past, 

something devastating has happened. 

What are some of the areas in which you’re 

trained? 

 Chief: We get taught construction 

practices and construction types in the fire 

service; that’s a big part of our job as well. So 

Twenty-three years after first joining 

the Birmingham Fire Department as a 

firefighter, Chief Paul Wells sits down with 

Burb to talk fire and generator safety and 

all the other things the department does. 

Before becoming Chief roughly three years 

ago, Chief Wells was a paramedic firefighter, 

an EMS coordinator, Lieutenant, Captain, 

and Assistant Chief of the Department. Fire 

Marshal Jack Pesha joined the Department 

eight months ago after retiring as Chief of 

the Ferndale Fire Department. He brings 21 

years of experience to Birmingham. Together, 

the Chief, Assistant Chief, and Fire Marshal 

manage a team of 32 firefighters for a total of 

35 members in the Department. 

What is your favorite part about coming to 

work every day?

 Chief: Hearing about the good 

that the careers (firefighters) did the day 

before. We have a meeting with our battalion 

chiefs every morning at 7:00 am and I like 

hearing about the good outcomes [from 

MISTAKEN
IDENTITY

if we look at a building that’s on fire, from 

just looking at the building you can kind of 

tell what kind of construction it has. In a 

furniture store, you have huge trusses so you 

can have an open floor plan. The bad part 

about that is if you take one of those trusses 

and it loses its integrity and fails, the whole 

roof will fail because it’s all built upon each 

other. Same with houses that have trusses. 

The trusses in houses are built with these 

things called gusset plates--they’re shiny 

metal plates that hold them together--and 

they’re just little barbs that punch through 

and hold them together. As soon as they’re 

heated up, those plates will fall off. If a truss 

fails, then more will fail and then you’ve 

got a roof collapse. Houses built in the ‘50s 

hold up a lot better because they’re more 

overbuilt. Lumber was more available, 

thicker lumber, they were using nails and not 

these gusset plates with just little barbs. 

 I don’t know anything about 

architecture, so I would have no idea--

 Chief: We don’t just go put fires out. 

By: Claire Kowalec

"We don’t just go put fires out. 
That’s one percent of the job."
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That’s one percent of the job. We do mostly 

medicals, so 70% of our calls are medicals. 

90% of the department are paramedics as 

well as firefighters. Firefighters get taught 

things about electricity. Is there a trip 

breaker? Is there not a trip breaker? How do 

you isolate the electrical cause? We’ll go to a 

house if we smell a burning sensation and 

find out what room it smells the strongest in. 

We use thermal imaging cameras and find 

out if a fixture looks brighter than it should 

be, isolating it, turning off the breakers in 

the house, asking “Did the smell go away?” If 

it didn’t go away then we blow the house out 

with positive pressure ventilation. It’s like 

being Sherlock Holmes a little bit: being a 

detective to figure it all out. 

Another thing that the Fire Marshal does 

as an inspector is find the cause of fires. So 

again, it’s detective work. They interview 

witnesses, they interview suspects if it’s 

suspected arson, and then find the root cause 

by looking at the evidence: looking at burn 

patterns and camera footage. 

Have you found house cameras to be useful?

 Chief: Yes. We had a couple fires 

this spring and we were able to look at some 

footage to look at the timeline of the fire. So 

yeah, Ring doorbells help with crime and 

they also help in a situation like this. 

 Marshal: Even in commercial fires 

we have camera footage that helps out a lot. 

In light of the storms this summer, what are 

your generator safety tips? 

 Chief: I know power outages can last 

a few days--it does happen. I 

think they (DTE) do the best 

they can. Their tree trimming 

initiative has improved. 

Over my career, I’ve seen 

it get a little bit better. 

But the power grid is old, 

susceptible to weather, so my 

recommendation is still to get 

a generator, especially if you 

have medical needs. But just 

to go [about] it properly. If you 

do it properly, you’ll be okay. 

Marshal: We have these 

storms and everything, and 

there are a lot of people who 

have portable generators. The 

generators should stay far 

enough away from the house 

so the exhaust is not drafting 

in the windows. Then don’t put the gas can 

right next to the generator; put the gas can 

where it belongs. When you go to refill those 

generators, they’re really hot because they’ve 

been on for six, eight hours; let it cool down 

before you refill it. 

 Chief: Keep windows around 

it closed and then have a battery back-

up carbon monoxide detector. Keep the 

generator outside, not in the garage. You 

want a big, thick cord. Don’t backfeed your 

house, which means you need to run the 

generator directly into the house with 

extension cords and surge protectors, or have 

an electrician put a manual transfer switch 

on it. There’s automatic transfer switches for 

whole-house generators, and there’s 

manual ones for manual generators. 

You want to make sure that’s done 

correctly because if you backfeed into 

the panel, a poor line worker can 

get electrocuted because they might 

think the power lines are down. 

You can actually electrocute a line 

worker if you’re using your generator 

incorrectly. It’s happened. 

What are some things you would 

suggest looking for, paying attention 

to, or updating in people’s homes to 

prevent a fire?

 Chief: The thing I see the most that 

people don’t have is smoke detectors. 

People who are well-educated have 

plenty of smoke detectors: common 

hallways, each bedroom, one 

minimum on each floor, the basement. 

Marshal: You should put one in every sleeping 

area. People just think, “Oh, I put one in each 

of the bedrooms.” I’ve been in homes where 

they might have a large family, and they have 

people sleeping in the living room or the 

basement or wherever, so you need to put one 

there. Always sleep with the bedroom door 

closed because it gives you another barrier 

[against smoke and fire]. 

 Chief: I’m a parent and my wife 

had a hard time with that. You know, “I can’t 

hear the kids!” But it is 100% the safest thing 

you can do for a fire. In these studies, they 

actually took cardboard and they put it over 

a bedroom [doorframe]. They built fires in 

these mock houses inside of a warehouse--one 

house with cardboard and one without--and 

the cardboard kept so much smoke out before 

the cardboard actually caught fire. It gave 

that much more time for people to escape. 

There was a smoke detector in the hallway, 

and before it got enough smoke to activate, 

these people were already possibly going to 

die of smoke inhalation from sleeping with 

their door open. The smoke has to drop down 

slightly before going through the door, so 

if the smoke is in the hallway rising, by the 

time it got to the detector, set it off, and the 

people wake up, the smoke already came in 

because the door is open. So sleeping with 

the door closed gives you that much more 

time. You can have smoke explosions--it’s a 

chemical reaction. Smoke is dangerous. 

What about carbon monoxide detectors?

Chief: The one thing people don’t do enough, 
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and they need to, is get carbon monoxide 

detectors. You need to have at least one on 

every floor. What I recommend is getting a 

combination carbon monoxide and explosion 

detector. It’s for propane and natural gas. You 

need to plug in the battery backup and make 

sure you always have extra 9-volt batteries 

around. That should be a staple for everyone 

because it’s for when the power goes out. 

When the power goes out, the detectors will 

run down that battery fairly quickly. 

 Marshal: Discard your smoke alarms 

if they’re over ten years old. Now they have 

dates inside of them, so if it’s over ten years 

old you can recycle them. But even if it still 

works, don’t trust them. Now they’re saying 

you should have a fire extinguisher on each 

level of the house, but you should also have 

one in each main sleeping area. Still call 

the fire department, but you may be able 

to correct something or protect yourself. I 

would say to put [a fire extinguisher] in the 

garage as well. 

 Chief: People who live on the 

second floor should have an escape ladder 

and know how to use it. If your egress down 

the stairs is blocked because there’s a fire, 

you need a way out. 

On your website, I read about the Donate 

Your House program that we have here. Is 

that another form of practice and training?

 Chief: We actually just had one 

on Shirley Street. A real big house. That’s 

training that you can’t replicate. We have 

a training tower, but we can’t go smash 

the roof in or cut holes in the roof like our 

firefighters are taught to do to ventilate a 

fire. And the reason we put a hole in the roof 

is to get the fire to move toward that and 

to get the hot gases and heat out of it so it 

doesn’t explode. We’ll put our official smoke 

into a house and that’s one of the things 

we practice. Search and rescue: we won’t 

show our firefighters what a house looks like 

beforehand and we’ll put a mannequin in 

there, fill it up with smoke, and teach them 

to go in there and do that. We’ll do bailouts, 

where a firefighter will be in a situation 

where they’re on the second or third floor 

and it’s overcome with fire. They’ll jump out 

the window [because there’s no escape] and 

that’s called a bailout. Every firefighter has 50 

feet of rope with them and they’ll hook it to a 

piece of furniture and jump out the window. 

We can do that really quickly. You can 

descend without the equipment. We practice 

that with these scenarios. Every firefighter 

brings a tool into a house and that’s to get 

yourself out of trouble. We can tie a rope to 

an axe handle and put the axe in the corner 

of the window, and use that as an anchor 

point to jump out a window. So if there’s no 

furniture to hook up to, we can do that as 

well. It’s great training. It’s awesome. We’re 

very fortunate that we’ve got residents in 

town who give us their house. We get a couple 

houses per year, typically. We have a very, 

very supportive community. We’re very lucky.

Mistaken Identity Continued
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