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FALLEN FIREFIGHTERS

MIC SMITH/STAFF

The funeral procession for Rodney "Brad" Baity travels along S.C. Highway 61 before turning into Live Oak Memorial Gardens.

MIC SMITH/STAFF

Patriot Guard Riders hold flags Saturday at the funeral for Rodney "Brad" Baity at Charleston
Baptist Church. Baity had been a firefighter for nine years.

MIC SMITH/STAFF

Brandon Thompson of Station 10 is taken into Stratford High School with his family following.

A quiet man, willing to help
Rodney "Brad"
Baity

BAITY From Page 1A
he stayed until the end, said Jack
Moore, his pastor.
When a woman lost everything
she owned in a house fire, he volunteered to help clean up her belongings, Charleston Fire Chief
Rusty Thomas said.
“He never asked for anything,”
Thomas said. “All he wanted to do
was help.”
Baity was 37 years old and had
dark brown eyes, and like many
quiet people, he opened up when
it counted. During tough times, he
“would do anything for you,” said
James, his brother.
Smiling for a moment, James
wondered aloud why so many
people were saying his brother
was so quiet. They shared a room
when they were growing up, and
Brad was forever waking him up
and whispering, “Hey, are you
awake?”
Below him at the service was Baity’s casket, draped in an American flag. A fire helmet was to the
side. Baity’s wife and two children

HOMETOWN: Mocksville, N.C.
RANK: Engineer
STATIONS: 16 and 19
LENGTH OF SERVICE: 9 years
HOW HE’LL BE REMEMBERED: As a soft-spoken man
with a dry sense of humor
who was quick to help others,
friends and strangers alike.

All he ever wanted to be

the only man on that shift to return alive. He said he and Baity
and several other firefighters had
a serious talk last February after
the death of co-worker Shane Albers, who had just died in a traffic
accident.
“We made a pact,” Wittner said.
They would take care of each
other’s families no matter what
happened. “Our families would
be OK.”
Baity was born in Mocksville,
N.C., a small town between Winston-Salem and Charlotte. He was
a Marine Corps veteran. After the
funeral service, he was buried at
Live Oak Memorial Gardens,
where two other firefighters had
been buried. A soft wind blew
across the cemetery, and the bagpipes began to play, a tribute to a
soft-spoken man whose actions
throughout his life and Monday
night proved louder than any
words.

Brandon Kenyon
Thompson

THOMPSON From Page 1A
interested in it,” Charleston Fire
Chief Rusty Thomas said, generating laughter from about 700 people
gathered Saturday evening in the
Stratford High School gym, where
Thompson’s funeral was held.
Fire trucks, police cars and EMS
vehicles lined up three across in
the parking lot.
Firefighters from as far away
as Massachusetts and as close as
Goose Creek came to say good bye
as Thompson’s casket arrived on
the back of Engine 10.
Thompson was friends with
the sons of retired Summerville
Fire Chief Richard Waring III.
At some point, Waring said, the
boys started hanging around the
fire station. Thompson became a
junior firefighter at the Pine Ridge
Rural Fire Department in Berkeley
County at the age of 14. He worked
for the Summerville Fire Department for about a year and a half
before he joined the Charleston
Fire Department.
Yes, Ben Waring admitted, he

were close by.
“I know he died doing what he
wanted to be doing,” said Baity’s
sister, Sharon Ann Roberston,
overwhelmed by tears.
Baity had been a firefighter for
nine years, riding Engine 19 from
a station on Ashley Plantation
Road. At the station, his buddies
nicknamed him “Turtle” because
he sometimes moved slowly
and “Betty Crocker” because he
Reach Tony Bartelme at
watched the Food Network.
Firefighter Art Wittner was with tbartelme@postandcourier.com
Baity the night of the fire, and was or 937-5554.

AGE: 27.
HOMETOWN: Mobile, Ala.
RANK: Firefighter.
STATION: 10.
LENGTH OF SERVICE: 4 years.
HOW HE’LL BE REMEMBERED: Brandon Thompson
was always looking for a grant
to buy a thermal imaging camera for the Pine Ridge Rural
Fire Department in Berkeley
County, where he volunteered
for 11 years and was a captain.
Memorials made to the Pine
Ridge department in his name
will be used for that purpose.

Ben Waring also works for the
Charleston Fire Department and
said often before he could even
leave his shift downtown, Thompson was calling asking, “What are
we going to do today at the (Pine
Ridge) station?”
“I’m going to miss it all. I’m going to miss my friend, my brother.
That’s all I can get out right now,”
Waring said as Thomas embraced
him and mourners stood and applauded.
Thompson was a true firefighter,
Richard Waring said. He didn’t sit
at the station and hope he didn’t
get a call. He was ready to jump on
the truck and save someone’s life
or protect someone’s property.
“That’s what Brandon Thompson thought Monday night,” Waring said.
“Frank,” Waring said, addressing Thompson’s father, “I guarantee you he gave his life doing just
what he wanted to do.”

and Thompson sometimes skipped
school for the excitement of a fire.
He was Thompson’s chief at Pine
Ridge and was to be best man in
Thompson’s Oct. 7 wedding to
Rachel Sheridan. Instead, he and
Reach Nita Birmingham at
other groomsmen served Saturday 745-5858 or nbirmingham@
postandcourier.com.
as honorary pallbearers.
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The flag-draped casket of Charleston Fire Department’s Capt. Mike Benke sits on top of Engine 16 for Benke's final call Saturday at Palmetto Community Church in West Ashley. Members of the
Firefighter Honor Guard (right) walk by during the service.

Funeral
arrangements
Remaining funeral arrangements and
visitation information for the Charleston
firefighters who lost their lives Monday
battling the fire at a West Ashley furniture store:

Firefighter Melvin Champaign

FUNERAL: Noon Monday, Emanuel Baptist Church, 1440 Folly Road
BURIAL: Stem Point Cemetery (off Folly
Road)
GRACE BEAHM/STAFF

Kimberly S. Drayton, widow of Charleston Firefighter James "Earl" Allen Drayton, sits somberly
after receiving her husband’s helmet and flag at a graveside service Saturday on James Island.

Retiree could not stay away
James "Earl"
Allen Drayton

DRAYTON From Page 1A
North Charleston. The service
was marked by laughter, joyous
singing and celebration of a hero’s
life. Nearly 500 people packed into the pews, including Drayton’s
mother, Thelma Brown Drayton,
his wife, Kimberly S. Drayton, his
children and grandchildren.
As the funeral procession wound
through downtown Charleston,
traffic in all directions along the
Crosstown came to a standstill
— out of respect for a local son.
Drayton was buried at Payne Memorial Gardens on James Island.
Drayton, 56, was a lifelong protector. As a boy growing up on
Charleston’s East Side he always
kept a watchful eye on the younger
of his seven siblings. After graduating from C.A. Brown High
School in 1967, Drayton enlisted
in the U.S. Marine Corps where he
served a stint among the military’s
elite branch.
But it was firefighting that defined his life. His career with
the Charleston Fire Department
spanned more than three decades.
He started with the department in
1975, one year before the man who
would one day become his boss.
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AGE: 56
RANK: Firefighter
HOMETOWN: Charleston
STATION: 19
LENGTH OF SERVICE: 32
years
HOW HE’LL BE REMEMBERED: A low-key, confident
man, Drayton passed up promotions in order to remain
a rank-and-file firefighter on
a station truck. He cooked
soul food for the guys at the
station. And he was never
shy about skirting the department’s chain of command
when he needed to talk to
Fire Chief Rusty Thomas, with
whom he’d started his career
in the 1970s.

during remarks that drew smiles
and laughs around the church.
Drayton had a way of silently
easing up on folks. You needed to
be careful what you said because
he might be standing behind you,
Thomas said. The only thing that
gave him away was his habit of jangling loose change in his pocket.
He wasn’t the boisterous type.
And he didn’t mind keeping his
own company, fishing or crabbing
in the Lowcountry’s waters. He
loved to cook for the guys around
the station house and preferred to
do his own grocery shopping before preparing soul food feasts of
collard greens and rice.
Drayton rarely missed a day of
work. “Most people don’t stay on
the job 32 days,” Thomas said.
“Earl stayed on 32 years.”
After returning to the department following his brief retirement, Drayton asked Thomas a lot
of questions because he wanted to
make sure his family would always
be provided for. He said, “Chief,
take care of my family.”
Thomas promised he would.

Charleston Fire Chief Rusty
Thomas, who spoke at the service
along with Charleston Mayor Joe
Riley, joked about Drayton’s one
year of seniority and how he would
remind Thomas of it. “You might
Reach Ron Menchaca at
be the chief, but I’ve been here lon- rmenchaca@postandcourier.com
ger than you,” Thomas recalled or 937-5724.
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Chief Rusty Thomas hugs retired
Battalion Chief Jerry Cypress at
Capt. Mike Benke’s funeral. Cypress,
who retired in 1990, has coffee each
morning with the firefighters of
stations 16 and 19.

Assistant Engineer
Michael French

ington High School auditorium, Washington, Ind.
FUNERAL: Tuesday after the viewing
BURIAL: Sugarland Memorial Gardens

FUNERAL: 2 p.m. today, Berkeley High
School, Moncks Corner
BURIAL: Berkeley Memorial Gardens

Engineer Mark Kelsey
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A child holds a stuffed animal
dressed in firefighting gear during
the funeral for Brad Baity.

Capt. Louis Mulkey

VIEWING: 9 a.m.-2 p.m. Tuesday, Wash-

GRACE BEAHM/STAFF

The Charleston Firefighter Honor Guard carries the flag-draped
casket of firefighter James "Earl" Allen Drayton to his gravesite on
Saturday at Payne Memorial Gardens on James Island after a private
ceremony at Joshua Baptist Church.

GRAVESIDE SERVICE: 5 p.m. today,
Summerville Cemetery

Everyone has a ‘Coach’ story

Friends remember a gentle hero
BENKE From Page 1A
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Capt. Mike Benke’s family, daughter Taylor Benke (from left); grandson Chris Cofield Jr.; wife,
Kimberly; and son, Hunter Benke, hold a fire helmet and American flags at the funeral.

Mike Benke

firefighters. “This community is
never going to forget these nine
heroes,” he said.
Thomas echoed Riley’s comments, asking rhetorically what
Benke, 49, would say at the church
memorial service for him. “I think
he would say, ‘What are y’all doing
here? Let’s just move on,’ ” he said.
Benke’s fellow firefighters recalled him as a gentle man who
laughed a lot and was devoted to
his job and family. In his honor,
dozens of them gathered at the
church and the cemetery, where
his flag-draped coffin was flanked
on one side by a large portrait of
him in his captain’s uniform and
on the other side by a collection of
family photos. The casket rested
atop a mural of a firefighter battling a blaze.

do — fight fires,” Fire Chief Rusty
AGE: 49
Thomas said during a service at HOMETOWN: Charleston
Palmetto Community Church.
RANK: Captain
At the graveside service, his
STATION: 16
widow, Kim Benke, and his son,
LENGTH OF SERVICE: 29
Hunter, 10, clasped American
years
flags presented to them by fire- FAMILY: wife, Kim Benke;
fighters. His daughter Taylor, 14,
daughter, Holly Gildea, 30;
held a firefighter helmet from Stadaughter, Taylor, 14; son, Hunttion 16, where her father worked.
er, 10; grandchildren, Kayla
“We don’t understand why these Cofield and Chris Cofield, Jr.
things happen on this journey in
HOW HE’LL BE REMEMour life. We will see our brother
BERED: Benke was a big fan
again and greet him,” said Pastor
of the Pittsburgh Steelers. He
Tim Garvin.
also liked to take his son fishA procession of fire trucks ing, he was a soccer coach,
brought Benke’s casket to the
and his nickname around the
cemetery from the church, where firehouse was "Cappy."
Mayor Joe Riley spoke.
“What Captain Benke did was
what every American knows fire- and the love of friends and family
fighters are prepared and willing enable us to move forward.”
Reach Prentiss Findlay at
to do,” Riley said. “I want to say to Riley said Charleston stood ready pfindlay@postandcourier.com
all of you that the power of God to help the families of the fallen or 937-5711.
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Ben Cheatam, who coached Sertoma football with Louis Mulkey, pays tribute to the firefighter
and coach during a memorial service Saturday at Summerville High School stadium.
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MULKEY From Page 1A

Louis Mulkey

Tee Newman, Summerville High
School basketball coach, talked
about how Mulkey had his own
way of doing things.
When Newman first came to
the school, he said Mulkey asked
him what he planned to do to improve the team. Newman told him,
“Sometimes you have to get worse
before you get better.”
Mulkey responded that with
the team’s 4 and 17 record, “How
much worse do you plan on making them?”
The crowd laughed heartily.
Newman then told Mulkey that
what they really needed to do was
to start the recruiting process earlier, getting to know the kids in
elementary school, and Newman
said that Mulkey said: “I know all
of them, I’ve coached all of them.
You need me.”
He was hired.
Students said Mulkey was their
second father who sometimes used
some unconventional methods to
get his point across. For instance,
he checked his players’ grades, and

AGE: 34
HOMETOWN: Summerville
RANK: Captain
STATION: 15
LENGTH OF SERVICE: 12 years
FAMILY: Wife, Lauren Bennett
Mulkey
HOW HE'LL BE REMEMBERED: It wasn’t uncommon
to see Mulkey, who coached
and mentored children of all
ages, head-butting each member of his elementary football
teams as they ran out to the
field.

Mulkey didn’t know what he
wanted to do. Jolly told him to do
what he loved. Before graduating
from Summerville in 1991 he told
Jolly that he thought he might like
being a firefighter.
“Not very many people get to do
what they love doing,” Jolly said.
“And he died doing what he loved
doing.”
Stories like the one that student
Ben Lax told about Mulkey coming after him with a pair of scissors to cut his long hair made the
crowd laugh.
But most stories ended with
tears. Many times people ended
their stories by saying that they
never told him enough times that
they loved him and would miss
him.
Newman said Mulkey had a passion for life and unconditional
love for people, especially young
people.
"Louis' life was not taken, it was
given," Newman said.

if they received anything less than
an 80 they would have to do extra
work during practice.
Janice Jolly, Mulkey’s former
guidance counselor, told the
crowd that Mulkey was hard on
his players because he himself got
bad grades in school and wanted to
make sure the kids he met learned
from his mistakes.
Reach Jessica Johnson at
Mulkey’s mother Ann want- jjohnson@postandcourier.com
ed Mulkey to go to college, but or 745-5860.
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