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TASK FORCE RELEASES CAUSE OF FIRE AND DEATH  
 
 

ARCATA, CA- (December 13, 2013)- A Joint Fire Investigation Task Force has 
concluded its Cause and Origin Fire Investigation and Cause of Death for the H Street 
Fire Fatality that took the life of Arcata resident Stephen McGeary.  The task force 
consisted of the Humboldt County Coroner, Arcata Police Personnel and Arcata Fire 
Investigators.  
 
Following an extensive investigation, it has been determined that the cause of the 
December 7th fire was discarded smoking materials.  Battalion Chief Campbell stated, “It 
appears that Mr. McGeary discarded his cigarette into a small container next to his bed. 
The cigarette ignited ordinary combustibles inside of the container and the fire spread to 
the mattress. The high fuel load in the house contributed to the rapid fire progression 
throughout the home.”  

 
Humboldt County Coroner Dave Parris 
reported, “We have concluded our autopsy and 
confirmed that Mr. McGeary died as a result of 
inhalation of products of combustion. Mr. 
McGeary became trapped in the bathroom 
which was in the center of the home. As the 
fire spread from the bedroom to the kitchen and 
dining rooms it prevented Mr. McGeary from 
being able to escape. He succumbed to the 
toxic smoke”.  
 

Chief Campbell explained, “Mr. McGeary’s only other escape route was through a 
bedroom in the back of the house. This is the same bedroom that another tenant had 
escaped from but the egress had been blocked by falling furniture and personal 
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possessions, preventing the door from being opened and allowing Mr. McGeary to 
escape. The bedroom, kitchen and dining room were all connected with no doors 
separating the three living areas. After speaking with another tenant we learned that there 
were no smoke alarms inside of the home. We believe smoke alarms would have allowed 
for early notification of the fire, giving Mr. McGeary time to get out.” 
 
“We have multiple witnesses that saw the fire in its early stages. All of those witnesses 
place the fire in the back bedroom, on the mattress, where Mr. McGeary commonly 
smoked. A tenant in the residence indicating Mr. McGeary had experienced small 
accidental fires on his bed in the past. These fires were started as a result of smoking but 
he was able to contain those small fires in the past. The evidence in this case points to a 
small area between the mattress and the back wall. There are patterns that indicate a small 
container, possibly a waste basket, was utilized in this location. There were cigarette 
butts, lighters and ordinary combustibles throughout the bedroom. ”, reported Chief 
Campbell.  
 
Arcata Police Officer Eric Losey advised, “When the task force began investigating this 
case we had to rule out criminal activity before we could go any further. We completed 
this on the evening of the fire which allowed us to focus on the cause and origin. The 
collaborative efforts of our resources resulted in a thorough and complete investigation.” 
 
The investigative task force would like to reiterate the importance of properly discarding 
smoking materials and maintaining your smoke alarms. Cigarettes can smolder for hours 
if they are not properly extinguished. Discarding them improperly can result in tragedy. 
Having at least one working smoke alarm in your home can provide early notification of 
a fire and allow proper time to get out. 
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For more information about the Arcata Fire Protection District visit www.arcatafire.org 
or follow us on  www.Facebook.com/ArcataFire 
 


