The farmhouse built by Ernest J. and Mildred L. Miller, which was there home until their move to Dunedin Florida, was destroyed by fire on Sunday January 10, 2010. The farmhouse was no longer in the Miller family, but was owned and occupied by the son of on of Ernest & Mildred's friends (Clem Scheil's son Reinhold)
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A buildup of creosote sparked a fire that destroyed a farmhouse Sunday night and killed five cats, Kankakee Township Fire Chief Steve Spraker said Monday.

The fire was called in at 9:42 p.m. Sunday by Aroma Park resident Justin Kinney and others in the 800 North block of 4000E Road, Spraker said. It was sparked by the buildup of creosote inside the flue pipe of a wood-burning, warm-air furnace, investigators determined. The creosote sparked, igniting the house on fire, he said.

"The whole back half of the house was fully engulfed when I got there", Spraker said. "They lost everything."

Owner Corine Schiel said she was surprised that fire investigators ruled that as the cause.

"My husband had recently cleaned that," she said.

The Schiel's two-story farm house also contained 60 pounds of gunpowder, Spraker said, but firefighters were able to put out the fire before it reached the gunpowder and ignited. Spraker said Reinhold Schiel, 61, is a gun collector and was storing it in the home.

Corine Schiel said her husband is a hunter and likes to reload his own weapons. The gunpowder was stored in a cupboard in plastic containers, she added.
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'Guardian angel' saves woman from fire

Corine Schiel met the man she calls her guardian angel while sitting in her home considering whether to start on a more complex crochet pattern.

"I was sitting there, considering starting this pattern (featuring a train engine) and I heard this pop, pop, pop, pop, pop, pop, pop," she told The Daily Journal Monday night.

She looked out onto the enclosed porch, where she said a wood-burning stove was used and thought it looked a little smoky.

"I proceeded to call my husband (on the telephone), and someone was pounding on my door saying, 'Get out of the house'," she recounted. "I simply said the house was on fire and I had to go. It all happened so fast," she said. "It was just me and my guardian angel at my window."

Schiel was not injured but the home she and her husband, Rein, have shared for about 31 years was destroyed by a fire late Sunday night on 4000E Road in Kankakee Township.

The guardian angel was Aroma Park resident Justin Kinney, 33, and he was there because he decided to take the back roads home.

He had gone to dinner with his girlfriend, Maryann Pridemore, and her two children before going to his brother's home. Kinney said he decided to take the back roads, but he can't tell you why he chose that route.

It was when he stopped at a stop sign near Schiel's home that he noticed something wrong. "As I'm going straight, I happened to notice a fire and it looked out of place," he said Monday night. "It didn't look right. I know what a bonfire looks like. I have them all the time."

He backed up and saw that the back of the home was on fire.

Lights were on inside, a car was outside, and Kinney saw Scheil in the first lit window holding her telephone. that's when he banged on the window.

"I said the house was on fire. 'You have to get out," he said.

Kinney let Schiel sit in h is warm car until her husband and firefighters arrived. The, he drover her to her brother's home nearby.

Schiel is sad that she lost five cats in the fire, but she knows it could have been much worse and she is grateful Kinney was there.

"In life, some people are chosen as guardian angels," she said. "All you can think is thank God he was there, passing by, decided to check it out. I appreciate if very much. I hope to repay him sometime."

Kinney, who attends classes at Kankakee Community Colleget and works for the temp agency Trillium Staffing, said he doesn't consider himself a hero. He said he's just glad he could help.

"I do appreciate the fact she's grateful, but...the simple hug that she gave me and the 'thank you' was enough," Kinney said, his voice catching. "I went home and I cried. I'm overwhelmed that that woman is alive because of what I did."

