Police trying to unravel crash details
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Friday afternoon's snowfall didn't last too long.  But brief as it may have been, a squall that passed through the Hazleton area around 2 p.m. was responsible for two deaths and many other injuries, some serious.  

According to a spokesman for state police at Hazleton, the work of untangling details about multi-vehicle crashes on Interstate 80 in Dennison Township is only beginning and a lot of work remains to be done before all facts are known.  

“We're still finding people who were involved and we're conducting interviews,” the spokesman said. “The accident is over, but the dust is still kicked up and will be for quite a while.”

Nicholas J. Demshock, 73, of Timmonium, Md., was killed in one of three crashes on I-80.  

The multi-vehicle accidents occurred along the same stretch of road and each involved 15 to 20 vehicles, including several tractor-trailers.  

“Extrication and evacuation of the injured, plus removal of the vehicles, took several hours,” police said. “The highway was reopened at approximately 10 p.m.”

Demshock, police said, was driving a Subaru station wagon west on I-80 when he was involved in the chain-reaction accident involving 15 to 20 vehicles. He was pronounced dead at the scene at 7:45 p.m. by Luzerne County Deputy Coroner Carl D. Gentilesco of Hazleton.  

Also in the vehicle was Demshock's wife, Joan C. Demshock, 57, who was flown to Lehigh Valley Hospital, where she was listed in fair condition Saturday night.  

Meanwhile, an accident on Interstate 81 killed a 13-year-old girl, whose identity had not been released as of Saturday night.  

That crash occurred in the northbound lanes of I-81 between the Hazleton and West Hazleton exits at about 2 p.m. Police said the snow squall caused a series of accidents and one involved a car, minivan and tractor-trailer.  “As a result of this collision, a 13-year-old girl riding in the minivan was killed,” state police said. “The operator of the minivan was severely injured and flown to an area trauma center.”

Police said another crash on I-81 resulted in the operator being flown to a trauma center, while all other injuries were treated at local hospitals.  Many accident victims were taken to Hazleton-St. Joseph Medical Center and Hazleton General Hospital, while several were taken to Wilkes-Barre. For a time, the emergency rooms of both Hazleton hospitals were packed.  Although motels near major highways usually do a brisk business during major snowstorms, Friday's trace of snow resulted in many travelers deciding to wait out the storm.  

A spokesman at the Days Inn and Suites on Route 940 east of White Haven reported a busier-than-usual Friday, while the Econo Lodge at Route 309 and I-80 in Drums also saw an increase in customers.  

The snow was also responsible for a 45-vehilce crash on I-80 near Loganton, Clinton County. This chain-reaction accident killed at least five people and left about 50 injured.  

Joanne LaBounty, a meteorologist at the National Weather Service forecast office in Binghamton, N.Y., said the snow squall was caused by an upper-level disturbance.  

“It brought scattered snow showers, but no significant accumulations,” she said. “Only a trace of snow was recorded at the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton International Airport. Binghamton also had a trace.”

LaBounty said the snow caused whiteout conditions in some places and melted on contact with the roads.  “Then, it froze very quickly and created black ice,” she added. “They (drivers) probably couldn't see it until it was too late.”
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Some of the vehicles involved in Friday's multi-vehicle accident on Interstate 80 sit in the lot at Kisenwether's Garage in Drums.

