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10 firefighters graduate 

 
The 10 members of this Firefighter I class are Matthew Adams, Dannie Kessler, 
Joshua King, Mark Marrazo, Matthew Mullikin, Alan Nyhart, Ryan Peare, Aubrey 
Pennay, Joe Rinaudo III and Chris Tatum. 
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     LEVY COUNTY -- Eight men and two women accepted certificates Friday evening (Dec. 4) 
as they were honored during a Firefighter I graduation ceremony at the Levy County 
Department of Public Safety (LCDPS) compound, which was formerly the women's prison that 
was named Levy Forestry Camp. 
     After 13 weeks of physical and mental training to be state-certified as a "firefighter one," these 
10 individuals are the ones who completed the courses and testing. The process started with 25 
initial applicants, LCDPS Capt. Steve Severance said. Capt. Severance, who has been with Levy 
County fire services for 26 years, was the master of ceremonies for the event on Friday evening, 
and he is among the instructors and partners who helped those 10 people earn their 
certification. 

 
The set of instructors who attended the ceremony are (from left) Capt. Joe 
Rinaudo II, Kevin Scott, Capt. Steve Severance, Harry Sparks, Capt. Richard 
Bloom, Senior Instructor Jerry Horton and Dominic Collins. 
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     Instructor Dominic Collins of the LCDPS offered the invocation. 
     The other instructors and partners are LCDPS Director David Knowles; Fire Chief Mitch 
Harrel of Gilchrist County; LCDPS Capt. Richard Bloom; LCDPS Capt. Joe Rinaudo II; LCDPS 
Capt. Elysia Foran; Senior Instructor Jerry Horton of LCDPS; and other instructors – Billy 
Brideson and Brian Langston, both of High Springs Fire Department; and Scott Hollowasco; 
and LCDPS instructors Daniel Morgan, Devin Scott, Harry Sparks and Nathan Wallace. 
     Among the honored guests present for the ceremony and who Capt. Severance recognized 
were County Commissioner John Meeks, Cedar Key Fire Chief Robert Robinson, Bronson Fire 
Rescue Capt. Gale Foote and LCDPS Capt. Clayton Drew. Severance said Drew keeps the LCDPS 
running while others are instructing cadet firefighters. 
     It was LCDPS Assistant to the Director Alesha Rinaudo who gave the opening remarks on 
behalf of Director Knowles, who was unable to attend the graduation ceremony. 
     Rinaudo expressed Knowles’ appreciation for the Levy County Commission and County 
Coordinator Freddie Moody, without whose support this opportunity to recognize graduating 
firefighters would not have been possible. 
     Four years ago, she said, the Public Safety Complex was only a dream. Through the efforts of 
the County Commission and the community, this property was obtained to become the home for 
the LCDPS, she said on behalf of Director Knowles. 
     She also expressed the appreciation of Knowles for the friends and family who came to the 
ceremony to honor the accomplishment by these 10 individuals. 
     Rinaudo said Knowles is thankful for the dedication of instructors, most that work full time. 
     Knowles expressed his feeling, through Rinaudo, that to share professional wisdom with 
others for 13 consecutive Saturdays is commendable. 
     Knowles, through Rinaudo, congratulated this class of graduates for successfully training to 
become a Firefighter I. Knowles noted this is the first milestone of many in a career of 
emergency services. 
     The LCDPS Class of 2015 Firefighter I grads earned the certificates they received, Severance 
said. Among their training was working in 50 pounds of full bunker gear that keeps fire heat out, 
but it keeps body heat in. And these cadets trained in the heat of the late summer, he said. 
     They worked out performing physical training of push-ups, jumping jacks, pull-ups and sit-
ups as well as running. 
     After Rinaudo’s opening remarks, Severance told the audience that the dedication and 
perseverance demonstrated by each individual cadet combined with the mutual support of every 
cadet for one another to make this class achieve the goal of certification. 
     Support by the cadets’ family and friends proved to be instrumental in their success as well, 
he said, as he again thanked everyone for their support. 
     Severance said that the County Commission shares the goal of the LCDPS for this agency to 
become among the top-tier, all-hazard emergency response organizations, and training centers 
in the region. 
     Excellence is a continuing journey, he said, not a final destination. Instructors strived to 
instill that thought process in the students, Severance said. That mindset is critical to safety as 
well as to effectively battling the modern fire hazard environment. 
     Fires are less frequent, he said, and the manner in which buildings react to fire has changed 
due to different construction materials nowadays in comparison with in years past. Those two 
factors, fewer fires and different reactions to fire by materials, require firefighters to continue 
their training, he said. 
     These cadets face a different set of dangers in contrast with what their predecessors 
traditionally confronted in the past, Severance said. 
     One point that he stressed for listeners was that safety is critical. Bravery must be tempered 
with safety, he said. Another factor is to have a team spirit. 
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     There were some special awards for cadets. This was such a fine group of student firefighters, 
he said, that the instructors were able to decide on award winners by votes that were very close. 
All of the instructors were at the front of the room and congratulated the cadets who earned 
special recognition. 
     Matthew Mullikin became known as “the gazelle,” Severance said. His award was from 
consistently presenting the highest level of physical fitness. 
     Danni Kessler edged out Aubrey Pennay by one vote to earn the “most improved” student, 
who through consistent improvement by a strong effort was an inspiration to everyone, 
Severance said. 
     “The Never Quit Award” is a new award that went to Alan Nyhart for demonstrating his 
exceptional strength and his attitude of never surrendering to any obstacle. 
     Matthew Adams was presented with the award for academic excellence. Finishing second for 
this top academic award, by one-tenth of one point, was Mark Marrazo. 
     The final instructors’ award that was presented was for Class Leader. Again, Severance said, 
this was a very close call. The Class Leader Award went to Joshua King, who narrowly earned 
the title over Ryan Peare. 
     Peare gave the student address. Peare and King were both squad leaders. 
     Among the many points Peare shared was the concept that firefighters are all part of one 
group, and they support each other through thick and thin. 
     After Peare’s speech, the instructors presented the completion certificates to each of the 10 
Firefighter 1 graduates. 
     After the presentation of certificates, the instructors all faced the graduates and saluted them 
as they welcomed them to corps of firefighters. 


