

















SOFA SUPER STORE FIREFIGHTER FATALITY INVESTIGATION REPORT

Lack of Effective Fire Separations

The four additions that were constructed in the spaces between the showrooms
and the warehouse interconnected three of the four larger structures and
compromised the required fire separations between them. Their construction
invalidated the building code provisions that allowed the four permitted structures
to be constructed without automatic sprinkler systems.

The loading dock was directly connected to the west showroom, the warehouse,
and the connecting corridor. The walls between these spaces were sheet metal
assemblies that provided no fire resistance. A pair of swinging metal doors
provided a direct connection from the west showroom into the loading dock.

The concrete block wall that separated the loading dock from the rear portion of
the original building was compromised by a large open doorway. This opening,
which appears to have been a loading dock for the grocery store, was equipped
with an electrically operated garage door (non-fire rated). This door was open
when the fire occurred. A smaller personnel door also passed through this wall
and two window openings had been covered-over in the process of additions and
renovations.

Photo 2: Post-fire view of the loading dock. Note the double doors (A) connecting the loading
dock to the west showroom at the upper left and the open garage door (B) in the concrete block
wall between loading dock and the holding room. (Photo courtesy Bill Murton, Charleston Police
Department)
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If building permits had been obtained for the construction of the loading dock and
the workshops, the previous classification of the property as four separate
buildings would have been invalidated. All of the property encompassing the
original structure, the west showroom addition, the warehouse, the connecting
corridor, the loading dock and the workshops would have been reclassified as a
single structure, because the fire resistive separations and open spaces had
been compromised. The building code would have required the installation of an
automatic sprinkler system to protect this entire area.

The alternative to installing sprinklers would have been to construct a system of
rated fire walls to maintain the required separations, so that none of the individual
spaces would have exceeded the maximum floor area permitted without
sprinklers.

Also, wood frame construction would not have been approved as an addition to
the existing non-combustible construction buildings. The additions would have
been required to meet the same construction standards as the permitted
buildings.

On June 18, 2007, there were no effective fire walls or physical separations to
stop a fire that originated in the loading dock area from spreading into the three
adjoining areas. The fire could spread directly into the rear of the original building
through an open doorway. The fire could also spread to the warehouse and to
the west showroom through sheet metal walls that offered no fire resistance.

Exits

The original grocery store appeared to have been constructed with a main
entrance and exit at the front of the building and two additional exits at the rear.
The building permit files indicate that two additional exits were provided from
each of the three permitted additions to the Sofa Super Store. Examination of the
premises after the fire determined that three of the required exits had been
compromised by the non-permitted additions and modifications and that all of the
exits, with the exception of the main entrance/exit doors, were obstructed and/or
locked at the time the fire occurred.

The two sets of double doors that were located at the center of the building,
facing the parking lot and Savannah Highway, served as the main entrance and
exit from the showrooms. There were no exits at the rear of the main showroom
building. The rear (south) wall of the original building gave the appearance that
several openings had been filled-in during the process of constructing offices and
reconfiguring the ancillary spaces outside the main structure. At least one filled-in
doorway at the rear of this building appeared to have been an exit at some time
in the past.
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Another door that appeared to have been an exit from the grocery store was
blocked by a vending machine. This door connected the holding room to the
loading dock. The loading dock also obstructed the egress path from this exit.

There were no entrances to the east and west showrooms from the exterior of
the building. Both showroom additions were accessed from the main showroom
via the six large openings in the side walls. The exits that were provided when
the showroom additions were constructed included two sets of double doors in
the east wall of the east showroom; a single exit door in the west wall of the west
showroom; and a set of double doors in the south wall (rear) of the west
showroom.

The addition of the loading dock obstructed the double doorway exit at the rear of
the west showroom. These doors were marked as an exit; however the egress
path through the loading dock did not meet the code requirements for an exit.
The addition of the loading dock blocked the egress path from the double doors.
Another exit should have been added to the rear of the west showroom to
compensate for the loss of the double doors as an exit.

There were no approved exits from the loading dock. The two large sliding doors
in the west wall of the loading dock did not meet the code requirements to be
classified as exits.

Exit doors were provided at the north and south ends of the warehouse. The only
exits from the workshop rooms were the openings into the warehouse.
Occupants of these rooms would have had to travel through the warehouse to
reach the north or south exits.

Photographs that were taken after the fire indicate that all of the exit doors from
the showroom buildings and the warehouse were secured by padlocks and
hasps or by slider mechanisms'. One of the exits from the warehouse was also
physically obstructed by a large shipping container. The main entrance and exit
doors at the front of the showroom building were unlocked.

! South Carolina OSHA issued citations to the business in reference to the locked exits.
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Figure 4: Construction of the loading dock obstructed the egress path from two showroom exits.
The construction of offices and modifications to ancillary spaces at the rear of the main showroom
obstructed an additional exit.

Building Contents

The fire load in most areas of the Sofa Super Store was very high, due to the
nature of the business and the contents that were on display and in storage. The
contents were predominantly home furniture and furnishings, which typically
incorporate large quantities of foam plastics and other synthetic materials. These
materials burn quickly, produce large quantities of smoke and have high thermal
energy release rates. Many of the products on display were easily ignited and
supported rapid fire spread.

The showrooms were crowded, with narrow aisles among the displays of
furniture and household accessories. Firefighters reported that it was very difficult
to advance hose lines through the store and even more difficult to navigate when
the showrooms filled with smoke. Several firefighters reported that they were
falling over furniture and becoming entangled as they tried to find their way back
to the main entrance

The showroom areas of the Sofa Super Store property were classified as a
mercantile occupancy, while the warehouse was classified as a storage
occupancy. These occupancy classifications were appropriate for the sale and
distribution of furniture. The occupancy classifications did not permit the storage
of flammable liquids or hazardous materials, spray finishing operations, or other
hazardous activities. A large quantity of aerosol containers of spray paints and
finishes were found in the workshop area after the fire. The presence of these
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containers suggests that spray finishing operations were conducted in the
workshops.

In addition to the containers that were found in the workshops, remnants of
numerous one gallon metal containers were found in the debris. These
containers are believed to have contained a variety of flammable and
combustible liquids, including naphtha and lacquer thinner. At least 28 such
containers were found in the rubble near the southeast corner of the loading
dock. Additional flammable liquids containers were found in the warehouse and
in a storage room behind the office area. The presence of these products greatly
increased the level of fire risk within the Sofa Super Store property.

No permits had been issued by the City of Charleston for spray finishing or for
the storage or use of flammable liquids, combustible liquids, or hazardous
materials®. These activities would likely not have been permitted in a building that
did not comply with the building and fire codes.

Inspection History

The Sofa Super Store had not been inspected by the City of Charleston for code
enforcement purposes since 1998. A fire inspection that was conducted in 1998
identified several fire code violations which the owner was notified to correct®.
The violations that were noted included obstructed paths to exits and exit signs in
need of repair.

The inspection report did not identify any non-permitted additions to the buildings
and did not refer to spray finishing operations or improper use and/or storage of
flammable liquids. It could not be determined if the additions had been
constructed or if the non-permitted activities were occurring at the time of the
inspection.

The annual fire inspection program for commercial occupancies was
discontinued after the 1998 inspection was conducted. The City of Charleston
Code was amended in 2001* to remove a mandatory requirement for annual fire
inspections in mercantile occupancies.

The Fire Department had conducted pre-fire planning and familiarization visits
during the intervening years. These visits did not involve code enforcement
activities.

% The Fire Code would permit the storage of small quantities of these materials for incidental use
without permits. The quantities of aerosols and flammable liquids that were determined to be
Eresent exceeded the allowances for incidental storage and use of these products.

The 1998 inspection was conducted by a fire inspector under the authority of the City of
Charleston Fire Official. The Fire Official is assigned to the City of Charleston Building
Department. A copy of the inspection report is provided in Appendix G of this report.

* Regular occupancy inspections appear to have been discontinued in 1999; the related code
amendment was adopted in 2001.
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Summary of Fire Code and Building Code Compliance Issues

The fire at the Sofa Super Store could have been prevented, and should have
been quickly controlled, if the property had been constructed and maintained in
compliance with the building and fire codes:

The fire could have been prevented if the discarded combustible materials
had not been improperly stored in close proximity to the building and/or if
the employees had not been permitted to smoke in proximity to this fuel

supply.

The loading dock enclosure was constructed without permits and did not
meet building code requirements. If the loading dock had not been
enclosed by exterior walls and a roof, the fire probably could have been
controlled before the flames spread beyond the area of origin. The loading
dock enclosure caused the fire to spread to all of the contents within the
loading dock and then to adjacent areas.

If building permits had been obtained for the construction of the loading
dock and workshop additions, the owner would have been required to
install an automatic sprinkler system or additional fire walls.

= If an automatic sprinkler system had been installed and properly
maintained, the fire would have been quickly controlled and would
have caused relatively minor damage.

= |f a system of fire walls had been constructed and properly maintained
(as an alternative to a sprinkler system), the fire would not have spread
beyond the loading dock.

The presence of improperly stored flammable and combustible liquids
within the loading dock, in quantities greater than the Fire Code would
permit for incidental use, probably accelerated the fire and enabled it to
spread more quickly to the adjoining areas.

The inadequate number of exits, locked exits, and obstructed paths to
exits significantly reduced the potential for firefighters who were inside the
showroom buildings to find a path to safety.
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Significant Building Construction Details

In addition to the previously noted code compliance issues, several factors
contributed to the severity and rapid spread of the fire that occurred in the Sofa
Super Store. While these factors were not in violation of any codes or
regulations, they played a significant role in relation to the manner in which fire
spread from the loading dock to the showrooms and claimed the lives of nine
firefighters.

Void Spaces above Ceilings

The primary path of fire extension from the loading dock into the main and west
showrooms was probably via the void spaces above the ceilings. Suspended
ceilings were installed above the retail spaces in all three showroom areas,
creating three large interstitial void spaces. The concrete block walls of the
original building divided these void spaces into three separate sections. Each
void space was equal in area to the occupied area below the ceiling.

The smoke and hot fire gases that were produced by the fire in the loading dock
entered and accumulated within the void spaces. The hot fire gases produced a
rich mixture of pre-heated fuel within the void spaces that could easily ignite if a
supply of fresh air was introduced.

The ceiling above the main showroom was approximately 9 feet above the floor
level. The void space above the ceiling in this area was approximately 5 feet in
height and enclosed the lightweight steel bar joists that supported the metal roof
deck.

The ceilings in the east and west showroom areas were approximately 8'-6”
above the floor. The roof lines above both of these areas sloped toward the outer
edges, creating void spaces above the ceilings that varied from approximately 2’-
6” in height at the outer walls to 5 feet at the concrete block walls of the original
building.

When the void spaces were filled, the smoke would have continued to bank down
into the showrooms where the firefighters were working. The smoke would have
quickly obscured their visibility and the temperature would have gradually
increased as the hot gases stratified at the ceiling level and descended toward
the floor. This would produce the same type of fuel-rich atmosphere within the
showrooms as above the ceilings, setting the stage for the contents of the store
to become involved in a rapidly spreading fire.
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Figure 5: Cross section through the concrete block wall, separating the middle showroom from
the west showroom. The interstitial void spaces above the ceilings in both areas are indicated.

Holding Room

The area in the southwest corner of the main showroom structure was known as
the “holding room”. This room, used for temporary storage, was enclosed by the

concrete block walls of the original building on two sides and by interior partitions
on two sides. Combustible materials, including futon cushions, were stored in the
holding room.

Two large openings in the concrete block walls provided direct connections from
the holding room to the loading dock and to the corridor leading to the
warehouse. The opening leading to the corridor was protected by an eight and
one half foot wide roll-down fire door with a fusible link release mechanism. An
eight-foot wide non-fire rated garage door was installed in the opening between
the holding room and the loading dock. This door was operated by an electric
motor and was open at the time the fire occurred. The open doorway provided a
direct path for the fire in the loading dock to extend into the holding room.
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The large opening between the holding room and the loading dock could not be
seen from the showroom. A standard (3'0” X 7°0”) personnel door, which was
normally closed, provided access from the rear portion of the middle showroom
into the holding room. Fire extension from the loading dock into the holding room
could not be observed as long as this door was closed and the interior partition
walls retained their integrity.

There was no ceiling above the holding room — the steel bar joists that supported
the roof were exposed. The heat, smoke and fire gases that were produced by
the fire in the loading dock flowed into the holding room and had direct access to
the interstitial void space above the main showroom.
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Figure 6: The holding room was located within the walls of the original building. An open garage
door provided a direct path for the fire to spread from the loading dock into the holding room.

Facade and Parapet

The facade that was constructed across the front of the Sofa Super Store gave it
the appearance of one large structure when viewed from the street. The parapet
above the front wall made the showroom buildings appear to be approximately
23 feet tall, while the roofs behind the parapet were 12 to 14 feet in height. This
feature prevented ladder access to the roof from the front of the building. The
parapet also created a visual obstruction; the roof lines could not be observed
from the ground in front of the building.

Page 41



SOFA SUPER STORE FIREFIGHTER FATALITY INVESTIGATION REPORT

There were no physical or visual obstructions on the sides or at the rear of the
showroom building. The roof lines could be viewed from the sides and the rear
and the different construction types and ages of the structures were evident from
these vantage points. The roofs were easily accessible from ground ladders.

Roof Coverings

The roof coverings over all the different sections of the Sofa Super Store
incorporated corrugated metal decking or sheet metal roof panels. A metal roof
deck tends to retain heat and fire gases within the building until the structure
collapses, unless vertical ventilation openings® are available to release them. In
the absence of vertical ventilation, the hot gases will tend to mushroom (spread
horizontally) over a large area.

A series of aerial photographs that were taken over several years indicate that
the flat roof above the grocery store was originally constructed with a built-up
covering of tar and gravel on top of the steel deck. The photographs indicate that
a layer of sprayed-on foam insulation was applied to this roof between 1998 and
2001. The additional insulation would have increased the tendency to retain heat
and fire gases within the building.

It could not be determined if the built-up tar and gravel layers were removed
before the sprayed-on coating was applied or if the new material was applied on
top of the old roofing. Most of the roof coating and membrane materials, including
the foam insulation, were consumed by the fire, leaving only the corrugated metal
decking. Analysis of the debris indicated that the roofing incorporated a 4-inch
thick layer of polyurethane foam, a roof membrane, protective coatings and
ballast (small rocks).

If the tar and gravel layers remained in place, or a substantial residue of tar, the
additional risk of a combustible roof deck fire would have been present. This type
of fire can occur when the heat of a fire under a metal deck roof causes tar above
the deck to melt. The melted tar can drip into the void space through the joints in
the metal decking: the flammable vapors released by the tar are then ignited in
the void space.

The roofs above the west and east showroom additions were corrugated sheet
metal, attached directly to the metal stringers or metal supports with screws.
Approximately 3 inches of fiberglass insulation was installed underneath the
metal roof, within the interstitial void spaces.

® Firefighters routinely use power saws to cut vertical ventilation openings in roofs.
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Limited Access and Ventilation Openings

There were very few openings in the exterior walls of the Sofa Super Store, other
than the large windows across the front of the showrooms. The limited openings
restricted the number of points where firefighters could enter the buildings to
attack a fire and also limited the potential for horizontal ventilation. The metal roof
deck over the main showroom and the sheet metal roof coverings over the newer
areas presented significant barriers to vertical ventilation. The firefighters had
very few options to release the smoke and heat that entered the showroom
areas.

Power saws with metal cutting blades would have been required to provide
vertical ventilation openings to release the smoke and heat. A limited number of
translucent plastic panels were installed in the roof above the loading dock and
the warehouse. These panels tend to melt or burn away when exposed to a fire;
however they did not provide sufficient openings to create effective vertical
ventilation.

The limited number of openings in the exterior walls was also a very significant
factor in relation to exit paths that were available to the firefighters who were
operating inside the showrooms. There were very few exits and all of the exit
doors, other than the main entrance, were either locked or secured by
mechanical devices.

Site Arrangement

Access for fire apparatus to the Sofa Super Store was limited to the front parking
lot, facing Savannah Highway, and the driveways along the east and west sides
of the showroom buildings. The driveway on the east side was obstructed by
parked delivery trucks at the time of the fire. A gate was installed across the west
driveway, which provided access to the loading dock and a delivery door at the
northwest corner of the warehouse. The gate was unlocked and opened by a
store employee before the first fire apparatus arrived.

A narrow footpath provided the only access to the rear of the east and main
showroom buildings. This area was obstructed by fences and several trees. A
small building on an adjacent property created an exposure directly behind the
original grocery store building.

The warehouse extended back to Pebble Road on the south side of the property.
The south wall of the warehouse was accessible from the street, while fences
obstructed access to the east and west sides. The property on the east side of
the warehouse was residential and provided very limited access for fire
apparatus. Most of the property on the west side was vacant except for a small
building adjacent to the front section of the warehouse.
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Public Water Supply and Hydrants

The closest hydrants to the Sofa Super Store property were in the residential
area on Pebble Road; however, there was no access from this side of the
property to the showroom buildings or the loading dock area. There were no
hydrants in the section of Savannah Highway directly in front of the showroom
buildings. Hydrants were located to the east and west on Savannah Highway and
on side streets north of Savannah Highway.

The closest hydrant to the front entrance was approximately 500 feet northwest
at the intersection of Blitchridge Road and First Drive. The closest hydrant to the
east was on the north side of Savannah Highway, approximately 1500 feet from
of the main entrance. A hydrant that was previously located on the east side of
Wappoo Road, north of Savannah Highway, had been removed before the fire
occurred®,

The east-west water main in Savannah Highway was 8 inches in diameter. The
east-west main diverted one block north to First Street, between Blitchridge Road
and Wappoo Road. The water mains in Wappoo Road were 8 inches to the south
of Savannah Highway and 10 inches to the north.

Flow test records indicated that most of the hydrants in the area could deliver
1200 to 1400 gallons per minute at 20 psi residual pressure when tested
individually. There were no test records to indicate the total flow that would have
been available from a combination of hydrants flowing simultaneously.

® The hydrant had been removed because it was in a location where it was frequently struck and
damaged by trucks entering the adjacent property.
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Figure 7: Fire hydrants and water mains in proximity to the fire scene.
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Charleston Fire Department
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The Charleston Fire Department

The City of Charleston occupies an area of almost 110 square miles with a total
estimated population of 121,247. The city includes the original peninsula area,
bounded by the Ashley and Cooper Rivers, as well as parts of Johns Island,
West Ashley, James Island, and Daniel Island.

In 2007, the Charleston Fire Department included 19 fire companies, operating
out of 14 fire stations. The Department employed 246 sworn members and 14
civilians with an operating budget of 14.9 million dollars.

The fire suppression crews worked on a 24 hours-on/48 hours-off work schedule,
staffing 16 engine companies and three ladder companies. A minimum of four
members were assigned to each company on each shift, although most
companies operated with 3 crew members on duty most of the time. If staffing
was short on a particular shift, ladder companies could be operated with a
minimum of two on-duty members. On occasion, a ladder company would be
removed from service due to staffing shortages.

An Assistant Fire Chief was assigned to command each shift. The Assistant
Chief responded to alarms in a first-due district in the peninsula area of the city
and to working incidents city-wide. The city was divided into four battalions with a
Battalion Chief on duty in each district at all times.

The standard response to a reported structure fire was two engine companies,
one ladder company, and a battalion chief. A third engine company would
automatically respond to the scene of any working fire and a third engine
company was also dispatched to alarms for high rise buildings. Depending upon
the area of the city where an incident occurred, the initial dispatch to a structure
fire or a report of a working fire would initiate the relocation of additional
companies to cover the area vacated by the responding units.

At the time of the Sofa Super Store fire, the Charleston Fire Department did not
use greater alarms to bring additional resources to the scene of an incident. The
chief officer in command of the incident would specifically request additional
companies through the dispatcher.
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Figure 8 — Charleston Fire Department fire stations and company locations. At the time of the
fire, Engines 16 and 19 were housed at Fire Station 16.
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Figure 9 — Fire stations and company locations in the West Ashley and Peninsula areas,
including Saint Andrews Fire Stations 1 and 2.

Mutual Aid

At the time of the Sofa Super Store fire, the Charleston Fire Department did not
routinely utilize mutual aid resources for response to emergencies. The
Charleston Fire Department would occasionally request mutual aid units from
surrounding agencies, particularly during periods of exceptional activity or when
a mutual aid unit was closer to an emergency incident than any available
Charleston company. Similarly, Charleston Fire Department units were
occasionally, but not systematically, requested to provide mutual aid to the
surrounding cities and districts. The Charleston units were generally called to
assist the local jurisdiction at a major incident or to respond to calls when the
local companies were unavailable.

In areas such as West Ashley, where Charleston and Saint Andrews fire stations
are located close to one another and the jurisdictional boundaries are particularly
complicated, there was limited coordination between the two departments. In
many cases, both departments would be called to respond to the same incident,
or one department might arrive and determine that the incident was actually in
the other’s jurisdiction. In other cases, units from one fire department would
literally drive past the other department’s fire station during a response.
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The Sofa Super Store was located within the Charleston city limits; however most
of the adjacent properties were within the Saint Andrews response district.
Several of the Saint Andrews units that responded to the Sofa Super Store fire
were deployed to protect exposures that were within their own jurisdiction, while
other Saint Andrews companies were involved in operations on the main fire
building.

The Charleston and Saint Andrews firefighters generally worked cooperatively
when they responded together; however their apparatus, equipment, staffing and
standard operating procedures were not compatible. In most cases the
companies from each agency would operate under their own command
structures with “loose coordination” between the two departments. The
operational effectiveness of mutual aid operations tended to depend on the
particular individuals who were on duty and responded to the scene.

Most of the fire departments that serve areas adjacent to the City of Charleston,
including Saint Andrews, operate their own individual dispatch centers. Their
radios are on a separate 800 MHz trunking system, however the technology is
compatible with the City of Charleston system and most agencies have the
frequencies and talk groups of the neighboring departments programmed into
their portable and mobile radios. The Saint Andrews dispatchers routinely
monitor the Charleston radio system due to the proximity of their districts.

Following the Sofa Super Store fire, the Charleston Fire Department and the
other fire departments in the area have participated in several initiatives to
develop a more effective mutual aid system. Several of the surrounding fire
departments are planning to consolidate their communications centers along with
Charleston County EMS.
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Units by order of arrival:
Battalion 4

Car 2

Engine 10

Engine 11

Ladder 5

Engine 16

Car 1

Engine 12

Engine 15

Engine 19

Engine 6

Battalion 5

Saint Andrews Car 3
Saint Andrews Engine 2
Saint Andrews Rescue 1

Engine 3

(Dispatched:
(Dispatched:
(Dispatched:
(Dispatched:
(Dispatched:

(Dispatched:

19:09 - On Scene:

19:10 - On Scene:

19:09 - On Scene:

19:09 - On Scene:

19:09 - On Scene:

19:10 - On Scene:

(On Scene: 19: 16)

19:10)
19:11)
19:11)
19:11)
19:12)

19:15)

(Dispatched: 19:12 - On Scene: 19:17)

(Dispatched: 19:13 — On Scene 19:17)

(Dispatched: 19:15 - On Scene 19:20)

(Dispatched: 19:16 — On Scene 19:21)

(On scene: 19:24)
(On scene: 19:24)
(On scene: 19:25)

(On scene: 19:25)

(Dispatched: 19:31 — On Scene 19:40)

A listing of firefighters assigned to each apparatus and fire department vehicle is

included as Appendix A.
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Incident Chronology
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Fire Discovery

The fire at the Sofa Super Store originated at approximately 19:00 hours (7:00
p.m.) on Monday, June 18, 2007. The store was open for business at the time,
although no customers were present. There were five employees working in the
showroom area and one in the workshop at the rear when the fire was
discovered.

The weather recorded at the Charleston International Airport at 19:00 on
June 18, 2007 was clear, 79 °F (26 °C), with 82 % relative humidity. The
winds were 9 to 11 mph from 190 to 200 degrees (south-southwest), and
the barometric pressure was 30.0 — 30.05 in. hg.

The fire was first reported by a passer-by who observed smoke and flames at the
rear of the Sofa Super Store, near the loading dock. The passer-by called 9-1-1
on his cell phone to summon the fire department and went into the store to alert
the employees that their building was on fire.

After being alerted by the passer-by, a store employee obtained a fire
extinguisher, walked back through the showroom to the holding room and
entered the loading dock through the open garage door. Inside the loading dock
enclosure he encountered moderate smoke and observed flames entering from
the exterior around the frame of the door at the top of the ramp. He discharged
the dry chemical extinguisher, attempting to keep the flames from spreading to
the interior of the loading dock. After expending the contents of one extinguisher,
he returned to the showroom to obtain a second extinguisher.

When the employee returned with the second extinguisher, he was unable to re-
enter the loading dock due to the heavy smoke condition that had developed in
the loading dock and the holding room. He estimated that smoke had completely
filled this area in less than one minute. He discharged the second extinguisher
from the holding room into the loading dock through the garage door opening.

While he was operating the second fire extinguisher, the employee heard one of
the fire doors rolling down into position. The employee could not see which door
had closed through the heavy smoke; however, the only fire door that he could
have heard operating in this area was located at the end of the corridor leading to
the warehouse. The fusible link release mechanism for this door was inside the
holding room. This suggests that the fire had extended into the loading dock and
sufficient heat had passed through the opening, from the loading dock into the
holding room, to cause the fusible link to release the automatic closing
mechanism. The fire door probably closed at approximately the same time the
first firefighters were arriving at the Sofa Super Store.
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Initial Response

The first call reporting the fire was made to Charleston 9-1-1 and transferred to a
fire dispatcher at 19:07:58”. The caller reported a “huge fire at the back...” of the
Sofa Super Store. At 19:09:02 hours, Engines 11 and 10, Ladder 5, and Battalion
Chief 4 were dispatched for a possible structure fire behind the Sofa Super Store
at 1807 Savannah Highway.

When the alarm was transmitted, Battalion Chief 4 responded immediately from
Fire Station 11, which is located one mile east of the fire scene on Savannah
Highway. Battalion Chief 4 observed a column of smoke and reported “heavy
smoke coming from that direction” as he pulled out of the fire station and turned
toward the fire. When this message was transmitted, Engine 16 self-dispatched
as the third-due engine company, according to the Charleston Fire Department
response policy, and Engine 15 began to relocate from downtown to cover the
West Ashley district. The on-duty Assistant Chief (Car 2) was at Fire Station 11
for dinner and responded when he heard the “smoke showing” report.

Battalion Chief 4 was the first unit on the scene at 19:10:46 hours, less than 2
minutes after the initial dispatch. He pulled into the driveway on the west side of
the fire building where he observed a fire immediately in front of the loading dock,
with flames reaching above the roofline. The initial report from Battalion 4
indicated trash and debris burning outside the building; a few seconds later he
added that the fire might have extended into the building. Battalion Chief 4 then
backed his car out of the driveway to make room for an engine company to come
in and attack the fire.

Engine 11 was slightly delayed leaving quarters because the apparatus was
being washed on the rear ramp and some equipment had to be placed back into
compartments. The column of smoke was visible as Engine 11 responded
westbound on Savannah Highway and heard Battalion Chief 4 report a trash and
debris fire at the rear of the building. Engine 11 turned south on Wappoo Road
and then west on Pebble Road to approach the warehouse from the rear.

Upon reaching the south side of the warehouse, Captain 11 realized that the fire
was between the warehouse and the main building and could not be accessed
from Pebble Road. Engine 11 continued on to Stinson Drive and returned to
Savannah Highway, approaching the fire scene from the west.

" The all of the times cited in this report have been adjusted to correspond with a common time
base as described in the introduction.
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The Assistant Chief continued west on Savannah Highway to the front parking lot
of the Sofa Super Store, where he met Battalion Chief 4 near the northwest
corner of the building. The two chief officers had a brief exchange at that
location; the Assistant Chief indicated that he would go inside the store to check
for fire extension into the building, while Battalion Chief 4 should go to the west
side of the building and direct operations in that area.

PHASE ONE OPERATIONS -19:11 10 19:18

Offensive Strategy

Engine 10 was the first fire company to arrive at the front of the building®. At
19:11:45, the Assistant Chief directed Engine 10 to back down the driveway on
the west side of the Sofa Super Store. Battalion Chief 4 walked back along the
west side of the building. As soon as he reached the loading dock area, he
advised the Assistant Chief that the fire had extended into the building. Flames
were visible inside the loading dock through a large ventilation fan opening in the
west wall.

At 19:12:04, the Assistant Chief contacted Engine 16 with instructions to come
inside with him when they arrived on the scene. At 19:12:49 he called for Engine
12 to be dispatched to the fire.

When Engine 11 reached the front of the building, Captain 11 noted that Engine
10 had taken the first-arriving engine position and that Engine 11 would be
responsible for laying the supply line. He directed his crew to lay a supply line to
Engine 10.

Captain 11 went to the front door and entered the showroom to check for fire
extension into the building. Inside the showroom he met the Assistant Chief and
two store employees. The employees led them back through the main showroom
and to the right, through an opening into the west showroom. They arrived at the
double doors that provided access from the west showroom to the loading dock.
They did not observe any indications of smoke or fire in the main showroom and
only encountered a small amount of smoke at the ceiling level when they
reached the double doors.

The Assistant Chief opened one of the double doors and they immediately
observed smoke and flames involving furniture on the loading dock to the right of
the doorway. The draft pulled the door out of his hand as air from the showroom
was drawn toward the fire. Captain 11, who was wearing protective clothing, was
able to pull the door closed with a gloved hand.

8 Engine 10 arrived faster than usual, because they were returning from training when the alarm
was transmitted. Engine 10 was less than one minute behind Engine 11 approaching the fire
scene. When Engine 11 turned on Wappoo Road, Engine 10 continued west to the front of the
fire building.
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At 19:13:17 Captain 11 transmitted the message, “I need an inch-and-a-half
inside this building.” This message was not specifically directed to anyone.

At 19:13:46, The Assistant Chief ordered Engine 15 to respond to the fire with
instructions to bring a 1-1/2 inch line inside the building to the right side. (Engine
15 was en route to fill-in at Station 11 at that time.)

Engine 10

When Engine 10 was in position on the west side of the building, Captain 10
pulled a booster line (1-inch diameter, rubber hose on a reel) and began to attack
the exterior fire, while Firefighter 10 and Engineer 10 deployed a 1-1/2 inch
preconnected line.

After knocking down most of the exterior fire, Captain 10 and Firefighter 10
advanced the 1-1/2 inch line up the ramp and into the loading dock through the
sliding door. They were able to advance approximately 20 feet into the loading
dock while directing their stream onto the burning furniture.

Engine 11

While Captain 11 went inside the Sofa Super Store with the Assistant Chief,
Engineer 11 prepared to lay a supply line to Engine 10. Firefighter 11, following
the Charleston Fire Department standard operating procedure, took the soft
sleeve (the hose used to connect a pumper to a hydrant) and a hydrant wrench
and set out on foot, eastbound on Savannah Highway toward a hydrant.
Anticipating a first due arrival, he had already donned his full protective clothing
and SCBA backpack - he removed his SCBA and left it on the street in front of
the Sofa Super Store.

Firefighter 11 was at the intersection of Savannah Highway and Wappoo Road
when he observed Engine 11 repositioning at the front of the building. Assuming
that the plan had changed, he returned to the fire scene, where he obtained
another SCBA from the apparatus and prepared to enter the fire building.

Ladder 5

Ladder 5 arrived at 19:12:25 and positioned the tower ladder at the front of the
Sofa Super Store near the main entrance. When Captain 11 transmitted the
request for a line inside the building, Captain 5 directed Engineer 11 to position
his apparatus near the front doors, with the rear toward the building. The crew of
Ladder 5 then began advancing a 250 foot preconnected 1-1/2 inch attack line
from Engine 11 into the building.

Page 56



SOFA SUPER STORE FIREFIGHTER FATALITY INVESTIGATION REPORT

Presumably, Captain 5 had heard the Assistant Chief call for Engine 12 to
respond to the fire, followed by Battalion Chief 4’s instruction to Engine 12 to lay
a supply line to Engine 10. This instruction was transmitted immediately after
Engine 12 was dispatched to the fire and a few seconds before Captain 11 called
for a line inside the building. This would have caused Captain 5 to believe that
Engine 11 was uncommitted. In addition, Engine 11 was on the street in front of
the building at that time, while Engine 10 had backed down the driveway on the
west side and could not be seen from the front of the building.

Captain 11 encountered the crew of Ladder 5 advancing hose into the main
showroom and directed them toward the double doors. He asked Captain 5 why
Engine 11 was at that location instead of laying a supply line for Engine 10.
Captain 5 replied that another company was providing the supply line for Engine
10.

As the hose line was extended, they realized that the 250 foot preconnected line
was not long enough to reach the double doors. Captain 11 went outside and
disconnected the hose from the outlet at the rear of Engine 11. He then removed
the nozzle from the other preconnected line and joined the two lines together,
extending the attack line to 500 feet®. He helped feed the additional hose through
the front doors and into the showroom, assisted by Firefighter 11.

At 19:14:10 the Assistant Chief advised Battalion Chief 4 that the fire on
the loading dock was advancing toward the retail area. He reported “I've
got fire inside the rear of the building and it's walking its way right on into
the showroom.” The Assistant Chief believed that the wall between the
loading dock and the west showroom was brick construction and that the
firefighters would be able to stop the progress of the fire at the double
doors.

The Assistant Chief called for the attack line from Engine 11 to be charged at
19:15:05. Ladder 5 called for the line to be charged at 19:15:56. By this time,
Captain 11 and Firefighter 11 were with the crew of Ladder 5 at the double doors,
waiting for the line to be charged. There was only a moderate amount of smoke
and no sensation of heat in that part of the building at that time. Captain 11 sent
Firefighter 11 back to the apparatus to determine why the line had not been
charged.

® The direct rectilinear distance from the main entrance to the double doors was approximately
188 feet - measured straight back from the front entrance, followed by a right turn to reach the
west showroom and a left turn to reach the double doors. The showroom aisles were narrow and
did not provide a direct path from the entry point to the loading dock. While 250 feet of hose
would not reach the doors, extending the line to 500 feet provided approximately 200 feet of
excess hose that had to be distributed along the length of the line. Each additional length of hose
creates additional friction loss (reduction in pressure) as water flows through the hose.
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Photo 3: The earliest photo of the front of the Sofa Super Store, taken at approximately 19:16.
(Photo courtesy of Lindsay Ackermann)
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After waiting a few moments for the line to be charged, Captain 11 returned to
the main entrance, where he found that Engineer 11 was unable to engage the
pump on Engine 11. Engine 11’s apparatus had an idiosyncrasy that required the
pump panel throttle control to be fully retracted when the apparatus was placed
in pump gear. If the throttle was advanced, even minimally, the pump would go
in gear but the pump panel throttle would not operate.

Being familiar with the vehicle, Captain 11 was able to perform the required
procedure and successfully engage the pump and charge the 1-1/2 inch attack
line. He then went back inside the building, where he observed that Captain 5
was operating the 1-1/2 inch line inside the loading dock and Engineer 5 was
positioned at the double doorway. The members from Ladder 5 were using their
self-contained breathing apparatus at that time.
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1" Booster Line
1-1/2" Hose Line

E10

Savannah Highway

Figure 10: Initial attack hose lines in operation. (Approximate time 19:16)
1: 1” booster line from Engine 10 attacking exterior fire.

2: 1-1/2” preconnect from Engine 10 advanced into the loading dock
3: 1-1/2” preconnect from Engine 11 advanced by Ladder 5 crew through the

showrooms to the double doors and into the loading dock.

The fire has extended across the loading dock and into the holding room.
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Engine 16

At 19:15:15, the Assistant Chief directed Engine 16 to come to the front of the
building and to bring a 2-1/2 inch hose line through the front door. Captain 16
and Firefighter 16 went to the rear of Engine 11 and began to remove 2-1/2 inch
hose, while Engineer 16 parked the apparatus on Savannah Highway and
donned his protective clothing and SCBA. Upon reaching Engine 11, Engineer 16
encountered Engineer 11 who told him that he needed a supply line.

Engineer 16 checked with Captain 16 and then returned to his apparatus,
removed his SCBA and turnout coat, and pulled enough hose from the 2-1/2 inch
bed to hand the end of the supply line to Engineer 11. At 19:17:36, the Assistant
Chief transmitted, “Alright, 16, go to the hydrant.”

Captain 16 and Firefighter 16 advanced the 2-1/2 inch attack line through the
showrooms to the double doors. When they reached the area in front of the
double doors, they encountered Captain 11 and the crew from Ladder 5.

Engine 12

Engine 12 was dispatched to the fire at 19:12:53. Immediately after the dispatch
message was transmitted, Battalion Chief 4 instructed Engine 12 to lay a supply
line to Engine 10'°. Battalion Chief 4 repeated the instruction to Engine 12 as
they were arriving on the fire scene at 19:17.

Engineer 10 had pulled a 2-1/2 inch hose line from Engine 10 out to Savannah
Highway to wait for the arrival of Engine 12. Engineer 12 connected the 2-1/2
inch line from his apparatus to the line from Engine 10, while Captain 12 and
Firefighter 12A walked back toward the loading dock. Firefighter 12B started out
on foot toward the hydrant that was located at the intersection of Blitchridge
Road and 1% Drive. When the engine arrived at the hydrant, Firefighter 12B
completed the hook-up procedure. At 19:20:31 Engineer 12 advised Engine 10
that he was charging the supply line.

Fire Chief

The Fire Chief arrived on the fire scene at 19:16:32 and met Engineer 12 shortly

thereafter as he was connecting the 2-1/2 inch hoses from Engine 12 and Engine
10 together. The Fire Chief pointed the way to the hydrant and secured the hose

as Engine 12 laid the supply line to the hydrant.

19 This instruction was acknowledged by Captain 12 as he prepared to respond.
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The Fire Chief then met briefly with the Assistant Chief in the parking lot near the
northwest corner of the fire building. The Fire Chief indicated that he would direct
operations at the rear of the building, where the fire appeared to be most severe,
while the Assistant Chief should continue to direct operations at the front of the
building.

Engine 15

When Engine 15 arrived on the scene at 19:17, the 1-1/2 inch line that had been
taken into the building by Ladder 5 was already charged with water. The 2-1/2
inch line that had been stretched by Engine 16 was still dry.

PHASE TwO OPERATIONS - 19:19 10 19:25

Captain 10 and Firefighter 10 operated their 1-1/2 inch line inside the loading
dock for 3 to 4 minutes before the fire intensified, forcing them to crouch down
and then begin to back out. At that moment the fire burned through their hose
line, causing it to rupture near the doorway where they had entered. The rupture
sent a heavy spray of water upward that provided a safe path for Captain 10 and
Firefighter 10 to exit. When they reached the exterior, Firefighter 10 realized that
the lens of his SCBA face piece was deformed from the heat exposure. Captain
10 noted that while they were inside, there were indications that another line was
operating on the fire from the opposite side of the loading dock.

Captain 12 and Firefighter 12A reached the loading dock just after Captain 10
and Firefighter 10 had exited from the loading dock. They clamped the ruptured
line, pulled the nozzle outside, and replaced the damaged section of hose.
Captain 12, Captain 10, and other firefighters then attempted to advance the 1-
1/2 inch line back into the loading dock. The Fire Chief, who had just arrived in
that area, instructed them to back out and hold their position at the doorway — not
to take the line back inside the loading dock.

At 19:19:36, Captain 16 called for the 2-1/2 inch attack line that had been taken
into the showroom to be charged. The Assistant Chief advised Engineer 11 not to
charge the 2-1/2 inch line until the supply line from Engine 16 was charged®*.
Captain 16 was not advised of the delay in charging the line.

Captain 11 was with Captain 16 near the double doors and began using air from
his SCBA while waiting for the 2-1/2 inch hose line to be charged. During this
period Captain 16 made a statement to the effect that, “if this fire gets behind us,
we’re in big trouble.”

' Engine 11 was already operating a 1-1/2 inch line using water from the 750 gallon on board
tank. The additional flow from the 2-1/2 inch line would have consumed the remaining water
supply in approximately 2 minutes.
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After waiting additional time for the line to be charged, Captain 11 went back out
to Engine 11 to find out if there was a problem. Smoke was banking down in the
main showroom and he noted that the temperature was increasing. Captain 11
had to follow the hose line to find his way out. He heard the voices of two
crewmembers from Engine 19 who were on their way into the showroom as he
was leaving.

1" Booster Line

1-1/2" Hose Line

2-1/2" Hose Line

,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,, 2-1/2" Hose Line (uncharged) | |

E16 i
= 6

—1 =il
E15 E19

Figure 11: Additional hose lines stretched. (Approximate time 19:20)
4: 2-1/2” attack line (uncharged) from Engine 11 advanced by Engine 16.
5: 2-1/2” supply line for Engine 10 — Engine 12 pumping at hydrant.
6: 2-1/2" supply line for Engine 11 — Engine 16 en route to hydrant.
The fire is still concentrated in the loading dock and the holding room, although heat
and smoke are spreading into the adjacent areas, including the void spaces above the
showroom ceilings.
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Engine 15

After their arrival on the scene at 19:17:30, Captain 15, Firefighter 15A and
Firefighter 15B went directly to the front entrance and followed the two hose lines
into the building at approximately 19:19. They encountered smoke approximately
halfway back into the showroom and stopped to don their SCBA face pieces.

After advancing farther into the store, Captain 15 directed Firefighter 15B to go
back outside to get a hose line and bring it inside*?. When he returned with a
booster line from Engine 11, Firefighter 15B was unable to find his Captain or
Firefighter 15A in the smoke-filled interior. Engineer 15 entered the showroom
after the other members of Engine 15 but was unable to locate them in the
smoke. (Approximate time 19:20)

Engine 19

Engine 19 reported on the scene at 19:20:08. The apparatus was parked in the
middle turning lane of Savannah Highway and all three crew members entered
the showroom through the front doors. The Assistant Chief met Captain 19 in the
front part of the showroom and directed him toward the area where Engine 16
and Ladder 5 were already operating. Engineer 19 and Firefighter 19 followed
Captain 19. The Assistant Chief recalled that there was enough smoke in the
showroom at that time to obscure visibility, but conditions did not require the use
of his self-contained breathing apparatus.

Engine 6

Engine 6 was directed to respond to the fire scene by the Fire Chief at 19:19:12,
with instructions to “Park your truck in the middle of the street on Savannah
Highway and come in the front door.” After reporting on the scene at 19:21:50,
Captain 6 and Firefighter 6 followed the hose lines through the front door into the
showroom. (Approximate time 19:23) Heavy smoke was banked down to the
floor a few feet inside the showroom; they had to use self-contained breathing
apparatus and feel their way along the hose lines to find their way to the back of
the store.

At 19:23:09 the Fire Chief called the Assistant Chief and asked “Alright, Larry,
how we looking inside the store?” The Assistant Chief replied “Chief, I'm trying to
get back to it now.”

12 Captain 15 had previously instructed Firefighter 15B to stay close to him, because it was the
firefighter's first duty shift on the Charleston Fire Department.
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Engineer 6 donned his protective clothing and SCBA and entered the showroom
approximately one minute behind Captain 6 and Firefighter 6. (Approximate time
19:24%) He noted that the atmosphere was clear for a few feet inside the front
door, before he encountered a wall of dark smoke from floor to ceiling. He
followed the hose lines leading toward the rear of the main showroom.

Operations inside the Showrooms

At this point in the operation, approximately 19:25, all of the firefighters who were
inside the showrooms were operating in zero visibility conditions.

Eight firefighters are presumed to have been in the vicinity of the double doors at
the rear of the west showroom at this time: Captain 5, Engineer 5, Firefighter 5,
Captain 16, Firefighter 16, Captain 19, Engineer 19 and Firefighter 19.

Captain 15 and Firefighter 15A were in the rear of the main showroom, most
likely in the area close to the holding room, searching for the fire. (They had
turned to the right after reaching the rear of the main showroom.) The
temperature was increasing as they penetrated deeper into the building, although
no flames were visible. Captain 15 told Firefighter 15A that they had to stop the
fire from advancing across the rear of the showroom. He directed Firefighter 15A
to try to find a hose line while he continued to search*.

Firefighter 15B had obtained a booster line from Engine 11 and was looking for
his Captain in the main showroom. He was alone inside the showroom for
several minutes, while encountering increasing heat. At some point he observed
a red glow overhead and began to flow water from the booster line toward the
ceiling. He operated the booster line in this area for several minutes.

Engineer 15 had entered through the front doors and was also looking for the
other members of his company inside the smoke-filled showroom. His low air
pressure alarm activated and he went outside to obtain a replacement air
cylinder for his SCBA.

Firefighter 11 had also re-entered the showroom and was looking for his Captain
in the rear of the main showroom. He heard the voices of other firefighters,
although he could not see them.

Captain 6 and Firefighter 6 were in the rear of the main showroom, probably in
the vicinity of the holding room. They were encountering increasing temperatures
as they attempted to locate the fire.

¥ The entry time for Engineer 6 may have been as late as 19:26 or 19:27. He recalled that a
civilian had told him that someone was still inside the building as he was entering through the
front doors.

% Firefighter 15A recalled that they had heard radio traffic referring to a person trapped in the rear
of the building. He believed that they were searching for the person and the fire simultaneously.
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Engineer 6 was unable to find the other members of his company inside the
smoke-filled store. He followed the hose lines to the rear of the main showroom
noting that the temperature was increasing as he moved deeper into the store.
He was aware of the presence of other firefighters in the same general area, but
could not identify them. Engineer 6 was carrying a pike pole and when he
reached the back of the showroom, he began trying to open a wall and a section
of the ceiling to see if he could find a concealed fire. He observed flames at the
ceiling level and shouted for one of the other firefighters to bring a hose line™.

Fire Extension into Warehouse

At approximately 19:25, Saint Andrews Fire Department Engine 2, Rescue 1 and
Car 3 arrived at the fire scene with a total of 5 personnel*®. The Assistant Chief
from Saint Andrews met the Charleston Fire Chief on the west side of the fire
building and offered to provide assistance. He reported that the offer was initially
declined.

The fire had extended into the large warehouse at the rear of the Sofa Super
Store property by this time. The Saint Andrews Assistant Chief offered to deploy
his units to attack the warehouse fire from the south side. This offer was
accepted and the Saint Andrews Assistant Chief began directing his companies
to set-up on Pebble Road. Eventually, Saint Andrews Engine 1, Engine 7, and
Ladder 1 operated on Pebble Road.

Firefighter 12B returned from the hydrant and began forcible entry into the
warehouse with Firefighter 12A. Off-duty firefighters and a fire department
mechanic who had arrived on the scene assisted with the forcible entry.

Two additional 2-1/2 inch hand lines were deployed from Engine 10 to attack the
fire in the warehouse. Both 2-1/2 inch lines were positioned in front of the large
roll-up door on the north side of the warehouse and began flowing water before
the door was opened. Observing the volume of fire inside the warehouse,
Battalion Chief 4 and the Fire Chief both directed the companies to stay outside
and operate the lines from the doorway.

At 19:25:26, the Fire Chief called Engine 12 to increase the pressure in the
supply line by 50 pounds in order to provide for the increased flow. Several
additional requests for more pressure were transmitted during the following
minutes.

!> Engineer 6 did not have his portable radio. It had been left behind at the apparatus,

'® The Saint Andrews firefighters had been eating dinner at a restaurant a few blocks west of the
Sofa Super Store when they became aware of the incident. They responded to the scene to
determine if the fire was in their jurisdiction or the City of Charleston.
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Engine 3, which had been attending an event in Summerville, was directed to
cover at Fire Station 16/19 at 19:24.

|
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Figure 12: Additional hose lines in operation. (Approx 19:25)
7: 2-1/2" attack line from Engine 10.
8: 2-1/2" attack line from Engine 10.

9: 1” booster line from Engine 11 — advanced into showroom by Engine 15.
The fire has spread to the warehouse and to the void spaces above the main and west
showrooms.
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PHASE THREE OPERATIONS - 19:26 TO 19:37

Trapped Employee Reported

At 19:26:35 one of the two Fire Dispatchers on duty picked-up a 9-1-1 call from

an employee who stated that he was trapped in the rear of the Sofa Super Store.
The trapped individual was calling on his cell phone and was in severe emotional
and physical distress. He said that he was beating on the wall of the building with

a hammer.

Trapped
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L

Savannah Highway

Figure 13: The employee was trapped in a workshop room that was located between the
warehouse and the main showroom. The rescue team came from the front of the showroom
building, around the east end to the rear, and cut through the metal wall to rescue him.
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At the same time, the second Fire Dispatcher advised the Fire Chief that they
were receiving a 9-1-1 call indicating that a person was trapped in the building.
This information had been provided by a Charleston Police 9-1-1 operator who
had spoken to the trapped individual before transferring the call to Fire Dispatch.

The Assistant Chief was inside the showroom when he heard the radio
transmission to the Fire Chief and returned to the front entrance. The store
manager and the assistant manager had previously assured him that everyone
was out of the building. They subsequently noticed that the employee’s car was
still in the parking lot and told the Assistant Chief that he must still be inside at
the back of the building.

At 19:27:55, the Fire Chief called the Assistant Chief and advised him that they
had the door open to the back building and a stacked tip nozzle flowing water
inside. The Assistant Chief responded that the managers had confirmed that an
employee must still be in the building. The Fire Chief told the Assistant Chief,
“Just do what we can do.”

The Assistant Chief then walked around the east end of the building to the rear,
accompanied by the two managers. When they reached the southeast corner of
the building they encountered a locked gate blocking their path. At 19:28:42 the
Assistant Chief called on his portable radio for “any firefighter that’s in front, up
by number 11” to come to the rear to assist him.

Battalion Chief 5 had just arrived at the front entrance when he met the Assistant
Chief who was headed toward the rear of the building. He was attempting to
assist Engineer 11 with a water supply problem when he heard the Assistant
Chief calling for manpower. Four Saint Andrews firefighters, who had been
advised of the trapped employee by a police officer, were approaching the front
of the building at that time. These firefighters had arrived aboard Saint Andrews
Engine 2 and Rescue 1.

Battalion Chief 5 and three Saint Andrews firefighters went around the east end
of the building to assist with the rescue. Saint Andrews Captain 2 called his Chief
and asked him to bring the thermal imaging camera to the front of the building®’.
He also instructed the fourth Saint Andrews firefighter to obtain a circular saw
from their apparatus.

The firefighters forced entry through the gate and worked their way around to the
rear of the building to the workshop area, where one of the managers indicated
that the employee should be located. Based on the sound of the hammer and the
manager’s directions, they began to cut a hole in the metal exterior wall of the
workshop.

" The Saint Andrews Assistant Chief attempted to deliver the thermal imaging camera to the
Charleston Fire Chief who was unaware that it had been requested and said that it was not
needed at that time.
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Almost immediately, the trapped individual stuck a hand out through the opening.
The opening was quickly enlarged to allow the firefighters to pull the man to
safety. At 19:31:19 Battalion Chief 5 reported “Car 5 to Dispatcher — we got the
man.”

Engine 3 was ordered to respond to the fire scene by the Fire Chief at 19:31:11.
After acknowledging the order, the Fire Chief directed them to supply water to
Ladder 5 when they arrived on the scene.

Photo 4: Saint Andrews firefighters
escort the rescued civilian to the front
of the building at approximately 19:33.
(Photo courtesy WCIV)

Firefighters in Distress

The recorded radio traffic included 16 distress messages that were transmitted
by firefighters inside of the Sofa Super Store. Distress messages were recorded
from Firefighter 16, Firefighter 5, and Engineer 5. The recordings included
additional distress messages in which the firefighter speaking could not be
identified. None of these messages were heard by a command officer on the
scene.

The first fragment of a distress message was recorded at 19:27:44 when an
unknown firefighter is heard saying “... lost inside or ... trapped inside”. The first
clearly discernable distress message, “... which way out?” was transmitted by
Firefighter 16 at 19:29:00. Firefighter 5 called for help at 19:30:22. Engineer 5
activated the emergency button on his portable radio at 19:34:40 and later
identified himself on the radio. A complete transcript of all radio and telephone
recordings is contained in Appendix B of this report.
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Engineer 6 was somewhere in the rear of the main showroom, enveloped in
smoke, when a panic-stricken firefighter ran into him. Within seconds, other
firefighters ran into Engineer 6 and one of them crawled between his legs. He
was unable to identify the firefighters in the complete darkness; however, he had
no doubt that they were disoriented and they were either running out of air or had
already run out of air. Engineer 6 was only in contact with the firefighters for a
few seconds.

A moment later Engineer 6 encountered Firefighter 15A, who was also
disoriented and running short of air. Firefighter 15A had located a charged 1-1/2
inch hose line on the floor and followed it to the nozzle. The line was entangled in
furniture and he was unable to move it. At this point the heat conditions were
becoming severe.

Firefighter 15A lost contact with the hose line and realized that he was alone and
lost in the smoke. He could not find Captain 15 in the area where they had been
together a few moments earlier. When he met-up with Engineer 6, his low air
pressure alarm was vibrating. Engineer 6 told Firefighter 15A that he was in
contact with a hose line and they could use it to find their way out. They followed
the line back until they could hear the sound of Engine 11, which was outside the
main entrance. From that point they followed the sound until they were outside
the building. They exited at approximately 19:33 hours.

Engineer 6 then went back inside, following the hose lines toward the rear of the
store. By this time, Captain 6 had located the 1-1/2 inch line and followed it to the
nozzle. The atmosphere was very hot and flames were visible overhead. Captain
6 opened the nozzle and began flowing water, while Firefighter 6 attempted to
pull more hose. Captain 6 believes that he was at the double doors and flowing
water into the loading dock.

Captain 6 operated the line for a few minutes and then shut down the nozzle to
assess conditions. When he reopened the nozzle, water flowed momentarily and
then stopped. He waited for the flow to be restored until flames began swirling
overhead and the heat became too intense to remain in that area. At that point,
Captain 6 abandoned the 1-1/2 inch nozzle and tried to find his way out. He was
disoriented and his air supply was exhausted when he encountered Engineer 6.
Engineer 6 led his Captain and Firefighter 6 back to the main entrance, exiting at
approximately 19:35 hours.
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Photo 5: The crew of Engine 6 and Engineer 15 emerge from the structure. Battalion Chief 5 is
breaking a window in the background. This photo was taken at 19:35:14. (Photo courtesy Bill
Murton, Charleston Police Department)

Engineer 15, Firefighter 15B and Firefighter 11 also made their way out of the
showroom at approximately the same time. Each of them had remained inside
the showroom until their low air pressure alarms began vibrating and then
followed the hose lines back to the main entrance. Firefighter 15A had obtained a
replacement air cylinder for his SCBA and briefly reentered the showroom. He
exited a second time as conditions inside the showroom became untenable.
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Figure 14: Conditions in the rear of the showrooms changed quickly, causing the firefighters to
abandon their hose lines and attempt to find their way out of the building. The fire was extending
from north to south inside the warehouse at the same time. (Approximate time 19:28 — 19:29)
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Reaction to Firefighters in Distress

The first person outside the building to become aware that firefighters were in
trouble inside was an off-duty Battalion Chief (Car 303), who was enroute to the
scene in his personal vehicle. He heard traffic on his portable radio that indicated
a firefighter was lost and unable to find his way out of the building. The radio
traffic was not heard by anyone at the fire scene.

Car 303 attempted to contact the Fire Chief at 19:30:27 to advise him of the
situation, but was unable to establish contact on the busy radio channel. He
continued to the fire scene as quickly as possible, parked his vehicle, and located
the Fire Chief on the west side of the fire building, near the loading dock. The
face-to-face exchange with Battalion Chief 303 was the Fire Chief’s first
indication that firefighters were in distress.

A series of radio messages between the Fire Chief and the Assistant Chief
began at 19:33:08. At that time, the Assistant Chief was just returning to the
front of the building after participating in the rescue of the trapped employee at
the rear. The Fire Chief told him that someone had called a “Mayday” and asked
if everyone was out at the front of the building. The Assistant Chief responded
that firefighters were still inside the building at the front. A few seconds later he
reported that Firefighter 15A had come out of the building, but that he had not
called a “Mayday”.

The Assistant Chief noted that conditions inside the showroom had deteriorated
radically since he had left to go around to the rear of the building. The interior
was now filled with smoke down to the floor and smoke was issuing from the
front doors.

The Fire Chief reached the front entrance at approximately 19:35. The Assistant
Chief directed Battalion Chief 5 and two Saint Andrews firefighters to begin
breaking the windows, hoping to provide visibility for the firefighters who were still
inside®®. Captain 6, Engineer 6, Firefighter 6, and Engineer 15 all exited through
the main doors at 19:35, just as the first windows were being broken.

Photographs indicate that there was severe heat stratification inside the store at
the time the windows were broken. The images indicate that the temperature at
the upper level was very hot, down to within 6 feet from the floor. The sequence
of photographs indicates that outside air was initially drawn into the showroom
when the windows were broken. Within approximately one minute the flow
reversed and heavy smoke began to issue from the windows.

'8 Neither the Fire Chief nor the Assistant Chief could recall directing anyone to break the
windows. Several witnesses reported that the order was first given by the Fire Chief and then
repeated by the Assistant Chief.
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Photo 6: Firefighters break out windows to the right of the store entrance. Note air being drawn
into the broken windows to the left of the firefighters. The heat stratification inside the showroom
is evident. This photograph was taken at 19:35:31. (Photo courtesy of Bill Murton, Charleston
Police Department)
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Photo 7: Smoke begins to flow from the broken windows on both sides of the store entrance.
This photograph was taken at 19:36:05. (Photo courtesy of Stewart English)

Rescue Attempt

The Fire Chief directed two Saint Andrews firefighters (Firefighters SA1 and SA2)
to try to enter the store to locate the missing firefighters. Battalion Chief 303, who
had just arrived at the front entrance, and Engineer 6, who had obtained a fresh
SCBA cylinder, also attempted to enter and conduct a search for the missing
crews. The two search teams entered and penetrated a short distance into the
store before the rapidly increasing heat forced them to retreat. Firefighters SA1
and SA2 reported that they were briefly in contact with at least one of the missing
firefighters inside the showroom, but they were unable to hold onto him.

Both rescue teams observed flames overhead and a flame front moving rapidly
from the right rear quadrant of the main showroom toward the front. They
described the furniture displays igniting progressively. The heat damaged their
protective clothing and all of them suffered first and second degree burns as they
crawled out. Flames began issuing from the front windows to the right of the main
entrance within seconds after they escaped.
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The first flames came through the large windows to the west of the main
entrance at approximately 19:37:37. The main showroom became fully involved
in flames approximately one minute later as the fire spread across the front of the
building from east to west. Within two minutes flames were issuing from all of the
large windows across the front of the main showroom while the contents of the
west showroom were igniting.

At 19:38:09, the Fire Chief broadcast “Everyone abandon the building.” Captain
11 sounded the air horn on Engine 11 as a signal to abandon the building at
approximately the same time. Firefighters SA1 and SA2 noted that the air horn
was blowing as they were crawling back toward the front door. They were the last
firefighters to escape from the building.

Battalion Chief 303 and Engineer 6 made one last attempt to enter through the
front of the building with a hose line. They were only able to advance a few feet
before they were forced to back out.

PHASE FOUR OPERATIONS — AFTER 19:38
Defensive Strategy

When the fire came through the front of the store, Engine 16 was pumping a
single 2-1/2 inch supply line to Engine 11 at the front door. Engine 12 was
pumping a single 2-1/2 inch supply line to Engine 10 in the alley on the west side
of the fire building. Ladder 5 was setting up in the field to the west of the store,
waiting for Engine 3 to provide a water supply. Engine 6, Engine 15, Engine 19,
and Saint Andrews Engine 2 and Rescue 1 were all parked on Savannah
Highway. Engine 3 arrived on the scene at 19:30:19.

Initially, all the hose lines at the front of the structure led into the building and
could not be used by firefighters on the exterior. The lines that had been
stretched into the showroom remained charged until they were reported to be
free flowing inside the building some time later.

An additional 2-1/2 inch attack line was assembled and attached to a discharge
on Engine 11. A booster line that had been spraying the ground below Engine
11 was moved to the door. The 2-1/2 inch line was charged, but the limited water
supply available to Engine 11 rendered it ineffective. A second 2-1/2 inch
handline began to operate at the front of the building at approximately 19:46.
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