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Wednesday afternoon, during a downpour of rain, authorities believe a lightning strike ignited an oil stor-
age tank six miles south of Alma. That fire spread to several additional tanks resulting in the total destruction
of the storage facility. This sent thousands of gallons of oil towards the South Branch of Mill Creek, several
hundred yards east of the facility.
At 4:00 p.m. the Wabaunsee County Sheriff’s Dispatch received a report of the fire on land owned by the
Harry Thowe Trust. The tanks are located near Highway 99, on the east side of the highway. ,
Fire District #6 Firefighters from the Alma Station were the first to arrive on the scene. They determined
that at least two of the storage facilities were on fire and threatened those tanks sitting adjacent to it. District
#6 Fire Chief Gary Ringel and Wabaunsee County Sheriff Officers surveyed the scene and summoned addi-
tional aid. Within minutes additional backup arrived from Fire District #8 (Wabaunsee Township), Fire
District #5 (Eskridge), Pottawatomie #7 (Wamego) and the City of Wamego.
As the tanks burned and erupted, oil streamed east toward the creek. John Gehrt, owner of Gehrt Con-
struction, was summoned. He constructed terraces and a catch pool to restrain the oil from reaching the creek.
A short time later Hazardous Materials Containment Technicians from the Manhattan Fire Department arrived

with additional equipment to contain the oil spill. According to Sheriff Doug Howser, officials from Kansas
Department of Health and Environment and Kansas Department of Transportation were also contacted and on
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Flames an pTur%gsT of black smoke rose hundreds of feet into the air as the oil storage faciliy south
of Alma was totally destroyed. It is believed that lightning ignited the facility. (photo submitted)
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Lightning Ignites,

cont. from front page.

the scene.

According to reports, fire de-
partment personnel used foam to
put out the fire, and had it com-
pletely extinguished by 6:15 p.m.
There were no injuries reported as
a result of the incident.

The tanks were used in the
collection and initial processing of
crude oil drawn from nearby oil
wells owned by Petro Piqua. Ac-
cording to a sheriff’s report, the
total capacity of the tanks is be-
lieved to be about sixty thousand
gallons. Authorities were not im-
mediately aware of how full the
tanks were, but according to re-
ports from several firefighters, it
was believed that they were nearly
full.

The following morning,
Wabaunsee County Emergency
Management Director Amy Ter-
rapin said she had been in contact
with Sheriff Howser, KDHE,
Kansas Department of Emergency

Management (KDEM) and Alma
Fire Chief Gary Ringel. Terrapin
said she faxed a hazardous mate-
rial incident report to KDEM and
met with Ringel. She said that she
is in the process of seeking reim-
bursement for 10 sets of bunker
gear and 425 feet of 2.5” hose,
foam to extinguish the fire, and
the additional labor involved with
the incident. She contacted the
owner of the oil company and is
waiting for a response from him.

Terrapin added that a repre-
sentative from KDHE contacted
her and said that the oil spill
“probably” will not affect the Mill
Creek branch, however, they will
continue to monitor the water.
She added that the oil company
will be required to clean up the
spill area. Terrapin also said that
KDHE estimated that 500 barrels
of oil were either burned or spilled
in the incident.

According to Sheriff Howser,
the investigation is ongoing with
local and state agencies participat-

ing.
Lo —
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County7comm1551on rejects fire departments’ radio request

By ELVYN JONES
FJONES@THEWORLDCO.INFO

Leavenworth County commissioners
will not make further financial contribu-
tions to township fire departments for
digital radios.

The decision came Monday after com-
missioners heard from Leavenworth
County Undersheriff Ron Cranor and
county emergency management director
Chuck Magaha about what the county
has done so far and a review of past dis-
cussion on the issue.

Commissioners asked for Monday’s
clarification after two weeks of public

hearings on the 2011 budget.
N ————

They agreed to meet Thursday with
representatives of the township fire
departments.

The issue sprang from the county
updating its communication’s system
from analog to digital, which broadcast
at wavelengths difficult for the older ana-
log radios of township fire departments
to pick up.

Cranor and Magaha told commission-
ers the county spent $59,000 on digital
radios in the last year and all the town-
ship fire departments were given two dig-
ital radios.

Commissioners promised last year to
make the first-year match on the radios
if the Federal Fmergencv Management
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Agency approved a grant to purchase
radios for the fire departments, Magaha
said.

FEMA twice denied the grant applica-
tion. The county learned of the latest
denial in April and is not applying for the
grant again.

Commissioners agreed to make the
first-year match because the county first
applied for the grant last fall after the
townships had published their 2010
budgets, commissioners were reminded.

With the news the county has provid-
ed digital radios for the departments and
with the grant off the table, commission-
ers agreed they had done enough for the
townships.

Magaha said there were ongoing dis-
cussions among the townships and
Motorola about the purchase of addi-
tional radios with a group discount and
with no interest.

The county might be asked to be a part
of that because Motorola would only
offer the group discount to a pool of
townships with the county guaranteeing
the loan.

Although County Administrator
Heather Morgan cautioned there would
be many details to work out, commis-
sioners indicated they could accept such
a role if they got assurances from the
townships that they would pay for the
radios. X
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TRAﬁﬁBY IN LEBO
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A family of four and their dog died in a trailer fire Saturday morning in Lebo. The heat from the fire was so intense, the front end of the

vehicle's passenger side melted.

Cause of fatal flre undetermined

Reeves
News Editor

LEBO — The cause of a fire that
killed four people and a dog Saturday
morning in Lebo still wasn’t known
Monday morning. Investigators from
the Kansas State Fire Marshal’s office
sent samples of a cook top, gas line
piping and fittings to the Kansas Bu-
reau of Investigation’s crime laborato-

ry to be analyzed Monday.
“Right now, they are calling the
cause ‘undetermined,”” said Fire

Chief Bill Walker. “We know the ori-
gin of the fire was in the kitchen/liv-
ing room area and are pretty sure
there was a gas explosion.”

Four bodies were found in the dou-
blewide trailer, located at 310 S. Maple
Street in Lebo June 19, following a fire
that totally destroyed the home. The
victims have been identified as
Michael O’Clair, 25, Heather Super, 28,
Tafani Merrell, 5, and Taylan Super, 2.
According to Fire Chief Bill Walker,
Heather was pregnant and was due to
deliver in November.

A neighbar called 911,and reported
the fire to the Coffey County Sheriff’s
Office. At 6:26 a.m., firefighters from

the Lebo Fire Station were notified of
a structure fire and arrived on the
scene at 6:31. They found the south
end of a doublewide, single-family
trailer house, where the Kkitchen and
living room were located, completely
engulfed in flames. The mobile home,
which is insured, is owned by
Michael'’s father, Tony O’Clair.

Firefighters immediately began ex-
tinguishing the fire with assistance
from the Burlington and Waverly fire
stations. Personnel also assisted from
the Gridley, Jacobs Creek and New
Strawn stations.

“About six or seven different pieces
of apparatus were used and about 22 to
25 firefighters were on scene,” Walker
said. “We set up a joint command with
the Coffey County Sheriff’s Office.
Also on scene were emergency med-
ical services personnel and a Burling-
ton police officer, who helped with
traffic control.”

After extinguishing the fire, fire-
fighters searched the structure and
found four bodies and one dog. The
man and woman were in the master
bedroom and the two children were
found in a second bedroom. The bod-
ies were taken to Topeka where autop-
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sies were performed Sunday. Monday
afternoon, Walker said the reports
showed all the victims had died of
smoke inhalation.

“We contacted the Kansas State
Fire Marshal’s office and investigator
Jeff Davis was en route almost imme-
diately,” Walker said. “Three other
state investigators ultimately came in
to assist with the investigation.”

Walker said no smoke detectors
were found. “Basically, everything
was burnt in half of the trailer house
and we couldn’t find any smoke detec-
tors,” Walker said. “That’s not saying
there weren’t any in there, but if there
were, they were destroyed by the fire.”

“There are a lot or rumors going
around that it took 45 minutes for us
(firefighters) to get on the scene,”
Walker said. “We were on scene five
minutes after we were notified, and
that’s not bad.”

Firefighters spent more than 12
hours working at the scene on Satur-
day. “I can’t say enough for our
crews,” Walker said. “They did an out-
standing job. It’s a lot different going
to a structure fire knowing there may

See Fire, Page 8 |
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