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Could Their Deaths Have Been Prevented?

One Year Later, Not Much Has Changed With Fire Dept.

By Harold Ford

Although it's been one year since two
young Flint firefighters, Roger Cam-
pbell and Matthew Young, drowned in
the icy waters of the Flint River during a
daring and seemingly disorganized
rescue attempt, there has been, accor-
ding to Flint Fire Chief Carl Kukla, ‘“*no
additional training in river rescue’’ and
one firefighter claims that some of the
new rescue equipment is sitting
unopened in the packages it came in.

Other Flint firefighters, including
Everett Garrett, told the Voice that “*we
haven’'t had any kind of rescue training
that would prepare us for what hap-
pened on that day.””

On Friday, March 28, 1980, shortly
before 10:30 a.m., three youngsters were
playing in the wooded area on the east
side of the Flint River near the 5100
block of East Boulevard Drive, between
the east bank of the Flint River and the
intersection of East Blvd. Dr. and E.
Pierson Rd. While the boys were playing
by the river’s edge, 5-year old Marcus
Lafayette fell into the river and could
not get back to safety. The other two
boys ran for help.

Marcus’ father, James Lafayette, was
nearby and heard some children
screaming. He ran to the river and saw
Marcus in the water. Lafayette jumped
into the river, swam to his son and
rescued his son’s body to a small,
narrow peninsula near the west bank of
the river.

Jpon reaching the peninsula, James
Lafayette observed that Marcus was

cold, not breathing and his stomach was
bloated. He attempted to revive his son
but was unknowledgeable about first aid
and life-saving technigues.

Herman John, a neighbor, swam to
the peninsula and tried to assist.
However, he also was unfamiliar with
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the water, swam to the peninsula and »
began to administer CPR to Marcus
Lafayette assisted by the boy’s father.

At this point the story becomes
slightly muddled. According to the
report filed by Lt. Benson of the Flint
Police Department, ‘‘firefighter Roger
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CPR procedures.
The Flint Fire Department’s engine 55

with crew members Captain Ray
Desrochers, Joseph Laney, Charles Fay
and Roger Campbell arrived at the scene
at 10:36. Fireman Fay, with the ap-
proval of Capt. Desrochers, jumped into
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Campbell, upon his arrival, dove into
the water and attempted to swim to the
peninsula to assist. Part way there,
however, Campbell encountered some
type of trouble, possibly the cold water
affecting his muscles, and he floundered
in the water and vyelled for help.
Firefighter Matthew Young then swam
to Campbell and attempted to bring him
back to the east shore of the river. Both
firefighters then went. under water_
several times, resurfacing, and then both
went under water for a final time. Their

bodies were recovered later that
evening.”’
Several matters, though, deserve

closer scrutiny. Why did Roger Cam-
pbell jump into the water without a rope
or flotation device when firefighter Fay
had already reached the peninsula and
had begun to administer CPR to the
Lafayette youngster with the assistance
of the father? Was Campbell given per-
mission to attempt the swim by his
commanding officer Capt. Desrochers?

According to Flint Fire Chief Carl J.
Kukla, in a document submitted to Flint
Ombudsman Joe Dupcza, ‘‘firefighter
Roger Campbell said he was going too,
and Capt. Desrochers told him no/—not
without a rope... Capt. Desrochers
went for a rope at about the same time
Med 6 was arriving with crew members
Matthew Young and Jessie Davis. ..
Roger Campbell went into the river on
his own initiative without waiting for the
rope... When Capt. Desrochers retur-
ned with E-55 driver Joe Laney and the
rope, firefighter Roger Campbell was
about midway to the (peninsula). At this
time firefighter Roger .Campbell was
hollering something about a cramp in his
leg and could not make it to the (penin-
sula).”’

However, that version conflicts with
an eyewitness report offered by Lily
Branch, then a resident at 2234 E. Pier-
son Rd. According to Lt. Benson’'s
report, Lynch stated: ‘‘At that time, a
male black fireman, a big guy (Cam-
pbell), took off his boots and said, ‘Cap,
do you want me to go?’ At this time the
fireman (Desrochers) said, ‘Go ahead,
but be careful.” ”* She said that the black
firefighter got half-way across and went
down.”’

Lt. Benson’s report is a 10-page
document which contains the testimony
of 14 eyewitnesses including three
firefighters and two police officers.
Curiously, the testimony of Capt
Desrochers, the commanding officer at
the scene, is not to be found in the
report. Benson submitted his report to
Police Chief Max Durbin on April 25th,
28 days after the tragic drownings.

Contacted by this reporter, Capt.
Desrochers said that Fay, after reaching
the peninsula, indicated he was
exhausted and needed help ad-
ministering CPR. ‘“‘Roger (Campbell)
was standing on the bank and offered to
swim to the peninsula,”” Desrochers
recalled. “‘I said, ‘No, wait until we get a
rope.’ 1 headed back up toward the rig.
Roger jumped and by the time we got
back with the rope he had been swept
downstream.”’

According to Desrochers, a 24-year
veteran of the fire department, Cam-
pbell began to struggle in the water,
“Matthew Young said, ‘I’ll get him
Cap’ and before 1 could respond either
way Matthew jumped in."’

Other firefighters raced down the
riverbank in an attempt to throw a rope
to Campbell and Young but were thwar-
ted by steep banks, trees, brush and a
fast current. Chief Kukla, a member of
the department since 1955, asserts that
the rescue attempt transpired in ‘“‘one of
the most undesirable spots in the river to
perform a rescue from."’

There is little doubt, however, that the
firemen were ill-equipped for such a
rescue attempt. The lack of flotation
devices, for example, prompted Flint
Police Sergeant Daniel Barnhart to
return **to his cruiser to get a basketball
from the trunk to throw to the men as a
flotation device.’’ The rope that rescuers
vainly tried to toss to campbell and
Young was 3/4 inch heavy hemp, hardly
the kind that would facilitate such a
rescue effort. One firefighter notes,
however, that **if you had had the ropes
and life rings there, they may not have
been able to save them anyway.'" Chief
Kukla adds that the drownings ‘‘hap-
pened in the first three minutes,’” hardly

enough time to make calm, well-
reasoned decisions.
Another firefighter, who chose to

remain unidentified, expressed little sur-
prise  that firefighters  would
unhesitatingly risk their lives to aid a
fellow firefighter. ‘‘Firemen are not just
people who work together, they live
together. Sometimes you know more
about that man than his own relatives.”’

Further attempts to rescue Campbell
and Young were hampered by the
inability to start the motor of a rescue
boat that had been rushed to the scene.
According to Kukla, the gas line had
been dislodged from the motor by the
heavy brush when the boat was dragged
to the river’s edge.

About 8% hours later—at 7:00
p.m.—the bodies were recovered from
the water very near the point that Cam-
pbell and Young had submerged for the
final time. Rescuers incorrectly reasoned
that the bodies had been swept much
further downriver by the fast current
and had spent their time looking there,
never once checking the area where they

went down. L
Lt. Benson describes the scene when

he arrived as “‘frenzied and confusing.”’

He states: “‘It was mass confusion. It

was difficult to determine who was in

charge. 1 was confronted with conflict-

ing partial statements. Some procedures

that would normally be undertaken by
continued on page 5§






