
Fire kills 2 seniors
One more is critical after blaze at Imperial Plaza
BY RAY MCALLISTER AND TAMMIE SMITH
TIMES-DISPATCH STAFF WRITERS
Tuesday, May 30, 2006
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Three fires and still no sprinklers

A fire that killed two elderly
women and critically injured
another resident at the
Imperial Plaza retirement
community was the third fatal
fire in that building in 28
years.

The fire broke out yesterday
before 7 a.m. on the fifth
floor of the complex's nine-
story Boxwood apartment
building. A cause has not been determined, said Richmond Fire Marshal Keith Vida.

The two women who died and the most seriously injured man lived on the fifth floor. Ten other residents
were taken to area hospitals for treatment of various injuries.

Vida said the identities of the women would not be released until today. The family of one has been
notified, but only one member of the other woman's family had been reached by yesterday afternoon, he
said.

The Times-Dispatch has learned that one of the women was Dorothy Jefferson of 1715 Bellevue Ave., the
address of the Boxwood building. A daughter said yesterday evening that she was too emotional to talk
about her mother's death at this time.

The fatal fire was the third in the 39-year history of Imperial Plaza's Boxwood building, which has a fire-
and smoke-alarm system but no water sprinklers. Five women have died in those blazes, two in 1978, one
in 2001 and two yesterday.

Boxwood is one of four high-rises in the retirement and nursing-home complex near the southern end of
Bryan Park.

Alicia Archer, Imperial Plaza's executive director, said sprinklers were installed a few years ago in the
Azalea building, which is for residents who need assisted-living services. The other three buildings house
independent-living residents.

After the 2001 fire, officials said they would look into the feasibility of installing sprinklers in the other
buildings. Archer could not be reached for comment later yesterday to shed light on that decision.

Vida said the apartment where the blaze broke out was heavily damaged by fire and smoke and the rooms
on both sides also sustained smoke damage.

In addition, the apartments on the floors directly under those three apartments were damaged by water.
Those apartments, plus the entire fifth floor, cannot be occupied at this time, Vida said.

 



Investigators might need several days to determine the cause of the blaze, he said.

The fire was accompanied by at least one loud boom about 7 a.m., fire officials and residents said. Some
residents said they heard two explosions.

"My understanding," Vida said yesterday morning, "is when the first battalion chief arrived on the scene,
there was some type of explosion, but at this point in time we have not determined exactly what that is.
But we do know there was some type of loud boom."

The first of four fire calls came at 6:43 a.m. Nearly 200 firefighters and emergency medical technicians
from Richmond and neighboring Henrico County, American Red Cross officials and Richmond Ambulance
Authority personnel responded, Vida said. Many helped residents down the stairs.

The 13 injured were taken to six area hospitals.

One woman taken to St. Mary's Hospital died, as did one of the five people taken to VCU Medical Center.
Another was listed last night in critical condition.

After the fire broke out, all of Boxwood's more than 200 residents were evacuated to other parts of the
complex.

Emma Fox, a ninth-floor resident, had been asleep when the alarm went off. At first, she thought it was a
fire drill, said Fox, as she stood on the sidewalk later in the morning. "But all the alarms were going off."

She hurriedly threw on old clothes and made her way down the stairs.

"I didn't smell any smoke, and I didn't see any smoke until I got to the fifth floor," Fox said. She did see a
number of residents having trouble navigating the stairs; the elevators had been turned off. "I helped a
lady with a walker."

They headed to a community room where residents were gathering, most in their pajamas. "When you
walked through the breezeway, you could see the blaze," Fox said.

As firefighters took control, scores of family members waited outside a back gate on Hill-Monument
Parkway.

Imperial Plaza staff members were taking names and, after checking inside, were calling some family
members on cell phones to let them know residents were OK. Some family members were told that
residents had been moved to a dining hall for safety. Some were able to talk to their loved ones.

"A staff member went around and found mother," who was eating doughnuts in the dining hall, said
Barbara Henry. Henry was with a sister, Regina Payne, and Payne's daughter, LaShawn Payne, as they
waited for Laura Johnson, who lived on Boxwood's sixth floor.

About 10:30 a.m., Johnson arrived at the gate in a van load of residents.

"I just got out of my apartment," she said, a daughter on each arm. "I came by myself down the back
steps. I've gotten used to my building."

The residents, some wearing pajamas, slippers and robes, were helped from the Imperial Plaza van and
escorted to cars parked nearby or told to stay put so relatives could drive closer. Cars jammed the road
leading to the back gate.

Mike Barnett waited for his grandparents, Scott and Katherine Barnett, to be brought out. He had talked
to them by cell phone about 9:30 a.m. They were in the dining room and were safe, he said.



"People out here need to be a little more patient," Barnett said. "As far as Imperial Plaza and the fire
department, I think they've done a fine job."

Family members were concerned that residents might miss needed medications or that the stress of the
situation might be too much.

The Red Cross and the Salvation Army parked trucks near the back gate and provided water, drinks and
refreshments.

CJW Medical Center (Chippenham) received three patients; Memorial Regional Medical Center received
two; and Henrico Doctors' Forest and Parham campuses each received one.

VCU Medical Center was told to expect about 40 patients, said Dr. Matthew Bartholomew, an emergency
medicine physician. After learning of the gravity of the situation, he declared the hospital in mass-
casualty-incident mode.

That required employees on duty to stay and others to be called in, while such resources as ventilators
had to be made available. He worked with emergency officials at the scene to make sure no hospital was
overrun with more patients than it could handle.

A Red Cross official said yesterday afternoon that the agency expects to be asked to provide lodging for
about 25 people.

"The rest are staying with families and friends," spokesman Bill Harrison said. "Our caseworkers are
meeting with residents to find out what their needs are, and we will be placing them in local hotels.

"A couple of assisted-living facilities in the area have offered their facilities," Harrison said. "Most of the
people we are working with can live independently. If a person has special needs, we will try to work that
out with a local assisted-living facility."

Contact staff writer Ray McAllister at rmcallister@timesdispatch.com  or (804) 649-6333.
Contact staff writer Tammie Smith at TLsmith@timesdispatch.com  or (804) 649-6572.

This story can be found at:
http://www.timesdispatch.com/servlet/Satellite?pagename=RTD%2FMGArticle%2FRTD_BasicArticle&c=M
GArticle&cid=1137836421867
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Walter Kay, a retired Richmond deputy police chief, walked by the Imperial Plaza
retirement community yesterday morning after the fatal fire.

He wasn't necessarily surprised.

Next week, Kay will be moving into Beaufont Towers for his advancing years. His wife has been in the
nursing home at Imperial Plaza, so he had first considered an apartment there.

"The reason I didn't rent one of those," Kay said bluntly, "is they didn't have a sprinkler system."
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Yesterday's two deaths were not the first fire-related fatality in the Boxwood, or "B" building.

And it's not the first time someone has mentioned sprinklers.

In 1978, two women died of smoke inhalation resulting from an eighth-floor fire. News accounts noted
there were no sprinklers.

In 2001, an 80-year-old woman died of smoke inhalation after another fire. An Imperial Plaza official said
after the fire that the owners would consider installing sprinklers.

"We will look into all aspects of this incident, including a sprinkler system," said Glenn Kiger, then the
executive director. "We want to learn from this and prevent such a fire from happening again."

Kiger said that when his firm, American Retirement Corp., took over in 1998, it put a sprinkler system in
one of Imperial Plaza's four apartment towers. "We have been continuing to enhance our fire detection
and alarm system in other buildings ever since," he said.

Five years later, the other buildings still have no sprinklers.

Alicia Archer, current executive director of Imperial Plaza, confirmed during a brief conversation yesterday
that only the Azalea or "A" building, for residents who need assisted living, has sprinklers. The other three
buildings house independent-living residents.

But she said all are above fire-code requirements.

An assistant said Archer was unable to return later calls to talk about sprinklers. She was dealing with the
needs of displaced residents and their families.

Richmond Fire Marshal Keith Vida said yesterday that sprinklers were not required when the four buildings
were put up - three in 1967 and one in 1974. All four, he said, "are up to code."

So did the lack of sprinklers make yesterday's fire worse?

Not necessarily, Vida said.

"People think they're the end-all and be-all." But in fire fatalities, it is usually smoke that kills, not flames,
he said. Smoke usually won't trigger sprinklers, and it takes time for flames to get hot enough - 120
degrees or even 160 - to do so.

"Typically, the person in that apartment is not saved by that sprinkler," Vida said.

Vida noted that a large fire at the Arbors Senior Apartments on Forest Hill Avenue in 2004 started in the
attic. Sprinklers came on, but not until people had been evacuated.

Don't think they're not important, though.

Fire officials would love sprinkler systems everywhere. "The nice thing about sprinklers is they keep [a fire
contained] in the area," Vida said. In other words, they may not save someone in a room where a fire
starts, but they may save people elsewhere.

Lifesavers or not, sprinklers were definitely important to Kay, the retired police official.

"I'd have been scared to death if I had been here today," said Kay, who retired 29 years ago. Sprinklers
were the issue. "It really bothered me that they didn't have them."

Bothered enough to go elsewhere.



Contact staff writer Ray McAllister at rmcallister@timesdispatch.com  or (804) 649-6333. His column runs
Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday. Responses may be printed from time to time.

This story can be found at:
http://www.richmondtimesdispatch.com/servlet/Satellite?pagename=RTD/MGArticle/RTD_BasicArticle&c=
MGArticle&cid=1137836421793


