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Body Text
One after another, the frantic callers told 

Ypsilanti Police dispatchers the same story: A townhouse 

was in flames, and people were trapped inside.

As a dispatcher alerted the six men on duty at the 

downtown fire station shortly after 12:30 a.m. Sunday, the 

message was urgent - people were in trouble.

Firefighters Bradley Patton, Richard Barnabo, Fred 

Williams, Ken Hobbs, Charlie Achatz and Capt. Dan Cain 

quickly pulled on their gear and jumped into their trucks, 

thinking about what they might encounter about a mile 

away.

As the trucks raced down Michigan Avenue to Second Avenue 

to Monroe Avenue, the men "prepared for any and every 

thing," Williams said.

They made the trip in 92 seconds, and found flames rolling 

from the front and rear of the home at 1372 Monroe. 

Neighbors were screaming, and some were demanding action. 

Children, they said, were trapped on the second floor.

Nine-year-old Lashanon Leath, and 2-year-old Unique 

Haywood had a wall of flame in front of their bedroom 

window, and heavy black smoke behind them. Their sister, 

10-year-old Emyra Leath, had jumped to safety, but the 

younger girls wouldn't, or couldn't, follow.

Williams, 43, hooked up a four-inch hose, then ran with 

Hobbs to put a ladder to the children's second-floor 

bedroom window. Firefighters never scaled it, Williams 

said, because flames were licking from the first floor 

window to the eaves above the children.

Williams grabbed an air pack and headed into the house 

with Patton, Barnabo and Hobbs. The door was ablaze when 

Patton and Barnabo kicked their way in, and a ball of fire 

fed by the rush of oxygen roared out at them, Patton said.

Patton, 33, and Barnabo, 28, trained a hose on the flames 

to punch a hole through to the stairs, followed by Hobbs, 

then they crawled under the waist-high smoke, Patton said.

Hobbs, 39, headed right, Patton and Barnabo left. Hobbs 

found no one, and headed outside for a second hose.

Searching the floor in the children's bedroom by hand, 

Patton found Unique Haywood unconscious, just inside the 

closed door. He grabbed her and headed for the stairs. 

But, said Hobbs, Patton went the wrong way in the dark. 

Hobbs said he turned Patton around, and pushed him in the 

right direction - but Patton and the toddler tumbled down 

the stairwell.

Patton twisted to avoid hurting the child, tucked her 

under his arm like a football. He hit the bottom, got up 

and ran, handing Unique to other rescue workers who rushed 

her to a Huron Valley Ambulance.

Unique stopped breathing and paramedics couldn't find a 

pulse, but she was alive when she arrived at the 

University of Michigan Medical Center, firefighters said. 

She suffered smoke inhalation, and a few teeth were 

loosened by the fall, but she was expected to be moved 

Monday to intensive care from the burn unit.

Barnabo was still looking for Lashanon. He found her 

unconscious, under the window where she had collapsed, he 

said Monday. Before she fell, he said, "she would have 

been looking at a wall of fire."

Barnabo yelled for Hobbs, they wrapped their bodies around 

her, and got out as quickly as they could. "It was hot 

coming down," Barnabo said. "I figured we were going to 

burn down that whole building."

They handed her to another paramedic crew. Lashanon was 

expected to be moved from ICU to a regular room Monday.

After saving the girls, firefighters were told someone was 

trapped in the basement. They searched, but found no one. 

As it turned out, Berrie Shelly Leath, the girls' 

52-year-old uncle, was on the second floor, too.

Barnabo and Hobbs headed back upstairs. As they swept 

their hands across the floor, they didn't know the flames 

they had knocked down earlier on the first floor had begun 

to rise, threatening to cut off their escape.

Patton ran for the stairs, to warn Hobbs and Barnabo. He 

didn't realize it until later, but the fall down the 

stairs had knocked his helmet and fire-resistant hood 

askew. On the way back up, the super-heated air, hot 

enough to touch off a fire, boiled the sweat in an 

inch-wide band across his forehead, leaving him with a 

steam burn. "You get so jacked up, you could have had a 

broken arm, and wouldn't know it," Patton said.

Williams, who had gone out for a new air pack while the 

children were recovered, arrived upstairs as Patton yelled 

he had found Shelly Leath.

Firefighters had been at the townhouse just three hours 

earlier to help the Shelly Leath with a medical problem. 

This time, though, Leath was dead of smoke inhalation in 

the second-floor bathroom. Firefighters handed him to 

police, and headed back into the flames.

They still couldn't turn their attention to the fire - 

they were afraid there were more people inside. Witnesses 

had said as many as five people were in the home when the 

fire broke out.

They searched again, and again, from the second floor to 

the basement, before they could start pulling down walls 

and ceilings to look for hidden fire. By then, Ypsilanti 

and Pittsfield township firefighters, along with off-duty 

Ypsilanti firefighters, arrived to give the first 

firefighters a break.

Firefighters praised police and bystanders who helped them 

haul hose and calm the few in the crowd who were cursing 

at police and firefighters to do more. "We were pulling up 

with six guys, and we had a lot to do ... like now," Hobbs 

said.

Fire Marshal Jon Ichesco said the fire appears to have 

started in a pan on the stove.

Investigators were still trying to determine who was in 

the home at the time of the fire. Red Cross officials said 

another adult, the children's sister, was inside. The 

family said she jumped out the second story window with 

Emyra.

Ichesco said a smoke detector was sounding in the basement 

when firefighters arrived. He said he can't determine 

whether other detectors in the house were still there. 

During a recent inspection, he found the batteries had 

been removed from the detectors, said Ichesco.

Funeral arrangements for Shelly Leath had not yet been 

made late Monday. The Leath Memorial Fund has been created 

to accept donations for funeral and medical expenses. 

Donations can be made at any KeyBank.

Susan Oppat can be reached at (734) 482-9495 or 

soppat@annarbornews.com.

