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If There's Smoke, Is There Always Fire?
Written by Barbara and Doug Perkins

Participants
Defendant: Bob Woodward, Chemistry teacher at Central High School

Forensic Scientist: Dr. Linda Sanders, Ph.D., Central City Police Department  

Fire Marshall: Bill Williams, Central City Fire Department

Witness: George Strickland, Principal of Central High School

Witness: Ashley Nelson, Student (Senior) at Central High School 

Witness: Jessica Waller, Biology teacher at Central High School

Statement of Fire Marshal Bill Williams, Central City Fire Department:

December 27, 2007

On December 26, 2007, I received notification from dispatch that there had been a dwelling fire at 4201 North Washington Street.  I arrived at the scene at 12:45 a.m. and was informed that the fire had been extinguished by the Central City Fire Department.  However, there was an injury to one of the occupants of the dwelling.  A woman, named Mitzi, was taken by ambulance for smoke inhalation to the hospital in Central City.  She was treated and released the same day.

The perimeter of the scene was secured.  I proceeded to take photographs of the exterior of the dwelling as to its location in the neighborhood.  As I was photographing the exterior south wall, I observed damage to the side door leading into the garage. I interviewed the responding firefighters as to their entry into the dwelling.  None made entry to the fire from this door.  I then requested the assistance of the arson dog "Sparky" and his handler from the Central City Fire Department.  

The characteristic "V" burn pattern from the side doorway leads to the conclusion that this door was partially open during the fire.  The door jam was scorched, also indicating the door was not fully closed.  The residents of the dwelling were adamant that they had checked all the doors prior to retiring for the night.

At 3:00 a.m., "Sparky" and his handler arrived at the dwelling.  I discussed my observations with the handler; he agreed that there were indications of suspicious origin of the fire.  "Sparky" was lead through the burned sections of the garage.  "Sparky" indicated (or hit on) that there were three possible areas that may contain the presence of ignitable liquids.  I collected fire debris samples from each of those areas.  As we were examining the debris, we could smell something that resembled burnt sugar.  The debris was collected in metal cans and properly sealed and identified. 

At 8:15 a.m., I submitted the three fire debris samples to the Central City Police Department's Crime Laboratory.  The samples were given to Dr. Linda Sanders.

The results of my investigation based upon my knowledge and experience concerning the origin of fires leads me to the opinion that this fire was intentionally set by person or persons unknown at this time.

December 27, 2007

On December 27, 2007, I interviewed the owner of the dwelling, Mr. George Strickland.  In conversation, I learned that he is the principal of Central High School.  Mr. Strickland stated he was afraid the fire could have been started by some students who were recently expelled from the school.  These two students, Matt Daniels and Lucas Cook, had started a fire in a chemistry laboratory while performing an unauthorized experiment.  The fire department was summoned 

Statement of Fire Marshal Bill Williams, Central City Fire Department (continued):

and the school was evacuated.  Over $7,000 damaged was done to the laboratory.  The two students had disputed the fact that the experiment had been unauthorized and stated that they following a procedure taught to them by their instructor, Bob Woodward.  Of course, Bob Woodward refuted their story and they were expelled.  

January 3, 2008

On January 3, 2008, I received a call from Dr. Linda Sanders who stated she had identified an ignitable liquid in the fire debris samples.  I told her about the two students who had been expelled and the fire in the chemistry laboratory.  She stated that what she found in the fire debris is consistent with what happened in the chemistry laboratory.

Later that same day, I went to the residence of Lucas Cook and spoke to him in the presence of his parents, Michael and Robin Cook.  When I identified myself, Lucas immediately yelled out "It wasn't me that started it!  It was Matt!  We should have never listened to Mr. Woodward!"  I immediately advised Lucas Cook of his Miranda rights.  I transported Lucas Cook, accompanied by his parents, to the Central City Police Department.  He was booked into custody.  He confessed to breaking and entering the Strickland residence but stated he did not start the fire.  He stated that Matt Daniels had started the fire based upon information gained from their instructor, Bob Woodward.  A search warrant was obtained and the Daniels' garage and house were searched.  The same materials that were thought to have started the fire were found during the search.

July 18, 2008

The jury in the trial of Matt Daniels found him guilty of Arson in the first degree.  During the trial, Matt Daniels had refused to testify in his own behalf.

August 1, 2008

Lucas Cook was sentenced on his guilty plea of breaking and entering.

August 5, 2008

Bob Woodward was taken into custody and charged with teaching, demonstrating or training in the use of firearms, explosives or incendiary devices in furtherance of riot or civil disorder and also with advocating of unlawfulness, criminal syndicalism, sabotage, sedition or treason upon public school grounds.  

Statement of Dr. Linda Sanders, Ph.D., Central City Police Department:

On December 26, 2007, I received three evidence collection cans containing fire debris samples from Fire Marshal Bill Williams.  Sample number one was listed as containing fire debris collected from the workbench area of the garage.  Sample number two was listed as containing fire debris collected from the garage floor beneath the driver's door of the car parked in the garage.  Sample number three was listed as containing fire debris collected from the base of the water heater in the garage.

In my analysis, an ignitable liquid (gasoline) was detected in each of those three samples.  Further microscopic examination reveals the presence of burnt sugar (C6H12O6) in each of those samples.  When these two components are mixed, an exothermic reaction occurs.  Ignition may occur if enough heat is released.

Statement of Ashley Nelson, Student (Senior) at Central High School:

I am a senior at Central High School and took Mr. Woodward's chemistry class last year.  I was in the laboratory the day of the fire last December.  Originally, Matt was my lab partner, but I had requested to Mr. Woodward to change the assignment since he was always goofing off during lab and doing things he wasn't supposed to do.  He had caught something in the sink on fire once while I was his partner and I wasn't surprised when he burned up the lab.  Matt never listened to Mr. Woodward.  He would get the formulas and the ratios of the ingredients wrong all the time.  Mr. Woodward would always have the formulas printed out on our assignment sheets so that everyone understood how to do the experiments.  The first instruction of every experiment was about the use of the safety precautions and safety equipment in the lab.  Mr. Woodward was always careful of what material was not safe to mix with other chemicals.

Matt got to the class a little late the day of the lab fire and I told him to keep that book-bag away from me because it smelled like gasoline.  He said he spilled some on it when he was filling up his car.  I thought I saw he and Lucas work on something other than our assignment.  I was going to tell Mr. Woodward about it, but decided they could screw up their grades if they wanted to.  I saw this "flash" reflected in the cabinet glass beside me and turned to look.  Something that looked like a roman candle was shooting sparks, and then the smoke started billowing out.  Mr. Woodward told everyone to leave the lab immediately. When we were out in the hallway, he pulled the fire alarm and urged everyone to go the parking lot.  When the fire department showed up, I guess Matt and Lucas felt guilty. They told the firefighters what they had used to start the fire.  

When the fire was out, Mr. Woodward came out to the parking lot to make sure that we were okay.  He asked Matt and Lucas what had happened.  I couldn't believe it when they came up with this lame statement that Mr. Woodward was the cause of the fire.  I couldn't see any way possible that the fire could be anyone else's fault but theirs.  I think Mr. Strickland did the right thing in suspending those two.

When I heard that Mr. Strickland's house had caught on fire, I knew instantly who was responsible for it.  When the police asked me about the fire in the lab, I told them everything about Matt and Lucas.  I even had to testify at Matt's trial.  I think they did the right thing in convicting him.  What I don't understand is how everyone thinks its Mr. Woodward fault.  Matt's the one who went over to Mr. Strickland's home, not Mr. Woodward.  Mr. Woodward is a good teacher, and would never hurt anyone.

Statement of Bob Woodward, Chemistry teacher at Central High School:

I'm the chemistry teacher at Central High School.  I've been teaching there for the past seven years and am very proud of my teaching and being with the kids.  I've got to get them ready for the future.  My labor-of-love prepares these young people for college.

I teach the kids all about the possible reactions of chemicals, solid, as-well-as liquid.  Some materials should never come in contact with each other, because of the violent reaction that will occur.  I inform the kids about this, so that I may avoid damage to property as-well-as life and limb.  The students have to know about these things.  How could I live with myself, if they inadvertently harm themselves or someone else?

I remember that day in December when Matt and Lucas nearly burned down the laboratory.  I remember them being real secretive with something in a plastic bag that they pulled out of Matt's book-bag.  Everyone was working on the experiment of the week, when smoke billowed out of the experimental work station.  

My first concern was to get all the kids out of the classroom as quickly as possible.  We sounded the fire alarm.  The school was evacuated and the firefighters rushed in to put the fire out.  After everything was calmed down, I found Matt and Lucas waiting with a few other students in the parking lot.  I confronted them about starting the fire in the lab.  They said "but we got the idea from you!"  "We thought if we only had small amounts, we could control the reaction."  I told them "You don't do stuff like that at school!  There's much better places to do it."  Then Principal Strickland came up and asked the boys to follow him to his office.  Afterwards, I found out that the boys said the fire was my fault! I told Principal Strickland that their story was ridiculous.  It really made my angry that he could find their version plausible.  He used to be the physics teacher before he got promoted to principal. We had always talked about how different things would be if one of us got to run the school.  But he has turned his back on the teachers.

Even though we don't always see eye-to-eye, I'm really sorry that his wife got hurt when their house caught fire.  I was really shocked to learn that Matt and Lucas were arrested for setting that fire.  I couldn't believe the fact that they were convicted.  My life has been a nightmare since that time, and it seems to be getting worse every day.  My wife cried when the police came into my house to arrest me!  It's a sad day in this country, when it arrests teachers for doing what they are hired to do.

Statement of Jessica Waller, Biology teacher at Central High School:

I have known both George Strickland and Bob Woodward for a very long time.  George and I have taught in the science department for the last eleven years until he was promoted to principal some two years ago.  Bob had come to Central High School, maybe five or six years ago from Cisco Junior College.  We were excited about having a former college professor join our staff.  He and George hit it off right away.  It was really sad, that when George was promoted, Bob couldn't accept it.  He thought that since he was a professor before, he should have gotten the job.  George had the seniority.  He also didn't remember that George had his PhD in Public Administration.  

George has done a good job here, he's not perfect but he has done a good job.  Even though I like George, I've been looking for a job at a different school.  Ever since the fire at the school, there has been a lot of hostilities in the staff meetings and I can't stand it any longer.  There have been so many rumors; you don't know whom to trust anymore.  One of the rumors that I heard in the teacher's lounge had something to do with Bob's wishing that George's house had caught on fire.

It's time for me to leave this place.  I can't teach here anymore.  I don't want any trouble.  I don't want any students burning my house down.

Statement of George Strickland, Principal of Central High School:

I've been the principal at Central High School for just less than two years.  Before that I was the physics teacher.  I've been the first teacher at Central High to be promoted to principal from within.  All the previous principals have come from other schools.  I'm very proud of my administration and have worked very hard at promoting a team atmosphere.  I have empowered the staff to have free reign over the day-to-day curriculum in their respective classrooms.   Of course the local school board has oversight, that's a given.  But that is how all schools are run.  

When Bob first came to Central High School, I took him under my wing, so he wouldn't feel like an outsider.  My wife and I would ask him over to dinner from time-to-time.  All of us had something in common, that being sail-boating.  I had been planning on building a catamaran but the plans that I drew were on the wall of the garage, when it burned up.  I could re-draw them, but it wouldn't be the same.  The fire taught me what was really important.  When Mitzi was hurt, all I could think about was that I almost lost her.  I wanted to make sure that whom-ever was responsible, was punished.  At first I thought that it was those two students who had been expelled for setting the lab on fire.  Even though I have had to discipline students in the past, no one has ever retaliated against me.  Somehow this just didn't add up.  

When the rumors from the teacher's lounge got back to me that a teacher was responsible for this, I was horrified!  What reason could anyone have to hurt my wife or me?  I feel so used and violated that is hard for me to go to the school now.  I had always thought that Bob Woodward was my friend.  But he must be a sick individual to put two students up to doing his dirty work.  I don't think he will get over the fact that I received the principal-ship and not him.  He doesn't deserve to be called "teacher", he needs to go to jail!

