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Be prepared with escape plan, 
practice 
 
By Becky Proaps 
U.S. Army Engineering and Support Center 
Public Affairs Office  
 
HUNTSVILLE, Ala. -- It only takes a few seconds for a fire to destroy everything you own but if you have an 
escape plan, your most cherished “possessions” — your family — will survive to tell the story.  

Just ask Walter Zange, a safety and occupational health specialist in the Environmental and Munitions 
Center of Expertise (EM-CX), U.S. Army Engineering and Support Center, who lost the majority of his family’s 
possessions in a devastating house fire in September.  An electrical short in an unused electrical outlet in the living 
room most likely caused a spark and caught the couch, curtains and wall on fire.  Zange’s wife Shirley and soon to 
be 4-year-old daughter Elizabeth were upstairs on the third floor of the house when the smoke detector went off.     

Fortunately, because Zange had an escape plan his wife and daughter escaped unharmed. 
“You have to have an escape plan and you have to practice it,” Zange said. “I bought a fire ladder about five, 

six months ago and checked all the smoke detectors.  Two of the three smoke detectors didn’t work so I replaced 
the batteries. If the smoke detector hadn’t been working in the living room, by the time the smoke reached the 
bathroom where my wife was, it could have easily been too late.”  

He stressed that just having the ladder and smoke detectors aren’t enough.  It is important to practice different 
scenarios — to have multiple plans for different situations.  The family had a plan that could apply if everyone was 
home and they had a plan for the times Zange might not be home. It just so happened Zange was at work and his 
6-year-old son Walter was at school when the fire occurred.   

It is also important to know how everyone will react in a time of crisis. 
“You have to find out if someone is going to freeze up on the ladder. My wife is terrified of heights so I had to 

coach her into getting onto that ladder when we practiced.  If someone can’t do it, you have to figure out another 
way to get them out of the house.  The children also have to know exactly what to do,” Zange said.  “One night 
after the children went to bed, I set off the smoke detector and we practiced.  We actually went down the fire 
ladder, down the side of the house.  My daughter did exactly what she was supposed to do when this happened. As 
soon as she got down she went straight to the mailbox and waited for her mom.” 

Zange reiterated several key points in developing an escape plan and in preparing for such an event. He said 
finding the correct window for the fire ladder is very important.  It should be hung from a window above a flat, 
straight portion of the house because it is very difficult to climb out over a garage. If you have small children keep 
a good, strong rope with the ladder so that you can tie the rope around their waist to either lower them down or as 
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a safety precaution if they are able to climb down the ladder.  Have a place to meet after each person gets out of 
the house. If everyone meets in a central location, accountability is much easier.  Also take an inventory of 
personal belongings, furniture and other valuable items in the house and keep it in a safe place. A CD or 
photographs in a safe deposit box, a fire-proof safe or with relatives will make the inventory process with the 
insurance company much easier.   

Although this was a tragic event in the Zanges’ lives he expressed his appreciation and gratitude for all the 
generosity and kindness he received from Huntsville Center employees and especially to David Becker, the 
organizing force behind the donations.  Becker is also a safety and occupational health specialist with the EM-CX. 

 “It has been amazing at the amount of people who have come out to help and have donated. Everyone gets 
wrapped up in their own lives; you almost lose faith in humanity until something like this happens. The numbers 
of people who have donated money, time and clothes — it’s overwhelming,” Zange said.  “And Dave Becker 
headed up everything.  He was at my house half an hour after I got the phone call.  He pretty much took the bull 
by the horns and coordinated everything so I wouldn’t have a million phone calls coming.  He has made my life so 
much easier.  If not for him, things would have been much more difficult.”  

Unfortunately Zange isn’t the only Huntsville Center employee who has experienced such a tragedy.  Brandon 
Hunt, contracting specialist in the Contracting Directorate, lost almost everything in an apartment fire a few 
months ago that started with a cigarette, cardboard boxes and packing paper in his next door neighbor’s 
apartment.  

“I will never forget that day. It was about 3 or 3:30 in the afternoon.  I was in a rush to try to get something 
done when my cell phone kept ringing.  I was hoping it could wait, but after three or four calls I decided I had 
better call back.  It was the apartment management office calling me saying there had been a fire and there was lots 
of damage,” Hunt said.  “My heart sank.  Nothing in my apartment was burned, but most things were destroyed by 
water and smoke, which was everywhere.  The roof above my apartment did burn in places, and there were many 
places where the ceiling caved in with fallen tile and insulation everywhere.  I lost about 95 percent of my things.  
All that was salvageable were bicycles and some CDs, records, audio and video tapes.  I went in the apartment later 
to find a few things such as family heirlooms.  Luckily I found most heirlooms, though not all.”  

Hunt strongly recommends that anyone living in an apartment purchase renters insurance.  
“It is not that expensive, but replacing lost furniture is. Also if you smoke please be vigilant about the possibility of 
starting a fire. It is a devastating experience and when Walter Zange came to thank me for the donation, I could 
sense the pain in his voice, because it was in mine,” Hunt said.  “I am slowly getting over the pain.  It is like you 
also lose a piece of your heart and soul when things you have purchased and treasured over the years are suddenly 
gone.  Maybe the fiscal-year-end rush is taking my mind off of it some.  But I wouldn’t wish this on my worst 
enemy.” 
 
Cutlines: 
 
Zange fire – where it started – living rm 0836 – 
      It only took seconds for the fire that started in Walter Zange’s living room to sweep through his house and 
destroy it and all his family’s belongings. Fortunately he had an escape plan that saved the lives of his wife and 
daughter.  
 
Zange – den0835 / Zange – entrance0837 –  
     This is what remains of Walter Zange’s front door entranceway and family room after a fire swept through his 
home in September. 
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