LOOKING FOR A PLACETO LIVE
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Wilma J. Wright was a tenant in the row of Sullivant Avenue town houses rocked by a gas explosion early yesterday.

Blast linked to mpper theft

Man broke gas line
as he stole home’s
pipe, authorities say

By Dirk VanderHart
THE COLUMBUS DISPATCH

All she knew was to get out.

“My bed jumped straight off
the floor,” said Krystal O'Harra,
18, who was spending the
night at a friend’s town house
on the West Side when she felt
an explosion.

“It looked like an earth-
quake.”

After tripping down the
shaking stairs and fighting her
way outside, O'Harra and oth-
ers saw that much of the

Authorities
think Kevin
Amburgey set
off the blast by
breaking a nat-
ural-gas line
while stealing
copper pipe.

vacant town house next door
had disappeared.

“Ijust looked up and saw the
building just fall,” said Jessica
Ward, 16, who saw the explo-
sion about 1:20 a.m. from her
house across the street. “It was
just a big cloud of smoke.”

When the smoke cleared,
none of the 15 or so people
in the four connected Sullivant
Avenue town houses was
injured. Two of the homes
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were vacant.

Acting on witnesses’ ac-
counts and a pair of shoes
found near the building’s back
door, authorities soon arrested
23-year-old Kevin Amburgey.
He was in the Franklin County
jail last night and is charged
with aggravated arson and ag-

gravated burglary.

Residents said that Ambur-
gey, of 635 S. Oakley Ave,, is re-
lated to one of the building's
tenants.

Mike DeFrancisco, an inves-
tigator with the Columbus Di-
vision of Fire, said Amburgey
acknowledged breaking into
the home at 1050 Sullivant Ave.
to steal copper water pipes to
sell for scrap metal.

Authorities said that in his
haste, Amburgey broke a natu-
ral-gas line. When he was leav-
ing the building, they said, a
pilot light in the nearby water
heater ignited the gas, and the
house exploded. There were no
lingering flames for firefighters
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to extinguish.,

Most of the building’s west
wall and all of the north walt
were destroyed, leaving ceiling
fans and a remodeled bathroom
visible.

At the opposite end of the
building, tenants Roy Jones and
Wilma J. Wright were asleep
when the building exploded.
They were not allowed back in
vesterday and stood across the
street watching investigators.

“I've been here ever since,”
Jones said around noon. “I ain’t
been asleep or nothing.”

Don Cochran, who owns the
building, stood near Jones. He

said he has spent about $40,000

to renovate the property since
he bought it in 2002.

“It's horrible,” Cochran said.
“This is part of my retirement.”

Hoping to salvage the remain-
ing town houses, Cochran called
in contractors to demolish the
damaged unit. The city has yet
to decide whether the rest of the
building is structurally safe
enough to remain standing.

Residents will be able to return
within a few days to retrieve .
possessions.

Police said stealing metals for
scrap is a problem.

“It’s a worldwide epidemic,”
said Columbus Police Lt. Mi-
chael Broberg. “They're stealing
guardrails off of the freeway.”

According to Aaron Shank,
general manager of Ace Iron &
Metal at 2515 Groveport Rd.,
copper prices are at an all-time
high — about $1.05 per pound,

Tenants said the Red Cross is
finding thetn shelter.

dvanderhart@dispatch.com

e poma——




