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U.S. Fire Administration Fire Investigations Program

T he U.S. Fire Administration develops reports on selected major fires throughout the country.  
The fires usually involve multiple deaths or a large loss of property.  But the primary criterion 
for deciding to do a report is whether it will result in significant “lessons learned.”  In some 

cases these lessons bring to light new knowledge about fire--the effect of building construction or 
contents, human behavior in fire, etc.  In other cases, the lessons are not new but are serious enough 
to highlight once again, with yet another fire tragedy report. In some cases, special reports are devel-
oped to discuss events, drills, or new technologies which are of interest to the fire service.

The reports are sent to fire magazines and are distributed at National and Regional fire meetings.  The 
International Association of Fire Chiefs assists the USFA in disseminating the findings throughout the 
fire service.  On a continuing basis the reports are available on request from the USFA; announce-
ments of their availability are published widely in fire journals and newsletters.

This body of work provides detailed information on the nature of the fire problem for policymakers 
who must decide on allocations of resources between fire and other pressing problems, and within 
the fire service to improve codes and code enforcement, training, public fire education, building 
technology, and other related areas.

The Fire Administration, which has no regulatory authority, sends an experienced fire investigator 
into a community after a major incident only after having conferred with the local fire authorities 
to insure that the assistance and presence of the USFA would be supportive and would in no way 
interfere with any review of the incident they are themselves conducting.  The intent is not to arrive 
during the event or even immediately after, but rather after the dust settles, so that a complete and 
objective review of all the important aspects of the incident can be made.  Local authorities review 
the USFA’s report while it is in draft.  The USFA investigator or team is available to local authorities 
should they wish to request technical assistance for their own investigation.

This report and its recommendations were developed by USFA staff and by TriData Corporation, 
Arlington, Virginia, its staff and consultants, who are under contract to assist the USFA in carrying 
out the Fire Reports Program.

The USFA appreciates the cooperation and assistance received from Robeson County Fire Marshal 
Charles M. Britt and County Manager James Martin, as well as the Assistant Director of the North 
Carolina State Bureau of Investigation Ray Eastman and Special Agents Randy Meyers and Niel 
Murphy.

For additional copies of this report write to the U.S. Fire Administration, 16825 South Seton Avenue, 
Emmitsburg, Maryland 21727. The report is available on the Administration’s Web site at http://
www.usfa.dhs.gov/
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U.S. Fire Administration

Mission Statement

As an entity of the Department of Homeland 

Security, the mission of the USFA is to re-

duce life and economic losses due to fire 

and related emergencies, through leader-

ship, advocacy, coordination, and support. 

We serve the Nation independently, in co-

ordination with other Federal agencies, 

and in partnership with fire protection and 

emergency service communities. With a 

commitment to excellence, we provide pub-

lic education, training, technology, and data 

initiatives.
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Nine Fatality Mobile Home Fire
Maxton, North Carolina

November 18, 1989

Local Contacts:	 Charles M. Britt, Robeson County Fire Marshal
	 James Martin, Robeson County Manager
	 Agricultural Building
	 108 West 8th Street
	 Lumberton, North Carolina  28358
	
	 Ray Eastman, Assistant Director
	 Randy Meyers, Special Agent
	 Niel Murphy, Special Agent
	 State Bureau of Investigation
	 P.O. Box 29500
	 Raleigh, North Carolina  27626-0500

Overview
A mother (Lois Ann Hunt, 32) and her five children, Alisha, 12, Malissa, 11, Larry, 5, Bobby Ray, 3, 
and Nicki, 2, died in an early morning trailer fire on November 18 in Maxton, North Carolina.  Also 
killed were their three cousins:  Crystal Lynn, 6, Glenford, 4, and Daniel Presley Locklear, Jr., 2, of 
Route 2 in Maxton.

The mother of the three cousins who died in the fire, Jo Ann Locklear (Ms. Hunt’s niece) and Richard 
Eugene Tyndall, 22, were asleep on a sofa in the front room of the trailer when the fire occurred and 
were able to escape by using the front door.

Six children died in the middle bedroom of the mobile home.  Jo Ann Locklear suffered minor burns 
to her hand and left arm when she attempted to reach them through a window from outside the 
trailer.  Lois Hunt died in the back bedroom and the other two children in another room.

The Fire
The fire occurred at approximately 0345 on Saturday.  The Smiths Volunteer Fire Department answered 
the call from a neighbor, who had called the telephone operator.

According to early reports, the fire started in the area of a kerosene heater located in the hallway 
between the bathroom door and the back door of the 3-bedroom, 60-foot long trailer.  The location 
of the heater and the intensity of the fire prevented the occupants from leaving by the back door 
of the trailer.  According to Robeson County Fire Marshal Charles Britt, the Smiths Volunteer Fire 
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Department was dispatched along with the Prospect Volunteer Fire Department.  Both departments 
arrived at the scene of the fire in 10-12 minutes only to find the trailer fully engulfed in flames.

Neighbors indicated an explosion occurred during the early stages of the fire which may have con-
tributed to the rapid spread of the fire.

Background
Ms. Locklear, who was visiting the Hunt family, said that Ms. Hunt told her oldest daughter, Alisha, to 
be sure the kerosene heater was filled before going to bed at approximately 1000 hours the evening 
before the fire.  Early the next morning (0300 hours) she awakened to hear Ms. Hunt again tell Alisha 
to refill the heater.  Alisha responded, but stated the can was too heavy to lift.  Ms. Hunt told Alisha to 
wait and she would help her after she finished getting ready for work.  Alisha proceeded to drag the 
five gallon “Gerry” can down the hall and refill the heater.  Burn patterns indicate that she apparently 
spilled some liquid on the floor in the area of the heater, which ignited shortly thereafter.

It is not determined if Alisha re-ignited the kerosene heater and went back to bed, but shortly there-
after Jo Ann Locklear and her companion Richard Eugene Tyndall heard Ms. Hunt screaming “save 
the babies.”  Ms. Locklear and her companion exited by the front door and proceeded to break out 
the children’s bedroom window where six of the children were sleeping.  They were able to grasp 
one of the children’s hands but were unable to accomplish rescue because of the intense heat and 
flames.  They could also hear some of the other children crying which would indicate that at least 
some, if not all, of the children were awake at the time of the fire.

Preliminary investigation of the heater revealed that the glass inserts used to view the flame and 
also the door to adjust the level of the wick were both missing.  This could have been the direct 
ignition source of heat.  There were no smoke detectors nor sprinkler systems in the trailer.  It is 
also believed that the bedroom doors were open during the fire, which would help cause the rapid 
spread of the fire.

Lessons Learned
1.	P ublic education and manufacturers’ instructions need to focus on proper use and location 

of portable space heaters, especially those involving kerosene.

	 Due to misuse they have been involved in many fires resulting in deaths and serious injuries, 
especially in rural areas in the Southeast, such as where this fire occurred.

2.	 Families living in mobile homes must have working smoke detectors.

	 This should be a focus of rural public fire education, and can be directed to concentration of 
mobile homes.

3.	 Families living in mobile homes need to plan and practice ways to get out from bedrooms 
with small windows.

	 Many people, especially children, die because they cannot escape from these rooms at night.

4.	E mergency exit doors are needed and should be encouraged.

	 Sometimes jalousied windows in mobile homes make escape virtually impossible.

5.	S prinklering mobile homes would surely reduce the high fire death toll from fires such as 
this one.
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