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Wrong-way freeway crashes rare but deadly
PARTIAL TRANSCRIPT
OF OREGON 911 CALLS

By DAVID PATCH
BLADE STAFF WRITER

Wrong-way collisions are
relatively rare on freeways, but
when they occur they are unusually deadly and more likely than
not involve an impaired driver,
according to a Texas Transportation Institute analysis performed
several years ago.
But exactly how many such
crashes — and wrong-way incidents in general — occur on
Ohio roadways is difficult to assess because no specific records
are kept.
“Our crash reports are not
coded for wrong-way drivers,”
Sgt. Carlos Smith, a spokesman at Ohio Highway Patrol
headquarters in Columbus said
yesterday. “That would be considered a left-of-center violation,” he continued, but in that
case, reports would then have
to be sorted by roadway type,
and too few such crashes occur
on divided highways to justify
tracking that data.
An Ohio Department of Transportation official, meanwhile,
said a recent ODOT analysis of
wrong-way hazard areas found
no recurring trouble spots in the
Toledo area.
While some states have deployed vehicle-activated warning systems in areas with wrongway driving histories, Ohio so far
has relied upon extra signs, reflectors, and pavement markings
to ward off wayward drivers.
Summarizing previous studies, the 2003 Texas Transportation Institute report said historically, exit ramps have been the
most common access points
for wrong-way drivers, who are
statistically likely to be male
— “significantly more” — and
intoxicated (50 to 75 percent).
“Crashes tend to be more severe and have a greater proportion resulting in death or serious
injury than most other crash
types on freeway facilities,” the
report said.

Turnpike collisions
Wrong-way crashes usually
occur at night, although that was
not the case with two recent fatal
wrong-way crashes on the Ohio
Turnpike.
On Oct. 8, a Spring Hill, Fla.,
woman was killed and her toddler son injured when she headed west on the eastbound side
from the State Rt. 49 interchange
in western Williams County and
collided with an eastbound
tractor-trailer near the Indiana
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Officials say Michael Gagnon ignored the signs and used this ramp to get on I-280 going the wrong direction on Sunday night.
border.
And on March 2, 2006, a
woman from Bellevue, Ohio,
died when a sport utility vehicle
going the wrong way hit the car
in which she was riding head-on
in the westbound lanes near the
Middle Ridge service plaza in
Lorain County.
Fatal wrong-way crashes during 2005 on I-75 in Toledo and
State Rt. 795 in Perrysburg Township that killed the wrong-way
drivers both occurred during
the wee hours. In both of those
cases, the wrong-way drivers
crashed head-on with tractortrailers.
Two other nonfatal wrongway crashes on I-75, one on
Nov. 3, 2005, at the northbound
Anthony Wayne Trail exit and the
other on Dec. 3, 2004, near Lagrange Street, occurred between
2 and 3:30 a.m.
None of the initial reports for
those crashes cited alcohol as a
factor, but a Youngstown woman
who collided with oncoming
traffic on I-75 near Bowling
Green during the early hours of
Aug. 8, 2006, was cited for operating under the influence. Alcohol also was cited in an Oct. 5,
2005, crash in which an Oregon
man went south on northbound
I-75’s South Erie Street exit ramp
shortly before midnight and
struck and seriously injured a
motorcyclist.
The Texas institute’s researchers reviewed Texas crash reports
from 1997 through 2000 and

WHAT TO DO?
What should you do if you
encounter a wrong-way driver
on a divided highway? State
and local traffic authorities
provided the following advice:
t Move to your right. A driver’s
natural instinct when faced
with a potential collision is to
veer to their right. If you veer
to your right, you should be
able to avoid an impact or deflect the full force of a crash.
t Pull over to the right shoulder and stop.
t Call 911 immediately.
found that about half of wrongway crashes on that state’s
freeways caused deaths or incapacitating injuries, “significantly
higher” than the statewide average for all traffic accidents.
The researchers found that accident investigators cited alcohol
or drug influence in 61 percent
of the Texas crashes, and that
the most dangerous time was the
hour after last call in bars.
Males accounted for slightly
more than two-thirds of wrongway drivers, and almost half
of all wrong-way drivers were
younger than 34.
But the transportation institute found that, beyond breaking down crash reports, little
information was available on
the overall frequency of motorists driving the wrong way on
freeways.

And those agencies that did
keep track of wrong-way reports
found that, in most cases, police
patrols dispatched to respond
to them rarely encountered
the wrong-way driver — probably because, in most cases, the
driver realized his or her error
and turned around, the institute
said.

Columbus sites
Michael Stormer, the district
planning engineer at the Ohio
Department of Transportation’s
Bowling Green office, said a state
analysis performed several years
ago identified several freeway
exits in Columbus that had high
frequencies of wrong-way traffic,
but none in the Toledo area.
“In northwest Ohio, we don’t
have a particular problem area
where people are doing this time
and time again,” Mr. Stormer
said.
Ohio’s standard markings for
freeway ramps involve Do Not
Enter and Wrong Way signs in
concert with red reflectors on
the “wrong” sides of raised pavement markers.
ODOT has installed additional
signs at the high-risk Columbus
locations, Mr. Stormer said, and
at all locations when lane stripes
are repainted, large arrows are
added in the middle of ramp
lanes to indicate the proper direction of travel.
At least four states are using
or experimenting with active
wrong-way warning systems
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“I don’t know why he decided
to leave,” he told the Sun. “Everyone’s in shock. We’re supposed to
be celebrating the New Year, but
Continued from Page 1
now I got to look forward to my
Mr. Gagnon’s northbound Ford brother in jail the rest of his life.”
F-350 collided nearly head-on
with a Chevy Astro van being Where it started
driven south by Danny Griffin,
Mr. Gagnon was believed to
Jr., 36, of Parkville, Md.
have been partying at the Rodeo
Bethany Griffin, 36, Jordan Bar and Grill, a country music
Griffin, 10, Lacie Burkman, 7, bar that shares a parking lot with
and Haley Burkman, 10, were the Holiday Inn Express at 3154
pronounced dead at the scene. Navarre Ave.
Vadie Griffin, 8 weeks old, was
Christine Shallal, general
taken to St. Vincent Mercy Medi- manager at the Holiday Inn, said
cal Center, where she was pro- three rooms were registered to
nounced dead.
Mr. Gagnon and his family for
Mr. Griffin was in serious con- Sunday night. A manager and
dition yesterday at St. Vincent. waitress at Rodeo Bar declined
Sidney Griffin, 8, was listed in comment.
critical condition, and Beau
There were multiple reports
Burkman, 8, was discharged that Mr. Gagnon smelled of
about 4:45 p.m., a hospital alcohol, and a search warrant
spokesman said.
filed in Toledo Municipal Court
Mr. Gagnon was treated for a noted that police observed Mr.
jaw injury at St. Vincent. He was Gagnon’s speech was slurred, his
taken into custody after being eyes were glassy, and that he was
discharged at 4:20 p.m.
acting agitated.
The suspect, drunk after a
Mr. Gagnon also admitted to
night at an Oregon bar, swung consuming intoxicants, and one
through a Taco Bell on Navarre or more liquor containers were
Avenue, then headed for I-280. found in his vehicle, according
But he drove past the ramp to to the warrant.
northbound I-280. He drove
above the highway on an over- ‘He’s really drunk’
pass, then turned right onto the
A restaurant employee at the
ramp used by southbound traffic
Taco Bell at 2950 Navarre Ave.
exiting I-280 at Navarre.
The fatal crash took place who identified himself as Jacob
about four miles away on the called Oregon police at 10:47
highway, just south of I-75 in p.m.
“Hey, I work at Taco Bell and
Toledo.
“At 60 miles an hour, you can there’s this guy he’s driving like a
drive that in about three min- black Ford F 250, it’s like a diesel,
utes, and that’s all it took for him and he’s really drunk,” the emto kill five people,” Toledo police ployee told dispatchers.
“We’ve got him stopped in our
Deputy Chief Ron Spann said.
parking lot, in our drive-through
right now, and I was just wonFamily regret
dering if you could send someChief Spann said Mr. Gagnon one over here to either stop him
was aware the accident caused or pick him up.”
the deaths, and was uncoopOregon police went to the
erative and belligerent when he restaurant but just missed Mr.
spoke with investigators.
Gagnon.
He has no previous drunkToledo police received its first
driving convictions in Ohio or call about Mr. Gagnon drivMichigan.
ing the wrong way on I-280 at
Samuel Gagnon, 21, Mr. 10:52 p.m. The accident ocGagnon’s brother, told The curred at 10:55 p.m.
Blade last night from his home
The van carrying eight people
that “my prayers go out to the — including the five who died
family,” and declined further — was driven by Mr. Griffin, who
comment. The Gagnon brothers was returning to Maryland after
work construction together in visiting his father in the Livonia,
the Adrian area.
Mich., area, authorities said.
Earlier yesterday Samuel Before that they had been visitGagnon told the Baltimore Sun ing family in the Redford, Mich.,
that his brother, wasn’t sup- area for the holidays.
posed to be driving, but left the
Oregon bar they were partying at ‘Such great people’
without warning. He was driving
Sabrina Hauf, who lives in
Samuel Gagnon’s truck.

in which errant vehicles trigger
flashing lights or illuminate a
sign to alert the wayward driver.
In Florida, detection loops on
a problem bridge activate lights
that warn traffic headed in the
proper direction about possible
oncoming traffic too.
A more common tactic, used
by numerous states especially in
the South and West, is to post Do
Not Enter and Wrong Way signs
on shorter poles near exit ramp
outlets.
The theory behind this practice is that a lower sign will be
caught by vehicles’ headlights,
considering that most wrongway incidents occur at night.
The Texas Transportation Institute report said exit-ramp monitoring in California revealed
a sharp decline in wrong-way
freeway entries after such signs
were posted there during the
early 1970s, but no crash tests
were performed to determine
if the signs themselves became
safety hazards.
Some southwestern and western states also post green Freeway Entrance signs, with arrows
pointing toward the pavement,
at freeway entrance ramps as a
form of positive reinforcement
directing motorists to the proper
ramps.
But such signs are uncommon, if they are used at all, in the
eastern United States.
Contact David Patch at:
dpatch@theblade.com
or 419-724-6094.

suffered broken bones. Autopsies are planned for tomorrow.
“I’ve been doing this for 40
some years with the police department and with the coroners
office and this is one of the worst
I’ve seen,” he said. “It looked like
a bomb blast you see in Iraq on
the news.”
Police said I-280 south was
closed until 3:20 a.m. as they
cleaned up the wreckage.
Dr. Allain was one of several
motorists on southbound I-280
who called 911 after seeing Mr.
Gagnon’s pickup truck headed
north in the wrong lane.
“The guy was straddling the
left two lanes — the fast lane and
the middle — and I was in the
right lane,” Dr. Allain recalled
yesterday.
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The scene of Sunday night’s fatal accident on I-280, looking
north from the Manhattan Boulevard overpass, shows the van
that carried a Maryland family and the pickup that struck it.
Parkville — a Baltimore suburb
— and has children who attended school with the Burkman
children, said in an e-mail to
The Blade that “our community
is absolutely distraught by this
tragedy and losing such great
people.”
“It is so hard to believe that
we will never see them walking
through the halls of Carney Elementary again,” Ms. Hauf said.
Ms. Hauf described the family as a blended family, in which
the Burkman children were from
Mrs. Griffin’s previous marriage
and the older Griffin children
belonged to Mr. Griffin.
Bethany and Danny Griffin are
“absolutely fantastic parents,”
said Jason Starin, a family friend
from Raleigh, N.C.
Mr. Griffin enjoys playing ice
hockey and is a devout Detroit Lions fan, and Ms. Griffin loved the
Baltimore Ravens, Mr. Starin said.

“It’s just an amazing family
and it’s going to have to recover,”
he said.

A horriﬁc scene
It appears that Mr. Griffin
and Mr. Gagnon tried to swerve
to avoid the collision, but the
heavier pickup sheared off the
passenger side of the minivan,
causing several passengers to be
thrown from the vehicle.
Remnants of Christmas wrapping were strewn about the
scene, as were toys, stuffed animals, luggage, and baby effects,
including a damaged infant seat
surrounded by pink blankets.
Lucas County coroner’s investigator Walt Biegala, who responded to the accident scene,
said it was horrific.
“They were just kids, and it
tore me apart,” he said.
Most of the victims had head
and body injuries and some also

Conversation begins at 10:45
p.m.
911 operator: “Oregon 911”
Taco Bell worker: “Hey, I
work at Taco Bell and there’s
this guy he’s driving like a
black Ford F250, it’s like a
diesel, and he’s really drunk,
we’ve got him stopped in
our parking lot, in our drivethrough right now, and I was
just wondering if you could
send someone over here to
either stop him or pick him
up. I have his driver’s license
too.”
911 operator: “You mean his
actual driver’s license?”
Taco Bell worker: “Well not
his driver’s license, just his license plate number CB12798,
it’s a Michigan plate.”
911 operator: “We’re sending
someone over there right now,
what’s your name.”
Taco Bell worker: “Jacob.”
911 operator: “OK, can you
give me any other information
on it?
Taco Bell worker: “He’s a
caucasian male, he’s got like
a green shirt on with a hat,
and he’s by himself I know
that, and he’s got like white
pipes on top of the truck, that
kind of look like PVC piping.
Hi, how are you?” (talking to
customer in drive through).
911 operator: “OK, we’ll get
somebody over there.
Taco Bell worker: “OK, thank
you.”
e
911 operator: ”Oregon 911”
Driver: “Hi, I was driving on
280 going south toward 75, a
truck came at us going the opposite way on the highway.”
911 operator: “That’s not
good.”
Driver: “No that’s … terrible.”
911 operator: “So he’s driving northbound on the southbound lane?”
Driver: “ Well he’s driving on,
to tell you the truth I don’t
know how he got on, I just
know a pickup truck … we’re
going toward 80 and he’s going in the opposite direction.”
911 operator: “You’re going
toward 80?”
Driver: “Yes.”
911 operator: “OK.”
Driver: “This person thinks
he’s on a two-lane highway.
911 operator: “Was it a
truck?”
Driver: “It was a truck”
911 operator: “Did you get
a color, could you tell the
color?”
Driver: No we just had to
swerve out of the way, because he was coming at us
…”
e

911 operator: “Oregon 911”
Driver: “I was just getting off
280 on Navarre, and there was
a black pickup truck that just
got on, going the wrong way.”
911 operator: “Where at?”
Driver: “On 280 on the Navarre Street entrance, he went
on going northbound on 280.”
911 operator: “Going toward
Local support
Toledo? OK, what kind of
Toledo Mayor Carty Finkbein- truck?”
er released a statement yester- Driver: “It’s a black pickup
day extending his thoughts and truck.” …
prayers to the family of Danny
e
Griffin and reminding people to
Police unit 94: “Dispatcher,
be safe this holiday season.
“The tragic accident late last he didn’t get very far, hit a car
night on I-280 should serve as a on 280, going the wrong way
stark reminder to all citizens to in Toledo.”
not drink and drive as we wrap Dispatcher: “That’s clear.”
up the 2007 holiday season,” he 94: “I’ll go back to Taco Bell
said. “The deaths of five people, and get more information.”
including four children, need
not have happened had one in- Dispatcher: “OK.”
e
dividual had the common sense
to not get behind the wheel after
911 operator: “Oregon Police
he’d been drinking.”
and Fire.”
An Oregon mother, Connie
Koch, 40, and her 6-year-old son Toledo police: “Hi, this is
Noah were moved by the tragedy Toledo Police, were you guys
that affected the out-of-town able to find that intoxicated
family and brought gifts to the male in the black truck? At
hospitalized children yesterday Taco Bell?
— a remote-control car for Beau 911 operator: “Ahh, I don’t
and a paint set for Sidney, and believe so, I thought I heard
coloring books and crayons for something mentioned about
you had him in an accident on
both.
Ms. Koch said she talked to 280.”
a family member who drove to Toledo police: “That’s what
Toledo from Maryland who ac- we’re thinking, it sounds like
cepted the care packages from it is him. We’ve got a fatal acNoah and thanked them for their cident and he was going the
thoughtfulness.
wrong way down the express“Here they are in a city where way.”
they don’t live with limited fam- 911 operator: “Him or the
ily around,” Ms. Koch said. “And victim?”
for them to know they’re not
going home a whole family. As a Toledo police: “He was, the
mother, I couldn’t imagine. And black truck was.”
that father, I couldn’t imagine 911 operator: “OK.”
being him right now.”
Toledo police: “And I don’t
Staff writers Laren Weber, know if he’s one of them that
Janet Romaker, David Patch, and died or not, we have multiple
Ignazio Messina contributed to fatals out there.”
————
this report.
For audio of the 911 calls, go to
Contact Meghan Gilbert at:
mgilbert@theblade.com
or 419-724-6134.

toledoblade.com

+

Cyan Magenta Yellow Black
010108_RP5_DLY__A4 1

12/31/2007, 10:03:36 PM

