
A flowering plume of smoke 
bruised the sky over Fort Worth a 
deep black, spilling out from what 
had once been Advanced Foam 
Recycling in Richland Hills.  
Hundreds of emergency respond-
ers and onlookers surrounded the 
caved-in facility as it burned — 
the result of an industrial fire. 

“I’ve been in the fire ser-

vice for 30 years, and this was 
the biggest fire I’ve ever fought,” 
Richland Hills fire chief and TCC 
graduate Russell Shelly said. 

Just before the accident, the 
morning of Feb. 25 was business 
as usual for nearly 100 employ-
ees who worked in the building to 
recycle old foam into stuffing for 
pillows, plush animals and dog 
beds — things of comfort. 

By the afternoon, that build-
ing was a jagged wreckage the 
size of a city block. 

According to several em-
ployee accounts, the fire start-
ed around noon when a factory 
grinder used to shred the foam 
malfunctioned. Reports from as 
far as Denton — over 30 miles 
from the site — described a mas-
sive cloud of smoke pulsing in the 
distance. 

A Fort Worth fire engine 
company was the first on the 
scene. They were soon joined by 
multiple departments from the 
                           See Fire, page 5
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Deadly disaster makes history

Lauren Foster/Special to The Collegian
The Fort Worth Water Gardens stands still, frozen solid and covered in blankets of snow. The city received several inches of snowfall during the second week of February.
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Students reflect on unexpected devastation they faced in wake of dangerous Winter Storm Uri

Historic winter storm Uri is fin-
ished, but its presence has left a last-
ing impact.

“Trying to keep up with school, 
transferring, a winter storm, and the 
normal stresses of life all while still 
in the middle of a pandemic has 
been difficult, to say the least,” stu-
dent Teresa Montez said.

During the freezing tempera-
tures, over 4 million Texas residents 
were powerless on Feb. 16. Some 
were without electricity for several 
days.

According to the Electric Reli-
ability Council of Texas, it was four 
minutes, 37 seconds away from hav-
ing a blackout that could’ve lasted 
months.

Montez said her household did 
not sustain any property damage or 
experience any other issues such as 
power loss.

She let a friend without electric-
ity stay with her and her husband, 
she said. Currently, she is letting an-

other friend shower and do laundry 
at their house since she is without 
water.

Montez said now, despite fol-
lowing guidelines to keep from over-
working her heating system, she’s 
waiting on an electric bill that will 
likely be at least $400.

“The emotional and financial 
burdens these failing systems are 
causing make it clear that wide-
spread reform is long overdue,” she 
said.

She is outraged by the situation 

and the deaths it caused, she said. 
During the storm, nearly 80 

people died according to The Wall 
Street Journal. In Harris County, at 
least 15 of the deaths were from hy-
pothermia. According to The Texas 
Department of State Health Services, 
it may take several weeks before 
Texas has a finalized tally of the 
deaths. 

The Dallas-Fort Worth area ex-
perienced the coldest three days in a 
row since 1983, according to  
         See Storm, page 5 
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“The emotional and financial 
burdens these failing systems 
are causing make it clear that 
widespread reform is long 
overdue.”

Teresa Montez
south student

Dealing with the aftermath of 
the Texas winter storm, students 
continue preparing for their upcom-
ing midterm exams.

NE student Maram Hammou-
deh feels prepared for her midterms 
but thinks students may be less 
prepared for their exams due to the 
storm's impact.

“Losing a week of school due 
to the blizzard has forced us to cram 
too much information into our study 
sessions,” Hammoudeh said. 

Students expressed their disdain 
for Proctorio, an online video-proc-
tored service.

TR student Gregory Taylor has 
had trouble with the service in the 
past.

“Having to deal with an unsta-
ble program that alerts professors 
students are cheating just because 
they happen to move or look past 
the screen is really inconvenient,” 
Taylor said. “It’s such a waste of 

time when I have to redo my test 
because I happen to look away from 
my screen for a few seconds.”

Hammoudeh feels that the ser-
vice is an invasion of privacy, mak-
ing in-person exams more favorable.

“I feel more comfortable tak-
ing my exams in my own home be-
cause I’m not in a room packed with 
people, however, Proctorio makes 
me anxious because I feel like I am 
going to be accused of cheating 
when I’m not,” Hammoudeh said.  
 South student Nantzui 
Alonso feels more comfortable tak-
ing her exams online.

“I prefer doing it online since 
I won’t get as nervous if I take it in 
class,” Alonso said. 

Hammoudeh feels that with 
hard work, students can succeed de-
spite the struggles they encounter.

“Exam seasons are challeng-
ing and it might require more ef-
fort this time, but I do think we can 
get through this,” Hammoudeh said. 
“It’s been a rough year for students 
but with perseverance and effort, 
success is within reach.”
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Firefighters scale a 150-foot ladder to spray the burning Advanced Foam Recycling plant with water.
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WFAA. The average temperature 
from Feb. 14–16 was 10.8 degrees, 
0.9 degrees colder than the previous 
record.

“State leadership was more 
concerned about large corporations 
saving money and avoiding Federal 
regulations than they were about 
the well-being of their fellow citi-
zens,”  Montez said.

She’s learned she can’t trust 
the current Texas government to 
protect and take care of its citizens, 
she said.

It will not be the storm that 
pushes Texas to change the way 
they handle energy, she said. Rath-

er, it will be its citizens raising their 
voices and making it clear they 
don’t accept the officials that al-
lowed this situation to happen.

“We cannot expect change, we 
must demand it,” Montez said.

Feb. 15, student Hunter Brown 
lost power and expected electricity 
would return within minutes, but 
it was off for a day and a half. The 
inside of her home was 45 degrees, 
13 degrees away from freezing tem-
peratures.

“That night we lit a fire in our 
fireplace to stay warm,” Brown 
said. “We weren’t prepared for our 
power to go off so we didn’t have 

much firewood.”
The cats in her home were 

freezing as well, she said. Brown 
and her family members had to cud-
dle up together to retain warmth. 
On the second day of no power, she 
contacted her friend after seeing a 
post by the local law enforcement’s 
social media account saying the 
outages could potentially last until 
Thursday morning. 

“The cold really does start 
to break you after a certain time,” 
Brown said. “I started to cry on 
the phone with her. I debated on 
taking my cat with me and in the 
end, I knew I couldn’t do that to my 

friend’s cats and my cat as they had 
never met before.”

The blame is on the Electric 
Reliability Council of Texas — en-
ergy supplier to over 25 million 
Texans, according to its website 
— and government officials, she 
said. ERCOT should’ve prepared 
the power grid and had the proper 
supplies to deal with the snow, she 
said. 

“I’m pissed with how the 
situation was handled,” she said. 
“ERCOT knew the storm was com-
ing and they did nothing to prepare. 
Then, we have basically all of our 
government officials in different 

states or flying to Cancun.” 
Student Otarius Napoleon re-

cently moved into his house Jan. 21 
and having his power go out left a 
permanent impact.

He had a collection of exotic 
fish estimated to be worth around 
two thousand dollars, he said. The 
filters and heaters in the tank lost 
electricity which resulted in him 
trying to transport the fish to a safe 
location in the cold, but he wasn’t 
able to save them. 

“They were the same as family 
and I have been in a state of shock 
ever since,” Napoleon said

Storm (continued from page 1)

Azul Sordo/The Collegian
Icy water floods a kitchen and dining area after pipes froze and burst. This was a common result of Winter Storm Uri’s record-breaking, below freezing temperatures.

Fire (continued from page 1)

greater Fort Worth area, all of 
which played a part.

“Our guys were on I-20 fin-
ishing a car accident and turned 
around to see this huge column of 
smoke,” Shelly said. “They imme-
diately responded.” 

Within minutes, the scene 
burst with activity. The growl of 
the flames and the wail of emer-
gency vehicles clashed in a wall of 
sound. Smoke spun over streams 
of water as the wind shifted, at one 
point blowing back onto a gathering 
crowd of onlookers. 

Some Tarrant County residents 
saw the smoke from over a dozen 
miles away and thought it was com-
ing from just outside their neighbor-
hoods — a testament to the size of 
the inferno. 

Fort Worth resident Dmtrio 
Valsadua was driving down a near-
by highway when his truck was 
flushed overhead with smoke. At 
first, he thought it was storming. 
Fearing the smoke may be the result 
of a chemical accident, he decided 
to drive to the scene and learn more.

“My wife was scared. She 
didn’t want me to go,” Valsadua 
said as he studied the fire from his 
open driver side door. “Sometimes, 
people die.”

Despite the magnitude of the 
fire and the number of people in-
volved, only three minor injuries 
were reported, believed to be em-
ployees hurt while evacuating. 

Founded in 1997, Advanced Foam 
Recycling is one of the country’s 
largest scrap foam supplies.  Be-
cause of the high flammability of 
the foam and the sheer amount of 
it stored in the warehouse — what 
Shelly said totaled 100,000 pounds 
— the building burned long into 
the night. The metal roof collapsed 
early on, making it difficult for re-
sponders to subdue the fire. 

Benbrook firefighter Valarie 
Willis — another TCC graduate — 
arrived with her company early the 

following morning as the building 
was still smoldering. Heavy rain 
had fallen through the previous 
night, but because of how the roof 
fell, hardly any of it had reached the 
burning foam.

“I ended up going to the tip of 
the ladder to get a better view of it 
so we could find the right spots,” 
she said.  

Wil l is  and her  company 
sprayed hot spots for over five 
hours. It wasn’t until 5:30 that eve-
ning — 29 hours into the fire — 

that responders cleared the scene.
For the next two days, driv-

ers on the nearby highway report-
ed small flames in the wreckage 
as hot foam reignited beneath the 
collapsed roof. Shelly’s department 
dispatched to the site several times 
to subdue the flare-ups. 

Until the building owners settle 
with their insurance company and 
demolish the wreckage, this may 
continue to happen, Shelly said.

Shelly graduated from TCC 
Fire Training Academy in 1995 and 

worked as a firefighter in Azle, Col-
leyville and Southlake before join-
ing the Richland Hills Fire Depart-
ment in 2014. 

To know that the biggest fire 
of his long career was fought with-
out a single death or major injury 
makes him proud. 

“To get through an incident 
that long with so many people in-
volved and not have any injuries 
is a testament to everybody’s pro-
fessionalism and the care that they 
took,” he said. “It was a big one.”

Logan Evans/The Collegian
Over 125 emergency personnel fought the fire as it burned from noon Feb. 25 to evening the next day for a total of 29 hours.
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