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Man trying to destroy bedbugs sets apartment ablaze
Daniel Bethencourt, Detroit Free Press Published 10:40 p.m. ET Jan. 8, 2016

A Detroit man was so overwhelmed by the bedbugs
in his Midtown apartment that he sprayed himself
with alcohol and then tried to light one of them on
fire, badly burning himself in the ensuing flames.

By the time the accidental fire was extinguished,
about four units had been destroyed by flames, and
two dozen more received water damage.

The fire started at around 4:30 a.m. Sunday at the St. Antoine Gardens apartment
complex on Chrysler Drive, just east of Wayne State's campus. That's when the man
thought bedbugs had returned to his apartment and sprayed alcohol on his couch and
body in an attempt to destroy them, said Dan Austin, a mayor’s office spokesman.

But then, while sitting on the alcohol-doused couch, the man lit a cigarette and also
tried to set one of the bedbugs on fire, Austin said. That caused the couch to catch
aflame, along with the man’s body.

Within minutes, Phyllis Waller heard shouts from her room just down the hall, on the
building's eighth floor. When she looked through the peephole, the smoke was so thick
that she couldn’t see the door across the hall. She said she escaped by crawling to the
stairwell.

The man who started the fire escaped as well, but his burns were severe. When
resident Johanahn Larsosa saw him in the lobby, the skin on his arms seemed to be
falling off. While they waited for help to arrive, the man got to his knees and asked
Larsosa to pray with him.
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“He was melting,” Larsosa said. “I was scared. He was screaming.”

The man was taken to a hospital, where he is still recovering, Austin said.

Bedbugs are endemic to St. Antoine Apartments, residents said Friday. Fifth-floor
resident Rolando Millender said he knows of seven people on his floor alone who have
filed complaints about bedbugs before.

A man trying to eliminate bedbugs sparked a fire at the St. Antoine Gardens apartment on Sunday,
Jan. 3, 2016, in Detroit. (Photo: Daniel Bethencourt Detroit Free Press)

A management official on-site declined to comment, and other officials with the
company could not be reached.

The man who started the fire had been complaining about bedbugs for at least four
months, Waller said. Though she noted that a crew had been coming every two weeks
to tackle bedbugs, Larsosa noted: “Obviously they didn’t do enough.”
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The situation has been made even worse by the response from the building’s
management, according to multiple residents.

When the Red Cross arrived on Sunday, residents by and large did not get help
because the building’s property manager said the “the situation was under control,”
according to resident Phyllis Kuhn, who watched the exchange take place.

The Red Cross did find housing for one woman and her nine-month old child, but
officials did not think that anyone else needed temporary housing, said a Red
Cross spokesman, Perry Rech. On Thursday night, the Red Cross returned with 25
cots and blankets for residents at the request of the building’s management, Rech
added.

The management staff also bought about 20 pizzas for the residents on Sunday, and
donuts and coffee on Monday and Tuesday, said resident Rolando Millender.

Torment of bedbugs drove woman to set apartment fire

Still some people, like Waller, are living in their apartments, even though the hallway to
her room remains seriously damaged. She added she has been coughing painfully
throughout the day.

“It’s extremely disappointing,” Kuhn said. She added, “We’re dealing with management
that doesn’t have the empathy to be concerned with our needs.”

Many of the residents are receiving Section 8 assistance, though it’s not clear if all of
them do. The complex has about 120 units.

The man, who has not been identified, is not the first to spark a major fire in Detroit
while fighting bedbugs. Sherry Young said she had been battling bedbugs for close to a
year on the city’s west side when she put rubbing alcohol all over herself and the floor,
even as her oven and stovetop were on as well.

The fire caused the 48-unit complex roof to cave in, and most of the building
was destroyed either by fire or water damage. Five people were taken to a hospital,
including Young, who had minor injuries..
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Contact Daniel Bethencourt: 313-223-4531 or dbethencourt@freepress.com. Follow
him on Twitter at @_dbethencourt.
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