
She swerved right, but there was 
nowhere to go.

On the afternoon of Sept. 20, Belin-
da Hamilton rounded the corner of Syl-
van Drive, a narrow, two-lane road in 
the Brainerd area. To her left, she saw a 

school bus whip through 
a stop sign and turn right, 
barreling toward her. The 
bus crossed the center line. 
Hamilton swerved right, 
but there was no room — 
the braking bus scraped 
against her Kia Soul.

“Luckily, no one got 
killed,” she thought that 
day. “What’s going to hap-

pen the next time?”
A Chattanooga police officer wrote that 

the bus driver, 24-year-old Johnthony K. 
Walker, was at fault in that crash. But the 
officer did not cite Walker for any viola-
tions, and he continued driving the bus 
route.

Two months later, on Monday after-
noon, Walker was driving fast on Tall-
ey Road in Brainerd and lost control of 
his bus, swerving off a narrow, two-lane 
roadway to the right, striking an elevated 
driveway and mailbox, his arrest affidavit 
states. He then swerved to the left and the 
bus overturned, hitting a telephone pole 
and a tree.

The bus, filled with 37 children, top-
pled to its side, wrapping around a tree. 
Five Woodmore Elementary students 
died in the crash — three fourth-graders, 
a first-grader and a kindergartner — and 
another six students remain in critical 
condition, according to Hamilton Coun-
ty Schools Interim Superintendent Kirk 
Kelly. Walker was arrested late Monday 
and charged with five counts of vehicular 
homicide.

Two hours after Monday’s crash, Ham-
ilton received a phone call from a repre-
sentative for Sedgwick, an insurance com-
pany handling her claim with Durham 

After the bus crash, 
Antwon McClain drove all 
over the city looking for his 
9-year-old niece.

He drove to the site of 
the crash on Talley Road, 
to Woodmore Elementary 
School, and to Erlanger 
hospital.  He drove to 
Parkridge and Memorial 
hospitals, then back to the 
crash scene.

“We would have gone 
to the end of the world to 
look for her,” he said.

But Zoie Nash couldn’t 
be found.

Hours later, the fam-
ily finally knew — Zoie, 
9, had been killed in the 
bus crash, along with four 

other students. Corday-
ja Jones, 9, and D’Myunn 
Brown, 6, also died, their 
families said on Tuesday.

Zyanna Harris, 10, and 
Zyaira Mateen, 6, lost their 
lives as well, according to 
friends and the Atlanta 
Journal-Constitution.

Chattanooga police have 
declined to confirm the 
identities of the children 
who died because they are 
minors. But on Tuesday, 
families and friends began to 
mourn and publicly remem-
ber those who were lost.

A gifted softball player, 
Zoie had just learned to 
pitch, always kept a smile 
on her face, wore No. 1 and 
could play anywhere on 
the field, said her coach, 
Larry Hunt. She was the 

only girl in a family of boys.
Nine-year-old Cordayja 

was just three weeks away 
from her 10th birthday. She 
was soft-spoken, kind and 
loved being a big sister, 
said her cousin, LaFreder-
ick Thirkill.

Zyanna, 10, was always 
funny, but she couldn’t stop 
laughing the last time she 
hung out with friend Tar’Da-
jah Rucker, the 13-year-old 
said. The pair played on 
treadmills in a hotel during 
a birthday party.

Zyanna was funny, sassy, 
and far from shy, Rucker said.

“If she got something to 
tell you, she ain’t going to 
hold back,” she said.

Zyaira dreamed of being 
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Should seat belts be required 
on school buses?

AS OF 9 P.M. TUESDAYOPENED AT MIDNIGHT

YES: 27%TIMESFREEPRESS.COM NO: 73%

• • •

Business C1
Classifi ed F1
Comics & Puzzles E2-3
Editorials B6-7
Entertainment A2

Life E1
National A10
Obituaries B2
Politics A9
Region B1

Sports  D1
Stocks C4-5
Television E5 
Weather C6
World A3, A5

STAFF PHOTOS BY DOUG STRICKLAND 

A wrecker removes the school bus from the scene of the crash on Talley Road on Tuesday. The Monday afternoon crash killed at least five 
elementary schoolchildren and injured dozens more. The National Transportation Safety Board has been called in to help investigate.

ANSWERS SOUGHT IN CRASH
Lawmakers favor push for 

mandatory seat belts for buses
Would-be donors swamp
Blood Assurance offices

Local agencies launch fund 
for families of victims

› Community 
gathers at 
prayer vigil to 
mourn loss of 
children, A6
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New details 
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bus driver,
company

First responders  recall 
thoughts at crash scene
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Walker

Families mourn victims, ages 6 to 10
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Far left: Retired 
educator Frank-
lin McCallie, rear, 
hugs Chatta-
nooga Police 
Assistant Chief 
Danna Vaughn 
near the crash 
scene Tuesday. 

Left: Michelle 
Hutto brings 
flowers to 
a makeshift 
memorial at 
Woodmore 
Elementary on 
Tuesday.

BY STEVE JOHNSON
STAFF WRITER

While hospital and emer-
gency response officials praised 
the actions of ambulance driv-
ers, firefighters, police officers, 
and emergency room staffers in 
responding to Monday’s school 
bus crash that left five children 
dead, there was general agree-
ment that the horrific accident left many emotion-
ally scarred.

“I’ve never seen a more upset group of ambu-
lance workers,” said one emergency room staffer, 
who asked to remain anonymous.

The scene inside the mangled bus “was pretty 
bad,” Chattanooga Fire Chief Chris Adams said. “It 
was something you shouldn’t ever see.”

The first word of the accident came in about 

See RESPONDERS › A8

“I’ve never 
seen a more 
upset group 
of ambulance 
workers.”
– ANONYMOUS 
EMERGENCY 
ROOM STAFFER 

BY SHELLY BRADBURY
STAFF WRITER
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While coming to grips with 
the bus crash that left five 
children dead Monday after-
noon, more than 600 people 
packed into New Monumen-
tal Baptist Church on Tuesday 
night to sing, pray and weep.

Parents, teachers, grand-
parents and children crowded 
into the church until there was 
barely room to stand, heaving 
and throbbing in a deafening 
chorus of mourning. Between 
impassioned prayers from 
local religious leaders, the 
choir roared through one gos-
pel song after another.

Brenda Adamson-Cothran, 
principal of Woodmore Ele-
mentary School, was one of 
the first to speak and one of 
many who fought back tears 
through the evening.

“Our hearts are broken. I told 
a student today you have every 
right to feel everything you’re 
feeling right now,” she said.

“We will grieve together 
and we will honor our chil-
dren’s lives. For them, we 
must be strong.”

Political leaders also spoke 
to show solidarity with the 
grieving families, Woodmore 
Elementary and the faith com-
munity. As they did after the 
slayings of five service mem-
bers in the July 16 shootings 
last year, they pledged what-
ever support and resources 
are at their disposal to help 
those directly affected.

“There’s nothing more 
hopeful we do as a commu-
nity than send our kids to 
school,” Chattanooga Mayor 
Andy Berke said. “At the end 
of the day, there’s nothing 
more joyful than to welcome 

them home.
“For those whose deaths we 

mourn, the hearts and minds 
of those children must not be 
defined by Talley Road [where 
the incident occurred].”

U.S.  Sen.  Bob Corker, 
R-Tenn., and Hamilton Coun-
ty Mayor Jim Coppinger also 
spoke to the crowd, offering 
their condolences, prayers and 
support.

“I’m here for only one rea-
son, and that is to share your 
pain,” Corker said.

Less than a day after the 
crash, signs of support for 
the famil ies  cropped up 
immediately throughout the 
community.

A speaker announced that 
the “homegoing celebrations” 
for the children had already 
been taken care of and the 
crowd was encouraged to 
give to the Woodmore Fund, 

started by United Way and 
the Community Foundation of 
Greater Chattanooga to sup-
port the families.

At the conclusion of the 
service, the speakers prayed 
for strength and peace for 
the night and the long days 
ahead. The families of the 
deceased were the first to 
leave, and as they recessed 
down the aisles, they hugged 
friends with tears in their 
eyes.

As requested by a family 
member, the congregation lift-
ed the families up one more 
time by singing, “Yes, Jesus 
loves me. Yes, Jesus loves me. 
Yes, Jesus loves me, the Bible 
tells me so.”

Contact staff writer Emmett 
Gienapp at egienapp@
timesfreepress.com or 423-
757-6731. Follow on Twitter @
emmettgienapp.

a doctor, even though she was 
just 6 years old, her mother, Jas-
mine Mateen, told the Atlanta 
Journal-Constitution.

And at 6, D’Myunn Brown 
was an “all-around little boy” 
who was smart, playful and 
loved to go to school, said his 
cousin, Sharri Brown. He was 
an only child.

All were too young.
“It’s just unbelievable,” 

Hunt said, voice breaking. “I 
just can’t understand how this 
happened.”

As authorities worked to 
unravel how the crash unfold-
ed on Tuesday, some witnesses 
recounted the horrific moments 
after the bus careened into a 
tree on Monday afternoon.

After a loud bang and a 

cloud of dust, residents could 
see some children lying in the 
grass and could hear others 
crying for their parents.

El ise  Braswell  Martin 
opened her front door to find 
bloodied children walking away 
from the overturned bus. She 
consoled the children closest 
to her, and helped whoever she 
could find.

“Every time I close my eyes, 
I see the children walking 
across the street,” she said.

Alice Careathers said she 
still had a knot in her stomach a 

day after witnessing the crash.
“It’s never left,” she said. 

“I’m still seeing it.”
The bus often sped through the 

neighborhood, she said, and she 
had asked the city to install speed 
bumps on the curvy road before, 
but was told officials couldn’t 
install the bumps because the road 
was a “main street.”

The man driving the bus, 
Johnthony Walker, 24, graduat-
ed from Brainerd High School. 
He has been arrested and police 
believe he was speeding at the 
time of the crash.

As Thirkill mourned his 
cousin, Cordayja, the Orchard 
Knob Elementary School prin-
cipal said he was also praying 
for Walker’s family.

“I can only imagine what 
he must be going through,” he 
said. “And I know his heart is 
broken as well.”

In addition to the five stu-
dents who were killed, anoth-
er six students remained in 
critical condition at Erlanger 
on Tuesday, a hospital spokes-
woman said.

The families of the surviving 
children took to social media as 
well, posting photos of smiling 
faces, and asking for prayers for 
nieces and nephews, for surger-
ies and internal bleeding and 
broken bones.

Contact staff writer Shelly 
Bradbury at 423-757-6525 or 
sbradbury@timesfreepress.com 
with tips or story ideas. Follow 
@ShellyBradbury.
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O-negative blood donations needed
STAFF REPORT

In the wake of Monday’s 
tragic bus crash, lines to donate 
blood were long at Chattanoo-
ga’s Blood Assurance locations,  
and lines were growing at other 
locations across the region.

The biggest demand is for 
type O-negative blood, Blood 
Assurance spokeswoman 
Mindy Quinn said Tuesday 
morning.

“We are fast-passing O neg-
ative donors as we want to get 
them through first, as well as 
people who have scheduled 
appointments and people com-
ing in to give platelets,” Quinn 
said.

“We are working with 
donors as they walk through 
the door to determine what 
their blood type is,” Quinn said. 
“If they’re not O-negative we 
are asking them to schedule 
an appointment to come back 
another day.”

Blood Assurance has open-
ings for appointments “today, 
Friday, Saturday and all of 
next week,” she said. “The 
need for blood is not going 
to end.”

Blood Assurance has an 
online donor portal at blood 
assurance.org for scheduling 
appointments, or prospective 
donors can call 800-962-0628.

“Call  ahead,  schedule 
ahead,” Quinn said.

“Everyone wants to come 
out and help and we are very, 

very appreciative and we will 
need all blood types, but right 
now we are trying to fast-track 
O-negative,” she reminded 
donors.

Even under normal condi-
tions, Blood Assurance needs 
540 blood donors every day to 
meet regular demand in the 51 

counties it serves in Tennessee, 
Georgia, Alabama, North Caro-
lina and Virginia. According to 
officials, there are 16 locations 
and 13 bloodmobiles assigned 
to the region for collecting 
blood.

To donate blood, donors 
must be at least 18 years old 

and weigh at least 110 pounds, 
according to Blood Assurance 
guidelines.

Donors must answer a few 
health questions, test at a spe-
cific level of iron in their blood 
and their blood pressure, heart 
rate and temperature must 
meet certain criteria.

A nation 
reacts
STAFF REPORTS

Celebrities, politicians and oth-
ers shared their thoughts on Mon-
day’s tragedy on Talley Road:

› Gov. Bill Haslam: 
“Thoughts, prayers to victims of 
tragic school bus crash in Chat-
tanooga & their families. A very 
sad situation. Will do all we can to 
assist.”

› Chattanooga Mayor Andy 
Berke: “There are no words to 
comfort the broken heart of a 
mother or father. As I pray for 
families affected by tragedy, I ask 
you to do the same.”

› Hamilton County Mayor 
Jim Coppinger: “This is a heart-
breaking day for Hamilton County. 
Our thoughts and prayers are with 
the children who were on the 
Woodmore Elementary School 
[bus Monday] afternoon, their 
families are also in our prayers. … 
The students of Woodmore Ele-
mentary are also in our thoughts 
and prayers. … I’d like to ask all 
Hamilton County residents to 
say a prayer … for all involved in 
[Monday’s] tragedy.”

› Hamilton County Sher-
iff Jim Hammond: “We are 
deeply saddened for the family 
and loved ones who lost these 
precious little ones today. As the 
agency responsible for the School 
Resource Officer program in 
Hamilton County, my staff and I 
are deeply saddened by the loss 
of these young children. There 
are several families in our County 
that will not have their loved ones 
come home [Monday] and we as 
a community will feel the sadness 
and hurt from this event for a 
very long time to come. I am very 
proud of the Chattanooga Fire-
fighters, Police officers, and Ham-
ilton County EMS personnel who 
helped to rescue the injured. I am 
also very proud of the members 
of the HCSO who worked along-  
side our city first responders.”

›  President-elect Donald 
Trump: (via Twitter) “Bus crash 
in Tennessee so sad & so terrible. 
Condolences to all family mem-
bers and loved ones. These beauti-
ful children will be remembered!”

› Rep. Chuck Fleischmann: 
“My thoughts are with the young 
victims of the #Woodmore 
Elementary school bus crash in @
ChattanoogaUSA. I am absolutely 
heartbroken over this tragedy and 
I will pray for the children and 
their families.”

› Rep. JoAnne Favors: “We 
ask for prayers for the victims, 
their loved ones, and all the resi-
dents of our tight-knit community. 
I know that we will respond as 
we always do when terrible things 
happen in Chattanooga: with love, 
compassion and caring.”

› Sen. Bob Corker: “Heart-
breaking school bus crash in Chat-
tanooga. My thoughts and prayers 
are with the children, families and 
first responders.”

› Tennessee Secretary of 
State Tre Hargett: “Please pray 
for those families impacted by the 
elementary school bus crash in 
#Chattanooga. #noogastrong.”

› Dalton Police Department: 
“We’re saddened tonight by the 
bus crash in Chattanooga. Praying 
for the families and teachers of 
those lost and those still fighting.”

› The McCallie School: “The 
McCallie community is praying for 
the students, parents & teachers at 
Woodmore Elementary following 
today’s tragic bus accident.”

› Usher Raymond: “I am heart 
broken by the #Chattanooga bus 
crash that took place yesterday. 
Please keep my hometown and all 
the families in your prayers.”

› Clare Bowen: “Prayers for 
Chattanooga.”

› Samuel L. Jackson: “Sending 
up Prayers for the families of the 
children in the Chattanooga bus 
tragedy.”

› Chattanooga Lookouts: 
“Our thoughts and prayers are 
with the children and families of 
Woodmore and everyone affected 
by the tragic crash in our commu-
nity today.”

› Chattanooga Football Club: 
“At Chattanooga Football Club, we 
are part of this community and 
those who live within it. When our 
town succeeds, we cheer. In turn, 
when events like yesterday’s bus 
accident occur, we mourn. Today, 
our prayers go out to the Wood-
more Elementary community, the 
emergency crews who worked 
tirelessly to rescue so many, and for 
our city that we may come together 
as one and support the families of 
Woodmore Elementary.”

› Butch Jones, Vols football 
coach: “Devastating news coming 
out of Chattanooga. Thoughts and 
prayers with students and families 
of Woodmore Elementary School.”

STAFF PHOTO BY ANGELA LEWIS FOSTER

Blood donor Andrew Dickerson, left, talks with training coordinator Brandy Womack Tuesday at Blood 
Assurance. Dickerson, a University of Tennessee at Chattanooga student, came to donate blood after 
hearing pleas for donations for bus crash victims.

Local agencies launch fund for families of victims
STAFF REPORT

The day after a tragic bus 
crash killed several Woodmore 
Elementary School students, the 
community rallied support for 
the victims and their families.

Hamilton County Schools 
remained open Tuesday, and 
a swell of counselors were on 
hand at Woodmore Elemen-
tary and the two schools it 
feeds into — Dalewood Mid-
dle School and Brainerd High 
School. Hot food was also 
delivered to the schools.

“Those that want to come 
to school, we are here to reach 
out and help,” Hamilton Coun-
ty Schools Interim Superinten-

dent Kirk Kelly said.
It’s important that students 

and their families have access 
to their schools this week, 
said Tiffanie Robinson, school 
board member for District 4.

“For a number of our kids in 
this community, their school is 
their family,” Robinson said.

Counselors will continue to 
be available today at the East-
dale Youth & Family Center for 
kids who need to speak to an 
adult about the tragedy, accord-
ing to school officials.

“I cannot think of a better 
place for our students to be than 
at school and surrounded by peo-
ple that love them” Robinson said. 
“And the schools are open to not 

just kids, but also for their families 
and anyone in the community that 
needs a place to grieve.”

For those wanting to donate 
to the Woodmore Fund, visit 
www.hcde.org/woodmore.

Checks payable to “The 
Woodmore Fund” can be 
dropped off or mailed to the 
Community Foundation of 
Greater Chattanooga, 1270 Mar-
ket St., Chattanooga, TN 37402 
or the United Way of Greater 
Chattanooga, 630 Market St., 
Chattanooga, TN 37402.

You can also text “Wood-
more” to 91999 or call 2-1-1 or 
423-265-8000.

First Tennessee Bank has 
partnered with the Hunter 

Worley Foundation, which is 
also collecting donations at 
each bank branch across the 
state for the families of the chil-
dren involved in the crash.

Donations will be matched 
dollar for dollar by First Ten-
nessee, up to a maximum of 
$10,000, according to a news 
release.

The Hunter Worley Founda-
tion will administer donations 
they receive to cover unpaid 
funeral expenses and provide 
immediate crisis assistance, 
ongoing living needs, education 
support, pastoral and psycholog-
ical support and networking 
for the families, according to a 
news release.

B U S  C R A S H  T R A G E D Y

Victims
› CO N T I N U E D  F RO M  A1

Zyanna
Harris

D’Myunn
Brown

Zoie
Nash

Cordayja
Jones

Community gathers at prayer vigil for victims
BY EMMETT GIENAPP
STAFF WRITER



County Schools has con-
tracted with since 2007 to 
provide busing services. 
Hamilton provided a copy 
of a voicemail from Sedg-
wick to the Times Free 
Press on Tuesday.

She found the timing 
of the call suspect — just 
hours after Walker had 
been involved in another, 
much more serious crash. 
On Tuesday, she said she 
also received a call from 
a lawyer representing 
Durham. 

“He was shying me 
away from what happened 
[in September,]” she said. 
“I repeatedly told him 
what happened on that 
day. He was asking if I was 
drinking, under any med-
ication, under the influ-
ence. I basically told him, 
‘I can’t talk to you.’”

A Durham spokesper-
son declined an interview 
Tuesday evening when 
asked in an email about 
the lawyer’s phone call to 
Hamilton.

Reneé Cosmé lives 
across the street from 
where Walker crashed into 
Hamilton, and her children 
rode his bus this school 
year. She said Walker wasn’t 
supposed to take Sylvan 
Drive, a narrow road with a 
sharp bend right after driv-
ers turn on it. Even smaller 
cars sometimes crash there, 
Cosmé said.

She said her children 
have already complained 
to her that Walker drove 
too fast and sometimes out 
of control. Other people 
living on Talley Road also 
said Walker would speed 
down the road, appearing 
to far exceed its 30 mph 
limit.

After the crash in Sep-
tember, Hamilton said 
the company’s insurance 
offered to pay for the 
damage to her car. Mean-
while, the police depart-
ment did not cite Walker 
and he continued working 
for Durham. The depart-
ment’s incident report 
does not mention Cosmé’s 
claims: That Walker wasn’t 
supposed to drive on that 
road, or that he ran a stop 
sign first.

Elisa Myzal, a spokes-
woman for the Chatta-
nooga Police Department, 
said officers usually don’t 
cite bus drivers for crashes 
like that, when the vehicle 
crosses the center line. 
The bus is big, and there 
were no major injuries, 
and neither vehicle was 
damaged severely.

“It’s almost impossible 
for them to stay on the 
line,” she said. “… [Walker] 
is listed at fault, and we let 
the insurance companies 
play it out from there.”

Durham’s vehicles have 
been in 346 crashes in the 
past two years, accord-
ing to federal figures. Of 
those, 142 crashes caused 
injuries and three fatali-
ties. During the same time 
frame, records show the 
company had 53 incidents 

involving “unsafe driving 
violations.”

The Illinois-based com-
pany is one of the largest 
suppliers of school bus 
services, operating about 
13,700 vehicles across the 
country and employing 
nearly as many drivers, 
according to the Feder-
al Motor Carrier Safety 
Administration. Durham 
was awarded a “satisfacto-
ry” safety rating from the 
agency in July 2015.

Local records show 
Durham has been named 
in 21 lawsuits in Hamilton 
County Circuit Court since 
2010. Just over half of those 
suits ended in minor settle-
ments, records show. Other 
details were not immedi-
ately available because 
almost all of the case files 
are in court storage.

Durham School Ser-
vices would not release 
Walker’s personnel file 
Tuesday or comment 
on his history with the 
company or this week’s 
fatal crash. The Hamil-
ton County Department 
of Education also would 
not provide the Times 
Free Press with personnel 
records or any complaints 
that may have been filed 
against him.

But Durham records 
show the company hired 
another driver in Ham-
ilton County who was 
deemed “ineligible” for 
the job after his crimi-
nal record turned up in a 
background check.

Alexander Rodriguez, 
35, passed several phases 
of a rigorous application 
process in the fall of 2013, 
but a background check 
found prior convictions for 
gun and drug charges. The 
background check compa-
ny deemed him “ineligible 
for hire,” records show.

Applicants are “inel-
igible” if they have one 
or more felony or misde-
meanor convictions in the 
last 10 years involving vio-
lence, weapons, controlled 
substances, sex crimes or 
burglary, according to 
a record from National 
Express LLC, Durham’s 
parent company. During 
his application process, 
Rodriguez was not yet 10 
years removed from the 
2004 charges. Durham 
chose to hire him anyway.

Then in 2015, he was 
arrested and charged with 

raping a 15-year-old stu-
dent-passenger in a Super 
8 Hotel room. He was 
employed by Durham at 
the time.

A National Express 
spokeswoman did not 
respond to emailed ques-
tions Tuesday afternoon.

“I think the Durham 
employment application 
for Johnthony Walker 
may be telling, just as the 
application in the case of 
Alexander Rodriguez is 
telling,” said Catherine 
White, an attorney repre-
senting family members 
in a civil lawsuit against 
Durham,  Rodr ig uez , 
National Express and 
Hamilton County Board 
of Education.

In a written statement, 
Durham said the company 
is devastated by Monday’s 
fatal bus crash.

“We are working with 
the Chattanooga Police 
Department and Hamil-
ton County School Dis-
trict to investigate,” David 
Duke, CEO of Durham 
School Services, said. “We 
also have additional team 
members arriving in Chat-
tanooga [Tuesday] to pro-
vide support.”

Walker earned his com-
mercial driving license in 
April, according to Chris-
topher Hart, chairman of 
the National Transporta-
tion Safety Board.

At  leas t  10  NTSB 
employees are investi-
gating Monday’s crash. 
The investigation’s scope 
includes any potential 
causes, such as excessive 
speed, and also whether 
the school district and 
Durham provided proper 
oversight, Hart said.

The investigation is 
expected to take between 
12 and 18 months to com-
plete.

“Our mission is not 
to just understand what 
happened, but why it hap-
pened,” Hart told report-
ers Tuesday afternoon.

In addition to the five 
counts of vehicular homi-
cide, Walker faces charges 
of reckless endangerment 
and reckless driving, 
according to his arrest affi-
davit. Officials said more 
charges could be added as 
the investigation contin-
ues. He remains in custo-
dy on $107,500 bond and 
is scheduled to appear in 
court on Nov. 29.

Police said Walker was 
cooperative Monday.

Walker’s neighbors 
described him Tuesday as 
a quiet person, never vio-
lent.

“He was just an ordi-
nary guy,” said Kevin 
Lewis, who has lived next 
to Walker’s mom, Gwenev-
ere Cook, for several years.

Cook was not at her 
house Tuesday afternoon.

Walker lived with his 
mother for years and 
would ride a skateboard to 
and from a job at Amazon, 
Lewis said.

The fact that Walker 
was just 24 years old and 
driving the bus concerns 
Lewis, who said a young 
driver does not have much 
experience behind the 
wheel.

“They need to do a bet-
ter job of hiring bus driv-
ers,” Lewis said.

Walker is the youngest 
of four siblings, according 
to James Mathis, another 
one of Walker’s neighbors 
who said he’s lived next to 
the family for several years.

“I can’t say nothing but 
good things about him,” 
Mathis said. “He was 
quiet to me and stayed to 
himself … gave me a lot of 
respect.”

Walker graduated from 
Brainerd High School, 
according to school offi-
cials.

Chattanooga police and 
Hamilton County Schools 
officials confirmed Tues-
day that five children died 
in the crash, and that six 
kids remained in critical 
condition. On Monday, 
the Hamilton County Dis-
trict Attorney’s Office told 
the Times Free Press and 
other media outlets that 
six children had died.

“[Monday] was the 
worst day that we have 
had for Woodmore and for 
Hamilton County Schools 
that I can recall in my life 
as an educator and as a 
parent and as a member 
of this community,” Kelly 
said early Tuesday morn-
ing outside of Woodmore 
Elementary School.

Kelly addressed report-
ers with dozens of school 
officials and elected offi-
cials standing behind him. 
As kids began arriving 
at school, many in tears, 
school staff members were 
quick to greet and support 
them. Throughout the day, 
counselors and food were 
provided for students, 
their families and the com-
munity.

“Those that want to 
come to school, we are 
here to reach out and 
help,” Kelly said.

Staff writers Zack 
Peterson and Emmett 
Gienapp contributed to 
this story.

Contact staff writer 
Kendi A. Rainwater at 
423-757-6592 or krainwa 
ter@timesfreepress.com. 
Follow on Twitter 
@kendi_and

 Contact staff writer 
Tyler Jett at 423-757-6476 
or tjett@timesfreepress.
com. Follow him on 
Twitter @LetsJett.

NASHVILLE — Two 
Hamilton County lawmak-
ers said Tuesday they will 
introduce legislation requir-
ing all Tennessee school 
buses to be equipped with 
seat belts in the wake of 
Monday’s deadly crash.

Rep. Gerald McCormick, 
R-Chattanooga, and Rep. 
JoAnne Favors, D-Chatta-
nooga, said the legislation 
is needed in a state that has 
no such requirement.

McCormick said his 
intent is to require all cur-
rent and new buses to be 
retrofitted for three-point 
seat belts.

States with mandato-
ry school seat belt laws 
include California, Florida, 
Louisiana, New Jersey and 
New York. Texas requires 
seat belts on school buses 
purchased after 2010.

“It’s time to have that 
conversation” about Ten-
nessee school bus safety, 
including seat belt require-
ments, Gov. Bill Haslam 
said Tuesday.

“We had a wreck last 
year in Knoxville with a 
school bus, last week in 
Nashville, and obviously, 
the tragedy in Chattanoo-
ga,” Haslam told. “I think it’s 
time to have all the parties 
come to the table and have 
a thoughtful conversation 
about what can we do to 
make our school buses as 
safe as we can.”

Tennessee’s individ-
ual local school districts 
are in charge of buses and 
bus safety, either operat-
ing buses themselves or by 
contracting with individual 
drivers or companies.

Most buses don’t have 
seat belts, and school 
authorities and operators 
have been resistant to 
changes in state law requir-
ing them to do so, citing 
enormous expenses.

A bill requiring new 
buses to be equipped with 
seat belts languished in the 
2015-2016 General Assem-
bly despite the Knoxville 
school bus tragedy.

But McCormick said he 
believes a measure can pass 
during the new 110th Gen-
eral Assembly that starts 
Jan. 10.

“I don’t want to point 
fingers who was against 
it because of the expens-
es,” McCormick said. “I’m 
sure it will be expensive. 
… But this is an area where 
the state should certainly 
step in and help with the 
expenses and not [make 
local systems] shoulder the 
entire burden.”

The lawmaker added: 
“It’s unfortunate it took a 
tragedy like this to focus 
attention on it, but some-
times that’s what it takes to 
wake people up.”

Favors, the House Dem-
ocratic minority whip, said 
she would introduce legisla-
tion to require seat belts in 
school buses when the Gen-
eral Assembly reconvenes 
in January.

She, too, noted a school 
bus seat belt bill was pro-
posed in response to a 
December 2014 Knoxville 
school bus crash that killed 
two students and a teacher’s 
aide. The bill was shipped 
off for summer legislative 
study in 2015.

It went nowhere in 2016, 
despite being restricted 
to only purchases of new 
school buses and extending 
the implementation date.

A fiscal analysis on the 
bill estimated that requiring 
buses purchased after July 
1, 2016, be equipped with 
safety restraint systems 
approved by the Nation-
al Transportation Safety 
Board would cost the state 
$5.53 million a year, or 
$49.77 million through Fis-
cal Year 2024-2025.

Local districts’ collective 
expenses would increase 
by $33.18 million a year or 
a total of $265.48 million 
from FY 2015/2016 through 
FY 2022-2023, according to 
Fiscal Review Committee 
analysts.

An investigation of 
the 2014 Knoxville crash 
revealed the bus driver was 
texting while driving when 
that accident occurred. 
Lawmakers did enact a law 
toughening sanctions on 
school bus drivers who text 
while driving.

McCormick said that 
with booming state sur-
pluses during the last fiscal 
year, the state can afford a 
one-time expenditure for 
current bus fleets main-
tained by local school dis-
tricts. And there should be 
money going forward as 
well to require new buses 
to have the safety features, 
he said.

“If you have the money, I 
can’t think of a better place 
to put it for our children 
going to and from school,” 
McCormick said.

He said he has reached 
out to other members of 
Hamilton County’s legisla-
tive delegation and believes 
they’ll be supportive.

McCormick said he can’t 
say with certainty wheth-
er seat belts would have 
helped in the Chattanooga 
crash.

“I don’t know. But some-
times you have to look at 
common sense,” he said. “If 
the bus is rolling over, rath-
er than having bodies flying, 
it would make better sense 
to have them strapped in. 
It’s the same concept you 
have in a car. I think com-
mon sense tells us it would 
help more often than not.”

Because the crash 
occurred in the Woodmore 
section of Favors’ district, 
McCormick said he has 
reached out to the Chat-
tanooga Democrat and 
offered to let her carry the 
bill and pledged to stand 
with her in pushing it 
through House committees.

The issue of school bus 
seat belts has long been 
debated at the state and 
national levels. Federal 
officials in years past have 
taken the position that bus 
seating provided adequate 
protection.

But last year, Dr. Mark 
Rosekind, administrator of 
the National Highway Traf-
fic Safety Administration, 
swung forcefully to the 
view that seat belts would 
help.

“The position of the 
National Highway Traffic 
Safety Administration is 
that seat belts save lives. 
That is true whether in a 
passenger car or in a big 
yellow bus,” Rosekind told 
a conference in November 
2015. “And saving lives is 
what we are about.

“So NHTSA’s policy is 
that every child on every 
school bus should have a 
three-point seat belt,” he 
added. “NHTSA will seek 
to use all the tools at our 
disposal to help achieve 
that goal, and today I want 
to launch a nationwide 
effort to get us there.”

Favors, meanwhile, said 
the entire Chattanooga 
community is in “a state 
of shock after this horrific 
accident.”

She said she rushed to 
the scene Monday after-
noon after Hamilton Coun-
ty Mayor Jim Coppinger 
called to inform her of 
the crash. She praised the 
response by police officers, 
emergency teams, Interim 
Superintendent Dr. Kirk 
Kelly, school workers and 
clergy.

“It is difficult to put into 
words how heartbreaking 
the scene was,” Favors said.

Favors added: “The chil-
dren who were on the bus 
and their classmates will 
have a long and difficult 
road to understand and 
comprehend this loss of life.

“We ask for prayers for 
the victims, their loved ones, 
and all the residents of our 
tight-knit community. I 
know that we will respond 
as we always do when ter-
rible things happen in Chat-
tanooga: with love, compas-
sion and caring.”

Contact staff writer 
Andy Sher at asher@
timesfreepress.com.
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What happenedWhat happened
On Monday, 24-year-old On Monday, 24-year-old 
Johnthony Walker was driving Johnthony Walker was driving Johnthony Walker was driving 
at a high rate of speed — in at a high rate of speed — in 
excess of the 30 mph limit — excess of the 30 mph limit — 
on Talley Road in Brainerd 
when he lost control of the when he lost control of the when he lost control of the when he lost control of the 
school bus he was driving school bus he was driving school bus he was driving 
and crashed, killing severaland crashed, killing severaland crashed, killing several
students aboard, according students aboard, according students aboard, according 
to his arrest affidavit. Records to his arrest affidavit. Records to his arrest affidavit. Records 
say Walker swerved to the say Walker swerved to the say Walker swerved to the 
right off the road, hit an right off the road, hit an 
elevated driveway and mail-elevated driveway and mail-elevated driveway and mail-
box, then swerved left and box, then swerved left and box, then swerved left and 
overturned, striking a overturned, striking a overturned, striking a 
telephone pole and tree. telephone pole and tree. telephone pole and tree. 
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B U S  C R A S H  T R A G E D Y

2 local lawmakers 
to push mandatory 
school bus seat belts
BY ANDY SHER
NASHVILLE BUREAU

STAFF PHOTO BY ANGELA LEWIS FOSTER

Belinda Hamilton talks Tuesday about being in an accident in Septermber on Sylvan Drive involving school bus driver 
Johnthony Walker. Walker was the driver of a school bus that crashed Monday, killing five Woodmore Elementary School 
students.

Crash
› CO N T I N U E D  F RO M  A1
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LIFESTYLE ORTHOPEDICS
Mon.-Thurs. 8am-12noon & 1-5pm • Fri. 8am-12noon

Erlanger Medical Mall, 979 E. Third Street, Suite A-245
423-778-4747   drmichaeltew.com

• Fractures, sprains, and soft tissue injuries 
• Specializing in arthroscopic surgery 
•  Shoulder, knee and hip replacement 

including partial knee replacement
• Patient calls returned same business day

Orthopedic WALK-IN SERVICE

Dr. W. Michael Tew and Nicole Scott, FNP
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LEASING • SALES • SERVICE • PARTS

The Ice Machine Experts

Don't Melt Away,
Call Icemakers Today!

Serving the Tri-State area for over 50 years!

423-622-0886 • Toll Free: 800-467-2135
6132 Airways Blvd • Icemakers.net 16
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     COMMERCIAL & RESIDENTIAL

Alpacasofgreatertn.com

FREE LAYAWAY

Alpacas of 
Greater Tennessee
10925 Hwy. 58, Georgetown, TN

423-344-5252 • 423-667-3374
greatertnalpacas@bellsouth.net

Alpaca is softer than cashmere, 
more lustrous than silk, warmer 
than anything but polar bear.

Alpaca is softer than cashmere, 

Annual Christmas Sale
Through December 31st • Call for Appointment
(Closed Nov. 26, Dec. 25 & 26)

10% OFF
with this ad
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INFINITI OF CHATTANOOGA
NOVEMBER 2016-#1.
CHATTANOOGA NEWSPAPER AD
3 col. x  10.5”
11.02.16

Like New. Cost Less.

Certified Pre-Owned INFINITIS are locally available 
exclusively at INFINITI OF CHATTANOOGA.

.99% APR interest 
rate available for  
Certified Pre-Owned.
6 year / Unlimited miles 
Certified Pre-Owned 
Limited Warranty 
available on most units.

2015 INFINITI QX60.........................Certified.. ...IP652........$39,000
2015 INFINITI QX60........................CertifIed......IP634........$36,500 
2015 INFINITI Q70...........................Certified.......IP653........$35,900 
2013 INFINITI JX35..........................Certified.......IP658.......$32,900
2013 INFINITI G37 Convertible.....Certified......IP649........$31,900
2015 INFINITI Q50 Premium.........Certified......IP641........$30,900
2015 INFINITI Q50 Premium.........Certified......IP643........$30,900

$399
MONTHLY LEASE

for 39 months

1.9% APR
PURCHASE

INTEREST RATE
60 Months

$319
MONTHLY LEASE

for 39 months

THIRD DRAFT - CHATTANOOGA N.P. AD #1
11.02.16

IH032, IH041

IH025, IH027

IG214, IG217

2017  3.0 TURBO PREMIUM

2017

7646 Lee Highway / I-75N @ Bonny Oaks Exit
Open: M-F 9a-7p, Sa 9a-6p, Closed Sundays

*All financial offers require credit approval. Leases: 39 months. 10,000 annual miles allowed with $.25 
penalty for miles over allowance. $0 security deposit. 10% cash cap reduction, tax, tag, license, $595 

customer service fee, and any options added are due at delivery.  Two or more are available. 
Offer expires:  11/30/2016.

$699
MONTHLY LEASE

for 39 months

.9% APR
PURCHASE

INTEREST RATE
60 Months

2016 - DRIVER’S ASSIST / THEATER

IG120, IG222

Remaining 2016s: 0% APR Purchase Rate / 72 Months

2015 INFINITI Q50 AWD  CERTIFIED IP665  $27,900
2015 INFINITI Q50 PREMIUM W/ NAV CERTIFIED IP641  $30,900
2015 INFINITI Q50 PREMIUM W/ NAV CERTIFIED IP643  $30,900
2015 INFINITI Q50 PREMIUM W/ NAV CERTIFIED IP642  $30,900
2014 INFINITI QX60  CERTIFIED IP634A $31,900
2015 INFINITI Q60 COUPE SPORT PKG CERTIFIED IP663 $32,900 
2015 INFINITI Q70 PREMIUM W/ NAV CERTIFIED IP653  $36,900
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Visit SearsOutlet.com for your local store. 
Between November 2 - December 31, 2016, Sears Hometown & Outlet 

Stores will donate 100% of customer donations to  
Make-A-Wish, with a minimum guarantee of $150,000 from all in-store 

holiday promotions. For more information, visit wish.org.

2016

 WISHWednesday 
Wednesday, November 23rd - ALL DAY 

Donate $5 or more to Make-A-Wish®  
to take advantage of our 

Thanksgiving Doorbusters early! 
Skip the long lines on Thanksgiving 
and help make wishes come true!

November 2nd - December 31st

Customers can donate any dollar amount  
this holiday season to help 
make wishes come true!
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3:20 p.m. — a bus crash with 
schoolchildren in it. But fire-
fighters were not concerned.

“We have those from 
time to time, so every-
body is not real ramped 
up when that comes in,” 
Adams said Tuesday.

But that changed as 
soon as the first units 
reached the crash site on 
Talley Road and supervi-
sors began hearing their 
radio conversations.

“You could hear it in 
their voices,” Adams said.

At the offices of Ham-
ilton County Emergency 
Medical Services, which 
dispatches ambulances 
countywide, the first indi-
cation the situation might 
be serious was a report the 
bus was on its side.

“That kind of ratchets it 
up a notch,” said Ken Wilk-
erson, director of emergen-
cy medical services.

The normal response 
is to send two ambulances 
and a supervisor, Wilker-
son said. Then the first 
units arrived at Talley 
Road and declared a mass 
casualty event, and the 
metro area’s emergency 
teams kicked into gear.

Adams and Wilkerson 
rushed to join Chatta-
nooga police Chief Fred 
Fletcher in an improvised 
command post a short dis-
tance from the wreckage.

“There were patients 
on backboards to the right, 
children who looked fine 
were a little farther up,” 
Adams said. “It was very 
heartbreaking, very chaot-
ic at first.”

Firefighters and EMTs 
began working to rescue 
children from the wreck-
age of the bus, which was 
twisted around a large tree.

“It was a very confined 
space,” Adams said. “The 
way the bench seats are 
made, they crumpled up 
and made a pinch point, 
and it was difficult to 
move tools.”

“We realized the impor-
tance and urgency of the 
situation. It started hitting 
home when you heard 

parents asking about their 
kids,” he said. “It was emo-
tional for me personally, 
knowing what our fire-
fighters were doing inside 
that bus.”

“You had a totally col-
lapsed interior with chil-
dren trapped in the bus,” 
Wilkerson said. “We had 
both paramedics and fire-
fighters inside the bus pro-
viding patient care while 
[firefighters] were remov-
ing parts of the bus to gain 
access — seats, walls, ceil-
ing panels, anything.”

F i re f i g h t e r s  u s e d 
saws and the Jaws of Life 
machinery to push apart 
and cut through metal.

One child was pinned 
for two hours inside the 
wreckage. The victim 
“was alert and talkative 
the whole time, and the 
firefighters really bonded,” 
Adams said.

But firefighters never 
learned the child’s name 
or the extent of his or her 
injuries.

“One bad thing about 
the fire service is that we 
don’t know the outcome of 
how those patients even 
do,” Adams said. “We’re 
hopeful we’ll get informa-
tion later on.”

Fortunately, there were 
no fuel leaks and there-
fore no threat of a fire. A 
risk of sparks “would have 
changed everything about 
the tools we could have 
used,” Adams said.

In all, Hamilton County 
EMS sent 12 ambulances, 
and four private ambulance 
services added another 10, 

Wilkerson estimated.
At Erlanger, security 

guards rushed to the lobby 
of T.C. Thompson Chil-
dren’s Hospital emergency 
room and asked reporters 
to leave to create a safe 
space for parents. Large 
blue curtains were draped 
across the sides of the por-
tal outside the emergency 
room, to prevent bystand-
ers from watching as chil-
dren were carried inside, 
many on stretchers.

There were occasional 
outbursts of tears or anger 
as family members arrived.

For hospital person-
nel, a major headache was 
identifying their young 
patients, so they could 
connect them with their 
parents.

“They were all young 
children and they had no 
IDs with them when they 
arrived, and none of their 
parents were present,” Dr. 
Darvey Koller, medical 
director for the emergen-
cy room at Children’s Hos-
pital, said in a press con-
ference Tuesday evening. 
“They were all wearing 
uniforms and many were 
scared or too dazed to talk 
to us. Many were unable 
to spell their names, they 
didn’t know their birth-
dates, and they didn’t 
know their parents’ names. 
Several said ‘Mama’ when 
asked what their mother’s 
name was.”

Hospital staffers took 
photos of the children 
and then relayed them to 
school teachers at Wood-
more Elementary School 
to establish their identity 
and contact their parents.

E r l a n ge r  o f f i c i a l s 
praised the rapid response 
to the accident, both 
inside and outside the 
hospital. “People dropped 
what they were doing and 
immediately went into 
action to help,” Erlanger 
Chief Operating Officer 
Rob Brooks said.

Children’s Hospital sur-
geon Dr. Lisa Smith thanked 
EMS workers and other 
first responders on the 
scene who “encountered 
horrific scenes and did an 
incredible job keeping the 
kids warm and safe.”

She noted that at one 
point, she looked up and 
saw dozens of her former 
professors at the UT Col-
lege of Medicine in Chat-
tanooga, as well as other 
staffers from throughout 
the hospital “all lined up 
wanting to help.”

Koller noted that many 
of the 19 children who were 
treated and released suf-
fered from cuts and bruises 
and sore wrists or ankles. 
Hospital staffers were able 
to treat and release all of 
them within about two 
hours after they arrived at 
the hospital, he said.

While he has seen many 
terrible accidents in his 40 
years as a paramedic, EMS 
Director Wilkerson said 
this one stood out.

“When it involves kids, 
it takes it to a different 
level,” he said.

“I think the worst part 
was watching parents go 
into the rooms and come 
out sobbing,” one emergen-
cy room staffer said. “A lot 
of them had to be wheeled 
out in wheelchairs.”

Many firefighters and 
emergency rescuers are 
only now coming to terms 
with the emotional impact 
of Monday’s rescue effort.

“We are very good 
at taking care of busi-
ness while it is going on 
— there was no yelling, 
no screaming, everyone 
was very methodical,” 
Fire Chief Adams said. 
“They’re trained to do 
what they do … the emo-
tions don’t come into it 
until it is over.”

But at the same time, he 
said, “In your mind you’re 
going, ‘How could this 
happen?’ There is kind of 
just disbelief.”

“We all have children, 
grandchildren, nieces 
and nephews. Those kids 
were our family,” Wilker-
son said. “We hurt just like 
everyone does.”

Contact staff writer 
Steve Johnson at 423-757-
6673, sjohnson@timesfree 
press.com, on Twitter  
@stevejohnsonTFP, and 
on Facebook, www.face-
book.com/noogahealth.

Responders
› CO N T I N U E D  F RO M  A1

“Many were scared or 
too dazed to talk to 

us. Many were unable 
to spell their names, 

they didn’t know their 
birthdates, and they 

didn’t know their 
parents’ names. Sev-

eral said ‘Mama’ when 
asked what their 

mother’s name was.”
– DARVEY KOLLER, 

MEDICAL DIRECTOR FOR 
THE EMERGENCY ROOM AT 

CHILDREN’S HOSPITAL


