“THE VOLUNTEER FIRE FIGHTER AS AN ARSONIST”
BY Michael Lane

A conspiracy of silence and rampant arson shakes a community and its Volunteer fire department in Wallingford, Vermont in May 2008.

Volunteer Fire Fighters as arsonists appears to be a contradiction in terms. Unfortunately two recent cases in bucolic Vermont point out an unfortunate reality. A reality, that although rare, caste a wide net on a time honored tradition of helping one’s neighbors. It is a tradition that goes back to the Colonial Days in America.
In MAY, 2008 Vermont State Police Detective Sgt. Thomas Williams investigated a fire in Manchester Vermont in which two former Junior Fire Fighters were charged with allegedly setting a factory on fire.


On May 21, 2008 Williams again found himself in the uncomfortable position of arresting six people associated with the Wallingford, Vermont Volunteer Fire Department on a variety of charges stemming from intentionally setting over eighteen fires in the area. The charges remain allegations with a trial set for August.

What is so stunning in the second case was that among the people facing allegations were two ranking officers. Williams had been assigned an investigation regarding a series of brush fires in the area over a couple of years. It had become an “open secret” that something was amiss. Wallingford, a town of about 2000, could serve as a poster child for the Vermont Tourist industry. It is New England personified. Yet there was a secret that no one was willing to address in the town. 

Over the years this writer has periodically lectured on the topic “The Volunteer Fire Fighter as an Arsonist”. In 1972 when I first addressed the subject to a group of New York State Volunteer fire fighters in Monticello, N.Y. it was not well received. That of course is the polite way of explaining my reception. Unfortunately about three years later the area was shocked to find that a group of Volunteers had given their retiring Chief a send off by burning down an abandoned hotel.

Having served as a firefighter for nearly thirty years and investigated fires as a professional fire investigator I thought I had seen it all. Unfortunately no fire fighter can be prepared for the type of situation found in Wallingford, Vt. Frankly, no community should even expect such an event.

Sgt. Williams has spent nearly seventeen years investigating fires and is also the President of the Vermont Chapter of the International Association of Arson Investigators. He is no amateur when it comes to fire investigations. He has indicated that the only explanation he got from the suspects is that “they were bored”. They would allegedly set the fires and then rush to the fire house to wait for the siren to sound and then rush off to fight the fire or stop by a friends house near the fire hall and wait for the signal so they could race to the fire.

In the end The Fire Chief resigned after over thirty five years of serving his community and the alleged suspects face serious jail time. For Williams it is a particular disappoint since he has served as a fire fighter in both New York and Vermont for over twenty years. 

This case deserves to be reviewed for the implications it has for the fire service. Whatever went wrong here deserves our attention and analysis.


It appears there were warning signs. The most obvious is fires that have no other explanation but to be intentionally set coupled with a rise in such incidents in a particular fire district. There were brush fires and a series of “thrill fires” to liven up the day for otherwise bored firefighters. That one fact fed into what I call the conspiracy of silence. Seemingly many people were becoming suspicious but no one wanted to alert the officials. Vermont does have tip line for reporting arsons but there was no tips coming.

Sgt. Williams has earned a reputation in the Northeast for his work in tackling serial fire setters and cold cases. Yet, he is hard pressed to explain the firefighter as a serial fire setter.

Unfortunately the scenario of the “volunteer fire fighter as an arsonist” has been played out many times. Monticello, New York played host to such an event several years ago. Garrison, New York still talks about the two fire fighters who sidelined as arsonists. Vermont, in all its beauty, may hold the current record for the sheer number of people allegedly operating as arsonists in one fire department but it is not alone. There may be more of these types of situations than we really wish to acknowledge.

The one sign that should alert every Fire Chief and every fire investigator is a spike in unexplained fires. Generally they involve brush fires, abandoned buildings, and dumpsters. The fire setter is not looking to hurt anyone in most cases. He/she is looking for the excitement. 
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