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After the quake, it took more than
two months to repair Interstate 10 and
that was considered significantly fast.

LA Mayor Karen Bass acknowledged
the havoc another closure of I-10 will
have.

“It’s disrupting in every way, whether
you are talking about traveling to and
from work or your child care plans and
the flow of goods and commerce, this
will disrupt the lives of Angelenos,” Bass
said. “So I will not settle for anything
other than a rebuilding plan and a time-
line that becomes a new model for
speed.”

The highway’s columns were charred
and chipped, guardrails along the deck
were left twisted and blackened, and
crews had shored up the most damaged
section for the safety of workers clear-
ing the debris. It’s still unclear what
structural damage, if any, the blaze
caused to the freeway. Engineers were
assessing the situation Monday.

“This isn’t going to be resolved in a
couple of days, and it’s not going to take
a couple years,” Federal Highway Ad-
ministrator Shailen Bhatt told The As-
sociated Press. “But whether it’s weeks
or months, we’re still too early to tell.”

The closure is expected to be felt well
beyond the city. The twin ports of LA
and Long Beach are among the nation’s
largest and handle more than half the
goods coming into the U.S., he said,
adding that President Joe Biden had
been briefed.

“The ports are still open and the
goods will still flow, but when you re-
move a section of the interstate that car-
ries 300,000 vehicles a day, there’s go-
ing to be spillover impacts,” Bhatt said.
“The concern there is the quicker we can
get this open, the faster we can remove
an impediment.”

Bhatt said the fiery June 11 crash of a
tractor-trailer hauling gasoline in Phila-
delphia that collapsed an elevated sec-
tion of Interstate 95, snarling traffic and
hurting area businesses, highlights
what such disasters can do to not only a
city but the nation. It reopened less than
two weeks later due to a quick rebuild.

LA drivers were tested Monday dur-
ing the first weekday commute follow-
ing the raging fire beneath an elevated

section of I-10. Some freeway exits
backed up as drivers were forced to use
crowded surface streets to bypass the
damaged freeway stretch south of
downtown.

Some routes, however, had lighter
traffic, suggesting drivers heeded warn-
ings from the city to make alternate
plans. Cellphones were blasted with a
predawn reminder for residents to plan
different routes or expect significant de-
lays.

Downtown LA seemed “more quiet
than usual” on Monday, said Blair Be-
sten, director of LA’s Historic Core busi-
ness improvement district. She said she
worried about another hit to businesses
just emerging from the economic down-
turn due to the coronavirus pandemic
lockdowns.

“I hope folks aren’t listening to lead-
ership calling them to work from home!”
Besten said. “Our businesses are just
bouncing back from the COVID shut-
downs. Business was just getting good.”

The cause of the fire Saturday is un-
der investigation.

Flames reported around 12:20 a.m.
Saturday ripped through two storage
lots in an industrial area beneath the
highway, burning parked cars, stacks of
wooden pallets and support poles for
high-tension power lines, city fire Chief
Kristin Crowley said. No injuries were
reported.

At least 16 homeless people living un-
derneath the highway were evacuated
and brought to shelters. Officials said
there was no immediate indication that
the blaze began at the encampment.

More than 160 firefighters responded
to the blaze, which spread across 8 acres
and burned for three hours.

LA residents have a history of re-
sponding well to warnings of traffic
troubles. Warnings of “Carmageddon”
for a full freeway closure in 2011 resulted
in a widespread reduction in traffic. A
predicted “Jamzilla” in 2014 proved not
to be monstrous, and fears of massive
traffic snarls failed to materialize during
the 1984 Olympics.

California Secretary of Transporta-
tion Toks Omishakin told a news con-

ference Monday that two contractors
have been hired – one to work on clean-
ing up the hazardous material under the
freeway and the other to shore up the
freeway.

Core samples were being tested from
the superstructure, decks and columns
to determine next steps but officials
warned it was uncertain how long the
repairs could take.

Repairs will require environmental
waivers and federal funding, officials
said.

In 2011, a fire from a poorly main-
tained fuel tanker that burst into flames
damaged a stretch of State Route 60 – a
key freeway connecting LA with its
eastern suburbs – and took six months
to reopen at a cost of $40 million.

“Please know that we’re determining
the best course of action for getting this
bridge back open as quickly and as safe-
ly as possible,” Omishakin said.

Omishakin said storage yards under
highways are common statewide and
across the country. He said the practice
would be reevaluated following the fire.

Ertugrul Taciroglu, chair of the civil
and environmental engineering depart-
ment at UCLA, said “the unique chal-
lenge for these kinds of urban bridges is
real estate is really expensive and hard
to come by.”

“Every piece of land is being utilized,
so I can see the pressure or the incen-
tives for making use of these spaces un-
der these highways,” he said.

Newsom declared a state of emer-
gency Saturday afternoon and directed
the state Department of Transportation
to request federal assistance.

The governor said Sunday that Cali-
fornia has been in litigation with the
owner of the business leasing the stor-
age property where the fire started. The
lease is expired, Newsom said, and the
business had been in arrears while sub-
leasing the space. “This is a site we were
aware of, this is a lessee we were aware
of,” he said.

Homeless encampments are also
common sights near Southern Califor-
nia highways. In 2020, the city and
county of Los Angeles agreed to provide
housing for almost 7,000 people who
lived under freeways and near exit and
entrance ramps. In approving the deal, a
federal judge said unhoused residents
in those areas face particularly deadly
hazards including pollutants and pass-
ing cars.
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An aerial view shows the I-10 freeway, also called the Santa Monica Freeway, in
Los Angeles on Monday. ROBYN BECK/AFP VIA GETTY IMAGES

RAYMOND, Miss. – The body of a Mis-
sissippi man who died after being hit by a
police SUV driven by an off-duty officer
was exhumed Monday, months after offi-
cials failed to notify his family of his
death.

At a news conference, civil rights at-
torney Ben Crump, local leaders and
family members of 37-year-old Dexter
Wade said they had hired an indepen-
dent medical examiner to perform an au-
topsy on the man’s body. They will also
give him a proper funeral. While Dexter
Wade’s remains were released Monday,
his family said officials failed to honor
the agreed-upon time approved by a
county attorney for exhuming the body.

“Now, I ask, can I exhume my child
and try to get some peace and try to get a
state of mind,” said Dexter Wade’s moth-
er, Bettersten Wade. “Now y’all take that
from me. I couldn’t even see him come
out of the ground.”

Dexter Wade’s family members, his
attorneys and other witnesses said they
did not get to see the exhumation be-
cause it took place hours before county
officials said it would. In a letter, a copy of
which was reviewed by The Associated
Press, Hinds County Board Attorney To-
ny Gaylor told Dennis Sweet, one of Bet-
tersten Wade’s attorneys, that the body
would be exhumed at 11:30 a.m.

Gaylor did not immediately respond
to emails and phone calls requesting
comment.

The Rev. Ronald Moore of Stronger
Hope Baptist Church said he arrived at
the cemetery near the Hinds County Pe-
nal Farm in the Jackson suburb of Ray-
mond around 10:30 a.m. He said officials
told him the body was already gone.
Then he was told the body still might be
there. But Moore, Dexter Wade’s family
and the attorneys didn’t see the body un-
til hours later, after it was exhumed.

“It’s a low-down dirty shame what
happened today,” Crump said. “What
happened to Dexter Wade in March and
what happened to Dexter Wade here to-
day reeks to the high heavens.”

Bettersten Wade last saw her son
when he left home on March 5, Crump
said. She filed a missing persons report a
few days later. Bettersten Wade said it
was late August before she learned her
son had been killed by a Jackson Police
Department vehicle as he crossed Inter-
state 55 the day she last saw him.

A coroner identified Dexter Wade
partly from a bottle of prescription medi-
cation he had with him, and the coroner
called a medical clinic to get information
about his next of kin, Crump said. The
coroner was unable to reach Bettersten
Wade but told Jackson police multiple
times to contact her, Crump said.

Dexter Wade was buried in a pauper’s
cemetery before the family was notified
of his death, NBC News reported.

City officials, including Jackson May-
or Chokwe Antar Lumumba, have said
the episode was an accident and that

there was no malicious intent. On Mon-
day, Crump repeated his call for a U.S.
Department of Justice investigation into
the circumstances surrounding Dexter
Wade’s death and its aftermath. That call
was repeated Monday by U.S. Rep. Ben-
nie Thompson, whose district includes
most of Jackson.

“The system owes Mr. Wade’s family
an explanation for the callous manner in
which his untimely death was mishan-
dled,” Thompson said in a statement.

A funeral will be conducted Nov. 20.
On Monday, Bettersten Wade wanted

to see her son’s body lifted from the
ground. Instead, she had to settle for see-
ing it lifted from the back of the coroner’s
vehicle into a funeral home hearse.

“They put him in the ground without
my permission,” Bettersten Wade said.
“They dug him up without my permis-
sion.”

Family didn’t know of man’s burial
Body exhumed
months after he was
struck by police SUV
Michael Goldberg
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Surrounded by family members and holding hands with civil rights attorney Ben Crump, center right, Bettersten Wade
watches as her son’s body is transferred after being exhumed from a pauper’s cemetery Monday near the Hinds County
Penal Farm in Raymond, Miss. ROGELIO V. SOLIS/AP
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