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ramp. 1 

So, I’m pushing it up to deck ten, I push it up, and I park 2 

the vehicle that I’m pushing up, and I’m looking outside the 3 

window, I’m, like, waiting for my partner to get back in the car 4 

and all of my coworkers are just screaming Gaven, get out the car.  5 

I was like what happened?  The whole engine compartment, and it’s 6 

coming through the passenger window was flames on fire.  So, I run 7 

out of the Jeep, run to the wall, grab a fire extinguisher that 8 

was on the wall, ran -- start putting the fire extinguisher into 9 

the engine compartment of the Jeep and now crewmates are all doing 10 

the same thing.  But they’re pointing it on the floor for some 11 

reason.  So, I emptied one fire extinguisher and then I grabbed 12 

one from the crewmate that was -- maybe had a little bit left in 13 

it and I finished spraying.  Then it just got worse and worse and 14 

then I basically ran off the ship.  My foreman was walking up to 15 

come get me and that’s really it basically. 16 

Q. Did you ever go back to the ship after that?  After you had 17 

left? 18 

A. So, I walked off and I was hanging out outside the ramp.  I 19 

called my dad, told him everything that happened and I hung out 20 

and waiting for the fire department to come. 21 

Q. And then also, too, sir, could you talk a little bit about 22 

your background, your time that you’ve been working with the 23 

company, how long you’ve been working with them, and your maritime 24 

experience? 25 
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A. So, I started working in July of 2021.  I’m a lasher, so we 1 

secure cargo and unsecure cargo from the ships.  So, this ship is 2 

-- we put cars on, used, kind of junky cars on, sending to Africa.  3 

Before this, we disconnect the batteries, we lash them to the 4 

ship, we push -- we use the push trucks to push them onto the ship 5 

until the labor is done. 6 

Q. Okay, and are they all trucks or are they Jeeps too? 7 

A. So, it’s -- I was driving the Jeep and then the rest are all 8 

pickup trucks with weights in the back. 9 

Q. I see, so could you talk more about the process you mentioned 10 

about disconnecting batteries and the process for preparing the 11 

vehicles for loading?  Could you talk about that a little bit? 12 

A. So, there’s -- for this ship, I think they hired, like, over 13 

20 people to -- lashers from AMS.  So, there’s a group of people 14 

outside jumpstarting the cars, making it -- seeing if they will 15 

start and then the long shoremen come in and drive those cars on.  16 

Then they -- we -- when they’re on the ship, you disconnect the 17 

batteries so no fires start when the vehicle’s on the voyage.  So, 18 

we tape -- cap and tape the negative terminal and tuck it down 19 

underneath the batter so it doesn’t attach to anything or 20 

whatever.   21 

Then there’s another group where -- is -- they’re grabbing 22 

car straps and lashing it to each wheel of the car.  So, you just 23 

-- one strap per wheel, so four straps per car.  Then there’s 24 

another group -- what I was doing later on in the day -- first, I 25 
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was -- that day I was disconnecting the batteries.  Then later, 1 

they needed another push team because there was a lot more push 2 

cars.  So, we were -- I got in the Jeep with my partner and we 3 

were pushing cars on from, I guess, like, 4:00 until 9:00 at 4 

night. 5 

Q. What time would you say the fire erupted? 6 

A. So, I remember pushing that car up, it was around 9:00 -- no, 7 

8:50.  So, it takes two, three, four minutes to push it up because 8 

the Jeep just goes, like, two miles per hour up the ramp.  Then 9 

the fire started probably around 8:54, 8:55, something around that 10 

time, and then I was off of the ship by 9:03.  So, it all happened 11 

in, like, the span of ten minutes, basically. 12 

Q. And then just to verify the deck that you were on? 13 

A. It was deck ten. 14 

Q. Deck ten? 15 

A. Yes. 16 

Q. Could you discuss a little bit about the training that you 17 

received for your job -- to do your responsibilities? 18 

A. So, the training is you come in and people hire up than you 19 

show you what to do basically.  So, when I first started, they 20 

showed me how to -- this is an easier way to lash the car, so you 21 

pull it from the strap from this way and they show you -- like, 22 

they basically partner you up with a person for your first day and 23 

they show you how to do it.   24 

Then for pushing they -- basically, you start out in the car, 25 
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being pushed, so you’re not actually driving the Jeep -- the push 1 

vehicle.  You start out by just steering the dead vehicle.  So, 2 

you’re steering the dead vehicle on and then if you have more 3 

seniority than the person, you go in the actual easier position, 4 

just driving the Jeep, or the trucks, or whatever.  So, there 5 

wasn’t really -- like, the training was just someone there shows 6 

you what to do.  There is training for container ships, but I 7 

mostly do car ships and I was trained for the container ships. 8 

Q. I see, then in regards to any safety measures or safety 9 

protocol, could you discuss, you know, some of the procedures that 10 

you are given as far as the whole evolution and what you -- you 11 

know, what the company has in place for safety protocols? 12 

A. On container ships, you have to wear a hard hat.  On car 13 

ships, you don’t have to wear a hard hat because there’s nothing 14 

that’s going to fall on your head, you’re inside. That’s really, 15 

like, all the safety, I guess.  There are fire extinguishers on 16 

the walls of the ship if there is a fire, which I tried doing.  17 

Other things is when they’re pulling the car in or driving the 18 

car, just make sure you’re out of the way, don’t let them park the 19 

car first, like, meaning a long shoreman.  Let them park the car 20 

first because sometimes they don’t have brakes.  Sometimes you -- 21 

they can't stop and they will hit the other car in front of them.  22 

So, that’s one of the things that my foreman and my boss tell me, 23 

just stand away.  Just let them park, like, a whole line of cars 24 

first, then you can go in and start lashing or disconnecting the 25 
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batteries and doing all that stuff. 1 

Q. Before you noticed the vehicle having a fire, was there 2 

anything abnormal that you could tell with the vehicle? 3 

A. So, the vehicle started off where I was able to push the cars 4 

up on the ship at a reasonable speed and then it started to slow 5 

down.  But I thought it was just because I’ve been using it all 6 

day.  So, it started slowing down when I’m pushing it up -- the 7 

vehicle up, sometimes it can't make it up the ramp and I have to 8 

back it back down.  So, I noticed that and then the transmission 9 

seemed to make a funny noise as I’m pushing it up -- this last 10 

vehicle up to deck ten.  So, I pushed it up already and 11 

everything’s up there and the vehicle caught on fire. 12 

Q. And when you noticed the fire erupting, it was the vehicle 13 

that you were using that -- 14 

A. Yes, that was -- the only vehicle I saw on fire was the 15 

vehicle I was driving. 16 

Q. And not the vehicle being pushed or loaded? 17 

A. No. 18 

Q. For the vehicle that was being pushed or loaded, do you 19 

recall what kind of vehicle that was? 20 

A. I think it was silver.  That’s all I remember. 21 

Q. Okay, SUV, passenger? 22 

A. I’d been -- I was pushing a lot of vehicles that day.  All 23 

sedans, SUVs, I don’t recall which it was. 24 

Q. Okay. 25 
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vehicle, right, because they’re being tested? 1 

A. Uh huh. 2 

Q. And then they’re being disconnected? 3 

A. So, outside in the field, you jumpstart them to see if it 4 

starts.  If it starts, the longshoreman gets in the car and drives 5 

it onto the car -- onto the vessel.  Then there’s people like me, 6 

I was up there, they pop the hood, disconnect the negative 7 

terminal, put a cap on it, and tape it, and tuck it.  So, now all 8 

the hoods are open, so that tells us that battery -- that car has 9 

dumped -- that battery has disconnected.  Then you just -- and 10 

then if that vehicle outside doesn’t start, then that’s a push 11 

vehicle.  You pop it into neutral, then a push truck will come by, 12 

push it onto the ship, then the same process.  You pop the hood, 13 

if there is a battery in it, sometimes there’s no battery in it, 14 

you disconnect the battery and you do the same process, cap it, 15 

and tape it, and put it back. 16 

Q. So, when it’s identified that it doesn’t start and it has to 17 

become a push vehicle essentially, that battery is not 18 

disconnected until after it’s loaded? 19 

A. Yes, so it’s -- once it’s on the ship, it goes, lines up with 20 

every other car.  So, we worked from deck -- the deck on the very 21 

top, deck 11, deck ten.  I was running back and forth from deck 22 

two, to deck six, just disconnecting all the batteries until they 23 

needed another push team out there.  Then everyone boosts up, 24 

basically.  So, like, someone takes my job as disconnecting 25 
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batters, so then there’s less people actually lashing the cars 1 

towards the end. 2 

Q. Okay, so in regard to this vehicle being pushed at the time, 3 

that battery would still have been connected? 4 

A. Yes, because it -- I literally just parked it and the guy did 5 

not have time to go over there when the fire started to disconnect 6 

the battery. 7 

Q. I see, and then in regards to any firefighting training, 8 

could you discuss any firefighting training that you get through 9 

your company? 10 

A. I don’t get any firefighting training through my company.  11 

The reason why I grabbed the fire extinguisher is just because of 12 

my personality, and my dad was a fire fighter, and my grandfather 13 

was a fire fighter.  So, I just -- that was my first instinct, 14 

there’s a fire, grab a -- try to put it out and I am also trying 15 

to become a union fireman too.  So, I don’t -- my company didn’t 16 

give me any training, but my dad showed me how to use a fire 17 

extinguisher, how to do all that stuff. 18 

Q. And then how about any safety procedures being discussed 19 

between the crew members on board the vessel and yourselves or 20 

your coworkers?  Is there any discussion there between the two 21 

groups? 22 

A. So, we don’t really talk to the crewmates at all.  My 23 

coworkers, unless we need more lashing gear, that’s really it, we 24 

don’t really ask them any questions or anything like that.  So, if 25 
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that answers that question. 1 

Q. And do you recall -- after taking the fire extinguisher, 2 

trying to put it out, do you recall any other actions from 3 

crewmembers on board afterwards? 4 

A. So, there was about four or five crewmembers with fire 5 

extinguishers, at the time, with me, trying to put it out and I 6 

left and they were still up there.  But I believe every crewmember 7 

made it out safe from the ship. 8 

Q. And you mentioned about the pusher vehicle that you had, you 9 

know, with its performance and hearing some sounds there.  Have 10 

you experienced issues with other pusher vehicles before? 11 

A. They have stalled out before.  But then the next day or 12 

whatever, the next time we have that ship, they’re usually fixed 13 

back up to running.  So, someone is taking care of it.  I have no 14 

clue who, though. 15 

Q. And then just from your experience with these pusher vehicles 16 

and operating them, you know, overall, do they seem very adequate 17 

for the job? 18 

A. They’re just older vehicles.  That’s all.  They look like 19 

older vehicles you see on the road. That’s all I know basically.  20 

Q. Well, I also have a picture here I would like to show you  21 

of -- 22 

A. That’s one of the vehicles. 23 

Q. This would be -- yes, okay. 24 

A. So, the Jeep has a smaller push bar that is in front and it’s 25 
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like to shift it over to Mr. Bart, here, from NTSB. 1 

MR. BARNUM:  Thanks, Joe. 2 

BY MR. BARNUM:  3 

Q. Hey, Gaven, Bart from NTSB.  You’re doing great, good job.  I 4 

do have a few follow-on questions.  I’m going to be jumping around 5 

quite a bit.  But -- so, I have never done your job, I’ve never 6 

loaded a car carrier, so I just wanted to ask you real quick if 7 

you could explain the players of the operation to me?  So, correct 8 

if I’m wrong, so you are a lasher, you work for AMS? 9 

A. Yes. 10 

Q. And then there’s also stevedores and they drive the vehicles 11 

that are drivable.  What else do they do? 12 

A. They are longshoremen, so they drive the vehicles that are 13 

operatable, they will direct traffic on the vessel, they will park 14 

the vehicle so there is someone standing in front of it going like 15 

this, moving, like telling the other people to steer the vehicle.  16 

They are -- that’s basically it.  They -- that’s for car vehicles 17 

-- car ships.  On container ships, they do a completely different 18 

job. 19 

Q. So, why wouldn’t they also do your job? 20 

A. They don’t. 21 

Q. I mean, just -- for -- why wouldn’t they do that?  Seeing as 22 

they do everything else, why wouldn’t they also operate the 23 

pushers and lash the vehicles? 24 

A. Because we’re -- it’s a different company. 25 
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Q. A different union? 1 

A. It’s the same union, we’re just -- I believe we’re an outside 2 

company going into the -- 3 

Q. Okay, and then there’s also the vessel’s crew? 4 

A. Yes. 5 

Q. They’re also working alongside.  What are they doing? 6 

A. They are just there to -- they basically live on the ship, 7 

they run the ship, and all that stuff.  My understanding of that 8 

is I always ask them if I run out of gear -- like, if straps, 9 

chains, all that stuff, then I would ask them where is the gear, 10 

or where do I find them, or can you please bring me some more 11 

gear.  That’s all I ask them and I think that’s what they’re there 12 

for. 13 

Q. Okay, so how many -- at a given time, how many stevedores, 14 

longshoremen, are on board, how many pushers are on board? 15 

A. It could vary about how many tons.  So, like, usually they’ll 16 

hire 20, 30 car drivers, so there’s 20, 30 longshoremen, plus 17 

people parking.  So, I guess we’ll say five, or six, seven, eight 18 

people parking.  Then people pointing to direct traffic, so 19 

another five people there.  So, give or take, like, 50 people for 20 

longshoremen aspect.  But I’m not part of any of that.  I’m a 21 

lasher. 22 

Q. So, how many lashers would there be? 23 

A. So, lashers on this ship, it -- probably anywhere -- it 24 

depends on how many cars it is, then it goes by order how many 25 
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cars -- I think we’re supposed to lash around 20 cars an hour.  1 

So, it goes by that and then how many hours they believe the ship 2 

will take.  So, vary every ship. 3 

Q. I understand that people are constantly moving on and off.  4 

Is there any kind of means to account who’s on board and who’s 5 

off? 6 

A. I don’t think so.  I don’t know. 7 

Q. So, you’re not telling anybody I’m on, and then when you come 8 

off, hey, I’m off?  They’re not checking you off or anything? 9 

A. No. 10 

Q. Okay, I want to talk a little bit about your Jeep, the 11 

pusher.  You said it was -- first off, how large -- how many are 12 

in the fleet of pushers? 13 

A. One, two, three, four, five, I think. 14 

Q. There’s only five of these? 15 

A. Yeah. 16 

Q. So, there’s four of these trucks and then one Jeep? 17 

A. Yeah, and then one Jeep. 18 

Q. Did the Jeep have weight in the back?  I know you said the 19 

trucks did. 20 

A. No, I don’t think so. 21 

Q. No? 22 

A. No. 23 

Q. Okay, and then you had said that you don’t have training on 24 

operating it, it’s just if you have a driver’s license? 25 
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A. Yeah. 1 

Q. Is there any pre-operation checks that you do prior to 2 

starting it and starting pushing? 3 

A. I got in and it started, so that’s a good sign, and then I 4 

drove it to go get another car, so it sounded perfectly fine until 5 

the very end when it didn’t sound like a -- 6 

Q. Yeah, is that common that they don’t start when you -- 7 

A. Sometimes, if the last shift it did stall out or whatever, 8 

sometimes they don’t, a dead battery, all that stuff.  But I 9 

rarely am on pushers.  I started two years ago, so I don’t have 10 

that much seniority.  Rarely, in the past year now, I’ve started 11 

getting more seniority, so I’ve been starting to do it a lot more.  12 

So, I probably did it -- probably ten, 12 times before this. 13 

 UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER:  Can you explain to him when you say 14 

seniority because I didn’t know like -- 15 

 MR. PUCHINSKY:  So, this -- 16 

 UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER:  So, the senior guy gets in the front? 17 

 MR. PUCHINSKY:  So, senior -- the top guy in seniority on 18 

that ship will do the easier job. 19 

 MR. BARNUM:  Right. 20 

 MR. PUCHINSKY:  So, the easier job is, basically, either 21 

jumpstarting the cars outside, or driving the push truck, or 22 

sitting in the vehicle being pushed.  Then it goes back, 23 

disconnecting the batteries because you’re on the ship, then it 24 

goes lashing. 25 
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 BY MR. BARNUM:  1 

Q. Okay, so out of those ten times you’ve been a pusher -- 2 

A. Nothing ever happened like this to me. 3 

Q. Yeah, I was going to ask you, have you ever had a truck stall 4 

on you while operating it? 5 

A. No. 6 

Q. How many times had you operated the Jeep before? 7 

A. Multiple times before for other -- like yard cleanup, we use 8 

it just to get it around the yard and it never -- it had a flat 9 

tire once, but that’s really all I remember of -- 10 

 UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER:  You never had a stall? 11 

 MR. PUCHINSKY:  No, I never.  My coworkers tell me about it. 12 

 BY MR. BARNUM:   13 

Q. What did they tell you? 14 

A. That it just stalled when they try putting it into gear. 15 

Q. So, your coworkers -- I assume this was after the incident or 16 

when did they tell you -- 17 

A. No, this was, like, maybe months before or whatever.  Oh, 18 

this vehicle doesn’t start anymore, it keeps stalling out or stuff 19 

like that. 20 

Q. And do they just tell you or is there someone else they can 21 

report to? 22 

A. They tell the superintendents at Ports America and they 23 

usually tell someone else, I don’t know who, to fix it. 24 

Q. Yeah, did that vehicle have a reputation of being the lemon 25 
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of the bunch or was it known not to -- 1 

A. No, it just didn’t have air conditioning in it, so they 2 

didn’t -- they don’t really like using it because it’s hot, 90 3 

degrees out, and you are in the car.  The windows all roll down, 4 

though. 5 

Q. Okay, on the day of the incident, how much fuel was in it? 6 

A. Oh, I didn’t even -- I don’t even know.  I don’t remember. 7 

Q. Yeah, you don’t remember.  You don’t check the fuel gauge or 8 

check the oil? 9 

A. Usually, if it runs out of gas, someone comes and just fills 10 

it back up.  I didn’t check.  I didn’t even think to even check. 11 

Q. While you were operating it -- I guess your colleagues had 12 

said that it had stalled before and whatnot, but while you were 13 

operating it, at any time, the day of the incident or before, 14 

would you ever get any dash alarms or was there any active alarms 15 

on the dash? 16 

A. Low tire pressure.  That’s all I remember.  I don’t think 17 

there was anything else. 18 

Q. What’s that one look like? 19 

A. A little, like, circle with a question mark on it.  I don’t 20 

really have an explanation on something like that. 21 

Q. Okay, yep, I’ve seen those.  But there wasn’t -- you didn’t 22 

get any oil pressure alarms? 23 

A. No. 24 

Q. Or overheating alarm or anything like that?  Okay.  All 25 
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right, so we’re jumping around here.  So, just clarification here, 1 

Gaven, Paul Gones was your partner lasher? 2 

A. Yeah. 3 

Q. Was he in the Jeep with you or was he in the car in front of 4 

you, steering? 5 

A. So, during the -- when the fire started, he was in the car in 6 

front of me that I was pushing up. 7 

Q. Okay. 8 

A. So -- but once he gets out, he gets into the Jeep, we get 9 

another car to go push up. 10 

Q. Okay.  All right, so timeline a little bit from the fire.  11 

You’re pushing it, he’s in there steering, you said it was around 12 

8:50 when you started driving up.  I mean, I think you said this, 13 

I forget, did you notice your vehicle was on fire?  Who noticed 14 

your vehicle was on fire first? 15 

A. So, there was -- well, a bunch of my coworkers, I could give 16 

you names, that were telling me Gaven, get out.  I had the windows 17 

rolled down, so I knew -- Gaven, the car’s on firem -- and I 18 

looked over, it looked like the engine compartment, and it was 19 

coming through the passenger-side window.  But the people that I 20 

know that told me were Joe Ivanack (ph.), Shane Panada (ph.), Paul 21 

Felino (ph.), and I think Austin Costanza (ph.) was there, too, if 22 

you want to write those names down.   23 

MR. BARNUM:  Okay, and -- 24 

UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER:  Just one more -- 25 
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UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER:  Can you give those names one more 1 

time, please? 2 

UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER:  Oh, Paul was -- 3 

BY MR. BARNUM:   4 

Q. Gaven, could you repeat those names one more time, please? 5 

A. So, Joe Ivanack, Shane Panada, Paul Felino, and Paul Gones 6 

was in the other car in front of me, and Austin Costanza. 7 

 UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER:  Are they all lashers? 8 

 MR. PUCHINSKY:  Yes, they all work with me. 9 

 BY MR. BARNUM:   10 

Q. Was there any longshoremen or stevedores around that that 11 

point? 12 

A. I don’t remember, I don’t know. 13 

Q. How about the vessel’s crew?  Were they -- 14 

A. There was crewmates there.  I don’t know any of their names 15 

or anything like that. 16 

Q. So, you grabbed the fire extinguisher, your colleagues left 17 

or -- 18 

A. So -- 19 

Q. Your partner grabbed one as well?   20 

A. No. 21 

Q. No? 22 

A. So, I was the only one that -- other than the crewmates that 23 

grabbed a fire extinguisher.  All my coworkers started either 24 

running or walking down the ramp as I was trying to extinguish the 25 
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fire. 1 

Q. Okay, do you remember what kind of fire extinguisher that 2 

was? 3 

A. No. 4 

Q. What came out of it when you squeezed the nozzle? 5 

A. White. 6 

Q. White powder? 7 

A. Yeah, and smoke just -- I don’t even remember. 8 

Q. Okay. 9 

A. It just -- it was just white everything, everywhere. 10 

 MS. MARA:  Where did you get it? 11 

 MR. PUCHINSKY:  It was on the wall of the ship. 12 

 MR. BARNUM:  How -- 13 

 MR. PUCHINSKY:  The same ones that all the crewmates grabbed.  14 

So, it’s like every 20 to 50 feet, there’s a fire extinguisher on 15 

the wall. 16 

 BY MR. BARNUM:  17 

Q. Okay, so you sprayed yours at the engine compartment? 18 

A. Yeah. 19 

Q. Through the cab?  Did you lift the hood? 20 

A. No, so I was standing on the side and you could see, like, a 21 

gap in the hood, so I was spray it there and -- or underneath and 22 

up. 23 

Q. Okay, a gap in the hood, was that from the fire?  Is it 24 

coming out of the vent? 25 
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A. It just looked -- I just sprayed where I saw flames coming 1 

out of. 2 

Q. Okay. 3 

A. So, I just was spraying, trying to put it out. 4 

Q. And the crew -- how many crew grabbed a fire extinguisher? 5 

A. Probably five, four.  Like, I don’t remember how many was 6 

there because there was a few on the opposite side and a few with 7 

-- I know there was two on my side of the vehicle.  But I know 8 

there was other people behind me too trying to spray. 9 

Q. And what kind of effect did the fire extinguishers have on 10 

the fire? 11 

A. So, at first, it looked like it was going out and then the 12 

line got empty and it got -- like, it built back up again.  That’s 13 

why I grabbed the other guy’s and it was only a little bit left in 14 

that.  Then it just kind of went right back up into flames.  It 15 

didn’t really do that much. 16 

Q. And at that point, you exited? 17 

A. Yes, at that point, I grabbed my bag and ran down the ramp 18 

and my two coworkers were there, like, waiting for me to come out.  19 

They were, like, a deck or two below that on the ramp and my 20 

foreman was walking up to come get us off the ship. 21 

Q. Did you see what the crew was doing at that point? 22 

A. At that point, I just started leaving, I didn’t -- I just 23 

wanted to get out and off of the ship. 24 

 UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER:  Just at that point, the alarm. 25 
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 MR. PUCHINSKY:  Oh, yeah, there was an alarm going off to, 1 

like, basically tell everyone to get off the ship. 2 

 BY MR. BARNUM:  3 

Q. Okay, how soon did that go off after the fire? 4 

A. I don’t remember because all I remember is, like, just 5 

adrenaline running through me.  I don’t remember when, I just 6 

remember hearing it when I was walking down the ramp about to be 7 

outside. 8 

Q. What did that alarm sound like? 9 

A. Just like -- it wasn’t like a fire alarm.  It was like just 10 

an (immitates alarm sound).  Something like that. 11 

Q. Was it continuous or was it bursts? 12 

A. To be honest with you, I don’t remember.  I just remember 13 

hearing something and calling my dad.  I’m still at that point 14 

just shaking like a leaf. 15 

Q. I’m sure. 16 

A. So, I was just scared at that point. 17 

Q. Was there any kind of muster or gathering, accountability 18 

check once you left?  Did you muster with your team? 19 

A. So, we met with my foreman and he did a head count of all the 20 

people he’s in charge with there and everyone was accounted for -- 21 

so -- in my team -- my coworkers.  I don’t know about what the 22 

longshoremen did or anything like that. 23 

Q. Did they meet in another location? 24 

A. I don’t think the longshoremen were -- I think the 25 
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longshoremen already left at that point because at the end of the 1 

shift, it’s just us doing the pushes.  I think all the running 2 

cars were done.  Then there was superintendents there. 3 

Q. Okay, so I just want your opinion here, as you’re pushing the 4 

vehicle up to deck ten, you said it took you longer than previous 5 

trips? 6 

A. So, previous -- because I haven’t been up to deck ten -- I 7 

think I did it once before that.  I was pushing them to deck six, 8 

so it was a lot easier, it was just a wider ramp.  Deck ten is a 9 

skinnier ramp and you have to make a turn with the car.  So, you 10 

don’t have enough speed to -- because when you’re outside, you can 11 

have enough speed to speed up the one ramp from outside and the 12 

main ramp that’s right in the middle as soon as you walk up.  13 

That’s -- as soon as you get to the top of that main ramp, that’s 14 

deck six.  So, you have enough speed to get to deck six and then 15 

deck ten, you have to basically stop and turn the vehicle to get 16 

it up and then you're, like, just pushing, basically, like, using 17 

all the power of the Jeep to push it up the ramp. 18 

Q. The Jeep is an automatic transmission? 19 

A. Automatic, yeah, and I was either switching it out of four-20 

wheel drive or two-wheel drive. 21 

Q. Can you tell me about that?  How would you do that and when 22 

would you do that? 23 

A. So, if I couldn’t make it up the ramp, I would back down and 24 

put it in four-wheel drive.  But this time, I was just -- it was 25 
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slowly making it up, so I was still in two-wheel drive.  This is 1 

times before this incident that I would switch it, but this time I 2 

was in two-wheel drive just pushing it up and I finally made it up 3 

and the car was on fire. 4 

Q. Okay, so previous trips to deck six, you had to put it in 5 

four-wheel drive? 6 

A. Yeah. 7 

Q. From the beginning of this trip, all the way to deck ten, you 8 

did not have to put it in four-wheel drive? 9 

A. No. 10 

Q. It was in two the whole -- 11 

A. Because some cars, the wheels of -- the cars that we’re 12 

pushing, sometimes, the wheel -- one of the wheels locked up so 13 

it’s harder to push up and then once -- if you get it in enough 14 

speed, it unlocks itself and then you can be able to push it up. 15 

Q. Did your partner tell you that there was any issues with the 16 

car?  I know you said it was silver? 17 

A. Yeah. 18 

Q. Did he -- was it in neutral the whole time or were the brakes 19 

stuck?  Did he tell you anything that -- was there anything 20 

different with it? 21 

A. No, because it was very easy to push it if you’re on flat 22 

ground, the vehicle just rolls. 23 

Q. Okay. 24 

A. But if you’re going up an incline like this and you’re 25 
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pushing another vehicle, so it’s kind of -- like, it puts wear and 1 

tear on the car that you’re using to push it up. 2 

Q. I know some of these vessels, they’ll put different size 3 

vessels -- different size cars on different decks? 4 

A. Yes. 5 

Q. Was deck ten -- like, did that have the larger vehicles up 6 

there? 7 

A. Yeah, so deck five and four are low cars because the decks 8 

are, like, five feet, five-five, and I’m six-three, I don’t like 9 

going onto those decks because I keep banging my head. 10 

Q. Yeah. 11 

A. But that was where the sedans go.  But then it’s just all 12 

different types of ports go on different decks, so it doesn’t 13 

matter where the cars go.  But mostly, SUVs will go onto deck ten. 14 

Q. So, this was a silver car? 15 

A. Yeah. 16 

Q. SUV? 17 

A. But towards the end, we were just putting anything because -- 18 

anything we could find out there that had a release sticker that 19 

was Cotonou -- going to Cotonou -- that either sedans, SUVs, 20 

anything that had a release sticker on the windshield wipers is 21 

where I was saying that was a push vehicle, it doesn’t start. 22 

 UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER:  Is the ramp to ten steeper than the 23 

ramp to six?  Just to show how little I know.  Or is it the same? 24 

 MR. PUCHINSKY:  It’s basically the same.  But deck -- going 25 
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to deck six, you could get more speed to get up there. 1 

 BY MR. BARNUM:  2 

Q. Okay, what did you mean by a vehicle was released?  I don’t 3 

know what that means. 4 

A. So, it has -- so, in the field, there’s other workers there  5 

-- I don’t know who does it -- will put a sticker on the mirror -- 6 

the driver’s side mirror saying release.  So, it’s released to go 7 

onto the vehicle.  So -- because sometimes, there’s stuff that 8 

they still have to look into the vehicle and all that stuff.  So, 9 

sometimes, it’s not released yet to go onto the vehicle, so we 10 

don’t take those yet and then later, on a different ship, they 11 

will make it released or whatever.  So, like, basically, we’re not 12 

taking that car yet.  It’s going on the next ship. 13 

Q. Oh, okay.  All right, just a second here, I’m going to -- I 14 

think that’s pretty much all I got for you right now.  Let me see 15 

if I missed something here.  Oh, the -- little bit of the 16 

timeline.  So, how long did you say that it took for the fire 17 

department to arrive? 18 

A. So, I have -- I took pictures, like, maybe two, three minutes 19 

after the fire department arrived and I took -- that picture was, 20 

like, 9:30-something.  So, around 9:30, they arrived. 21 

Q. And you exited the vessel around -- shortly after 9:00? 22 

A. 9:00 -- yeah, 9:03, I called my dad. 23 

Q. 9:03, okay.  Do you know who called the fire department? 24 

A. No. 25 
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that were going on board?  Is it 90/10, 50/50, like, in terms of 1 

drivable? 2 

A. So, when we got there, they told me there was 920 -- or 918, 3 

I think, like, things going onto the ship.  So, that’s either 4 

heavy equipment like semitrucks, track units, and all that stuff.  5 

So, I believe 19, or 18, 20 of it were heavy equipment and 900 was 6 

cars.  So, out of that 900, I heard by one of the superintendents 7 

talking to someone else, so don’t, like, quote me on this that 8 

there was a hundred pre-announced push vehicles. 9 

Q. Okay. 10 

A. Then if a vehicle does not start or you can't jump start it, 11 

those turn into push vehicles.  So, outside of the field, on the 12 

windshield, it will say non-runner -- a sticker on it -- then 13 

that’s the pre-announced ones that they know do not start. 14 

Q. So, some of the ones that may be a runner actually turn into 15 

a non-runner? 16 

A. Yes. 17 

Q. Okay.  All right, the other quick question was I know you 18 

said that adrenaline was going and things were moving fast, how 19 

many seconds or minutes do you think it was from your colleagues 20 

telling you hey, Gaven, your vehicle is on fire, to dumping that 21 

first fire extinguisher onto the vessel -- on the vehicle? 22 

A. So, I fumbled with the door because I’m -- I wasn’t -- I’m so 23 

used to my own car -- vehicle where the door handle’s over here 24 

and the door handle’s over here, so I fumbled with the door for a 25 
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Q. And a Jeep Wrangler is the standard Jeep, you know -- 1 

A. I don’t know what working model. 2 

Q. Or is it -- 3 

A. Yeah, sorry, I keep jumping the gun. 4 

Q. I’ll tell you what, I actually pulled pictures off the 5 

internet right quick because I’m just curious.  That is a Jeep 6 

Wrangler? 7 

A. Yes. 8 

Q. That is a Jeep Grand Cherokee, which one is it? 9 

A. It’s this one. 10 

Q. It’s this one? 11 

A. Yeah. 12 

MR. PITTMAN:  All right, just want to be sure. 13 

 UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER:  Which one was that, Willy? 14 

 UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER:  Confirmation that was a Wrangler? 15 

 MR. PITTMAN:  Confirmation is Wrangler. 16 

 UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER:  Okay. 17 

 BY MR. PITTMAN: 18 

Q. All right, so that particular one, did it have a hard top? 19 

A. It had a hard top. 20 

Q. Hard top? 21 

A. Yeah. 22 

Q. All right, do you roughly know the year model? 23 

A. It’s not brand new, so it can't be, like 2015 and up.  It 24 

looked like an ’07, ’08, ’09 model.  But I’m not that good with 25 
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 So, I don’t have anything further at this time.  I’d like to 1 

open it up to the room if any of our other government agencies may 2 

have some questions as well. 3 

 ATF? 4 

 (Indiscernible murmuring) 5 

 BY SA HARTNETT:  6 

Q. Gaven, thank you for coming.  My name is Matthew Hartnet, H A 7 

R T N E T T, and I’m going to preface a little bit so you 8 

understand where I’m coming from.  I’m going to be very specific 9 

on questions.  So, I’m writing the origin and cause of the fire. 10 

A. Okay. 11 

Q. And while it may seem very easy to say well -- looking at the 12 

vehicle that you were driving as being the origin of the fire, I 13 

have to consider other possibilities. 14 

A. Yeah. 15 

Q. Or what may have impacted that vehicle to cause it to catch 16 

on fire.  So, I have to not only identify where the fire began, 17 

but then in order to do that, I can't consider emission sources 18 

that are outside of the and we’re going to get to that.  So, we’re 19 

going to kind of move into that vehicle.  So, you started -- what 20 

time did you start your actual shift when you got to work? 21 

A. 7:00. 22 

Q. 7:00 a.m., okay, and the vehicle you were using -- the Jeep 23 

Wrangler, was that the vehicle you drove all day?  24 

A. No, so I started by -- that day by just disconnecting the 25 
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batteries.  So, I worked from -- whatever, 7:00 -- we started, 1 

like, the -- we got there at 7:00, but we didn’t start the 2 

operation until, like, 7:30.  Then I -- we had coffee break at 3 

10:00, lunch at 11:30 to 1:00 and another coffee break at 3:00 -- 4 

around 3:00, I don’t know exactly what time, then that’s when I 5 

was told you and Paul Gones are going to be a push team.  So, that 6 

-- the Jeep was being used before by another push team, but they -7 

- it didn’t have air conditioning, so they wanted to grab a 8 

different vehicle that had more of an air conditioning.  So, that 9 

was parked right next to the ship, so they said oh, just grab that 10 

one, start pushing cars on. 11 

Q. Okay, so backing up to that, the vehicle was used prior to 12 

you using it? 13 

A. Yes. 14 

Q. Do you know who drove it? 15 

A. I believe Austin Costanza was driving it. 16 

Q. Okay, do you know how many -- either how many hours or 17 

estimate -- do you have any idea how many cars it pushed before 18 

you got it? 19 

A. Oh, I have no clue. 20 

Q. Okay, so then when you got it -- about what time? 21 

A. Around 3:00, 3:30, 4:00 -- around that -- in that hour span.  22 

I don’t know what number. 23 

Q. Do you have a rough idea how many pushes you did with the 24 

vehicle? 25 



42 

FREE STATE REPORTING, INC. 
Court Reporting  Transcription 

D.C. Area 301-261-1902 
Balt. & Annap. 410-974-0947 

A. Probably, like, ten to 15, like, trips because some -- when 1 

you go out there, you’re waiting to see the superintendent to say 2 

oh, take that one, oh, wait, no, that one doesn’t start or that 3 

one doesn’t -- can't go into neutral, can't figure out how to put 4 

it in neutral, take the other one.  So, you’re out there for ten 5 

15 minutes finding which car you want -- you can take up and then 6 

you drive it up on the ship.  Then sometimes, you get backed up 7 

because other cars are trying to get -- and you’re parking it.  8 

So, for one trip, maybe ten, 15 minutes for a trip and then, yeah, 9 

probably 15 cars that I brought up roughly. 10 

Q. And you, obviously, have a push car, so you have to have 11 

somebody in the dead car? 12 

A. Yes. 13 

Q. Were you with the same partner for all your pushes with the 14 

dead vehicles? 15 

A. Yes. 16 

Q. Who was your partner? 17 

A. Paul Gones. 18 

Q. Okay, did Paul mention to you at any point during all of your 19 

pushes if it was any problem with the vehicle you were driving 20 

that he would’ve noticed?  Obviously, you didn’t, so -- 21 

A. He didn’t say anything.  We just -- we were just talking 22 

about -- basically just oh, when are we going to be done, this is, 23 

like, so hot, whatever.  We didn’t say anything about the car we 24 

were driving. 25 
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Q. So, no -- did any other crewmember or person on the ship, 1 

even if you don’t know who they are, say anything about any of the 2 

vehicles you were pushing have a mechanical issue? 3 

A. No, I don’t -- there’s nothing that they -- no one told me 4 

anything about the car prior to getting into it that -- like, and 5 

me driving it, no one said oh, you’re leaking this, no -- oh, 6 

you're leaking, like -- 7 

Q. That was my next question, is anything leaking anything? 8 

A. So, when it was on fire, it looked like it was leaking.  Not 9 

from the back, because I think the back is where the gas tank it, 10 

but where the transmission should be, it was leaking, like, a lot 11 

of fluid and then it was just -- everything was just on fire, 12 

leaking. 13 

Q. You’re slightly ahead, we’re getting there. 14 

A. Oh, okay, sorry, sir. 15 

Q. So, as you're pushing the vehicle up to deck ten and at that 16 

point, there was no indication there was a problem? 17 

A. No, not really. 18 

Q. And then the first thing you heard was a noise? 19 

A. Yes, so I’m about to be up to deck ten and I heard, like, a 20 

scraping noise, basically, like one of the gears, like, scraping, 21 

I guess. 22 

Q. When you’re pushing -- when you're on the gas and you're 23 

hitting the accelerator, how much -- the RPM, I mean, is it -- 24 

A. It’s at -- it was around 3,000. 25 
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Q. 3,000? 1 

A. Yeah. 2 

Q. Okay, and you hear a scraping noise, there’s a noise -- it’s 3 

an unusual noise, you’d never heard that noise before? 4 

A. So, like, you hear a lot of noises because you're basically 5 

pushing another car, so you could hear metal scraping on metal 6 

because it’s a metal push bar on it.  So, you hear a lot of 7 

noises, so I didn’t really think anything of until I later -- now, 8 

thinking back on it, oh, that might’ve been something. 9 

Q. Okay, and earlier -- and I’m not trying to be 10 

confrontational, I believe you said it was a transmission noise? 11 

A. That’s what I believe, but I don’t know because I don’t know. 12 

Q. Okay, well, (indiscernible).  That’s my job. 13 

A. What I know of cars, it -- that’s where it looked like it was 14 

leaking from when I looked back on it. 15 

Q. So, let’s back up to the noise real quick and we’ll look at 16 

it. 17 

A. Okay. 18 

Q. The noise, when you're in the vehicle driving it, do you have 19 

any sense of indication where the noise was, in front of the 20 

vehicle, the back of the vehicle? 21 

A. No. 22 

Q. Like you're hitting the back end going up the ramp or the 23 

bottom, something -- or you're scraping it on the sides? 24 

A. I have no clue.  25 
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Q. Okay. 1 

A. It could’ve been just me scraping the car in front of me or I 2 

hit -- I just put it together from later, seeing fireballs leaking 3 

from it. 4 

Q. Okay, so you get the vehicle up, was the vehicle that you 5 

were pushing in the location -- when you noticed the fire, was the  6 

vehicle already in the location that it would’ve had to been 7 

lashed to the ship? 8 

A. Yes, so I push it and it had enough, like, speed to get 9 

pushed and I was about ten feet away from it and it was already 10 

parked, like, I had just -- you know, Paul had just parked into 11 

the spot and was about to get out as everyone’s screaming at me to 12 

get out of my car. 13 

Q. So, you were in reverse about ten feet away from the vehicle? 14 

A. Yeah, so I gave it enough speed to push it and then I’m now 15 

looking out the passenger’s side window because all my coworkers 16 

are standing there seeing if they need to say something to me or 17 

anything like that.  Then they start screaming at me to get out of 18 

the car. 19 

Q. Okay, so they hadn’t even -- 20 

A. Yeah. 21 

Q. So, the line of cars, you said earlier that when the cars are 22 

put in line, for safety reasons, after everything is lashed down, 23 

then you go back and disconnect the batteries? 24 

A. Yes. 25 
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Q. So, the vehicles that are in the line of cars that you are 1 

putting the one that -- eventually, when the event took place, how 2 

many vehicles were already in line?  Do you have any idea how many 3 

were in the row? 4 

A. So, this whole -- deck ten was almost filled.  We could maybe 5 

put around 20 more cars onto that deck.  But in that line -- so, 6 

I’m going up here and making a right and now we’re on deck ten, so 7 

I’m, like, here and I put it here, the rest of it goes about 8 

there.  So, maybe six, seven cars in that line, but all in front 9 

of that car, there’s, like, about 200, 300 cars. 10 

Q. How many -- so, just to get -- how many of them wouldn’t have 11 

had the battery disconnected when you pushed this vehicle up? 12 

A. I don’t know personally, because sometimes they will wait 13 

until a whole line gets filled. 14 

Q. Right, so I’m trying to figure out how many that would be in 15 

that line that would not be filled yet because you're still 16 

pushing cars up.  How many would still have the battery? 17 

A. I don’t know personally, because I wasn’t doing batteries at 18 

that time. 19 

Q. Okay. 20 

A. So, the people that were doing batteries, they might’ve just 21 

been -- every single time a car comes up, they’ll just disconnect 22 

it real quick.  (Verbatim)  Or they might’ve waited until the 23 

whole line was there or at least ten, 15 cars because it is pretty 24 

easy, you just take a ten millimeter, pop it off, put a cap on, 25 
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and you're done in, like, 30 seconds.  So, they might’ve just 1 

waited, sat down, took a water break, waited until a bunch of cars 2 

are on, then did their job.  Or they might’ve just kept doing it 3 

and all of them might’ve been disconnected.  But I have no clue. 4 

Q. Okay, the deck above where you're pushing -- deck ten, do you 5 

know what’s above you? 6 

A. So, that is deck 11, we’ve filled deck 11, it’s completely 7 

filled and deck 12, the upper deck where you see all the pictures 8 

and everything, that is filled too. 9 

Q. The ceiling of the deck or the deck -- whatever the material 10 

is, is it perforated, are there penetrations, can you see from 11 

deck ten up to deck 11? 12 

A. So, there’s holes in each deck, so that’s where you put the 13 

lashing on.  So, if you're on deck ten, looking up, you can see 14 

where the hooks are from where we lashed from all the cars on deck 15 

12 -- 11, I’m sorry. 16 

Q. Okay, so when you're driving the vehicle -- and this could 17 

include any time in your experience working there, and you’re 18 

driving the vehicle, is there anything that ever dripped down, and 19 

you're driving, and something is dripping through the deck and it 20 

would hit the windshield and you maybe have to use the windshield 21 

wipers if they even function? 22 

A. No, not really.  But I’ve been on the ship where lashing and 23 

water or something, I don’t know, hydraulic fluid, might’ve fell.  24 

But not when I was driving that car that day.  I didn’t get any, 25 
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like, water or anything on it. 1 

Q. In the past, has that ever happened?  Have you ever seen a 2 

fluid leak through a deck? 3 

A. I have seen it before, but not me driving and seeing it.  I 4 

see it -- oh, this one, the coolant is leaking out of it and all 5 

the crewmates are rushing to try to clean it up. 6 

Q. Okay, the vehicles that you push, do you do any type of 7 

inspection on them to determine if they have fuel in them or not? 8 

A. I don’t do that, like, look at it because I was just -- am 9 

just told to just go out and grab a car and push it onto the ship. 10 

Q. Okay, so the vehicle you’re driving -- the push vehicle -- 11 

and you mentioned earlier you had your cell phone? 12 

A. Yeah. 13 

Q. So, did you take any photos of the time in the incipient 14 

stage of the fire event? 15 

A. I didn’t take any photos of me inside the ship.  I -- once I 16 

was outside the ship, I took a photo of the smoke coming off the 17 

top of it.  18 

Q. Did you happen to see in the chaos -- and I know you’re 19 

adrenaline’s running -- any of your coworkers or any people on the 20 

ship taking photos during the incident? 21 

A. I asked all of them if they had any pictures of the fire 22 

inside and they all said no.  They all were just in shock.  They 23 

didn’t even go to grab their phone or anything like that.  They 24 

just wanted to get out, off the ship. 25 
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Q. Okay, a couple other things.  Your cell phone, did you have a 1 

charger in the vehicle, were you charging your phone that day 2 

during the operation? 3 

A. No, it’s been in my pocket. 4 

Q. Okay, were there any auxiliary power accessories in the -- 5 

like did somebody leave a cell phone charger or a portable battery 6 

for a cell phone?  Anything like that plugged into any of the 7 

auxiliary ports in the -- 8 

A. No, the two -- I think it was one or two, like, to plug your 9 

cell phone in, those were just open. 10 

Q. Okay, any electrical problems with the vehicle?  Did you 11 

notice any -- I know you said no alarms came on, but any 12 

indications of the lights, does the stereo work in it? 13 

A. So, I did, towards the end, realize that the stereo did work, 14 

so I was listening to some music as I was doing it, but that’s all 15 

I really know.  I didn’t -- some of -- like, it was very faded, 16 

the dash, so you can't really see everything if you're in, like, a 17 

dark -- whatever, inside the ship.  Like, if you're outside and 18 

the sun’s on it, you could see. 19 

Q. So, are the headlights on? 20 

A. Yes, I believe so. 21 

Q. Okay, does anybody smoke on the ship? 22 

A. They use their, like, vapes or whatever.  But I don’t do any 23 

of that. 24 

Q. Okay, you don’t vape? 25 



50 

FREE STATE REPORTING, INC. 
Court Reporting  Transcription 

D.C. Area 301-261-1902 
Balt. & Annap. 410-974-0947 

A. No. 1 

Q. Does Gones vape? 2 

A. No. 3 

Q. Does Gones smoke? 4 

A. I don’t -- never saw him do that. 5 

Q. So, that day, when you were doing any push ops in the area, 6 

did you see anybody vaping? 7 

A. No, but I know my coworkers go outside and hit their whatever 8 

thing -- vape.  But I don’t -- never see -- didn’t see any inside 9 

that car or that day -- any, like, electronic cigarettes, or 10 

smoking, or anything like that. 11 

Q. Okay, so just to consider a potential fluid leak with a 12 

static electricity spark, when you were pushing the vehicle up the 13 

ramp and you heard this noise, how long did it take you from 14 

hearing that noise to finish pushing the vehicle to where it 15 

rested? 16 

A. Probably 30 seconds. 17 

 SA HARTNETT:  Okay. 18 

 Mike, do you have any follow ups? 19 

 MR. ABRAHAM:  Yeah, just a couple quick ones. 20 

 BY MR. ABRAHAM:  21 

Q. Mike Abraham, forensic engineer with ATF.  Just trying to 22 

help identify the Jeep a little bit further.  Do you remember what 23 

kind of radio it had in it?  Was it a touch screen or not? 24 

A. No, it looked like it was a stock radio from -- 25 
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Q. With knobs on it? 1 

A. Yeah. 2 

Q. Okay, you remember if it had cloth seats or leather seats, 3 

what kind of seating material? 4 

A. Cloth seats. 5 

Q. Okay, did it have a spare tire rack on the back? 6 

A. No, that was taken off of it. 7 

Q. Okay, and like he mentioned, did -- was there anything else 8 

on the vehicle that -- was it -- was there, like, heated seats or 9 

anything like that? 10 

A. No, it looked like it was stock, bare bones, everything was, 11 

like -- the whole back of it just had -- just like water bottles 12 

for us and all that stuff.  But it didn’t have -- it was stock.  I 13 

had to pump the seat up to get it whatever -- everything was, 14 

like, stock, bare bones, no electronic. 15 

Q. And you said it was two door; was it hard doors or soft 16 

doors? 17 

A. Hard doors, yeah. 18 

Q. And the air conditioning, I think you -- 19 

A. Oh, the air conditioning didn’t -- it blew air out, but it 20 

wasn’t cold. 21 

Q. So, it had air conditioning, it just didn’t work? 22 

A. Yes. 23 

Q. Okay, when you -- okay.  The fans worked, I guess, 24 

apparently? 25 
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A. Yeah, the fans worked, it wasn’t blowing cold air, though, it 1 

was just blowing air. 2 

Q. And you said the gear shifter as well as the four-wheel drive 3 

shifter were located in the center console? 4 

A. So, yeah, it was this -- the shifter and then over down here 5 

was the four-wheel drive. 6 

Q. Okay, and you said you were in drive at this time? 7 

A. Yes, drive. 8 

Q. And in two-wheel drive, not in four-wheel drive? 9 

A. Two-wheel drive. 10 

 MR. ABRAHAM:  Okay. 11 

 SA HARTNETT:  I just have a couple more quick -- and then I 12 

know you want to -- 13 

 MR. ABRAHAM:  No. 14 

 BY SA HARTNETT:   15 

Q. So, now getting into the firefighting operation, you're 16 

alerted by other people the vehicle is on fire? 17 

A. Yes. 18 

Q. You look out the passenger side window? 19 

A. Yes. 20 

Q. Did you hear, or smell, or see anything out of the ordinary 21 

before anybody alerted you that the vehicle was on fire? 22 

A. Not -- I -- the first thing I realized was -- or I heard was 23 

my coworker scream Gaven, get the fuck out of the car and I look 24 

and I’m like why and I look this way and it looked like a horror 25 
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movie, like, just fire everywhere.  I’m like oh, shit, and ran out 1 

of the car, ran to the fire extinguisher and then -- 2 

Q. So, you saw flames before there was any smoke? 3 

A. Yes, I saw flames. 4 

Q. Okay, and then you said it took about five seconds to put the 5 

vehicle in drive or put the door open and whatever that process 6 

took? 7 

A. Yes. 8 

Q. I’m not getting nitpicky about that. 9 

A. Yeah. 10 

Q. Scanned from the fire extinguisher.  Where did you start?  11 

You said about ten feet away? 12 

A. I started about ten feet away and then I stood about five 13 

feet -- I didn’t want to get too close. 14 

Q. Your orientation of the vehicle, passenger’s side, front, 15 

back -- 16 

A. I’m on the driver’s side. 17 

Q. Okay. 18 

A. I’m -- I didn’t want to get too close because I never put out 19 

a car vehicle.  (Verbatim)  I don’t know if it’s going to explode 20 

or anything like that.  My dad tells me stories from working at 21 

the firehouse, I didn’t want to die that day.  I just wanted to 22 

try to put the fire out.  So, I grab it and I’m standing about 23 

five to three feet away, trying to, like, just get close, put it 24 

out, stand back, put the -- and it just wasn’t on -- as I said. 25 
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Q. Do you know if the powder that came out of the nozzle from 1 

the fire extinguisher was hitting the vehicle?  Did you pay 2 

attention to that? 3 

A. Yes, it -- I was -- so, first, it was -- there was flames on 4 

the bottom, like, dripping down on the floor.  That’s where the 5 

crewmates were spraying, so I was spraying up top where the hood 6 

is and it was spraying white powder or whatever it was and it was 7 

just white.  I don’t know if it was powder or something.  It just 8 

-- I’m just spraying it everywhere on the hood of the car. 9 

Q. And you said there was a crack between the hood and the -- 10 

A. Well, I don’t know if it was a crack, but that’s where I saw 11 

flames coming out of the -- 12 

Q. Okay, so there were flames coming out of the crack between, 13 

let’s say, the hood and the fender? 14 

A. Yes. 15 

Q. Ish? 16 

A. That’s where I was trying to spray. 17 

Q. Okay, and then you said eventually, you were putting it 18 

underneath? 19 

A. Yes, then eventually -- 20 

Q. Was that the wheel well?  I’m sorry, under the wheel well? 21 

A. I was just -- I was about five, three feet away, so I’m just 22 

spraying wherever I see flames coming from where -- 23 

Q. And you said several other people got fire extinguishers? 24 

A. Yes. 25 
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Q. So, you never left the vehicle, they were bringing fire 1 

extinguishers and you were using them?   2 

A. Yes. 3 

Q. So, you didn’t go and get them? 4 

A. So, I did one run, one to the wall and to the vehicle and 5 

then the one mate standing next to me was just spraying the floor 6 

because, I guess, the liquid on the floor was on fire and I 7 

grabbed and was like no, you’ve got to put the actual source of 8 

the fire out first, like, then we’ll deal with that.  And I 9 

grabbed that and it had, like, 15, ten seconds left in it and then 10 

I got the hell out of there. 11 

Q. Two more questions.  You didn’t see any other vehicles on 12 

fire? 13 

A. No. 14 

Q. And how far away was your pusher vehicle from any other 15 

vehicles when this happened?  Would you be able to walk all the 16 

way around the vehicle?  What was the distance? 17 

A. Yeah, you would be able to walk around. 18 

Q. So, it wasn’t near any other vehicles? 19 

A. So, I don’t know about the passenger -- I don’t recall that 20 

much about the passenger side.  I might’ve been, like, closer to 21 

the wall, but you could’ve easily walked around the whole vehicle. 22 

Q. What do you estimate the distance to the next vehicle was? 23 

A. Probably anywhere from five to ten feet maybe? 24 

Q. Is that, like, distance -- like front, back? 25 
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A. So, the passenger back, I don’t know if that -- there was 1 

vehicles against that wall.  But I know that there was vehicles in 2 

the front where I just pushed one and that was about anywhere from 3 

ten to five feet away from that and -- 4 

Q. The car that had been by Gones? 5 

A. Yes. 6 

Q. Okay. 7 

A. And then next to that one, there was a line of cars. 8 

Q. So, to try to wrap -- get this, so when you push in, did you 9 

have enough -- or were you going to, if you had enough room, turn 10 

the vehicle around and drive down?  Or would you have backed out 11 

of the -- 12 

A. So, I was going to -- so, I just -- this is Paul going -- 13 

facing this way, so, like that, and then I just stopped here, I 14 

pushed him in, and then I was going to turn and then go back down 15 

the ramp. 16 

Q. So, you had enough space to maneuver the vehicle forward all 17 

the way around back down the ramp? 18 

A. Yes. 19 

 SA HARTNETT:  Okay, thank you. 20 

 BY DET MOSSA:  21 

Q. Hey, Gaven. 22 

A. Hello. 23 

Q. My name is Mike Mossa, I’m with the Essex County Prosecutor’s 24 

Office, spelled M O S S A.  Can you spell your last name for us? 25 
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A. Puchinsky, P U C H I N S K Y. 1 

DET MOSSA:  Thank you, and you said that -- 2 

 UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER:  I’ll get it later. 3 

 BY DET MOSSA:   4 

Q. P U C H I N S K Y, correct? 5 

A. Yes. 6 

Q. Okay, thank you.  7 

A. And Gaven is -- first name is G A V E N. 8 

Q. Okay, thank you, and I apologize if I may be repeating one 9 

question or two that was -- already been asked.  Had you driven 10 

that particular Jeep before that day, like on another day when you 11 

had worked? 12 

A. Uh huh. 13 

Q. You had?  How many times if you remember?  Ballpark, you 14 

know, not specific? 15 

A. I don’t know, multiple times before.  I used it for clean up 16 

multiple times.  Clean up is -- we’re just walking up against the 17 

fence, cleaning the garbage that’s out there.  I used it -- to be 18 

pushed.  I was in -- I was not in -- driving it, but I was being 19 

pushed before and then I used it to push before that.  Probably, 20 

like, seven, ten times, maybe. 21 

Q. Okay, do you ever remember that car to have air conditioning 22 

that worked? 23 

A. No. 24 

Q. Okay. 25 
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A. I believe only a few have -- like, only the two, I think, 1 

have working air conditioning. 2 

Q. Okay, that day, do you recall -- did the Jeep have any 3 

problems pushing any of the cars onto the ship as far as having to 4 

back up to get some more speed? 5 

A. No, only that one time, I guess, going up because I was -- 6 

like I said, I was going up to deck six, so it was a lot easier, 7 

you’ve got enough speed to go and -- to go to deck six and then I 8 

went to deck ten and then it went on fire, basically. 9 

Q. No problems going up to deck ten where you had to back up to 10 

get some more speed? 11 

A. When I was on deck ten -- I’d seen this happen before, not 12 

that day, but they -- people have back up and get more speed to 13 

get up there.  But that day, I was going very slow pushing that 14 

one car up. 15 

Q. Okay, do you remember if the wheels -- the tires of the Jeep, 16 

like, ever lost traction with the service of the ship where, like, 17 

the tires were spinning for a second? 18 

A. Not on the ship, but outside in the gravel, yes. 19 

Q. Okay, but not on the ship? 20 

A. No, not on the ship. 21 

Q. Okay, and for those of us, me specifically, who don’t know, 22 

what’s the surface of the ship when you drive on it?  Like, is  23 

it --  24 

A. It’s metal. 25 
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Q. It’s metal? 1 

A. Yes. 2 

Q. And it’s all open so that you can see through to other 3 

floors? 4 

A. So, there’s little holes about this big about every four feet 5 

to have lashing points. 6 

Q. Okay. 7 

A. So, if you, like, maybe stand underneath one, you could see 8 

the next deck.  But there’s usually a car there, so it’s just 9 

black. 10 

Q. How about the ramps going up between the decks, what’s the 11 

surface?  Is it solid? 12 

A. That’s metal, too, but it has, like, a grit on it. 13 

Q. Okay. 14 

A. So, it’s like sandpaper kind of. 15 

Q. Okay, and you said Paul Gones was your partner? 16 

A. Uh huh. 17 

Q. Do you have any way to communicate with Paul from car to car, 18 

do you have radios or anything that you can use? 19 

A. So, we don’t have radios, we just hand signals. 20 

Q. Okay. 21 

A. So, if the window’s down, he’ll go like this for me to stop 22 

and go like this for me to go and that’s really it, stop and go, 23 

and if the window is not open, he’ll crack the door and put the 24 

hand signals. 25 
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Q. Okay, and you said that your dad was -- is a firefighter, was 1 

a firefighter? 2 

A. He retired last August from the union. 3 

Q. Okay, and he gave you some training on how to use fire 4 

extinguishers? 5 

A. Yes. 6 

Q. How many times do you think you’ve used a fire extinguisher 7 

in your life? 8 

A. Three times. 9 

Q. Okay. 10 

A. One counting the other -- 11 

Q. And you said when you jumped out the Jeep and they -- because 12 

they told you it was on fire, you ran and got a fire extinguisher? 13 

A. Yes. 14 

Q. In your experience, did you feel like the fire extinguisher 15 

was full when you grabbed it? 16 

A. Yes. 17 

Q. It was? 18 

A. Yeah. 19 

Q. How many fire extinguishers did you use to try to put out the 20 

fire? 21 

A. I used one and then I grabbed another one from the mate and 22 

it had, like I said, like, 15 seconds left of -- 23 

Q. So, when you grabbed it from the mate, it felt differently 24 

than the one that you grabbed off the wall? 25 
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A. Yes, because it was almost empty. 1 

 DET MOSSA:  That’s all.  Thank you, Gaven, I appreciate it. 2 

 BY MR. ABRAHAM:  3 

Q. I just had one more quick one.  I think you had mentioned 4 

when they disconnect the battery off the vehicle, do they put a 5 

marker or something or an indicator that it was done? 6 

A. You could see the cap on the battery turned.  Either black, 7 

blue, or red, you put it on the main -- 8 

Q. But outside the car, is there, like, a sticker or anything 9 

that’s on there to show that it’s been disconnected to handled -- 10 

taken care of by the crew? 11 

A. I don’t believe so.  Maybe they do that after and double 12 

check.  But for us -- 13 

 UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER:  The hood’s up. 14 

 MR. PUCHINSKY:  Oh, yeah, the hood is up.  15 

 BY MR. ABRAHAM: 16 

Q. The hood is left up? 17 

A. Yeah, to indicate that it’s -- 18 

Q. Okay, so when the battery is disconnected, the hood of that 19 

vehicle is left up? 20 

A. Yes. 21 

 BY MR. WELLS:   22 

Q. Okay, Adam Wells, (indiscernible), Essex County Prosecutor’s 23 

Office.  So, when you say there was about 200 cars that were 24 

already parked, were they already lashed to the other ones that 25 
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were back there? 1 

A. Uh huh. 2 

Q. So, it was the only -- aside from your push vehicle on the 3 

tenth deck, is the only other unsecured vehicle going to be the 4 

one you were pushing or were there other unsecured vehicles? 5 

A. I don’t know if they were taking -- like I said, they 6 

might’ve waited for a whole line to get -- be done and been 7 

lashing.  But it had been the end of the day, so usually, every 8 

single time a car comes up, they just do it real quick, sit back 9 

down, and -- 10 

Q. So -- but at most, maybe they were being loaded, but not 11 

being lashed? 12 

A. Yes. 13 

Q. But the rest of them should be lashed? 14 

A. Yes. 15 

Q. Okay, and all those lashed vehicles had their hoods up? 16 

A. They should have, yes. 17 

Q. Okay. 18 

A. And if the hood is stuck or the battery’s in the backseat of 19 

the car, then sometimes it’s down. 20 

 MR. WELLS:  Okay. 21 

 UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER:  Most of them should have their hoods 22 

up. 23 

 MR. PUCHINSKY:  Yes, most of them should have their hood up. 24 

 BY MR. WELLS:  25 
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Q. You explained about the fueling process for the Jeep.  To 1 

your knowledge, when was the last time the Jeep you were driving 2 

got filled up? 3 

A. I have no clue. 4 

Q. So, the entire time you were driving it, no fuel was added to 5 

it? 6 

A. No. 7 

Q. And the person before you didn’t mention anything about it? 8 

A. No. 9 

Q. Okay, and so that was running continuously from about 3:30 10 

p.m. to 9:00 p.m. and no fuel was added to the vehicle? 11 

A. Uh huh. 12 

Q. Okay, from the time -- you explained that sometimes it takes 13 

a few minutes to find the car you need to push or be directed to 14 

that car, once you start pushing the vehicle, and specifically 15 

this last run that you made, from the time you started pushing the 16 

vehicle to the time you got onto the tenth deck, approximately how 17 

long did that take? 18 

A. About, like, five minutes from going and getting it out of 19 

the yard -- the one that we did, it was already in neutral because 20 

now, the superintendents are out there putting them all in 21 

neutral, so we’re just grabbing them real quick.  So, we -- it’s 22 

already in neutral, Paul got into it, and I just started pushing 23 

it up the ramp. 24 

Q. Okay, you told us that you didn’t recall -- you didn’t have a 25 
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conscious recollection of turning the car of and putting it in 1 

park, you may have done it automatically? 2 

A. Yeah, I may have done it automatically, but I have no clue. 3 

Q. I totally understand under the circumstances.  You -- from 4 

the time you got out of it, while you were fighting the fire with 5 

the fire extinguishers, did it roll at all, did you notice or did 6 

it move? 7 

A. It didn’t seem like it moved.  So, I might’ve self 8 

consciously put it in park.  (Verbatim) 9 

Q. Okay, and whether it was in park or not, it didn’t move while 10 

you were fighting the fire? 11 

A. No. 12 

Q. Okay, and then finally, while you're fighting the fire, can 13 

you describe the visibility and smoke conditions? 14 

A. It started -- so, when I got out of the car, I could see the 15 

lights.  When I got the fire extinguisher, it just got very 16 

smokey, so it got very dark real quick up on that deck.   17 

Q. Okay, what was the color of the smoke? 18 

A. Black. 19 

Q. Was there any particular smell to the smoke? 20 

A. I don’t remember.  I was just -- I don’t really remember at 21 

all. 22 

Q. You don’t have -- we don’t want you to guess.  If you 23 

remember it, you remember it. 24 

A. Yeah, like, I just don’t remember. 25 
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 MR. WELLS:  Thank you very much. 1 

 BY DET MOSSA:   2 

Q. Did you smell -- the odor of gasoline, you would probably 3 

recognize it out of a (indiscernible)? 4 

A. Yeah. 5 

Q. Did you smell specifically gasoline? 6 

A. I -- like I said, I don’t remember smelling anything.   7 

 UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER:  Do you guys know about -- whatever the 8 

floors, the decks are held up by some sort of hydraulic equipment?  9 

Can -- just because I didn’t -- it just seemed -- 10 

 UNKNOWN PARTICIPANT2:  Explain to them how the decks are held 11 

up. 12 

 MR. PUCHINSKY:  So, it seems like -- I know on deck four and 13 

five, they -- you could either raise them or lower them -- the 14 

crewmates do that, so I don’t know about the upper decks, but me 15 

and my dad were talking about this last night, like, imagine now, 16 

the whole decks are just falling through because of how bad the 17 

fire is because I was just, like -- we were just talking about 18 

that. 19 

 BY MR. ABRAHAM: 20 

Q. You mentioned you saw the lights on in the space when the 21 

vehicle had caught fire, right? 22 

A. Yes. 23 

Q. Were the lights in the space still on when you were leading 24 

do you remember? 25 
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you all -- a spiral, whatever, bringing up to each deck and it 1 

will have a door labeled deck ten, deck 11, whatever.  And then 2 

you could either go up the main ramp right in the middle to go up 3 

and that will bring you to side decks either four or five and then 4 

if you go all the way up, that’s deck six.  Then on deck six, as 5 

soon as you get up to that ramp, that’s the outside where all 6 

those containers are.  Then you could make either -- when you're 7 

on deck six, you can either make a right, that will continue to -- 8 

on deck six, or you could make a left, that will bring you up to 9 

seven, eight, nine, ten.  Then you go up to ten and it’ll go 10 

around -- so, the ramp goes up here, so you go around, then 11 

another ramp brings you up to 11, and then you go around again, 12 

that brings you to the very top deck upstairs outside. 13 

Q. Did you ever have to use the stairs to go down? 14 

A. Yes, if I’m -- I like taking the stairs to just run down them 15 

real quick to -- if I needed to go to the bathroom, if I’m on the 16 

ship lashing, and all that stuff.  But -- or you just take the 17 

ramps all the way down. 18 

Q. You didn’t mention it before, but did you happen to notice if 19 

any of the crew members from the ship began to bring, like, a hose 20 

line in? 21 

A. I don’t -- all I -- I don’t recall anything inside the ship.  22 

All I know is now I’m in my car, just waiting, watching, I see 23 

crewmates on the very top deck because now it’s spread all the way 24 

up to top already.  They’re spraying from outside with hoses. 25 
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 UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER:  But that’s what he saw with the hoses, 1 

but the crewmate -- the crew was inside with -- 2 

 MR. PUCHINSKY:  Fire extinguishers. 3 

 BY DET PADIN:   4 

Q. Fire extinguishers, but not hoses? 5 

A. Not hoses, I didn’t see any hoses unless they set something 6 

up that I did not see. 7 

Q. And about how far, do you believe, the access from staircases 8 

is from where the vehicle is? 9 

A. So, I think -- so, you go up -- so, the staircase is right -- 10 

so, if you go up the main ramp, the staircase is right here.  11 

Right to the right, you’ll see it, it goes all the way up.  So, if 12 

you go up deck six, go up -- so, the staircase should be -- the 13 

Jeep should be like right here and the staircase should be right 14 

here. 15 

Q. So, the right -- so, closer to the passenger side or closer 16 

to the driver’s side? 17 

A. Closer to the rear. 18 

Q. Closer to the rear of the vehicle? 19 

A. Yes. 20 

Q. Okay, 20 feet, five feet? 21 

A. I don’t know how close I was to it, but I’m going to say 20 22 

feet, like, maybe 30 feet, I don’t know. 23 

 DET PADIN:  Okay, that’s all I have.  Thank you. 24 

 SGT PALERMO:  I have a question. 25 
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 BY SGT PALERMO:  1 

Q. I have a question.  Detective Sergeant Palermo with Port 2 

Authority Police.  You’re doing great.  So, you said you brought 3 

cars to the sixth deck and then you also brought cars to the tenth 4 

deck, right? 5 

A. Yes. 6 

Q. How many cars do you think you brought to the tenth deck? 7 

A. I think this was my second one.  But the first one was very 8 

small, so I was able to get it up there with no problem.   9 

Q. So, did you feel the difference from when you brough the 10 

first car to the second car? 11 

A. Yes, the second car was -- it took a lot longer to bring it 12 

up and that’s when -- 13 

Q. So, when you brought the first car up to the tenth deck, it 14 

was very smooth, went right up, no problem? 15 

A. Yeah. 16 

Q. When you go to that second car, that was the eventual car 17 

that -- when your car caught fire later on, that one was a lot 18 

harder to bring up? 19 

A. Uh huh, so -- 20 

Q. Were they the same type of vehicle, do you know? 21 

A. Oh, I have -- they all look the same to me after a while.  I 22 

just get in them and -- 23 

Q. Do you know if it was, like, an SUV or -- 24 

A. I don’t remember at all. 25 
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UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER:  But did you say you remembered the 1 

first car was smaller? 2 

MR. PUCHINSKY:  All I remember was it was silver.  That’s  3 

all --  4 

BY SGT PALERMO:   5 

Q. This is the first car? 6 

A. No, the second car, the one that I was pushing.  I don’t 7 

remember the first one, I just remember it being not as hard. 8 

Q. So, when you were pushing them to the sixth deck, there was a 9 

big difference from the last time you pushed that last car to the 10 

tenth deck? 11 

A. Yes. 12 

Q. So, the sixth deck, no issues, you were pushing them out and 13 

no problem? 14 

A. Uh huh. 15 

Q. Once you got done, you got that first car to the tenth deck, 16 

still no problem, and then the second car to the tenth deck, 17 

that’s when you felt the difference? 18 

A. So, I don’t -- I think I brought the first car to deck seven 19 

or eight, not all the way up to ten. 20 

Q. Okay. 21 

A. Now, I’m thinking back on it.  So, I was bringing them to 22 

six, six, six, six, and then I went to a different port and I 23 

believe this one went to seven or eight and then the last one was 24 

deck ten.  But it’s still the same ramp -- the degree of ramp, but 25 
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 UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER:  Yes. 1 

 MR. BALDASSARE:  Adam, you’ll circulate them? 2 

 MR. WELLS:  Yes, Mike, if you can get them to me, I will get 3 

them to the group that needs them. 4 

 MR. BALDASSARE:  My last question is ATF, you know my cousin, 5 

Jane Baldassare, she’s in, I think, Rochester? 6 

 SA HARTNETT:  I don’t personally, no. 7 

 MR. BALDASSARE:  Oh, I got to ask. 8 

 UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER:  It’s too nice of a town to be -- 9 

 MR. BALDASSARE:  There’s not a lot of Baldassare’s on that 10 

side of the table, so I have to -- I got to ask. 11 

 MR. PUCHINSKY:  I just want to say, the pictures that I have, 12 

the one that is just a picture of the police car, that is when he 13 

just pulled in and then the picture I took, I took multiple of 14 

just, like, different angles of the whole ship, that’s maybe five 15 

minutes after the fire department came.  So, the timestamp is a 16 

little different because they told me to move and everything.   17 

UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER:  So, if you want to look at them now, I 18 

can show them, I can forward them to you.  But if you want to see 19 

-- because the first -- he has a picture of the first, first 20 

responder and the police officer, which was -- 21 

BY DET KESELICA:  22 

Q. I just got one question.  Detective Joe Keselica with the 23 

Essex County Prosecutor’s Office, K E S E L I C A.  When you saw 24 

the crew in the top of the ship, did you notice if they were 25 










