Matthew Williamson

My 18 year old son, Matthew Williamson, was killed Dec. 1, 2005 while working onboard the USNS Supply that was docked for repairs at Detyen's Shipyard in North Charleston, SC. 
He started work at Knight's Services in Sept. 2005 as a pipe-fitters assistant. He worked with his dad, David Williamson, who had been a pipe-fitter for 20 years.
Matthew and his dad began work in the AFT CHT room a little over a week before he died. The CHT room is a confined space that consists of a lot of pipes that connect to the ships sewage tank.
David's job was to disconnect the pipes and drain the contents out in order to replace some piping in the room. David opened it up and sewage began spilling out that had a rotten egg smell.

David closed it and informed his boss of the situation. His boss told him to drain the sewage into trash cans that he supplied him and that a Detyen's crew would siphon the sewage out of the trash cans. David did this for three days meanwhile the navy had an overhead pipe that was leaking raw sewage into the room. There was about 4 inches of sewage on the floor. The navy personal would walk on the pipes in order to not wade in sewage. The navy personal tried to patch the leak with no success. It just kept leaking into the room. The ship's CHT alarm was going off in their control room indicating the presence of hydrogen sulfide, but it got on their nerves and they disconnected the alarm.
During this time David had trouble breathing at night and we thought that Matthew had the flu. We did not know that they were being poisoned.
On Sunday, I picked David and Matthew up from work and they smelled so bad that I had to drive with my head out the window. This is when I found out that Matthew had sewage on him. I told David that Matthew was to not work in that room until the conditions improved. The next day he told them and David and Matthew worked someplace else on the ship. Later that day David was injured and not able to work. 

Three days later they put Matthew back into the CHT room with an illegal Hispanic who spoke no English and was only a helper. Matthew and the worker worked on one side of the tank and a 19 year old was waiting to work on the opposite side. The 19 year old was instructed to wait on Detyen's shipyard to pump the tank down just below the valve line. The navy personal instructed the Detyen's worker to untag the tagged valve and pump from there. That is when they found out that someone had tagged the valve as being shut when it was really open the whole time. That is why sewage was in the pipes. He then duct taped the pump tube to the valve. Yes, duct taped. The Detyens worker had trouble with the pump and left the space for a couple of hours. He found out that someone had disconnected the pump and took it to use it somewhere else. He did not tell the 19 year old worker about it.
 Meanwhile the 19 year old Knight's Services worker called his boss and told him that he had not heard any pumping in a few hours and could he go ahead with the only job he had that day.

The boss said yes and the 19 year old went back to the space and tried to crack the valve. It would not open so he asked the Hispanic worker for help. The Hispanic worker pried it open so wide with a crow bar that it could not be closed. Sewage began pouring out and this is where the story becomes conflicting. One worker says that they all made it out safely and Matthew went back for his hard hat. No one wears their hard hat in there and Matthew always put in on a chair in the room above it. The other worker said that Matthew went back in to get his own tools, but Matthew had no tools. Later after the wrongful death lawsuit was settled, one of the workers called me to let me know that he never saw Matthew leave the CHT room.
The two workers fled the space and the 19 year old went to call his boss to let him know about the spill. The other worker went back and saw Matthew lying on the CHT floor. He went down the ladder and held Matthew's head out of the sewage. The 19 year old arrived and went down to help, but The Hispanic worker had trouble breathing and left the space. The 19 year old tried to carry Matthew up the ladder but became unconscious and fell onto Matthew.
Soon a Detyen's worker removed the 19 year old up the ladder and to safety.The Detyen's safety man arrived and did not try to rescue my son. He left him there and did not even attempt to rescue him. The safety man was only worried about getting fresh oxygen to the space above the CHT room. Instead of rescuing Matthew all efforts were put into this strange and curious procedure.

Detyen's even messed up the 911 call, but that is another story. When the firefighters did finally arrive, they stood on top of the ship waiting for Detyen's to communicate with them. After about 35 minutes Detyens informed them that there was a toxic spill and the Captain freaked out and called for Hazmat.Some Knights workers claim to have hunted for a respirator but could find none.

A worker from a separate company heard a lot of commotion on the radio and drove his truck to the ship. He walked past the firefighters with their respirators and down to the room where the safety man was. He looked into the CHT room, walked past the safety men , walked past the firefighters with their respirators and drove his truck back to his office so he could retrieve his own respirator. He drove back to the ship, walked past the firefighters with their respirators, past the safety man, entered the CHT room with a navy man and with the help of the navy officer pucarried my son up the 6 foot ladder and into the room above the CHT room. My son took 3 last breaths and died. 

There was a high level of toxic fumes and everyone had to leave the ship. My son was all alone on that big navy ship for 4 and a half hours.
David, Sarah and I arrived to pick Matthew up after work. I saw the news people and ran to the front gate. We were told in front of the tv news camera by his boss that Matthew was no longer with us. My world ended. David ran to the ship and was held back. He kept thinking that Matthew was alive and why did everyone leave him? It was a long 4 and half hour wait.

Tina Williamson

