
Makeshift Vol. 23: Crash & Burn? 
 
Commentary and Winners 
 
So before we get into the specifics of this challenge, let me begin with a massive apology 
for being hideously late in posting this and the results for the next several MakeShifts. 
Suffice it to say life intervened big time this past year and – despite my best intentions – 
it was simply impossible to get to these any sooner. Hence all I can do now is beg your 
forgiveness and do my best to pick up where we left off… 
 
Which was facing a jackknifed tanker truck and a damaged SUV with an unconscious 
driver inside – with both vehicles dripping gasoline – and emergency pros nowhere in 
sight. That left you with two dilemmas: what, if anything, to do about the unconscious 
driver trapped in the car, and the dripping gasoline.   
 
Needless to say, there was a wide range of opinions on both these issues. Some were of 
the mind to simply clear out completely, instruct everyone else to do likewise, and wait 
for the police, fireman and EMTs to arrive – perhaps via the now-empty freeway just 
ahead of the accident. Though it’s worth noting there was clearly a difference of opinion 
about what constituted a “safe distance” from the center of the accident. 100 yards? 150? 
300 yards – should the tanker catch fire and explode as a result of what’s known by the 
experts as a BLEVE (Boiling Liquid Expanding Vapor Explosion). 
 
For future reference, everyone got that one wrong as shown by an analysis of just such an 
incident in Greece sent in by one generous reader, Gary Gechlik (which is posted here) in 
which the tanker ultimately exploded, killing several of the fireman attempting to 
extinguish the fire and hurling huge pieces of the truck well over 500 yards! In short, the 
force of such a blast can be extraordinary, and a good rule of thumb would be simply this 
– if you’re standing close enough to still see the truck, you are not at a safe distance. 
 
Assuming then one chose not to simply flee the area and hope the pros would appear 
before a fire broke out, what should be done about the dripping gasoline? To reduce the 
chance of fire, many of you rightly suggested applying some absorbent material to the 
growing puddles of gas. One entrant astutely noted that tanker trucks that carry 
flammable liquids are required by law to also carry absorbent materials – more often than 
not cat litter or something of a similar chemical compound. Since the tanker driver was 
not injured, they could provide the absorbent, which should be quickly spread beneath the 
leaks to soak up the gas. But even if the truck’s absorbent was not accessible then dirt 
from the construction site would be an excellent substitute, provided you were careful not 
to produce any sparks – say from the available shovels – in applying it. Once you got the 
truck driver and a few others working on containing the gas leaks then you could turn 
your attention to the trapped and unconscious driver in the SUV. 
 
Here again there was a dramatic split among you about whether to attempt freeing, 
moving or even touching the driver before the professionals reached the scene. While it is 
true that attempting to move someone who is injured can potentially compound their 



injuries – with the added danger of risking an eventual lawsuit in our delightfully litigious 
culture – that doesn’t mean simply abandoning them and hoping the pros get there in time 
is always the right choice – at least, that is, until you know just how injured they might 
be. 
 
If, for instance, it turns out the driver was not breathing and you left them untouched then 
– assuming the EMTs were even able to get there within five minutes – chances are the 
driver would most likely suffer serious brain damage if they survived at all. That’s quite a 
price to pay for avoiding a lawsuit, don’t you think? So, to our thinking, it at least 
behooves you to smash one of the SUV’s windows – like the rear one just behind the 
driver’s window – and determine if the driver is breathing before choosing to walk away. 
If you can establish the driver is still breathing – and you can hear some approaching 
sirens – then it might be best to leave the driver be and let the pros extract them from the 
vehicle so as not to exacerbate their injuries. 
 
If, however, you determine the driver is not breathing, then – if it were me trapped in that 
car – I’d hope you’d at least enter the vehicle through that smashed window, cut the 
seatbelt, and either move me into the back bench seat, or smash out the front windshield 
and move me onto the hood of the car where you can begin to administer CPR. The issue 
of severe neck or back injury becomes irrelevant when, without oxygen, I’m either going 
to die or become a vegetable, you know. Is there still some risk of a lawsuit? Sure. These 
days you risk being sued for sending an offensive tweet. But in a matter of life or death, 
your chances in court are still pretty good if you opted to try saving a life rather than 
leaving someone to die.   
 
And though many of you came up with rather ingenious ways to pry or pull a door off the 
SUV to extract the driver should that be necessary, the time required to do that – without 
creating any dangerous sparks that might ignite the gas vapors – was simply too great to 
recommend that course of action. Better we thought to grab something from the 
construction site and smash the windows to get the driver out, if it came to that. 
 
So, to recap, here’s the best plan, in our humble opinion, when faced with this particular 
situation: enlist the truck driver and perhaps one or two others to spread absorbent 
material to contain the dripping gas as quickly as possible, while you and one or two 
others smash one of the SUV’s windows to determine the condition of the driver. And 
once you’ve reached a decision about what to do with the driver, organize anyone else to 
inform everyone stopped by the accident to get out of their cars and withdraw as far as 
possible from the scene until the authorities arrive and can fully contain any risk of a fire. 
While we’d all like to presume the emergency service folks will arrive in record time, 
given the continuing cutbacks in public services, that is no longer an assumption we 
should put all our faith in. Hence, having a clear and focused approach to an emergency 
situation – and the moral if not personal courage to enact it – can be critical in 
circumstances where indecision and uncertainty can have potentially fatal or even 
disastrous consequences. And I’m pleased to report that, in one form or another, most of 
you got just that. 
 



As always, thanks for putting your minds to this, and once again, my apologies for the 
delay in posting. 
 
Lee Zlotoff 
 
Makeshift Winner: Most Plausible: Kellan Schnal 
Makeshift Winner: Most Creative: Jonathan Atkins 
Honorable Mention: Neuroglide, Jay Stern 
 
 
 
 
 


