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Power companies struggled yesterday to restore service to a quarter-million 
homes and businesses in the Washington region that fell dark after Tuesday's 
violent thunderstorm, as a new line of severe weather left even more damage in 
its wake.  

As residents picked up tree limbs and dried out basements, school officials 
declared the first week of school a false start for some students. Continued 
uncertainty about the duration of the blackout prompted officials in several 
counties to announce last-minute closures at 58 schools yesterday morning. As 
many as 20 schools in Montgomery and Prince George's counties could remain 
shuttered again today, depending on the progress of overnight repairs. 

With fresh outages from last night's storm, more than 184,000 customers across 
the region were without service about 10 p.m., and power companies predicted 
some would stay that way for another day. Pepco officials said the outage was 
the worst in the Washington region since 1999, when an ice storm left more than 
213,000 of Pepco's customers without electricity.  

As last night's storm raked the region, the Fairfax County police 911 emergency 
call center in Annandale lost power, and officials had to rely on backup 
generators to continue handling calls. In Sterling, live wires fell to the ground at 
the Cascades Commons apartment complex, endangering residents. Loudoun 
County Fire and Rescue workers went door-to-door, telling people in the 
complex's 12 buildings that they would not have power for the night. 

"It was like a monsoon. It sounded like the windows were going to break," said 
resident Tia Glenn, 24. 

In Montgomery County, which appeared hardest-hit by Tuesday's storm, lightning 
strikes last night were believed to have caused fires at a home in the Potomac 
area and one in the Aspen Hill area. North of Baltimore, lightning sparked a four-
alarm fire that ravaged a dormitory at the Sheppard Pratt Health System in 
Towson, forcing the evacuation of 51 patients and 10 staff members to another 
building while firefighters battled the flames for 11/2 hours.  

Earlier, emergency crews spent much of yesterday contending with mostly minor 
but widespread damage caused by Tuesday's summer squall. National Weather 



Service meteorologists said gusts from the storm reached 78 miles per hour, 
creating a trail of downed trees and snapped power lines. 

"Everywhere you went there was damage," Montgomery County Executive 
Douglas M. Duncan (D) said as he surveyed destruction in several 
neighborhoods. Duncan pledged that county officials would work without rest 
until debris is cleared and power restored. 

Last night's storms left about 37,000 Virginia Dominion Power customers without 
power in Northern Virginia as of 10 p.m. Lightning and high winds closed Reagan 
National and Dulles International airports to takeoffs and landings at 6 p.m.for at 
least 40 minutes, according to spokeswoman Tara Hamilton. 

Tuesday's storms had left many residents with problems enough. Among them, 
American University Professor Richard Brown, who received a call from 
neighbors in Takoma Park that an 80-foot pin oak had crashed onto his front 
yard. He rushed from his Washington office to head for home and found another 
tree resting on his Subaru wagon. 

The mathematics professor declined to calculate the odds of this double 
calamity, but he said with some understatement, "It was a very unfortunate day 
for me." 

For most residents, though, the storm's aftermath simply meant finding ways to 
cope with life without power. 

Bowie resident Herb Winston set up a makeshift office in his garage, using 
extension cords to plug a laptop computer, printer and cell phone into the 
cigarette lighter of his SUV at the foot of the driveway. 

By late yesterday, simmering frustrations with the region's major power 
companies were intensifying. D.C. Council member Adrian M. Fenty (D-Ward 4) 
said he suspected that Pepco had underestimated the damage and, as a result, 
got a slow start on the recovery effort. 

Robert Dobkin, a Pepco spokesman, said yesterday that the complaints were 
unfounded. Even with the storm still hours away, he said, the company began 
assembling 250 crews to respond, including 62 teams brought in from 
Pennsylvania, New Jersey and Delaware. 

"As soon as the weather cleared, we were rolling," Dobkin said. 

But progress was slow. By 7 a.m., 119,000 Pepco customers remained without 
power. At 5 p.m., the number had been reduced to 80,000. Dobkin attributed 
delays to about 200 live wires that had to be cleared first, because of the danger 
they posed. 



Late last night, the number of Pepco customers without power had spiked to 
about 115,000, including almost 72,000 in Montgomery County, 31,000 in Prince 
George's County and about 12,600 in the District. 

Uncertain of how many schools were without power as a result of Tuesday's 
storm, Montgomery County School Superintendent Jerry D. Weast decided 
shortly before dawn yesterday to delay opening schools for two hours.  

"The [power outages] didn't seem to follow any sort of regular pattern," Weast 
said. "We had difficulties discerning the accuracy of the information."  

Some of the gas stations where Montgomery school buses are serviced were 
closed by the outages. Even so, several drivers drove their regular routes to tell 
students to report back to their bus stops two hours later. Meanwhile, school 
officials assessed how many schools had power.  

After determining that most roads in the county were passable, shortly before 7 
a.m., Weast decided to open 159 schools for the rest of the day -- about 80 
percent of the system. Thirty-three schools did not open: 23 elementary schools, 
six middle schools, three high schools -- Kennedy, Blake and Wootton -- and the 
Longview special education center. 

After the initial announcement, conflicting reports spread though the Internet, 
telephone, radio and television news outlets. In neighborhoods with no electricity, 
news traveled the old-fashioned way -- door to door.  

"It was very confusing," said Michelle Yu, county PTA president and the mother 
of three daughters who stayed home yesterday because their schools closed. 
"But I don't really see how else they could have done it in such short time." 

Pepco and Baltimore Gas and Electric tried to calm nerves by setting up stations 
where customers could get dry ice for preserving food. In Bowie, about 150 
residents waited for the ice, sitting on lawn chairs and empty coolers, in a line 
that curled around the parking lot of Free State Mall. 

Gladys Brinkley, a 74-year-old Bowie resident, said she'd just bought a freezer 
full of chicken on sale. "I just can't afford to lose all that food, especially since I 
just stocked up," she said. About the only people who could be found reveling in 
the debris were tree trimmers. The buzz of chain saws, a familiar sound in 
neighborhoods across the region, was music to Bruce Chassereau. He and his 
crew of tree workers arrived with wood chipper in tow to start disposing of the 
maple that toppled on Mary Cooper's front yard in Crofton. 

It was their sixth job of the morning; during a typical day, they'd have only one. 
Chassereau called the summer storm a blessing. "I live for them," he said.  



Staff writers Lila Arzua, Christian Davenport, Petula Dvorak, Hamil R. Harris, 
Nelson Hernandez, Darragh Johnson, Ernesto Londoño, Ylan Q. Mui, Vikki Ortiz, 
Jamie Stockwell, Nancy Trejos, William Wan, Eric M. Weiss, Ovetta Wiggins and 
Clarence Williams contributed to this report.  

 


