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The Big Timber
Pioneer staff would
like to offer a special
thank you to all the
wonderful businesses
who support this
publication, allowing
us to give back to our
local first responders
with a 25 percent
donation of all the
proceeds. This year,
that amount totalled
an astounding $975.

This endeavor to put my
thoughts about Sweet Grass
County’s first responders into
words feels impossible.
I’ve attempted it several times
in the last two years, but the
result always fell short of what I
believe they deserve.
These men and women aren’t
just hypothetical superheroes
who show up in the nick of time
to save the day. If that were the
case, this would be easy.
Instead,
they’re
living,
breathing humans with fears and
struggles who push everything
aside at the sound of a

page to walk into the unknown.
They’re mothers and fathers,
brothers and sisters, friends and
neighbors who leave the comfort
and safety of their homes to help
a stranger with no guarantee of a
safe return.
I’ve heard worry in a brute of a
man’s voice when a crash victim’s
grip on his fingers loosened.
I’ve felt calming reassurance
pass between an EMT and a
terrified teenager while firefighters
prepared the Jaws of Life.
And I’ve seen a quiet sadness
sweep across an officer’s face
when doing everything they
could simply wasn’t enough.
There is nothing hypothetical
about the risk first responders
take, be it physical or mental.
But the reward is just as real.
There’s a euphoric feeling in
the camaraderie of a post-call
gathering. There is contentment
in the ritual of truck rehab to
prepare for the next call. And
there’s an indescribable bond of
shared struggle.
They each have war stories for
one reason or another, moments
of laughter and moments of
sorrow. Often times they’re two
in the same.
They live for the rush, but
that isn’t what keeps them
coming back.
You do.
When they leave their homes,
it’s with their friends, family and
community in mind.
So often the question is, “If I
don’t show up, who will?”
When they’re telling you

they’re doing everything they can,
have no doubt in the truth of that
statement. They’re there with the
same purpose of mind as if it were
their own family in crisis.
And in a small community
like Big Timber, it is often their
own “family” in crisis.
Later on you’ll read a letter
from our sheriff about the
bravery of your local emergency
personnel. You’ll read about the
Derby Fire and the impact it had
on responders and landowners.
You’ll get a feel for a day in the
life of an 18-year veteran reserve
deputy and firsthand accounts
of what it’s like to serve in a
small community.
You’ll also see the faces of
many of these first responders,
both paid and volunteer. Many
of them you’ll recognize.
That is what makes this
publication so important.
On any given day, they could
be the one showing up at your
doorstep. Or they could be the
ones who also need your help.
I know, because I am one.
We do it with purpose. We do it
with passion. We do it with pride.
Sweet Grass County’s first
responders are a family of their
own special variety — a family
determined to protect yours.
So when you have a chance,
please let them know how much
you appreciate all they do.
They’ll humbly say you’re
welcome, likely feeling bashful
about the unsolicited attention.
And that’s because they’re just
regular folks too.

Lindsey Erin Kroskob

Publisher & Managing Editor

The Big Timber Pioneer + 105 W. Second Ave.
(406) 932-5298 + www.bigtimberpioneer.net
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Sweet Grass Fire
Kris Novotny
BTVFD Chief

O

ur department
did an excellent
job this year
keeping most all of our
fires small, as some had
the potential to get
very large and costly.
As a department, our goal
is to continue with training
and member retention.

MACKENZIE REISS / Big Timber Pioneer

Big Timber Volunteer Fire Department members (left to right): Karl Conner, Levi Duncan, James
Ellis, Kyle Ginnaty, John Gann, Dave Groff, Charlie Mack, Jordan Gano, Kurt Laubach, Chris
Mehus, Billy Mack, Lindsey Kroskob, Mike Chulyak, Mark Josephson, Pat Leary, Colton Jones,
Clayton Gano, Dennis Boshart, Chase Stephens, Bridger Perret, Tim Border and Randy Rembold.

James Ellis

Standout volunteer

Four years — captain

I joined the Big Timber
Volunteer Fire Department
because I enjoy helping people
and the community, and I also
like playing with fire, so the
fire department seemed like a
logical choice.
— — —
A few years ago, there was
a fire outside of Columbus.

Another member and myself
went out to help and were
assigned to spend the night.
The fire was quite large. There
were people everywhere, except
where we were at. The fire was
advancing slowly, but steadily.
The plan from the people
who make decisions was for us
to watch it and do something
about it in the morning.
Well, we decided that wasn’t
what we wanted to do. We
asked for permission to fight the
fire and permission was given.
We were effective enough that
more resources were sent from
other areas to help us out.
The point is, if you want
to make a difference, do

Nomination:

something. Don’t just stand
around watching and talking
about it.
— — —
Volunteers are an important
part of our community, as well
as many others. Volunteerism as
a whole seems to be declining.
People just don’t have time for
it like they used to.
When people call for help,
they expect help to arrive. Well,
what if help never came?
I just want to do my part to
make sure it does.
— — —
The best thing to do in any
stressful situation is to stay
calm. Sometimes that’s easier
said than done.

James is dedicated to helping
our organization by answering
every call that he possibly can
and through his willingness
to take on any extra job that
needs to be handled.
James has also taken on
additional training to better
himself and our department.

Get involved

+ Sweet Grass Fire

Call the BTVFD fire hall
at (406) 932-5483 or attend
the fireman’s meeting at
7 p.m. on the second and
fourth Wednesday of each
month at the fire hall.

FROM BRIDGER CREEK

Sweet Grass County Public Works
MACKENZIE REISS / Big Timber Pioneer

Public works employees (left to right): Dennis Uehling, Jim
Gibson, Willie Littell, Neil Indreland, Cory Conner. Not
pictured: Kevin Schott and Monte Fjare.
2016

I became a firefighter
partly by necessity.
Growing up on Bridger
Creek, it seemed like we
would have several fires
in the area every summer
and we would rush to the
fire and fight with just shovels
and weed-spraying backpacks.
When we got the chance to
house a DNRC fire truck on the
creek it made it so much more

efficient and effective
to fight fires. This
way we can help out
any way we can.
The Derby Fire
stands out as the
most memorable fire
because it is a good reminder that
fires are unpredictable — you
need to be prepared for anything.
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Search + Rescue
Alan Ronneberg
Search and Rescue
Coordinator

Staying motivated can
be taxing and difficult to
maintain, especially in a
transitional period of the
group’s evolution.
Many
times
the
motivating factor, or
what drives me, is the next
callout and the challenges
and opportunities that call
will bring.
Nomination:

Rusty Terland is one of
those people who try and
not draw a lot of attention to
himself, but he always seems
to be the one who’s there.
Rusty’s sense of dedication
to the organization and
the community are just a
small part of why he was
nominated as this year’s
volunteer of the year.

Get involved

+

Contact Sweet Grass
County Sheriff ’s Office
Lieutenant Alan Ronneberg
at (406) 932-5143.

MACKENZIE REISS / Big Timber Pioneer

SAR members pictured in 2015 (left to right): Scott Bosch*, Kevin Langhus, Craig Wood, Zach Rennie*,
Josh Fjare, Rusty Terland, David Tronrud, Lt. Alan Ronneberg, Aaron Woodham*, Brian James, Dan
Tronrud, Mark George, Cory Tronrud and Saul Heinemann. Charlie the dog is laying on the floor.
Not pictured: Monica DeCock, Carson Pollington, Mackenzie Reiss. *These members are no longer active.

Rusty Terland
Standout volunteer

Six years — SAR member

I was first on scene of a fatal
accident in the Bridger Creek
area in the fall of 2010. I started
CPR and I felt like I did a pretty
good job. Unfortunately, the
victim’s injuries were too severe.
After that incident, I just
felt like if I had more training,
I could be better prepared for

THANK YOU
SWEET GRASS COUNTY
FIRST RESPONDERS

any eventuality. I thought the
best way to be prepared would
be to join search and rescue.
— — —
The incident that sticks out
in my mind is a call a few years
ago on New Year’s Eve to help
an injured snowmobiler past
Box Canyon. It took a while to
get up there, but we got him
stabilized. Things just seemed
like they worked out fairly
well, and it was New Year’s
Eve so it stood out.
— — —
There aren’t a lot of us left in
this end of the country and it’s
nice to have someone nearby who
can help out. Sometimes I’m the

closest responder. It’s fun too, I
can’t argue that. It’s just kind of a
different thing to do and you get
a good feeling when you get a fire
out or help somebody.
— — —
Being prepared is doubly
important for search and
rescue. Especially for winter
survival, you better be prepared.
Training is important too, like
the swiftwater rescue thing we
did. I’m a dry-lander, so that’s
way out of my comfort zone.
But it’s important to be as
prepared as possible. You can
never be perfectly prepared, but
try to have everything you’re
going to need.

THANK YOU FIRST RESPONDERS
for your service to our community.

Dringman Law Firm
Sweet Grass Ranch

(406) 932-0440
104 McLeod Street

(406) 537-4477 — www.sweetgrassranch.com
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THANK
YOU FIRST
RESPONDERS
THANK YOU SWEET GRASS COUNTY FIRST RESPONDERS!
Josephson Law Firm | 115 W. Second Ave. | (406) 932-5900
ESTATE PLANNING/ADMINISTRATION | REAL ESTATE TRANSACTIONS | BUSINESS MATTERS

Thank you Sweet Grass County
emergency responders

We appreciate everything you do to make
Big Timber a safe and wonderful place to live!

We appreciate everything
you do for our community.
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DINER
& CATERING

Melville, MT — (406) 537-4422
108 McLeod Street — (406) 932-6078

Ambulance Service
Rob Farnum

T

Ambulance
Manager

he connections
I make with the
people I care for
keep me motivated to
continue to serve.
I am passionate
LINDSEY ERIN KROSKOB / Big Timber Pioneer
about rural medicine
and don’t think I
Sweet Grass County Ambulance Service members (left to right): Shawn Tripp, Mark George, Mackenzie
could make those
Reiss, Tim Yuzeitis, Gail Payne, Dan Tronrud, Karen Elliott, David Tronrud, Laurie Parrent, Kevin Langhus,
Carson Pollington, James Ellis, and Ambulance Manager Rob Farnum. Not pictured: Cory Tronrud, John
relationships in an
Ronneberg, Cookie Agnew, Paula Curtin, Francis Blake, Mery Donald and Kandi Schuman.
urban area. I look at
providing emergency
medical care to be a sacred trust that the people of this
capabilities as a first responder.
David Tronrud
county have granted, and it is an honor to provide it.
Every call I go on is memorable
Standout volunteer
Nomination:
in one way or another. Whether it
David has been an EMR with the ambulance service
be a bad car wreck or a large fire, it’s
and is currently in our EMT class. David has been very
important to remember that you
willing to use his skills and wants to expand his knowledge
are there helping that person on
to better serve the people of Sweet Grass County.
one of the worst days of their life.
David reaches out to make sure he understands what
It is important to me to
plans are and is willing to give input on issues. He has also
volunteer
because
without
lent his expertise in radios to the crew.
Four years — emergency
volunteers, small communities
medical responder
When I mention to him a concern we have, David
would not be able to afford fullcomes back to me with a solution to solve our problems
I have been a member of the time emergency services.
without going out of house. In a crew that is full of
The most important thing I
ambulance service for about two
standouts for multiple reasons, David has shined.
years now and have been a member have learned throughout my
of search and rescue and the fire career in emergency service is
Get involved
the value of teamwork and the
department for the past 15 years.
I joined the ambulance service strength a group of people can
Contact Sweet Grass County Ambulance Service
to better help the people in our have when we all work together
Manager Rob Farnum at (406) 932-5384.
community and to further my to achieve a goal.
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Thank you
Sweet Grass County emergency responders
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We appreciate everything
you do for our community.
Greg De Boer, Crazy Mountain Chiropractic
(406) 932-5528 — 301 W. First Ave.
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Sheriff’s Reserves
Ron Swanson
Sheriff’s Office
Reserves Coordinator

T
MACKENZIE REISS / Big Timber Pioneer

Sweet Grass County Sheriff’s Office Reserve deputies (left to right): Kaycee Vernia, Tom Winters,
Mark George, Luke Halverson and Rocky Heinemann. Not pictured: Jeff Jones, Ron Boe, Monica
DeCock, Bryan Sondeno, Nikki Rosenthal, Justin Countryman, Larry Hensley, Scotty Langhus,
Mike Rodriguez, Craig Snodgrass, Wayne Swanson and Yancy Terland.

Tom Winters

Standout volunteer

17 years — Senior Reserve deputy

There are so many calls that
qualify as memorable for so
many reasons. In the year since
the last “First Responders”
article, there has been so much
that has happened. The calls for
service had nearly doubled at one
point and covered almost every
aspect of law enforcement duties.

My answer from last year still
stands as my most memorable
call, but running a close second
would be “Hell Week” from
last December.
The department was short on
manpower due to pre-scheduled
trainings and some personnel
were on temporary light-duty.
Myself and one of the other
senior reserve deputies, Rocky
Heinemann, had been asked if
we would be available to help
should the need arise. The
winter storm that hit our area
wasn’t a complete surprise, but
the road conditions were much
worse than anticipated.
From that Monday to noon

Friday, the calls from vehicle
crashes on the highways were
off the chart. Rocky and I
worked the day shift with
Undersheriff Jerry Mahlum,
and it was literally non-stop
for the three of us from dawn
to dusk. Sometimes we would
answer calls in one spot but
each of us end up at different
accidents before we were done
with the first call.
The 12 hour shifts were
stretched to 14 to 16-plus
hours. Most times we would
sign in at the beginning of the
shift and never make it back to
the office until we were off duty.
Through the whole ordeal I

his is my county
and community. I
have and continue
to enjoy working to keep
my citizens safe.
I am most proud of the
teamwork between our
agency, fire and EMS and
our citizens. We have come
a long way since I started.

Get involved

+

Contact Sweet Grass
County Sheriff’s Office
Lieutenant Ron Swanson
at (406) 932-5143.

was totally impressed with the
cohesiveness of the emergency
response groups in our
community. The sheriff ’s office,
fire department and EMT/
paramedics worked together
like a well-oiled machine. They
literally placed their lives on
the line non-stop for the entire
week and rescued so many
people I lost count.
I wish everyone in the county
could have seen their volunteer
departments in action that week.

We appreciate
everything
you do.
110 W. Third Ave. | (406) 932-5446
2016
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BACKROADS

with Tom Winters

Story and photo by Olivia Keith
Pioneer Staff Writer

In the backwoods of Sweet Grass
County, you’re sure to encounter many
things — bears, deer, hikers, cattle and
the occasional hunter when it’s the
right season.
But one person has most certainly
been there recently as well, observing,
investigating and enforcing the law
in the county since 1999: this year’s
standout volunteer for the Sheriff ’s
Reserves, Senior Reserve Deputy and
Rural Patrol Deputy Tom Winters.
Armed with a sheriff ’s office truck
with old school roll-up windows, his
tan Mountain Peak cowboy hat and
a chainsaw, Winters takes to the dirt
roads throughout the year, easily logging
400 miles of backcountry in season.
“I see a lot of interesting things —
a lot of critters, meet some really lost
people,” he said.
A typical day for Winters includes
stopping by the sheriff ’s office before
work to pick up a rig, seeing if there’s
anything he can help out with in town
and then heading out to the backroads.
Each patrol can last anywhere from
two to nearly 10 hours, depending on

the contract he’s pursuing that day and
what events transpire while on patrol.
Winters cultivated a respect for law
enforcement officials at a young age and
often found himself spending quite a bit
of time with them growing up.
“When I was a kid I was active in
competitive shooting and the local
police department had the only range
in the area,” he said. “They seemed like
great people.”
His early interactions with the police
officers encouraged him to pursue a
similar career path later in life.
Winters moved from California to
Big Timber in 1978 and worked as a
horse packer/wilderness guide for six
years. While working for Shiloh Rifle
in 1999, he graduated as an active
reserve deputy for Sweet Grass County.
He continued working for Shiloh
Rifle until 2000 and then for Cal Graf
until 2004. From there, Winters began
working at the Park County Detention
Center as sergeant, which is “not a job I
would recommend to anybody (without)
a sense of humor,” he said.
“Working at the jail probably made

+ Tom Winters is pictured
Oct. 27 a few miles
north of Big Timber at
Tin Can Hill.

10 | +First Responders 					
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me the least judgmental person in the
world,” he said.
He would often come home with bruises,
scratches and sometimes even a limp from
rough dealings with inmates. But their actions
never deterred from the respect he strove to
show them on a daily basis.
“I respect them. That could be me
tomorrow. That could be you,” he said.
People make bad decisions, but that doesn’t
mean they’re bad people, he added.
When an injury forced him to retire in
2014, he was offered the paid position of rural
patrol deputy in Sweet Grass County, along
with his volunteer reserve deputy duties.
“It never gets dull,” Winters said. “It’s
never the same thing every day.”
One minute he could be pulling someone over
for speeding, the next he could be explaining to
a particularly lost individual that the Absarokas
aren’t anywhere near their current location.
Winters is the only rural patrol deputy in
Sweet Grass County, which means he spends
a lot of time driving to remote places that the
sheriff ’s office and the Forest Service doesn’t
get a chance to patrol. This contractual position
is paid for by grants that allow him to travel
these distances and journey all over the county.
While he spends a few days of the week
fulfilling the obligations each contract entails,
his patrols are interspersed with volunteer
reserve duties such as traffic control, rolling
as backup and lending a hand when needed.
“As a reserve in a small town you get to do
everything,” he said. “I’ve pounded a lot of
pavement in the past and this is a real great job.”
Because he is the only one with this unique
position of rural patrol deputy, Winters often
spends his days alone, stopping to chat with
folks every once in a while throughout the day.
“It’s not for everybody,” Winters said of
the solicitude he’s all too familiar with. “But
I’m good with my own thoughts.”
But for Winters, the bonds he’s made
with the other officers in the department
can’t be found anywhere else.
“It’s like a family,” he said. “I love every
one of the guys I work with.”
And recognizing that helping out, even
just a couple hours a week, can do wonders
to positively impact such a small department
is incredibly significant.
“It’s knowing that you’re helping your
community by helping your department at a
time where they could really need it,” he said,
and that makes it all worth it.
2016
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Inferno
By Mackenzie Reiss

Derby Fire: A 10 year retrospective

Pioneer Staff Writer

F

lames more than two stories high billowed across the road from
the Emter’s Reed Point home. It was as if the devil’s fingers
themselves were dancing across the land, leaving a blackened
moonscape in their wake and flicking giant embers into Jackie
Emter’s front lawn.
As she stood watching balls of flame fall from the sky, her adrenaline
kicked in.
In that moment it came down to fight or flight.
Her husband, Craig, had told her if things got bad, to get out and head south.
So she ran.
She ran through fields and over fences, until finally Jackie came upon
the home of seasonal residents Dave and Dorothy Shepherd.
“We gotta go now!” she hollered to her neighbors.
The front of Derby Fire wasn’t far behind them.
Jackie and Dorothy piled into a small white pickup, while Dave followed
behind in a Mule.
As they tumbled down a small dirt road heading out of the hills, Jackie’s
thoughts turned to her husband and the firefighters who’d stayed behind,
protecting her home.
She was convinced they were dead.
As the trio caravanned toward Reed Point, flames licked at them from
either side. The windows of the truck soon became too hot to touch and
their clothes grew damp with sweat.
“I thought we were dead,” Jackie recalled. “You couldn’t tell where we
were. I think if we went a little bit further, we would have been out of it, but
you just don’t know.”
They got trapped twice when the fire blocked them in and eventually
diverted onto a backroad, which led them to safety.
Once out of the fire, Jackie’s attention turned back to Craig.
If, by some chance, he had survived, she needed to let him know she had too.
Jackie caught a ride to the county line where a young man had told her
local first responders were stationed.

+ Flames course up
a tree in a night and
day scene during the
2006 Derby Fire, which
scorched more than
223,000 acres in less
than a month.

Photos courtesy of the NOAA
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She flung open the door to the first Sweet
Grass County Sheriff ’s truck she could find
and pleaded her case to a rather surprised
Lieutenant Ron Swanson.
He radioed then-fire chief Mark Stephens
and learned that crews had just begun a
search for Jackie’s body.
“I fell on my knees,” Craig said, of when
he heard the news.
They were exhausted, shaken up and lucky
to be alive.

— The beginning —
The Emters’ story is just one of many that
showcase the unbelievable power of the
2006 Derby Fire. It’s been 10 years since
the blaze torched 223,000 acres and 26
homes from late August to mid-September,
according to the National Interagency Fire
Center. The fire left its mark — both on the
ground it covered and in the volunteers and
residents it challenged.
Former fire chief Mark Stephens recalled
how the blaze went from a small forest fire
to an insurmountable inferno.
Lightning hit a hilltop in the CusterGallatin National Forest on Aug. 22, 2006,
to the east of Natural Bridge — about 25
miles south of Big Timber.
Lightning-caused fires were hardly unusual
events, but this one was different. High winds
coupled with drought-like conditions created
the perfect cocktail for disaster.
In the beginning, Stephens said a private
contractor was dumping buckets of water on
the blaze with a helicopter. However, because
he didn’t have proper communication with the
Forest Service, the agency called him off and
deployed a handful of smoke jumpers instead.
But that limited manpower wasn’t
enough, and to make matters worse, other
crews couldn’t access the area to help.
The Derby Fire started in an area
designated as roadless land — in other
words, there were no roads to provide access
and none could be built.

Photo courtesy of Kevin Langhus

+ Firefighters with the Big Timber Volunteer Fire
Department take a break from fighting fire to
test out a putting green on Four Creek Ranch.

For days, the Big Timber Volunteer Fire
Department waited as the fire grew.
“It skunked around there for about a week
or so and then we got the higher temperatures,
lower humidity and wind,” Stephens said.
“And from there it just boomed.”
And boom it did. From Aug. 30 to 31, the
Derby Fire grew from 34,377 acres to more
than 150,000. That’s a 120,000 acre jump in
one day alone.
From there, the fire expanded both north
and eastward, before heading westward and
then looping back around.

— Local responders —
The BTVFD and rural fire departments sent
between 60 and 80 firefighters each day to help
battle the blaze. They’d start in the mornings at
6 a.m. and fight until midnight when the fire
made big runs, Stephens said. State and federal
firefighters responded to assist, but that didn’t
mean a break for local crews.
“There was a lot of times when the people
weren’t really trusting the state or the
federal government, so a lot of them wanted

someone local to be with them at all times,”
Stephens said.
BTVFD Assistant Fire Chief Jordan
Gano said the Derby Fire also required a lot
of patience from the department. Number
one, they had to work under outside fire
crews on their own turf. And two, they had
to use defensive tactics as opposed to their
traditional offensive methods of firefighting.
“Normally, we would just put our heads
down and attack … and that wasn’t an
option,” Gano said.
Instead, they triaged structures and focused
their efforts on burn backs — purposely
starting small fires near buildings to
eliminate fuels. That way, when the big fire
came though, it would have nothing to hold
on to.
“We didn’t use hardly any water out of
our truck and used up most of our drip torch
fuel because it was obvious, by the time the
fire got to West Bridger Creek, that pretty
much all of that was going to burn and there
was nothing anyone humanely could do to
stop it,” Gano said. “That was a hard thing
to even get your mind wrapped around.”
But in many cases, those defensive
tactics worked.
Stephens estimated that firefighters saved
around 50 structures and lost just two in
Sweet Grass County during the Derby Fire.
However, the onslaught of flame took a
toll on the responders.

— Helping hands —
Firefighters got sleep where they could —
taking refuge beneath fire trucks or in sheds,
shops and cabins of hospitable landowners.
“Basically, we just got our asses kicked
everyday for weeks and that’s a hard thing
to keep your head up about,” Gano said.
Luckily, for Gano and other firefighters,
there were people like Dave and Carolyn
Osen. The Osens managed Four Creek
Ranch, an 11,000-acre property south of
Big Timber.

Thank you
Sweet Grass County first responders

Locally owned and operated.

119 E. First Ave. • (406) 932-5323

14 | +First Responders 													

2016

When the fire reached their place, Dave
didn’t even want to call the BTVFD because
he knew they were already overwhelmed.
“Dave said, ‘Carolyn, I cannot do that to
them. They’re so maxed out,’” she recalled.
But eventually Carolyn convinced him to
notify the department. After doing so, they
packed what they could and drove out, tears
flowing, convinced they would lose everything.
“We’re going down the road, both of us are
bawling, and we see these seven fire trucks
coming up the road,” Carolyn said, with
tears in her eyes. “Mark (Stephens) stops us
on the road and says, ‘Where are you going?
… You gotta show me where to go.’”
Carolyn was floored by their response
and wanted to do something in return. An
encounter with Gano the following day
cemented her motivation.
“I said, ‘When was the last time you ate?,’”
Dave recalled. “(Gano) said, ‘A day and a
half ago.’”
Carolyn immediately phoned ranch owner
Bob Sierra and explained to him what was
going on.
“Whatever you have to do, you do it,” he
told her.
Carolyn and her two daughters served
up three meals a day to any firefighter they
could find and offered them shelter on
their front porch or in cabins and houses
on the property.
They fed between 30 and 40 men each day.
One afternoon, Sierra returned to the
ranch, and came home to an unusual sight.
During a break from fighting fire, crews had
located Sierra’s putting green and were putting
it to good use — with his clubs to boot.
“Here are all these firefighters, they have
their fire boots on and their shorts on, and
they’re out playing golf with Bob’s clubs when
he came back,” Carolyn said, smiling. “He
loved it. He thought it was the greatest thing.”

— Stepping up —
The Osens were among a number of good

+ Carolyn and Dave

Osen speak about
what it was like to
watch the ranch they
managed in 2006
burn up during the
Derby Fire. The
Osens provided three
meals for between 30
and 40 firefighters
each day as a way to
give back.

MACKENZIE REISS / Big Timber Pioneer

samaritans who stepped forward during the
fire. There were others who provided meals,
businesses who opened up after hours and
laypeople who brought fuel to the crews.
“It took a toll on the people and the
employees — they lost a lot of man-hours
and a lot of the businesses still paid them,”
Stephens recalled.
Companies like Stillwater Mine paid first
responders for their work on the Derby, but
many volunteers were self-employed and
gave their time to the detriment of their
bank accounts.
In addition to bringing out the good in
people, the Derby Fire also brought out
the surreal.
Once on his way to fight fire, Gano
recalled spotting a llama in an open field,
idly grazing as other woodland creatures
raced by, eager to escape the blaze. Every
time the fire came close, the llama would
nonchalantly pick up its head and step a few
feet forward.
Then there were the cows, which had
miraculously survived, and seemed to be
everywhere on the blackened earth. They
stood with bewildered looks on their faces,
covered in ash, wondering what happened
to all the grass.

THANK YOU

WE APPRECIATE OUR
SWEET GRASS COUNTY
EMERGENCY RESPONDERS.
THANK YOU FOR EVERYTHING YOU DO!
RC Autobody 213 W. FIRST AVE. — (406) 932-5609
2016

— The end —
And just as mother nature started the blaze,
she put an end to it too. Moisture came and
quelled Derby’s rampage, bringing relief to
exhausted crews. There were days of mop up
ahead, but the worst, at last, was finally over.
When asked to describe the aftermath of
the Derby Fire, both firefighters and residents
say the land was like the moon — bereft of
life and caked in a monotone layer of ash.
“My low was when the fire was finally
out and realizing what it had done,” Dave
said. “It just takes the wind out of you —
Everything was burnt.”
Well, maybe not everything.
Most homes in Sweet Grass County
that firefighters protected survived, and
the firefighters themselves escaped largely
unscathed, save for one broken arm on the
Stillwater County side.
The land, too, has begun to recover. The
grass is back, and in many places, better than
ever. The trees will take longer, but for now,
residents like the Emters have grown to
appreciate the curvature of the land.
“The good thing about the fire was it cleaned
the country out,” Craig said. “It needed it, and
in another 100 years it will need it again.”

Thank you to all Big Timber
First Responders for your
unselfish, caring and dedicated
service to our community
residents and visitors.

You are AMAZING!
Nancy Williams, Owner and Innkeeper,
The Homestead Bed and Breakfast
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C
The
familiar
voice
The triumphs
and struggles
of serving in a
small town
By Freddy Monares
Pioneer Staff Writer

ookie Agnew vividly remembers the
second wreck she got called to as a
first responder in Sweet Grass County
32 years ago.
A couple of friends and Agnew gathered inside
The Grand for drinks and laughter. One of the
friends decided he was going to head to McLeod’s
Road Kill Saloon 16 miles south of town.
The people at the table tried to convince him
to stay, knowing he had had enough to drink
to get him in trouble if he drove. The friend,
convinced he was fine, ignored their advice and
proceeded out of the restaurant.
About 10 minutes after his departure, Agnew and
another Sweet Grass County Ambulance Service
volunteer received a page for a crash involving a
possible drunk driver on Main Boulder Road.
“I knew when the call came in,” Agnew said.
“… And we knew all the way up there that
it was going to be him, and it was him. We
brought him in and tried to resuscitate him, but
it was a done deal. That was awful.”
This was Agnew’s first encounter showing up to
a scene with a familiar face, and one so close to her.
“That was the worst for me because he lived
with me and my husband and my kid for a year,”
Agnew said. “That was very tough. But, again,
you have to say, ‘Well, I just hope he knew it
was me who was there at the end.’”
Hearing is the last sense a person loses before
becoming completely unconscious, according to
study done by Sisson R, a professor at University
of California, San Francisco.
The study measured coma patient’s brain activity
measured by a electroencephalogram (EEG). The
results concluded that the participants were able
to hear during their state of comatose.
Agnew knows this from her training provided
by the ambulance service and keeps it in mind
every time she gets called out to an emergency
scene. It’s something Agnew said she has to
believe and something that motivates her to
hurry to the station whenever she hears a page.
“These patients can hear a familiar voice,”
Agnew said. “Even if they can’t see you or
recognize you, it makes a difference.”
Having served a little less than half her life
on the ambulance team, Agnew understands
the long-term effects of showing up to so many
emergency scenes. Debriefings are an important
part of the process for her, as well as the rest of
the first responders.
“It’s not saying what you did wrong, it’s more
what did I feel when I got there and how I’m
processing those feelings now,” Agnew said.
“It’s really important, I think, to do that. And
for everybody to feel comfortable doing that.
Because a lot of the times they’re macho firemen
or macho police or macho EMT, and you just
have got to be vulnerable enough to participate.”
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For some first responders, a debriefing is enough.
But that isn’t always the case.
Agnew said she recently sought further therapy
because of a recent string of events that a simple
debriefing couldn’t resolve.
Licensed Clinical Social Worker Holly Hatch said
most first responders are good at handling the stress
that happens during an emergency setting. The big
complications come later when the brain has to process
the trauma that occurred during the call.
“It’s sort of the capacity, the ability to push it down
so it gets out of the way,” said Hatch of what happens
at an emergency scene. “Especially if other things are
happening. It’s sort of like when people are under a lot
of stress, they handle it. Then afterwards they might
get a migraine or something.”

Ronneberg said being a part of the crew isn’t for
everybody. He realizes it is different from reading
procedures out of a book.
Every call is different and first responders get
sufficient practice to know equipment needed and
proper procedures when handling a patient. But
reading a book and understanding a topic is different
from thinking on your feet.
“People understand at that point it is not real, but
it’s different from practice,” Ronneberg said. “When
you arrive to emergency scenes, it’s different from the
scenarios first responders are given for practice.”
Agnew is grateful for the training that precedes the
emergency calls.
“One of the great things about our training is that
we do enough of it,” Agnew said. “You kind of have to

“You kind of feel like your family is just at the bottom of the
totem pole. And they’re not, but if the pager goes off that is
your first responsibility because it’s immediate. It’s urgent.”

In some cases, a debriefing may not be sufficient to
properly deal with the trauma, Hatch said. It’s better
to keep talking about incidents that cause trauma or
stress to a person. This causes overstimulation of
the amygdala.
“The amygdala is responsible for your survival (and)
any kind of stress-related incidents,” Hatch said. “A lot
of time, if the amygdala gets overstimulated, that turns
on the adrenals. So, you get that hormonal reaction in
your body. If you keep repeating it and you keep getting
more sensitive to it, you keep hearing it over and over
and over again, you’re going to stimulate the amygdala.”
John Ronneberg is a longtime veteran with more
than 30 years of experience with the ambulance service.
He recommends responders attend a debriefing
immediately after any trauma occurs.
“The thing about that is that you have to do it right
away, within hours of the incident,” Ronneberg said.
“If you let it go for a week, like we did one time, it just
doesn’t do any good. We’re limited.”

2016

									

go on autopilot and do what you’ve been trained to do
without letting your emotions in.”
Being there for a patient in their final minutes is only
one reason why Agnew continues her service on the
ambulance crew. The community is another reason she
commits so much of her time to the team.
“I just think it’s a great way to give back to
your community,” Agnew said. “And the people
in Big Timber, and in Sweet Grass County, are
so supportive of the ambulance service, it’s really
heartwarming and humbling.”
Being a first responder in a rural community, Agnew
said it’s both rewarding and stressful. She said one minute
you can be at the table with your family for dinner and
the next get a page for an emergency and have to run out.
“It can be really stressful, especially to have a lot of
calls in one stretch,” Agnew said. “You kind of feel like
your family is just at the bottom of the totem pole. And
they’re not, but if the pager goes off that is your first
responsibility because it’s immediate. It’s urgent.”

+First Responders
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Thank you Sweet Grass County
emergency responders.
we appreciate everything you
do for our community.
415 W. First Ave.

THANK YOU
SWEET GRASS COUNTY
FIRST RESPONDERS
Laverell’s Septic || (406) 932-4047

(406) 932-8646

Thank you Sweet Grass first
responders for everything!

Sheriff’s Office
Dan Tronrud
Sheriff
y motivation in all the
years I have served as a
first responder has not
changed. To be able to help
individuals in need is the best
reward anyone can get.
As I evolved into the
training structure, the abilities
shown by the young men and
women that make up the front
line responders are superior,
hundreds of hours of training
by each individual are used in
each call for service.
As a trainer, watching these
individual save lives and do it
with confidence in their abilities
is what keeps me motivated.
— — —
This year saw the sheriff ’s
office replace our out dated
CAD (Computer Aided
Dispatch) program with a
state of the art system.
This software provides us
with tools to receive calls,
dispatch the needed responders
and track in real time every
event that takes place on the
call. This software allows for a
format to be able to track every
piece of evidence in that call

M

MACKENZIE REISS / Big Timber Pioneer

Sweet Grass County Sheriff’s deputies (left to right): Jason Ferguson, Seth Brown, Sgt. Thor Terland,
Kirk Johnston, Sheriff Dan Tronrud, Undersheriff Alan Ronneberg, Lt. Ron Swanson.

THANK YOU
EMERGENCY RESPONDERS
for all of the many hours of service
you have given to our community.

have done a wonderful job in
using the new tool and continue
to learn every day.
— — —
While I have been your
sheriff, the goal for the Sweet
Grass County Sheriff ’s Office
has not changed. For the last
18 years the goal is stated in our
mission statement: Maintain
a department that is free of
personal gain and holds the
community needs above all.
— — —

Appliances

and

for service. Officer reports, jail
booking, statements and photos
are all recorded with this piece
of software.
In order for a change like
this, all of the employees had
to first buy into the concept
and then be willing to spend
countless hours helping the
software providers develop a
system that works for us, not
just a program taken off a shelf
and then made to work.
The dispatchers and officers

“We service what we sell.”

God bless you!
Peaks of Glory Lutheran Parish
Big Timber and Melville Lutheran Churches

(406) 932-5305
114 McLeod Street
												
114 W. Fourth Ave. — (406) 932-5723
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The advice I give to new
members is to treat everyone
you deal with the same way
you would want to be dealt
with. Each day will bring you
something new, train to deal
with that challenge and be safe
and go home after each and
every shift. The new employees
may not grasp the meaning of
this right away, but after you
have a few years on, you will
understand and pass it on to the
next new member.

THANK YOU
SWEET GRASS COUNTY
FIRST RESPONDERS

We are grateful
for everything
you do for us.
+First Responders
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Thank you
emergency responders of
sweet grass county.
We appreciate all you do.

Thank you Sweet Grass County
First Responders for keeping
our community safe!

Petal Pushers Floral
216 McLeod Street § (406) 932-4857

121 Mcleod st. (406) 932-3524
Open Monday through Saturday, 6 a.m. - 7 p.m.
l

Thank you

Thank you First Responders
for everything you do for
Sweet Grass Count y!

Business
Licensed

n
n

Individual
Experienced

Thank you Sweet Grass
First Responders
for all you do!

PO Box 1787
Big Timber, Montana
(406) 266-7180

Sweet Grass County
first responders —

We thank you for
your service and
dedication to this
community.
ALL first responders — Stop by and
recieve a 20% discount on your entire
purchase Nov. 18, 2016 - Nov. 25, 2016.

31 Pioneer Trail

(406) 932-4555

Open Monday through Friday

Emergency Dispatch
Alan Ronneberg
Sweet Grass County
Undersheriff

LINDSEY ERIN KROSKOB / Big Timber Pioneer

Sweet Grass County dispatchers (left to right): Karen Berry, Lori Thompson, Wyetta BolingerPerret, Monica DeCock and Patty Rudolph. Not pictured: Raeann Halstead.

overload of information.
The ladies in dispatch did
an exceptional job of learning
all three systems and have
been able to utilize them to
their fullest potential. This
past year has thrown many
challenges at these ladies
and they have all accepted
them and conquered them
with gusto!
By continuously training
and learning new things
every day, the ladies of our
team will continue to strive
every day to provide our
community with the utmost
quality of professionalism.

“

Thinking of joining?

It can be fun and it can be
very rewarding. If somebody is
interested, they should at least
come to a meeting or two and
give some of our training a try.
We are always looking for a
couple good members.

“

As a dispatcher, you are the
first person to take a call in a
crisis situation. You have to
take that deep breath and think
to yourself… “How am I going
to be able to help this person?”
The call comes to an end,
you have to collect yourself
and prepare yourself to do it
all over again. It boils down to
the desire of wanting to help
people in a crisis situation.
Help them no matter what
they are dealing with.
Setting all of your emotions,
feelings and own personal
issues aside and giving the
people, some of whom
you don’t even know, your
everything in that moment.
This year the sheriff ’s office
implemented a new Computer Aided Dispatch System, a new 911 system and
also a new Text-to-911 program all within five months
of each other. Learning a
whole new software program
for just one of these items is
a task in itself, but add two
more and you end up with an

Tom Winters
+ Can’t get enough?

Visit www.bigtimberpioneer.net to read the full responses
from Sweet Grass County first responders.

Crazy Mountain Museum
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+FROM THE SHERIFF
Dan Tronrud

Sweet Grass County Sheriff

When I was asked to write a
little note about first responders, my mind began thinking
how I wanted to honor, in
words, the men and women
who make up Sweet Grass
County’s first responders.
In the last few weeks, our
memories and thoughts
have been drawn back to
the moments of the Derby
and Jungle fires. As my
mind drifted back to
some events that were
engraved, one still
stands out as a prime
example of what a
true first responder
is all about.
On this night,
the fire was
running
as
wild as it had
ever
done.
Firefighters and sheriff ’s
officers were running from
ranch to ranch making sure
that people were evacuated
and headed to safe locations.
Lives, including those
responders, were endangered
as the fire continued to rage.
Two of my officers called
me on the radio and told
me they were at a residence
that was surrounded by

the fire and they could not
find anyone around. The
officers got out of their
truck and began a building
to building search.
One building looked like
the residence, the roof of
the house was on fire, doors
locked and windows smoked
over. The officers kept looking
over their shoulders to make
sure they were not going to
be trapped in that homestead,
and then one of the officers
heard a sound coming from
inside the cabin.
The officers notified me
that someone might be in the
residence. Now remember,
the roof was on fire and the
doors were locked.
At this time the officers
kicked in the door and
crawled inside the cabin to
rescue the residents. A long
time went by with no contact
with the guys. The radio
finally came back up and the
officers said they were OK
and on their way back out.
When we met up a few
minutes later, I was told that
the noise in the cabin was
a box of kittens and their
mother. The boys rescued the
felines to a safe location and

had found nothing else they
could save.
We laughed for awhile
and said something about an
ASPCA lifesaving award, but
we had too much left to do
before the night would be day.
Rescue after rescue came in
the following days all taken
with the same concern as that
little group of cats, and yes
the rest of the story is the cats
survived and the owner made
a special call to us thanking
the officers for their concern
and risking of life.
All of the Sweet Grass
County first responders are
dedicated and trained to
perform the challenges that
are placed before them, but
one trait that can stand out
above all is bravery.
To me, “bravery is not the
absence of fear but action in
the face of fear.”
This is one trait that is used
day in and out every time the
pager sounds, on the interstate
wreck, propane truck on fire,
out of control range fire or an
armed criminal.
Sweet Grass County can
be very proud of their first
responders.
I am.
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THANK YOU

MONTANA

40

FIRST RESPONDERS FOR GIVING YOUR
TIME AND TALENTS TO MAKE THIS
COMMUNITY A BETTER PLACE.

