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By Rachel Girt
For the Wyoming Tribune Eagle

Gripping the thick rope, a team 
of local Special Olympic athletes 
hauls a more than 47,000-pound 
rescue fire truck 15 feet across 
the pavement during the annual 
Cheyenne Fire Truck Pull.

The athletes inspire him, said 
Cheyenne Police Detective Mike 
Fernandez.  He is coordinator 
of the Laramie County Law 
Enforcement Torch Run, a local 
committee of Special Olympics 
Wyoming.  One of the annual 
fundraising events is the Fire 
Truck Pull, held in late August.

His favorite part of the events is 
listening to the athletes tell their 
stories and show off their medals.

“Every time I see medals, it 
brings me joy,” he said. “They 

competed and worked hard for 
it. Their medals are a sign of their 
success.”

Special Olympics Wyoming 
provides year-round training 
and competition for children and 
adults with intellectual disabilities. 
According to Special Olympics, 
intellectual disability is when a 
person has certain limitations in 
cognitive functioning and skills, 
including communication, social 
and self-care skills.

Wyoming held its first Special 
Olympics event in 1972. Forty-
seven years later, the program 
now boasts more than 1,300 
athletes and 1,000 volunteers. 
Known as Guardians of the 
Flame, law enforcement officers 
became the largest public 
awareness and fundraising group 

for Special Olympics in 1983.
“Having officers participate 

in programs such as the Special 
Olympics exemplifies how 
we want to contribute to our 
community beyond just our 
regular duties as officers,” 
explained Kevin Malatesta, 
public information officer for the 
Cheyenne Police Department.

Fernandez’s dedication 
to Special Olympics makes 
him stand out. In March 
2018, Fernandez received the 
Community Service Award, and 
in 2016, he was awarded the 
Chief ’s Award for his work with 
Special Olympics.

Wanda Brent, director of 
Cheyenne Special Olympics, has 
been impressed with Fernandez’s 
active involvement with the 

athletes and push to get Special 
Olympics more recognized in the 
community.

“He comes to events to support 
the athletes, helps them with 
activities and always encourages 
them,” Brent said.

Malatesta added, “While 
organizing the local law 
enforcement interaction with 
Cheyenne’s Special Olympics, 
he also maintains a full caseload 
as a detective. He recruits other 
officers to assist in various Special 
Olympics events, and his passion 
for bettering lives embodies the 
spirit of why officers choose this 
profession.”

Law enforcement wasn’t 
Fernandez’s initial career choice, 
however.

When he graduated from 

Pulling for the community

Detective  
Mike Fernandez  
has special connection  
with Special Olympics

PHOTO COURTESY RACHEL GIRT, INSET COURTESY MIKE FERNANDEZ
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Central High School, Fernandez 
wanted to start his own 
automobile business in Cheyenne. 
He switched to law enforcement 
as a career aspiration while 
obtaining his associate’s degree 
at Laramie County Community 
College.

“I always wanted to help people, 
and I saw law enforcement 
as a way to do that,” he said. 
“I wanted to be unbiased on 
criminal matters – actually on all 
things – be open-minded about 
different cultures and be able to 
communicate.”

The pending birth of his son 
kickstarted his career, he said. 
The then 21-year-old and new 
LCCC graduate needed a job. 
The Laramie County Sheriff ’s 
Department hired Fernandez 
as a detention officer in the jail. 
He headed to the Wyoming Law 
Enforcement Academy in Douglas 
for detention officer training.

Fernandez said working in 
the jail was an eye-opener. As a 
detention officer, he supervised 
50 to 60 inmates facing a range of 
charges, from misdemeanors to 
murders, in a housing unit.

“I was young, just turned 22 
when I was hired, and had little 
life experience,” he said, noting 
that work could be intimidating. 
“I always knew the odds were 
against me – one officer to 50 or 
more inmates in the unit.”

Working in the jail helped him 
develop communication skills 
to de-escalate situations and an 
ability to keep an open mind, 
he said. “I treated them just 
like an average citizen or like a 
supervisor to employees. Yeah, 
you’re in jail and there are walls, 

but they are people, too.”
After three years working at 

the jail, Fernandez transferred 
to patrol duty for the Sheriff ’s 
Department and returned to the 
academy in Douglas to receive 
peace officer training. That’s when 
Special Olympics first caught his 
attention.

“I agreed to run a few miles and 
wear the shirt for the 2010 Torch 
Run,” Fernandez said. During 
the torch run, law enforcement 
officers and athletes run the 
Special Olympics “Flame of 
Hope” to the opening ceremony 
for the annual state competition 
in Laramie.

Over the next four years, 
Fernandez advanced his 
career, joining the SWAT team, 
becoming a sheriff ’s detective 
and eventually transferring to the 
Cheyenne Police Department 
as a detective. He also finished 
his undergraduate degree from 

the University of Phoenix 
while working at the Sheriff ’s 
Department.

He continued to run in the 
annual Torch Run. By the fourth 
year, Fernandez decided to dig 
deeper into Special Olympics and 
its athletes.

“I wanted to understand who 
the athletes are and what it means 
to have an intellectual disability,” 
he said.

What he discovered was many 
new friends, Fernandez said, 
adding, “I don’t see the athletes 
as different. They’re just like 
people without disabilities, only 
they face different struggles 
than we do. They get upset, 
cry and love people. It’s all the 
same, except people just decided 
at one point to look at them 
differently.”

Special Olympics advocates 
for greater inclusion of people 
with intellectual disabilities 

in all aspects of life, including 
sports, health, education and 
employment. Its inclusion 
advocacy has driven Fernandez’s 
desire to help out.

“Special Olympics has become a 
huge part of my life,” he said.

Fernandez soon signed on to 
help raise funds for athletes, and 
eventually took on a leadership 
role. The Law Enforcement Torch 
Run encompasses year-round 
fundraising events like the torch 
run, Jackalope Jumps, Tip a Cop 
at the Texas Roadhouse, Fire 
Truck Pull and the annual Truck 
Convoy.

“It’s not just me operating 
this show,” he said, grinning. 
Representatives from many law 
enforcement agencies volunteer 
to help. Each event has a different 
chairperson organizing it.

Besides raising funds, the events 
allow officers to do community 
policing.

“Most people see us on a bad 
day. Serving food at the Tip the 
Cop event lets me have friendly 
conversations with people in a 
positive environment,” he said.

Fernandez has a knack for 
encouraging others to help out.

A couple of years ago, 
Fernandez asked county jail 
inmates involved in the food 
services labor program to 
donate their time to make sack 
lunches for athletes during area 
Special Olympic competitions. 
The inmates agreed, and Food 
Services donated the food.

“I’m very appreciative of 
the inmates who don’t really 
necessarily have to do it,” he said.

While volunteering, the inmates 
See Mike Fernandez, 18

PHOTO COURTESY MIKE FERNANDEZ
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By Rachel Girt
For the Wyoming Tribune Eagle

Melody Warren of Cheyenne 
discovered her passion for 
emergency preparedness when 
a tornado tore through the tiny 
town of Wright and narrowly 
missed a child-care facility.

Warren was working in 
child-care licensing in the 
Gillette Office for the Wyoming 
Department of Family Services in 
2005.

“I knew the conditions were 

right for a bad storm and started 
calling all the providers in its 
path,” she said.

The Wright child-care center 
had sent a group of children 
to the fishing lake, located 
near the rest area. At Warren’s 
recommendation, the center 
brought them back to their 
building, a former laboratory that 
was mostly metal siding, with the 
center composed of cinder blocks.

Warren called back to check 
with the center’s assistant director.

“She told me that all the kids 
were in the restrooms. Then 
she screamed, ‘it’s here,’ and the 
phone went dead,” she said.

Choking up, Warren pauses in 
telling the story and apologizes 
for still getting upset.

“I panicked, jumped in my 
truck and drove 38 miles to 
Wright,” she recalled. “I was 
scared to death that the kids were 
in a pile of rubble.”

When she arrived, sheriff ’s 
cars blocked the highway. She 

implored a deputy to check on the 
center, which was near the mobile 
home park.

“He didn’t know about the 
center,” Warren said. “The look 
on his face was frightening as he 
radioed for an update.”

Warren didn’t realize that the 
tornado had ripped through the 
mobile home park, killing two of 
its residents and destroying many 
trailers. Rescue teams were going 
through the debris, looking for 
survivors.

The calm inany storm

DFS staffer
Melody Warren always 
ready to help those in need

PHOTO COURTESY RACHEL GIRT
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After a few tense minutes, he returned with 
good news. The twister turned before reaching 
the center. The playground equipment had 
flipped over, but the kids were safe.

That event spurred Warren to call the local 
emergency management coordinator to focus 
on better ways to prepare child-care providers 
in the community.

“I wanted to make sure this didn’t happen 
again,” she said.

Law enforcement and other first responders 
filled the emergency management meetings.

“At first, they didn’t understand why child 
care was at the table, until they heard how 
vulnerable the kids are in child care,” she said.

She started collaborating with the Wyoming 
Office of Homeland Security and emergency 
managers across the state to ensure that 
child-care facilities were on their radar for 
preparedness. Wyoming soon had written 
rules for emergency preparedness for child 
care and developed training to expand our 
knowledge base. By 2013, Wyoming was 
in the top five in the nation for emergency 
preparedness for child-care facilities.

Warren credits the success to “all the 
partnerships that we developed over the years 
and everybody caring about our children’s 
safety.” She added, “I’m just one small part of 
a larger team composed of multiple agencies. 
My goal is to keep the focus on our most 
vulnerable populations in an emergency.”

After several years working in the Gillette 
office, Warren transferred to Cheyenne to 
supervise the entire child-care licensure 
program for the state. So far, she has worked 
for DFS more than 17 years and is the current 
emergency preparedness coordinator.

Steve Corsi, the DFS director at the time, 
encouraged Warren to take a Red Cross 
disaster training as part of her job. Before 
long, Warren signed on as a Red Cross 
volunteer.

Jeanine West, the director of Cheyenne/
Laramie County Emergency Management, 
first met Warren in 2012 when she came to 

the office to discuss the Local Emergency 
Planning Committee meetings.

“We have been friends and have worked 
together on several events and projects since 
then,” she said.

West has been impressed with Warren’s 
willingness to always step up and be a part of 
the team, regardless of what may be going on 
in her personal life.

“Residents, first responders and supporting 
agency representatives find her an 
approachable and easy person to work with,” 

she added.
 “Working together with the community is 

always important, especially when residents 
are in need,” West explained. “Mel is very 
good at helping them feel better about the 
situation and the steps they need to take to 
move forward.”

The impact of disasters on families is very 
personal to Warren, she explained. Her family 
survived three home fires, two from overfilled 
woodstoves and one a suspected arson. Her 

See Melody Warren, 17

PHOTOS COURTESY MELODY WARREN
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By Rachel Girt
For the Wyoming Tribune Eagle

Although well known for its 
Cheyenne Frontier Days pancake 
breakfasts, the Kiwanis Club of 
Cheyenne’s real mission is helping 
children in need, both here and 
internationally.

Club President Chuck Tyler 
became involved with Kiwanis 14 
years ago, attracted by its mission.

“I love helping kids out in our 
community,” he said.

The Kiwanis Club Foundation 
gives out up to $40,000 in grants 
every year, mostly focused on 
local children’s groups like the 
YMCA, Boys and Girls Club, Boy 
Scout and Girls Scout troops, and 
local sports teams, Tyler said.

Tyler is also very proud that 
the club raised $108,000 for 
Kiwanis International’s maternal 
and neonatal tetanus eliminate 
campaign.

“When the campaign started, 
44 countries had this malady, and 
now only 13 countries have,” he 
said.

Approaching its 100th 
anniversary, the local club 
received its charter in 1922 and 
sought to improve the Cheyenne 
community. Among its first 
ventures was helping develop 
Kiwanis Park and creating a 
scholarship to the University of 
Wyoming.

Today, the club has grown to 
293 members, becoming one of 

the largest clubs in the nation.
Dixie Roberts, a past club 

president, pointed out that some 
of Kiwanis’ programs have been 
going on for more than 50 years. 
Those programs include the 
Stars of Tomorrow talent show, 
the Livestock Sale of Champions 
at the end of the Laramie 
County Fair, and its civil defense 
initiatives like the mass feeding at 
the CFD pancake breakfasts.

The Stars of Tomorrow show, 
first sponsored by the club in 
1954, provides the opportunity 
for elementary, junior high and 
high school students to showcase 
their talents on stage, Roberts 
explained.

“Some of our winners have 
gone on to national recognition, 
such as Karen Morris, who 
won the National Junior Miss 

Cheyenne 
Kiwanis Club

flippin’
pancakes
and helpin’ kids

PHOTOS COURTESY CHEYENNE KIWANIS
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competition and became a soap opera actress,” 
she said.

In 1965, the Cheyenne Kiwanis Club 
created the Livestock Sale of Champions to 
provide an avenue for Laramie County Future 
Farmers of America (FFA) youth to sell their 
market livestock. Roberts said 2019 was the 
highest-grossing sale ever, raising more than 
$140,000.

The Civil Defense Committee of the 
Kiwanis Club organized in 1963 as a mass 
feeding unit to supplement other functions 
and capabilities of the Laramie County Civil 
Defense Unit.

In 1968, the club’s mass feeding unit took 
over the free downtown CFD Chuckwagon 
Breakfasts when the preparation and serving 
became too large for CFD. Kiwanis served 
more than 6,000 people at the two breakfasts 
held in 1968. That number grew to a total of 
39,108 people fed at three breakfasts during 
CFD’s 100th celebration in 1996, setting the 
record.

Roberts explains that the pancake breakfast 
is broken down into smaller committees 
like serving, batter mixers, batter droppers, 
flippers, catchers, ham, coffee, supplies, 
sanitation, transportation, water, traffic, Boy 
Scouts and volunteer appreciation. Another 
dedicated team of members meets weekly 

throughout the year to clean, upgrade and 
maintain the club’s equipment and vehicles.

“Many of the individual committee 
chairmen are the force that makes this 
happen,” Roberts said. She added that some 
have served on the same committee for more 
than 40 years.

“The dedication of members contributing 
year after year, and week after week, is what 
makes the breakfast look seamless when we 
ring the breakfast bell on Monday, Wednesday 
and Friday of Frontier Days,” Roberts said.

Kiwanis mass feeding capabilities have been 
put to the test during Saratoga floods, as well 
as helping out at community events like the 
Greek Festival and school events. In 2000, 
Kiwanis mass feeding unit appeared on the 
“Today Show,” a national daily morning talk 
show, in New York City.

Over the last 97 years, the impact of Kiwanis 
on the community has been vast, from 
raising funds to build DePaul Hospital in 
1947 to helping organize the 2019 Cheyenne 
Marathon.

The first major project of the Kiwanis Club 
Foundation in 1971 was the sponsorship 
of the Magic City Enterprises work activity 
center to help developmentally disabled 
youths and adults find employment. Through 
donations and advancing the down payment 

on a building, the foundation helped stand up 
Magic City, which became a self-supporting 
entity by the end of 1976.

Twelve years ago, Tim Sheppard sought 
out Kiwanians wanting to join a Cheyenne 
organization that made a difference for kids.

“Even though I served in the Wyoming 
National Guard at the time, I felt like there 
was a lot more I could do locally,” he said.

Since then, Sheppard has served in almost 
every position offered by the local club. In 
2018, he became the first Wyoming Kiwanian 
in 20 years to become governor for the Rocky 
Mountain District of Kiwanis International.

He touts the local club’s support for efforts 
like the universally accessible playground at 
Cheyenne’s Cahill Park and taking on Raising 
Readers in Wyoming as a project.

“Kiwanis’ focus on making a difference for 
our kids and supporting projects like Raising 
Readers means a lot to me,” Sheppard added.

After 42 years as a Kiwanis member, Alan 
Hughes offers simple advice.

“Join Kiwanis,” Hughes said. “First, it’s 
a great way to meet people and get new 
contacts. But more importantly, we’ve many 
community service opportunities, and you’ll 
feel better about helping the community.”

To learn more about the club, go online to 
cheyennekiwanis.org/.

PHOTO COURTESY RACHEL GIRTPHOTOS COURTESY CHEYENNE KIWANIS
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By Rachel Girt
For the Wyoming Tribune Eagle

The crowd at the August Fire Truck Pull 
for Special Olympics applauded after hearing 
about the efforts of Laramie County Fire 
District 1 to restore a heavy rescue truck with 
ties to the World Trade Center terrorist attack 
on Sept. 11, 2001.

The truck’s appearance at the event marks 
the next stage of its restoration process. In 
late September, the truck is scheduled to head 
to Colorado for final work, with the goal 
of completion this year. LCFD1 is seeking 
$82,000 in donations to complete the project.

This restoration project is deeply personal 
for LCFD1 Fire Chief Darrick Mittlestadt. 
He attended a joint training with the Fire 
Department of New York City Rescue 2 
Company on thermal imagers.

“We are honoring firefighters from Rescue 
2 Company who died,” Mittlestadt said. He 

explained that their memory will be honored 
with their names painted on the truck, which 
will stay in service.

When complete, the heavy rescue truck will 
be the only one of its kind in Wyoming.

On Sept. 11, FDNY Rescue Company 2 
out of Brooklyn responded to the attacks on 
the World Trade Center. Seven firefighters 
from the company ascended the stairs in the 
110-story Tower 1 to respond to maydays 
from trapped firemen and to fight a fire on 
the 83rd floor. The towers’ collapse killed 
them and seven former members of Rescue 2 
working with different companies.

The original Rescue 2 truck was also 
destroyed that day. FDNY replaced it with the 
vehicle LCFD1 is restoring. After 12 years in 
active service, the vehicle was purchased by the 
Rescue Remembrance Project out of Illinois to 
be used in a traveling Sept. 11 memorial.

In a bit of serendipitous synchronicity, 
LCFD1 was seeking to buy a used heavy rescue 
when the Illinois project ran out of funding.

When Mittlestadt took over as chief in 2014, 

he recognized the station needed a standalone 
vehicle that could hold all of the equipment 
for technical rescues. “Not having a heavy 
rescue is a huge deficiency for the southeast 
region of Wyoming,” he said.

“We have enough equipment to respond 
to a rolled-over pickup, but not a multiple-
vehicle accident or a trench collapse,” he 
explained.

Since he has been chief, LCFD1 has 
responded to train derailments, a 50-vehicle 
pileup near Laramie and a 100-car pileup in 
northern Colorado. The district covers 180 
square miles from south of Cheyenne to the 
Colorado border, but district volunteers also 
respond to mutual aid calls from other nearby 
areas.

A heavy rescue carries equipment to 
address a multitude of emergencies. Hydraulic 
rescue tools and airbags can help lift heavy 
items off of trapped people, and structural 
support equipment could provide support 
for a building collapse. Rescue 2 also has a 
generator that can power a three- to five-story 

Heavy rescue

PHOTOS COURTESY LCFD#1

LCFD1 truck
is more than just a  

useful piece of equipment
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building, and operate the equipment and its 
two light towers.

The truck has enough space for chop and 
circular saws and other construction supplies. 
Mittlestadt explained, adding, “We will be able 
to build shoring or racker systems to hold up 
trenches or collapsed buildings or even semi-
trailers.”

The LCFD1 board was sold on the need, but 
could only afford $40,000 for a heavy rescue, 
Mittlestadt said. The challenge was finding 
one that they could afford. A new heavy 
rescue fully outfitted with equipment could 
run up to $1.5 million, way out of reach for 
their fire district.

While looking at online auctions, 
Mittlestadt came across Rescue 2, a 2002 
Saulsbury Cyclone II Heavy Rescue, but the 
asking price was too much. After six months, 
the owner was willing to drop the price to 
$35,000, liking that LCFD1 planned to restore 
and use the truck.

Despite the reasonable price, Rescue 2 
needed a lot of work and didn’t come with any 
equipment.

“FDNY trucks are kind in rough shape when 
they come out of their system,” Mittlestadt 
said. “Those guys are hard on their trucks.”

Plus, Rescue 2 ran for 12 years, which is 
four years longer than most FDNY trucks. In 
addition to general wear and tear, the truck 
has had nine different paint jobs and a series 
of wrecks, including hitting a concrete pillar 
divider in a roundabout.

The truck didn’t come with records or its 
original design specs, and the FDNY shops 
had no information about Rescue 2. So 

Mittlestadt reached out to members of Rescue 
2 Company who drove the truck, many of 
whom are retired now. Some have come out 
to Wyoming to check on the progress of the 
restoration, he added.

Since buying the truck, LCFD1 has spent 
about $49,000 to repaint, buy new brakes and 
tires, and complete other repairs to make it 
drivable. Mittlestadt pointed out that the actual 
cost so far has been reduced by volunteers 
providing labor and from businesses 
significantly dropping the price of repairs.

Palomino Industries did the $45,000 paint 
job and bodywork for $5,000, and NAPA 
Cheyenne donated the paint. Fat Boys’ Tires 
donated 10 brand new wheel and tires, 
running about $20,000. Fire Apparatus 
Specialties in Colorado donated time to 
track down random replacement parts. 
The restoration project has also received 
numerous donations from individuals – 
including children – and businesses.

Mittlestadt still has three pages listing the 
remaining work needed to get the truck back 
on the road, drivable and safe. The majority 
of the work is scheduled to be done this fall 
by Super Vac Inc., a Fort Collins, Colorado, 
manufacturer of rescue equipment.

Even with Super Vac reducing the costs, 
Mittlestadt said, LCFD1 still needs to raise 
another $82,000 for repairs. “We are pinching 
our pennies, but still need help to finish it,” he 
added.

He doesn’t need to worry about equipment, 
though. The Wyoming Office of Homeland 
Security has given the district a $175,000 
grant to buy new equipment in return for the 
truck being available as a statewide asset in an 
emergency.

Mittlestadt called the grant a “win-win 
situation.” When FDNY Rescue 2 is complete, 
the heavy rescue truck will officially become 
LCFD1 RESCUE 1-1 and fulfill needs for his 
district and the entire state.

PHOTO COURTESY RACHEL GIRT

PHOTOS COURTESY LCFD1
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By Rachel Girt
For the Wyoming Tribune Eagle

Driving along the county dirt roads at first light, 
Cheyenne game warden Becca Lutz counts the number of 
yearlings and gender of antelope grazing.

The Wyoming Game and Fish Department uses surveys, 
or counts, to estimate population size and composition 
of big game herds. Data from the surveys give wildlife 
managers a baseline for future population models, allows 
them to better track trends in the herds, and helps them 
determine the number and type of hunting licenses that 
will be issued for each herd.

Lutz started as the Cheyenne game warden on Aug. 1.  
Prior to that, she spent more than a year providing 
watercraft management at the Glendo Reservoir area, 
checking hunting licenses in Platte County and helping 
wardens in other districts.

“Ever since high school, I wanted to be a game warden,” 
she said.  She tried working in a veterinary clinic, but 
decided a life in an office wasn’t for her.

“Every day as a game warden can be different,” she 
explained. “I could be responding to a call to rescue a 
red-tailed hawk, checking hunting and fishing licenses or 
answering questions about injured animals.”

When she stops to check on hunters, Lutz checks both 
how they are doing and what they are doing. She examines 
their license, conservation stamp, whether they are wearing 
orange and if they are using the correct ammunition.

“Then, one of the coolest parts of my job is talking to 
them, hearing how they love coming here or sometimes 
how they have hunted here for generations,” she said.

Jokingly, she notes that her career choice made her the 
“black sheep of the family.” She grew up in Indiana to 
family mainly composed of engineers and nurses.

After heading West, Lutz received her undergraduate 
degree in natural resource management from Colorado 
State University.

Reaching for her dream job, Lutz applied to the 
Wyoming Game and Fish Department. After passing a 
background check, polygraph and psychologic evaluation, 
she was hired and then attended the Wyoming Law 
Enforcement Academy in Douglas.

Lutz is one of about 61 game wardens currently covering 
Wyoming’s 97,000 square miles, which contains more than 
600 species of wildlife. There are currently five women 
game wardens.

Game wardens’ duties vary by location, the amount 

Becca Lutz, Cheyenne area’s
new game warden

30% law enforcement, 
70% wildlife management,
100% loving life



September 2019 13OUR FACES / HEROES aa

of wildlife and the human 
population in the area. According 
to the Wyoming Game Wardens 
Association, approximately 30% 
of a game warden’s time is spent 
on wildlife law enforcement, 
with the remaining 70% 
performing wildlife management, 
depredation and public relations.

Lutz works closely with the 
Cheyenne district game warden 
to address local workloads and 
share duties over the area. She 
also assists with nonresident 
furbearing trapping permits.

“Becca does an outstanding job 
contacting and communicating 
with the public,” said Matt 
Withroder, regional wildlife 
supervisor for the Laramie 
Region and Lutz’s supervisor. 
“She brings a positive attitude and 
a great deal of enthusiasm to the 
job.”

So far during her first month 
in the Cheyenne area, Lutz 
has answered many of the 
community’s questions about 
hunting regulations and animals. 
Many of the calls deal with 
human/animal interaction, 
mostly concerns over baby 
animals or injured wildlife.

“I never know what I might 
encounter,” she said, adding that 
she appreciates local residents’ 
concerns about wildlife. A recent 
call for an injured hawk turned 
out to be a juvenile kestrel, about 
the size of a stick of butter, whose 
feathers were not developed 
enough to fly well, she said.

Her green department truck is 
outfitted for almost any problem 
she might encounter. On the 
passenger side of the truck, 
Ghost, her 4-year-old dog, sits 

next to her and is her traveling 
companion on most days.

The workload and calls change 
with the season, Lutz said. She 
expects the fall to bring hunting 
questions and the spring to be 
focused on baby wildlife.

The game warden job is not 
a regular 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. job. 
During hunting season, she heads 
out to be on the road at first light 
and can work until late in the 
evening.

“If working an investigation, 
you could work 48 hours 
straight,” she said. “You learn to 
find time to take breaks when not 
busy.”

Teaching children in a hunter 
education course or checking 
their first hunting license are 
among her favorite duties, she 
said.

“When the kids get their first 
pheasant or catch their first fish, 
they glow and think it’s so cool. I 
love being able to be a part of that 
experience and helping continue 
the hunting traditions into the 
future,” she said.

Developing good relationships 
with landowners and hunters are 
also essential to game warden 
duties. With only a little over a 
month here, Lutz doesn’t know 
many of the landowners in the 
Cheyenne area yet, but she aims 
to change that.

Landowners and game 
wardens have a close relationship, 
especially during the winter, 
when wildlife might eat and 
damage haystacks meant for 
livestock, Lutz said. Wardens help 
with damage claims, and even 
coordinate with hunters to help 
clear the area.

“I’m a believer in going the 
extra step and talking to people,” 
Lutz said. “The first impression is 
often the only chance you get to 
start a relationship off on a good 
note. It is easier to handle wildlife 
management problems if you 
have a good relationship with the 
landowner.”

Recently, a landowner called 
about hitting a red-tailed hawk 
with their car. Lutz drove out and 
checked out the bird, which was 
fine. “I stayed longer than I had 
to. While there, I found out that 
the owners had chickens and 

ducks, which can be preyed on by 
great horned owls and red-tailed 
hawks. I talked to them about 
how to prevent that.”

Lutz realizes that she can’t 
please everyone and fulfill her 
duties. “I just try my best to do 
my job.”

But as first impressions go, 
Lutz has a positive one about her 
current assignment.  “Cheyenne 
is a unique and incredible city 
because a lot of people respect 
game wardens and the job we do,” 
Lutz said.

PHOTO COURTESY RACHEL GIRT
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By Rachel Girt
For the Wyoming Tribune Eagle

Across the nation and even in 
Cheyenne, dedicated volunteers 
in the Civil Air Patrol (CAP) 
embody its official motto “Always 
Vigilant,” ready to serve in case of 
an emergency.

CAP is an auxiliary of the U.S. 
Air Force, with 60,000 volunteers 
nationwide devoting their time to 
emergency services, promoting 
aerospace/STEM education and 
helping shape future leaders 
through its youth cadet program.

Underneath the Wyoming 
Wing, the Cheyenne Composite 
Squadron is one of the nine units 
in the state. The local squadron 
has 36 senior members (adults) 
and 28 cadets, youth ranging 
from 12 to 18 years old.

Maj. Tim Anderson, 
commander for the Cheyenne 
Composite Squadron, was a 
CAP cadet in high school before 
serving 21 years in the Air Force 
as a helicopter pilot.

“Being part of the Civil Air 
Patrol was very motivational for 

me,” Anderson said. “I felt like 
it gave me a good start as far as 
going on in the Air Force.”

Joining CAP has become 
an unofficial Anderson family 
tradition. His oldest son, 
Jonathan, also was a cadet in 
Cheyenne before joining the Air 
Force. After retiring from the Air 
Force in Cheyenne, Anderson 
rejoined CAP as a senior member 
five years ago when his youngest 
son, Joshua, joined the squadron 
as a cadet.

Joshua is winding down his 

time as a cadet. He is a freshman 
at the University of Wyoming this 
year, with plans to join the ROTC 
program and, eventually, the 
military.

But not all CAP cadets want 
a military career. Some cadets 
join for the aviation component, 
where they can do the flight 
simulator, learn about flying and 
do actual flights in the squadron’s 
Cessna 182, Joshua explained.

“We take cadets up in our 
Cessna. You can control the 
airplane a little bit on your first 

CIVIL AIR PATROL
Cadets & adult volunteers fulfill many roles

A squadron photo: L to R: Back Row: Maj Harlan Ribnik, Capt Daniel Nordin, Capt Todd DePorter, C/SRA David Mayberry, 
C/2Lt Joshua Anderson, MSgt Salvatore Chiporo, 2Lt Curtis Walston
Middle Row: Maj Tim Anderson, Maj Jan Johnson, C/SMSgt Keegan Tunnicliff, C/SSgt Mark Constantino, C/SMSgt Sanctus 
Shaw, C/SSgt Morgan Mejia, Maj Michael Heaberlin, C/MSgt Keianna Tunnicliff, 2Lt Heather Walston, Capt Renee Bailey
Front Row: C/AMN Bailey, Cadet Basic Cozad, C/SMSgt Luke Constantino, C/A1C Hunter Quier, C/A1C Danielle Rutherford, 
C/AMN Lloyd, C/TSgt Solomon Rutherford, C/A1C Michael Reynolds
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flight, and a little bit more each 
time,” Joshua said. He added that 
cadets can earn up to five flights.

Joshua said he enjoyed the 
flights, but learning about the 
military structure and rank 
attracted him to the program. The 
cadets follow the Air Force ranks 
and wear uniforms.

“I love the engagement of doing 
drills and the leadership training,” 
Joshua said. “The cadet program 
teaches how to be a good leader, 
how to differentiate between 
good and bad leadership, and 
how to speak up when you notice 
something is wrong.”

Anderson said about 50% 
of cadets head to the military. 
Others plan on obtaining their 
pilot’s license, pursuing another 
aviation career or joining CAP as 
senior members.

The idea for the Civil Air 
Patrol dates back to 1936, when 
a World War I aviator returned 
from Germany concerned 
about impending war. He and 
others across the nation sought 
to mobilize America’s civilian 

aviators for national defense.
CAP opened its national 

headquarters in 1941, and 
Wyoming Gov. Nels Smith 
ordered W.I. Walker to be the 
state’s first wing commander. 
CAP became the U.S. Air Force’s 
civilian auxiliary on May 26, 1948.

CAP’s roles have evolved 
through the years. During the 
1940s, CAP played a significant 
role in coastal patrol flights when 
German submarines attacked 
merchant vessels along the U.S. 
East Coast. Submarine chasing was 
not possible in Wyoming, though, 
and crews instead participated in 
air crash recovery, and patrolled 
forests and highways.

Starting the 1950s, CAP 
focused on three core missions 
– the cadet program, emergency 
services and aerospace education. 
Participating in search-and-
rescue missions became routine 
for CAP, and expanded to helping 
during disasters like the Exxon 
Valdez oil spill; hurricanes Hugo, 
Andrew, and Floyd; and the 
Oklahoma City bombing.

After the Sept. 11, 2001, 
terrorist attacks, CAP became 
involved in homeland defense 
efforts. A CAP Cessna 172 
provided emergency management 
officials the first high-resolution 
images of the World Trade Center 
site. Throughout the nation, 
CAP volunteers transported 
blood and medical supplies, and 
provided communication and 
transportation support.

With the creation of the U.S. 
Department of Homeland 
Security, CAP received new 
technology for emergency 
services. In subsequent years, 
CAP volunteers responded to 
hurricanes, floods, fires, oil spills 
and other emergencies around 
the country.

The Cheyenne Composite 
Squadron has responded to 
emergencies like fires and floods 
outside of Laramie County, 
Anderson said.

“During fires, we’ve taken the 
incident commander up in the air 
to be able to see where they need 
to do support, and send people 

and crews,” Anderson explained. 
“We can provide them with photo 
documentation so they can plan 
for the next day, and help with 
search-and-rescue efforts.”

Anderson pointed out that not 
all senior members are pilots. 
CAP trains crews for ground 
search-and-rescue efforts, incident 
command, drone piloting, 
radio operations and aerial 
photography. Senior members 
also oversee the cadet program 
and efforts to promote aerospace 
education in the community.

Cadets have a role in 
emergency response, too. Joshua 
explained that cadets are trained 
to participate in search-and-
rescue teams, operate radios or 
provide mission staff assistance at 
a command center.

CAP meets Monday evenings 
for two hours and one Saturday a 
month to do drills, training and 
teaching youth about aviation 
science and history. Interested 
adults and youth can contact the 
squadron online to learn more at 
www.wywg.cap.gov.

PHOTOS COURTESY CHEYENNE COMPOSITE SQUADRON
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Kathy S. Baker
Cheyenne Regional Medical 
Center 

Working in disaster and 
emergency preparedness is a 
round-the-clock job.

“When it comes to the health 
and safety of the public, there are 
many potential threats that can 
come in the form of manmade 
or natural disasters,” said John 
Kelley, who oversees bioterrorism 
readiness for the Cheyenne-
Laramie County Health 
Department. “We have to always 
remain on the alert.”

The good news is that city, 
county, state and federal agencies 
that would need to respond to a 
local emergency regularly plan 
and drill together.

“We continuously collaborate 
to prevent and mitigate threats to 
the public,” Kelley said.

An example of this is the health 
department’s point-of-dispensing 

full-scale exercises, in which local 
agencies practice how life-saving 
medications would be dispensed 
to community members in the 
event of a bioterrorism attack or 
widespread disease outbreak.

“For these drills, we have 
historically been able to rely on 
the presence of law enforcement, 
fire, AMR, Cheyenne Regional 
Medical Center, the Wyoming 
National Guard’s Civil Support 
Team, Peak Wellness Center, 
Wyoming Homeland Security, 
EMA, the Wyoming Department 
of Health and the Centers for 
Disease Control & Prevention,” 
Kelley said.

Jeanine West, director of the 
Cheyenne/Laramie County 
Emergency Management 
Agency (EMA), cited Cheyenne 
Regional Medical Center’s 
monthly emergency preparedness 
meetings as another example of 
local multi-agency planning.

“That meeting includes hospital 
staff, the Emergency Management 
Agency, the Cheyenne-Laramie 
County Health Department and 
other agencies,” West said. “They 
all come together to discuss 
CRMC’s emergency response 
plans and to participate in the 
hospital’s emergency drills.”

This kind of ongoing discussion 
allows local first responders 
and preparedness agencies “to 
understand CRMC’s operation 
and needs during emergencies 
and disasters,” West said.

“Candis has done a great job 
including outside agencies in 
planning and exercising at the 
hospital,” West said. Candis 
Pickard is CRMC’s emergency 
management coordinator and 
facilities safety officer.

In return, Pickard attends 
EMA and health department 
preparedness meetings to help 
with their planning.

“We work closely with our 
partners to ensure we have good 
communications in place and that 
all involved are knowledgeable 
of our respective response 
plans,” Pickard said. “We also 
conduct exercises to find what 
works and where we can make 
improvements. The goal is to be 
as prepared as we possibly can 
in the event of a disaster or an 
emergency.”

In terms of overall 
preparedness, local agencies do 
as good a job as any of working 
together to plan for potential 
threats and to test their plans 
through mock scenarios, said 
West, Kelley and Pickard.

“Outside emergency managers 
who have been to our area 
have commented on how well 
the agencies in this area work 
together,” Pickard said.

Still, “the thought of any large 

Emergency responders remain on the alert

See First Responders, 17

Candis Pickard, John Kelley and Jeanine West. COURTESY
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sister died in a home fire before Warren was 
born.

“I remember one of the house fires that we 
had,” Warren said.  “I remember somebody 
putting that Red Cross blanket around me as 
a child.”

As a Red Cross volunteer, Warren wears 
many hats, depending upon what is needed. 
She has responded to tornados, floods and 
fires in the Laramie County area, and has 
helped with other disasters in the state and 
nation. She is a Disaster Action Team Captain, 
supervises a team of volunteers with casework 
and does casework herself.

She also regularly volunteers at local 
emergency preparedness events.

“I just want to educate the public on 
emergency preparedness, whether it’s talking 
to them about their home evacuation plans, 
financial preparedness or insurance,” she said.

As part of her DFS job, Warren is 
responsible for coordinating with the Red 
Cross. She credits current DFS Director Korn 
Schmidt for allowing her the flexibility to help 
in disasters.

“Director Schmidt values the safety of 
Wyoming families and kids,” Warren said. 
“My agency lets me go to the disasters, but I’m 
also bringing the families the DFS resources 
list.”

Warren is also a member of the Community 
Emergency Response Team (CERT), a couple 

other response teams, FBI Citizens Academy 
Alumni and the Search and Rescue Team. She 
is in the process of finishing her search-and-
rescue certification.

In an actual emergency or at a community 
event, Warren almost needs a T-shirt or vest 
with logos representing all the agencies that 
she represents. Sometimes she even switches 
out which vest she is wearing, she said.

One a typical workday, Warren wears more 
than 4-inch heels, but she is always ready to 
throw on hiking boots and head out to a call. 
The back of her Tahoe is filled with three 
separate bags with the necessary gear and tools 
needed for each organization. A big gray box 
contains even more supplies.

She never knows what kind of help is 
needed. In 2018, an EF2 tornado ripped into 
Federal, located more than 22 miles northwest 
of Cheyenne. The tornado damaged eight 
homes over Memorial Day weekend. Warren 
was first on standby for the Search and 
Rescue Team, and then helped set up a Red 
Cross evacuation shelter for the families and 
coordinate the cleanup.

West calls Warren a “phenomenal volunteer 
that can always be counted on when needed.”

During the aftermath of the Federal 
tornado, the county was initially short on 
volunteers, West explained.

“Mel jumped in at the last minute to 
help EMA, put on her CERT hat, and 
with the assistance of another CERT team 

member, they helped EMA coordinate over 
200 volunteers to help residents pick up 
belongings and debris from the fields,” she 
said.

Warren credits the willingness of the 
community and the other team members to 
help others in need. Of course, she couldn’t 
volunteer without the support of her family.

“All of sudden, I looked up and saw cars 
streaming down the road. We had volunteers, 
representing DFS and Department of Health 
employees, representatives from churches, the 
Air Force and search-and-rescue members,” 
Warren said. “It’s amazing how many people 
out there do so much for our communities.”

disaster keeps me up at night,” West said. “Do 
we have enough resources? Will our partners 
be able to help? Will our community follow 
our guidance for recovery?”

Kelley has similar concerns. “What keeps 
me up are the number of threats and initial 
unknowns that we need to plan for.”

All three also had a unified message for 
community members: Get ready now.

The federal government recommends that 

citizens be prepared to survive for up to two 
weeks without outside assistance.

“For most communities, and especially 
those in more remote areas, this has been 
shown to be the most realistic time frame to 
expect outside help,” West said.

Being two weeks ready means having 
emergency supplies of drinking water and 
non perishable foods that will last for up to 
two weeks, Kelley said. Residents should also 
have a reliable way to contact emergency 

services and to receive emergency alerts and 
public information and warnings.

“In the event of a community-wide 
emergency or disaster, assistance will arrive,” 
Kelley said, “but taking personal responsibility 
for the safety of yourself and your family 
could prove vital to your survival during that 
interim waiting period.”

For more information about the “2 Weeks 
Ready” program and its recommendations, go 
to hls.wyo.gov/being-prepared/two-weeks-ready.

Melody Warren from 7

First Responders from 16

COURTESY KARI GREER
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have told Fernandez how they 
used to play basketball or how 
they have a cousin who has 
intellectual disabilities. “Their 
stories ground me and bring 
me back full circle to when I 
first worked in the jail. They are 
people, too.”

As a proud father of two, 
Fernandez wants to make the 
community better and safer for 
everyone, including people with 
intellectual disabilities, those 
coming from different cultures and 
individuals with mental illness.

He reflects on growing up with 
parents who knew very little 
English. “Having someone who 
they could call if they ever needed 
help would have made me feel a 
lot better,” he said.

Born in Cheyenne, Fernandez 
grew up in a Hispanic culture, 
with Spanish as his first language. 
His parents migrated from 
Mexico to Cheyenne in the 1970s.

“Speaking English in 
kindergarten was challenging,” 
he said. However, being fluent 
in Spanish has been very useful 
for criminal investigations and 
providing bilingual services to the 
community, he added.

Fernandez has developed and 
given cultural diversity trainings 
to fellow officers, as well as basic 
Spanish speaking lessons.

“Our job is to be unbiased and 
find the truth, not to profile based 
on someone’s culture. If someone 
doesn’t shake your hand or doesn’t 
look at you, it doesn’t mean that 
they’re being disrespectful or 
suspicious during an investigation. 
It could be a difference in 
cultures,” he explained.

As the police department’s sole 
Spanish translator, Fernandez 
lends out his language skills to 
help not only other agencies, 
but also community members 
seeking resources.

“If someone needs help, they 
need help. They can call me, and 
I’ll talk them through it. I can’t 
give them legal advice, but I can 
get them in the right direction,” 
he said.

Beyond his detective duties, 
Fernandez constantly seeks ways 
to improve his skills through 
training like emergency medical 
responder courses and the more 
recent Crisis Intervention Team 
training.

“The last thing you want as an 
officer is to experience something 
and not have any idea how to 
react to it,” he said, explaining 

the impetus behind seeking 
continued training.

He serves on the police 
department subcommittee for the 
Crisis Intervention Team, which 
meets once a month with other 
law enforcement agencies, mental 
health providers and hospital 
emergency services. They also 
work with Grace for 2 Brothers 
and other community resources.

The CIT training helps officers 
safely address the needs of an 
individual and directs them to 
mental health services instead of 
the criminal justice system.

“We’re training officers to be 
able to recognize someone with a 
mental illness or who is trying to 
harm themselves and give officers 
tools to de-escalate the situation,” 
he said.

As a detective in the people 

crimes division, Fernandez 
investigates robberies, homicides, 
sexual assaults and child abuse. 
He also is on the SWAT Team, 
area gang enforcement team and 
honor guard.

Fernandez values seeing the 
positive side of human nature in 
Special Olympics.

“Hearing a lot of ‘I love you’s’ 
when athletes see me definitely 
opens my heart,” Fernandez 
said. “You know you are doing 
the right thing when they’re so 
appreciative.”

“Special Olympics means so 
much to me. It’s my outlet to 
know that the world’s going to 
be OK, and that there are good 
people in the world,” he said.

To learn more about Special 
Olympics Wyoming, visit www.
sowy.org.

PHOTOS COURTESY MIKE FERNANDEZ

Mike Fernandez from 5
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Fernandez dedicates his spare time 
to helping Special Olympics
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