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NEWS FROM THE ELLSBURG VOLUNTEER FIRE DEPARTMENT 20210505 
 
     Our May meeting took place on Wednesday, May 5, at 1830 at the Bass Lake Firehall on Mink Road.  This was an in-
person meeting.  It was great to be able to meet together again, rather than Zoom our meeting.  Our June meeting will 
be held on Wednesday, June 2, at 6:30pm at our Bass Lake Firehall.  All are invited to attend! 
     We are saddened by the resignation of Ray Privett.  Ray has been a member of our department for almost 10 years.  
He served as our President and was one of our EMR’s for 5 years.  Ray led us through a difficult reorganization of our 
department that required financial, policy, and membership reforms.  Ray has not responded to any emergencies for the 
last 2 years, but he was always available for hall and vehicle cleanup and organization. Ray has been a positive role 
model for the department members.  He has always been a good person to bounce ideas off of because he can 
rationalize both sides of a situation.  Ray shared some good advice with me when I was elected to take over the 
presidency from him, and I am grateful for all of his support. Ray and Kathy are moving out of our township.  We will 
miss them, and we wish them well! 
     I am happy to report that we have a new member!  Chris Morinville has joined our team!  He was on the Rice Lake fire 
department so he comes to us with experience.  Chris is young, a mechanic, and he lives in the West Melrude Road 
corridor.   This makes Lee Voigt and me very happy because we have been hoping for someone to help us on this end of 
Ellsburg. Thank-you so much, Chris, for volunteering to help and protect the people of this township!  We really 
appreciate you! 
     This has been a very dry spring season.  The danger of wildfires has been extremely high. The wildfire season seems 
to last longer every year. Many wildfires have occurred in St. Louis County this year.  We even had one, as of this writing, 
in our township.  A DNR spotter plane located flames by the railroad tracks at the end of Sheldon Road.  A DNR 
helicopter dropped several buckets of water on this fire until it was extinguished.  We are fortunate to have DNR spotter 
planes fly over our area watching for wildfires. You have probably seen those little white planes.  We have a lot of 
remote areas where a wildfire can start, but not be noticed for a while. It is very important that residents do not burn 
brush during the dry times.    Cigarettes or matches that are thrown to the ground, lightning, power lines, campfires that 
are not monitored, coals from grills not disposed of properly,  4-wheelers or lawnmowers or other machinery that throw 
sparks, trains, and rags soaked with paint or stain have caused some of the wildfires that we have responded to in past 
years.  All that is needed is a heat source that creates embers, fuel such as vegetation, and oxygen or wind to fan the 
flames.  We rely on everyone in our township to be vigilant about preventing and reporting wildfires. In 1922, our area 
suffered a devastating wildfire that burned from Kelsey to Makinen and from Central Lakes to Whiteface.  The original 
settlers on the land where I now live took all of their belongings and put some in the middle of a plowed field and the 
rest on a boat anchored on Young Lake.  Let’s hope that we never suffer such a wildfire in our area again! You can read 
the whole story of that fire in "A History of Valhalla-Ellsburg-Melrude “.  This book chronicles the history of our area up 
until the 1980’s.   
     The pandemic required us to scale back on our training, but we are happy to be able to train together again.  Tom 
McDonough, from the state fire marshal's office, did some hazardous material training with us.  Hazardous materials are 
transported through our township daily by train and vehicles.  An accident resulting in a spill could mean that our 
township would have to evacuate until the hazardous material is contained.  Hazardous material in the form of a gas 
could be spread by the wind and cause fatal respiratory reactions.  Trains and vehicles that carry hazardous material 
must have a placard on them that identifies what type of hazardous material is being carried. Specialized training is 
needed to directly handle a hazardous substance. Our department does not have that training.  The closest HazMat 
team in our area is based in Duluth.  If there is a spill, we can look at the numbers and symbols on the placard - from a 
distance of course - and consult a book or a phone app that will identify the substance for us and tell us the poisonous 
nature of that substance.  We can also call the Duty Officer who will plot out the wind speed and direction in our area 
and determine how large of an area needs to be evacuated.  Our job is to secure the scene and make sure nobody gets 
exposed to the hazardous material. 
     Last summer, Ellsburg and Cotton fire departments worked together on the construction of a dry hydrant and landing 
zone on Comstock Lake Road and Waterhen Rd.  The construction involved digging a deep trench and laying lots of PVC 
pipe so that we can get water for our trucks out of the Whiteface River using a pump.  Over winter, the pipe was tested 
a few times to make sure that it didn’t freeze. It didn’t! In May, we practiced getting water out of the standpipe. Please 
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respect this area.  A helicopter will need to land here in an emergency.  It won’t be able to land if the area is rutted from 
vehicle tires or trash is strewn, or a vehicle has been parked and the owner is not close by. 
     Medical training is something that must be reviewed frequently. Our medical responders have been busy with a 16 
hour refresher course, training with our medical equipment to make sure we know how to use it and it is working 
properly, and reviewing important safety protocols necessary for rendering medical care. Training and checking medical 
equipment for expirations and functionality must happen regularly.  
     We also had MNFIRE training. MNFIRE is an organization that is dedicated to the health of firefighters.  Firefighters 
have a physically challenging job which includes exposure to excessive heat, dense smoke, toxic chemicals, and 
emotionally charged situations all while wearing about 70 pounds of gear and breathing compressed air.  Not 
surprisingly, heart attacks are the leading cause of death for firefighters.  Cancer follows a close second due to the 
inhalation, ingestion, and absorption through the skin of toxic substances.  Infections, lung disease, muscle and bone 
injuries, and sleep disorders are also found in higher rates in firefighters.  Behavioral issues such as depression, anxiety, 
stress reactions, post-traumatic stress disorder, and suicide are common too, but do not always get the attention they 
deserve.  Repeated exposure to witnessing trauma and death is the cause.  Yet, firefighters are supposed to be strong 
and be able to handle this.  After all, firefighters know this is part of the job before they join.  It is not all happy endings.  
Sharing your feelings might make you look weak.  So, firefighters that suffer from these behavioral issues turn to alcohol 
and drugs to help them cope.  It is up to members of the department and family to recognize when someone is having 
trouble coping and help them get treatment.  There are a lot of resources available to those who are suffering, but they 
have to want to get treatment. 
      When we have been paged to come to your house for a medical emergency, our job is to evaluate the severity of the 
problem and make sure that the necessary resources are coming.  Do you need to be transported to a hospital?  Can we 
help solve the problem at home?  Will you need a basic ambulance or an ambulance crew capable of advanced 
monitoring and procedures?  Will you need to be transported quickly by a helicopter? And if you are transported, what 
needs to be taken care of at your house?  We can clean up a mess if you have been bleeding.  We can make sure your 
windows and doors are locked. But what if you have pets?  We have found neighbors to watch after dogs.  We recently 
had a patient who suffered an emergency in her car while driving through our township.  She needed to be transported 
to the hospital.  But what about her car and the cat inside of that car?  The car was put in a safe location and someone 
volunteered to care for the cat. Shannon Keough made sure of that. On the scene of a wildfire, there was a newly 
hatched painted turtle that was dried and caked in dirt.  Luckily for that turtle, Shannon was on the scene.  She 
rehydrated that turtle and made a safe place for it out of a water bottle.  The turtle was then released in a lake when we 
were finished with the fire.  Shannon has a heart of gold. She truly cares about the people that need her help, as well as 
the families and pets that are impacted by the emergency. Shannon is always so calm and very competent in her medical 
skills. We are so fortunate to have such a wonderful person on our team! If you need our help, call 911!  We will be 
there to help!  And if you are lucky, you will see Shannon at your side. 
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