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The organization donates 
roughly 40 to 50 cords of 
wood per winter to fami-
lies that depend on fi res to 
heat their homes. A cord of 
wood can cost upward of 
$150 to $200.

“Having the kids out, 
we can get a lot of stuff  
done,” said Nod Palmer, 
a volunteer with Neigh-
bors Together of Union 
County. “The benefi t is the 
people that need the wood 
during the winter. To get 
eight strong people to show 
up and be willing to work 
hard is sort of a rarity.”

Some students who 
chose to participate in the 
wood chopping were ini-
tially unaware of the ser-
vice that the nonprofi t 
provides and found appre-
ciation in the group’s 
eff orts.

“I think it’s good for 
everyone and I think it’s 
a good step for all the 
seniors to mature and be 
in some kind of work-
force. I think it benefi ts 
the community and stu-
dents,” La Grande senior 
Lamar Langidrick said. “I 
think that it’s good we’re 
helping. It’s going to be a 
cold winter.”

The group at Pioneer 
Park worked on the Trice 
Community Field renova-
tions by fi lling in dirt over 
the new drainage system 
in the outfi eld. Artifi cial 
turf was recently installed 
at the two fi elds at Pio-
neer Park, with some small 
jobs still remaining before 
the major city project is 
completed.

“It really gives them a 
sense of pride in the com-
munity and some of the 
facilities we have,” Baxter 
said.

Baxter noted that 
Grande Ronde Hospital 
was very appreciative of 
the students’ eff orts, seeing 
as the employee force is 
currently strained due to 
COVID-19. The group 
did landscaping projects 
around the hospital and 

cleaned up its exterior.
In addition to giving 

back to the local commu-
nity, Baxter said the cama-

raderie among students 
volunteering together was 
an added positive of the 
event. Despite the weather 

conditions, the La Grande 
High School Class of 2022 
came together to serve the 
local community.
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Dixon said his district 
will not be in a situation in 
which it will have to hire 
substitutes who do not have 
bachelor’s degrees.

“We have a good pool of 
substitutes,” Dixon said.

Imbler School Dis-
trict Superintendent Doug 
Hislop is philosoph-
ical when discussing the 
TSPC’s move. Hislop said 
that overall he believes 
people who have bachelor’s 
degrees are better qualifi ed 
to be substitute teachers, 
especially if their training is 
in education. Hislop noted, 
though, that there are indi-
viduals who have never 
been to college who have 
what it takes to be good 
substitute teachers because 
of an innate ability to con-
nect and communicate with 
children and teenagers.

“There are some people 
who you can tell right away 
that they would make good 
substitute teachers,” he said. 
“They probably could come 
in and do a great job.”

Using caution

Hislop said that in many 
cases these individuals 
understand young people 
well because they are 
parents. 

On the other side of the 
spectrum are people who 
are excellent at working 
with children and teen-
agers primarily because 
of what they learned in 
college, Hislop said. The 
Imbler superintendent 
said he would be cautious 
about bringing in substitute 
teachers with limited col-
lege backgrounds because 
of the challenging nature 
of providing classroom 
instruction.

“Sometimes teaching 
can be like trying to change 
the tire of a car traveling 60 
miles per hour,” he said.

La Grande School Dis-
trict Superintendent George 
Mendoza said the TSPC’s 
emergency rule will not 
impact his school district 
because it is not facing a 
substitute teacher shortage. 
He credits this in part to his 
school district’s proximity 
to Eastern Oregon Univer-
sity and the strong ties it has 
to it.

Mendoza said those it 
can draw upon to serve as 
substitutes teachers include 
students in EOU’s master of 
education program. These 
are students with bache-
lor’s degrees who are pur-
suing a master’s degree in 
education so they can teach. 
The La Grande School Dis-

trict has not yet had to draw 
upon these students to serve 
as substitute teachers, but 
Mendoza said it is nice to 
know they are available if 
needed.

Mendoza also noted 
that his district has 15 
staff  members who are not 
teachers but have bachelor’s 
degrees and have expressed 
interest in serving as sub-
stitute educators. He said 
it would be easy to provide 
them with the assistance 
needed to become certifi ed 
to teach as substitutes.

Mark Mulvihill, super-
intendent of the InterMoun-
tain Education Service Dis-
trict, is a big supporter of 
the TSPC’s decision.

“It is a really, really posi-
tive thing for Oregon. It will 
allow fl exibility during the 
pandemic,” he said.

‘This isn’t new’

The TSPC’s move will 
ease the labor shortage 
school districts are facing, 
a reality that has become 
more stressful because of 
educators stepping down for 
COVID-19 pandemic-re-
lated reasons.

Mulvihill added that 
after the pandemic is over 
he believes the state should 
look at permanently easing 
some of its standards substi-
tute teachers have to meet.

“We need to determine if 
current standards are appli-
cable today,” he said.

Mulvihill said that the 
requirement in place before 
the TSPC’s emergency mea-
sure, that all substitutes have 
a bachelor’s degree, even if 
it isn’t an education degree, 
is not always a sensible one.

“How having a degree 
in accounting helps you as 
a substitute teacher, I’m not 
sure,” he said.

Mulvihill noted that in 
other states the standards 
for substitute teachers have 
been lower than Oregon’s for 
years.

“This isn’t new,” he said.
Mulvihill said one of 

the best things about the 
TSPC’s change is that it 
makes it easier for dis-
tricts to rate substitutes on 
more than their educational 
background.

“It gives school dis-
tricts the needed fl exibility 
for evaluating substitute 
teachers on performance,” 
he said.

Mulvihill stressed that 
lowering standards for sub-
stitute teachers should not 
be confused with lowering 
standards for full-time 
teachers.

“Teaching is an art. I 
don’t want to take away 
from what it takes to be a 
full-time teacher,” he said. 
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nonetheless.
“He considered himself 

very wealthy,” he said. “He 
was rich because of what 
we had in family.”

The night before the 
accident, the majority of 
the Johnson family gath-
ered by chance at the 
Union High School foot-

ball game to watch Dale 
Johnson’s grandson com-
pete on the fi eld. The game 
was originally set for Oct. 
2, but was moved back. 
Daniel Johnson consid-
ered that move fate, as 
it provided a perfect last 
memory of his father.

“Our family will be able 
to remember him as we’ve 
always remembered him,” 
he said.

Daniel Johnson 

expressed that his father’s 
approach to life and the 
pride he took in being a 
good father will live on 
well past his lifetime.

“He is my role model 
in how I try to be a father 
myself,” he said. “He’s the 
dad I always wanted to be.”

Dale Johnson had a very 
close relationship with his 
three kids and four grand-
children, a quality that his 
family always appreciated. 

He leaves behind a wife of 
38 years, Robin Johnson, 
whom he met when they 
were both just 16 years old.

“I can’t think of a bad 
memory of him, I honestly 
can’t,” Daniel Johnson 
said.

A funeral service is 
planned for Saturday, Oct. 
16, at 1 p.m. at Gilbert Hall 
on the campus of Eastern 
Oregon University in La 
Grande.
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Alex Wittwer/The Observer

Don Janes, left, assists La Grande High School senior Lamar Langidrik as they split fi rewood at 

Neighbors Together of Union County’s woodlot in La Grande on Wednesday, Oct. 13, 2021. The class of 

2022 seniors spent the day volunteering their time to help with projects across town, including Grande 

Ronde Hospital, Pioneer Park and Mount Emily Recreation Area.

Davis Carbaugh/The Observer

La Grande High School seniors work together on the new turf fi eld at Pioneer Park on Wednesday, Oct. 

13, 2021. Members of the senior class spent the day doing service projects across town.
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LA GRANDE — An old gas 

station in La Grande next summer 

could be the site for boutique ice 

cream instead of oil changes and 

tire pressure checks.

The Texaco station on 1508 

Adams Ave., which has been 

closed at least two years, is set to 

be reborn with help from the La 

Grande Urban Renewal Agency. 

The agency voted Wednesday, 

Sept. 2, to grant Gust and Karin 

Tsiatsos, who are purchasing the 

Texaco station property, $64,200 

to help them convert it into a 

center that will feature boutique 

ice cream, coffee and mercantile 

shops and more.

The site, to be named The 

Local Station, is projected to cost 

$409,000.

“This will be a showcase for 

the east end of downtown,” said 

Christine Jarski, La Grande’s 

economic development director, 

to the URA’s governing board, 

which is the La Grande City 

Council.

The Tsiatsoses had intended 

to do a larger renovation that 

would have included a new hotel 

tower adjacent to the old gas sta-

tion building. 

That project would have cost 

$693,000 and the Tsiatsoses 

Classified ..... 2B

Comics ......... 5B

Crossword ... 2B

Dear Abby ... 6B

Horoscope ... 2B

Lottery..........2A

Opinion ........4A

Outdoors ..... 1B

State .............6
A

Email story ideas 

to news@lagrande

observer
.com.

More contact info 

on Page 4A.

Online at lagrandeobserver.com

CONTACT US

541-963-3161

Issue 106

2 sections, 12 pages

La Grande, Oregon

INDEX

WEATHER  Full forecast on the back of B section 

Tonight

48 LOW

90/56
Sunday

Mainly clear

Mostly sunny

AUGUST COVID-19 NUMBERS

TUESDAY

                      
         

         
         

         
  �    $1.50

Good day to our valued subscriber Ted Blaylock of La Grande

September 5, 2020

SATURDAY-MONDAY  •

Follow us on the web

Mountains & A Meadow

New look 

coming for 

old service 

station
La Grande Urban 

Renewal Agency grants 
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empty former Texaco
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LA GRANDE — A new local 

group has put its money where 

its mouth is in an effort to reelect 

President Donald Trump.

The Concerned Citizens of 

Union County paid for a bill-

board displaying “Trump 2020” 

across a thin blue line fl ag, 

which represents support of law 

enforcement.

But whoever is responsible for 

the new “All Lives Matter” bill-

board in La Grande remains in 

the shadows, and the organizer 

behind the new Black Lives Matter 

billboard said “All Lives Matter” 

shows a misunderstanding of the 

BLM movement.

The billboard supporting the 

reelection of Trump went up 

Wednesday, Sept. 2, and faces 

eastbound traffi c on Island Avenue 

near the intersection with McAl-

ister Road. The display also makes 

clear who paid for it — the Con-

cerned Citizens of Union County.

Allesha Swigert of La Grande 

registered the organization as a 

business Aug. 24 with the Oregon 

Secretary of State Corporation 

Division. But Norman Paullus, the 

former director of the La Grande 

Public Works Department, spoke 

for the group.

“We are addressing a quality 

of life and family values that they 

see President Trump brings to 

the American people. We didn’t 

solicit membership,” Paullus said. 

“The group is based on when the 

Black Lives Matter people were 

demonstrating. A group of us got 

together and started talking about 

how we believe all lives matter. 

Pretty soon, people throughout the 

area were talking about wanting 

The Observer

LA GRANDE — Politics and 

religion are long-standing hot 

topics of debate in the United 

States, more so in an election 

year. Add in social movements, 

protests and the pandemic, and 

arguments abound in 2020.

Any of these come up, and 

people can get riled up quickly.

So in an effort to start discus-

sions that are much less likely 

to get heated, The Observer 

reached out to ask some ques-

tions of a different nature: Do 

you like your watermelon with 

or without salt? Are you a fan of 

self checkout? Here is what they 

had to say on those and other 

“pressing issues.”

1) Stop at a yellow light 

or go through?

Dan Cosner, who lives in 

Union County north of Elgin, 

said he believes one should 

always stop at a yellow light. 

He speaks from an insightful 

perspective for he is a former 

school bus driver.

“When it hits yellow you 

should be prepared to stop,” he 

said. “You just don’t go through 

an intersection when the light is 

about to change.”

Cosner said that the one- or 

two-second delay between the 

light changing from green to 

red is not enough time to take a 

risk.
“I do not think that is suffi -

cient enough to take a chance on 

running through,” Cosner said.

Nathan Smutz of La Grande 

said he will drive through a 

yellow light only if he believes 

there is enough time to do so 

safely.

Chris Hayward of La Grande, 

who describes himself as a cau-

tious driver, said he handles 

yellow lights based on the speed 

he is traveling.

If he is driving fast he is 

more likely to continue on 

through, but he stops when 

moving slowly, which is often. 

Hayward said the last thing he 

wants to do is create havoc at an 

intersection.

Stop or go, salt or no? 

Debate on five matters that aren’t politics, 

religion, social issues, masks or COVID-19

“When it hits yellow 

you should be 

prepared to stop. You 

just don’t go through 

an intersection when 

the light is about to 

change.”

— Dan Cosner, Union County 

“Pineapple has 

no place in this 

dimension. It is alien 

fruit as far as I’m 

concerned, let alone 

on a slice of my 

pizza.”

— Christopher Jennings, 

La Grande

A tale of three billboards pops up in La Grande

Staff photo by Sabrina Thompson

A billboard supporting the reelection of President Donald Trump faces 

eastbound traffi c on Island Avenue. The Concerned Citizens of Union 

County, a new business with the purpose of funding the political bill-

board, purchased the display.

Staff photo by Ronald Bond

The light turns yellow at an intersection. Are you stopping or gunning it to get through?

Staff photo by Ronald Bond

Some contend salt on a watermelon ruins the fruit.

See, Texaco/Page 5A
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The trio of signs 

advocate differing views

Grande Ronde Hospital Foundation

GOLF SCRAMBLE

           

          Saturday, September 12

               
Proceeds will benefit GRH’s new 

              
Urgent Care Clinic in Island City

       Visit event.gives/grhgolf for more information

Play begins at 9am

Lunch Provided

PRIZES!!!

By Kaleb Lay

The Observer

ELGIN — The Union County 

Sheriff’s Offi ce is investigating 

a double homicide outside Elgin.

The sheriff’s offi ce in a press 

release Wednesday, Dec. 30, 

announced the arrest of Gary 

Otis Mason, 54, of Elgin, for 

the deaths of Candy K. Wil-

liams, 56, and a juvenile. Wil-

liams was Mason’s signifi cant 

other, according to the sheriff’s 

offi ce, which did not identify 

the juvenile.
The sheriff’s offi ce detained 

Mason on Tuesday, Dec. 29, 

at approximately 3 a.m. fol-

lowing an initial investigation 

at his residence, 68381 Chumos 

Road, outside Elgin, where Wil-

liams also resided. The sheriff’s 

offi ce booked Mason into the 

Union County Correction Fac-

ulty, La Grande, at about 6 p.m. 

Tuesday.

He now faces two charges of 

fi rst-degree murder.

According to the sheriff’s 

offi ce, Mason called the Union 

County Dispatch Center via 911 

from his home on Chumos Road 

at approximately 12:06 a.m. 

Tuesday.
A deputy with the sher-

iff’s offi ce and an Oregon State 

Police trooper responded and 

found two bodies upon arrival. 

Mason was at the scene and 

received aid from the Elgin 

Ambulance and La Grande Fire 

Department.

The Union County Major 

Crime Team, which includes 

members of the Union County 

Sheriff’s Offi ce, La Grande 

Police Department, Oregon 

State Police and Union County 

Attorney’s offi ce, then investi-

gated throughout the day.

The sheriff’s offi ce also 

it would not provide further 

comments on the case, which 

now is in the hands of the 

district attorney’s offi ce for 

prosecution.
Mason remains in the county 

jail on no bail.

By Ellen Morris Bishop

For the Wallowa County Chieftain

ENTERPRISE — Parents, 

players, coaches and fans of all 

ages rallied in support of a high 

school basketball and wrestling 

season this year at the Wallowa 

County Courthouse. The hastily 

scheduled event drew more than 

80 people, and featured talks by 

coaches, Wallowa County com-

missioners and athletes.

Both sports are considered 

“contact sports” and are currently 

banned by the Oregon Health 

Authority due to the COVID-19 

pandemic. The Oregon School 

Activities Association, because of 

the ban, cannot OK those sports 

for the upcoming season.

The rally organizers and others 

hope a change can allow the 

sports to be played.

“Thirty-fi ve other states have 

been playing high school sports,” 

said David Howe, Wallowa High 

School principal and girls bas-

ketball coach. “They haven’t 

experienced problems. If OSAA 

could give us a reason for not 

allowing us to play, I could go 

along. But they have just banned 

the basketball season without an 

explanation.”
Rally organizers and Wal-

lowa Superintendent of Schools 

Tammy Jones emphasized that 

schools wanted to adhere to rules 

for safety and health.

“We want to be sure that what-

ever seasons we open, we keep 

kids and families safe,” Jones 

said.
“Applying a one-measure-

fi ts-all rule to all schools across 

the state does not make sense 

to students or the community 

(here),” rally organizer Dennis 

Sheehy of Wallowa said. “In Wal-

lowa County, the total number or 

COVID-19 cases since the begin-

ning of the pandemic is 76. The 

number of deaths … is three. It is 

obvious that the situation in rural 

counties like Wallowa County is 

very different from counties like 

Multnomah or Marion that have 

very high-density populations.”

In September, the athletic 

directors at all three Wallowa 

County high schools submitted a 

letter and proposal for a basket-

ball season to the OSAA. They 

proposed a basketball season in 

November and December with 

restrictions that included a max-

imum of 45 spectators at each 

game, with masks required, or a 

total of 100 people in the gym, 

with no spectators allowed and 

only teams, coaches, offi cials 

and others essential to the game, 

including a person who would 

fi lm the game. The proposal also 

included sanitizing the ball and 

many other measures.

The proposed “COVID-19 

league” would be similar to the 

group of Eastern Oregon schools 

that played in the abbreviated 

“touch” football season, including 

Cove, Elgin, Imbler and North 

Powder as well as Wallowa, 

Enterprise and Joseph.

The OSAA never responded to 

the proposal, according to Howe. 

Wallowa A.D. Mitch Frye con-

sidered the proposal as being 

rejected.
Currently, OSAA has sanc-

tioned a statewide “fall” sports 

season consisting of football 

and cross-country beginning in 

February.
“It’s obvious that playing foot-

ball in February is not a viable 
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RESTAURANTS CLOSING FOR GOOD? 

SATURDAY

By Kaleb Lay

The Observer

ISLAND CITY — A years-

long dispute between the land-

lord and a resident at Island City 

Mobile Manor has resulted in vio-

lations of Oregon’s moratorium 

on evictions, threats and acts of 

violence and a pool of backed-up 

human waste.
The ordeal began shortly after 

Steve Butcher, a contractor and 

mobile home owner, moved into 

the park in January 2019. Just 

a month later, in February, he 

came home to the smell of sewage 

leaking from his plumbing and 

pooling under his home.

Butcher hired a plumber to 

make repairs, then his pipes burst 

again, and again, for a year. Each 

time he fi xed his plumbing, pres-

sure built in the pipes and broke 

the seals, leading to what he 

called a “sewer pond” underneath 

his home.
“It’s been a continuous 

problem for quite some time,” 

Butcher said.
After once again repairing his 

plumbing in February 2020, he 

and the plumber decided to wait 

into the evening to observe what 

happened during peak use hours. 

When a fl ood of human waste 

Elgin man faces murder charges

‘Please, let them play’
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Rally supports Wallowa 

County prep athletes 

who are missing sports

Ellen Morris Bishop/For the Wallowa County Chieftain

Wallowa girls basketball assistant coach Carrie Hermens, left, addresses a crowd of more than 80 people at the Wallowa County Courthouse 

on Monday, Dec. 28, 2020, while organizer Dennis Sheehy listens.

Ellen Morris Bishop/For the Wallowa County Chieftain

Football, basketball and track athlete Jericho Peters explains why ath-

letics are important to him at the Wallowa County Courthouse on 

Monday, Dec. 28, 2020.

See, Rally/Page 5A

One man in custody in 

an apparent double 

homicide outside Elgin

Years of 

backyard 

sewage

By Dick Mason 

The Observer

LA GRANDE — The $900 

billion COVID-19 relief package 

President Donald Trump signed 

Sunday, Dec. 27, will provide 

families in Union County with a 

vital boost.
Robert Kleng, director of 

Eastern Oregon University Head 

Start, a program that provides 

free preschool education to chil-

dren from lower-income families, 

understands this fi rsthand.

“The needs of families (in 

Union County) is higher than I 

have ever seen it in the 10 years 

I have been with Eastern Oregon 

University Head Start,” Kleng 

said on Tuesday, Dec. 29.

The $900 billion relief package 

extends unemployment bene-

fi ts for millions of Americans, 

ones which had expired days ear-

lier. These benefi ts are a lifeline 

for numerous people in Union 

COVID-19 

relief package 

off ers hope in 

Union County

See, Relief/Page 5A
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