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La Grande man describes gunpoint encounter with Sprague

By PHIL WRIGHT
The Observer

LA GRANDE — Gary
Hatch said he was just turn-
ing off his outside light on
Wednesday, May 19, when
he heard a tapping at the door.

He lives in the 1700 block
of Claire Street, a neighbor-
hood on La Grande’s east side
that he said tends to be quiet.
What he said happened next
shattered any solace.

Hatch opened the door,
and a man with a sawed-off
shotgun burst through.

“When he came here,
he just busted the barrel
against my forehand and
then lowered the barrel to my
chest,” Hatch recalled. “He
said he was
going to kill
me.”

Hatch, 59,
said he has
a gun, but it
was in his
bedroom,
and nothing
prepared him
for this encounter.

“It had to be one of the
scariest moments of my life,”
Hatch said. “A sawed-off
shotgun. And I still have the
bruise on my forehead.”

The purple semicircle on
Hatch'’s forehead was evident
on the late afternoon of May
20. Hatch also said the man
at the trigger end of that
shotgun was the same man

Sprague
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Gary Hatch, of La Grande, on Thursday, May 20, 2021, demonstrates where he said a man burst
into his home and “busted” the end of a shotgun barrel against his forehead. Hatch said the
man was Travis James Sprague, 24, of Baker County, who local law enforcement arrested early
that day in connection with a shooting and break-in a block from where Hatch lives.

police arrested on May 20
in connection with a May 19
shooting and break-in just a
block over on East Glacier
Street.

Police identified that
suspect as Travis James
Sprague, 24, of Baker County,

who is now in custody in the
Baker County Jail. Sprague
had a Baker County warrant
for his arrest on numerous
felonies, including burglary,
attempted kidnapping and
assaulting a police officer, the
latter charge stemming from

the allegation that Sprague
sprayed bear spray in the face
of Baker City Police officer
Koby Essex on May 14.
Hatch said Sprague
wanted the keys to the car in
his vehicle port. But that car
belongs to a neighbor, Hatch

said, so he didn’t have any
keys to give.

“It was bad, yeah,” he said.

Hatch said he saw
Sprague’s hand tremble as
he held the pistol grip of the
shotgun, and he feared one
shaky finger could end every-
thing for him. So he talked to
the man holding his life in the
balance.

“I don’t know how I did
it,” Hatch said, “but I talked
him down.”

Sprague took off, Hatch
said, hustled to the house next
door and dumped the shotgun
in a trash container.

Local police began look-
ing for Sprague in the wake
of a 911 call on May 19 at
8:56 p.m., according to a
press release from La Grande
police, when a person in the
1700 block of East Glacier
Street reported they had just
been shot at while standing in
front of their residence.

While officers were
responding, an additional
911 call came from a separate
residence in the same block
on Glacier. The second caller
reported the suspect entered
their residence and held them
at gunpoint while demanding
keys to their vehicle.

La Grande police officers
arrived within moments and
contacted the callers. Police
named Sprague as the suspect
and said neither 911 caller
knew him.

“A multi-agency, compre-

hensive search commenced
immediately,” the press
release stated. “La Grande
police officers and detectives
received assistance from
Union County sherift’s depu-
ties and K-9 Molly and from
Oregon State Police troop-
ers.”

No one was injured at
either residence on Glacier,
according to police, and the
suspect did not make off
with the vehicle because it
was inside a garage. Police
found the keys to the vehi-
cle and “the illegally altered
shotgun that had been fired at
the first caller” within a short
distance, along with other
items of evidence.

La Grande police then
reported a Union County
sheriff’s deputy a little after
noon on May 20 saw Sprague
walking on 22nd Street near
East L Avenue, contacted him
and told him he was under
arrest.

“He attempted to flee,
but was quickly subdued
and taken into custody with-
out further incident,” police
reported.

On Tuesday, May 18, the
Baker City Police Depart-
ment issued a public notice
alerting residents that
Sprague was wanted on
multiple charges and was
“armed and dangerous.” He is
accused of threatening some-
one in a Baker City home on
May 14.

Warren received funding
help for the project from the
Blue Mountain Singletrack

“Its support was great, it
made it happen,” Warren said.

The shelter is 2 miles
by trail from the Owsley
Canyon Trailhead and where
the Caffeine and MER A Loop
trails connect. Warren chose
the location because it is in
the middle of MER A’s trail
network for non-motorized

“It is super centralized,”

Jeff Crews, who helped
deposit bark chips in the
shelter on Saturday, May 22,

“It is in the middle of
everything,” Crews said.

Warren said he spent “a
long six days” constructing
the shelter. He said the help
from several volunteers —
Bart Barlow, Dave Larman,
Micha Anderson, Tom Guth-
rie, Steve Stanhope, Dusty
Fitzgerald and Ed Mosiman
— played a big role in the
completion of the project.

The shelter has a first aid
kit that includes splints and
slings. Warren asks those who
use the kit to call him so he
can replace materials.

“I have been an EMT
for 21 years,” he said. “I am

New shelter now open at MERA

an avid believer in being
prepared, first aid is huge.”

Warren used live edge
siding so that it would look
natural. Live edge boards
are cut to leave one side with
the natural curves of the tree.
In addition to the shelter’s
boards, its wood slab seats,
which Stanhope cut and
provided, also have live edge
siding.

Elijah Romer, a member
of the Blue Mountain Single-
track Trails Club, said the
shelter’s live edge siding helps
it blend in perfectly.

“Instead of looking like an
eyesore it looks like it is meant
to be there,” Romer said.

Romer also said he is
impressed with the structure’s
overall appearance.

“I told Forrest it is a work
of art,” Romer said.

Romer said the shelter will
serve many functions. He said
he plans to take his family
there for picnics and may
teach outdoor classes there.
He also said it will be a great
place for people to stay while
they wait for help to arrive
if they have a bicycle break-
down or such.

Bill Gerst, a member of the
trails club network, said the
shelter has a reassuring pres-
ence.

“It is comforting to know
it is there,” he said.
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The Amtrak Cascades route also will add a
second round trip between Seattle and Eugene
starting on May 24 and a third round trip on
the Seattle to Portland segment will also be

Service to stations north of Seattle — Ever-
ett, Mount Vernon and Bellingham — remains
suspended. Trips to British Columbia on the
Cascade line have also not been restored due
to the ongoing border closure. Following
COVID-19 health protocols set by the state
as part of its reopening plan, capacity for train
cars has been set to 50%.

The service restoration will also bring back
1,200 furloughed employees.

— Associated Press
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