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VALE — A tractor that plowed 
swathes through rangeland in north-
ern Malheur County more than two 
decades ago is a major reason why the 
Willowcreek Fire, the biggest blaze in 
the area so far this year, stopped when 
it did in late June, according to offi  -
cials from the Bureau of Land Man-
agement’s Vale District.

A series of fi re breaks dug 22 years 
ago made “all the diff erence with sup-
pression eff orts on the Willowcreek 
Fire,” according to a July 15 press 
release.

The blaze, which started on pri-
vate land north of Vale on June 28 
and burned 40,274 acres, mostly on 
that day and the next, was fully con-
tained as of July 11, said Larisa Bog-
ardus, public aff airs offi  cer for the Vale 
District.

The cause of the fi re is still under 
investigation, Bogardus said on Thurs-
day, July 21. The fi re didn’t burn any 
structures, and no one was hurt. The 
fi re burned about 24,400 acres of pri-
vate land, 15,300 acres of public land 
managed by the BLM and about 572 
acres of state ground.

Flames likely would have spread 
across more of the sagebrush and grass 
range if not for those fi re breaks, said 
Marcus Johnson, who was incident 
commander on the Willowcreek Fire.

“As an incident commander, it’s a 
huge benefi t for us because a lot of us 
know where these lines are and have a 
good idea of where we can catch them 
when the fi res start to go extreme,” said 

Johnson, who’s a wildland fi re techni-
cian for the Vale District.

“Any fi re that started on your urban 
interface area, we’re just trying to keep 
it off  federal land and vice versa — 
if we have a fi re on federal land, we 
really don’t want to push it onto the 
urban interface,” Johnson said.

The fi re breaks are created using 
tractors with metal disk attachments 
that remove vegetation and expose 
bare dirt, which deprives fl ames of 
fuel. Workers also mow grass and use 
herbicides to control grass.

When built near roads, the breaks 
create a 50-foot buff er — a zone where 
fi re crews have a better chance to stop 
advancing fl ames.

Each spring or summer, typically in 
May or June, BLM workers maintains 
the fi re breaks, Johnson said. They 
bring in heavy machinery to clear out 
vegetation in preparation for fi re sea-
son. Johnson said they completed this 
year’s maintenance on the breaks in the 
Willowcreek Fire area just two weeks 
before it ignited on a 100-degree day 
with gusty west winds.

“We’ve been maintaining these 
manmade fuel barriers over the last 
two decades,” said Justin Robinson, 
fuels technician for the Vale District. 
“We’re making it safer for our fi re-
fi ghters and our communities.”

Fire break history
The idea for the fi re breaks that 

helped stop the Willowcreek Fire 
dates back almost 22 years.

In 2000, the Jackson Fire burned 
about 80,000 acres — twice as many 
as the Willowcreek Fire — of simi-

lar terrain in Malheur County.
That fi re prompted local res-

idents and BLM offi  cials to talk 
about wildfi res, and residents cre-
ated the Malheur County Commu-
nity Wildfi re Protection Plan.

That plan included building fi re 
breaks across public and private 
land.

Johnson said the system of fi re 
breaks “gives our personnel some-
thing to work off  of,” but it’s not 
guaranteed, because of varied 
weather patterns, that the breaks 
will stop a blaze dead in its tracks.

“It’s all dependent on fi re activ-
ity, because you can have fi re whirls 
that bring embers across the road,” 
Johnson said.

But with the Willowcreek Fire, 
the breaks fulfi lled their purpose 
despite the gusty winds.

“Being proactive saved us from 
having a fi re twice as big,” said Toby 
McBride, a volunteer with the Vale 
Rangeland Fire Protection District 
who helps maintain the fi re breaks 
and was on the ground during the 
Willowcreek Fire. “The wind was 
blowing pretty good, but the fi re 
burned right up to the lines and went 
out. I don’t think we would’ve held 
it at the road without them.”

Robinson agreed.
“Fuel breaks helped fi re-

fi ghters contain the Willow-
creek Fire without bulldozers or 
other heavy equipment,” he said. 
“This project’s success shows us 
how important collaboration can 
be to protect local communities 
from wildfi res.”

By DICK MASON 
The Observer

UNION COUNTY — A 
four-decade-old Union County 
mystery may be on the verge of 
being solved or taking another 
unforgettable twist.

The Oregon State Police 
are set, next month, to con-
duct an examination and pos-
sible excavations at a site near 
Finley Creek, 18 miles north of 
La Grande, where the remains 
of an unidentifi ed woman were 
found in August 1978.

“We are planning on 
mid-August or late August,” 
said Sgt. Sean Belding, a mem-
ber of OSP’s major crimes 
division.

Belding will be joined by 
Calvin Davis, director of the 
OSP’s crime lab in Pendle-
ton, and Dr. Nici Vance, from 
the State Medical Examiner’s 
Offi  ce, plus members of the Fin-
ley Creek Jane Doe Task Force.

Belding, Davis and Vance 
recently decided to conduct 
the examination and possible 
digs after learning of how a 
pair of cadaver dogs responded 
on Thursday, June 23, at the 
Finley Creek site. Each dog, 
trained to smell human bones 
and brought there by the task 
force, indicated they had found 
buried human bones at the 
same two places while operat-
ing separately.

Belding, who accompa-

nied the task force on its June 
23 visit, said he was impressed 
with the interest each dog 
showed in the two sites. The 
canines laid down at the same 
place, an indication they were 
positive human bones were 
underneath the location, said 
Melinda Jederberg of La 
Grande, a leader of the Finely 
Creek Jane Doe Task Force, 
which she founded in 2019.

This was the second time 
the cadaver dogs were brought 
to the Finley Creek site by 
the task force. They were also 
brought there in the summer of 

2021, when they also indicated 
they detected human bones 
there.

The task force members 
have never dug at the Finley 
Creek site because it is a crime 
scene and thus it would be ille-
gal to disrupt it.

A daughter who will 
not give up hope

Suzanne Timms of Walla 
Walla, Washinhton, who is 
assisting with the search as 
a volunteer, is elated that the 
OSP investigators will be 
examining the site because 

she is certain the Finley Creek 
Jane Doe is her mother, Patri-
cia “Patty” Otto, of Lewiston, 
Idaho, who has been missing 
since Aug. 31, 1976.

“Oregon is giving resources 
toward the case. It gives me 
hope,” she said.

Timms fi rst suspected that 
the Finley Creek Jane Doe 
was her mother in 2021 when 
she saw an image created by 
a forensic artist in Massachu-
setts, Anthony Redgrave, the 
operator of Redgrave Research 
Forensic Services. Red-
grave was assisting the Finley 

Creek Jane 
Doe Task 
Force, and 
the image 
he cre-
ated looked 
very similar 
to Timms’ 
m o t h e r . 
The images 
were cre-
ated based 
on photos 
of the skel-
etal remains 
found in 
1978 — 
those bones 
are believed 
to have been 

cremated by the state after they 
were found, Timms said.

Other details have con-
tributed to Timms’ belief that 
the Finley Creek Jane Doe is 
her mother. The remains were 
found with a white shirt and red 
pants, which is what Patty Otto 
was last seen wearing before 
she disappeared in 1976.

A possible Lewiston, 
Idaho, murder

Timms believes her mother 
was murdered in Lewiston by 
her father and then taken to 
Finley Creek where he buried 
her in a shallow grave.

The OSP’s autopsy 
records for the Finley Creek 
Jane Doe, however, do not 
match those of Patty Otto.

Timms believes the dis-
crepancy is due to an error 
made by the OSP’s medi-
cal examiner while doing 
examinations of the skeletal 
remains of two Jane Does in 
his offi  ce at about the same 
time in 1978. She suspects 
he assigned his reports to the 
wrong remains, because his 
report for the second Jane 
Doe matches her mother’s 
autopsy photos and dental 
records.

Should human bones be 
found at the Finley Creek site 
they will likely be tested by 
the state to determine if their 
DNA indicates they are those 
of Timms’ mother. Should 
such bones turn out not to be 
those of Patty Otto, another 
layer of mystery will be added 
to the Finley Creek case.

Timms is striving to keep 
the memory of her mother 
alive with a ceremony in Lew-
iston, Idaho, set for Aug. 4, 
which would have been her 
70th birthday. Seventy signs 
with Otto’s name will be car-
ried by 70 people for 24 min-
utes down main street in Lew-
iston. The time will symbolize 
Otto’s age, for she was 24 in 
1976 when she disappeared.

Timms is touched by the 
number of people who are vol-
unteering to participate in the 
memorial.

“It shows that my mother is 
not forgotten,” she said.

Fire breaks curbed June blaze

Kristen Munday/Bureau of Land Management

An aerial photo shows how the Willowcreek Fire in late 

June 2022 was stopped when it reached a fi re break that 

was made about 22 years ago and is maintained annually.

Kristen Munday/Bureau of Land Management

A fi re break, built along a road, helped stop the Willow-

creek Fire in late June 2022 in northern Malheur County.

OSP delves into Finley Creek case

Ben Lonergan/East Oregonian

A missing person poster for 

Patricia Otto sits on the cof-

fee table of her daughter, 

Suzanne Timms, on Oct. 26, 

2021, at Timms’ home in Walla 

Walla. Timms believes the Fin-

ley Creek Jane Doe, found near 

Elgin in 1978, is her mother.

Suzanne Timms/Contributed Photo

Cadaver dog Brynn and a team of volunteers including Suzanne 

Timms, seated, in August 2021 investigate the area where the 

Finley Creek Jane Doe was discovered near Elgin in 1978. With 

Timms are her relatives Jennifer Harringten, center, and Wenda 

Parr, left, plus Karin Anderson of Dallas, Texas, who is a mem-

ber of a Reporter’s Notebook group that is producing podcasts 

about the search for the identity of the Finley Creek Jane Doe.

Anthony 

Redgrave of 

Massachusetts 

in the spring 

of 2020 

created this 

reconstruction 

of the face of 

a Jane Doe 

hunters found 

more than 40 

years ago near 

Elgin.
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AW CONSTRUCTION, LLC
• Roofing
• Remodeling
• Fences
• Decks
• Storage Sheds

Featuring:
• General Construction

and 
Much 
More!

Accepting new Patients! Go to:

www.canyoncreekclinic.com

Shawna Clark, DNP, FNP

541-575-1263
235 S. Canyon Blvd. John Day, Oregon 97845

JOHN ROEHM
CONSTRUCTION, INC.

General Contractor

LICENSED AND BONDED

RESIDENTIAL
CCB # 217672

SPECIALIZING IN:
MANUFACTURED HOUSING
EXCAVATION WORK
SITE CLEANUP & DEMOLITION
DRIVEWAYS

SERVING 

EASTERN OREGON

PHONE: 

503-341-1796
EMAIL: ROEHMJOHN66@GMAIL.COM

Smart security.

Professionally installed.
Protection starts with prevention

Get FREE Professional 
Installation and Four FREE
Months of Monitoring Service*

CALL NOW TO CUSTOMIZE 

YOUR SYSTEM

844-894-8790
Use Promo Code 4FREE

*Qualifying system purchase requires minimum $599.99 equipment purchase, professional installation and applicable services agree-

ment. DIY system purchases and reactivations of previouslyinstalled systems not eligible for off er. Off er not available in all states or 

provinces. Equipment purchase may be fi nanced separately subject to an agreement with one of Vivint’s third-party fi nancing partners. 

Monthly $1.48 cellular network maintenance fee applies. Taxes and local permit fees may apply. New Vivint Customers only. Financing 

eligibility and terms subject to credit approval by one of Vivint’s third-party fi nancing partners. Qualifi ed customers may fi nance equip-

ment purchase at 0% APR for up to 60 months. Month-to-month service agreement available when equipment is purchased upfront. 

System supports up to six cameras subject to suffi  cient WiFi speeds. Without a Vivint services plan, product and system functionality is 

limited (including loss of remote connectivity). Speak to a Vivint representative at the phone number in this off er for complete equipment, 

services, and package details, including pricing and fi nancing details. Products and services in Louisiana provided by Vivint Louisiana 

Commercial Certifi cate #58280. See comprehensive Vivint license numbers on Vivint.com.

Know When People 

and Packages Arrive

Peace of Mind 

Starts Here

Limited availability in select areas. May not be available in your area. 
Call or go to att.com/internet to see if you qualify.

AT&T 
INTERNET 100

††

$45
/mo*

For 12 mos, plus taxes & equip. fee. $10/mo equip. fee applies. 
Limited availability in select areas. *Price after $5/mo 

Autopay & Paperless bill discount (w/in 2 bills).

Based on wired connection to gateway.

888-486-0359
IV Support Holdings

Contact your local DIRECTV dealer

INTERNET OFFER: Subj. to change and may be discontinued at any time. Price for Internet 100 for new residential customers & is after $5/mo. autopay & paperless bill discount. Pricing for first 12 months only. After 12 mos., then prevailing rate applies. Autopay & Paperless Bill 

Discount: Discount off the monthly rate when account is active & enrolled in both. Pay full plan cost until discount starts w/in 2 bill cycles. Must maintain autopay/paperless bill and valid email address to continue discount. Additional Fees & Taxes: AT&T one-time transactional fees, $10/mo. 

equipment fee, and monthly cost recovery surcharges which are not government-required may apply, as well as taxes. See www.att.com/fees for details. Installation: $99 installation for full tech install, plus tax where applicable. Credit restrictions apply. Pricing subject to change. Subj. to Internet 

Terms of Service at att.com/internet-terms. ^AT&T Smart Wi-Fi requires installation of a BGW210, 5268AC, or NVG599 Wi-Fi Gateway. Standard with Internet plans (12M or higher). Whole home Wi-Fi connectivity may require AT&T Smart Wi-Fi Extender(s) sold separately. ††Internet speed claims 

represent maximum network service capability speeds and based on wired connection to gateway. Actual customer speeds are not guaranteed and may vary based on several factors. For more information, go to www.att.com/speed101.

©2021 DIRECTV. DIRECTV and all other DIRECTV marks are trademarks of DIRECTV, LLC. AT&T and Globe logo are trademarks of AT&T Intellectual Property.

FEEL THE SPEED, 

EVEN AT PEAK TIMES.
No annual contract. 

Get strong, fast Wi-Fi to work and 

play throughout your home.^

Power multiple devices at once—

everyone can enjoy their own screen.
Number of devices depends on screen size/resolution.

Over 99% reliability.
Excludes DSL. Based on network availability.

Prepare for power 
outages today 
WITH A HOME STANDBY GENERATOR

*To qualify, consumers must request a quote, purchase, install and activate the 

generator with a participating dealer. Call for a full list of terms and conditions.

REQUEST A FREE QUOTE
CALL NOW BEFORE THE NEXT POWER OUTAGE

(877) 557-1912

$0 MONEY DOWN + LOW MONTHLY PAYMENT OPTIONS

Contact a Generac dealer for full terms and conditions 

FREE
7-Year Extended

Warranty* 
A $695 Value!

Prepare for 
Power Outages 
& Save Money

REQUEST A FREE QUOTE! 

ACT NOW TO RECEIVE
A $300 SPECIAL OFFER!*

(844) 989-2328

*Off er value when purchased at retail. 
Solar panels sold separately.

Promo Code: 285

FINANCING THAT FITS YOUR BUDGET!
1

1Subject to credit approval. Call for details.
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EXCLUSIVE LIMITED TIME OFFER!

TO THE FIRST 50 
CALLERS ONLY!**

SENIORS & 
MILITARY!

YOUR ENTIRE
PURCHASE*
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LIFETIME
WARRANTY

WE INSTALL
YEAR-ROUND!

BACKED BY A YEAR-ROUND

CLOG-FREE GUARANTEE

For those who qualify. One coupon per household. No obligation estimate valid for 1 year.  *Off er valid at time of estimate only  2The leading consumer reporting agency 
conducted a 16 month outdoor test of gutter guards in 2010 and recognized LeafFilter as the “#1 rated professionally installed gutter guard system in America.” Manufac-
tured in Plainwell, Michigan and processed at LMT Mercer Group in Ohio. See Representative for full warranty details. CSLB# 1035795  DOPL #10783658-5501  License# 
7656  License# 50145  License# 41354  License# 99338  License# 128344  License# 218294  WA UBI# 603 233 977  License# 2102212986  License# 2106212946  License# 
2705132153A  License# LEAFFNW822JZ  License# WV056912  License# WC-29998-H17  Nassau HIC License# H01067000  Registration# 176447  Registration# HIC.0649905  
Registration# C127229  Registration# C127230 Registration# 366920918 Registration# PC6475  Registration# IR731804  Registration# 13VH09953900  Registration# 
PA069383  Suff olk HIC  License# 52229-H  License# 2705169445 License# 262000022 License# 262000403  License# 0086990  Registration# H-19114

1-855-536-8838
CALL US TODAY FOR
A FREE ESTIMATE

Mon-Thurs: 8am-11pm, Fri-Sat: 8am-5pm, Sun: 2pm-8pm EST


