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Photos special to The DPA
Meigs County Sheriff’s Department Det. Alex Clary recently graduated from the Tennessee Bureau of Investigation (TBI) State Academy as one of only 
12 class members. Shown in the picture at right is Clary (right) with Englewood Police Department Officer Tabitha Standridge, who also completed the 
academy.

Fulfilling lifelong dream of public service

An interest gained in Florida led 
to a law enforcement career in Meigs 
County for a local man.

Meigs County Sheriff’s Department 
Det. Alex Clary started considering a 
career in public service in his youth. 

“There were a couple of officers 
I looked up to,” he said. “I kind of 
wanted to be like them.”

That led him to join the police 
explorers in Florida at the age of 13, 
and he remained with that group 
until he turned 19. 

After that, he worked dispatch 
for the same department until 1996, 
when at 20 years old he moved to this 
area. 

Upon moving here, he said he 
“tried to get into law enforcement.”

His first stop was part-time dis-

patching in Etowah. 
However, he picked up a full-

time job with 
Piggly Wiggly and 
remained out of law 
enforcement until 
he began attending 
the police academy 
in 2008.

After graduating 
in 2009, he took a 
job with the Meigs 
County Sheriff’s 
Department and has 
been there since. 

“It’s a great 
career,” he said. 

Clary noted 
there’s a desire 
when officers enter 
the force to expect to make huge 
changes.

“You go in thinking you’re going to 

change the world,” he said. “But you 
do what you can to make a difference 

in one person’s life.”
During his tenure 

with Meigs County, 
Clary has worked in 
patrol, as a school 
resource officer, as 
a lieutenant over 
road patrol, and as 
a detective for the 
past three years. 

During his time 
as a detective, Clary 
graduated from the 
Tennessee Bureau 
of Investigation 
(TBI) State 
Academy. 

Only 12 people 
graduated from the academy this year 
in the course that lasts for six weeks 
and requires candidates to have “five 

years of experience as a full-time 
commissioned officer of a Tennessee 
law enforcement agency, show excel-
lent character and a professional 
reputation,” according to the TBI.

“It was a good experience,” Clary 
said after he graduated. “We received 
a whole lot of training we wouldn’t 
normally get.”

Clary said he believes it was “abso-
lutely” beneficial to his career as a 
detective. 

“We got a lot of hands-on experi-
ence,” he said. “We got to see the way 
TBI handles things. We’ll be able to 
assist them with some of the big cases 
– we’ll be able to work side-by-side 
with them instead of just watching. 
Now we know what they’re doing and 
why.”

Email: dewey.morgan@
dailypostathenian.com

DEWEY MORGAN
Staff Writer

Meigs County Sheriff ’s Detective Alex Clary

During his time as a detec-
tive, Clary graduated from 
the Tennessee Bureau of 
Investigation (TBI) State 
Academy. Only 12 people gradu-
ated from the academy this year 
in the course that lasts for six 
weeks and requires candidates to 
have “five years of experience as 
a full-time commissioned officer 
of a Tennessee law enforcement 
agency, show excellent character 
and a professional reputation,” 
according to the TBI.
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Laycock-Hobbs
Funeral Home

Remember to Thank Our Veterans
and Law Enforcement Personnel 

for Keeping Us Safe.
MAY GOD BLESS YOU & YOUR FAMILY.

!

Stop By Year Round
To Take a Tour or

Visit Our Gift Shop &
Ice Cream Parlor!

May�eld Dairy Farms
Visitor Center

(423) 745-1595

Thank You to all our Local 
Hometown Heroes
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Saving Englewood man’s 
life was true team effort

A local man is alive today because of 
the efforts of emergency service mem-
bers.

On Nov. 9 at around 3 p.m., Jan 
Butcher was in the kitchen of her 
Englewood home when she looked over 
at her husband, Randy, in another room.

Randy had just gotten back from the 
hospital the day before, and Jan found 
that he had passed out on the couch.

She called 911 before doing her best to 
revive her husband as she waited for help 
to arrive.

“I started what I could do for CPR,” 
she said.

The wait wasn’t very long, though, 
as Englewood Police Officers Tabitha 
Standridge and Kaylee Mickel arrived 
at the house within minutes of the call 
going out.

Standridge quickly got Randy off the 
couch and prepared him for CPR, which 

Englewood Rural Firefighter Kansas 
Casteel administered after arriving sec-
onds after the officers.

Casteel gave Randy CPR for nine min-
utes as Curtis Runkles of the fire depart-
ment arrived to give chest compressions 
and clear Butcher’s airways. 

Michael Bobich and Patrick Martin of 
American Medical Response (AMR) then 
arrived on the scene and took over the 
care of Butcher until he could be flown to 
the hospital.

Randy ultimately survived the heart 
attack and said it was the quick actions of 
the members of the police department, 
fire department, and AMR that allowed 
him to live through it.

“I want to thank them for everything 
they’ve done,” Randy Butcher said. “They 
saved my life. I just wish I recollected 
some of it.”

Jan Butcher also said she was grateful 
for the work the emergency personnel 

DEWEY MORGAN
Staff Writer

SEE TEAMWORK, A8

Photo by Dewey Morgan
A celebration was 
hosted by Randy and 
Jan Butcher Monday 
in honor of the emer-
gency personnel who 
saved Randy’s life 
recently. Shown here 
are Randy and Jan 
Butcher (center) stand-
ing with the emergency 
services personnel in 
Englewood who saved 
Randy’s life recently.
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710 Tennessee Avenue • Etowah, TN

(423) 263-7315
www.EtowahGentleDental.com

Cosmetic &
Implant Dentistry

Raymond Pate, DMD
MICOI
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‘We were privileged to go out and restore power’
Restoring power to a storm-battered 

Florida town was an empowering expe-
rience for a crew from Athens Utilities 
Board.

Following the devastation wrought by 
Hurricane Irma in July, six AUB power 
crew members traveled to Wauchula, 
Fla., to help restore power to a com-
munity that was completely in the dark 
and suffering the effects of sweltering 
heat and humidity after the storm clouds 
cleared.

“It turned out to be the trip of a life-
time,” said David Rayl, who was the lead 
crew foreman for AUB’s mutual aid crew 
in Florida, “but in a completely different 
way than you’d think.”

AUB is part of a mutual aid network 
of public power utilities that come to the 
aid of sister systems when disasters strike 
and cripple or destroy power systems 
to the point that it would take weeks or 
months to rebuild without help.

“When we saw what Irma had done, 
we wanted to help. We’ve benefitted 
from mutual aid here, so we want to help 
other systems when we can,” Rayl said. 
“Some of the crew 
members reached 
out to (AUB General 
Manager) Eric 
(Newberry) and (AUB 
Assistant General 
Manager) Wayne 
(Scarbrough) about 
sending a crew down. 
They got in touch 
with the Tennessee 
Valley Public Power 
Association that coor-
dinates mutual aid. 
Eric put out the call 
to supervisors to get a crew ready, and 
immediately there were plenty of guys 
who stepped up. We would be sending 
almost a third of our fleet, so we had to 
wait to see what the storm would do to 
us, because our first responsibility is to 
our customers. We didn’t have quite the 

damage here we thought we’d get, so Eric 
released us the next morning at 9:30.”

The crew – six members with two 
bucket trucks and a line truck – were sent 

to work for 10 days in 
Wauchula, a town of 
approximately 5,100 
people located about 
an hour southeast of 
Tampa.

“It’s 670 miles 
away. Normally, that 
would take ten hours. 
On that day, it took us 
twenty-two hours,” 
Rayl recalled. “Once 
we left this side of 
Atlanta, it was a five- 
to twenty-mile-per-

hour pace to get there. We kept calling 
them and saying, ‘I can’t give you a time-
line.’ We had no clue. And then, when 
we’d try to get off the Interstate to get gas, 
we couldn’t get back on for awhile – and 
finding gas was a hassle.”

That was just the first hassle of many.

“It was near one hundred percent 
humidity and hot, and we were work-
ing sixteen- to eighteen-hour days in 
that. It was definitely not something we 
were used to,” Rayl said. “But, when we 
got there, we noticed there wasn’t a light 
on in the whole town – no service any-
where; broken poles everywhere. But, 
you could see these folks needed help, 
and we worked hard to make sure the job 
got done, so that we were requested to 
work ten days but we got the job done in 
seven.

“We’d get up at 6 a.m. and leave for 
the job, then quit about ten at night, then 
drive thirty to forty-five minutes and be 
back at the hotel – we had to stay that far 
out of town because there was nowhere 
in town to stay,” Rayl added. “We’d come 
back soaked because of the heat and 
humidity, and we had to wear fire-resis-
tant clothing, so that made it even worse. 
They acted like it was fall weather, but it 
was easily over a hundred degrees.”

GREG MOSES
Editor

Photo courtesy of Athens Utilities Board
Pictured (from left) are AUB power crew members who answered a mutual aid call to Wauchula, Fla., following Hurricane Irma: Abe Aziz, Dickie Slack, 
David Rayl, Jamie Plaster, Matt Price, and Stan Roderick.

AUB Line Crew Foreman David Rayl:

Following the devastation 
wrought by Hurricane Irma in 

July, six AUB power crew members 
traveled to Wauchula, Fla., to help 
restore power to a community that 

was completely in the dark and 
suffering the effects of sweltering 
heat and humidity after the storm 

clouds cleared.

SEE AUB, A8
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Power wasn’t the only thing 
Wauchula was lacking.

“There was no communication 
when we showed up. No one’s cell 
phones worked. We basically had 
to drive to the company office and 
get orders. It wasn’t quite like being 
put out on your own, but basically 
you were told this is what’s needed 
and sent on your way. It was almost 
like starting from the ground up 
to get them back up and running,” 
Rayl said. “The bad part about 
no communication is that, when 
you’re energizing lines, you look at 
everything and practice every safety 
measure imaginable, but without 
communication, you’re just hoping 
you’ve done everything you can to 
make sure it’s safe.”

The appreciation of the people 
whose power they were helping to 
restore made it all worthwhile for 
the AUB crew.

“Some of the customers we’d 
talked to said they could remember 
being out for twenty-something 

days. I can’t even imagine that. But, 
they were all so grateful. Even after 
we got back, we were getting letters 
from people thanking us for what 
we did,” Rayl said. “It felt good – 
we’d have stayed if they needed us, 
because it felt good to know we were 
helping these people get their lives 
back.”

One customer in particular really 
touched the AUB crew members’ 
hearts.

“At the end of the seventh day, 
the last customer pulled up to her 
house and came to talk to us – she 
had been staying in a motel because 
of the power being off at her house. 
She was very emotional. She had her 
two grandchildren with her. She told 
us, ‘My son-in-law does what you 
do, and he just got killed in Miami.’ 
Her little granddaughter said, 
‘That’s what my Daddy does.’ That 
was probably the most touching 
moment, because we knew we were 
restoring their power and helping 
them,” Rayl recalled. “We actually 
took an hour or so and cleared up 
her place. There were trees all over. 
She was tickled to death. No telling 
what that would have cost her, but it 
needed to be done. She was going to 
have a lot to deal with for her family. 

It was a sad moment, but we were 
glad we could be there to do our 
part to help.”

For Rayl, it was an on-the-job 
experience unlike any other.

“I’ve been with AUB for thirty 
years and never experienced any-
thing like it. It was the biggest disas-
ter relief effort that’s ever happened 
in the United States. We would drive 
by yards down there were trucks 
were staged and there would liter-
ally be hundreds of bucket trucks 
sitting there,” Rayl said. “We went to 
Jamestown last year to work the ice 
storm, and we’ve worked mutual aid 
in Clarksville and Greeneville, but 
never seven-hundred miles away. 
But, we’d have done it in a heart-
beat. It’s something that, when you 
sign up for this job, they explain to 
you that you’ll be called out after 
hours – do you know what you’re 
getting into? You have an obligation 
to the company, but you also have 
an obligation to the men. If my bud-
dies are out there working, I want 
to be there. We were privileged to 
be able to go out and restore power 
together.”

Email: greg.moses@
dailypostathenian.com

AUB
Continued from A6

did to save her husband.
“They all deserve a lot of 

recognition for all they do,” Jan 
Butcher said. “It’s a miracle he’s 
here right now. He wouldn’t be 
here without these people. It’s 
amazing to see them work.”

Standridge said she’s heard 
the scene referred to as “orga-
nized chaos” as nearly 30 
people in total were involved 
in the rescue and added that it 
was a team effort to save him.

“We all had that common 
goal,” she said. “It’s good to see 
us all work together with no 
separation.”

She said it “feels great” to 
know she was a part of the 
effort to save Randy Butcher 
and that it’s an “eerie, wonder-
ful feeling” to see him up and 
about after the incident. 

She also noted that the 
work by the Englewood Fire 
Department really impressed 
her. 

“I’m always amazed when 
I respond with the fire depart-
ment,” she said. “They’re quick 
and they go with it.”

Casteel said when she’s 
called out to that type of scene, 
the key is to “just go with it.”

“It’s absolutely awesome,” 
she said about Randy being up 
and around. “It’s great.”

Casteel noted that she has 
known the Butcher family for 
years and that can add to the 
challenge. 

“It’s harder, but it makes 
you work harder,” she said of 
responding to help someone 
she knows. 

Martin and Bobich said 

they had some time as they 
responded to think about what 
they might have to do when 
they got to the scene. 

“We talk about it on the 
way,” Bobich said. 

“What are we going to do, 
what are we going to grab 
to take care of the patient?” 
Martin added. 

However, the details aren’t 
always clear as they’re on their 
way to the scene. 

“All we knew was he was 
unresponsive and CPR was 
in progress,” Bobich said. 
“When he woke up, everything 
changed.”

Once they arrive at a scene, 
there’s only one thing going 
through their minds. 

“Getting in there and taking 
care of the patient to the best 

of our ability,” Martin said. “We 
go through so much training 
and classes we know how to 
adapt.”

He also noted that keeping 
others on the scene calm is 
important. 

“We make sure we keep the 
friends and family calm,” he 
added. 

At this particular scene, 
Bobich said once they got on 
the scene, Randy was waking 
up. 

“He had started coming 
around,” Bobich noted. “He 
got a little combative, but 
that’s normal.”

Randy said he didn’t 
remember anything from the 
time he was laying on the 
couch to the time he woke 
up in the hospital, but he has 

been told he was revived twice. 
Bobich said after Randy 

showed some combativeness, 
they sedated him and flew him 
out on LifeStar. 

A celebration was held 
for the emergency officials 
who took part in the rescue 
Monday, giving the Butchers a 
chance to show their apprecia-
tion again to the people who 
saved Randy’s life. 

Two days before 
Thanksgiving, Randy noted 
that the Englewood Police 
Department delivered a 
Thanksgiving dinner to him, 
as well. 

“It shows how giving this 
community is,” Randy said.

Email: dewey.morgan@
dailypostathenian.com

Teamwork
Continued from A4

Photo courtesy of Athens Utilities Board
AUB crew foreman David Rayl works to rebuild 
a power distribution line for a neighborhood in 
Wauchula, Fla.
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‘You help your community all the time’

Being a firefighter is a way of life for 
Josh Roach.

“It’s kind of a family tradition,” he said.
Roach’s father, Billy, is the chief of the 

Englewood Fire Department (EFD), and 
his grandfather, Raymond, also served in 
fire protection.

Roach began as an Englewood 
Explorer when he was just 14 years old 
and continued until he turned 18 during 
his senior year at McMinn Central High 
School, where he was also a four-year 
member of the Chargers football team. 
The Explorer program introduces aspir-
ing firefighters to techniques and proce-
dures, but keeps them at a safe distance 
from the dangers of the profession.

“It teaches you respect and shows 
you that your life could end shortly and 
you’re not promised tomorrow,” said 
Roach.

When he turned 18, Roach became a 
full-fledged member of the EFD.

“I knew I at least wanted to be a vol-
unteer firefighter,” he said. “I didn’t see 
myself being a full-time firefighter until 
I started looking at my college options, 
and then I felt like that was the way God 
was telling me to go.”

In August 2015, shortly after his high 
school graduation, Roach joined the 
Athens Fire Department (AFD) as a part-
time professional firefighter. Two years 
later – while remaining a volunteer with 
EFD – Roach was elevated to full-time 
status at AFD.

“It’s different in the aspect that we live 
together for 24 hours (at a time),” he said, 
“but Englewood is a second family and 
(Athens) is a second family, too. We get 
to know each other’s families and we’re a 
really close shift.”

Roach serves under Capt. Brandon 
Ainsworth on one of three AFD shifts. 
After one shift works 24 hours, the other 
two shifts combine to work the next 
48-hour span until that first shift comes 
back on duty.

A key difference between being a vol-
unteer versus a professional firefighter is 
what to expect when called to a scene.

“In the City of Athens, we know we’re 

going to have six or seven guys there with 
us and 95 percent of the time when we 
get a house fire in the city, we’re going 
to be called to it,” explained Roach. “In 
the county (departments), you don’t 
know how much personnel you’re going 
to have. There have been times in the 
county that I’ve rolled out with two of us 
on the engine and other times when I’ve 
rolled out with more guys than we have 
on the truck in Athens.”

This is due in part to mutual aid 

agreements between neighboring 
departments, such as Athens Rural and 
Etowah Rural in Englewood F.D.’s case.

Roach has been around the profession 
his entire life, but being a full-time pro-
fessional comes with added responsibil-
ity, including mandatory training.

“A lot more is expected of me,” he 
said. “It’s a lot more stuff to take in, but 
the guys on my shift have been willing to 
help me out through the whole thing.”

Roach has been around some of his 

fellow firefighters practically since birth, 
which adds to the kinship in the depart-
ment.

“And we don’t just work together,” 
he said. “We’ll go eat breakfast or lunch 
together even when we’re not on shift.”

One example is Savana Casteel – 
AFD’s first female firefighter and also a 
volunteer with EFD – who Roach consid-
ers like a sister.

Roach’s father helped him understand 
how firefighting is more than a job. He 
remembers when he was young wanting 
to go hunting or fishing with his dad, but 
they couldn’t because the department 
was short on staff or it was a high fire risk 
day.

“I didn’t understand it until I got old 
enough, and now I understand where he 
was coming from,” said Roach. “You help 
your community all the time.”

Being part of a crew that assisted with 
the Gatlinburg fires last November had a 
powerful impact on Roach.

“It was a very humbling experience 
because none of us – even my father – 
had ever seen a fire like that,” he recalled. 
“We watched things burn to the ground 
that people worked their whole lives for 
in a town I grew up to love, and we’re 
standing there helpless trying to fight the 
fire and we didn’t have enough water. You 
just do the best you can and try to save 
the houses that weren’t burning.”

Roach was recently part of a response 
team that helped save a woman’s life. 

ANDY BRUSSEAU
Staff Writer

Firefighter Josh Roach:

“We don’t do it for the 
money; we don’t do it for 
the glory. It’s our job and 
we like helping people. 
I’m not a hero by any 
means. I’m just a regular 
person who God put on 
this planet to do this job.”

Josh Roach

Photo courtesy of Josh Roach
Athens Fire Department and Englewood Rural Fire Department Firefighter 
Josh Roach (left) is shown here with Savana Casteel, also a member of 
both departments. Roach said Casteel is like a sister to him due to their 
longtime friendship and as classmates at McMinn Central High School and 
fellow first responders.

SEE ROACH, A11
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While traveling home to Englewood 
from Etowah, a CPR call was dispatched. 
When he arrived, Savana and Kansas 
Casteel and Curtis Runkles were taking 
turns performing chest compressions in 
an attempt to resuscitate the woman.

Administering CPR can be very physi-
cally strenuous for both the patient and 
the first responder, according to Roach.

“Kansas and myself, whenever we do 
CPR, we mean it,” said Roach. “When we 
pump on your chest, if you survive, you 
are going to feel (it).”

The woman was flown to the 
University of Tennessee Medical Center. 
She survived the incident and is now 
back home thanks in large part to the 
response from these four EFD first 
responders. Roach deflected most of the 
credit for helping to save the woman, 
instead praising the quick response of 
Runkles and the Casteel sisters.

“More than likely, if it wasn’t for them 
starting CPR as fast as they got there, the 

woman would probably have passed 
away,” said Roach.

The Town of Englewood recognized 
Roach and his fellow EFD members for 
their lifesaving efforts, but he believes he 
was just doing his duty.

“We don’t do it for the money; we 
don’t do it for the glory,” he said. “It’s our 
job and we like helping people. I’m not 
a hero by any means. I’m just a regular 
person who God put on this planet to do 
this job.”

In addition to his father, Roach con-
siders his main influences to be his for-
mer EFD Assistant Chief Neal Moses and 
his current AFD lieutenant Rick Woody 
and captain Brandon Ainsworth.

He also praised his mother, Denise, for 
always supporting a husband and a son 
in the business of preserving lives at the 
risk of their own.

“It sure does put a lot of strain on her, 
and I don’t understand how she does it,” 
said Roach, “but she knows that’s what 
we love to do and she’s always there for 
us. Honestly, she’s my shoulder to cry on 
if I need it.”

Email: andy.brusseau@
dailypostathenian.com

Roach
Continued from A10

HOMETOWN HEROES

We wish to express our admiration and 
appreciation for the brave men and 
women from whose service and sacrifice 
t

Thank you for making a positive difference 
in our Friendly City.

423-744-7693

Hometown Heroes
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Photo special to The DPA
McMinn County Sheriff’s Department Deputy Jerry Wattenbarger was one 
of two officers awarded recently by the Sons of the American Revolution 
for their response to last year’s tornado. Wattenbarger (center) stands here 
with SAR President Adam Martin (left) and McMinn County Sheriff Joe Guy 
(right). 

Photo special to The DPA
McMinn County Sheriff’s Department Corporal Brian Alexander was one 
of two officers awarded recently by the Sons of the American Revolution 
for their response to last year’s tornado. Alexander (center) stands here 
with SAR President Adam Martin (left) and McMinn County Sheriff Joe Guy 
(right). 

‘Protect and serve and 
help whoever you can’

A lifelong McMinn County resident 
was right in the middle of assisting those 
he grew up around during last year’s tor-
nado.

Jerry Wattenbarger joined the McMinn 
County Sheriff’s Department under 
Sheriff Steve Frisbie in 2002, and his 
entire 16-year career in law enforcement 
has been spent at the sheriff’s depart-
ment.

Wattenbarger said he had a fascina-
tion with the law enforcement field from 
a young age. 

“I thought it was interesting, seeing 
what goes on inside the jail and what 
goes on outside the jail,” he said. 

Wattenbarger grew up in this area, 
attending McMinn County High School 
and then Cleveland State Community 
College. 

He’s married with two children and 
started his law enforcement career as a 
corrections officer in the jail. 

“I eventually wanted to work my way 
to patrol officer and I did so within six 
months of being hired,” he said. 

He moved initially to being a school 
resource officer before going out on the 
road.

Since then he’s held titles of corporal 
and sergeant. He said the service is not 
what it was when he started. 

“Times have changed in 16 years,” 
Wattenbarger said. “Everything is totally 
different now. The crime rate is higher, 
laws have changed, and the paperwork 
has changed – we used to have to write 
things up, now we’re typing on a com-
puter and printing it out.”

One thing hasn’t changed since he 
started in law enforcement, however. 

“You come in, do your job, protect 
and serve and help whoever you can,” he 
said. 

That was the goal in the early morning 
hours of Nov. 30, 2016, when an EF-2 tor-
nado touched down along Highway 307 

DEWEY MORGAN
Staff Writer

Helping people change 
‘where they’ve been and 

where they’re going’

A desire to help people brought him to 
the law enforcement field and, last year, 
Brian Alexander fulfilled that desire.

When Alexander was a teenager, he 
was sitting at his home in Rhea County 
one day when he heard a wreck outside 
his house. 

Racing outside, Alexander found that 
there was an entrapment and he wanted 
to help. 

“I was out there by myself for 30 min-
utes before somebody got on scene,” he 
said. “I was helpless. I didn’t know the 
first thing about first aid, I didn’t know 
what I could and couldn’t do, I didn’t 
know how to help these people who were 
in significant pain.”

That moment led Alexander away 
from the plan he had at the time of going 
into the electrical engineering field. 

“That was the path I was going on 
until that wreck changed my whole direc-
tion toward law enforcement and emer-
gency services,” he said. 

He then joined the auxiliary rescue 
squad and then became a part of the res-
cue squad upon turning 18. 

He eventually graduated from the 
police academy in 2006 and joined the 
McMinn County Sheriff’s Department 
under then-Sheriff Steve Frisbie. 

For a short period of time, Alexander 
left McMinn County to return to Rhea 
County and work with children with 
intellectual disabilities. 

“I was young and had a lot of growing 
up to do for this career,” he said of leav-
ing law enforcement. “This was another 
avenue to be able to help people.”

However, he began to miss his true 
calling and decided to return in 2014. 

DEWEY MORGAN
Staff Writer

Jerry Wattenbarger Brian Alexander
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and ripped through a portion of South 
White Street in Athens. 

“I had just gotten to the jail when it 
initially touched down on White Street,” 
he said.

He then got word about a lot of dam-
age along 307 near Deerfield Estates, so 
he and fellow Deputy Brian Alexander 
headed out that way. 

When they couldn’t get to the dam-
aged area coming from Athens due to 
debris, they detoured and tried to get in 
from Niota. 

From that direction, their cars couldn’t 
get through but they found another form 
of transportation to get access. 

“It just so happened there was a 
resident who had a four-wheeler,” 
Wattenbarger said.

The resident allowed the deputies to 
use his vehicle and they ended up as the 
first two emergency officials to arrive in 
the area that night. 

“We stopped at every house on our 

way down checking on everybody,” he 
said.

The damage was considerable in the 
area, he said, citing a “lady sitting in the 
road with a trailer frame around her.”

Getting their bearings was also a task 
given the condition of the area. 

“We didn’t know we were at Deerfield 
when we got there,” he said. “We just 
kind of stopped and looked at each 
other like, are we here?”

That didn’t stop them from work-
ing up a plan to help those in need, as 
Alexander took off on the four-wheeler 
to find a way to get more emergency 
officials in and Wattenbarger embarked 
on a path to check on those in the area. 

“I went to every house in Deerfield 
Estates checking on people,” he said. 
“One guy in particular I remember was 
pretty badly injured. We took a door and 
made a backboard out of it and carried 
him out.”

Wattenbarger also recalled “four peo-
ple sitting in the middle of their house 
and nothing was around it. They were 
badly hurt.”

With all the devastation and injuries, 
Wattenbarger feared the worst as he 
checked on people throughout the area. 

“We were just hoping and praying 
there weren’t any fatalities,” he said. 
“The only thought I had was to get to 
these houses and make sure there wasn’t 
anybody buried under them.”

There were no fatalities that day, and 
Wattenbarger said that was a credit to 
everyone who helped out during the 
incident. 

“It was a team effort, and we did what 
had to be done,” he said. 

Once the cleanup began, 

Wattenbarger said one group in particu-
lar helped out a lot. 

“We don’t need to forget the 
Mennonites,” he said. “They are prob-
ably responsible for 75 percent of the 
cleanup.”

He said they quickly assisted with 
repairing roofs, cleaning up debris and 
cut trees that had fallen during the 
storm. 

“They jumped right in there with no 
questions asked,” he said. 

Wattenbarger
Continued from A12
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the courage and loyalty of our local 
heroes both now and in the past.
Thank you!

423-745-6465

Thank You for Creating a Safer 
Today for Tomorrow’s Heroes
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“There was a piece of me that was 
missing the law enforcement side of 
helping people,” he said. “It’s a different 
outlet of helping people when you’re an 
officer. It’s not just taking people to jail.”

Despite some “ups and downs,” 
Alexander said he hasn’t been surprised 
by the job since he joined.

“Generally, for the most part, it’s 
everything I expected,” he said. “Being 
able to help people and go out and 
make a difference in people’s lives.”

He said being able to see somebody 
struggling with something like an 
addiction and then help them out of it 
is a big draw for him. 

“To help somebody change where 
they’ve been and where they’re going, 
that’s what I’m about, that’s what I want 
to do,” he said. 

A new outlet of being able to help 
people came along on Nov. 30, 2016, 
when an EF-2 tornado cut through 
Athens, hitting Highway 307 and sever-
al buildings around South White Street. 

“I was on Ingleside Avenue when it 
touched down,” Alexander said, noting 
that there was some large hail falling at 
the time. 

When the call came out about the 
damage at Deerfield Estates, Alexander 
followed fellow MCSD officer Jerry 
Wattenbarger as the two tried to get in 

from the Athens direction and couldn’t 
and then tried the Niota entrance, as 
well. 

“Power lines and trees were down,” 
Alexander said. 

Once on the Niota side, the two offi-
cers discovered that a local man had an 
available four-wheeler. 

“He was kind as he could be,” 
Alexander said. “He said here’s my four-
wheeler, you’re more than welcome to 
use it.”

The officers then took off into the 
highly damaged area and Alexander 
noted that they ventured forth “not 
knowing what to look for or what we 
might find.”

They initially came upon the debris 
of a trailer with an injured victim inside, 
and it was at that point they deter-
mined “we’ve got to find a way to get 
people in here.”

So, as Wattenbarger went to check 
more houses, Alexander took the four-
wheeler and checked houses on the 
right side of the road as he looked for 
a way to get more emergency services 
people into the area. 

He said he sped through a field 
across from Mayfield Farm and “took 
down a wooden fence and ended up 
finding a gate that led into Mayfield.”

That allowed him to open the area 

up to more rescue personnel and begin 
saving people trapped in the area. 

“It never really hit me, the devasta-
tion and everything that happened, 
until two or three days later,” Alexander 
said, noting that he was experiencing 
an “adrenaline rush” and just trying to 
focus on saving people. 

He said he noticed how well “every-
body worked together – fire, EMS, sher-
iff’s department and the citizens.”

“One citizen drove his personal 
pickup and took the uninjured out,” he 
said. “He would haul EMS and firefight-
ers into the scene. He was a hero – he 
helped a lot of people.”

At one point, Alexander said a call 
came in that another tornado may 
touch down and people needed to take 
cover. 

“You look around and all these 
houses are destroyed and you’re like, 
take cover where?” he said. “We just 
said there’s a bunch of hurt people here, 

we’re just going to do our stuff.”
Now that the tornado has passed, 

Alexander has been impressed by the 
cleanup. 

“It’s amazing,” he said. “Seeing the 
community come together, picking up 
debris and cleaning up. All the different 
companies coming in and doing free 
work on downed trees and excavating. 
It was phenomenal.”

Alexander said it reminds him of 
why he chose to work in McMinn 
County even though he wasn’t raised 
here.

“The way this community came 
together, that’s the whole reason I came 
to McMinn County to work,” he said. “I 
love the area and the people.”

Alexander has been married for 10 
years now and has two children – a son 
and a daughter.

Email: dewey.morgan@
dailypostathenian.com

Alexander
Continued from A12

Read about another 
Hometown Hero

Hillsview Fire 
Department Chief 

Angela Vincent 
Thompson

in the Monday, Dec. 18, edition 
of The Daily Post-Athenian
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The Daily Post-Athenian
320 S. Jackson Street

Athens

423-745-5664
www.DailyPostAthenian.com

We appreciate you!
Your work helping our community 

does not go unnoticed. Our community 
wouldn’t be the same without your daily 

dedication and pride in your work.

Thank you for all you do!
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A ETOWAH
www.StarrRegional.com

HERO
an extraordinary person facing 

extraordinary circumstances and acting 
with courage, honor and self-sacri�ce.

- author unknown
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