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A new day is dawning at the Gardiner Angus Ranch after a massive wildfire consumed nearly their entire ranch
including 42,000 acres of grass, over 6000 round bales of hay, 561 head of cattle, 270 miles of fence as well as
Mark and Eva’s home. Like many people in TX, OK & KS the Gardiner family endured a huge blow, but they
are survivors that are helping their neighbors, customers and community rise above the ashes with a positive
outlook on the future. Their 38th Annual Production Sale is tomorrow and they have persevered with the help
of many friends and volunteers who have come to help get everything ready for the event to go as planned. This
dedicated family has a pioneering spirit that has helped them make it through similar challenges of droughts,
blizzards, Dust Bowls and more, but this will go down as their biggest hardship to date.
The Gardiner family has been an inspiration and a mentor to many in the cattle business that have been drawn
to the little town of Ashland, KS for many years on the first Saturday of every April for their Annual Production
Sale. Thankfully nearly all of the sale cattle were safe because they were up on wheat pasture or in their development center. The cattle are healthy and ready to transition to their new owners this weekend, other than a few
cows that endured chapped teats that are healing fine.
Their family has blazed new trails in the production of superior Angus cattle using the latest in sound science
and technology along with the discipline to use proven and predictable sires in their 100% AI and ET breeding
program since 1964. The goals set generations ago to produce the most profitable cattle for their customers continues to be pursued by his three sons, Greg, Mark and Garth as well as their children who have come back to be
part of their 6th generation family business that dates back to 1885.
The following are a few observations that I have been blessed to experience over the past 25 days as I have
watched the people of this amazing family, community, county, area and those that came from all over the heartland to help.

March 6, 2017 – Monday afternoon,, one of my co-workers and I were headed to an Oklahoma Cattlemen’s
meeting in Woodward. As we pulled into town from the south, a wall of thick smoke engulfed the community with such a dark cloud that the entire area went from sunlight to street light in a matter of moments. High
winds had just changed direction and were heading the fire towards the community. The fear of fire kept lots of
folks back at the ranch so there was lots of food left over from the excellent meeting and the OCA staff asked
if we would take some of the remaining steak. Not knowing what was about to happen, we agreed to take the
food and share it with folks that would appreciate it. Driving out of Woodward, I get a call from my wife who
shared with me the news that some of my closest friends, Mark & Eva Gardiner, had lost their home and the fire
was consuming the ranch. We turned around and headed to see what we could do to help. The normal 76 mile
drive was considerably longer because detours caused by a number of roads that were closed due to the fire and
smoke. The third roadblock that we found was just south of Englewood, KS. We stopped and talked to the nice
gentlemen who advised us not to go any further. Then a car came from Englewood so we stopped them to ask if
it was safe to travel. There English was very limited but we deciphered the words, “Road Good, Road Good” so
we headed onward. Fire was everywhere and buildings throughout the small town of Englewood were ablaze.

We turned onto the gravel road that headed to the Gardiner’s, but we had to travel carefully because fences were
gone and singed cattle that survived the fire were walking blindly across where the fences once stood and into
the road.

As we turned into the ranch, the smoke was staggering as 6000 round bales of hay were aflame.
We turned into the AI Barn and headed toward Mark and
Eva’s home (that my wife and I used as a model to build our
home). We were stunned as we had to drive around bloated
dead bodies of top Angus cattle that had been consumed by
the fire.
We stepped out of the pickup into the horrible smell of
destruction and were deafened by the sounds of orphaned
calves bellowing for help, safety and comfort.

Mark and Eva’s home was a burning hull late that night when we arrived. Everyone was gone to help save and
protect what they could in other areas. Ransom Gardiner (24 year old son of Mark & Eva) pulled up and told us
where his parents were, so we followed him to another home on the Dunn Ranch. The road became impassable
because the thick smoke and flames. There was fire in every direction as far as the eye could see. Friends and
neighbors were using their own spray rigs to battle the unquenchable flames in a battle that seemed more like
spitting into the campfire. After a long delay we could safely pass so we headed on to where the volunteer fire
fighters were working relentlessly to extinguish the flaming garage and save a nearby home. Exhausted, but exuberated, they won that battle and were able to rest for a moment as a tanker truck pulled up to refill their trucks.
It gave the volunteers a moment to wash the grit out of their blood shot eyes. Thanks to the Oklahoma Cattlemen’s Association, those fire fighters faces lit up with joy as they refilled themselves with delicious ribeye steaks
and bottled water.

That was where we first saw the stunned faces of our friends, Mark and Eva Gardiner who, like the firemen, were
covered with black soot from head to toe. It was well after midnight by that point and they stepped out of their
pickup into the cold north wind and sub freezing temperatures to personally thank the volunteers before they
jumped back onto their fire trucks and headed out to help others families. As the flashing red lights pulled away,

it didn’t take long to realize that Mark and Eva – who had lost nearly everything but the clothes on their backs.
My co-worker realized that they didn’t even have a coat or hat, so we shared some coats and caps from our pickup.
They relived the story of what happened up to that point. They had been 10 miles away helping friends in Englewood fight the fire and protect their home and community. Then the call came that the 70 mile per hour winds
had pushed the fire over highway 283 and it was headed straight for Gardiner Angus Ranch Headquarters. They
headed straight back, but by the time Mark and Eva arrived, the fire was virtually there with flames 40 feet high.
Smoke consumed them as they tried to rescue their dogs from their home. Mark grabbed the dogs, but then
couldn’t find Eva, so he let go of them to find the love of his life and the mother of their 3 children. Smoke filled
the house so thick that it was impossible to see. When he realized Eva had made it out of the house & to her
pickup, he went back to find the dogs, but they were nowhere to be found and would not come to his call. On his
way out of the house he grabbed a handful of baby pictures and an old tattered golden shoe box, then jumped in
his pickup and headed for safety. The smoke was so thick, that the only way he could tell if he was on the windy
road that left his home, was by the feel of the tires when they would get off the road and into the sand.
Thankfully everyone made it to the safety of nearby wheat fields that were too green to burn as the fire quickly
swept across the native pasture of the ranch. It was early in the morning when a total of 23 people caught a few
hours of sleep at Greg Gardiner’s (the oldest brother) home that was spared from the fire and smoke that had
evacuated everyone else. Marks younger brother Garth, shared clothes with him the next morning and they went
back to work as a strong and close family.
We headed back to some responsibilities at our place, but returned on Sunday to see how we could help. It was a
testament to the faith of this amazing family when they said we will meet you at Church. It was an honor to join
them there and to see an amazing community of faithful survivors who shared testimonies of how the Lord had
blessed them in this challenging time. It was Greg’s first day to town since the fire and it was a blessing for him to
share how a close friend had come the day after the fire to be there with him and help him realize God’s hand at
work in saving all of their family from the fire.
Just six days after losing so much, including their home, Mark and Eva, along with their three sons, Cole, Ransom and Quanah, stood up in front of the church to help with the service and read message about Lent. Mark
began by saying how blessed they were and how thankful they were to have their health, their family and their
faith. Each family member took turns sharing the reading. Mark started, followed by each family member and
then it was Mark’s turn to read the final part. His strength was amazing, but his emotions were strong and real.
As he struggled to finish, his son stepped up to finish the job. It was so symbolic for a father that had been so
strong and led his family through that challenge and inspired his son to step up and finish the job when his Dad
needed him most.
Visiting with Mark and Greg after Church, I told
them that I was staying to help. The insisted that I
take a few days to get things wrapped up with our
business, but if I wanted to, he would welcome my
help later in that week. In the mean time, my wife
with the help of 60 families from 18 different communities and 4 different states put together 5 freezers
full of cooked food for the Gardiner family. When the
food arrived, the Gardiners were amazed and very
thankful. But they quickly decided that it needed to
be shared with other families in their community who
had lost their homes. So that next day, Eva and the
boys help deliver the freezers to their neighbors who
had lost homes and concluded each visit with a prayer and hug.

That next Sunday was the quietest day at GAR since the smoke all cleared from the fire 13 days earlier. A Sabbath day was needed for all of these families that were devastated by the fires. It is a day of rest and a day of
rejoicing by the people in Clark, County KS for the blessings they have: for their lives, their health, their friends,
their family and their faith. That morning, Ashland had an ecumenical, community wide worship service at the
school gym. People of all ages, all churches and all walks of life sang praise to the God of all things and strengthened their hope for tomorrow and their faith in God and their fellow man. Garth and Amanda Gardiner’s children helped with the singing as did a 17 year old young lady that had been blessed by one of the freezers of food
after losing their home.

Families have experienced loss from these fires that I had never imagined before and can only relate to those told
about in the book of Job. This experience has changed our lives forever because of the people of Ashland and
Clark County with their positive and thankful outlook on life, after living through what was considered by many
as Hell on Earth.

There have been so many miracles that have taken place and the outpouring of love by people who have sent hay,
feed, fencing supplies, food and prayers has been amazing. I will share more about that in another post.
This week as the Gardiner family and team are all out to get ready for their sale, they entire burned area has been
blessed with a wonderful rain that fell slowly over 36 hours totaling 3 inches in most place. What was orange
with fire, then black and grey with ash, then tan as the wind blew the dust is now turning into a carpet of green.
The Gardiner Family is amazing. May God continue to bless them and everyone that comes to their sale. I am
proud to know them as friends.
You find out the true character of a man when he is tested by fire. Eva took the 4 family pictures and put them up
in the window seal of the apartment where they are staying. She also added the old tattered shoe box. It seemed
obvious it was very sentimental to her as she looked at what her husband had saved from their home. Asking
what was in the old box, she replied with a big smile and eyes filled with love and said, “Those are the letters that
Mark and I wrote to each other before we got married.”
I pray that their lives are an example of Faith, Hope and Love that inspire you as much as they do me.
Donnell

