
• Wichita Based Paramedic Classes

• 11-Month Program Length

• Simplified Paramedic Prerequisite Classes

• Difficult Airway Course Every May
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If you’re driving through 
southwest Kansas on Highway 
283 or Highway 96 and a large, 
beautiful historic building 
catches your eye on the horizon, 
you have found yourself in 
Ness County looking at the 
“Skyscraper of the Plains.”  The 
Ness County Bank Building 
located in the center of Ness 
City was built in 1885, and 
during the frontier days was 
the tallest man-made structure 
from Kansas City to Denver.  
The building was used as a 
landmark for settlers moving 
through Kansas.  

Ness County was founded 
in 1867 and was named after 
Corp. Noah V. Ness. The 
county has a population of 
roughly 2,900 citizens within 
900 square miles.  Ness County 
holds an abundance of frontier 

history and hosts various special 
events such as the Old Settlers 
Reunion, a three-day celebration 
of the county’s history held 
every five years, along with 
a special “paranormal event” 
dinner and activities held at the 
Skyscraper of the Plains every 
year near Halloween.  

Along with history to be 
uncovered and a plethora of 
events to attend, Ness County is 
also the home of two, small but 
mighty, volunteer ambulance 
services: North Ness County 
EMS and South Ness County 
EMS.  North Ness County 
serves Utica, Arnold, Ransom, 
Brownell, and all rural areas 
from the Lane County to Rush 
County lines along KS Highway 
4, as well as covering from 
the northern neighboring line 
of Trego County down to the 
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Country Club located eight miles north of Ness City 
on Highway 283.  South Ness County covers from the 
Country Club to the southern bordering counties of 
Hodgeman and Pawnee, along with the residents in 
all rural areas of Beeler, Ness City, and Bazine from 
the Lane County line to the Rush County line.  This 
is approximately 260 square miles and 550 citizens.  
Both services work together to provide coverage during 
multiple casualty incidents and assist each other should 
one service already be on a 911 call when a second 
comes out in their coverage area.  Both departments 
are hospital-based but owned by Ness County and 
governed by the County Commission.  

North Ness County EMS is based out of a single 
station in Ransom and staffs 
one unit with a roster of 13 
volunteers and four students.  
Their staff is a mixture of 
EMTs, AEMTs, and RNs.  
They were established in 
1977 and have an average 
of 100 calls per year.  One 
unique thing about North 
Ness County EMS is that 
Burrton Fire Department 
gifted them with a ZOLL 
Auto Pulse. They are thankful 
for this gift that allows them to 
provide better patient care to the 
citizens in their communities.

The service is led by EMS 
Director Marie Bernbeck, EMT, 
who has 12 years of experience in 
EMS.  She originally got involved 
with EMS because she wanted to 
help her community and continues 
to stay in EMS because she knows 
she can make a difference.  She is 
rewarded in this profession by being able to help people 
when they are hurting, scared, or just need someone 
with them. However, this can be a little challenging in 
a small community where you know the person you are 
treating or responding to a code.  In that case, she feels 
powerless.  Bernbeck stated that she waited until she 
was over 50 to pursue something she had wanted to do 
for years, and she hopes to continue in this profession 
for many years to come.

Aside from responding to emergent calls, North 

Ness County EMS proudly serves their county by 
providing CPR and AED training for school personnel, 
along with assistance for sports training and standbys.  
When asked why their service joined KEMSA, Director 
Bernbeck said “for the fantastic and comprehensive 
continuing education opportunities and the moral 
support.”  She also shared that several members of their 
department have had the opportunity to go to KEMSA 
conferences, and they look forward to more trainings 
being held in western Kansas.  

South Ness County EMS, also known as Ness 
County EMS, operates two units out of Ness City. One 
of their units is a brand new ambulance purchased 
in February 2022.  The service began as a private 

owned transport service in the 
early 1970s. The first service 
was owned by Bryan and Joel 
Fitzgerald who also owned 
Fitzgerald Funeral Home. In 
the mid-1970s, Ness County 
Hospital began answering 
emergency phone calls 24-hours 
a day and dispatched EMS 
personnel for the service. 
Initially, three young men took 
an EMT course and served as 
the first EMTs in the county. 

One of them, Clyde McCracken, 
became one of the first Instructor 
Coordinators and taught classes 
to help expand the service. Clyde 
was active on the Kansas Board of 
EMS for many years. The service 
had an orange and white van style 
ambulance that was in service until 
1988. The service is subsidized by 
the county and has operated out of 
the hospital since about 1976.

These days, the department responds to an average 
of 190-225 calls per year, however their monthly 
average of 15 to 20 calls increased to 35 to 40 runs 
during the COVID pandemic.  The service’s roster 
boasts a large variety of experience including a 
full-time director with experience in EMS education, an 
EMR who is a nationally certified athletic trainer, along 
with seven EMTs, two ARNPs, and eight RNs who 
help cover emergent calls and interfacility transfers.  

About the service, EMS Director Kathy Clouston 
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said, ”Ness County EMS team members are passionate 
about providing quality pre-hospital care. We believe 
that EMS is a calling to serve others.”

An astonishing note about their roster is that their 
average length of service for providers within their 
service is 17 years, with several having already served 
more than 20 years!  Below are a few more facts about 
their roster members.

• Five of the Ness County Hospital 
RNs began healthcare in EMS. RNs 
who assist with calls and transfers 
include: Shelly Pavlu, ARNP; 
Cindy Maier, RN; Sally Kreger, 
APRN; Erin Roths, RN; Pamela 
Pavlu, RN; Michelle McDonald, 
RN; Carolyn Gabel, RN; Jennifer 
Kuehn, RN; Angela Copeland, RN. 

• Nineteen high school students have 
participated in the USD 303 EMT course over 
the last five years. Eleven of 19 have entered 
healthcare professions.  EMTs who completed 
the EMT class and continue to serve with 
Ness County EMS include: John Pfannenstiel, 
Summer Pfannenstiel, Taylor Murray, Gavin 
Schreiber, and Dallin Schneider. 

• The service has three EMTs with 12 to 15 
years of experience, which include: Michelle 
McDonald (RN-12 years); Shelly Pavlu 
(ARNP- 15 years); and Case Beckman 
(LATC-12 years).

• They have five EMTs with more than 25 years 
of experience, including: Barb Harrold (32 
years); Brenda Boese (26 years); Dee Bauer (27 
years); Deb Hamilton (25 years); and Kathy 
Clouston (36 years).

• When asked why they entered EMS, there were 
two basic answers. The high school students 
entered because they wanted the opportunity to 
feel the adrenaline that comes with responding 
to emergencies. The older crew members 
shared that they entered because they felt the 
community needed them to help in emergencies. 
All universally shared they had a strong desire 
to help others. 

• As to why they stay in EMS, almost all said 
they felt a calling to help others.

• Lastly, all felt there will be many changes 
in the years to come including: changes and 

improvements in equipment and protocols, 
fewer volunteer services, more services 
managed by large company groups, and an 
increase in salary and benefits. 

When looking over those facts, we can see that one 
of the unique characteristics of Ness County EMS is 
how active they are in promoting and teaching EMT 
classes in their local high school while encouraging 
young people to consider healthcare as a career.  
They have also provided countless trainings for their 
community including CPR, First Aid, and Stop the 
Bleed classes and will host an adult EMT course this 
fall.  When discussing KEMSA, Director Clouston 
shared that their technicians love the opportunities that 
come with being a member.   While they enjoy the 
continuing education opportunities and workshops, the 
insurance benefit, information provided by the KEMSA 
Chronicle and the chance to become a part of the EMS 
community in Kansas through networking is just as 
important to their service members.  

Director Clouston said, “We all need to be part 
of KEMSA to promote EMS. COVID caused many 
to leave healthcare. We need good, hard working, 
dedicated EMTs for the future. KEMSA provides a way 
to promote our field!”

Next time you’re in southwest Kansas, particularly 
north of Dodge City or west of Great Bend, take a little 
extra time and venture through Ness County.  Not only 
is there a variety of great restaurants and antique stores 
to enjoy, but you will find two EMS departments that 
demonstrate great teamwork and have technicians that 
are passionate about providing quality pre-hospital 
care.  They will help ensure you have a safe visit while 
you explore the communities they love.
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