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If you found yourself attending the Flora Kansas 
Spring Native Plant Festival at Dyck Arboretum of 
the Plains, where would you be? That’s right. You 
would be in Hesston, Kansas, which is also the home 
of Hesston Fire/EMS, this issue’s service spotlight. 
Hesston Fire/EMS is located in 
Harvey County, which is in south 
central Kansas about halfway 
between Wichita and Salina on 
the I-135 corridor just north of US 
Highway 50.

They are a city-based 
service that has both a fire and 
EMS division.  As a combined 
department, they have three 
full-time staff members, including 
the chief, and 28 part-time/paid 
per call staff. Their roster includes 
18 EMTs, four paramedics, one 
paramedic student, five EMT 
students, and three First Aid/CPR 
staff members. 

Hesston Fire/EMS was established on May 20, 
1959 under the name “Hesston Rescue Team.” It was 
organized by a group of concerned citizens who saw 
a need for a better way to get the sick and injured to 

the hospital. They volunteered their time and personal 
station wagons to provide coordinated emergency 
response and transport. In 1963, the group gained 
their incorporation with the state of Kansas under the 
new name “Hesston Rescue Unit.” They continued to 

operate the service until January 
1975 when the City of Hesston 
created a new city department 
and assumed responsibility for 
providing EMS service to the 
community of Hesston under 
the name Hesston Ambulance 
Department. 

Hesston Fire/EMS covers 75 
square miles in Harvey, McPherson, 
and Marion counties, which has 
approximately 5,000 people within 
that coverage area. They handle 
625-700 calls per year out of one 
station with three Advanced Life 
Support equipped transport units. 

Protocols include I/O, 12 lead EKG, and liberal bypass 
protocols. The bypass protocols allow them to transport 
directly to Wichita for trauma, STEMI, stroke, and burn 
centers, which is 40 minutes away. 

One thing that Russ Buller, Hesston Fire/EMS 
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Chief, feels is unique about their service is, “We offer 
the opportunity for an individual to be hired without 
any previous medical training. As a new hire they get 
to experience the job before committing to the EMS 
certification classes. If it is something 
they enjoy and want to continue, we 
then pay for them to gain their EMT 
certification. This has worked well for 
us over the years, and we have helped 
numerous staff discover a love for EMS 
that they might not have ever been able 
to experience.”

The personnel of Hesston Fire/
EMS also enjoy their involvement with 
their local educational institutions, 
which include the pre-K through 12th 
grade, as well as Hesston College. They 
take part in multiple career and safety 
fairs targeting all age groups. They 
participate in a summer camp program, 
called “H-Town,” that targets 7th and 8th graders so 
the middle schoolers can learn about their community 

and the many services that the city provides. They 
offer positions for high school seniors to do an “On the 
Job Training” program to experience employment in 
EMS. They have a part in the instruction of the Disaster 

Management Program at Hesston 
College. They also provide training for 
“First Responders” at AGCO and Excel 
industries. 

When asked what your service is 
most proud of Buller responded, “Over 
the years we have had the chance to see 
many young people get their start in 
EMS through our department and use 
this experience as a stepping stone to 
bigger and better things in the healthcare 
field. Seeing them grow in confidence, 
knowledge, and their discovery of a 
passion of caring for others is exciting to 
witness. There have been a number of our 
staff who have completely changed their 

‘life plan’ after experiencing the satisfaction they feel 
working in EMS.”

Gracie Hochstetler, Firefighter/EMT
How long have you been in 
EMS? Since August 2017
How did you get involved 
in EMS? I was certified as an 
EMT during my senior year 
of high school. As I neared 
graduation and felt pressure 
to choose a career path, 
I found it hard to narrow 
down my interests. I knew 
I wanted to find something with variety that 
was hands-on and fostered connections with 
people. The world of EMS intrigued me, however, 
I didn’t think I would have an opportunity to work 
in the field once I started studying aviation at 
Hesston College. I was pleasantly surprised when 
I discovered a collaboration between Hesston 
Fire/EMS and Hesston College. This department 
structure has provided an opportunity to work 
EMS and pursue this interest while also completing 
my degree.
What has kept you in EMS? The community and 
crew I get to work with is a huge part of this job. 

Newton Donut shop is vital too. :) This job pushes 
me to continue learning and growing as a tech, 
as well as an individual. I am grateful for the 
community I have here. All of these contribute to 
making the hard-to-wake-up-for calls at 3 a.m. 
even more meaningful.
What type of rewards do you get from the job? 
Challenges? Similar to a lot of departments, the 
majority of our staff are part-time, so it means 
balancing other jobs and responsibilities while 
staying committed to the pager and responding. 
In some life phases, this is challenging.
However, it also supports the involvement 
of individuals with a variety of educational 
backgrounds and specialties to help grow our 
department. Working EMS has positively shaped 
my college experience. It is an honor to provide 
care and support for patients and their families. 
I get to meet people and immerse myself in 
experiences many individuals don’t have the 
opportunity to. These relationships, no matter how 
short, mean a lot.
What does the future look like to you? The world 
of air ambulance intrigues me, but I haven’t 
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settled on one specific thing. While sometimes an 
unknown future is scary, I am also excited for the 
possibilities of what it may hold once I graduate 
in May.
What is something someone might not know 
about you? I’m a certified flight instructor and 
my other passion and full-time job is teaching 
students how to fly. My next birthday dream is to  
skydive.

Adrian Penner, Firefighter/ EMT 
How long have you been in 
EMS? I’ve been in EMS for a 
little over 5 years now. 
How did you get involved 
in EMS? I had an interest in 
EMS for a number of years. I 
visited with another EMT and 
his advice was to reach out 
to my local EMS director. That 
started the chain of events 
that got me on board. 
What has kept you in EMS? The ability to provide 
something of value to my local community is the 
glue that keeps me here. 
What type of rewards do you get from the job?  
Challenges? The rewards are numerous. That 
sense of appreciation from the patient when 
we have met their physical needs, as well as 
a general appreciation from the community 
are the biggest ones. Personal challenges are 
juggling a full-time job, being there for my family, 
and then filling the role as a leader on our 
department. 
What does the future look like to you? I feel that 
the future in EMS is bright. Yes, there are the issues 
of recruitment and retention, but if we can work 
together as a team, I believe that we can find 
solutions to the problems that arise. 
What is something someone might not know 
about you? Things that people may not know 
about me. Hmm. I’m not a very secretive person, 
but I have worked full-time doing wood flooring 
since 2010. I’m married and have three kids.

Inge van der Hoek
How long have you been in EMS? 4 years 
How did you get involved in EMS? I told my 

former boss that I’d like to 
do something in the medical 
field again. She asked if I’d 
ever considered EMS. 
What has kept you in EMS? 
Definitely the fact that it is 
teamwork. 
What type of rewards do 
you get from the job? Most 
patients and families are 
grateful that we are willing to 
help out in an emergency. We meet interesting 
people/patients. I’m interested in how the 
body and mind works; knowledge of physical 
and mental aspects of the body that you get 
by working in EMS. I get energy out of the job, 
although it can be very tiring too... 
Challenges: Setting priorities and being fast 
paced if needed, time pressure. We meet 
people for a short amount of time, long term 
solutions to prevent future crisis are not easy. Dirt, 
bad smells, and of course getting out of bed in 
the middle of the night. 
What does the future look like to you? Really 
taking one day at the time right now and 
counting my blessings every day. I experience a 
mix of fear and hope when thinking about the 
future. I really hope we’ll be able and willing to 
take care of each other no matter what. 
What is something someone might not know 
about you? First time I set foot on American soil 
was on our honeymoon (Alaska).

Andy Wray, EMT 
How long have you been 
in EMS?  I joined Hesston 
Emergency Services (now 
Hesston Fire/EMS) in 2002, so 
about 18 years.  In addition, 
I worked for Marion County 
EMS in Hillsboro from 2004-
2007. 
How did you get involved in 
EMS?  I initially started with the Fire Division with 
the intent of focusing only on firefighting.  While I 
really enjoyed the fire side, the call volume was 
significantly less than EMS and as a 19-year-old 
I was eager for more action.  I joined the EMS 
division a short time later.   
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What has kept you in EMS?  While adrenaline is 
what first brought me in the door, it’s not what 
has sustained me in my role.  As many know, 
being a volunteer/part-time first responder is 
hard!  I have a wife and five young children 
at home, work full-time at another job, and 
operate a small farming operation. I think 
for me my faith plays a major part, as well as 
being able to demonstrate to my children 
that a meaningful life is about so much more 
than feeding our own desires and so much 
about denying ourselves and serving Jesus 
and others.  This is the community I grew up in, 
and I personally know many of the people we 
respond to help.   
What type of rewards do you get from the 
job?  First off, it’s very rewarding working 
with great people!  We have many staff who 
make incredible sacrifices for the sake of the 
community and others and that is inspiring.  
Secondly, growing up in this community I 

know many of the people we respond to 
help.  Responding to crisis in this setting often 
goes beyond just the initial response.  Making 
a difference in people’s lives and in the 
community is very rewarding.   
Challenges?  It’s always challenging finding time 
to balance everything and keep my skills sharp 
with the demands of life.   
What does the future look like to you?  That’s 
a great question!  With a young family and a 
busy schedule, sometimes it can be hard to 
see beyond the present.  At the top of the list 
is raising my kids into respectful, God-fearing 
adults, and protecting my three-year-old from 
himself so he makes it to adulthood! LOL.
What is something someone might not know 
about you?  I acquired my great-grandfather’s 
1928 Franklin car.  It has an air-cooled engine, 
wood frame, and aluminum body.  It’s a neat 
car. I just wish I could keep it running.  I guess 
when I’m 93, I may not work very well either.
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