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A pollutant of a different kind, this barrel contains a sealant for wood 
gymnasium floors. Students and teachers experienced discomfort 
from the toxic fumes last week, when construction workers were 
sealing the new gym floor.

Questions raised over toxic vapors
By Kirstin Miller
Assistant News Editor

Construction workers applied a
strong smelling varnish sealant to 
the gym floor of the new annex last 
Thursday, Nov. 18, through Tuesday 
of last week. Although Health Offi
cers advised that the fumes were 
not healthy for the students, Princi
pal Richard Correll told faculty 
members that the vapors were not 
harmful.

The brands of varnish used car
ried a warning on each label cau
tioning that the vapor was harmful. 
The labels read that the varnish 
was to be used only in well venti
lated areas, and prolonged breath
ing of the vapor should be avoided.

Bill Haugen, CM Team construc
tion manager, said that the problem 
began when the first coating of var - 
nishdid not have sufficient time to 
dry before students occupied the 
building. The gym doors were 
opened with the expectation that 
the fumes would air out.

“That’s when we found out what 
you call a Hellgate wind is like,’’ 
said Haugen. He said that the pre
vailing winds actually aggravated 
the situation by blowing the fumes 
into the main building. “It, (the 
fumes) went the wrong way,” said 
Haugen.

The vapors, along with the heavy 
air-inversion at the time, created

discomfort for many Hellgate stu
dents and faculty. Headaches, dizzi
ness, nausea and watering eyes 
were common complaints.

School nurse Laura Gooley said 
that there was a significant increase 
in students wanting to leave school 
during the days when the smell was 
noticeable. Last Monday the num
ber of students sent home doubled 
the regular count. She attributed 
the increase to the combination of 
varnish fumes and the air-inver
sion.

Several teachers complained that 
their students had been coughing 
and experiencing discomfort from 
the fumes. English teacher Tom 
Graff called the situation “intolera
ble.” “Our health is far more im
portant than either the construction 
schedule or the school schedule,” 
said Graff.
Science teacher Ron Burnett said 
that he mentioned to principal 
Richard Correll that students and 
teachers were getting sick from the 
odor. “I was laughed at,” said Bur
nett. The following Monday he said 
that he asked County Health Offi
cers to investigate the situation.

Burnett said he again mentioned 
the problem to Correll, and accord
ing to Burnett, Correll told him to 
“stick the kid’s head out the win
dow and he’ll be okay.”

Health Officer Bob Samel in
vestigated the complaint Monday, 
Dec. 15 and said that the vapors

were “not best for the students.
“I was nauseated, my eyes wa

tered, and I knew it was too 
much,” said Samel.

He recommended that workers 
should have either waited until the 
Christmas vacation began;done the 
work on weekends; or they should 
have diverted the path of the fumes 
with fans.

Samel said that a “comedy of er
rors” best described CM Team’s 
handling of the situation.

“It should have been handled in 
a totally different way,” Samel said.

Reading instructor Rosemary 
O’Neil said that she had also ap
proached Correll that Monday to in
form him of the situation. She said 
that a number of her students had 
complained about the odor, and she 
had asked Correll if the vapors 
were harmful.

“We were told it was not harm
ful,” O’Neil said.

Correll said that there had been 
complaints made by parents con
cerning the smell. He said, how
ever, that he didn’t know the exact 
nature of the complaints. He said 
that last Tuesday the Fire Marshall 
brought equipment into the build
ing and had determined that the 
fumes were in no way harmful. He 
also said that the situation was 
over, and students need not worry 
about smelling any more of the 
fumes.
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Big Sky students: 
let them eat mice

By Kirstin Miller
Assistant News Editor

Several weeks ago Big Sky En
glish teacher Betty Holmquist cre
ated quite a stir in her freshman 
English class when she suggested 
that they eat mice. Holmquist let 
student volunteers do the killing, 
skinning, cleaning and cooking of 
the rodents. According to Holm
quist, about one half of the class ac
tually sampled the dish, and she 
said the majority thought the taste 
resembled that of pork.

The students had been reading 
the novel by Farley Mowat; Never 
Cry Wolf. In the story Mowat dis
covered that wolves ate mice and 
other rodents. Mowat gives a recipe 
in the book for preparing a “mouse 
casserole.” “I thought it would be 
fun to try it in class,” said Holm
quist.

Mike Bragg said that he had been 
one of those in charge of killing and 
gutting the mice.

“We picked them up by the tail 
and whacked them on the cement 
to kill them,” said Bragg. He added

that his mother was not too happy 
about the whole affair. “She told 
me to be sure and wash my hands 
before I came home,” he said.

“I just rolled them in flour and 
cooked them in a basic white 
sauce,” said Laura Patten. Patten 
said that she prepared the mice at 
home and took them to school the 
following day.

“My mom didn’t really want me 
to cook them in her kitchen,” Pat
ten said.

Eric Fangsrud said that he would 
not eat the mice.

“It didn’t look too impressive,” 
said Fangsrud. “I’d have to be 
starving to eat anything like that,” 
he said. He added that the smell of 
the cooked creatures was “unbear
able.”

Students described their teach
er’s idea as being “slightly nuts”, 
and “a little whacky”, but most 
agreed that it was a positive learn
ing experience.

“It showed us what the character 
really did in the book, so I guess it 
was OK,” added Fangsrud.
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This photo taken on South Hills shows Missoula hidden in a cloud of smog during a recent air polution 
alert. Missoula valley has the highest air particulate count in the state.
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