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"Thumbs up," signals a rescuer, inset, after a Thermopolis boat penetrated the Sunday morning fog to rescue Rick Hilzendeger and Jeff Hoxsey after their Saturday night ordeal.
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Men battle sub-zero cold, high winds overnight
until rescue boat plucks them off Boysen island

by Jonathan Green

Peril lurked underneath the low fog on Boysen
Reservoir Sunday morning, when rescue teams
from Hot Springs and Fremont counties plucked
two Thermopolis men off an icy island.

Rick Hilzendeger and Jeff Hoxsey launched
Hilzendeger’s 16-foot boat shortly after 8 a.m.
Saturday for a final fishing trip, Hilzendeger said.
The weather was beautiful and calm at first.

Temperatures hit 44, then plunge

(The weather station at Boysen recorded a high
temperature of 44 degrees at noon Saturday.)

Hilzendeger said the weather changed drasti-
cally in a matter of minutes.

(From 11:45 a.m. to 12:15 p.m. the station re-
corded a wind shift from 9 mph from the east-south-
east to a 23 mph blow from the northwest with
gustsnear 30 mph. The temperature also dropped
20 degrees in the hour from noon-1 p.m.)

Hilzendeger said the wind came up so fast he
had less than five seconds to react. He and Hox-
sey abandoned their attempt to reach the marina
when it became obvious that would probably end
with them in the water and dead.

Swells reached six feet

In what Hilzendeger described as six-feet-tall
swells, they managed to land on an island. (By 2
p.m. the air temperature had dropped to 19 de-
grees and the wind chill fell below zero.)

About 2:30 Boysen State Park officials became
concerned when the two men had not yet returned.
A park officer contacted the Fremont County sher-

iff’s office, which mobilized the Fremont County
Search and Rescue unit. Sheriff’s captain Roger
Millward said 25 deputies, search and rescue of-
ficers and state park officers began searching for
the two men soon thereafter.

While Hilzendeger said there was little if any
snow falling, the high winds hindered visibility
and made the work of the volunteers both diffi-
cult and dangerous.

One of the volunteers later recounted how an-
other man’s four-wheeler had fallen through ice
he thought to be snow. Millward estimated wind
gusts on the reservoir exceeded 60 mph at times,
enough to rip the face mask off one searcher’s
face and blow in the windshield on an all-terrain
vehicle.

Radio traffic indicated at least one emergency
responder searching the eastern shore of the res-
ervoir could not even get out of his vehicle due to
the wind. “I can’t stand,” he said.

Personnel aboard a helicopter thought they had
spotted the pair's fire on the island, but no rescue
was possible. With daylight failing, the search and
rescue teams called off their efforts.

Chill factor approaching -30

(Air temperatures had fallen to near zero and
the wind chill was now between 20-30 degrees be-
low, according to the Boysen weather station.)

Hilzendeger said he and Hoxsey focused on se-
curing the boat and gathering what little firewood
they could scrounge during the afternoon. He did
not expect to be rescued Saturday.

With a small fire started, the two men took
limited shelter behind a berm. Hilzendeger said
they rationed the little wood they had found but
they were down to “twigs” by 2 a.m. Sunday.

“We wanted to do what we could,” he said.

The berm did not shield them from the wind,
which “hit us hard all night,” he said but did keep
them out of the spray coming off the reservoir.

They did not sleep. Neither did they eat or
drink. Hilzendeger said the rations they had with
them froze and were worthless.

On Sunday morning Fremont County Search
and Rescue personnel began preparing to extract
thetwomenbyboat. Ahelicopter rescue wasruled
out because of the spray, humidity and possible
icing on the rotors according to radio traffic.

Thermopolis volunteers arrive

Thermopolis Fire Department volunteers in-
cluding chief Mark Collins were monitoring the
situation via radio. Collins said he volunteered a
boat but Fremont County officials were confident
they could locate one.

Finally, Collins said he “got tired of listening”
to the struggle to find a ready boat. Fire depart-
ment volunteer Rod McQueen’s boat was ready,
and Collins decided to go uninvited.

“I didn’t give them a choice,” he said.

Five Thermopolis firemen and four Hot Springs
Search and Rescue volunteers set out for the res-
ervoir shortly thereafter.

McQueen's boat was launched at 10:17 a.m.
(The air temperature was still six degrees below

zero and the wind chill was -22, according to the
Boysen weather site.)

The handheld radios used by the boat crew
could not reach the cove from the launching site,
so a man was dispatched to climb the hill to the
northwest of the slip and relay traffic.

“We got ‘em.”

At 10:26 a.m., he signaled back to the assem-
bled rescuers on the shore, “We got ‘em.”

Nine minuteslater the rescue boat rounded the
point of the cove. With some assistance Hilzende-
ger and Hoxsey walked to a waiting ambulance,
where they were checked out at 10:37 a.m., ex-
actly 20 minutes after the boat launched.

Both men reported their only problems were
soreness, cramping and chills. Millward said one
Fremont County search and rescue officer did suf-
fer minor frostbite in his fingers.

“Awesome” response

Hilzendeger’s wife, Maralee, said the response
was “awesome” and praised the volunteers and
officers who performed the rescue.

“They’re very unselfish men.”

She also said Collins’ insistence in responding
Sunday morning was “fantastic.”

The two men on theisland were relieved as well.
With no food or water and their fuel supply spent,
they were preparing to try to cross the reservoir
in Hilzendeger’s boat, one way or another.

“All we had was one twig left” when rescued,
Hilzendeger said, adding his experience was “one
I don’t want to go through again.”
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