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White Salmon residents  
question school officials as  

budget crisis looms, A5

AmeriTies 
Plant 

reports fire, 
explosion

TD Art Center faces closure — board 
appeals for funding commitments

Perpetrator of Klickitat murders 
re-sentenced to 40 years to life

No place like home

The Civic Kid’s perform The Wizard of Oz Friday, March 10. Additional conformances are schedule this coming weekend, March 16 at 7:30 p.m. and 
two performances March 18, 2 p.m. and 7:30 p.m. Flora Gibson photo

Flames are visible inside a storage tank at the 
AmeriTies West plant in The Dalles Friday morning, 
black smoke venting from the top of the tanks. Air  
quality monitors installed by DEQ Friday afternoon 
detected reported particulate matter and volatile 
organic compounds were reported to be at normal 
“background” levels.  Mark B. Gibson photo

■ By Alana Lackner
Columbia Gorge News

At 8 p.m. on Thursday, March 9, a fire was re-
ported at the AmeriTies West plant. Crews from 
Mid-Columbia Fire and Rescue responded, and 
nearly 30 minutes later, at 8:29 p.m., there was an 
explosion in a copper naphthenate diesel tank.

According to a press release from the Wasco 
County Sheriff’s Office, the tank normally 
contains a solution of 99% diesel and 1% copper 
naphthenate, but crews had taken the tank out 
of service earlier on Thursday. The copper naph-
thenate was safely drained, but some amount 
of diesel sludge and wood residue remained in 
the tank and later caught fire. According to the 
release, the exact cause of the fire is still being 
investigated.

During the fire, vapors inside the tank heated 
and expanded, causing an explosion inside 
the tank about 30 minutes after the fire started. 
Two firefighters were injured in the explosion, 
but were released from the local hospital late 
Thursday and are home and recuperating, with 
neither firefighter sustaining long-term injuries.

Portions of nearby Interstate 84 were tempo-
rarily closed during the fire.

On Friday afternoon, the Environmental 
Protection Agency deployed air monitors in the 
neighborhoods and other areas downwind from 
the facility. As of Friday, particulate matter and 
volatile organic compounds were reported to be 
at normal “background” levels. 

Billy Jean Neal Jr. had 
purportedly been a member 
of a white supremacist 
prison gang while locked 
up, court records show
■ By Jacob Bertram

Columbia Gorge News

The Klickitat County Superior Court
judge re-sentenced Billy Jean Neal Jr., one 
of two perpetrators of a brutal triple murder 
in the small community of Klickitat in 1998, 
to 40 years to life in prison in a March 6 
hearing. 

A recent Washington Supreme Court 
decision allowed for youthful offenders 
under the age of 21 to request the court to 
consider mitigating circumstances of their 
youth when the crime was committed. Neal 
was 19 years old at the time of the offense.

Neal pled guilty in 2001 to aggravated 
murder in the first degree in the 1998 stab-
bing deaths of Dionna Gomez and Carlos 
Mendoza, and to first degree murder in the 
death of Juan Olmos. The deaths also re-
sulted in the loss of Gomez’s unborn child, 
although Neal was not charged with the 
additional loss of life. He was sentenced in 
2001 to mandatory life without parole and 
344 months concurrent to his life sentence 
for the deaths.

Much of the facts surrounding the 
circumstances preceding the events are 
unconfirmed or contested.

Chief Prosecuting Attorney David Wall 
argued on behalf of the state. He told the 
court that the killings, in which both Neal 
and his father, Billy Jean Neal Sr., participat-
ed, was an act of revenge after a confron-
tation that resulted from a drug deal done 
by Neal in which Olmos fronted him drugs 
that were later stolen by a party who took 
off without paying. 

Family seeks justice
In the third floor courtroom of the 

Klickitat County Superior Courthouse in 
Goldendale, the family of the victims wore 
blue ribbons as a commemoration to the 
victims. Blue was Dionna’s favorite color.

Deliciae Gomez was the sole survivor 
of the assault. She was just 18 months old 
when Neal and his father entered Gomez’s 
apartment and stabbed the victims, 143 
times, to death. Deliciae, who was in the 
apartment with her parents at the time, was 
spared — a trauma that has lasted through-
out her life.

Deliciae, one of many family members 
of the victims who stood before Neal to 
provide statements to the court, spoke first, 
explaining how she first learned in middle 
school of the tragedy.

“I didn’t really understand death or un-
derstand what I was hearing,” she said. “All 
I knew is that I just wanted to be with my 
mother and father. I wanted nothing more 
than to be with them.

“I was just a confused child hunting for 

answers. Why did this monster take my 
family? Why did I survive?” she continued.

Deliciae told the court that nothing in 
her life has been normal or ordinary due to 
the tragedy, yet, “I stand here before you all 
today, still fighting. My grandmother raised 
a warrior. These monsters left a warrior, 
and I won’t stop fighting for my family’s 
justice.”

Billy Jean Neal Jr. appeared in court before 
Superior Court Judge Randall Krog March 6.

Jacob Bertram photo

See HEARING, page 10

■ Staff report
Columbia Gorge News

The Dalles Art Center (TDAC) has issued
an urgent appeal for stable, committed 
monthly donations in hopes of keeping 
the art center operational beyond April 15, 
according to a press release from the TDAC 
board. In a move to cut expenses, Executive 
Director Scott Stephenson left TDAC March 
10. Art center hours will also be reduced.

“This has been a very difficult decision,
the board is thankful to Scott for his leader-
ship and many contributions to TDAC,” the 
release stated.

The request is based on a new “sus-
tainability plan” adopted by the art center 
board of directors. If ongoing, monthly 
funding of a cumulative minimum of 
$3,500 cannot be achieved by March 31, the 
board plans to move forward with closing 
the center by April 15.

“This is a public appeal to all residents 
and businesses to help us avoid such a 

devastating loss to the community,” the 
release stated.

The board is implementing a sustain-
ability plan to reduce costs and increase 
revenues. Key pillars of the plan include a 
focus on committed major donors, month-
ly donations, leveraging assets for ongoing 

revenue and reducing staffing costs.
The Dalles Art Association (doing busi-

ness as The Dalles Art Center or TDAC) has 
been in operation in The Dalles for more 
than 60 years. Guided by a mission to be a 
connecting hub to inspire and engage with 
art, TDAC has enriched the community 
with art education, exhibits/installations, 
and artist support during that time.

“In the last few years, TDAC has seen 
many positive developments guided by 

The Dalles Art Center is trimming staff, seeking 
additional funding in hopes of remaining open 
beyond April. Contributed photo

See ARTS, page 8

To donate
To make tax deductible donations to 

TDAC, visit online at www.thedallesar-
tcenter.org/donate. For questions, con-
tact the board at board@thedallesart-
center.org or call 541-296-4759.


