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Sedgwick County townspeople in disbelief after arrest of their Sheriff

People in the county of Sedgwick are struggling to come to grips with the fact that their top law
enforcement officer has been arrested. Sheriff Tom Hanna is accused of sexually assaulting a
developmentally disabled woman at his home, while he was supposed to be taking her to jail.

JULESBURG — You could just about fit the entire population of Sedgwick County, a rural corner
of northeast Colorado, into the outfield Rockpile section at Coors Field.

Sedgwick County — with a population around 2,500 — is the kind of place where everyone
knows everyone else or at least knows somebody who knows somebody else.

And just about everyone knows Thomas J. Hanna, the sheriff of nearly two years, whether they
delivered fresh produce to his doorstep in Julesburg, served him lunch at Lucy’s Place in
Sedgwick or got locked up by him in the county jail.

“I was hoping it wasn’t true,” said Sam Guzman, a lifelong Julesburg resident who ran crosswise
with Hanna a few years back when Hanna was still a deputy and Guzman ended up behind bars
for a while. “Personally, I find it hard to believe that he would be that kind of person.”

It’s a sentiment that many in the county, just a short drive from the Nebraska border, share. How
did their top law enforcement man end up in an orange inmate jumpsuit, with a prosecutor
describing him as a potential threat to the community and a judge telling him he might spend the
rest of his life in prison?

Heidi Schutte, who lives just over the border in Nebraska’s Deuel County and was selling her
goods at a roadside farmer’s market in Julesburg this week, said Hanna and his wife were
customers of her produce and picante sauce.

“I talked to him several times and delivered things to his house,” she said. “I’m really shocked.”

“We are all shocked,” said Kathleen Kinnie, at the next table over, which was filled with kraut
burgers, cabbage pockets and all manner of fresh-baked bread. “I thought he was going to be a
good cop.”

On Tuesday, Hanna was arrested at his office in the county courthouse building in Julesburg and
accused of sexually assaulting a developmentally disabled inmate at his home two weeks earlier.
He had brought her there on a day he was supposed to be transporting her to a jail facility in a
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neighboring county, prosecutors allege.

Hanna, 43, has denied having sexual contact with the woman, telling agents with the Colorado
Bureau of Investigation that he didn’t “know why she would say something like that,” according to
an arrest affidavit. He hasn’t yet been formally charged, although he faces two possible felony
counts and a pair of misdemeanors in the case.

A $250,000 bond was set Wednesday for his release. On Friday afternoon, he was still in custody
in Weld County, which had him on a courtesy hold due to his law enforcement role in the 13th
Judicial District.

Ali Kuhlman, who was waiting for a customer at the hair salon she recently opened in Sedgwick,
worried how the news might affect her newfound community. She moved to the tiny town of 150
in June from Parker.

“It makes the whole county look bad,” Kuhlman said. “I left Denver to get away from all this.”

A couple of miles down the road at Lucy’s Place, waitress Bailey Haynes said there were no
signs that something like this might happen with the sheriff she voted for in 2014. Hanna always
treated her well whenever he came into her restaurant for a meal, which was just about every
Tuesday, she said.

“We’re all pretty surprised about this,” Haynes said. “We thought we needed a change (from the
previous sheriff), but this was not the change we were expecting.”

Others living in the county’s three towns up and down U.S. 138 condemned any rush to
judgment. One of the sheriff’s next-door neighbors cautioned that Hanna was innocent until
proven guilty and decried the media for descending upon the town this week “like a bunch of
ghouls.”

A group of older residents who were gathered for coffee in the Julesburg Family Market on
Thursday morning declined to talk about the case.

“Our news is our news,” a woman said.

Chris Johnson, former Otero County sheriff and now executive director of the County Sheriffs of
Colorado, said the arrest of a sheriff is rare, particularly one facing the kind of charges Hanna
faces.

In 2005, former Conejos County Sheriff Isaac Gallegos was arrested after a grand jury indicted
him on charges of embezzlement and criminal extortion in connection to his use of inmate labor
to build an addition on his house and chop firewood that he later sold for a profit.

And earlier this year, former El Paso County Sheriff Terry Maketa was arrested along with two of
his underlings and charged with nine counts, including extortion, official misconduct, witness
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tampering, kidnapping and false imprisonment.

But Johnson said a charge of sexual abuse on an at-risk person is on a different level.

“In my 34 years in law enforcement, I’ve never heard of anything remotely like this,” he said.

Because the Sedgwick County Sheriff’s Office is so small, with only three deputies serving
alongside Hanna, Johnson said a conviction could have repercussions on other defendants’
cases in the county because of Hanna’s likely involvement as a party or witness in day-to-day
policing, unlike a sheriff’s role in a larger department.

“The sheriff has a greater probability of being involved in more cases,” he said. “It has serious
implications that ripple out beyond just his case.”

Brittny Lewton, district attorney of the 13th Judicial District, told The Denver Post this week that
she will probably review all the cases Hanna was involved in investigating.

“I have not had the opportunity to get to that stage,” she said. “Once the advisement is complete
and charges are filed, I will likely look into them.”

Sedgwick County Coroner Howard McCormick has assumed the duties of sheriff while Hanna’s
case is being adjudicated. McCormick, dressed in a black T-shirt and jeans while standing in the
doorway of his compact office in the county courthouse Thursday, said he’s just in charge “until
things get sorted out.”

McCormick, who has been the coroner since 1996 and is running for county commissioner in
November, acknowledged that he has his hands full. He’s also a flight paramedic and owns a
ranch in the area.

“We’ve got some good officers here,” he said, “and I’ll be relying on their expertise through this
transition.”

The transition comes less than two years after the last changing of the guard at the sheriff’s
office, one that Ovid resident Melissa Wakefield said she and many others in the county
welcomed. Hanna’s predecessor, Randy Peck, had a rocky tenure in office, with charges of
excessive force by his deputies leveled at him by angry citizens. He underwent a recall election in
2011 but survived.

She has had nothing but positive interactions with Hanna since he took office in January 2015,
adding that he was friendly and honest.

“We were all excited that we got (Hanna) as sheriff,” said Wakefield, sitting at the counter inside
her Missy’s Worms Plus store in Ovid. “We finally had a sheriff that was more into being part of
the community than terrorizing it.”
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