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THE CROSSING By Kevin Vaughann Photos by Chris Schneidern Rocky Mountain News

CHAPTER 19: DEC. 14

A dispatcher for the Colorado Springs Police
Department answered a 911 call at 6:25 a.m.
on Dec. 14, 1992. On the other end of the line
was an 18-year-old calling from a home at
5640 Red Onion Way in northeast Colorado Springs.

“This is the policedepartment,”
the dispatcher said. “Can I help
you?”

“Yes,”answeredtheyoungman.
“I have to report a death. I believe
it is a possiblehomicide.”

“OK,” the dispatcher respond-
ed, “I need you to speak up, sir.
You needto reportwhat?”

“I need to report a death,” the
teen said, “and I believe that it is
— that it very possibly could be a
homicide,officer.”

The dispatcher began the pro-
cessofsendingpoliceofficerstothe
home, a split-level brick house at
the mouth of a cul-de-sac with a
commandingview of Pikes Peak to
thewest.The dispatcherkepttalk-
ing to young Bill Brantner, asking
moreaboutwhathehadseen.

“I went upstairsand walkedinto
the bathroom,and my motherwas
layingfacedownin theshower,and
the showerwas on, and it just filled
to thebrim of the bathtubwithwa-
ter,”Bill said.

“AndIbelievethatsheisdeadbe-
cause there were no air bubbles.
And I looked up over the shower
curtainthatfelldownon topof her,
and I realize this is a horriblething
to say, but I believe that my dad
has tried to make it look like my
momfell in theshower.”

It was 31 years to the day since a
speeding passenger train had
plowed into a school bus outside
Greeley.

A farm boy grows up
Bill’s father, Robert Joseph

Brantner, was born June 18, 1949,
the fourth child of Joe and
Katherine Brantner. He joined an
older sister, Susie, and two broth-
ers,Johnnyand Jimmy.

Joe and Katherine were hard
workers who worshipped at St.
NicholasCatholicChurchinPlatte-
ville, and they had staked their fu-
ture on their 320-acre farm a few
milessoutheastofGreeley.

They began life there in a
cramped, two-bedroom house. In
1954, they built a large, modern
home, with dormer windows on
the second floor, a stone fireplace
and a recreationroom next to the
garage. By 1961, the couple had

eight children. Kathy had come
along in 1952. Then Mark was
born in 1955, Paul in 1960 and
Mary in 1961.

In the fall of 1961, Bobby was a
seventh-grader at Meeker Junior
High, and he normally rode the
bus to school with Kathy and
Mark. But on Dec. 14, he needed
to talk to his teacher before
school, so he caught a ride with
Johnny, who drove his own car to
high schooleachday. On thatday,
a Union Pacific passenger train
cut through the bus and killed
their littlebrotherand sister.

After the accident, Bobby kept
riding to school with Johnny and
Jimmy until Feb. 7, 1962, the day
his father told him he needed to
get backon thebus.

Bobby did as he was told, and
he once again narrowly avoided a
tragedy that devastated his fami-
ly. Johnny and Jimmy headed for
school that morning in Johnny’s
1956 Chevy and smashed into a
pickup. Johnny died, and Jimmy
suffered terrible head injuries he
wouldneverfully overcome.

Bobbyand therestof theBrant-
ner family picked up as best they
could,working,going to church.

Looking for more
Bobby loved the farm. He loved

romping through the endless
fields, loved saying “hi” to every-
one who came down the road,
loved watching the calves being
born. But farming was a hard life,
and he knew it wasn’t the way he
wantedto earn his living.

So he didwhateverhe hadto do.
Operating a combine for his fa-
ther. Driving a feed truck. In be-
tween, taking classes at the Uni-
versity of Northern Colorado,
working toward a degree that
wouldallowhim to teachindustri-
al arts. While he was at UNC, he
met Cheryl Ann Sawyer, a native
of Elgin, Minn., who was in the Ar-
my and studyingnursing.

They marriedon Aug. 21, 1971.
Her Army commitment took

her to Fort Carson, so the young
couple moved to Colorado
Springs. Bob got a teaching job,
first at Gorman Junior High,
where he taught metal shop,
wood shop and drafting. Then he
movedto Sierra High School.

Cheryl went to work at a Colo-
radoSpringshospital.

They bought the house on Red
Onion Way in a new development.

Theyhad threesons.Bill wasborn
in 1974. Then came Michael in
1977 and Brian in 1981.

Life was work and family. Cher-
yl enjoyed her job, where she
helpedmothersgive birth.

Bobwonrespectas an industrial
arts teacher. His students racked
up blue ribbons, at one point win-
ningthestateindustrialartscham-
pionshipfiveyearsin a row.

But, over time, the marriage de-
teriorated.By thefallof1992, itwas
falling apart. Tension was high in-
side the home on Red Onion Way.
Cheryl was working long hours.
The boys weren’t getting along.
Bob was having an affair with a
womanin theneighborhood.

‘Dad’s killing mom’
Bob came home late on Dec. 13,

1992.HetoldCherylhewantedadi-
vorce.Theygotintoanargument.

Early the next morning — Dec.
14,1992— thefightcontinued.

Brian awakened to his mother’s
screams.He lay in his bed for a few
minutes, unable to figure out what
was going on. He walked down the
hall and up a flight of stairs to his
parents’ bedroom. He would later
tell a policeofficerthat it looked as
if his father was pushing his moth-
eraroundonthebed.

Cheryl saw Brian, screamed his
namefrantically.Bobsawhim,too.
He told the boy that his mother
was having a nightmare, that he
wastryingtowakeherupandcalm
herdown.

Brian ran to the basement and
wokeuphisbrother,Bill.

“You’ve got to do something,”
Briansaid,accordingtoBill’sstate-
ments to police and prosecutors.
“Dad’skillingMom.”

Bill went up to the living room.
Hisfathercamedownfromthebed-
room carrying bedsheets, took
themtohistruck,thenreturned.

He told Bill that Cheryl had an
awful nightmare and was going to
take a shower. He said she should
notbedisturbed.Heleftforschool.

Bill decided to go upstairs any-
way. He found his mother and
called911.

The first police car arrived at
6:39a.m.Officersfound42-year-old
Cheryl dead in the tub, the shower
curtainandrodontopofher.

A coroner looked at a gash in
the side of her head and conclud-
ed that it could not have come
from a fall, that it had to be the re-
sult of a blow with an unspecified
weapon.

Detectives drove to Sierra High
School. They found Bob in the of-
fice in the industrial arts class-
room.

By 9:15 a.m., he was sitting in an
interview room at the Sand Creek
divisionoftheColoradoSpringsPo-
liceDepartment.Heagreedtotalk.
Bobtoldofficersthatafter21 years
of marriage,he couldno longer live
the way he’d been living. Cheryl
mistreatedtheir sons, he said. She
did little around the house. She
was consumed by her work. He
told the officers that he had come
home the night before and asked
Cheryl for a divorce. They argued
andfinallywenttobed.

He told them that he’d awak-
ened at 4:45 a.m., showered and
dressed. He and Cheryl got into it
again, he said, and he told her the
onlythingshewantedwerehispick-
up, his motorcycleand half the val-
ue of everything the two of them
possessed.

He toldthemthatCherylshoved
him, that he shoved her back, that
she fell and slammed her head on
something.

He said he grabbed a towel and
helped her stop the bleeding,
helpedherintotheshower.Hesaid
she insisted she would be all right
and demanded that he take the
bloody bedsheetsto a laundromat
sotheboyswouldn’tseethem.

He told them he had lied to his
sons about Cheryl having a night-
mare. He didn’t tell them that ex-
actly 31 years earlier — on Dec. 14,
1961 — he saw the remains of the
school bus he was supposed to be
riding, crushed along a set of rail-
road tracks. He didn’t tell them
that his little brother and sister
diedinthatcrash.

Hedidn’ttell themhehadcheat-
ed death twice in an eight-week
span.
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About
this series

In just seconds, 20 children
died, and a community was
devastated.

At 7:59 a.m. on Dec. 14, 1961, a
high-speed passenger train
smashed into a school bus
carrying 36 students in the farm
country of Weld County. It was
the worst traffic accident in
Colorado history. Only 16 children
and the bus driver survived.

We cannot know how today’s
tragedies — Columbine,
Oklahoma City, Sept. 11 — will
ripple over a lifetime.

But 45 years after that bitter
morning outside Greeley, we can
see — if not fully understand —
how a single moment has the
power to uncoil through decades,
shaping people for the rest of
their lives.

Online
at RockyMountainNews.com

n Slide show: Brantner family
photos.
nDocuments: The arrest warrant
for Bob Brantner.
n Discuss: Share your thoughts
on the series and read others’
comments at RockyTalk Live.
n Sources: Read an annotated
version of the story with sources
of information listed.
n Earlier chapters: See previous
installments in the 33-part series.

n Contact reporter
Kevin Vaughan:
vaughank@RockyMountain
News.com or 303-954-5019
n Contact photographer
Chris Schneider:
schneiderc@RockyMountain
News.com or 303-954-2270

n Public forum at 7 p.m. Feb. 21 in
Greeley: Reporter Kevin Vaughan,
photographer Chris Schneider,
multi-media producer Tim
Skillern and projects editor Carol
Hanner will discuss the Crossing
series at the Union Colony Civic
Center, 701 10th Ave., Greeley.

The event, sponsored by the
City of Greeley Museums, is free,
but advanced tickets can be
picked up at the Civic Center box
office. Tickets at the door
available at 6 p.m. Feb. 21; theater
opens at 6:30 p.m.
n Information: 1- 970-350-9220,
1-970-356-5000 or 1-800-315-2787.
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Shock: Bobby Brantner, 12, turns away after taking a close look at the demolished bus in which 20 children perished, including his brother, Mark, and his sister, Kathy.

THE GAZETTE

Tragic date: Bob Brantner’s
wife, Cheryl Ann Brantner, is
shown in her driver’s license
picture. She died Dec. 14, 1992.

Kathy BrantnerMark Brantner
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