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Commissioners,
sheriff look
to oppose ‘red
flag’ legislation
•Critiques revolve around 2nd
Amendment
•Vote on resolution: March 20
•Lillard in favor of ‘sanctuary
county’
BY JUSTIN TUBBS
JUSTINT@MONTROSEPRESS.COM

Street building before John called about
the unoccupied funeral home.
“I immediately thought this would
work. This is amazing,” Bechthold said.
The prior tenant, Sunset Mesa, is embroiled in an FBI investigation and multiple civil suits over the alleged harvesting and selling of human remains
without the proper consent of nextof-kin. The FBI served warrants at the
funeral home and associated Donor
Services Inc. in February 2018. No
charges have been filed. Sunset Mesa
subsequently had its crematory and funerary registrations suspended by the
state, then surrendered them permanently. The state, in public documents,
accused the entity and operator Megan
Hess of returning cement mix instead
of cremains to some families; incorrect
ashes to another; record-keeping irregularities and other “willful” violations

Montrose county commissioners and
Sheriff Gene Lillard met Monday to
discuss the “red flag” gun bill currently making its way through the Colorado
Legislature.
The bill would allow law enforcement
agencies to take firearms from people if a
judge decides they are at risk of harming
themselves or others.
Lillard, Commissioner Roger Rash and
Commissioner Keith Caddy spoke out in
opposition of the bill, saying it restricts
Second Amendment rights and sets a bad
precedent for future gun control laws.
“I strongly support the fact that we
need to protect our Second Amendment
rights at all costs,” Lillard said. “I think
this is just another chip in our armor to
cause problems later on down the road.
I do understand there is problems with
people committing suicide. I think that
should be early intervention. That should
be my family members and also professional people that can intervene and help
that from happening. I’m in favor of a
sanctuary county regarding our Second
Amendment rights.”
Several counties across the state have
adopted resolutions declaring themselves Second Amendment sanctuaries
in one form or another in recent weeks,
in response to the so-called red flag bill.
Custer, Fremont, Kiowa, Montezuma,
Otera, Weld, Moffat, Rio Blanco and El
Paso counties have all adopted such resolutions. Last week, Lillard joined in
on the chorus against the bill, prompting the Monday morning meeting with
commissioners.
Commissioners Monday expressed intention to vote on a resolution decrying the red flag bill during the March
20 Board of County Commissioners
meeting.
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Realtor John Renfrow, left, stands with Gigi Bechthold and Clay Patterson by the new Life Choices sign in front of their newly acquired
building. (Monica Garcia/ Montrose Daily Press)

Faith-based family resource center moving
to former Sunset Mesa Funeral Directors
• Move finalized Monday
• Life Choices staff says larger
space benefits patients
• Finding new owners took 6
months
BY ANDREW KISER
ANDREWK@MONTROSEPRESS.COM

A local Christian family resource
center finalized a deal Monday to acquire and move into the former Sunset
Mesa Funeral Directors location, 155
Merchant Drive.
Life Choices Family Resource Center,
a nonprofit that helps women and men
who are in need of free services related to pregnancy and sexual health, currently located at 200 S. Fourth St., decided to change locations as a way to
expand resources to new parents and
provide more room for staff, said executive director Gigi Bechthold.

Life Choices Family Resource Center
is
“That building has just suited our
needs,” she said. “It was built big
enough (so we) could have more office
space and more space for our clients.”
Adam Renfrow, of Renfrow Realty,
who helped broker the deal alongside his brother John Renfrow and
agent Joey Huskey, said seeing the Life
Choices staff walk through the building
and determining how the space will be
converted has been amazing to watch.
Adam said finding a buyer had
been difficult. The property, previously owned by the Huffer family of
Montrose, stayed on the market for six
months until John showed the space to
Bechthold.
Bechthold said Life Choices just
couldn’t seem to find the right the spot,
prior to seeing the building. The center
even considered adding onto the Fourth

Norwood child deaths trial: Girl ‘imprisoned’ in car

BY KATHARHYNN HEIDELBERG
KATHARHYNNH@MONTROSEPRESS.COM

Spiritual beliefs led Frederick “Alec” Blair to
the same religious group as child-deaths defendant Ashford Archer — and, ultimately to
him helping his “teacher” cover with a tarp the
car where sisters Makayla Roberts and Hannah
Marshall died on his Norwood property in 2017,
he testified Monday.
Blair said he saw the foot of the elder girl,
10-year-old Roberts — also called LaToya and
“Pink 1” — sticking out of a window and used
a shovel to push it back inside before he and
Archer tied a tarp over the car with tow straps,
duct tape and other items.
“There were two deceased children in the vehicle,” Blair said Monday, during Archer’s trial for
two counts of fatal child abuse and accessory to
a crime. Blair was also once charged with those
offenses, but pleaded to the accessory charge and
agreed to testify for the prosecution.
Three others also are charged in the case, including group leader Madani Ceus; the girls’
mother, Nashika Bramble and Ika Eden, who has
been deemed legally incompetent.
The children were part of a religious group that
traveled the country for about two years before

Ceus and an uncharged person considered her
“right-hand” man encountered Blair at a Grand
Junction truck stop and he invited them onto his
Norwood property.
When the girls were found Sept. 8, 2017, their
bodies were partially mummified. Pathologists
could not pinpoint a cause of death, but said the
children were subjected to periods of starvation,
according to Deputy District Attorney Seth Ryan
on Monday.
Neither Blair nor multiple other people on his
property during the summer of 2017 was initially aware of Marshall, until he heard reference to
“Pink 2,” Blair testified.
Initially, he did nothing about it, but in July of
2017, he said he asked Ceus and Archer if there
was a second Pink. After conferring with Ceus,
Archer reportedly took Blair to a gray sedan and
opened the door.
“He showed me there were two children in the
vehicle, one of which I had never seen before,”
Blair said. The child, Marshall, 8, wore pink. “I
didn’t know how to react. I was stunned and
slightly confused. I confronted Ms. Ceus.”
Marshall was playing with some paper as her
sister sat next to her, Blair testified.
“They looked a little skinny, but they didn’t
seem to be unhealthy to me,” he said.
At the time, Eden and Bramble were sleeping
nights in the car; after Blair was shown the girls,
they began sleeping in his truck, he said.
At the beginning of his testimony, Blair explained he had been part of the Rastafari

Case at a glance
• Deceased: Makayla Roberts, 10, and Hannah Marshall, 8. The sisters’ partially mummified bodies were found Sept. 8, 2017, in a vehicle
on a Norwood farm that at the time belonged to Frederick “Alec” Blair.
• Ashford Archer is currently on trial for fatal child abuse and as an
accessory to a crime.
• Madani Ceus, the alleged leader of the religious group to which the
defendants belonged, is charged with first-degree murder and fatal child
abuse; trial is slated to begin April 29.
• Nashika Bramble, the girls’ mother, is charged with first-degree murder and fatal child abuse; trial is slated to begin July 8.
• Ika Eden, charged with fatal child abuse, was last year deemed
legally incompetent to stand trial and is being held in the state hospital
until she has been deemed restored to competency.
• Blair, initially charged with fatal child abuse and as an accessory to
a crime, pleaded guilty to the latter charge and agreed to testify for the
prosecution. Sentencing was tentatively set for May 30.
Blair encountered the group at a Grand Junction truck stop in May 2017
and invited them to stay on his Norwood property, where they engaged
in religious councils and other activity, according to his testimony.
According to authorities’ allegations, Ceus at some point ordered first
one of the girls, and then the other, to be kept in a vehicle on the property so they could be purified from past unclean spirits.
Their bodies were discovered after Blair’s father visited the property in
September 2017. The exact cause of death was not determined, but
pathologists suspect heat, dehydration and starvation played a role.
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•Blair details spiritual activities at
farm
•Archer on trial in deaths of two
young sisters
•Codefendant initially unaware of
second girl
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of the Mortuary Science Act.
“We feel like we’re bringing life where
there wasn’t life,” Bechthold said, of acquiring the building.
Adam said he thinks of Life Choices
going in at the location as a complete
turnaround for the property.
“As a faith-based organization and being able to believe in redemption and what
God’s doing — bringing light and hope —
is pretty awesome,” Renfrow said.
Life Choices provides free maternal assistance, local referrals, pregnancy tests,
ultrasounds, counseling and education
from prenatal through early childhood.
Additional tween, teen and adult classes
teach character development, goal setting

and establishing personal core values.
Courses will be more readily available
with the move. The nonprofit’s education
coordinator, Bechthold, believes the move
will benefit the center’s teenage clientele.
Life Choices current space, which is only
two blocks gh School, is too close to the
educational institution, meaning pregnant
teens who don’t want to be seen at the center may avoid it, Bechthold explained.
The nonprofit has tentative plans to move
to its new home later this spring with a potential open house in June.
For more information about the Life
Choices Family Resource Center, call 970249-4302 or visit lifechoicesmontrose.org.
Andrew Kiser is the Montrose Daily Press’
sports/business writer. Follow him on
Twitter @andrew_kpress.
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home? If no planning for incapacity has been done, it
will be difficult for family to pay the bills, handle health
care, and other personal matters. We will discuss the
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movement and had extensively studied ancient religious texts and documents.
He purchased about 20
acres in Norwood on
which to grow hemp, vegetables and medical marijuana, in partnership with
his friend, River Young.
In May, 2017, Blair
was taking Young to
Denver to catch a flight
when they stopped at a
Grand Junction truck
stop for something to eat.
There, a man later identified as Eden’s son, Cory
Sutherland, approached
Blair, apparently because
of the head covering Blair
wore as part of his religion.
What followed was an
extensive conversation and
meal with Sutherland’s
family — Ceus, Archer,
their two minor daughters,
Eden, Bramble, and others.
Sutherland called Ceus
over and said that Blair was
“the guy we’ve been waiting
for. … He’s a (St.) Michael,”
Blair testified, paraphrasing
based on his memory.
Blair ultimately invited
the group to return with
him to Norwood when he
got back from Denver.
In lengthy testimony,
Blair discussed the group’s
spirituality and his gradual inclusion into the belief
system that put Ceus at the
top: She was Ama (Mother)
and gradually took from
Archer the title of Aba
(Father), as well as Yahweh
(God).
Beneath her was
Sutherland, who left the
farm before the girls died,
after confronting Ceus
about her leadership, per
Blair’s testimony. Archer
followed in the pecking
order; Bramble and Eden
were more “subservient,”
Blair said.
According Blair, Ceus
portrayed herself “as essentially the mother of the universe, the creator in flesh.”
The group constructed
an 8-foot-by-8-foot shack
as an “altar” area for Ceus
and a place to hold councils

the altar-shack, as well as to
information about his Aug.
9, 2017 contact with Blair.
All witnesses will provide
corroborating evidence that
the group ignored the children, thereby conspiring
to commit child abuse, the
DDA said.
Other testimony goes
to the allegation Blair or
Archer had a vision the police were coming, and so,
they secured a tarp over
the car.
Blair’s father and another man can offer testimony
about finding the car on or
about Sept. 8, 2017, filled
with flies, and the stench of
decomposition.
Additionally, two pathologists can offer evidence
supporting the accessory
charge, as they found the
girls had suffered “several
distinct periods of starvation” prior to dying.
District Judge Keri Yoder
questioned Ryan closely, asking for evidence of
a conspiracy not to feed
the girls and evidence of
Archer’s involvement as
specific phases.
Ryan said Archer knew
Marshall was imprisoned
in the car, and that he was
present when Ceus allegedly said the girls should not
be fed.
Yoder ultimately allowed
several of the disputed
statements to be admitted
under exceptions to hearsay rules.
But Reisch, earlier, said
there was no conspiracy as
required to support such
exceptions.
“There’s never been
any conspiracy to conceal a child on a property,” he said. Nor was there
a conspiracy to deny children food as part of a
conspiracy.
“It’s simply not there,”
Reisch said.
Katharhynn Heidelberg is
an award-winning journalist
and the senior writer for the
Montrose Daily Press. Follow
her on Twitter @kathMDP.
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into the car because she was
not working sufficiently on
addressing her past lives.
The girl was denied elements of fellowship: In one
instance, she was forbidden to drink the waters of
Bridal Veil Falls after a ceremony there.
In July of 2017, Blair
stopped seeing Roberts
around, and noticed she
was spending her time near
the gray car in which her
body was later found.
Subsequent statements
from the prosecution indicated Roberts “was not
sealed, was going into the
purge and there was nothing anyone could do about
it, because it was Ceus’ will.”
Blair was said to have
dreamed the girl was sitting
next to an alligator, which
reportedly led to a discussion by the council.
Defense attorney Scott
Reisch peppered Ryan’s line
of questioning with objection after objection, based
on hearsay and lack of
foundation.
Late afternoon, with
the predominantly female
jury out of the room, Ryan
made his case for allowing
upcoming testimony from
deputies and others.
He sought an exception
to hearsay evidence under
rules that allow hearsay
when it involves the statements of co-conspirators in
furtherance of a conspiracy.
“We’re talking about child
abuse and accessory (conduct) that includes the imprisonment of Hannah in
the car,” Ryan said.
He intends to present
witnesses who will testify
that Archer preached about
end-times and purity, and
that at the time of the full
moon in August 2017, the
bulk of the group moved
to the perimeter the altar-shack and engaged in
full-time religious activity.
“The girls were ignored
for several weeks,” Ryan
said.
He also wants to put on
the stand a San Miguel
County Sheriff ’s Office
deputy who will testify
about the amount of food
and utensils he found near
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where dreams and visions
were interpreted.
Blair characterized
Archer as a spiritual mentor, who decreed his
Rastafari beliefs “bullshit.”
“It was not true knowledge. True knowledge came
from within,” Blair said.
Archer also told him that
when it came to the laws
of man versus the laws of
God, “The things that man
cherishes re not the things
God cherishes. What man
thinks is good is bad in the
eyes of God.”
Blair eventually went
from wearing regular work
clothes and his Rastafari
head covering to wearing
a mono-colored robe and
head dressing like the rest
of the group. Archer, he
said, told him that those
who wear the clothes of the
world will be cut down.
Blair looked up to Archer.
“I felt that he was an elder,
a teacher to me. The relationship was teacher to student,” he said.
Eventually, Blair began
spending more time with
the group and the farm’s
gardens began to wither.
When Young returned, the
condition of the farm upset
him, so he confronted the
group, displeasing Ceus,
Blair said.
The group members began pitching in with some
of the farm work, but Ceus
decreed Young would no
longer be fed with anything
she cooked.
“It was decided River
should no longer be present
on the farm,” Blair said, although he wasn’t sure who
gave that order. He told his
friend at the end of June to
leave.
Young’s was not the only
departure: Sutherland,
whom Blair characterized
as “erratic, talking to trees,”
and eventually unable to fill
a glass with water, also left.
Blair said the man confronted Ceus over her leadership role, which made
the woman “unhappy and
frustrated.”
Blair also testified as to
Roberts’ place in the spiritual activities.
He said the girl placed
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