


Heath Van Handel Memorial Forest

Honoring a Fallen Public Servant

Heath Van Handel, an experienced Department of Natural Resources aircraft pilot,
died on April 8, 2009 when the aircraft he was piloting crashed in Wood County
while he was flying as part of the Division of Forestry’s response fo a wildfire in
Wood County. Heath, who was only 306 at the time, was survived by his wife,
Jennifer Van Handel, and two sons, Matt and Brett.

Heath and his family lived in his hometown of Appleton, where he graduated from
high school before attending the University of Wisconsin — Madison, where he was
awarded a Bachelor’s Degree in Wildlife Ecology in 1996. He went on fo receive his
Associate and Professional Pilot Degree at Kansas State University, where he worked
as a flight instructor, in 1999. Heath also worked as a commercial pilot for several
years before joining the DNR.

Heath began his work as a DNR pilot in January of 2006. Because it gave him an
opportunity to combine his passion for flying with his deep respect for natural
resources, he referred to it as his “dream job”. He had a great love of life and of
nature, and a generosity of spirit that compelled him to share much of himself with
those he loved. He had many interests and talents, among them music, photography,
electronics, and enjoying the great outdoors.

Heath is the only DNR air attack pilot who has died in the line of duty. Heath was
dedicated to public service, and he died protecting both our citizens and our natural
resources, which are core values of our agency. In recognition of Heath’s dedication
and to honor his sacrifice, the Department of Natural Resources is seeking approval
from the Natural Resources Board to name in Heath’s honor a parcel of land
purchased by the Division of Forestry in 1998 in Heath’s hometown of Appleton.

The “Heath van Handel Memorial Forest” will serve as a living reminder to current
and future generations of Wisconsinites that the natural resources they enjoy every
day are protected and maintained through the dedication and hard, sometimes risky,
work done by individuals such as Heath Van Handel. We must never take for
granted the importance of that work and the price that has been paid by Heath Van
Handel in service to the people of Wisconsin.




