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TALK TO JUST ABOUT ANYONE who lives or 
works in the Black Hills of South Dakota, and 
one common theme emerges: it is not just a 
scenic area dominated by a sprawl ing fed-
eral forest. It is where people live. It is where 
people play. It is who they are. 

So when devastating wildfi res hit the 
“Hills” in the summer of 2002, it wasn’t 
just someone else’s problem. It was per son al. 
Vigilance soared. And so did the fear of more 
fi res. 

It was hot. It was dry. And nearly 500,000 
motorcyclists were coming to the Hills for the 
Sturgis Motorcycle Rally, a weeklong event of 
riding and racing held every August. 

That fear put fi re-prevention efforts front 
and center. And it helped to build a unique 

public-private part ner ship that set out to 
make a dif fer ence. 

The objective was to create and pro duce 
a symbolic image that would capture the at-
tention of rallygoers and convey an all-im-
 por tant message: “Don’t Burn the Ral ly.” 

The message had been developed by a 
national wildfi re prevention and ed u ca tion 
team, brought to South Dakota at the request 
of Black Hills National Forest offi cials to 
create and execute a public fi re education 
cam paign for area visitors.  

It just so happens that the majority of those 
visitors were a unique au di ence—motor-
cyclists. So team members began brain-
storming. An idea began to form. And the 
hunt for help was on. 

Partners in Prevention
Putting a Face on the Rally

More about the 
Sturgis Rally:
Creating the poster

Al Rieman, president 
of Black Hills Harley-
Davidson
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Maury LaRue, fi refi ghter 
and pho tog ra pher

The hunt for help 
The team needed something visual that 

could tie the prevention mes sage to the rally. 
And they needed it fast. The rally was begin-
ning the next day. That’s when team leader 
Bud Rotroff found Al Rieman. 

Rieman is the president of Black Hills 
Harley-Davidson, a motorcycle dealership 
with stores in Rapid City and Sturgis, the 
heart of the rally. He was born and reared in 
the Black Hills. And he knew only too well 
that danger was never far away.  

“Living here, our awareness was quite 
high,” said Rieman. “Every day, you would 
kind of scan the horizon looking for telltale 
signs of fi re. These are our Hills. And if there 
is danger to the Hills, we take it personally. 
It’s not like, ‘Well, the gov ern ment forest is 
going to burn down.’ It would be like set-
ting fi re to my garage.”

Collaboratively, Rieman and the team hit 
on the idea of incorporating a mo tor cy cle 
into the image that would be used to sell the 
fi re-pre ven tion theme. 

And Rieman had just the bike in mind— 
a 2003 FLHTC Dresser, one of three models 
made specially to com mem o rate the man u -
fac tur er’s 100th an ni ver sa ry. 

Harley-Davidson was set to publicly un-
veil the special models at the rally. Everyone 
was waiting to see them. Rieman knew that 

anything showing one of those motorcycles 
would attract at ten tion. 

“People coming in for the rally wouldn’t 
necessarily know how volatile our situation 
was,” Rieman said. “It was going to be very 
im por tant to get them to take steps to help 
protect our area. That’s why we picked a mo-
torcycle that would get people’s at ten tion. We 
were hoping to get people to stop, read the 
message, and think.” 

Ideas then started to fl y among the team 
on how to tie in the other key el e ments of 
the theme—fire, prevention and the Black 
Hills—and on what the fi nal product 
would be. 

Suddenly, it became clear that one more 
important component was needed: some one 
to take the picture. It was no small task. This 
image would be seen all around the Hills. It 
would be “the face” of the rally fi re-preven-
tion campaign. 

It didn’t take long to fi nd a solution. 
Sturgis volunteer fi refi ghters Maury LaRue 
and Tom Monahan happened to be pro fes -
sion al photographers and owners of T&M 
Photographic Studio in Sturgis. They were 
eager to help. 

“As professional photographers, we 
thought we could create a good image,” said 
LaRue. “As pro fes sion al fi refi ghters, it was our 
calling to do this.” 
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At the same time, Rotroff enlisted the 
help and support of the Sturgis Area Cham ber 
of Commerce.  The cham ber got on board 
immediately, of fer ing fi nancial support and 
free use of the offi cial rally logo, which the 
chamber owns and nor mal ly charges a licens-
ing fee to use. 

Creating an image 
By the next afternoon, the key el e ments 

of the image had been chosen and the photo 
shoot was under way. The fi nal grouping fea-
tured the 2003 Harley, rep re sent ing the rally; 
a Sturgis fi refi ghter, representing the fi re ele-
ment; and Smokey Bear, universal symbol of 
fi re prevention—all set against a scenic Black 
Hills back drop. 

By now, it also had been decided that the 
image would become a four-color poster. So 
the team enlisted the help of Jackie Twiss, a 
graphic artist on staff with the Black Hills 
National Forest, who quickly pulled together 
a design. 

Now to fi nd a printer, especially one who 
would be willing to pay for production and 
could provide a quick turnaround. The week-
long rally was already two days old. 

Rieman recommended Fenske Media 
Corporation, a commercial printing com pa ny 
in Rapid City that had done some work for 
the dealership and had very high-tech ca pa -
bil i ties. So Rotroff went hunt ing again. And 
again, the answer was an emphatic “yes.” 

Getting ahead of disaster
Dave Fenske, president of the fam i ly-

owned business, has seen the devastation 
disasters can cause. The printing company has 
de signed and produced books for clients in 
several states chronicling the effects of fl oods, 
tornadoes and wildfi res.  

“The rally is a big function of the Hills,” 
said Fenske, one of four brothers who own 
the company. “We were all very aware of the 
fi re situation that was going on here this sum-
mer. We want to pre serve the forest around 

The photo shoot

Paul Minor, executive 
director of the Sturgis 
Area Chamber of 
Commerce
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us and be pro ac tive. And this poster was an 
op por tu ni ty for us to get involved this time 
ahead of a disaster.” 

Two team members and Twiss met with 
Fenske graphics staff to put the fi nishing 
touches on the poster design. 

Just two hours later, a proof copy of the 
poster was ready. By the next morn ing, 500 
of the fi nal version were already printed and 
out the door. Another 1,000 posters soon 
followed. 

Within hours, the posters were being put 
up in businesses and public gath er ing places 
throughout the Black Hills. The reception was 
overwhelmingly positive.  

“Every business I went into was sup-
 port ive,” said Paul Minor, executive di rec tor 

of the Sturgis Area Chamber of Com merce, 
who helped with distribution. “In fact, I had 
businesses making room in their windows 
and moving other posters to put this one up. 
People on the streets were even hitting me up 
for copies.” 

The results were positive too. Fire and 
forestry offi cials reported no major human-
caused fi res during the rally. Credit was given 
to the team’s public fi re-prevention education 
campaign, of which the poster was a major 
element. 

From conception to production, the poster 
came to life in a scant 31 ⁄2 days, Rotroff said, 
largely because of the strong public-private 
partnership that came to geth er in the name of 
fi re pre ven tion. 

“This poster demonstrates how com-
 mu ni ties can get together to ac com plish a 
common goal,” Rotroff added. “Without the 
co op er a tion of all our partners, es pe cial ly 
the busi ness es, we couldn’t have done this.” 

The estimated $10,000 cost was under-
 writ ten fi nancially and through in-kind 
services by Black Hills Harley-Davidson, 
T&M Photographic Studio, Fenske Media 
Corporation, Sturgis Area Chamber of 
Commerce and the South Dakota In ter agen cy 
Fire Council, a consortium of fi re, forestry 
and land management agencies. 

It was an effort that all partners said they 
would do again if the need is there. 

“This is a story of how fi res can be 
avoided because a dime spent on pre ven tion 
can save a dollar in cost,” said Dave Fenske. 
“We ap pre ci at ed the team’s efforts of getting 
ahead of the fi res and we were proud to be a 
part of it.” 

Minor agreed. “The poster was really suc-
cessful. It defi   nite ly caught people’s attention. 
In fact, it actually became a collector’s item. 
By the end of the rally, they had virtually 
dis ap peared. 

“But then,” he added, “with Smokey Bear, 
the fi refi ghter, the motorcycle and the Black 
Hills in the background, how can you forget a 
message like that?” 

The fi nished poster


