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Striking 
spotlight 
West senior Hope 
Bunk bowls her way to 
Youngstown State   SPORTS, B1

Testing the waters
Icy adventure skiing on Stillwater River 
provides thrills   OUTDOORS, PAGE D1

TRAVIS LOLLER

Associated Press 

NASHVILLE, Tenn. — The 
moment nurse RaDonda Vaught 
realized she had given a patient 
the wrong medication, she 
rushed to the doctors working 
to revive 75-year-old Charlene 
Murphey and told them what 
she had done. Within hours, she 
made a full report of her mis-
take to the Vanderbilt University 
Medical Center.

Murphey died the next day, on 
Dec. 27, 2017. Late last month, a 
jury found Vaught guilty of crim-
inally negligent homicide and 
gross neglect.

That verdict — and the fact 
that Vaught was charged at all — 
worries patient safety and nurs-
ing groups that have worked for 
years to move hospital culture 
away from cover-ups, blame 

NEBI QENA AND YURAS KARMANAU

Associated Press 

KYIV, Ukraine — Ukrainian 
troops moved cautiously to re-
take territory north of the coun-
try’s capital on Saturday, using 
cables to pull the bodies of civil-
ians off  streets of one town out of 
fear that Russian forces may have 
left them booby-trapped.

Ukrainian President Volo-
dymyr Zelenskyy warned that 
departing Russian troops were 
creating a “catastrophic” sit-
uation for civilians by leaving 
mines around homes, abandoned 
equipment and “even the bodies 
of those killed.” His claims could 
not be independently verifi ed.

Associated Press journalists 
in Bucha, a suburb northwest 
of Kyiv, watched as Ukrainian 
soldiers backed by a column of 
tanks and other armored vehicles 
used cables to drag bodies off  of 
a street from a distance. Locals 

JAKE IVERSON

jiverson@billingsgazette.com 

Yams are funny things. They’re 
sweet but versatile. They’re 
wonderful in their own right, but 
even better in a dish, where they 
can shine and elevate everything 
else around them. 

The Yellowstone Art Museum, 
generally referred to as The YAM, 
is the same way. The region’s 
largest and most prestigious in-
stitution of its type is a marvel 
in and of itself, but it gets better 
when the YAM is a prominent 
part of the Billings arts commu-
nity.

That’s a truth that new YAM 
executive director Jessica Kay 
Ruhle knows. “I am really com-
mitted to relationships,” she said, 
citing her desire to “really be col-
laborative with artists, local or-
ganizations and any number of 
community partners” as one of 
her biggest strengths.

That community relationship 
has been a bit strained lately. 
Ruhle’s predecessor Bryan 
Knicely resigned last July, after 
a hailstorm of issues worsened 
by the lingering COVID-19 pan-
demic. The Gazette reported in 
October 2021 that at least 40% of 
the museum’s staff  had left in the 
previous 10 months, including 
the education director, curator, 
assistant curator and develop-
ment director.

Those issues resulted in the 
YAM losing or postponing at 
least two exhibitions from lo-
cal artists. One of those artists 
was Jane Deschner. The Bill-
ings-based artist’s solo debut 
“Remember me.” was due to pre-
miere at the YAM until COVID, 
and specifi cally the departure of 
the museum’s curator, derailed 
those plans.

Deschner has found the new 
regime under Ruhle easy to deal 
with. “She was great,” Deschner 
said about a recent meeting with 
Ruhle. “She spent two hours and 
we went through everything. 
She listened to all my concerns 

about the problems [the YAM 
has] had.”

That opening of dialogue is 
something that’s important to 
Deschner. “[The YAM is] in re-
ally good hands,” she said. “I 
think everybody’s feeling really 
encouraged.”

“Remember me.” will now 
open on Sept. 11, and run through 
the fall and into 2023. “We’re re-
ally excited to have that back on 
the calendar,” Ruhle said. 

Knicely’s resignation led to a 
nationwide hunt for the YAM’s 
new director. Ruhle was hired in 
December and moved to Billings 
in January.

Her museum experience is pri-
marily in education. She grew up 
in Florida, but moved to North 
Carolina for college. “I was really 
certain in college that I wanted to 
work in museums,” she remem-
bered, “and I found museum ed-
ucation to be the space where the 
artwork and the visitors intersect 
most.”

After a short stint in Washing-
ton, D.C., she returned to North 
Carolina and worked for a variety 
of institutions, including a chil-
dren’s museum and a history 
museum. Ruhle eventually set-
tled at the Nasher Museum of Art 
at Duke University in Durham, 
North Carolina.

“I really found myself at home 
in contemporary art and at places 
that were really visitor focused,” 
she said. She spent 12 years there, 
as the associate curator of edu-
cation and eventually the direc-
tor of education.

It was the YAM position that 
pulled her from the swampy 
climes of the southeast and into 
Montana. “It just really felt like 
an ideal opportunity,” she said. 
“When I came for my inter-
view, I fell in love with Billings 
and the access to the outdoors.” 
She moved with a two-year-old 
dog, and the two have spent their 
“nights and weekends making 
the most of this area.”

On her off  hours she enjoys 
roller skating. And although she 
hasn’t made it to a rink in Billings 
yet, she’s excited to have ordered 
some new “wheels” she can use 

‘On a forward momentum’

AMY LYNN NELSON, BILLINGS GAZETTE 

Jessica Kay Ruhle, the new executive director of the Yellowstone Art Museum, is seen here at the museum recently.
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ARTS AND ENTERTAINMENT

New YAM director 

Jessica Kay Ruhle is 

up for the challenge

Marie Watt’s 2019 piece “Companion Species (Speech Bubble),” is 
a part of the new collection at the Yellowstone Art Museum. This 
reclaimed wool blanket is comprised of embroidery fl oss and thread 
and is the work of community sewing circles in Northwest Arkansas, 
Eastern Oklahoma, and Honolulu, Hawaii. The words on the piece serve 
to draw attention to indigenous ways of acknowledging relatedness.
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Russians are even 

booby-trapping bodies, 

Zelenskyy says
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CONTINUED STORIES

for trail skating. Since moving to 
Montana, she’s had a new found 
affinity for skiing, excitedly 
talking about finding a used set 
of skis. 

The move has been a big 
change, but one that’s helped 
along by Montana’s charm. “The 
people are so welcoming,” she 
said of her new state. “The South 
likes to think it has the handle on 
hospitality, but I have just found 
Montana to be so delightful.”

The leap from education to 
executive director has likewise 
been a climb. Traditionally, mu-
seum directors are curators. But 
Ruhle doesn’t see her education 
background as an impediment, 
and in fact thinks it’s one of her 
strengths as a director.

“When I think about being 
an educator,” she said, “I think 
about being really comfortable 
with being in discussion with 
folks around works of art, or be-
ing in conversation with diverse 
audiences and varied groups 
who have relationships with the 
museum. It’s a different skill set, 
and it’s a different way of work-
ing with people.”

Ruhle wants to use that differ-
ent way of working with people 
to broaden the YAM’s reach.

“Having strong educational 
offerings for adult visitors is re-
ally important,” she said. “It lets 
those of us who are excited about 
the museum sort of expand ei-
ther our history knowledge or 
our art studio practice.”

Ruhle lamented the slashing 
of arts funding in schools, but 
noted that museums like the 
YAM can help fill that void. “Art 
can be a really important tool for 
having big conversations, think-
ing critically and addressing is-
sues that are in broader society,” 
she explained.

She also wants to reach out to 
Billings’ universities, improving 
the YAM’s partnerships with the 
Northcutt Steel Gallery at MSUB 
and the Ryniker-Morrison Gal-
lery at Rocky Mountain College.

“The arts can really sup-
port and add another dimen-
sion to any discipline that’s 
being taught,” she said, adding 
that she’d like the YAM to start 
“working with the sciences, and 
working with the history depart-
ment and working with the En-
glish department.”

That spirit of collaboration 
drives Ruhle. She’d like to see 
the YAM have musicians play 
in their galleries and have his-
torians and scientists weigh in 
on discussions about how their 
disciplines intermingle with art.

The YAM has rejoined the 
Downtown Billings ArtWalk, 
planning to start with the June 
3 event. “It just makes all the 
sense in the world,” said Ruhle.

There’s been change already 
in Ruhle’s short time as director. 

But the big issue facing the YAM 
remains the same: staffing.

“It is absolutely incredible 
what this team has continued 
to do with a smaller staff,” she 
said, but “it’s a top priority to get 
a full working team as quickly as 
possible.”

Under Ruhle’s leadership, the 
YAM has been able to fill some 
of the major vacancies. Adam 
Beaves-Fisher is the new ad-
vancement director, and Carrie 
Goe-Nettleton has been hired as 
education director, who is in the 
process of hiring other positions 
in that department, Ruhle said.

That leaves the curator as the 
big position that’s still open, al-
though Ruhle said they’re in “the 
midst” of the interview process 
right now, with June 1 as a hope-
ful start date for the eventual 
new hire.

Once the YAM can move for-
ward with a fully staffed senior 
leadership team, Ruhle promised 
“subsequent hires throughout 
the rest of the team.”

The YAM will need all the help 
they can get, with a full exhi-
bition calendar going through 
2022 and into next year.

Current exhibitions at the 
YAM include “Companion 
Species: We Are All Related,” a 
multi-artist, multi-discipline 
installation that examines the 
broader relationship between 
humans and animals. Ruhle said 
that she “loves having a show 
with this much diversity,” as the 
exhibition features works from 
a variety of styles and time pe-
riods.

Also up now is “In Conver-
sation,” which will be a rotat-
ing series that combines loaned 
works with ones pulled from the 
YAM’s permanent collection.

On April 1, the YAM opened an 
installation from Jesse Albrecht 
and Sean Chandler called “The 
Homecoming of Uncle Dirty 
and Jimmy Cardell.” It combines 
Albrecht’s pottery work with 
Chandler’s paintings to examine 
themes of ancestral trauma and 
the rippling effect of war.

Through the year, the museum 
will run works from Robert Roy-
hle and Michael Haykin, who are 
both Montana artists.

The YAM is also back to a 
full slate of summer program-
ming, with its Summer Art 
Academy running at Rocky  
Mountain College June 6-10, 
and various camps throughout 
the season.

It’s an exciting time for the 
YAM, but also one that can feel 
uneasy after a few tough years 
for the museum and for the art 
industry in general.

“It’s really important for cul-
tural organizations to be trans-
parent with their communities,” 
Ruhle said. “The conversations 
that lots of organizations have 
had over the last two years have 
been really critical to having 
a community understand how 
museums are run and how they 

work as businesses.”
Deschner sees this as poten-

tial pivot point for the YAM. “All 
of us, as artists,” she said, “we 
have a lot of hope that it will rise 
again… [Ruhle’s] got a lot on her 
shoulders because this could be 
the last chance before people 
just throw up their hands and 
say, ‘We give up.’ But I think she 
has the personality and the in-
tegrity and the communication 
skills to pull it off.”

Ruhle is looking up.
“All of the conversations I’ve 

been having lately have been 
people being really excited about 
what’s on the horizon and really 
enthusiastic to get back in the 
galleries and to see our upcom-
ing exhibitions. I think we’re on 
a forward momentum.”

Museum
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and punishment, and toward the 
honest reporting of mistakes.

The move to a “Just Culture” 
seeks to improve safety by ana-
lyzing human errors and making 
systemic changes to prevent their 
recurrence. And that can’t hap-
pen if providers think they could 
go to prison, they say.

“The criminalization of med-
ical errors is unnerving, and this 
verdict sets into motion a dan-
gerous precedent,” the American 
Nurses Association said. “Health 
care delivery is highly complex. 
It is inevitable that mistakes will 
happen. ... It is completely unre-
alistic to think otherwise.”

Just Culture has been widely 
adopted in hospitals since a 1999 
report by the National Academy 
of Medicine estimated at least 
98,000 people may die each year 
due to medical errors.

But such bad outcomes remain 
stubbornly common, with too 
many hospital staffers convinced 
that owning up to mistakes will 
expose them to punishment, ac-
cording to a 2018 study published 
in the American Journal of Med-
ical Quality.

More than 46,000 death cer-
tificates listed complications of 
medical and surgical care — a 
category that includes medical 
errors — among the causes of 
death in 2020, according to the 
Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention’s National Center for 
Health Statistics.

“Best estimates are 7,000-
10,000 fatal medication errors a 
year. Are we going to lock them 
up? Who is going to replace 
them?” said Bruce Lambert, pa-
tient safety expert and director 
of the Center for Communica-
tion and Health at Northwestern 
University.

“If you think RaDonda Vaught 

is criminally negligent, you just 
don’t know how health care 
works,” Lambert said.

Murphey was admitted to the 
neurological intensive care unit 
on Dec. 24, 2017, after suffering 
from a brain bleed. Two days later, 
doctors ordered a PET scan. Mur-
phey was claustrophobic and was 
prescribed Versed for her anxiety, 
according to testimony. When 
Vaught could not find Versed in 
an automatic drug dispensing 
cabinet, she used an override and 
accidentally grabbed the paralyz-
ing drug vecuronium instead.

Such mistakes often end up in 
malpractice lawsuits, but crim-
inal prosecutions are rare. After 
Vaught was charged in 2019, the 
Institute for Safe Medical Prac-
tices issued a statement saying 

it had “worrisome implications 
for safety.”

“In an era when we need more 
transparency, cover-ups will 
reign due to fear,” the statement 
read. “Even if errors are reported, 
effective event investigation and 
learning cannot occur in a culture 
of fear or blame.”

Many nurses are “already at 
their breaking point ... after a 
physically, mentally and emo-
tionally exhausting two years 
caring for patients with COVID,” 
said Liz Stokes, director of the 
American Nurses Association’s 
Center for Ethics and Human 
Rights. Vaught’s prosecution 
gives them one more reason to 
quit, she said.

“This could be me. I’m an RN 
as well,” she said. “This could be 

any of us.”
Vaught was steeped in the idea 

of Just Culture and says she has 
“zero regrets” about telling the 
truth, but her candor was used 
against her at trial. Assistant 
District Attorney Brittani Flatt 
quoted from her interview with 
a Tennessee Bureau of Investiga-
tion agent in closing arguments: 
“I definitely should have paid 
more attention. I should have 
called the pharmacy. I shouldn’t 
have overridden, because it 
wasn’t an emergency.”

It is easy to judge Vaught’s ac-
tions in retrospect, Lambert said, 
but overrides and workarounds 
are an extremely common part 
of health care, he said: “This is 
typical, not aberrant or bizarre, 
behavior.”

Meanwhile, Vaught’s honesty 
about her mistake has already 
brought about safety improve-
ments, and not just at Vanderbilt. 
Because vecuronium should only 
be used on patients who have a 
breathing tube inserted, some 
hospitals have moved it and other 
paralytic drugs out of automatic 
dispensing cabinets.

“At my hospital, they’ve 
changed their policy and put par-
alytics into a rapid intubation kit 
because of this,” said Janie Harvey 
Garner, who founded the nurse 
advocacy organization Show Me 
Your Stethoscope. She said that 
because Vaught owned up to the 
mistake, Murphey’s death “has 
probably saved lives.”

While Murphey’s death may 
serve as a cautionary tale for 
other nurses, Vaught, now await-
ing a sentence of up to eight years, 
told The Associated Press in an 
interview that she thinks about 
her patient every day.

Vaught, 37, discovered that she 
and Murphey lived in the same 
small community of Bethpage, 
about an hour northeast of Nash-
ville, and that she and members 
of Murphey’s family have mutual 
friends. It would only be a mat-
ter of time before she met one of 
them in person.

“I’ve imagined so many times 
how I would feel if this were my 
grandma, my family member, my 
husband,” she said.

Recently, while buying farm 
supplies, she was talking with the 
young man behind the counter 
when he recognized her, and told 
her he was Murphey’s grandson. 
Instead of reproaching her, he 
ended up comforting her and 
patting her on the shoulder, she 
said.

“He was so kind. He was so 
incredibly kind,” Vaught said. “I 
took his grandma away, and he 
just kept telling me to take care 
of myself. There are good people 
in this world.”

Nurse
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roy lichtenstein’s 1972 oil and magna on canvas, “Still life with lobster,” is one of the pieces displayed at the 
yellowstone art Museum.

Kristen Cliffel’s 2012 ceramic and wood piece, “it Seemed like a Good idea at The Time,” is paired with a Zuni 
artist’s 1880 piece, Frog Vessel. These pieces are a part of a new collection at the yellowstone art Museum.

Jessica Kay ruhle, the yaM’s new executive director, leads a tour of the 
“Companion Species” exhibition. 

STEPHANIE AMADOR, ASSOCIATED PRESS 

radonda Vaught, a former Vanderbilt university Medical Center nurse charged in the death of a patient, listens 
to the opening statements during her trial March 22 at Justice a.a. Birch Building in nashville, Tenn. 
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