Police community mourns loss of Sgt. Robert Johnsey 

The Portland officer, who accidentally shot himself, "was a solid family man who took his job seriously." 

By DAVID HENCH, Staff Writer May 7, 2008 
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Sgt. Robert Johnsey

SCHOLARSHIP FUND
The Portland Superior Officers Benevolent Association, which 

represented Johnsey, has established a scholarship fund for Johnsey's 

two children.

Donations can be made to "Sgt. Robert Johnsey Memorial 

Scholarship Fund" and mailed to the Portland Police Department Federal 

Credit Union, 109 Middle St., Portland ME, 04101.

Portland police and officers throughout the area are mourning the death of Sgt. Robert Johnsey, a cheerful, level-headed officer who died late Monday from an accidental gunshot wound to the leg.
Johnsey died when his service weapon, a Smith & Wesson .45-caliber pistol, discharged at his Westbrook home while he was getting his utility belt ready for his next shift, police said
The large-caliber gunshot wound severed Johnsey's femoral artery and he lost a large amount of blood. He was pronounced dead at Maine Medical Center despite the efforts of Westbrook police, who applied a tourniquet to his leg, and rescue workers who treated him while rushing to the hospital
Johnsey was remembered by fellow Portland officers as a man devoted to his family and his profession, someone who could be relied on to keep his cool in even the most stressful situations.
"Sgt. Johnsey was a wonderful man," said Portland Police Chief Tim Burton, during a somber news conference attended by more than a dozen fellow officers. "He was a solid family man who took his job seriously and performed it professionally at all times."

Westbrook Chief William Baker, who joined Burton for the press conference, said the loss is felt by all officers in the area, particularly those who got to know Johnsey over the years.

Johnsey worked for the department for the past nine years and was promoted to sergeant in January 2007. He served as a canine officer and as a member of the crisis intervention team, helping people in a mental health crisis."I would describe Rob as sort of a throwback, an old-fashioned gentleman," said Lt. William Preis, a close friend and Johnsey's supervisor
"He loved his country and loved serving his community. I hate to sound cheesy, but he was that kind of guy, kind of a World War II-generation guy.
Johnsey's fondness for his family was well-known in the department and he frequently talked about his children: Rachel, 12, and Alexander Joseph, "A.J.", 11
"There was very little Rob did for himself. It was almost always for his family," said Preis, who also lived in the same neighborhood and was his friend
Johnsey would go visit his grandfather every few months in Connecticut to take him fishing.Johnsey was extremely funny, so many people didn't realize how serious he could be, said Preis
"When we got into critical, dangerous situations, which were many, Rob was definitely my A-guy," Preis said. "Rob never got excited. We had some really hairy situations, and Rob would never lose his cool. He would always remain calm and speak clearly."

His deep voice was easily identifiable, and it was usually employed in friendly greeting. "He was always enthusiastic, never down," said Detective Scott Dunham, president of the Police Benevolent Association, which represents the department's patrolmen. "He's one of those types of guys you never heard anyone say anything bad about."

Although just 37, Johnsey had already worked for several law enforcement agencies when he came to Portland. He enlisted in the Army National Guard in Connecticut and graduated from the Army's military police academy. He graduated with honors from the Connecticut corrections academy and served at the Cheshire Maximum Security Prison until called to active duty, serving with the 143rd Military Police Company in Saudi Arabia during Desert Shield and Desert Storm
He worked at the Federal Correctional Institute in Danbury, Conn., before moving to Florida to join the Collier County Sheriff's Office, where he was valedictorian of his corrections academy class In 1996, he was valedictorian of his Florida Law Enforcement Academy class and received its "Top Gun" award as the academy's outstanding marksman.

Johnsey came to Portland in 1999. He earned several commendations, including being named city employee of the month in February 2007 for his work breaking up street-level drug dealing.

He also was recognized during his time here for saving a woman by negotiating with the man who was threatening her with a knife, for apprehending a suspect who had stabbed multiple people and for helping catch a murder suspect from California.

Outside work Johnsey was an outdoorsman who enjoyed bass fishing on Sebago Lake and walking his dogs, including Carr, the police dog who retired when Johnsey was promoted to sergeant.One of the reason Johnsey and his wife moved to Maine was because of the woods and to raise their family in an area with less crime, Preis said. Westbrook police received a 911 call from Johnsey's wife, Carol, at 11:30 p.m.

Officer Brett Bissonette and Tom Roach were first on the scene and found Johnsey unconscious and bleeding severely. Bissonette applied a tourniquet and performed first aid until rescue workers arrived.

Johnsey apparently was transferring the Smith & Wesson service weapon from his utility belt to replace it with a new Glock 9 mm, to which the department is shifting. He was in the middle of his two days off. His next scheduled work shift was tonight, from 6 p.m. to 2 a.m.

Police do not know how the weapon accidentally discharged. The Smith & Wesson has a safety switch and also does not fire unless the magazine is installed and a round has been placed in the chamber. It is not unusual for officers to store the weapons loaded and ready to use because they want to be sure the weapon is ready in a life-threatening situation, police said.

Officers train on the safe handling of guns routinely, Burton said, and anytime a weapon is discharged, the department examines the incident
The shooting appears clearly accidental, but it is being investigated by state police and the state Medical Examiner's Office as a suspicious incident, which is customary in such circumstances, police said.

Although a leg injury is rarely fatal, it does happen. The femoral artery, which carries blood to the leg, is one of the largest blood vessels in the body, said Michael Baumann, assistant chief of emergency medicine at Maine Medical Center.

"With a large blood vessel, especially if there's not any compression, you can bleed out very quickly," he said.

Surviving such an injury can require immediate attention to stop the bleeding and restore blood pressure, he said.

Monday's incident is particularly challenging for members of the evening directed patrol team, on which Johnsey was a supervisor. Directed patrol officers are responsible for addressing specific problems in particular neighborhoods.

Portland officers are staying with Johnsey's widow and children. Funeral arrangements are pending.

Staff Writer David Hench can be contacted at 791-6327 or at:
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