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Men get 15 years in Sandstrom, Sawyer arsons 

BY MELISSA MCKEON MMCKEON@HOLDENLANDMARK.COM

Citing their “random, reckless and unnerved acts of violent evil,” their lack or remorse,
and the unlikelihood of rehabilitation, Judge John S. McCann sentenced two
30-year-old Clinton men to 15 years in state prison on Nov. 23 for arson that destroyed
the Mary Elizabeth Sawyer homestead in Sterling and part of the Sandstrom family
barn in Holden, both in August 2007.

Michael P. Dreslinski and John D. Rousseau, both 30, were found guilty in separate 
trials in October and November of setting those fires as well as two others that 
destroyed a vacant paper mill in Erving and a railroad shed in Florida, Mass. 

McCann read several lengthy lists of prior convictions of both men, who have records 
extending back to the age of 17, stating that, when they were convicted on previous 
offenses and were on probation, they inevitably violated probation and ended up 
serving time. 

“Each thought ‘impunity’ their middle name,” McCann said of the two. “It is no longer.”

McCann also said neither man shows a 
propensity for rehabilitation. 

The sentence of 10 years for the Sterling
fire and then five years for the Holden fire,
along with 15 years of probation during
their sentence and 15 years after, McCann
said, would have the men released when
they are 45, a time when many criminals’
illegal activity usually diminishes. They will
be on probation until the age of 60, and
beginning their probation while they are
serving their sentences is meant to prevent
the behavior that is restricted during
probation from going on during their
incarceration.

The records of the case are impounded, McCann said, in order to prevent improper
use of of the information about anyone connected with the case by the defendants’
families or friends.

The two have also been accused of collecting information about police officers in order 
to threaten and harass them; Dreslinski is also said to have threatened a fellow inmate 
who testified against him. 

Their list of probation restrictions is lengthy, as well; the two were known for 
impersonating police, acquiring police paraphernalia, and harassing police, activities 
effectively banned by probation, which restricts them from using any such materials, as 
well as restricting their computer use to any employment time; they are banned from 
posting on social networks. 

They were also ordered to make financial restitution of any uninsured losses. 

But no dollar figure, McCann said, can compensate the victims for the stress of the
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victims “who sleep with one eye open to the safety of their loved ones.”

The Sawyer home, which was unoccupied during renovation, is less than 50 feet from 
a residence occupied by a handicapped person. The Sandstrom barn is just 100 feet 
from the residence where John Sandstrom was sleeping when the fire broke out. 

Victims’ emotional testimony

John Sandstrom wept as his daughters read statements outlining the impact of the fire 
on their father and brother, who raised hay and kept a few farm animals in the barn 
that was burned by Rousseau and Dreslinski on Aug. 13, 2007. 

Sandstrom raised hay to supplement his Social Security income; that income burned 
with the barn that night. The barn was uninsured and remains unusable for storing hay 
or livestock. 

On the night of the fire, Sandstrom’s son, James, entered the burning barn to save the
livestock.

Sandstrom’s daughter Cheryl Duvall said her father is afraid all the time.

“Some days, he’s too sad; some days he’s too mad; some days, he’s too afraid to live
there any more,” she said.

John Sandstrom had also neglected his health in order to attend several court dates 
during the two trials, she said. 

Daughter Cynthia Sandstrom Dinoia said Rousseau and Dreslinski “stole any sense of
security” her family had, as well as stealing their heritage, the farm that her parents
had built for their family.

Mary Elizabeth Sawyer homestead owner Diane Melone was unable to attend the
hearings due to a death in the family, but sent a written statement read by prosecutor
Eileen M. O’Brien, assistant attorney general from state Attorney General Martha
Coakley’s office.

“The greatest loss to us all has been the irreplaceable value of how our ancestors
settled here and survived,” Melone said in her statement.

The Sawyer homestead, the home of the author of “Mary Had a Little Lamb,” was built
in 1750; the Melones were restoring the property when it was burned Aug. 12, 2007,
just one day before Rousseau and Dreslinski burned the Sandstrom family barn.

It was part of a summer burning spree that began in July 2007 in two Western 
Massachusetts towns, with the paper mill in Erving and the railroad shed in Florida; 
two juries found the evidence of GPS tracking devices attached by Massachusetts 
State Police, as well as surveillance tapes from convenience stores, coffee shops and 
gas stations compelling enough for two guilty verdicts 

There was also potential impact of loss of life and loss of commerce from the Western
Massachusetts fires, O’Brien said. The railroad shed fire also involved destruction of
the communications system, which could have shut down railroad commerce in the
northeast and in the United States, and could have resulted in loss of life.

Loss of firefighters’ lives was also on McCann’s mind: he read a list of 46 communities
whose personnel responded to the four fires, putting at risk the lives of the firefighters
and the residents in the communities they served.

Rousseau and Dreslinski were arrested Aug. 19, 2007, and have been in custody 
since then, having been judged too dangerous for a release on bail. They were tried 
separately in Worcester County, answering all four counts of arson. 

O’Brien had asked the court for longer sentences of 18 to 20 years on the breakingand
entering of railroad property in Florida, and 9 to 10 years on the Sawyer and
Sandstrom arsons.

McGinty and Rousseau’s attorney Christopher Loconto asked for 20 to 30 months, as
in the sentencing guidelines, for the arsons.

McCann denied Dreslinski attorney Sean McGinty’s motion for a new trial.

The two were given credit toward their 15-year sentences for the more than 800 days 
they have served since August 2007. 


