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WILDLAND FIRE STAFF RIDES

I. BACKGROUND: WHY CONDUCT A STAFF RIDE?

A staff ride is a planned learning event that has been used effectively by various branches
of the UL.S. military since the early 1900’s. The common purpose shared by staff rides is to
further the development of leaders. Military staff rides typically discuss leadership, decision
making, tactics and strategy. Staff rides on wildland fires discuss the same issues in a
different context. The systematic study of wildland fire sites can help wildland firefighters
and managers see how [eaders’ decisions and followers’ behaviors influence tactical
outcomes on fires, how terrain and weather influence both fire and human behavior on
fires, and how technology, tactics and organization interact in a wildland fire setting at any
complexity level. When these personal observations are combined with curiosity and
diligence, the groundwork is laid for a lifetime of learning that produces leaders who are
mentally prepared for wildland firefighting.

II. DEFINITION: WHAT IS A STAF¥ RIDE? .

A staff ride consists of systematic preliminary study of a selected fire or other emergency
operation, an extensive visit to the actual site(s) associated with the fire, and an
opportunity to integrate the lessons derived from the study and visit. It envisions
maximum student involvement before arrival at the site to guarantee thoughtful analysis
and discussion. A staff ride thus links a historical event, systematic preliminary study, and

actual terrain to produce fire analysis in three dimensions. It consists of three distinct
phases:

. Preliminary study
2. Field study
3. Integration.

Staff rides should not be confused with simple visits to fire sites or with other hypothetical
or virtual exercises. In the military, when terrain and hypothetical scenarios (but not
histories) are used as teaching vehicles, it is called a “Tactical Exercise Without Troops.”
Further, a visit to the site of a battle — or fire — involving little or no preliminary _
systematic study on the part of the student is a “historical tour,” not a staff ride. Historical
tours can stimulate thought and discussion, but are limited by the lack of student
preparation and involvement.

There is a caution here for firefighters and managers attempting to conduct wildland fire
staff rides. Many wildland fires are not well documented, especially the “success stories.”
Typically the wildland fires with the most documentation (i.e., the most material available
for the Preliminary Study Phase of a staff ride) are our failures or tragedy fires. In the
world of wildland fire, there usually has to be a death, fire shelter deployment or huge loss
of property, with an ensuing investigation and media interest, in order for much written
material to exist for study. Because of this lack of written pre-study materials, wildland
firefighters will be tempted to shprtcut the preliminary study phase of staff rides. If this is



done, the event will not be a staff ride, will not obtain the results a good staff ride can
obtain, and should not be called a staff ride.

III. PURPOSES AND OBJECTIVES: WHAT CAN A WILDLAND FIRE
STAFF RIDE ACCOMPLISH?

The staff ride is a unique technique for conveying the lessons of the past to present day
leaders. While the sole purpose of a staff ride is to further the professional development of
leaders, it may be designed to achieve one or many objectives. Depending on the fire
selected, the staff ride can illuminate any principle or lesson at any chosen level. Because
its mixture of classroom and field study facilitates student involvement, it ensures that any
“educational benefits are more likely to be retained by participants.

The goals of staff rides have varied from the specific testing of operational concepts to the
general enhancement of professional and analytical skills. All staff rides, however, have one
idea in common: to place students on an actual piece of terrain, confront them with an

operational situation, and stimulate them to reach conclusions or derive lessons from the
experience.

The professional development of wildland fire leaders can be accomplished in many ways
through the use of the staff ride. Topics ranging from small unit tactics to fire behavior to
principles of communication can be addressed through staff rides. Because staff rides
involve a high level of personal commitment and involvement for all participants, the
jearning that occurs on staff rides can be deeper and more meaningful for adult learners
than classroom lectures. Specific objectives for a wildland fire staff ride might be:

o To expose fire personnel to the dynamics of wildland fire, especially those factors
which interact to produce accidents and disasters.

e To provide case studies in the application of fire management principles associated
with logistical support, planning and operations.

s To provide case studies in the human factors of wildland fire, including leadership,
cohesion, and communications at any level desired.

e To review high risk, low frequency situations and actions.

o To study/review key decision gates leading to fire management actions.

o To show the effects of weather, slope, topography and fuels upon fire management
actions and their implementation.



e To encourage potential fire managers and leaders to study their profession through
the use of fire history.

e To kindle or reinforce an interest in the heritage of the wildland fire agencies.

A well-planned and executed staff ride can accomplish a number of the above objectives at
the same time. If you are the person in charge of organizing and conducting a staff ride,
you will need to decide upon specific objectives for your staff ride and make them known
to all participants well in advance of the event. Aside from the wildland fire-related
objectives of a staff ride, if you are the leader of a staff ride you should have some
objectives of your own. First, you need to stimulate active discussions among participants.
The development of group awareness and knowledge cannot occur without discussion.
Your role will be that of facilitator: getting the discussion going, keeping it on track, asking
provocative questions and opening up new subjects for consideration when appropriate:
You'll need to make sure that all of the participants on a staff ride are involved in the
discussions, not just a few extroverts.

Excerpted from the Wildland Fire Staff Ride Guide obtainable at:
hitp://www fireleadership.gov/toolbox/toolbox.htmi
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Managing the Unexpected
Business Organizations Must Learn to Operate ‘‘Mindfully’’ to Ensure High Performance

By Karl E. Weick and Kathleen M. Sutcliffe

Company managers often complain that "fighting fires all day" prevents
them from concentrating on "more important matters," such as writing
strategy or planning for the future. Yet, "fighting fires" is probably one
of the best investments an organization can make in its own
performance. What these managers fail to realize is that ignoring day-
to-day issues and/or failing to deal effectively with unexpected events
can lead to bigger, more serious problems that eventually erupt into a
costly, full-blown crisis.

Today’s headlines are full of news about companies that have
announced sudden eamings shortfalls, layoffs, product failures and
management irregularities. Witness the case of Enron, which skidded
= - from its topdog status as the nation’s number-one energy trader to the
pomt of bankmptcy Wlthm the span of a few months. A host of other companies in industries ranging
from automotive manufacturing, advertising and pharmaceuticals to toys, telecommunications and

technology also have hit the business equivalent of a partially submerged iceberg, causing them to sink
faster than the Titanic.

Is this fallout an inevitable consequence of an age of complexity and a highly volatile business climate?
Not necessarily. There are ways companies can avoid being derailed by unpleasant surprises and keep
their operations on track.

Research reveals that certain organizations have been highly successful in honing their abilities to act
reliably and handle adversity. These are called high-reliability organizations (HROs). They include
aircraft carriers, nuclear power plants and firefighting crews, which consistently deliver high performance
in unpredictable situations where the potential for error and disaster is overwhelming. Although ordinary
companies do not face do-or-die circumstances of the same magnitude, they can learn a great deal from
HROs about managing their operations effectively under trying conditions so crises can be avoided.

To head off the disruptive escalation from issue to problem to crisis, business organizations must monitor
their moment-{o-moment activities continually, anticipate problems in advance and respond promptly to
adverse events in a flexible rather than rigid way. When things do go wrong, companies must identify and
empower those with the expertise to contain or minimize he situation, and then rely upon organizational
resilience to bounce back quickly after a misstep. By operating "mindfully” and making critical
adjustments in a timely manner, business organizations are better able to manage the unexpected ina

* challenging, highly competitive environment.

One common pitfall is rushing to make a decision before a situation is fully understood. Some business
organizations are so preoccupied with decision-making they fail to pay close attention to earlier events
leading up to that point. To make matters worse, they plunge into action on the basis of their first
impressions and then fail to revise their assumptions and expectations as new information comes to light.
These companies continue to seek evidence that supports, rather than refutes, their actions because they
only want confirmation of their responses.



As aresult, weak cues signaling pending disaster are ignored or discounted.

Planning further complicates matters. Mapping out a preconceived way to react to would-be problems
actually discourages business organizations from viewing each occurrence as a unique event requiring an -
equally unique management response. Instead, the blinders come on and the brains turn off, as companies-
try to make the solution fit the problem rather than vice versa.

In reality, business organizations are better served by focusing on earlier, less obvious events where
something out of the ordinary occurs or there is a near miss. Often these small details contain huge
amounts of important information and may be indicators that everything is not going quite right in the
company. By taking the time to understand a complex situation thoroughly-or "sense-making"-before
jurnping to a decision, managers can take steps to deal properly with an unforeseen event on an issue
level, rather than a problem or crisis level. HROs constantly engage in this "struggle for alertness” and
continually revise and update their information as events unfold; they often are suspicious of first
impressions, which may be misleading or inconclusive. '

Five key practices can help business organizations develop a state of "mindfulness." These practices must
be implemented at all levels to develop a collective state of awareness of important details in companies.
This can enhance their ability to be more reliable in managing the unexpected, and bolster their
effectiveness in meeting customers’ expectations and retaining management talent.

Five Practices for Developing "Mindfulness"

1. Preoccupation with failure. Encourage the reporting of errors and pay attention to any failures.
These lapses may signal possible weakness in other parts of the organization. Too often, success
narrows perceptions, breeds overconfidence in current practices and squelches opposing
viewpoints. This leads to complacency that in turn increases the likelihood unexpected events will
go undetected and snowball into bigger problems.

2. Reluctance to simplify interpretations. Analyze each occurrence through fresh eyes and take
nothing for granted. Take a more complex view of matters and look for disconfirming evidence
that foreshadows unexpected problems. Seek input from diverse sources, study minute details,
discuss confusing events and listen intently. Avoid lumping details together or atternpting to
normalize an unexpected event in order to preserve a preconceived expectation.

3. Sensitivity to operations. Pay serious attention to minute-to-minute operations and be aware of
imperfections in these activities. Strive to make ongoing assessments and continual updates.
Enlist everyene’s help in fine-tuning the workings of the organization. '

4. Commitment to resilience. Cultivate the processes of resilience, intelligent reaction and
mprovisation. Build excess capability by rotating positions, creating additional sources of
knowledge and adding new skills. Be mindful of errors that have occured and take steps to
correct them before they worsen. Once the fix is made, make every effort to return to a state of
preparedness as quickly as possible. Be ready to handle the next unforeseen event.

5. Deference to expertise. Duning troubled times, shift the leadership role to the person or team
possessing the greatest expertise and experience to deal with the problem at hand. Provide them
with the empowerment they need to take timely, effective action. Avoid using rank and status as
the sole basis for determining who makes decisions when unexpected events occur.



Thoughts on Stories and Storytelling

Storytelling and the Art of Teaching

Storytelling is the original form of teaching. There are still societies in which it is the
only form of teaching. Though attempts have been made to imitate or update it, like the
electronic storytelling of television, live oral storytelling will never go out of fashion. A
simple narrative will always be the cornerstone of the art of teaching,.

In dealing with stories, learners have an experience with the powerful real language of
personal communication, not the usual "teacher-ese" of the foreign-language classroom.
Colloquial or literary, unaffected or flowery-the full range of language is present in
stories. Oral stories develop listening skills in a unique way. The listeners benefit from
observing non-polished speech created on-the-spot.

While listening to stories, children develop a sense of structure that will later help them to
understand the more complex stories of literature. In fact, stories are the oldest form of
literature.

Through traditional tales, people express their values, fears, hopes, and dreams. Oral
stories are a direct expression of a literary and cultural heritage; and through them that
heritage 1s appreciated, understood, and kept alive.

E. Martin Pedersen

Storytelling as Brain-based Learning

Today, teachers can employ this age-old educational tool with the assurance that it still
works. In fact, recent brain-based research supports intuitive belief in storytelling with
empirical evidence. In Making Connections: Teaching and the Human Brain (Addison-
Wesley, 1994), Renate and Geoffery Caine state, "There is strong reason to believe that
organization of information in story form is a natural brain process... We suggest that the
brain research confirms that evidence and begins to explain why stories are important.”

In a nutshell, neuroscience is discovering that the brain is wired to organize, retain and
access information through story. If that is true, then teaching through story means that

students will be able to remember what is taught, access that information, and apply it
more readily.

Learning Through Storyteiiing

h@://Www.mmf;rlcaming.com/_‘fumerSOuth/stomelling brain.html



Launching & nurturing communities through storytelling

Communities of practice have turned out to be the key organizational arrangement for
organizing knowledge sharing in large organizations. The phenomenon of communities
of practice is known under different names. In the World Bank, they are called thematic
groups; in Hewlett Packard they are "learmning communities" or "learning networks"; in
Chevron they are called "best practice teams", and in Xerox they are know as "family
groups". Whatever the name, the formation of professional groupings where people come
voluntarily together with others to share similar interests and learn from others’ skills has
become the common feature of knowledge organizations.

But how are communities launched and nurtured? How are they “integrated” to the

company’s strategy and its organizational structure?

Storytelling provides a natural tool, for a number of reasons:

o Storytelling builds trust. Vibrant communities operate in an environment of trust
and mutual understanding which encourages learning and candid dialogue. They
are safe places where people who do not know can learn from those who do
know. The environment of trust and mutual understanding can be facilitated by
structured storytelling by members to each other.

o Storytelling unlocks passion: Stories inherently generate feelings - interest,
curiosity, fear, amusement, anger - and so the use of stories can be a channel to a
key characteristic of communities. Thus contrary to the pattern of success in the
industrial revolution and the modern enterprise in building wealth which has been
built on a rational and mechanistic approach to problem solving, where clearly
documented procedures and guidelines left little place, if any, to human emotions,
the experience of knowledge management is that communities of practice only
flourish when their members are passionately committed to a common purpose,
whether it be the engineering design of water supply systems, the pursuit of better
medical remedies, or more efficient economic techniques. This is a hard lesson for
companies and executives who have spent their lives trying to keep emotion out
of the workplace. Nevertheless the lesson repeatedly emerges from case studies
and benchmarking of knowledge sharing programs. As a result - for reasons of
sheer efficiency and effectiveness - the modern workplace is finding it necessary
to provide time and space for both the head and the heart. Storytelling can be
instrument handle and channel the unaccustomed emotion.

o Storytelling is non-hierarchical: Whereas abstract language tends to be
inherently adversarial, with "you" being asked to accept "my" idea, storytelling is
inherently collaborative, with the storyteller and listener collaborating to co-create
the story. This is a key characteristic for building communities, since efforts at
building communities in a hierarchical or top-down fashion are at best successful
on a temporary basis. Soon they come unstuck as members refuse to contribute
their time to activities which have no meaningful purpose for them. Storytelling
can be an effective way to communicate in a non-hierarchical fashion.

The Leader's Guide to Storytelling
by Steve Denning



The Story in History ,

But that means admitting history told by people quite different from ourselves. Such
histories can sound marvelous, unbelievable, and quite a lot like fiction. In these cases,
the boundary between history and imaginative writing becomes blurred. That is partly
why the use of imaginative writing in history is now so important: it helps us get inside
the points of view of others, no matter how different they may be from us. In the
shrinking world, such an ability may prove not only useful, but crucial.

The connections between telling history and telling a story can thus be used to
enhance the writing of each. When interpreted with the techniques of creative writing,
history takes on the vibrancy of lived experience. Students can imagine themselves into
the past, wearing the clothing and assuming the destiny of heroes or common folk.
Undistinguished players—children, servants, hobos, forgotten knifters and quilters—
make a difference in the larger world when we see them not only as representatives of
group experiences, but also as individuals.

A similar set of benefits enriches creative writing. As students enter their own pasts, they
develop their powers of visualization. They learn to see themselves in their minds' eyes.

- Memory presents unexpected details-the claw-foot bathtub in grandfather's house, the
smell of midnight-blue petunias by his front porch. This practice of using memory's
strong imagery can also be helpful in writing about the more distant past or describing
things and people in the present. Details that reach all the senses and capture the meaning
and power of a place function equally well in writing about the past or the present.-
Writers can also begin to stretch beyond their narrow age range and explore what it feels
like to be older or younger. When they do, the scope of human life opens more
generously. Writers struggling to enter the experience of an historical people vastly
different from themselves may appreciate how complex we all are, interacting with
nature and technology, with beliefs and laws, differently gifted and full of surprises. Asa
result, not only will students write better fiction and poetry, they will be better students of
the human condition and perhaps better citizens of our country and the world.

The Story in History
Margot Fortunato Galt



What Happened in IVIannGUIch?

7

GUANL FTA

On August 5,1948 about 8:00 PM, fifteen USDA Forest Service Smokejumpers and a Helena National |
Forest fire guard were entrapped by a wildfire in Mann Gulch that was caused by lightning struck trees

1, 2, and 3 (map). Ten jumpers and the forest guard perished that evening, two jumpers died later from
burn injuries and three jumpers survived. The jumpers, dispatched from Missoula, MT, had parachuted
into Mann Guich to help fight a lightning caused fire burning on the ridge between Meriwether and

Mann Guich.
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The jump plane arrived over the fire with the jumpers at 3:10 pm. 14. Spotter Earl Cooley and Jumper
Foreman Wag Dodge chose a jump site up canyon in Mann Guich 11. The fire size was estimated at 60
acres, but was still considered a routine fire. The air was quite turbulent requiring a higher than normal

approach causing the jumpers and cargo to scatter widely. Also, the cargo chute for the radio failed to
open, leaving the jumpers without outside communication.

By 5:00 pm, the men had gathered their gear and were eating before attacking the fire 12. Foreman
Dodge left squad leader Bill Hellman in charge and crossed to the south side of Mann Gulch to meet
Meriwether Guard Harrison 4. Dodge and Harrison returned to the bottom of Mann Guich. There they met
the crew X. Dodge told Hellman to take the crew toward the river on the north side of the canyon and
said he and Harrison would tie in with them later after getting a quick bite to eat at the cargo spot.

Dodge and Harrison rejoined the crew around 5:40 PM Y. They had continued down Mann Guich for
about 5 minutes when Dodge noticed the fire had spotted to the north side of the gulch 13. Realizing the

- danger, he told the men to head back up Mann Gulch 6. The wind had increased and the fire was
beginning to blow up, burning rapidly toward them in light grass and brush. At around the same time
local Ranger Jansson, who had been walking up Mann Guich from the bottom, turned around and
retreated back to the river 5.

The men had onty traveled 300 yards when Dodge gave instructions to drop their gear 7. Flames were
estimated at 50'-feet high and were moving 50 yards every 10 seconds. The flame front was estimated

to be several hundred feet in depth. The men quickly became exhausted due to the steep slopes, high
temperature and smoke filled air.

The crew traversed another 200 yards when Foreman Dodge realized the fire was going to catch them.
Dodge lit an escape fire hoping it would quickly burn out, allowing his men to get into the burned area

and survive 8, 9. For unknown reasons, the crew did not follow Dodge's instructions and continued
toward the ridgetop.

Jumpers Rumsey and Sallee followed the north edge of the escape fire to the ridgetop where they
escaped the flames 10. After the blowup had subsided, they found Heliman, badly burned, but alive.
Wag Dodge, who had survived inside the escape fire area, joined Rumsey and Sallee and reported he

had found Jumper Sylvia alive, but badly burned. Dodge and Sallee proceeded down Rescue Gulch to
the Missouri river to find help while Rumsey stayed with Hellman.

A rescue crew arrived on the scene at 12:30 AM on August 6th. At 1:30 AM, the rescue crew found
Jumpers Syivia and Heliman. The two injured men were evacuated at 5:00 AM, but both died in a.

Helena hospital later in the morning. Before the day was over, 11 bodies would be found. All had died
within 300 yards of each other.

During the blow up stage, the Mann Guich fire covered an estimated 3,000 acres in 10 minutes and
eventually burned 5,000 acres.

The fatal smoke and flames that roared on that hot, August afternoon have long since cooled and
vanished. However, the events of the Mann Guich Fire will forever be elched in our hearts and continue
to influence wildfire safety and suppression tactics. Today, firefighters nationwide analyze fire behavior

from investigative conclusions and follow the Ten Standard Fire Orders that were influenced in part, by
the events that occurred in Mann Guich.
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History of the Mann Gulch Fire

(This factual history is based upon a report prepared by the regional forester, supplemented and confrmed by a
preliminary investigating committee headed by C. A. Gustafson, Chief, Division of Fire Control, from the
Washington Office, and by testimony before the Board of Review.)

1. Name of fire: Mann Gulch Fire, Helena National Forest, Montana. August 5 to August 10,
1949

2. Location: The fire was located in the “Gates of the Mountains™ wild area (roadless area) just
east of the Missour River, sorme 20 miles north of Helena, Montena. The fire started in the ME1/4NE1/4
Sec. 19, T. 13 N, R. 2 W, Montana Puncipal Meridian, at a point near the top of the ridge between Mamn and
Merniwether Gulches. The general area is steep and jagged on the Meriwether side and is said to be one of the roughest
areas east of the Contiental Divide. The exposure is gencrally northwest, The point of origin of the fire
was accessible from the road end at Hilger Landing just off U. 8. Highway 91, thencebya 6-mile
motorboat frip to Menwether campground at the mouth of Mertwether Gulch, thence about a 1-hour hike on a
trail over rough terrain.

3. Fuel type: Atthe point of origin the fuel type consisted of a dense stand of 6- to 8-inch
diameter Douglas fir and some ponderosa pine poles. In the polestand were occasional large Douglas fir
and ponderosa pine trees. This type merged into one consisting of larger timber, mainly Douglas
fir with stringers of ponderosa pine on the lateral ridges. The ground cover in the openings and
1 the less dense timber was a mixture of grass and weeds of medium density.

Atthe point of disaster the tree cover consisted of stringers of scattered young ponderosa pime trees with occasional

over-mature ponderosa pine trees. The ground cover or under-story which predominated was
bunchgrass with some cheatgrass.

4. Weather: Theday the fire started a teperatire of 97 degrees was recorded at Helena. At the Canyon Ferry Ranger
Station, 20 miles from the fire, the following was recorded at 5 p.m.: humidity 22 percent, wind 16 ,
miles per hour, fiied motsture 5.9 percent. These factors indicated a buming index of 74, with 100 as the maxmum which
could bemeasired. Reports from other locations gave wind direction and infensity as variable, which also mdicated
bad buming conditions about the time of the blow up. Fire danger on August 4was 16 which
mdicatad a very low rate of spread potential the day the fire started.

5. Manning. The planned fire organization on the Helena National Forest, as indicated by the fire
danger, was in place. In addition to the lookout detection system, the forest maintained a

complementary air-detection patrol. Mann Gulch was observed from the air between 5 and 7 p.m.
on August 4. No fire was discovered.

6. Discovery and reporting: The fire was first reported by Don Barker, lookout on Colorado
Mountain, some 30 miles away.

He reported it to the fire dispatcher in Helena at 12:25 p.m., August 5. The fire was also
observed by District Ranger J. Robert Jansson at the same time. He had just retumed to Helena from
an air-detection patrol flight and noticed the smoke from the airport. He flew over the fire at 12:55 p.m.,
with Ranger Hersey and a pilot. The fire was then estimated to be about ? acres in size and smoking’
strangly. Another smoke, later designated as the York fire, was discovered and scouted during this flight.

12



It was located about 9 miles south of the Mann Gulch fire.

7. Action: Upon returning to Helena at 1:30 p.m., Jansson discussed the fire situation with
Supervisor Moir. They mutually agreed to order smokejumpers because of the difficulty of
getting local ground forces to the fire rapidly. Jansson, as soon as he reached the airport, also
requested that 50 Jocal firefighters be sent to the fire. The original request to the fire desk in
Missoula was for 25 smokefirmpers. Pueto the extremely rough topography of the general area and the
seriousness of the fire weather, the best overhead available was selected for this mission.
Because of the lack of adequate airplane transportation, only 16 men were sent. (Planes were
servicing other fires in the region and were not immediately available. A Douglas C-47 plane
can carry only 16 equipped jumpers.)

They left Missoula at 2:30 p.m. and reached the fire locality at 3:10 p.m. One manbecameill
enouts;, so onty 15 men jumped. Following routine procedure, before any jumper left the ship, the spotterand foreman
carefully observed the fire. The unbumed fuel, the geography and fire conditions while arcingthe
fire, The wind at this time maintained itself steadity, blowing the fire towards the top of the ridge and nearly
parallel with it. Iapparently had matntained this course since the fire started, as indicated by the directional spread
of the fire. This was parallel to Mann Gulch. The contemplated jump was considered to, be of
routine nature. It was not different from the normal day-by-day action of the smokegjumperorganization.

The jurmp spot was agreed upon by Spotter Cooley and Foreman Dodge as suitableand safe. The fire was then
about 50 to 60 acres in size.

The personne! jump and cargo dropping were conpleted by 4:08 pmn. The plane was unable to contact the Helena
National Forestby radio, ftuts making it necessary for Spotter Cooley to report the execution of the jurmp by telephone to the
Helena office at about 5:15 pn., affer refming to Missoula,

In the meantime, Jansson had left Helena for the fire at 2:20 p.m. with 10 men Hewas followed by

Ranger Aliemate Hersey and 9 men. Due to water transportation difficulties, these men did not reach
Meriwether campground, the nearest boat landing point to the fire, until about 4:30 p.m.

13
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VSH\JCE THEIR TOOLS HAD BETTER FIT our hands if we are

going to a fire, we should try them on here and see how
they would have been used if the fire had been reached while
it was at its present size of about sixty acres. At that size it is
doubtful that the crew would have tried to hit it on its nose—it
is dangerous business to attack a good-sized fire straight on.
Instead, they would have started flanking it close 10 its
frontand tried to steer it into some open ground, some stretch
of shale or light grass where the fire would burn iself out or
burn so feebly that it would be safe to take on directly. Its a
ground fire of this size that, as suggested earliey, is brought
under control by digging a fire-line around it, a shallow trench
two to three feet wide scraped deep enough to expose mineral
soil. All d=ad leaves, needles, even roots are removed so that
nothing can burn across it. If any dead trees lie across it, they

_also must be removed and likewise any standing trees with low

branches that the fire might use to jump the line, To puta fire
“under control” is to establish and then hold such a line
around it, especially around the part of it that is most likely to

advance. What follows is called "mopping up,” working back -

from the fre-line into the interior of the fire, digging shallow
graves and dropping still-burning trees into them, and of
course burying everything on the ground that smokes.

The wols that perform these two operations are, with one
exception, those that have done most of the hard work of the
world—axes, saws, and shovels.

Sallee says he was single-tooled and was carrying a saw,

58

and Navon started with the other saw, which he soon traded
off to Rumsey, who was carrying the heavy water can. Power

“saws, of course, were already invented, but those early ones

were mechanical monsters; it took a whale crew just ta crank
one, 50 they were of no use to the Smokejumpers until well
into the 1950s. The ¢rew'’s two saws wauld have been two-man
handsaws, and in making a fire-line would have been used o
cut trees lying across the line or standing too close to it. In
mopping up, they would have been used to drop the burning
snags.

The not-always-clear references to tools by the two surviv-
ing crew members indicate that besides these two handsaws
the crew had two or three shovels and eleven or twelve Pulas-
kis. Laird Robinson, who when I first met him was informa-
tion officer at the Smokejumper base in Missoula, says that
number sounds about right for a crew of sixteen at that time.

Even the numbers show that the Smokejumpers' tool of
tools was the Pulaski. It was the forest firefighters’ one inven-
tion, primitive but effective, invented strictly for firefighting.
It was even named after the Forest Service’s most famous fire-
fighting ranger, Edward Pulaski, who in 1910, when many
thought the world was ending in flames, put a gunnysack .
around his head and led forty-two half-paralyzed men
through smoke to a deserted mining tunnel that he remem-
bered. The cold air rushed out of the tunnel and was replaced
by heat so intense it set fire to the mining timbers. Pulaski kept
the fire in the tunnet under control by dipping water with his
hat from a little stream that went by the mouth of the shaft, .
and he had enough control over his men to make them lie flat
with their mouths on the ground. He was badly burned and
finally passed out, and from time to time they all fell uncon-
scious. But all recovered except five men and two horses.

The Pulaski is a kind of hybrid creation, half ax and half

- hoe. I remember the first one I ever used, an early, handmade

one, nothing more than a double-bitted ax with one bit left on
and a little hoe welded to where the other ax-bit had been.
Even after all these years the Pulaski is still the tool for digging
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re-lines. A little hoe goes deep enough because (s Jou 15 10
scrape the stuff that would burn off the surface of the ground.
So the hoe makes the line: the ax-bit chops little trees or
shrubs along the line that might let the fire jump across, and it
has other uses, such as chopping roots. When the foreman
ends his first iessan to his trainees on how wuse a Pulaski, he
says, “For the next couple of hours, all I want to see are your
asses and your eibows.” A
Behind the crew with the fast Pulaskis come a couple of
men with shovels, who clean out and widen the fire-line, and,
of course, in the mopping-up operations, shovels are all-im-
portant in making shallow graves and burying whatever is stll
smoking.
_ The crew sirung out on the trail. Those with the un-

- sheathed saws were behind because the long teeth and rakers

of the saws make them hard to carry and dangerous to (ollow
too closely; most of the double-tooled men were carrying Pu-
Jaskis and for the second tool either a shovel or a water can-
teen or a first-aid kit or a rattlesnake kit. The flank of the fire
was in plain view only half a mile across the gulch, Although
from the cargc area its most advanced front on top of the
ridge was not visible, they had seen it from the sky and re-
membered that on top of the ridge it was burning slowly
downhill into a saddle. They had no trouble guessing what
they would be doing ten or fifteen minutes from now when
they caught up to their foreman and the fire. He would line
them out on both the Mann Guich and Meriwether Hanks to
make fire-lines that would keep the fire from spreading far-
ther down either canyon and so limit its advance to the Lop of
the ridge where, forced into the saddle and light grass, it
would be easy to handle. Dodge would space the men with
Pulaskis about ten to fifteen feet apart, depending upon the
ground cover, and they wouldn't raise their heads until they
had caught up to the man in front of them. Then they would
tap him on the leg with a Pulaski and say “Bump.” If the two
‘men right behind had also finished their stretch, they would
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say "Bump Three” To a Smokejumper, “Bump” is a musical
word if he is the one who singsitout.

‘When Smokejumpers work next to a regular crew of For-
est Service firefighters, they take pleasure in leaving them
bruised with “burnps.”

As the crew started for the south side of the gulch, they
had it figured out before they even had an order. They would
work all night establishing a line around the fire. From then
on, it would depend. The Smokejumpers couldn’t be touched
when it came to getting a line around a fire, but they usually
didn’t win medals in mopping it up. They were all in the busi-
ness for money—the forestry school students, the fancy M.A,,
M.D., and Ph.D. students, and especially the jump-happy boys
who hoped to make enough money in the summer to shack up
all winter in Honolulu. So there was no use putting a little fire
out of its misery too soon when you would be paid overtime,

e

I HE GREW STARTED UP THE SIDE of the gulch toward the
fire. It was about five o'clock. The next day a wristwatch
of one of the boys was found near his body. Its hands were
permanently melted at about four minutes to six. This must
come close to marking the time when it was also over for most
of the others. So there were about fifty-six minutes ahead of
them, time to do only alittle thinking, and undoubtedly only a
lictle is all they did. '

It is not hard to imagine what was in their heads. They
knew they were the best and they were probably thinking at
Jeast indirectly about being the best, sizing up the fire ahead as
a kind of pushover. They thought of what they were in as a
game and they were the champs and the fire didn't look like
much competition. They already had developed one of the
best ways of facing danger in the woods, the habit of imagin-
ing you are being watched. You picture the mountainsides as
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sides of an amphitheater crowded with admirers, among
whom always is your father, who fought fires in his time, and
your girl, but even more clearly you can see yourself as cham-
pion crawling through the ropes. You would give this small-
time amateur fire the one-two, and go home and drink beer. It
was more than one hundred degrees on that open hillside,
and all of themn were certainly thinking of beer. If anything
troubled them, it was the thought of some guy they had
tangled with in a Missoula bar who they were hoping would
show up again tomorrow night. And each boy from a small
town such as Darby, Montanz, or Sandpoint, Idaho, was un-
doubtedly thinking of his small-town girl, whao was just finish-
ing high school a year behind him. She had biglegs and rather
small breasts that did not get in the way. She was strong like
him, and a great walker like him, and she could pack farty
pounds all day. He thought of her as walking with him now
and shyly showing her love by offering to pack one of his
double-rools. He was thinking he was returning her love by
shyly refusing to let her.

The answer, then, to what was in their heads when they
started for the fire has to be "Not much.”

Py
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LI{EL THE FRONTIER CAVALRY, the Smokejumpers didn’t
kil themselves off at the start of a march. They loosened
up for about a quarter of a mile downgulch and then began to
climb toward the fire, but they hadn't climbed more than a
hundred yards before they heard Dodge call to them from
above to stay where they were. Shortly he showed up with Jim
Harrison, the recreation and fire prevention guard statjoned
at the campground at the mouth of Meriwether Canyon. Har-
rison had spotted the fire late in the morning while on patrol
duty, returned to Meriwether Station, and tried unsuccess-
fully to radio both Missoula and Canyon Ferry Ranger Station

~n oL

outside Helena at 12:15, ten minutes before the fire was first
officially reported by the lookout on Colorado Mountain,
thirty miles away. After he had tacked a sign on the station
door, “Gane to the fire. Jim," he again had climbed the fifteen-
hundred-foot precipice between Meriwether Canyon and
Mann Gulch, and had been on the front of the fire alone until
Dodge found him around five o'clock. He had tried to do what
he was supposed to do—stop the fire from burning down into
scenic Meriwether Canyon. Meriwether Canyon is a chimney
of fifteen-hundred-foot precipices and pinnacles. In minutes
it could draw flames through the length of its funnel and be
heat-cracked rocks forever after. It is one of America'’s tourist
treasures, and Harrison had fought to save it. Later, two sec-
tions of fire-line that he had scraped with his Pulaski were
found burned over at the top of the ridge between Meri-
wether and Mann. His tracks were there too, burned over.

Harrison was known to many of this erew because he had
been a Smokejumper himself the summer before in Missoula,
and ironically had switched to patrol duty and cleaning up
picnic grounds to please his mother, who was afraid smoke-
jumping was dangerous. Now here he was with Dodge and
this crew of Smokejumpers on its mission of August 5, 1949,
and he might as well have run into General Custer and the
Seventh Cavalry on June 25, 1876, on their way to the Little
Big Horn.

In addition, as recreation and patrol guard he could not
have been in as good physical shape as the jumpers—the for-
est supervisors description of his job makes clear that primar-
ily he was a “recreation guard,” keeping the public grounds
and facilities a1 Meriwether Landing tidy for the tourists, and
only upon special assignment was he to get into patrol and fire
prevention work. As the supervisor told the Board of Review,
flarrison had made only one patrol before August 5. Realiz-
ing he was in need of exercise, Harrison would hike up to his
patrol point on his days off, but hie couldn’t have been in shape
to keep up with the jumpers if the going got tough. And yet,
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that day he had twice climbed the perpendicular trail to the
top of the ridge between Meriwether and Mann and fought
fire alone for four hours while the Smokejumpers had done
nothing but jump and watk a quarter of a mile plus a hundred
yards.

Both Sallee and Rumsey record briefly the crew’s meeting
with Dodge and Harrison afier those two had left the front of
the fire. Sallee reports Dodge as saying that all of them "had
better get out of that thick reproduction” because “it was a
death trap” and then instructing Hellman to return the crew
to the north side of the gulch and head them down the canyon
to the river, Rumsey and Sailee agree Dodge didn't ook par-
ticularly worried: “Dodge has a characteristic in him,” Rumsey
told the Board. “It is hard to tell what he is thinking” And
Dodge probably wasn't yet alarmed, since he told Heliman
that, white the crew was proceeding toward the river, he and
Harrison would return to the cargo area at the head of the
gulch and, as the others had already done, eat samething be-
fore starting on the rrail.

Still, it is clear Dodge hadn't cared for what he saw when
he took a look at the front of the fire. He said it was not pos-
sible to get closer to the flames than one hundred feet and the
“thick reproduction” he was worried about was a thicket of

“second-growth Ponderosa pine and Douglas fir that had

sprung up after an earlier fire and was tightly interlaced and
highly explosive, especially with the wind blowing upgulch.
Primarily, the retreat to the river was for the safety of the crew,
but if the wind contnued to blow upgulch, the crew could
attack the lower end of the fire from its rear or flanks to keep
it from spreading, especially into Meriwether Canyon, which,
like a good chimney, drew a strong updraft. If worse came to
worst and the wind changed and blew downgulch, the crew
could always escape into the river,

Dodge gave Hellman still anather order—not to take the
crew down the bottom of the gulch but to “follow contour” on
the other slope. by which he meant that the crew should stay
on the sidehili and keep on an elevation from which they
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. could always see how the main fire on the opposite side was

developing.

Heilman led the crew across the gulch and started angling
for the river, and, sure enough, it happened as it nearly always
does when the second-in-command takes charge. The crew
got separated and confused—considering the short time
Dodge was gone, highly confused and separated by quite a
distance. Saliee says they ended up in two groups, five hun-
dred feet apart, far enough apart that they couldn't see each
other, and so confused that Sallee’s group thought they were
in the rear oaly to have to stop and wait for the rear group to
catch up. Rumsey says that part of the time Navon, the former
paratrooper from Bastogne, was in the lead. He was the one
really professional jumper—and professional adventurer—
among them and evidently was always something of his own
bass and boss of the whole outfit if it looked to him as if it

- needed one.

This s afl that happened in the twenty minutes Dodge was
gone. But instead of being just a lunch break for the hoss, it
also was something of a prelude to the end. At least it can
make us ask ahead of time what the structure of a small outfit
should be when its business is 10 meet sudden danger and
preveni disaster.

In the Smokejumpers the foreman is nearly always in the
lead and the second-in-command is in the rear. On the march,
the foreman sizes up the situation, makes the decision, yells
back the orders, picks the trail, and sets the pace. The second-
in-command repeats the orders, sees that they're understood,
and sees that the crew is always acting as a crew, which means
seeing that the crew is carrying out the boss’s orders. When
they hit a fire, the foreman again is out in front deciding
where the fire-line should go and the second-in-command is
again in the rear. He repeats the foreman’s orders, he pats his
men on the back or yells at them, and only if he can't himself
get them to do what they should does he yell to the foreman,

-“They're making lousy line.”
- Although the foreman has little direct contact with his
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men, everion a friendly basis, his first job is to see that his men
are safe. He is always asking himself, Where is 2 good escape
route?

Itis easy 1o forget about the second-in-command, who has
a real tough job. He is the one who has to get the yardage out
of the men, so he has to know how to pat them or yell at them
and when. He has to know his men and up to a point be one of
them, but he has 1o know where that point is. Being second in
command, he will have a hard time, especially when he first
takes coramand. A little friendship goes a long way when it
comes to command, and they say Hellman was a wonderful
fellow, but that may be part of the reason why, when he first
took command, the outhit became separated and confused,

It could also have been partly the crew’s fault, Now that
they weren't going to hit the fire head on, some of the excite-
ment was gone. Fighting a fire from its rear is not unusual, but
it doesn’t show how much horsepower you have. The crew,
though. was still happy. They were not in that high state of
bliss they had been in when they expected to have the fire out
by tomorrow morning and possibly be home that same night
to observe tall dames top-heavy with heer topple off bar stools.
On the other hand, attacking the fire from the rear would
make the job last longer and mean more money, and, in a
Smokejumper's descending states of happiness, alter women
comes cvertime. Actually, the priority could be the other way
around To the crew the fire was nothing to worry about,

Docdge felt otherwise as he and Harrison sat eating at the
cargo area near the head of the canyon, from where he could
see almast to the river. He told the Board of Review, “The fire
had started to boil up, and 1 figured it was necessary to rejoin
my crew and try to get cut of the canyon as soon as possible.”

He picked up a can of lrish white potatoes and caught up
to his crew roughly twenty minutes after he had left them. It
was “about 5:40," according to his testimony. Dodge had Hell-
man collect the crew, then station himself at the end of the line
to keef it together this time while he himself took the lead and

headed for the river. Things went fast from then on but never
fast enough for the crew to catch up and keep ahead of disas-
ter.

Rod Norum, who is one of the Jeading specialists on fire
behavior in the Forest Service and still a fine athlete, as an
experiment started out where Dodge rejoined his crew and,
moving as fast as possible alt the way, did not get to the grave
markers as fast as the bodies did. Of course, there was nothing
roaring behind him.

£

WHF_N THE CREW CROSSED BACK from the south to the
north side of Mann Guich where they had landed,
they crossed from one geagraphy into another and from one
fire hazard into one they had never dealt with before. Mann
Gulch is a composition in miniature of the spectacular change
in topography that is pressed together by the Gates of the
Mounzains. Suddenly the Great Plains disappear; suddenly
the vast Rocky Mountains begin. Between them, there is only
a guich or two like Mann Gulch for a transition from one
world to another. Before the fire the two sides of Mann Gulch
almost evenly divided the two topegraphical and fuel worlds
between them—a side of the gulch for each world. The south
side, where the fire had started, was heavily umbered. In the
formal description of the Report of Board of Review: “At the

. point of origin of the fire the fuel type consisted of a dense

stand of six- to eight-inch-diameter Douglas fir and some pon-
derosa pine on the lateral ridges.”

But it was a different type of fuel on the north side, where
the crew was now on its way to the river. “At the point of disas-
ter the tree cover consisted of stingers of scattered young pon-
derosa pine trees with occasional overmature ponderosa pine
trees. The ground cover or understory which predominated
was bunch grass with some cheat grass.” Essentially the north
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side of Mann Gulch was rocky and steep with a lot of grass and
brush and only a scattering of trees. The south side was

densely timbered.
The difference between the twa sides of the gulch is after
2ll these vears still clearly visible. On the south side the

charred trees stood uniil their raots rotted. Then winds blow-

ing upgulch from the Missouri left them on the ground, un-
buried but paralleling each other, as if they belonged to some
nature cult ultimately joined together by the belief that death
lay in the same direction. At times they look asif they had been
placed there—black-draped coffins from some vast battle

"awaiting burial in a national cemetery on a hillside near a great

river, if not the Potomac then the Missouri,

. On the north side, where the crew was angling toward the
river, there are white crosses with bronze plates and a {ew
black odds and ends. Not much else. The men died in dead
grass oo the north slope.

Several generalizations will help with what lies ahead if we
remember that they are only generalizations. A fire in dense
timber builds up terrific heat but not great speed. As Harry
Gisborne has said. a big run for a crown fire is from half a mile
to a mile an hour. A grass fire, by comparison, is usually a thin
fire; it builds up no great wall of heat—it comes and is gone,
sometimes so fast that the top of the grass is scarcely burned.
Sometimes so fast it doesn't even stop to burn a homesteader’s
log cabin. It just burns over and around it, and doesn't take
time Lo wait for the roof to catch on fire. Even so, since the
great fire catastrophe of 1910, far more men had been killed
by 1949 on fast, thin-fueled grass fires east of the Continental
Divide in Montana than on the slow, powerful fires in the
dense forests of western Montana,

. Arthur D. Moir. Jr., supervisor of the Helena National
Forest, generalizing in his 1949 testimony about the Mann
Gulch fire, said fires east of the Continental Divide in Mon-
tana “are smaller, and because of less fuel, are more quickly
controlled.” But he went on to add that to his knowledge “only
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two men have been burned in forast fires in Idaho and west-
ern Montana since 1910, whereas he counted thirty-five who
had burned to death east of the Divide in fast grass.

The grass and brush of Mann Gulch could not be faster
than it was now. The year before the fire, the Gates of the
Mountains had been designated a wilderness area, so no live-
stock grazed in Mann Gulch, with the result that the grass in
places was waist high. Since it was earty August with blistering
heat, the worst of both fire-worlds could occur—if a fre
started in the deep timber of the southern side, where most
fires start, and then jumped to the explosive grass and shrubs
of the northern side, as this one might, and did. it could burn
with the speed of one of those catastrophic fires in the dry

. gulches of suburban Los Angeles but carry with it the heat of

the 1910 timber fires of Montana and Idaho. It could run so
fast you couldn’t escape it and it could be so hot it could burn
out your lungs before it caught you.

Things got faster and shorter. Dodge says they continued
downgulch abour five minutes, Sallee says between an eighth
and a quarter of a mile, which is saying about the same thing. .
Dodge was worried—evidently no one else was, The fire was
just across the gulch to be looked at, and that's evidently what
they were doing. They were high enough up the slope now
that they could almost peer into its insides. When the smoke
would lift, they could see flames fapping fiercely back and
forth, a damn bad sign but they found it interesting.

Navon was in his element as a freewheeler, alternating be-
tween being benevolent and being boss, He had lightened
Rumsey'’s load by trading him his saw for Rumsey’s heavier
water can, 50 Rumsey especially was watching the sceneryas it

- went by. He observed that the fire was burning “more fiercely”

than before. A very interesting spectacle,” he told the Board
of Review. "That was about all we thoughtabout it
Of the stations of the cross they were to pass, this was the

~ aesthetic one. On forest fires there are moments almost solely

for beauty, Such moments are of short duration.
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THEN DODGE Saw IT. Rumsey and Sallee didn't, and
probably none of the rest of the crew did either. Dodge
was thirty-three and foreman and was supposed to see; he was
in front where he could see. Besides, he hadn't liked what he
had seen when he looked down the canvon after he and Har-
rison had returned to the landing area to get something to eat,
so his seeing powers were doubly on the alert. Rumsey and
Sallee were young and they were crew and were carrying tools
and rubbzranecking at the fire across the gulch. Dodge takes
oniy a few words to say what the “it” was he saw next: “We
continued down the canyon for approximately five minutes
before I could see that the fire had crossed Mann Guich and
was coming up the ridge toward us.”

Neither Rumsey nor Sallee could see the fire that was now
on their side of the gulch, but both could see smoke coming
roward them over a hogback directly in front. As for the main
fire across the gulch, it stiil looked about the same to them,
“confined to the upper third of the slope.™

At the Review, Dodge estimated they had a 150- 1o 200-
yard head start on the fire coming at them on the north side of
the gulch. He immediately reversed direction and started
back up the canyen, angling toward the top of the ridge on a
steep grade. When asked why he didn't go straight for the top
there and then, he answered that the ground was too rocky
and steep and the fire was coming too fast to dare to go at right
angles te it

You may ask yourself how it was that of the crew oniy
Rumsey and Sallee survived. 1f you had known ahead of time
that onlv two would survive, you probably never would have
picked these two—they were first-year jumipers, this was the
hrst fire they had ever jumped on, Sallee was one year
younger than the minium age, and around the base they
were known as roommates who had a pretty good time for

themselves. They both became big operators in the world
of the woods and prairies, and part of this story will be to find
them and ask them why they think they alone survived, but
even if ultimately your answer or theirs seems incomplete, this
seemns a good place 1o start asking the question. In their state-
ments soon after the fire, both say that the moment Dodge
reversed the route of the crew they became alarmed, for, even
if they couldn't see the fire, Dodge’s order was 1o run from
one, They reacted in seconds or less. They had been traveling
at the end of the line berause they were carrying unsheathed
saws, When the head of the line started its switchback, Rumsey
and Sallee left their positions at the end of the line, put on
extra speed, and headed straight uphill, connecting with the
front of the line to drop into it right behind Dodge.

They were all traveling at top speed, all except INavon. He
was stopping to take snapshaots.

£

THE WORLD WAS GETTING FASTER, smaller, and louder,
so much faster that for the first time there are random
differences among the survivors about how far apart things
were. Dodge says it wasn't until one thousand to fifteen hun-
dred feet after the crew had changed directions that he gave
the order for the heavy tools to be dropped. Sallee says it was
only two hundred yards, and Rumsey can't remember.
Whether they had traveled five hundred yards or two hun-
dred yards, the new fire coming up the gulch toward them was
coming faster than they had been going. Sallee says, “By the
time we dropped our packs and tools the fire was probably not
much over a hundred yards behind us, and it seemed to me
that it was getting ahead of us both above and below™ I[ the
fire was only a hundred yards behind now, it had gained a lot
of ground on them since they had reversed directions, and
Rumsey says he could never remember going faster in his life
than he had for the last five hundred yards.

"
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‘Dodge testifies that this was the first time he had tried to

‘communicate with his men since rejoining them at the head of
_the gulch, and he is reported as saying—for the second time—

something about “geuting out of this death trap.” When asked
by the Board of Review if he had explained to the men the
danger they were in, he looked at the Board in amazement, as
if the Board had never been outside the city limits and
wouldn't know sawdust if they saw it in a pile. [t was getting
late for tatk anyway. What could anybody hear? lt roared from
behind, below, and across, and the crew, inside it, was shutout
from ail but a small piece of the outside world.

They had come to the station of the cross where some-
thing you want to see and can't shuts out the sight of every-
thing that otherwise could be seen. Rumsey says again and
again what the something was he couldn’t see. "The top of the
ridge, the top of the ridge.

“I had noticed that a fire will wear out when it reaches the
top of a ridge. [ started putting on steam thinking if | could
getio the top of the ridge 1 would be safe.

“I kept thinking the ridge—if [ can make it. On the ridge
[ will be safe. . .. 1 forgot to mention [ could not definitely see
the ridge from where we were. We kept running up since it
had to be there somewhere. Might be a mile and a half or a
hundred feet—1I had no idea”

The survivors say they weren't panicked, and something
like that is probably true. Smokejumpers are selected for
being tough, but Dodge’s men were very young and, as he

testified, none of them had been on a blowup before and they

were getting exhausted and confused. The world roared at
them—there was no safe place inside and there was almost no
outside. By now they were short of breath from the exertion
of their climbing and their lungs were being seared by the
heat. A world was coming where no organ of the body had
consciousness but the lungs. .

Dodge’s order was to throw away just their packs and
heavy tools, but to his surprise some of them had already
thrown away all their equipment. On the other hand, some of
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them wouldn't abandon their heavy tools, even atter Dodge's
order. Diettert, one of the most intelligent of the crew, contin-
ued carrying both his tools until Rumsey caught up with him,
ook his shovel, and leaned it against a pine tree. Just a httle
farther on, Rumsey and Sallee passed the recreation guard,
Jim Harrison, who, having been on the fire all afternoon, was
now exhausted. He was sitting with his heavy pack on and was
making no effort to take it off, and Rumsey and Sallee won-

"dered numbly why he didn'tbut no one stopped to suggest he.

get on his feet or gave him a hand to help him up. It was even
too late to pray for him. Afterwards, his ranger wrote his
mother and, struggling for something to say that would com-
fort her, told her that her son always attended mass when he
‘could. '

1t was way over ane hundred degrees. Except for some
scattered timber, the slope was mostly hot rock slides and grass

-dried to hay. . .

It was becoming a world where thought that could be
described as such was done largely by fAxations. Thought
consisted in repeating over and over something that had been
said Ip a training course or at least by somebody oltder
than you. e

Critical distances shortened. It had been a quarter of a
ruile from where Dodge had rejoined his crew to where he had
the crew reverse direction. From there they had gone only five
hundred yards at the most before he realized the fire was
gaining on them so rapidly that the men should discard what-
ever was heavy.

The next station of the cross was only seventy-five yards
ahead. There they came 1o the edge of scattered tirnber with a
grassy slope ahead. There they could see what is really not
possible to see: the center of a blowup. It is really not possible
to see the center of a blowup because the sroke only occasion-
ally lifts, and when it does all that can be seen are pieces, pieces
of death fiying around looking for you—burning cones,
branches circling on wings, a log in flight without a propeller.
Below in the bottom of the gulch was a great roar without
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visible fames but blown with winds on fire. Now, for the first
time, they could have seen to the head of the gulch if they had
been looking that way. And now, for the frst time, to their left
the top of the ridge was visible, looking when the smoke
parted to be not more than two hundred yards away.

Navon had already lefi the line and on his own was angling
for the top. Having been at Bastogne, he thought he had come
to know the deepest of secrets—how death can be avoided—
and, as if he did, he had put away his camera. But if he really
knew at that moment how death could be avoided, he would
have had to know the answers to two questions: How could
fires be burning in all directions and be burning right at you?
And how could those invisible and present only by a roar all
be roaring at you?

IS
=

ON THE OPEN SLOPE AHEAD of the timber Dodge was
lighting a fire in the bunch grass with a “gofer” match.
He was 1o say later at the Review that he did not think he or his
crew could make the two hundred yards to the top of the
ridge. He was also to estimate that the men had about thirry
seconds before the fire would roar over them.

Dodge’s fire did not disturb Rumsey’s fixation. Speaking

of Dodge lighting his own fire, Rumsey said, "l remember .

thinking that that was a very good idea, but I don’t remmember
what 1 thought it was good for.... I kept thinking the
ridge—if I can make it, On the ridge 1 will be safe.”

Sallee was with Rumsey. Diettert, who before being calied

to the fire had been working on a project with Rumsey, was the

third in the bunch that reached Dodge. On a summer day in
1978, twenty-nine vears later, Sallee and 1 stood on what we
thoughr was the same spot, Sallee said, “I saw him bend over
and light a fire with a match. I thought, With the fire almost
on our back, what the hell is the boss doing lighting another
fire in front of us?” '

It shouldn't be hard to imagine just what most of the crew
must have thought when they first looked across the open hill-
side and saw their boss seemingly playing with a matchbook in
dry grass. Although the Mann Gulch fire occurred early in the
history of the Smokejumpers, it is still their special tragedy,
the one in which their crew suffered almost a total loss and the
only one in which their loss came from the fire itself. 1t is also
the only fire any member of the Forest Service had ever seen
or heard of in which the foreman got out ahead of his crew
only to light a fire in advance of the fire he and his crew were
trying to escape. In case I hada't understood him the first
time, Sallee repeated, "We thought he must have gone nuts”
A few minutes later his fire became more spectacular still,
when Sallee, having reached the top of the ridge, looked back
and saw the foreman enter his own fire and lie down in its hot
ashes 1o let the main fire pass over him.
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A § A ]HEN AT APPROXIMATELY FOUR O'CLOCK that after-

noon the parachute on the radic had failed to open,
the world had been immediately reduced to a two-and-a-half-

“mite guich, and of this small, steep world sixty acres had been

accupied by fire. Now, a little less than two hours later, the
world was drastically reduced from that—to the 150 yards be-
tween the Smokejumpers and the fire that in minutes would
catch up to them, 1o the roar below them that was alt there was
left of the bottom of the gulch, and to the head of the gulch
that at the moment was smoke about to roar.

Samewhere beyond thought, however, there was an out-
side world with same good men in it. There were a lol more
men sitting in bars who were out of drinking money and also
out of shape and had never been on a fire before they found
themselves on this one. There are also times, especially as the
world is blowing up, when even good men land at the mouth
of the wrong gulch, forget 1 bring litters even though they
are a rescue tearn, and, after having gone back to get some
blankets, show up with only one for all those who would be
cold that night from burns and suffering.

One good man from the outside had come close to the
inside. At about five o'clock, roughly about the time the crew
had tooled up and started from the head of the gulch toward
the fire, one good man had started up Mann Guich from the
river, had seen the fire blow up around him, then had been
rrapped by it and lost consciousness while rurning through a
whirl that had jumped to the north side of the gulch.

6

So about the time that Dodge and his crew were hurrying
downgulch into the blowup, ranger Robert Jansson at the
lower end was running from the blowup back to the river.

Jansson was ranger of the Helena National Forest's Can.
yon Ferry District, its station located then on the Missouri
River about twenty-three miles northeast of Helena. With
roads now nearly everywhere, planes and helicopters over-
head, and word spread almost instantly by telephone or radio,
it has become much easier and quicker to get men on fires,
and, as a result, many Forest Service districts have merged and
disappeared. Today, Canyon Ferry District and the Helena
District are one, but in 1949 the Canyon Ferry District alone
was a big piece of country, somewhere between two hundred

- fifty thousand and three hundred thousand acres and extend-

ing far enough downriver to include Mann Gulch. Mann
Gulch at the time of the fire was the responsibility of a dedi-
cated ranger, not easy 10 work for, and, like others who came
close to this fire and survived, he was never to escape it. As a
ranger he had always been obsessive in his dedication; as often
as he could, he walked on mountains, watching and working
and expecting his men to do the same. When, for instance, he
should have kept only a skeleton crew on the Fourth of July
and let the rest of his crew go to town, he kept all his men at
work chasing fires he had faked, and he was a Methodist and
did not drink or smoke. Unlike most rangers, he was a sensi-

- tive, vivid writer, and both his official position and the things

in him that saw and felt compelled him to write report after
report on the Mann Gulch fire, two of which should be listed
in the literature of forest fires, if there is such a listing and
such a literature. His reports are in official prose and depend
upon reporting and not prose, and so have to be exceptionatly
good reporting to be good.

Jansson starts fitting together when we come to under-
stand his love of his district, his sense that it was his protector-
ate, and his constant fear that it was about to blow up or al-
ready had and he didn’t know where, He was constantly in the
field even when the district would have been better off if he
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had been in the ranger station. But he knew his district inch
by inch 4nd had made a fire plan for every gulch and every
possible blowup, and he worked his men illegal hours and hol-
idays so that the blowup would be averted or at least spotied
immediately. He makes us think of ourseives as we would be if
we were mz;de responsible for two hundred ffty thousand or
three hundred thousand acres of some of the roughest coun-
try anywhere on the Missouri River, and knew that, when the
fire blew, our help would be mostly bums picked up in bars
and college students gn summer vacation. We would be tryving
10 do everything ourselves all at ance all the time and trying o
geteverybady else to do the same, and we would have been, as
he was, chromically ill, telling his close friends that it was he-
reditary but never saying what "it” was.

There was a big streak in him of those old-time rangers
who hac 1910-on-the-brain. Rangers for decades after were
on the watch for fear that 1910 might siart again and right in
their woodpile. Some even lost their jobs because a fire got,
away from them. So Jansson was part old-time ranger, part us,
and parz John Robert jansson,

In fact, he had been one of the first to spot and report the
Mann Gulch fire. About four o'clock the previous afternoon,
August 4, a lightning storm had passed over Helena and the
Gates of the Mountains while Jansson was in Helenaattending
a meeting with several other rangers in the office of supervisor
Moir. Lightning was heavy and immediately eight fires were
reported, four in Jansson's Canyon Ferry District. The ran-
gers hurried off to get on their fires. Jansson spent the rest of
that afternoon and the evening "taking suppression action on
three lightning fires and one camper fire.”

In addition to fires that appear almost immediately after a
lightning storm, there are usually a few “sleepers” that 1ake a
day or more before they can be spotted, fires often caused by
lightning striking a dead tree with only rocks and a few dead
needles underneath, so that only after a time do enough ashes
fall to get a ground fire started with smoke showing. Accord-
ingly, Jansson and his supervisor agreed that jansson should

wait until eleven the next morning before making an air pa-
trol in order to give the dew time to dry and the sleepérs to
awake.

On August 4, the day the lightning storm blew by, fire con-
ditions were not critical. On August 5 they were. At Canyon
Ferry Ranger Station, the fire'danger rating was 16 out of a
possible 100 on August 4, but on the next day it was 74 cut of
100; when questioned as to how such a rating should be classi-
fied, Jansson answered, "Explostve stage.”

Jansson had tried to reach Jim Harrison, the guard at
Meriwether Station, on the evening of August 4 by radie, but
atmospheric conditions were bad and it was the next morning
before he made contact. Harrison told him that there had
been many lightning strikes north (downriver in the direction
of Mann Gulch} the afternoon before, but Jansson told him he
should clean up the picnic grounds frst and not start on pa-
trol until eleven o’clock so he would miss no late sleepers.

The next morning at eleven o'clock Jansson fiew from
Helena down the Missouri to within a mile west of where the
Mann Gulch fire was to appear and on the way back flew di-
rectly-over the spot. But he returned to Helena having seen
only one small smoke coming from a sleeper reported earlier
in the rnorning. He even flew low over Harrison'’s patrol sta-
tion, hoping to get a signal from him, but Harrison by now
had probably spotted the fire and was on his way back to his
Meriwether camp, where, after trying unsuccessfully to radio
Canyon Ferry Ranger Station, he tacked his last message on
his door. He and his mother did not know it, but he was on his
way to rejoin the jumpers, and they were on their way to all
that she feared.

Although nothing new had shown up from the air, the
moment Jansson’s plane landed at Helena a smoke rose from
the Missouri but seemingly farther downriver than they had
flown. When Jansson reported this new smoke to the supervi-
sor's office, he was told that the lookout on Colorado Moun-
tain had just reported a fire m Mann Gulch, but Jansson did
not take this location as gospel since Colorade Mountain was
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new fire was even on Forest Service land, he decided tofly the
Gates of the Mountains once more.

Now smoke could be seen from the river as his plane ap-
proached Mann Gulch. The fire was burning on the ridge be-
tween Mann and Meriwether but at that ume entirely on the
Manh Gulch side and seemingly not spreading except at i‘r.s
upgulch edge. He estimated it to be eight acres in extent (51.>:
acres by a later survey). When asked at the Review whether it
was “an exceptional experience for a fire to be eight acres an
hour after a ranger had not been able to see it,” Jansson an-
swered. “In my judgment, that was unusual.”

While still observing the Mann Gulch fire from the air,
Jansson had spotted another fire to the south, which was to be
called the "York fire York is on Trout Creek, which has a
number of summer and even permanent homes on it, 50 the
‘damage & fire in that location ~t:oulcl do was considerably
greater than what one in Mann Gulch could do. In fact, there
were times during the coming day and night when itlooked as
if the best men and equipment should be sent ta Trout Creek.
In additon, the first sleeper found that morning was now
starting to smoke up. Maybe men and equipment should be
sent to i. Evidently it was going to be one of those days when
one of the biggest problems in facing danger was 1o figure out
the biggest danger and not to have a change of mind too often
or oo late or too soon.

Iy is hard to know what to do with all the detail that rises
out of a fire. Lt rises out of a fire as thick as smoke and threat-
ens to blot out everything—some of itis true but doesn’t make
any difference, some is just plain wrong, and some doesn't
even exist, except in your mind. as you slowly discover long
afterwards. Some of it, though, is true—and makes all the dif-
ference. The frst half of the art of firefighting is learning to
recognize a real piece of fire when you see one and not lettin‘g
your supervisors talk you out of it. Some fires are more this
way than others and are good practice for real life.

"On the return of Jansson's plane to Helena, cloud forma-
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tioris were noted whicn che puor said meant aigh and variabte
winds. Forest fAres need high and variable winds, and can
make their own updrafts once they get started. The clouds
were cumulus clouds, white, uneven, and puffy, caused by up-
drafts from variable heat conditions on the ground. In this
story about Smokejumpers, clouds and winds are to be closely
observed, even to the end and even if no one can tell for sure
what details are going to make a difference.

-

BY THE TIME THEY LANDED again in Helena, Jansson had
-made a tentative “man-and-equipment order.” For the
Mann Gulch fire, he ordered “fifty men with equipment and
overhead, two Pacific pumps with three thousand feet of hose,
and fifty sack lunches.” Soon he added twenty-five Smoke-
jurnpers to the order, because he believed the fire to be in an
-almost inaccessible area and the only chance to hold it to a
small fire would be to get men on it in another few hours.
Supervisor Moir agreed and telephoned the fire desk in Mis-
soula, but was told that, although enough jumpers were avail-
able at the base, all planes except one were on mission, and the
one plane, a C-47, could hold only sixteen jumpers with
equipment. Jansson and Moir said no to sending a second
plane later in the afternoon. That would probably be too late
10 get the jumpers on the fire before dark. This was at 1:44. At
2:30 the one plane left Missoula.

In the meantime, Jansson ate lunch in the office while he
waited for the fifty-man emergency crew to be rounded up.
Which brings up again the practice the Forest Service used to
make of recruiting large crews of volunteer firefighters for
emergencies. In those days the Helena National Forest Service
thought it had an agreement with the Bureau of Reclamation
and the Canyon-Constructors to send men on call. But as it
turned out, it was the Bureau’s understanding that the plan

“Wwas to operate only when its men were off shift, and at the
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lime of tke Mann Guich fire practically none of them were. So
when not enough Smokejumpers could be drqpped on a
threatening fire and there were other threatening flres to
think about, the Forest Service soon would be combing the
bars for stocl-bums, and stool-bums, apart from noi being
much good on a fire, are not easy (o get off their stools. Lil.<e
the rest of us but perhaps more so, they would rather remain
alive on a stool exposed to the possibility of being converted
by the Szivation Army than be found dead ona fire-line with a
Pulaski smoldering in their hands.

So alter a while when nobody showed up, Jansson and
alternate vanger Henry Hersey left the office and started
working the bars, ending up with ten, not ffty, customers wha
thought they needed a breath of fresh air. The ones who were
still druak when they got to the fire may well have been better
off that the ones who had sobered up and found out where
they were.

Jansson located a Forest Service horse truck, loaded it with
bed‘rolls. put the ten recruits on top of the rolls, and at 2:20
started for Hilger Landing twenty miles from Helena and
nearly another six miles by boat from Mana Gulch. The
owner of an excursion boat had telephoned to report the fire
and had said he would hold his boat at Hilger Landing for the
use of the Forest Service. Since it was 2:30 when the Smoke-
jumpers left Missoula for Mann Gulch, jansson and his crew
‘were leaving Helena at about the same time, but it would be
hours hefore they located each other. .

By three o'clock Hersey had collected nine more revolving
bar stools and started for Hilger Landing. .

Jansson arrived at Hilger Landing only to discover that

the owner of the excursion boat had left with a load of paying " :

tourisis so they could see firsthand the smoke coming out of
the mouth of Mann Gulch. The ranger was sore as hell, but as
2 Methodist interested in working with young people he says
only that he was “thoroughly peeved.” There wasn't anything
he éould do, though, but wait. There was no road through the
Gates of the Mountains in 1949, and because it is designated

wilderness, the area still has no roads. Even today vou need a
boat to get through the cliffs of the Gates, and the boating is
fine if vou can get a boat, because some nine mites below the

" mouth of Mann Gulch there isa big power dam that has made

a small lake of the river and backed it up clear to the upper
end of the cliffs of the Gates, where Jansson was waiting with a
crew and no paddle.

No wonder he was “peeved”; he had already worked out
his plan with Hersey, and there was nothing constructive he
could do while he waited. The plan was for both him and Her-
sey to land at the mouth of Mann Gulch and then, since it
would be getting late in the day and the crew was in poor
shape, to set up camp there and wait until the next morning
before hitting the fire. Hersey would take charge of the fire
crew while Jansson would scout Mann Gulch, find the jump-
ers, and bring them back to camp, where they could put up a
coordinated fight. It was a good plan, except that it did not
allow for the wit of the universe and the mental lapses of an.

While Jansson waited at Hilger Landing, the recreation
guard, Jim Harrison, was alone on the Mann Gulch fire. Jans-
son had to wait fifty minutes with his ten volunteers before the
owner of a private boat, Fred Padbury, a Helena druggist,
pulled up to the landing and took on Jansson and his crew and
some of their equipment.

Soon after, the excursion boat returned to Hilger Landing
and started down the river with Hersey, his nine drunks, and
the remaining equipment. Of the total nineteen, only three
had ever been on a fire before. Two were soon to be made
straw bosses, an indication of what kind of fire crew they were
going to be. '

On the way down the Missouri now, Jansson came to a
bend in the river where he could see that the fire had “stopped
over” on the Meriwether side of the ridge. The "slop over” was
already two or three acres, and the ranger was alarmed. The
moment he saw the fire starting down the Meriwether slope
he had to change plans—all would now land at Meriwether
and Hersey would take the crew up the Mann Gulch—Meri-
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wether trail to the top of the niuge anu conain to eon.
Meriwether side. Then Jansson would continue downstrearn
in the Padbury boat and scout the fire as originally planned.
As usual, this plan left Jansson both the quarterback and the
man in motion looking for trouble, and its hard for even a
good man to play two positions at once.

The excursion boat, being faster than the Padbury beat,
passed Jansson and his crew before they reached the Meri-
wether landing, and jansson was able to inform Hersey of his
change in plans. But because the Padbury boat had to tread
water while the big excursion boat docked and unloaded its
equipment, Jansson had to wait same more. In the woods, as
in the army, it's ofien a case of hurry up and wait, and Jansson
did not get high marks in wailing.

The ranger told Hersey to take all nineteen volunteers
and get on the fire as soon as possible, stopping only at the
guard camp 150 yards up the canyon 10 radio an erder to the
supervisor's office. Hersey says he was to tell the office "that
this was no training fre,” “to get in gear, and give us all the
suppart possible.” Specifically, he was to ordes two new crews
of fifty men each with “experienced overhead,” one for Meri-
wether and one for Mann Gulch. He was also to tell Canyon

. Ferry Ranger Station to try 1o get in touch with the Smoke-

jumpers by radio and to tell them if they were stilt in Mann
Gulch to come down the Mann Gulch-Meriwether ridge 1o
the slop over and join Hersey's nineteen men there. Then,
before starting up the trail that comes out of Meriwether Can-
yon like a tadder about to topple backwards, Hersey gave his
bar stools a lecture. He told them when they got to the fire
they would try to hold twa sides of it—the upgulch side so that
the jumpers could get through and join them and the side
approaching the Meriwether trail to keep their own escape
route open and to save the tourist beauty of Meriwether
Canyon.

They protably didn’t get to the fire undil nearly six a'clock.
Jansson thought they should have been there sooner.

Jansson had leftat about 4:35 in the Padbury boat te carry
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bring them back to Meriwether. When the boat passed the
.mouth of Mann Gulch, the fire was still on the upper third of
Mann Gulch’s north-facing slope, although heavy smoke was
blowing from it acress the gulch to the other side. The Pad-
bury boat continued on downstream untit it approached the
mouth of Elkhorn Creek, a little more than a mile below and
to the northwest of Mann Gulch. As far away as Elkhorn the
air was feathered with ashes. The Padbury boat then returned
upstream to the mouth of Mann Gulch, which by now was so
full of smoke Jansson could not see up it. If he wanted to know
what was happening there, he would have to walk. As usual,.
he was precise with figures. He says he started up the gulch
at 5:02.

At about that time Dodge’s crew had collected the cargo
parachutes after their jump, had had something to eat, and
then had tooled up and started for the fire. So, at approxi-
mately the same time, the fire was being approached from
both its upper and its lower ends.

e

ANSSON WALKED UP THE BOTTOM of Mann Guich for

almost half a mile, noting that the fire was picking up
momentum and still throwing smoke over his head to the
north side of the gulch where farther up Dodge had rejoined
his crew and was now leading them toward the river. Then
right behind Jansson at the bottom of the gulch a spot fire
flowered. Then several more flowered just below the main
fire. Then a few tossed themselves as bouquets across the
gulch, grew rapidly into each other’s Hames, and became a
garden of wildfire.

What the ranger was about 10 see was the beginning of the
blowup. Seemingly without relation to reality or to the work-

ings of the imagination, the Aowers that had growninio a gar-
den distended themselves into an enormous light bulb and a
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great mixed metaphor. Flowers and light bulbs don’tiseem.to
mix, bul the light bulb of the mind strung itself inside with
filaments of fame and flowers, bloated and rounded itse!f at
its top with gases, then swirled upgulch to meet L.he Smokef
jumpers trying to escape downgulch. 1n a few minutes they |
met, Then only a few minutes later the blowup passed out of

the gulch, blew its fuse, and lefta world thatis still burned out.

-

JANSSON WAS PROBABLY THE FiRST to walk through a .

blowup propelled by a fire whil, o drop unconscio‘us in.
"5 vortex, to revive only a few feet from its flame, and to live to
record it Afterwards, he would keep returning to Mann
Culch with tape and stopwatch to check his m‘igina'l reco.rd-_
ings of distances and times, and once he returned with objec-

tive observers 1o check him. He struggled to determine

whether what had happened realty had and really had mea-
surable boundaries on earth. But we should already know
enough about him to expect that we are about to obser.ve a
rare phenomenon of nature through the eyes of an especially

fine observer. Janssen was a good enough observer to have '

been picked in the early years of the serious study of fire be-
havior by Harry Gisborne as one of hus select group of rangers
to field-test some of the early theories of the Priest River Ex-
periment Station. To Jansson, Gishorne was an idol, as he was
to nearly all those who first approached the study of forest
fires scientifically, and as he is to some of us still biving.

Later in this story of the Mann Gulch fire, it won't be
enough to follow along merely as observers of Jansson's obser-
vations. There are things we see now that he would not have
noticed, and there are things he saw but couldn't explain that
we can put together. We know now pretty much what hap-

pened, because in partit happened in Mann Gulch and made

its own contribution to the greatly entarged inventory of our
present knowledge of forest fires and 50 of our knowledge of

o

" many things about the woods, It did not do this immediately,

and it was far from the only fatal forest fire that led to the
congressional appropriations for the three great National
Forest Fire Laboratories, one with its two wind tunnels right
beside the Smokejumper base in Missoula. But before the Fire
Labs, there had to be other fatal fires, ather parents and com-
munities sharing the same grief, and other newspapers mak-
ing public records of grief. There also had to come a time
when some of the most important members of Congress were
from logging states and were members of just the right com-
mittees. So it came finally not in God's time but in the consid-
erably slower time of bureaucracies, yet it came,

Even to me. Its different with me now from when I first
started climbing Mann Gulch. Now 1 carry inside me part of
the purgation of its tragedy. It is the part of me and the trag-
edy that knows more about forests and fires because of this
forest fire. If now the dead of this fire should awaken and
I should be stopped beside a cross, I would no longer be
nervous if asked the first and last question of life, How did it
happen?

2

ATHOUGH IT WAS NOT UNTIL the 1950s that the
science of fire behavior became sufficiently advanced
to explain blowups, it will be helpful to store up here for later
use what so fine an observer as Jansson saw as he drew nearto
this tragedy of winds and fire. '
Jansson noted strange sights as he went up the gulch. For
one thing, since he could see for only two hundred yards be-
cause of the dense smoke, he knew immediately something
big was on its way. He could see and hear rocks rolling, dis-
placed by the heat. He could see and hear dead snags break
off, without causal explanation, and he could see and hear
that “flames were beginning to whirl and roar” At first these
flames just flapped back and forth, signs of unstable air. But
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the unstable air started to spiral and the flames began to swirl
like little dust devils. Soon, however, they united to become
something like a tornado, caused by fire and causing fire and
perfectly named a “fire whisl.” What he refers to as a ""holo-
caust” is a still later development, one that occurred when
these fire whirls were starting other fire whirls that were start-
ing still other fire whirls. Beside him, around him, and in front
of him was a vast uproar trying to break the sound barrier.
Behind hirn, sounds were tapering off and becoming silent, as
sounds were turning into lights. The world behind him was
becoming a circle of lights about to be turned out. Hell may
have such illumination preceding such blackness.

Fire whirls both intensify existing fire and cause new fires.
Their rotating action is that of a giant vortex, and, as giants,
they can reach two thousand degrees in temperature. Fires
that become giants are giant smoke rings with a downdraft in
the center which is full of deadly gases and, what is more
deadly still, heat so great it has burned out much of the oxy-
gen;: the outer ring is an updraft sometimes reaching the edge
of the atmosphere.

Some fire whirls, notall of themn, are flame throwers. Some
pick up burning cones and branches. Some of the giants pick
up burning logs and toss them ahead, starting spot fires some-
times a long way ahead. When these spot fires unite, firehght-
ers can be trapped between two fires, as Jansson was soon
to be.

A crown fire, as we know, is racing if it advances a mile an
hour, but a fire whirl can go almost as fast as the wind.

2

A_.THOUGH JANSSON THOUGHT HE HAD put out of
mind the possibility that the jumpers or anything
human besides himself could be in Mann Gulch, he began to
hear metallic noises that sounded like men working. That's the
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sound of flames heard by those afive after the rlames go oy, It
is the thinking of those living who think they can hear dead
men still at work.

Even with the flames closing in, Jansson had to follow the
sounds in his head another eighth of a mile upgulch until any
possibility that men were working in Mann Gulch had been
obliterated. While he waltked that eighth of a mile, the crown
fire on the north-facing slope behind him had burned to the
bottom of the gulch and the spot fires that had jumped to the
opposite slope had converged behind him into one fire com-
ing upgulch at him. ' _

This fire front on the south-facing slope was in a few min-
utes to become the blaze only seventy-Ave yards behind the
Smokejumpers after they dumped their heavy wools to run
faster, and the crown fire which Jansson saw moving inte the
bottorn of the gulch was to become the roar the Smoke-
jumpers heard below them at almost the same time. At almost
the same time everything was closing in on them and Jansson.

At 5:30 Jansson turned back and started to get out of
there quick but still walking. Then the fire began to whirl con-
tinuously. When a streamer from it swept by, he realized after
a couple of whiffs that the whirl could “cook out his lungs.” He
began to run. Now, he says, the whirl “was practically upright.
My position was in the vortex, which was rapidly narrowing. 1
held my breath as I crossed the wall. There was no Hame, just
superheated air and gases and a ot of reflected heat from the
crown fire. I conked out from a lack of oxygen, fell on my left
elbow, causing a bursitis which tarer caused my arm to swell.”

When he came o, “the black creep of the fire” was only a
few feet behind him. He had fallen victim for a few seconds to
the two major enemies that threaten fighters of big fires—
toxic gases, especially carbon monoxide, and lack of oxygen
from overexertion and from hot air burning out the oxygen.

When he finally reached the boat, at 5:41, he placed him-
setfin the bow next to Mrs. Padbury and watched the whirl for
a few minutes. He thought again about the sound of men
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working that he imagined he had heard and again put it out

“of mind. Then he smelled his own vomit, apologized to Mrs.

Padbury, and moved off to the side.
At the Board of Review, he was asked this question, to

which he gave a short answer:

cusTarsoN: In looking back up Mann Gulch draw . .. what

was the picture as to the fire at that time?
Jansson: A blowup,

Before the Padbury boat reached Meriwether Landing,
superintendent Moir was in midriver in a speedboat prepar-
ing to go downstream. When the two boats met, Jansson trans-
ferred to the speedboat, and they landed where they could
climb to an ohservation point giving them a complete view of
Mann Gulch, Jansson says, “At that time it was apparent that
all of Mann Gulch had burned out, but it appeared that the
big blowup in Mann Gulch was over.”

“At that time” can only be estimated, but it was shortly
after six o'clock. When all is said and done, we still accept the
hands of Jim Harrison's watch, which were melied perma-
nently at about four minutes to six, as marking approximately
the time that the fire was catching up to the crew,

About twenty minutes had passed between the time that
Jansson left the mouth of Mann Gutlch and the time he turned
to view the whole of it. Near at hand, trees still exploded from

the heat of their own resin, at a distance vast sounds were

being converted into silent lights and the lights were being

turned off, and nowhere were there any longer noises as of

men working.

For a tume the Mann Gulch fire was (o become extinct in the
minds of the world outside Mann Gulch. Jansson and Moir
returnad upriver to the Meriwether camp, planning the next
day. The newly discovered York fire took on even greater im-

portance after Jansson heard someone on the York fire radio

calling frantically for additional help. When Jansson was un-
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able to get through on the radio to ascertain the facts, the
assistant supervisor, Favre Eaton, was sent from Meriwether
to take charge of the York fire. Too many fires were going in
too many directions for anyone to think of the Smoke-
Jjumpers. Jansson says that "during the three-way conference
between Moir, Eaton, and myself at Meriwether 1 am positive
that there was nothing said about the Smokejumpers” For
some time the Smokejumpers even passed out of existence on
radio, no one noticing that their whereabouts were unknown,
everyone assuming that Smokejumpers were infallible fire-
fighters and were taking care of themselves wherever they
were. For some time after Eaton left for the York fire and [ht",‘
superiniendent with him, fansson's main concern was why his
crew of drunks hadn't returned from the cliffs before it got
dark and they fell off,
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N THIS STORY OF THE QUTSIDE WORLD and the inside
I world with a fire between, the outside world of little
screwups recedes now for a few hours to be taken over by the
inside worid of blowups, this time by a colossal blowup but
shaped by Little screwups that fitted together tighter and
tighter unti} all became one and the same thing—the fateful
blowup. Such is much of tragedy in modern times .and prob-
ably always has been except that past tragedy refrained from
speaking of its association with screwups and blowups. -

This story some time ago left the inside world at s very
center—Dodge had come out of the timber ahead of his crew,
with the fire just behind. He saw that in front was high dry
grass that would burn very fast, saw for the first time the top
of the ridge at what he judged to be abouttwo hundred yar@s
above, put two and two together and decided that he and l.'ns
crew couldn't make the two hundred yards, and almost in-
stantly invented what was to becoine known as the “escape
fire” t;y lighting a patch of bunch grass with a gofer match. In
so doing, he started an argument that would remain hot long
after the fire.

At the time it probably made no sense to anyone but
Dodge to light a fire right in front of the main fire. It couldn't
act as a backfire; there wasn't any time to run a fire-line along
its upgulch edge to prevent it from being just an advance arm
of the main fre. Uncontrolled, instead of being a backfire it
might act as a spot fire on its way upgulch and bring fire from
behind that much closer and sooner to the crew.
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Dodge was starting to light a secona nre with a sccond
match when he looked up and saw that his first fire had al-
ready burned one hundred square feet of grass up the slope,
“This way," he kept calling to his crew behind. “This way."
Many of the crew, as they came in sight of him, must have
asked themselves, What's this dumb bastard doing? The
smoke lifted twice so that everyone had a good chance to ask
the question.

The erew must have been stretched nearly all the way
from the edge of the timber to the center of the grassy clear-
ing ahead, where Dodge was lighting his fire. Rumsey and

_ Sallee say that the men did not panic, but by now all began to

fear death and were in a race with it. The line had already
assumed that erratic spread customary in a race where every-
thing is at stake. When it comes to racing with death, all men
are not created equal.

At the edge of the timber the crew for the first time could
have seen to the head of the guich where the fire, having
moved up the south side of the gulch, was now circling. From
the open clearing they also could see partway toward the bot-
tom of the gulch, where it was presumably rocks that were
exploding in smoke. They didn’t have to look behind—they
could feel the heat going to their lungs straight through their
backs. From the edge of the clearing they could also see the
top of the ridge for the first time. It wasn’t one and a half miles
away; to them it scemed only two hundred yards or so away.
Why was this son of a bitch stopping to light another fire?

For the first time they could also see a reef twelve to twenty
feet high running parallel to the top of the ridge and thirty
yards or so below it. This piece of ancient ocean bottom keeps
the top of the ridge from eroding, as the rock lid on the top of

.abutte on the plains keeps the butte from eroding into plains.

But no one was thinking of geology or probably even of
whether it would be hard to climb over, through, or around.
At this moment, its only significance was that it seemed about
two hundred yards away.

When the line reached its greatest extension, Rumsey and
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Sallee were at the head of it—they were the first to reach™ .

Dodge and his fire. Diettert was just behind them, and per-
haps Hellmag, although these two stand there separately for-
ever and ask the same quesiion, What did Rumsey and Sallee
do right that we did wrong? For one thing, they stuck to-
gether; Ihettert and Hellman went their separate ways.

The smoke will never roll away and leave a clear picture of
the head of the line reaching Dodge and his burned bunch

grass. Dodge later pictured the crew as strung out about 150 .

feet with at least eight men close enough together and close
enough to him so that he could try to explain to them—but,

without stopping them-—that they could not survive unless
they got into his grass fire. At the Review, he made very clear

that he believed there was not enough time left for them to

make it 10 the top of the hill, and events came close to support- -

ing his belief. In the roar and smoke he kept "hollering™ al
thern—he was sure that at least those closest to him heard him
and that those behind understood him from his actions. In
smoke that swirled and made sounds, there was a pause, then
somebody said, “To hell with that, I'm getting out of here,’
and a line of them followed the voice.

The line all headed in the same direction, but in the smoke
Dodge could not see whether any of them looked back at mm.
He estimated that the main fire would hit them in thirty sec-
onds. ’

in the smoke and roar Rumsey and Sallee saw a consider-
ably different arrangement of characters and events from
Dodge’s. Indeed, even the roommates differ from each other.
Both agree with Dodge, however, that the line was stretched
out, with a group at the head close to Dodge, then a gap, and
then the rest scattered over a distance that neither could esti-
mate exactly but guessed to be nearly a hundred yards. In
fact, when in the summer of 1978 Rumsey, Sallee, Laird Rob-
inson, and 1 spenta day together in Mann Guich, the two sur-
vivors told Laird and me they were now sure some of the crew
had fzllen so far behind that they were never cjose enough to
Dodge to hear whatever he was saying. The implication of
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~Dodge’s account is that they all passed him by, but Rumsey and
Sallee believed that some of them hadn’t. As to the head of the
columan, Sallee limits it to three—himsel{ and Rumsey plus
Diettert, who was also a pal and had been working on the same
project with Rumsey before the two of them were called to the
fire. To these three, Rumsey adds Hellman, the second-in-
command, and indeed suggests, with Dodge agreeing, that it
was Hellman who said, “To hell with that, I'm getting out of
here,” and so furnishes the basis for the charge that Hellman
was doubly guilty of insubordination by being near the head
of the line after Dodge had ordered him to the rear and by
encouraging the crew to ignore Dodge's order to remain with
him and enter his fire. Rumsey’s testimony, however, will never
seitle Hellman's place in the line and hence his role in the
tragedy, for Saliee was positive and still is that Hellman was at
the head of the line when Dodge ordered the men to drop
their tools but that he then returned to the tail of it, repeating
Dodge’s order and remaining there to enforce it, So direct
testimony leaves us with apposite opiniens of Hellman's clos-
ing acts as second-in-command of Smokejumpers on their
most tragic mission. Either he countermanded his superior
and contributed to the tragedy or, according to Sallee, being
the ideal second-in-command, he returned to the rear to see
that all the crew carried out the foreman’s orders and to keep
their line intact.

An outline of the events that were immediately to come
probably would not agree exactly with the testimony of any
one of the survivors or make a composite of their testimony, as
might be expected, but would be more like what tollows, and
even what follows will leave some of the most tragic events in
mystery and litigation.

Rumsey, Sallee, and Diettert left Dodge as one group and
taok the same route to the reef; two of them survived. Some of
the crew never got as high up the slope as Dodge's fire. Hell-
man reached the top of the ridge by another route and did not
survive. The rest scattered over the hillside upgulch from the
route taken by the first three, and none of those who scattered
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reached the top. As Sallee said the summer we were together
in Mann Gulch, “No one could live who left Dodge ¢ven sec-
ondsafter we did.”

In fact, the testimony makes clear that Diettert, Rumsey,
and Sallee scarcely stopped to listén to Dodge. As Rumsey
says, “1 was thinking only of my hide.” He and Diettert turned
and made for the top of the ridge. Sallee paused for only a
moment, because he soon caught up with Diettert and Rum-
sey, and actually was the first to work his way through the
opening in the reef above. When asked at the Review whether
others of the crew were piling up behind while he stood watch-
ing Dodge light his fire, Sallee said, “I didn't notice, but L don’t
believe there were. Rumsey and Diestert went ahead-—went
on—I just hesitated for a minute and went on 100."

In the roar of the main fire that was now only thirty sec-
onds behind them they may not even have heard Dodge, and,
if they did hear words, they couldn't have made out their
meaning. Rumsey says, I did not hear him say anything.
There was a terrible roar from the main fire. Couldn't hear
much.”

It probably wasn't just the roar from without that pre-
cluded hearing. 1t was also the voice from inside Mount Sinai:
"I kept thinking the ridge—if | can make it. On the ridge 1
will be safe. | went up the right-hand side of Dodge’s fire.”

Although Sallee stopped a morment for clarification, he
also misunderstood Dodge’s actions. “I understood that he
wanted us to follow his fire up alongside and maybe that his
fire would slow the other fire down." Like Rumsey, Salice in-
terpreted Doclge’s fire as a buffer fire, set to burn straight up
for the top and be a barrier between them and the main fire.
And like Rumsey, Sallee followed the right edge of Dodges
fire to keep it between them and the fire that was coming up
the gulch. '

The question of how Hellman reached the top of the ridge
after leaving Dodge at his fire cannot be answered with cer-
tainty. What is known is that he made his way from where

Dodge lit his fire to the top of the ridge alone, that he was
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badly burned, that he joined up with Rumsey and Sallee after
the main fire had passed, that he told Rumsey he had been
burned at the top of the ridge, and that he died the next day
in a hospitatin Helena. The most convincing guess about how
he reached the top of the ridge is Sallee's. When he and [ stood
on the ridge in the summer of 1978, [ asked him about Hell-
man’s route to the top and he said that naturally he had
thought about it many times and was convinced there was anly
one explanation: while he, Rumsey, and Dietiert followed the
upgulch (right) side of Dodge's fire and so for important sec-
onds at least used it as a buffer protecting them from the main
fire coming upgulch, Hellman must have followed the oppo-

site, or downgulch, side of Dodge’s fire and so had no protec-
tion from the main fire, which caught him just before he could

getover theridge.

" Sallee talks so often about everything happening in a mar-
ter of seconds after he and Rumsey left Dodge's fire that at
first it seems just a manner of speaking. But if you combine

“the known facts with your imagination and are a mountain

climber and try to accompany Rumsey and Sallee to the top,
you will know that to have lived you had to be young and
tough and lucky.

And young and tough they were. ln all weather Sallee had
walked four country miles each way to school, and a lot of
those eight miles he ran. He and Rumsey had been on tough
projects all suminer. They gave it everything they had, and
everything was more, they said, than ever before or after.

As they approached the reef, its significance changed for
the worse. They saw that the top of the ridge was beyond the
reef, and unless they could find an opening in it, it would be
the barrier keeping them from reaching the top. They might

die in its detritus. The smoke lifted only twice, but theysaw a

crevice and steered by it even after it disappeared again,
“There was an opening between large rocks, and I had my eye
on that and [ did not look either way,” Sallee says.

Halfway up, the heat on Rumsey's back was so intense he
forgot about Dodge’s buffer fire, if that is what it was, and,
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having spotted the opening, headed straight for it It was not
only upslope but slightly upgulch and to the right. In the
smoke nothing was important but this opening, which was like
magnetic north~—they, could steer toward it when they
couldn't see it. Rurnsey was in the centes. Sallee was even with
him ow his left; Diettert was just a few steps behind on his
right.

The world compressed to a slit in the rocks. Rumsey and
Sallee saw neither right nor left. When asked at the Review
whether they saw pincers of fire closing in on them from the
sides, they said no; they saw only straight ahead. Ahead they
saw; behind they felt; they shut out the sides.

To them the reef was another one of those things—per-
haps the final one—that kept coming out of smoke to leave no
place 10 run from death. They can remember feeling sorry for
themselves because they were so young. They also tried not to
think of anything they had done wrong tor fear it might ap-
pear in the flames. They thought God might have made the
opening and might take it away again. Besides, the opening
might be 2 trap for the sins of youth to ventureanta.

Beyond the opening and between it and the top of the
ridge they could see no flames but there was dense smoke.
Bevond the opening in the smoke there could be fire—be-
yand, there could be maore reefs, reefs without openings. It
could be that beyond the opening was the end of God and the
end of youth, Maybe that's what Diettert thought. '

Rumsey and Sallee felt they were about to jump through a
door in z plane and so had to steady themselves and believe
something was out there that would hold them up. It was as if
there were a tap on the leg. Saltee was in the lead and was first
through the crevice. 1t was cooler, and he believed his faith
had been confirmed. He stopped to lower the temperature in
his back and lungs. Rurnsey was through next. Asa Methodist,
he believed most deeply in what he had been first taught.

Early he had been taught thatina time of crisis the top ofa hill
is safest. 1t was still some distance to the top, and he never

stopped till he got there,

Diettert stopped just short of the opening. On his birth-
day, notlong after his birthday dinner and just short of the top
of the hill, he silently rejected the opening in the reef, turned,
and went upgulch parallel to the base of the reef, where for
some distance there is no other opening. No one with him,
neither Rumsey nor Sallee, saw him do this—it is known by
where his body was found. Diettert, the studious one, had
seen something in the opening he did not like, had rejected it,
and had gone looking for something he did not hnd. It is
sometimes hard to understand fine students. Be sure, though,
he had a theory, as fine students nearly always have.

While Sallee was cooling his fungs, he looked down and
back at Dodge and the crew and for the first time realized why
Dodge had lithis fire.

1 saw Dodge jump over the burning edge of the fire he had set
and saw him waving his arms and motioning for the other boys o
follow him. At that instant 1 could see what I believe was all the
balance of the crew. They were within twenty te fifty feet of
Dodge and just outside the burning edge of the fire Dodge had
set. The last I recall seeing the group of boys, they were angling
up the slope in the unburned grass and fairly close to the burn-
ing edge of the fire Dodge had set . . ..

When Dodge first set the fire I did not understand that he
wanted us boys to wait a few seconds and then get inside the
burned-cut grass area for protection from the main fire.

Dodge's description of his fire is mostly from inside it.

After walking around 1o the north side of the fire I started as an
avenue of escape, I heard someone cornment with these words,
"“To hell with that, I'm getting out of here!” and for all my holler-
ing, 1 could not direct anyone into the burned area. I then
walked through the flames toward the head of the fire into the
inside and continued to holler at everyone who went by, but all
failed 10 heed my instructions; and within seconds after the last
man had passed, the main fire hit the area I was in.

When asked at the Review if any of the crew had looked
his way as they went by, he said no, “They didn’t seem to pay
any attention. That is the part I didn't understand. They
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seemed to have something on their minds—all headed in one

direction,”

He wet his handkerchief from his canteen, put it over his

mouth, and lay face down on the ground. Whether he knew it
or not, there is usually some oxygen within fifteen inches of
the ground, but even if he knew i1, he needed a lot of luck
besides oxygen to have lived, although Rumsey and Sallee
were to say later that the whole crew would probably have sur-
vived if they had understood and followed Dodge’s instruc-
tions,

It is doubtful, though, that the crew had the training and
composure to interpret Dodge’s instructions even if some of
his words reached them over the roar. The close questioning
Rumsey and Sallee received later at the Review revealed that
their training in how to meet fire emergencies consisted of a
stall handful of instructions, four to be exact and only one of
which had any bearing on their present emergency. The first
was 1o backfive if they had rime and the right situation, but
they had neither. The second was to get to the top of the ridge
where the fuel is usually thinner, where there are usually
stretches of rock and shale, and where the winds usually meet
and Auctuate. This is the one they tried, and it worked with
only seconds to spare. The third instruction was designed to
govern an emergency in which neither time nor situation per-
mits backfiring or reaching a bare tidgetop. When its that
tough, the best you can do is turn into the fire and ury to work
through it, hoping to piece together burned-out stretches.
The fourth and final warning was to remember that, whatever
vou do, you must not allow the fire to pick the spot where it
hits you. The chances are it will hit you where it is burning
fiercest and fastest. According to Dodge’s later testimony, the
fire about ta hir them had a solid front 250 to 300 feet deep—
no one works through that deep 2 front and lives.

Even if the crew’s training had included a section on
Dodge’s escape fire, it is not certain that the crew would have
listened to Dodge, would have entered the fire and buried
their faces in the ashes. When asked at the Review if he would
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have gone into Dodgess fire had he receivea previous mstrue-
tion about it, Rumsey replied, “I think that if I had seenitona
blackboard and seen it done and had it explained so that I
understoed it I think [ surely would have gone m—but of
course you never can tell for sure.”

Dodge survived, and Rumsey and Sallee survived. Their
means of survival differed. Rumsey and Sallee went for the
top and relied on the soul and a fixation from basic training.
The soul in a situation like this is mostly being young, in tune
with time, and having good legs, an inflexible destination, and
no paralyzing questions about what lies beyond the opening.
When asked whether he had “ever been instructed in setting
an escape fire," Dodge replied, “Not that 1 know of. It just
seemed the logical thing to do.” Being logical meant building
one fire in front of another, lying down in its ashes, and
breathing close to the ground on a slight elevation. He relied
on logic of a kind and the others on time reduced to seconds.
But no matter where you put your trust, at a time like this you
have to be lucky.

The accounts that come down 10 us of the flight of the
crew up the hillside nearly all conclude at this point, creating
with detail only the happenings of those who survived, if only
for a day, as Hellman did, or, like Diettert, at least reached the
reef. Counting these two, only five are usually present in the
story that goes on up the ridge. Only a sentence or two is given
to those who, when last seen by Dodge, were all going in one
direction and when seen finally by Sallee were angling
through openings in the smoke below him as he looked down
from the top of the ridge. Although they are the missing per-
sons in this story, they are also its tragic victims, There is a
simple aspect of historiography, of course, to explain why,
after last seen by the living, they pass silently out of the story
and their own tragedy until their tragedy is over and they are
found as bodies: no one who lived saw their sufferings. The

“historian, for a variety of reasons, can limit his account 1o first-

hand witnesses, although a shortage of firsthand witnesses
probably does not explain completely why contempaorary ac-
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counts of the Mann Gulch fire avert their eyes from the trag-
edy. If a storyteller thinks enough of storytelling to regard it
as 2 calling, unlike a historian he cannot turn from the suffer-
ings of his characters. A storyteller, unlike a historian, must
follow compassion wherever it leads him. He must be able to
accompany his characters, even into smoke and fire, and bear
witness to what they thought and felt even when they them-
selves no longer knew. This story of the Mann Guich fire will

not end until it feels able to walk the final distance 10 the

crasses with those who for the time being are blotted out by
smoke. They were young and did not leave much behind them
and need someone to remember thermn,

E
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I HE FOREMAN, DODGE, ALSO must be remembered, as
well as his crew, and it 15 again the storyteiler’s special
obligation to see that he is. History will determine the direc-
tion or directions in which the storyteller must look for his
enduring memories, and history says Dodge must live or die
in his escape fire. Ordinary history says he lived by lying in the
ashes of nis escape fire until the main fire swept over him and
cooled enough to let him stand up and brush himself off. The
controversial history that was soon to follow and has lasted
ever since charges that Dodge's escape fire, set in front of the
main fire, was the fire that actually burned some of the crew
and cut off cthers from escaping. Historical questions the sto-
ryteller must face, althoughina place of his own choosing, but
his most immediate question as he faces new material is al-
ways, Will anything strange or wonderful happen here? The
rights and wrongs come later and likewise the scientific know-
how,
The most strange and wonderful thing on the hillside as
the escape fire swept up it, shutting it out of sight i smoke
and heat, is that a spot of it remzined cool. The one coal spot

was inside Dodge. It was the “characteristic in him" that Rum-
sey had referred to when Dodge returned from the head of
the fire with Harrison and muttered something about a death
trap. It was the "characteristic” he was best known by, the part
of him that always kept cool and aloof and believed on prin-
ciple in thinking to-itself and keeping its thoughts io itself be-
cause thinking out loud only got him into trouble. 1t was this
characteristic in him that had started him to lead the crew.
downgulch to safety, then didn't like what it saw ahead and
turned the crew back upgulch trving to outrun the fire with-
out his ever explaining his thoughts to the crew. His running
but not his thinking stopped when he saw the top of the ridge,
for he immediately thought his crew could not make the top
and so he immediately set his escape fire. When he tried to
explain it, it was too late—no one understood him; except for
himself, they passed it by. Except to him, whom it saved, his
escape fire has only one kind of value—the value of a thought
of a fire foreman in tme of emergency judged purely as
thought. The immediate answer to the storyteller’s question
aboul the escape fire is yes, it was strange and wonderful that,
in this moment of time when only a moment was left, Dodge's
head worked. :

To see how Dodges life as a woodsman shaped his
thoughts in an emergency and to follow his thoughts closely,
one more tick must be added to the tock of his makeup. Inan
emergency he thought with his hands. He had an unusual
mechanical skill that helped him think, that at least structured
his thoughts. It was a woodsman’s mechanical skill—he liked
to work with rifles, fix equipment, build lean-to's or log cabins.
He wasn't fancy, he was handy. And in fact that spring he had
been excused from training with the Smokejumpers so that he
could be maintenance man for the whole Smokejumper
base-~no doubt part of the cause of the tragedy he was about
to face with a crew only three of whom he knew The foreman,
then, was facing this tragic emergency alone, withdrawn as he
often was inte his own thoughts, which were the thoug'hts men
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and women have who are wired together in such a way that

their brajns can’t start moving without their hands moving at

the same time. .
The present question, then, in its purest form is, How
many brains, how much guts, did it take in those fiery seconds
10 conceive of starting another fire and lying down in it? In its
maximum form, the guestion would be, Did Dodge actually
make an invention when 250 or 300 feet of sotid fiames were
about to catch up to him? :

Two of the Forest Service's greatest fire experts, W. R.
(“Bud”) Moore and Edward G. Heilman, Moore's successor ag
director of fire control and aviation management for the For-
est Service’s Region One, have told me they never heard of
this kind of escape fire before Dodge’s use of it, and their ex-
perience corresponds to my own, which, though limited to
summers when 1 was young, goes back to 1918. Rumsey and
Sallee say under oath that in 1949 nothing like it had been
mentioned in their training course, and, as Rumsey adds, even
if it had been explained to him and he had seen it work, it

seemed crazy enough so that he wasn't sure he would have

stepped into itif it had been for real.

A 1ot of questions about the woods can't be answered by
staying all the tme in the woods, and it also works the OFher
way—a lot of deep inner questions get no answer unless you
go for a walk in the woods. My colleague at the University of
Chicago Robert Ferguson pointed out 1o me that James Feni-
more Cooper had something like Dodge’s fire burning in his
favorite of his own novels, The Prairie, first published in 1827.
Cooper’s eastern readers are held in suspense throughout
most of chapter 13 by the approach of a great prairie fire from
which the old trapper rescues his party at the last moment by
lighting a fire in advance of the main one and having it ready
for human occupancy by the time the sheet of flames arrives.
He stepped his party into the burned-off grass and moved
them from side to side as the main fire struck.

Cooper’s readers clearly were not expected to know of this
device or there would be no justification for the prolonged
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" suspense which the chapter is supposed to create, but the es-

cape five on the prairie is no literary invention.
Mavis Loscheider of the Department of Anthropology at

_the University of Missouri, an outstanding authority on the

life of the Plains Indians, sent me evidence showing that some-
thing like this kind of fire was traditionally set by Plains Indi-
ans to escape from grass fires and that pioneers on the plains
picked up the invention from the Indians.

In his second volume of The American Fur Trade of the Far
West, Hiram M. Chittenden describes how the prairie escape
fire worked in the early 1800s:

The usual method of avoiding the danger of these [prairie] fires
was to start one in the immediate vicinity of the person or com-
pany in peril. This fire, at first small and harmless, would soon
burn over an area large enough to form a safe asylum and when
the sweeping cohorts of flame carne bearing down upon the ap-
parently doomed company, the mighty line would part as if by
prearrangement and pass harmlessly by on either side.

_ There are stjll good grounds, however, to believe Dodge
“invented” his escape fire. Why doubt his word before the
Board of Review that he had never heard of such a thing be-
fore? Even if it was known to mountain men, it could not have
been much used in nmbered country, if for no other reason
than that it would seldom work there. The heat of a timber
fire is too intense, and the fire is too slow and prolonged and
consumes too much oxygen to permit walking around in it.
Chances are Dodge’s fire wouldn't have worked (wouldn't
even have been thought of) if Dodge had been caught on the
other, timbered side of Mann Gulch where the fire started.
Moreover, Dodge's escape fire differs in important ways from
the escape fires used by Indians and pioneers, Dodge’s fire was
started so close to the main fire that it had no chance 1o burn a
large “asylum” in which the refugee could duck and dadge

- the main fire. Not being able to duck and dodge and remain
" alive, Dodge lay down in the ashes, where the heat was least

intense and where he was close enough to the ground to find
some OXygen.
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Of caurse, Dodge had a Smokejumper’s knowledge thatif
you can't reach the top of the hill you should turn and try to
work back through burned-out areas in the frontofa fire. But
with the flames of the fire front solid and a hundred yards
deep he had to invent the notion that he could burna hole in
the fire. Perhaps, though, his biggest invention was not o
burn a hole in the fire but to lie down in it. Perhaps all he could
patent about his invention was the courage to lie down in his
fire. Like a lot of inventions, it could be crazy and consurne the
inventor. His invention, taking as much guts as logic, suffered
the immediate fale of many other inventions—it was thought
to be crazy by those who first saw it. Somebody said, “To hell
with that,” and they kept going, most of them to their deaths.

Dodge later told Eart Cooley that, when the fire went over
him, he was lifted off the ground two or three times.

“This lasted approximately five minutes,” he concludes in

his testimony, and you and 1 are left to guess what the “this”
was like. His watch said 6:10 when he sat up. By that time,
death had come to Mann Guich.

Dodge himself was allowed to live a little over hive years
more, what then was thought to be about the maximum time
one who had Hodgkin's disease could live. However, he would
never jump again. His wife knew when he entered the hospizal
for the last time that he knew it was for the last time. Like
many woodsmen, he always carried a jackknife with him in his
pants pocket, always. She told me that when he entered the
hospital for the last time he left his jackknife home on his bed-
room table, 50 he and she knew.

2

‘ ,u‘\ ,}HEN RUMSEY AND SALLEE REACHED the crevice, the

main fire had reached the bottom of Dodge’s escape
fire. They were ahead of the flames, or at least thought they
were, but couldn’t be sure because of the roiling and un-
revealing smoke. Rumsey fell into what he thought wasa juni-

per bush and would not have bothered to get up if Sallee
hadn't stopped and coldly looked at him. In the summer of
1978, when Rumsey and I were where he thought the juniper
bush must have been, he said to me, “I guess I would be dead
if he hadn't stopped. Funny thing, though, he never said a
word to me, He just stood there until I said it to myself, but [
don't think he said anything. He made me say it.” They ran
upgulch on the top of the ridge for 2 hundred vards or so and
staggered down the slope on the other side of the ridge.
There they stumbled onto a rock slide “several hundred feet
long and perhaps seventy-five feet wide.” The dimensions
hardly seem large enough, but there weren't any other rock
slides around. Within five minutes, the fire, coming down
from the top of the ridge, had reached them.

Although Rumsey says they were both “half hysterical,”
they were objective enough to see that the fire as it ap-
proached them was following the patterns of a fire coming
over a ridge and starting down the other side. At the top of the
ridge it burned slowly, veering back and forth in the way fires
do as winds from opposite sides of a ridge meet each other. It
flapped, sometimes it turned downhill toward them, and once
it turned sideways and jumped a draw with a spot fire and,
well started there, it jumped back again. Once below the fluc-
tuations at the top of the ridge it settled down and burned
straight toward them, It burned with such intensity that it cre-
ated an updraft, sucking in its center so that it was now a front
with two pincers. It hit the rock stide on two sides. Rumsey and
Sallee, like the early prairie pioneers, tried to duck and dodge
in their asylum, but there wasn't much room for running.
Rumsey says the fuel was thinner near the top of the ridge.
“The flames were only eight to ten feet high."

A form like a solidification of smoke stumbled out of the
smoke ahead and died in the rocks. It was a four-point buck
burned hairless except for the eyelashes.

After the fire passed the rock slide “it really started roll-
ing” downhiil, replacing trees with torches.

Saon they heard someone calling from far off, but it
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turned out to be “only thirty yards away” It was Bul Hellman.
His shoes and pants were burned off, and his fiesh huog in
patches. When asked at the Review, “Did Hellman at that ime
seem to be suffering tremendously?” Sallee answered, "Yes.”
To the next question, “Did he make any statement to you?"
Sallee’s reply was, “He just said to tell his wife something, but 1
can’t remember what it was” )

They laid him on a long, flat rock to keep his burns out of
the ashes. As Rumsey says, "There wasn't much else we could
do,” having thrown away all their first-aid supplies on their
flightfrom the fire.

Suddenly, there was a shout and a form in the smoke. Lt
was Dodge answering the shouting that had gone on between
them and Hellman. He “didn'l appear excited,” but he
“looked kind of—well, you might say, dumbfounded or
shocked " His eyes were red from smoke and his clothes black
with ashes. He obviously was not his fastidious self, but he still
had a characteristic about him. :

They didn’t say much about anything, least of all about
whether the missing were alive. Dodge, in coming over the
hill, had seen one alive and couldn’i remember his name ex-
cept that it began with “S” { Joe Sylvia). When Dodge satup in
his own fire he heard someone “holler” faintly to the eastand,
after a long time, found him only 150 to 200 feet upgutich and,
oddly, below him, perhaps 100 feet. He was badly burned and
euphorically happy. Dodge moved him to the shelter of a big
rack and cut the shoes off his swollen feet, but there was no
use in Dodge leaving his only worldly gift with him, his can of
Irish white potatoes, since Sylvia could not feed himself with
the charred and useless remains of his hands. In the hours to
come, he would be without water because he could not lift his
canteern.

Evidently Dodge hadn't seen any others as he came up the
hili or crossed to the other side, and, as he said at the Review,
by the time he reached Rumsey, Sallee, and Hellman he
“didn't think any of [the others] were still alive.”

Rumsey and Sallee had come to a more hopeful conclu-
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sion once the fire passed them by in the rock slide—aner all,
they had made it, and, besides, once they understood the in-
tention of Dodge’s fire, they believed it would work and as-
sumed at least some of the crew behind them had understood -
Dodge's fire and crowded into it. But Dodge’s arrival elimi-
nated that possibility, so there was very little they dared to talk
about. After a while Dodge and Sallee left Hellman in Rum-
sey’s care and started back uphill through the ashes without
saying just why. Since none had been saved with Dodge, the
assumption now was that any survivors would have made it
over the hill, as Rumsey and Sailee had, so their search was a
short one. Besides, the heat was still so intense it scon drove
them back. They didn't have to explain why they didn’t have
anything to say when they returned.

It was getting dark. Hellman already had drunk most of
their water, even though it made him sick, He could see the
glare of the Missouri a mile and a half below, and it inflamed
his thicst, but he was not allowed to think of walking. He did
revive enough to become talkative. It was here.that he told
Rumsey he had been burned at the top of the ridge, and it was
partly on the basis of this remark that Sallee formed his as-
sumption that Hellman had reached the top of the ridge by
following the downgulch side of Dodge’s fire and so had had
no buffer between him and the main fire raging upgulch.
Once burned, though, like a2 wounded deer, he had started
downhili for water but had collapsed aiter a few hundred
yards. He was told to lie still on the rock and keep talking to
forget the pain. Rumsey stayed with him, and at dusk Dodge
and Sallee started for the river, Dodge leaving with them his
canteen of water and his can of Irish white potatoes,

Dedge and Sallee had a tough time getting down to the
river. They had to go half a mile or more before they could
find a weak spat in the fire front through which to work their
way. They had no map or compass, and when they reached
the river they went the wrong way.
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Tragedy at Mann Gulch

ON AUGUST 5, 1949, at 1:50 p.m., Jack Nash our loft
dispatcher at Hale Field, received a smokejumper req,uest from
the Helena National Forest. The fire was believed to be a
50-man fire at the time. The order was for 25 smokejumpers
The only plane available was a DC-3, with a payload of lé
Jumpers and gear. It was decided to send 16 Jumpers im-
mediately. Fred Stillings, our air operations officer, requested
that I go along as spotter and bring back information on the
fire. We were instructed to land at the Helena airport if we
could not jump, so our crew could be used as overhead on the
fire. Fred Brauer, our project foreman, got the crew together

and the squad leaders on duty loaded jumpgear and equipmenf;
on the plane.

We took off from Hale Field at 2:30 p.m. with the following
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crew: R. Wagoner Dodge as foreman, William Hellman as
squad leader, and jumpers Robert J. Bennett, Eldon E. Diet-
tert, Phillip R. McVey, David R. Navon, Leonard L. Piper,
Stanley J. Reba, Marvin L. Sherman, Joseph B. Sylvia, Henry
J. Thol, Jr., Newton R. Thompson, Silas R, Thompson, Robert
Sallee, Walt Rumsey, and Merle Stratton,

Elmer Bloom, Forest Service photographer, went along to
shoot some film for & movie he was working on. Kenneth Huber
was the DC-3 pilot and Frank W. Small was the copilot. Jack
Nash was assistant spotter. This made up the full DC-3 load.
Becausge it was only a short trip to Helena, we started suiting
up jumpers right after takeoff. Jack and I had just finished
getting everyone ready as we neared the fire. The pilot had
been radicing our location back to Missoula, but he could not
pick up anvone on the Helena Forest radios. The air was ex-
tremely rough and some of the men got sick.

AsgIwas helping Diettert on with his gear, he mentioned that
this was his 19th birthday. He had been called away from a
birthday dinner at home. 1 also helped Henry Thol, Jr., with his
gear. These two men were special to me. Eldon often worked in
his dad's garden adjoining our backyard in Missoula. Henry
had been working as a bull cook around the base, where [
became well acquainted with him.

When we reached the vicinity of the fire, we could szee two -
fires burning about ten miles apart. I went to the cockpit to talk
to the pilots and properly locate the specific fire that we were
dispatched to. We soon determined the location and arrived
over Mann Gulch at approximately 3:10 p.m. I estimated the

 fire to be 50-60 acres.

The Mann Gulch fire had burned to the top of the ridge
between Meriwether Gulch and Mann Gulch, with considera-
ble fire backing down the slope toward Mann Gulch. The wind
was to the northeast, carrying the fire along the top of the ridge
between Meriwether Gulch and Mann Gulch. The fire did not
appear dangerous to me because fires usually cool down at this
time of day with these conditions. The fire was confined, with
no indications of spotting or crowning at that time. I concluded
that the fire had run its course but would continue to back
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down the hill against the wind toward the bottom of Mann
Gulch,

In selecting the jump spot on the first pass, we considered
open, sparse timber on the ridge ahead of the fire. After some
discussion with Dodge, this idea was rejected because wind was
carrving smoke over that spot, I told the pilot to fly down Mann
Gulch into the wind, so we could select another jump spot. Some
open grassy slopes in the bottom of Mann Guleh looked ideal.
This spot was across Mann Gulch and a good half mile and
about 500 feet lower than any part of the fire. It was also out of
the smoke. Two drift chutes indicated abut 300 to 400 yards
steady drift straight up Mann Gulch Canyon.

This spot was O.K. with Dodge. On the next pass we let the
first four men out. They drifted back up the canyon 300 to 400
vards. The rest of the men were dropped at this approximate
point. All drifted back into the jump spot, which indicated a
steady wind at the time the jumps were made.

The first four-man stick landed a little on the northwest side -

of Mann Gulch; the three succeeding sticks landed toward the
bottom of the gulch. The men all landed safely and put out
orange streamers in a double L, indicating they had landed
0.K. Only three men jumped in the last stick, Merle Stratton
being too airsick to jump.

The pilot asked me to decide when to drop the cargo. Jack
Nash, Elmer Bloom, and I got the cargo to the door, and upon
my signal, Jack was to kick it out. The pilot could not fly at
normal drop height because of rough air in the canyon. The
radio free-fell to the ground because the static line broke offin
the plane and did not open the chute. The static line used to
drop cargo was not the one used to drop jumpers.

1 expected that as soon as the fire cooled, the men would line
the {ire on the main ridge between Meriwether Gulch: and
Mann Gulch and stop further spread. I expected the fire to be
controlled by 10 ean. the next day. The jump spot I selected,
and that Dodge had approved, seemed particularly safe be-
cause the northwest side of Mann Guleh was mainly grass,
with few trees. The fire had to roll down to the bottom of Mann
Gulch and burn back up on the southeast exposure to pose any
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threat, and the general wind direction did not favor this possi- -
bility. The depth of the dry grass was difficult for me to evalu.

ate from the air.
We circled the fire twice and noted that the men were gather-

ing equipment. I told the pilot to head for Missoula and poted
the time as 4:10 p.m. En route to the Missoula base we tried tc
radio the Helena Forest, to no avail. We were able to contact
the Missoula radio. The pilot reported a routine jump, ow
location, and also that we were returning to Missoula with one
man who had not jumped.

Upon reaching the loft at 5 p.m., 1 reported to Fred Fite
regional dispatcher. The fire was 50 to 60 acres and had burnec
to the top of the ridge. It did not look as if it would spreac
further that evening. Fred told me to report to the Helene
Forest. Upon calling the Helena office about 5:15 p.m., [ was
told that they had an order for 70 more men and that they were
going to hit the head end of the fire that night. This request wat
originally thought to have come from Dodge, but further in-
formation disclosed that it had come from another source, be
cause the jumper radio had been destroyed during the drop.

Late the night of August 5, we received word in Missoula
that the Mann Gulch fire had blown up and that our jumper:
were in trouble. We were told that two jumpers, Hellman anc
Sylvia, were badly burned and that Sallee, Rumsey, and Dodge
were O.K. Sallee was to lead District Ranger Jansson, twe
doctors, and a rescue crew to the injured men. Fred Stillings
regional air operations officer, told us not to release any infor

" mation regarding the fire nor any of the jumpers’ names unti

all details were known and the next of kin notified. Any infor
mation had to go directly through Sid MacLaughlin, our re
gional personnel officer.

The night of August 5 and early August 6, the Mann Gulcl
fire had becorne a project fire, one that requires large crews fo:
control. At that time the regional office stepped in. Regiona
Forester Pete Hanson, Fire Control Chief Clayton Crocker, an
two assistants, Clarence Strong and Monk Dedarnette, re
ported to the Helena National Forest at 3 a.m. Hanson tool
over search and rescue activities, which were still the numbe
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one priority on the fire. Crocker assigned Strong the north and

cast side of the fire. DeJarnette was in charge of the Helena fire
headquarters. Crocker immediately began to mobilize large,

organized fire crews and experienced supervisors and the fire

fighting gear it would take to support them.

At 7 a.n. on August 6, Dodge called the Missouia base and
requested a helicopter, litter bearers, radios, ambulances, and
doctors. Dedge hoped that the equipment would arrive in about
two hours. Unfortunately, the copter and its special crew of
smokejumpers were stationed at Moose Creek. Slim Phillips
was immediately sent to Moose Creek in a Trimotor to pick up
Mike Hardy, project leader, Art Pritz}, mechanie, and the cop-
ter crew, which consisted of Herb Oertli, Francis Anywaush,
Jack Dougherty, and Ed Ladendorff. This was the first season
that a copter had been used in Region 1, these were the only
men who knew what the copter could do. Jack Hughes flew the
copter to the Helena airport, where he picked up Dr. Amos
Little, the man who had been trained by the smokejumpers for
rescue missions, and [astened litters to the sides of the copter.

When the copter crew arrived at Hale Field in the Trimotor,
they picked up squad leader Skip Stratton and five more

smokejumpers. They loaded all equipment requested by Dodge .

and flew to the Helena Airport, where they were to be trans-
ported to- Hilger landing on the Missouri River, and then
boated to Mann Gulch. :

After Dodge's call the morning of August 6, the jumper base
in Missoula wasin deep gloom. We waited for more information
about the Mann Gulch crew and tried to answer calls from
parents and relatives. The tragedy was on every radio station
and was beginning to show on the front page of every newspa-
per in the nation. Much of the information was wrong. Some
stories nad the parachutists caught by flames before they could
free themselves from their jump gear. Other stories said they
were burned alive while hanging in trees or trapped by cliffs.
These reports brought a delugé of phone calls and telegrams
from friends, relatives, parents, and concerned citizens. Be-
cause I was better informed than anyone else about the where-
abouts of various jumpers, I had to answer most of the calls,
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Even after assurances that a jumper was not 1nvo}ved in the
Mann Gulch fire, the caller might want to talk to him, person-
ally, to make absolutely certain .helwas‘O.K.

1t was difficult for me t0 remalnin Missoula and not know
what was going on in Helena. All we knew was t.hat Hellman
and Sylvia had been injured and were in the hospital, anddthat
Dodge, Rumsey, and Sallee were O.K. Soqn afterwar Tv;e
learned that both Sylvia and Hellr‘nan: had died by noon. The
evening newspaper reported that district fireguard Jim .H.arr;-
son had died in the fire and his body -had been posxtn.re ¥
identified. Harrison had been a smokequper the previous
summer but had taken the fireguard :]Ob gt Meriwether
Campground because his parents thought jumping too_danger-
ous. He had joined the jumpers short]y after t.hen' landing. The
newspaper reported that the bodies of three jumpers had been

- recovered but would not be identified until notification of next

of kin. The headlines read “4 five fighters die in blaze, 6 hurt, 6
mlxishjcr)lf’; 11 p.m. on August 6, Stillings toid me to round up the
personnel files on the Mann Gulch crew and to report to th?
Helena National Forest to confirm identity of the bodnes. Jack
Nash and Al Cramer were to assist me. We arrived at the
supervisor’s office at 3 a.m. Here we learned the full extlen{? of
the tragedy. There was little hope t'hat any of the missing
jumpers would be found alive. The bodles_. of Harrison, Bennett,
and Reba had been tentatively identified and were bemg
brought to the copter landing. Thol's bodyn was already in the
morgue, positively identified, and gealed ina casket.
Shortly after daylight, more bodies came into the mergue.
We identified the men by little peculiarities that we recalled,
which made the job all the more emotional, McVey, for exam;1
ple, tied his shirt tails in a knot around his stomach. Reba an
Sylvia were buddies who shared a car. They had duplicate sets
of keys in their pockets. When the bodies of Hellman and Syh’w%
were brought in from the hospital, 12 corpses lined one side o
the morgue. It was hard to believe that these were thg same |
young men 1 had joked with while helping them into their jump
gear less than two days before. The last body_was brought in
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shortly after noon. The two funeral homes now bickering over
how this grisly business should be shared added to our sorrow.

The evening of August 7, Henry Thol came into the funeral
home to personally confirm the identity of his son. Thol was a
retired district ranger from Kalispell. He said that he could not
tell his wife that the body in the casket was his son unless he
had a look at it. Two undertakers, Thol, and I started to open
the casket, which was bolted together at %-inch intervals.
After the first few balte were removed, the undertakers found
other things to do, which left Henry and me to do the job. Henry
confirmed that this was indeed his son. Mercifully, his son's
face, hair and upper body were not so badly burned as the other
bodies. Nevertheless, this was an awful sight for any father. [
have often marveled at the courage of this man on that iragic
day.

Personnel officer Sid MacLaughlin had another unpleasant
job. He had to notify next of kin, prepare news releases, and
work with Bill Beaman in disposition of the bodies. Mae-
Laughlin had offered to fly Mrs. Hellman to Helena to see her
husband, hut before a plane became available, Bill Hellman
died. MacLaughlin called forester Carter Helseth, a friend of
the Hellman family, who then personally notified Hellman’s
parents of their son's death. When MacLaughlin learned that
all but two of the bodies had been recovered, and those two
jumpers were not expected to have survived, he began inform-
ing next of kin, He wired the families in the West, but sent
night letters to those in the East, so they would not receive this
terrible news in the middle of the night. Smokejumper squad
leader Bob Manchsester was assigned to collect all personal
effects. He visited banks, post offices, laundries, and so on to
collect belongingsof the deceased jumpers. He then arranged to
ship the property to next of kin.

Of course, not all of the contacts with next of kin were by mail
or phone. We met many of the parents face-to-face. Sometimes
in tears, we tried to explain this tragedy. Regional Forester
Hanson, Clayton Crocker, and Wagner Dodge visited families
in Missoula and Kalispell, Dodge and other jumpers attended
the funeral of McVey, near St.Ignatius, Montana. The regional
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forester sent a letter of condolence describing what happened

at Mann Guleh to all next of kin he could not persenally visit.
An uncle of Silas Thompson flew from Charlotte, North
Carolina, to Missoula, arriving August 8, to persanally talk
with Dodge and Hanson. The Forest Service later received
letters from both Thompson's mother and the uncle, stating
that they in no way held the Forest Service or Dodge responsi-
ble for the death of Silas Thompson. The uncle, favorably im-
pressed with Dodge, said he would be glad to work for the
smokejumper foreman at any time.

Jumpers based in Missoula collected money to help the fam-

‘ilies of the dead. They raised about $1,600 right away, and

more morey trickled in. A share of the fund was sent to the
parents of Silas Thompson. They returned not only the contri-
bution but also enough additional money to set up a $500.00
scholarship, the Silas Thompson Award, at the University of
Montana School of Forestry. This award is still active today.

The federal government was far from genercus with the
families of the jumpers. It took considerable agitation to obtain
enough money just to cover burial expenses. Only $200 was
allowed for unmarried men. Jumpers with dependents fared
little better. The $200 maximum burial expense had probably
been in foree since the 1910 forest fires.

‘Surprisingly, the Mann Gulch tragedy did not hurt the mo-
rale of the remaining jumpers. Only one or two quit early
becanse of it. As for the survivers, Sallee and Rumsey made
several more fire jumps. Shortly after he returned to Missoula,
Sallee flew back to Mann Gulch to show where to drop cargo to
the rescuers.

MacLaughlin had a tough time with the news media while
trying to notify next of kin. He was having a particularly
difficult time in contacting McVey's parents in Babb, Montana,
and Navon's parents in California. But as soon as he convinced
the reporters that he could not and would not release names
until all next of kin had been notified, and he explained his
difficulties, the press became more cooperative.

With the aid of a light rain, the spread of the Mann Gulch fire
was stopped on Sunday, August 7. The fire was surrounded by
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fireline on August 10, five days after the start. The burned area
totaled an estimated 5,000 acres.

1t took a massive effort to corral this killer fire. The U.S. Air
Force base in Spokane contributed five transport planes. Two
hundred trained firefighters were called from Lewiston, Cogur
d'Alene, and Moscow, Idaho, and flown to Helena. Firelighters
were recruited at Helena and were trucked in from other
points. Farmers and ranchers volunteered. The U.3. Reclama-
tion Service, Montana State Highway Patrol, and the U.S. Air
Force base at Great Falls, Montana, sent men to lend a hand.
Virtually every national forest in western Montana contrib-
uted firefighters and experienced supervisory personnel. A
ten-mule packstring was trucked in from the Forest Service
Remount Depot near Missoula. Eventually, five fire camps
ringed the Mann Gulch fire: Meriwether Gulch, Elkhorn
Guleh, Willow Creek, Kennedy Springs, and Willow Mountain.
A total of 450 men worked on the fire. The camps communica-
ted by radio. The State of Montana, the Montana Power Co.,
and the Forest Service supplied the radio facilities.

The Mann Gulch fire created considerable ill will between
the public and the Forest Service, especially after the many
erroneous stories. One of the main questions was why we
risked lives and spent many thousands of dollars to save
serubby timber and cheatgrass. That was a good question then
and a good question today. Some ranchers near Helena
criticized Forest Supervisor Moir for setting aside Mann Gulch
as & wilderness area where livestock was banned. They
charged that the ungrazed grass was especially thick and
heavy, which contributed to the speed and intensity of the fire.

To quiet the rumors and criticism and to find out what really
happened at Mann Gulch, Forest Service Chief Lyle Watts
ordered Carl Gustafson, chief of the division of fire contrel, to
investigate the matter and to arrange for a board of review. On
August 9, Gustafson and Seth Jackson, safety officer from the
chief's office, inspected the Mann Gulch fire. Accompanying
them, among others, were a writer and a photographer from
Life magazine. Ironically, far two months the journalists had
been working with the parachute projeet an a feature story on
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aerial firefighting. Gustafson had little trouble persuading
Life to run a factual story in the August 22 igsue, which cer-
tainly helped clarify the situation. Nevertheless, a terribly
erroneous story appeared in the prestigious Saturday Evening
Post on October 29. Written by William Worden, the article
was entitled, “When the Forest Burns.” On page 89 the article
states; "Near Helena, Montana, two particularly vicious fires
broke out in territory reachable only by Missouri River boat or
plane, Here thirteen men died—eleven parachutists caught by
flames before they could free themselves from their jump gear,
Flames backed desperate fighters against high ramparts, up
which there was no escape. More than 6,000 acres burned.”
The board of review convened in Missoula, September 26-29,
1949, The board was chaired by C. M. Granger, assistant chief
of the Forest Service, in charge of national forest administra-
tion. Other members were as follows: H. D, Cochran, chief of
the division of personnel management, office of the chief; Jay
H. Price, regional forester, Region 5; Lawrence K. Mays, assis-
tant regional forester, division of operation, Region 6; J. Mal-
colm Loring, forest supervisor, Chelan National Forest, Region
6. The board was assisted by technical advisors C. A. Gustaf-

. som, chief, division of fire control, office of the chief; and Francis

Lufkin, smokejumper foreman, Chelan National Forest.
The board was seeking the answers to the following ques-
tions:

1. Were the weanther conditions on August § unusually hazardous
for the employment of smokejumpers?

2. Wasthere a safe jumpspot near the fire and was such a jumpspot
selected?

3. Did the terrain, fuels, and fire behavior at the time of the jump
pose a clear danger to the jumpers at the site they were dropped?

4. Were supervisors delinguent in not warning the crew of "known
impending danger?”’ '

5. Did the foreman fail to exercise leadership or judgment due to
insufficient training or otherwise? Had the crew members been .
trained in various phases of firefighting, including escape train-
ing?
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On September 28, the board and its technical advisors and
key witnesses flew over Mann Gulch and reviewed the
smokejumper drop from the air. Then the board landed in
Helena and traveled to the site by boat. Here they walked the
blackened slopes and listened to the testimony of Foreman
Dodge, Ranger Jansson, and Regional Forester Hanson.

On September 27, the board gquestioned some 18 witnesses.
The full testimony consumes 202 pages, far too much to offer
here. Moreover, much of the questioning is repetitious, as the
hoard checks the testimony of various witnesses. Sometimes
the questions wander from the main issue—why thirteen
firefighters were overrun by a forest fire—to the management
of the fire itself,

Two years after the board of review had convened, the Forest
Service, perhaps fearing lawsuits, took sworn statements from
the survivors and from key witnesses. The sworn statements
are in fact condensed versions of the testimony before the board
of review and focus on the main concerns of the Mann Guleh
disaster—the movements of the smokejumper crew and the
decisions of foreman Dodge. For these reasons I will cite the
sworn statements, not the testimony, while attempting to re-
construct what happened after the jurapers were dropped. The

-statermnents of Dodge, Rumsey, and Sallee are verbatim. That

part of Ranger Jansson's statement beginning with the eve-
ning of August 5 is used to describe the rescue attempt that
night and the morning of August 6. The statement of Dr. T. L,
Hawkins is included to describe the condition of the two jump-
ers who later died and the circumstances surrounding the
rescue,

To help the reader follow the movements of the smokejump-
ers and the fire, I have included an aerial photo of Mann Gulch,
and a map depicting the movement of the fire. The testimony of
the survivors and the illustrations will enable the reader to
understand the testimony and form his own conclusions about
what happened that fateful afternoon some 35 years ago. Much
has been written about Mann Gulch. A motion picture "Red
Skies Of Montana,” loosely based on the tragedy, was made in
the sarly fifties and is even today seen on T.V. Undoubtedly
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Movements of smokejumpers, Mann Gulch, Helena National Forest,
August 5, 1948. Adapted from figures 3 and 4, Report of Board of
Review, Missoula, Montana, September 29, 1949.

1. Drop zone. (4 p.m.} 2. Dodge meets smokechaser Harrigon at fire. (6 p.m.)
3. Dodge and Harrison meet crew; Dodge sends crew toward river. 4, Dodge and
Herrison return to drep zone. 5. Dodge and Harrisen rejoin crew and continue
toward river. (5:40 p.m.J 6. Dodge sees fire ahead, retreats up ridge. (5:45 p.m.)
7. Dodgesetsescapefire.(5:55p.m.) 8. Eleven smokejumpersand Harrizon overrun
by fire. (5:57 p.m.) 9. Rockslide where Rumsey and Sallee took refuge. (6:05 p.m.)
10, Hellman found severely burned. (6:30 p.m.  11. Route of Ranger Janason, turned
back by spot fixes. (65:25 p.m.) :
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Map of fire action at Mann Gulch, August 5, 1949,

Original map from Report of Board of Review,
Missoula, Montana, September 29, 1949,

more will be written about Mann Gulch. But to me, nothing
captures the stark reality of this disaster so well as the tes-
timony of the men who were there, particularly the three '
smokejumpers who survived if.

Let’s begin with the statement of Wagner Dodge, the 33-
year-old foreman selected to lead the crew. Dodge had nine
seasons of general Forest Service work, which included
firefighting. In addition, he had eight seasons as a
smokejumper, having started jumping in 1941. After serving
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about eight months with the Coast Guard in 1942, he received a
medical discharge and returned to the smokejumper project.
He had been a smokejumper foreman since 1945, For three
seasons he had been in charge of aerial attack on fires along the
Continental Divide. Here, he became familiar with firefighting
conditions similar to Mann Gulch. He had 41 jurups and was
considered one of the most competent and experienced of the
smokejumper foremen,

Statement of R. Wagner Dodge

1 took off from Missoula, Montana, at 2:30 p.m., August 5, for
Mann Gulch Fire, Helena National Forest, with the following
men: Robert J, Bennett, Eldon E. Diettert, Philip R. McVey,
David R. Navon, Leonard L. Piper, Stanley J. Reba, Marvin L.
Sherman, Joseph B. Sylvia, Henry J. Thol, Jr., Newton E.
Thompson, Silas R. Thompson, and William J. Hellman as my
squad leader; also Robert Sallee, Walter Rumsey, and Merle
Stratton with Earl Cooley as spotter, Jack Nash as assistant
spotter and Elmer Bloom, photographer. :

Wae arrived over the fire, which was about 60 acres in size, at
3:10 p.m. Jack Nash called my attention upon sighting the fire
in Mann Gulch. I took position in the door of the plane to observe
the terrain and characteristics of the fire. The first tentative
jump spot on top of the ridge between Mann Gulch and
Meriwether Creek northeast of the patrel point was not consid-
ered suitable because of its position in the path of the fire.
Ancther spot was picked in the bottom of the gulch in the
vieinity of the head of Mann Gulch. [ was concerned over this
choice for reasons that if any injuries occurred, it would be
almost impossible to get the injured person out, I related this to
the spotter, who was Earl Cooley, but I also okayed the spot as
guitable to jump to, which was about one-half mile north of the
fire.

The fire at this time gave indications that its rate of spread
would considerably reduce throughout the evening and night. it
was approximately 3:50 p.m. when [ looked at my watch upon
landing in the jump area. Thad an extremely hard landing, and
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Rumsey came down the hill and helped me oft with my jump
gear, and I remained there until the rest of the jumpers were
down. Hellman reported to me that all the men were okay that
had jumped, and we accounted for 13 other jumpers. Merle
Stratton did not jump.

Qur cargo was dropped to us from approximately the same
elevation that we jumped from, and upon landing, was scattered
over a considerable area. The chute with the radio failed to open.

It was approximately 5:00 p.m. when all the cargo was re-
trieved and camp established below the jump area. At that time,
I could hear someone hollering over on the fire across the can-
von. I left Hellman with the erew to pick up some subsistence
and water before starting down the canyon and left instructions
for him to follow me over to the far side of the canyon with the
crew. ] contacted Harrison, the prevention guard, up on the head
of the fire and brought him back te join our crew, and told
Heliman that he should take the crew and return to the north-
west side of Mann Gulch and start toward the river grading out
of the canyon ag he went. Harrison and I returned to our camp
aren, from where 1 could see that the fire had started to boil up,
and I figured it was necessary to rejoin my crew and try to get
out of the canyon as scon as possible.

I caught up with the crew about 5:4¢ p.m. and had Hellman
stop and see that all the crew was together and to remain on the
end of the group. We continued down the canyon for approxi-
mately five minutes of travel before I could see that the fire had
crossed Mann Gulch and was coming up the ridges toward us. I
then reversed our direction and started to return to the north, up
the northwest side of Mann Gulch, elimbing as we went. After
traveling approximately 1,000 to 1,500 feet, 1 instructed the
crew to drop all heavy equipment. (I did not know until later
they had discarded shovels and pulaskis.) After returning to
approximately ahove our camp area to the west of Mann Gulch,
the fire was too close, in my estimation, to continue farther. At
this point, I stopped the crew and explained to those nearest me
{at least eight men) that we would have to burn off a section of
the light fuel and get into the inside in order to make it through.
1n my opinion all my men were still with me or very close and no
stampeding was occutring.

After setting a clump of bunch grass on fire, I made an at-
tempt to start another, but the match had gone out and upon
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locking up, I had an area of 100 feet square that was ablaze. [
toid the men nearest to me that we would wait a few seconds to

" give it a chance to burn out inside, and then we would cross

through the flames into the burned area, where we could make a
good stand and chances of survival were more than even.

Upon watking around to the north side of the fire [ started as
an avenue of escape, | heard someone comment with these
words, “To hell with this, I am getting out of here!” and for all my
hollering, I could not direct anyone into the burned area. I then
walked through the flame towards the head of the fire into the
inside and continued to holier at everyone who went by, but all
failed to heed my instructions; and within seconds after the last
man had passed, the main fire hit the area that I was in. Prior to
this I heard some of them say they thought they could reach the
top of the ridge and they all started up the side of the mountain.
They started off walking and did not seem panicked. The
nearest point of the fire at this time was about 100 yards below
and behind us. After the men left me, [ walked inte the burned
off area and continued calling at the top of my voice for the men
to come back and join me. This was about 5:55 p.m. When the
main fire reached my area, ! lay down on the ground on my side
and poured water from my canteen on my handkerchief over my
mouth and nose and held my face as choge to the ground as  could
while the flames fiashed over me. There were three extreme
gusts of hot air that almost lifted me from the ground as the fire
passed over me. It was running in the grass and also flashing
through the tree tops. By 6:10 p.m. the fire had passed by and I
stood up. My clothing had not been scorched and [ had no burns.
At that time, I heard someone holier to the east of me. Upon
investigation, 1 found Sylvia approximately 100 feet below and
150 gr 200 feet to the east of my location. He was badly burned,
and I moved him to the shelter of a large rock and made him as
comfortable as possible by removing his shoes, clearing an area
of rocks, and retrieving his canteen. Then I told him I would
start out for some help. Upon reaching the top of the ridge and
starting down the other side, [ met Sallee and he told me that
they had Hellman down below on a rock and that he was badly
burned and Rumsey wes okay and was staying with him. I went
down with Sallee, and we decided there wasn't anything we
could do for Hellman, so we left our water, my coat and some
other gear, and Sallee and [ started for help,
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We had to travel through the burn for approximately % mile
before we got to the fire’s edge and about % mile more before we
reached the Missocuri River. As we were not in possession of
maps, compasses, or any means of locating ourselves, we were in
doubt as to which direction would bring the closest and soonest
help. Previous to leaving Missoula we were instructed to make
contact with the ground crew, which made maps, etc. unneces-
sary. Therefore, we placed our shovel upright on the shore
nearest the canyon we came down and tied a bandana handker-
chief around the handle. Then we both took up for Elkhorn
Creek, 2s we had noticed a ranch approximately three or four
miles up the creek. Upon starting up Elkhorn Creek, we decided
to leave the road and go up on the edge of the bench so we would
be meore noticeable if a search party had been sent out.

About this time, we sighted two motor boats off the mouth of
the guleh we came down. We started toward the river, signalling
with our flashlight as we went, but could not attract attention of
gither one. This gave us indications that there must be a boat
club or some other souree of transportation from where we were.
1was sure that we could not travel too far up the river because of
rock ledges descending into the water but was fortunate enough
to hear a dog bark across the river, just below Mann Gulch, and
we hollered and signalled across and got a response from a party
that was observing the fire from that point. We requested the
operator, Eugene Naegle, to take us to the nearest point of
communication and by approximately 9:00 p.m. we were at
Meriwether station where my information was relayed to the
outside and Ranger Jansson.

About 11:00 p.m. I directed four boats from Mertwether to the
galch above the mouth of Elkhorn Creek and returned to
Meriwether. The next day (August 6) was spent in locating the
bodies of the men in the burned area. August 7 was a con-
tinuance af this work since three bodies remained unlocated.
They were located late in the morning.

R. Wagner Dodge.

review he had made two additional fire jumps. On his
smokejumper application forms, Sallee had given his age as 20
years old; actually, he was 17.

Statement of Robert W, Sallee

On Friday, August &, 1949, at about 3:30 p.m. we left
Johngon's Airport in 8 C-47 plane to go to a fire near Helena,
Montana, There were 16 men including myself with Wag Dodge
as foreman and Bill Hellman as squad leader.

We suited up on the way over and everyone wasready tojump
when we arrived over the fire. Due to the extremely rough air,
several of the fellows were sick. Merle Stratton became soill he
couldn’t jump.

After the jump spot had been chosen, I started to get in the
first stick as [ was almost sick myself by then, but [ was a little
late. | jumped first man in the second stick,

The jump spot seemed to be a good one as it was on an open
hillside with very little timber and a good grass cover. I hung up
in a lodgepole pine but my feet were on the ground.

I retrieved my chute and sacked my gear while the plane was
dropping cargo. I finished about the same time the plane
finished dropping cargo. I had noticed that one of the cargo
chutes hadn't opened and it hit the ground with a terrific im-
pact. It turned out to be our radio. I belisve the cargo was
dropped from about the same height that we jumped. This re-
sulted in the cargo being badly scattered and in it taking a good
deal of time to gather it. The air was the roughest [ have ever
seen it that day so I guess the plane just couldn't take the chance
of getting down any lower to drop our eargo.

1 took my gear up to the pile where Wag was and put my tags
on it. I believe this was approximately 4:16 p.m. Then I went to
help retrieve cargo. I took a look at the fire and decided it wasn’t
bad. It was burning on top of the ridge and I thought it would
continue on up the ridge. It was my opinion that it probably

Another key witness was Robert W. Sallee, of Samuels,
Idaho. Sallee had two seasons of general Forest Service experi-
ence before becoming a smokejumper. Mann Gulch was his
first fire jump. At the time he appeared before the board of

wouldn't burn much more that night because it was getting near
the end of the burning period for that day and it locked like it
would have to burn down across a little saddle before it burned
uphill any more. I don't recall any particular change in the fire
behavior during the time we were gathering the cargo.
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After the carge was collected I helped Newt Thompson and
Bill Hellman fix a bad cut on Wag's elbow. We then broke the
tool and foed packages open and began eating a lunch. About
that time Wag Dodge started up toward the head of the fire to
contact the ground crew since we had heard someone ealling
from up that direction. Dodge instructed Hellman to tool the
crew up and bring them up to the fire as soon as we finished
eating a Junch. Within 10 to 15 minutes we tooled up and with
food and water packs proceeded down and across the gulch and
then started climbing the steep slope toward the head end of this
fire. After traveling about % mile down the gulch and then
crossing to the south side of the gulch and climbing 100 yards or
so up the slope the fire was on, we met Dodge and the smoke-
chaser (Harrison) coming down. I heard Dodge say something to
the effect that we had better gat out of that thick reproduction
because that was a death trap and he instructed Hellman to take
the crew back across to the north side of Mann Gulch and head
down the gulch toward the river. He said he and the smoke-
chaser were going to return to the eargo spot and get some food
and water and that they would catch up with the crew later.

Hellman then led the crew back aeross to the north side of the
gulch and we started angling along the sidehill toward the river,
grading up out of the bottom of the gulch as we traveled. Within
five minutes or so, Dodge and the smokechaser caught up with
the crew and Dodge took the lead toward the river. When Dodge
came down from the fire he didn’t seem to be worried or excited
about the fire, but when he caught up with us again he started
the crew hurrying down the gulch as though he was somewhat
worried ebout the behavior of the fire and our safety. It seems to
me that we didn’t travel down the gulch more than a couple
hundred yards after Dodge caught up with us until Dodge re-
versed our direction and started back up Mann Gulch in the
general direction of where we had jumped, but angling quite
strongly upgrade as we went. When Dodge turned the crew back
up the guleh, Walt Rumsey and I were the two last men in the
line, We were traveling in that position because we were each
carrying an unsheathed saw. AsIrecotlect Hellman was travel-
ing right in front of Rumsey and 1. When the head of the line
switched back, Rumsey and I cut across and dropped right in
behind Dodge and i believe Hellman did the same. At any rate
Hellman was up toward the head end of the line very soon after
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we turned back because I recall him being there when he gave
the crew crders to drop their packs.

Prior to the time Dodge turned the crew back up the gulch, 1
hadn't noticed that the fire was any worse than when we left the
cargo assembiy spot. When Dodge turned the crew back up the
gulch was the first warning I had that there might be danger of
the fire trapping us. I couldn't see ahy flames on our side of the
gulch but I could see a heavy smoke indicating quite a fire had
just started right ahead of us and on our side of the gulch. I still
didn't notice any particular difference in the appearance of the
fire scross the gulch. In other words, the main fire still appeared
io be confined to the upper third of the slope on the south side of
Mann Gulch. By the time we dropped our packs and toola thefire
was probably not much over 100 yards behind us and it seemed
to me that it was getting ahead of us both above and below. We
were traveling as fast as we could and were just about holding
our own with the fire directly behind us, When we broke out into
the opening where Dodge was, § could see fire considerably
ahead of us in the bottom of the gulch where we had jumped and
where we had assembled our cargo,

There was four or five of us boys right with Dodge or right
behind him when he set the grass on fire. [ saw Dedge light the
grass on fire and heard him say “Up this way.” At that time I
recall seeing the last men in our crew line coming out of the
timber into the grass area and the fire just about reaching the
edge of the timber. The fire that Dodge set in the grass burned
straight up the hill very fast to the ridge top to our left. I got the
impression that Dodge had set this fire as a buffer to the fire that
was directly behind us and that we should head for the ridge top
along the right hand edge or east side of the fire he had set. The
east edge of the fire Dodge had set was just about & straight line
up the slope to the ridge top. It was just blazing up two or three
feet high and just spreading slowly sideways on the slope. Rum-
sey, Diettert, and I hurried as fast as we could practically
straight up the slope and close along the burning edge of the fire
Dodge had set. When we came to a crevice in the rock ledge,
Rumsey and I climbed up through the crevice while Diettert
swung along under the rock ledge to the right. When I got above
the rock ledge and while I was waiting for Rumsey to climb up to
where I was, I looked back down in the direction in which I had
lagt seen Dodge. I saw Dodge jump over the burning edge of the
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fire he had set and saw him waving his arms and motioning for
the other boys to follow him. At that instant 1 could see what I
believe was all the balance of the erew, They were within 20 or
50 feet of Dodge and just outside of the burning edge of the fire
Dodge had set. The last I recall sesing the group of boys, they
were angling up the slope in the unburned grass and fairly close
to the burning edge of the fire Dodge had set. Up to that time the
east edge of the fire Dodge had set had only spread sideways of
the slope. I went on over the ridge out of sight of Dodge and the
crew feeling that all ‘the boys except Diettert, and possibly
Navon, had probably joined Dodge and were safe. [ had noticed
Navon cut off up the hill away from the crew just before we broke
put of the timber and hadn’t noticed him rejoin the crew. As I

recall I also heard Dodge shouting at the boys at the same time |

saw him waving his arms, but I couldn’'t understand what he
was saying,

When Dodge first set the fire, [ did not understand that he
wanted us boys to wait a few seconds and then get inside the
burned out grass area for protection from the main fire, but
when I looked back from near the ridge top it was then obvious
that he wanted the crew to join him inside the burned out grass
area. However, since Rumsey and I had practically made the
ridge top then, we elected to continue on over the top and along
the opposite hillside rather than return back down the slope to
join Dodge.

After making the ridge top, Rumsey and [ then ran along the
ridge and cpposite sidehill which was not on fire, until we found
a section of slide rock where we believed we would be safe.
Rumsey and I were on the slide rock a good five minutes or
longer before the fire burned down to ug directly from the Mann
Gulch direction. The first flames we saw after reaching the slide
rock area were directly above or slightly more east of us which
would indicate that the fire came out of the head of Mann Gulch
or about from the area where we had jumped. There apparently
was quite a high wind blowing straight up the slope at the time
Dodge set the fire because that fire spread very rapidly straight
up the slope and only slowty sideways to the slope. Judging by
what I saw [ am positive that the fire Dodge set had nothing
whatever to do with burning the boys. I alsa feel just as positive
that the group of boys which I could see near Dodge, just before I
went over the ridge, understood that Dodge wanted them tejoin
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him inside the burned out area hut for some reason elected not to
do so. I fee! certain that it was the fire that I had noticed in the
gulch hottomn and ahead of us which swept up the siope and
caught the boys.

After the fire had burned out around us and the smoke had
cleared we yelled to see if anyone else had made it. We heard an
answer off to our right {west) about 30 yards. We found Bill
Hellman badly burned. I went for the first aid kit, but the area
on the other side of the ridge was too hot to go into. When [ got
back to Walt and Bill we decided we'd need help fast. About that
time I heard Dodge yell up on the hill. I went up and met him
about halfway down. He hadn't been burned at all. Dodge and [
went for help and left Rumsey with Bill Hellman. We went
gbout % mile to where we crossed the fire line and went on down
to the river. We didn’t have a map 50 were uncertain of what
direction to go for help. After reaching the river, we started for
the mouth of Elkhorn Creek after leaving our shovel sficking
upright in the sand with a bandana tied to it. When we got up
there a ways we saw two boats coming down the river. We tried
to make it back and hail them but failed to attract their atten-
tion. We then decided we had better go that way (back up the
river) instead. '

‘We went up the river about a mile and a half till we heard a
dog barking across from us. We calied across and some sight-
seersg came over and took us to Meriwether Station where the
ranger ordered help over the radio.

When help came [ went back with them to where Hellman and
Rumsey were. After the doctor had fixed Hellman up we went
and found Sylvia. The next morning I helped carry Sylvia to the
boat.

When Rumsey and [ first found Hellman he told us the fire
had caught him just as he hit the top of the ridge. He said he
believed he was going to die and wanted us to do away with him.
He was obviously in very severe pain. The only time that [ am
positive of in connection with this whole affair is that Rumsey’s
wrist watch showed 6:05 while we were sitting in the slide rock
getting our wind. I don’t recall that we were given any training
relative Lo setting escape fires such as Dodge set in this case but
I do recall that we were told to always follow the leader and todo
what the boss told us to do at all times. I believe the boys
understeod what Dodge wanted them to do but either foilowed
Hellman or just went on their own ideas.
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The third survivor was Walter B. Rumsey, Garfield, Kansas
age 21. Rumsey had served a year in the Navy Air C:orps and,
was a forestry student at Montana State University. He had
two years of general experience with the Forest Service prior to
becoming a smokejumper, both.of them as a firefighter or as a
lookfout-ﬁreman. Like Sallee, Mann Gulch was Rumsey's first
fire jump. At the time of the hearing he had made three addi-
tional fire jumps.

Garfield, Kansas
January 7, 1952

Statement of Walter B. Rumsey

We left Missoula in the C-47 around 2:30 p.m. 1 didn’t see the
fire until shortly before I jumped in the first stick, third man
around 3:45 p.m. The jump spot appeared to be about % milé
northeast of the fire. From the few short looks I had, I saw only
one hot spot that looked bad. I remember thinking that this fire
would be mostly mop-up work. The possibility of a blow-up
never entered my head. The fire seemed to be mostly on the
ridge b_ut. down somewhat on the Mann Guleh side. The smoke
waLs drifting up the ridge. I noticed the fire burning intensively
in only one small place.

There was little choice about a jump spot. The likely place
seermned to be on the grassy slope toward the upper end of the
gulch some distance from the fire. I landed hard but safel
Dodge landed a few yards from me and did not get up. I removeyd;
my harnegs and went to help him. He seemed dazed. I helped
him off with his suit and looked at his elbow which he had
f:o_mplamed about. There was a puncture wound right at the’

joint. The bone was visible but there was very little bleeding

We watched the other boys come down. Two of the boys go{;
tangled and came down together. They were Eldon Diettert and
Newton Thompson. I retrieved a water can and helped the other
boyslmove the cargo to & central place some distance below my
landing spot. The air was extremely rough that day. This re-
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sulted in the cargo being dropped from guite a high altitude and
being guite widely scattered. It probably took between 20 to 30
minutes to drop the carge and about 45 minutes to gather it all
to one central spot, We broke out the canteens and Dodge in-
structed us to fill ene apiece and alsoto get a bite to eat from the
rations.

We heard a shout from the fire across the gulch which later
proved to be Harrison, the smokechaser. He was evidently the
only other man on that end of the fire. Dodge went to locate him
and told Hellman to bring the crew and follow him as soon as we
got our water, food, and tools. L believe it was then about 5p.m. I
carried a water canon a pack board. We were all double tooled as
we followed Hellman down into the bottorm of the gulch and up
the other side toward where Dodge had gone. We did not go all
the way up to where Dodge had gone. He shouted down and told
us to stay where we were, whicn was about 100 vards slope
distance up from the gulch bottom. He came back with the
amokechaser and talked to Fellman but do not recall the con-
versation. The time must have been cloge 10 5:20 p.m. by then.
We all turned around and went back down across the gulch and
up the other side. We did not go straight up. We angled out ina
westerly direction toward the river and the mouth of Mann
Gulch. Somewhere along the line part of the crew got separated
from the balance. I was in the front half. Shortly before the
geparation Navon asked to relieve me on the water can and 1
took his saw and pulagki. At this time I noticed the fire had
picked up considerably and I especially noticed the air currents
which whipped the flame first one way and then another. How-
ever, I still felt no apprehension at this time. As I recall, Dodge
expressed the idea that it wou)d be best and safer to work on the
lower side and back end of the fire instead of the front end where
he had found the smokechaser.

Soon after this we became concerned over our separation so
we shouted. I thought that the other boys got ahead of us when |
gave Navon my water can, and so was much surprised to see
them come up from behind. Soon after that Dodge and the
smokechager caught up with the crew and we switched back and
Dodge led the line up toward the ridge almost in an opposite
direction from which we had been going. I did not realize why
Dodge had practicatly reversed our direction of travel. About
this time or soon afterwards I saw Navon and ancther boy
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taking pictures of the fire across the canyon. I did not observe
that there was any fire on the north side of Mann Gulch at that

time. We were still angling up the side slope as well astraveling .

back up Mann Gulch. The going was difficult as it was steepand
rocky. I can only guess at the time—~5:40 p.m. We continued up
toward the ridge in an orderly mapner. We reached a rocky
place and Dodge told us to get rid of the saws and packs. We also
shouted to the rest of the boys to ditch their equipment. Some-
where along the line I remember Dodge saying something ahout
“getting out of this fire trap.” As far as I remember there were
three men ahead of me, Dodge, Hellman, and Diettert. I was
getting nervous as I could hear and see the flames behind us and
on our side of the gulch. Diettert was directly ahead of me with a
shovel and pulaski. I took the shovel from him. Shortly after-
wards [ leaned it againsta large pine. ] was beginning to realize
the danger about this time. We could see flames across the gulch
but could see no fire on our side. However, we could hear a loud
roar below and behind us. Before Dodge set his fire I saw no fire
to my left.

Looking up from my elimbing I noticed Dodge had stopped and
had Jighted a fire in the grass. It immediately spread straight up
the side hill toward the ridge top on our left. There was a small
group around him at the time. Diettert, Sallee and Hellman. I
believe. I remember thinking that that was a very good idea but
I don't remember what I thought it was good for, I can remember
no convergation. I continued up the right side of Dedge's fire on
towards the ridge. I could see a large rock sticking up and I
thought if1 could makeit there I would be safe. Sallee was onmy
left and Diettert on my right slightly below me, I wag very tired
and winded. I dido’t see to the right or left but only the rocks on
top. It seems as if ] went between two large rocks on top of the
ridge. I was much cooler there. 1 started down the other side and

" tripped, falling into a juniper bush. I got up and sat down for a

few seconds before running on down the other side. Sallee was
still to my left but we had lost Diettert. We continued running
unti) we ran into a large rock slide. There we stopped and the
fire burned around us.

The first flames reaching us came from the ridge top directly
above us. We moved to the bottom of the slide to avoid the heat
from above. Later, as the area below burned we moved back to
the top of the slide, While Szllee and I were in the rock slide we
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* discussed the situation. We felt sure Dodge had made it O.K.

and believed the other boys had too. We chastised ourselves for
being so stupid and not getting inside of Dodge’s fire. I re-
member looking at my pocket watch dnd it was 6:05. I am
reaschnably sure that the watch was correct.

The right or east edge of Dodge’s fire was practically straight
up and down the slope and the flames were burning about waist
high. This fire edge was not spreading rapidly. I can recall
thinking, as I went practically straight uphill along the edge of
Dodge's fire, that [ could run through the flaming front to the
inside of the grase fire and be safe if it got too tough. However, as
I got nearer the ridge top I gave up the idea. Dodge did not
appear to be excited. He always seemed to know what to do and
was very deliberate about doing it. When Dodge first set thefire,
I don’t believe I understood the purpose for which he had set it
but, as I went up along the edge of it, I began to realize that it
was a huffer between me and the main fire and that I could seek
shelter in the burned out grass area if necessary. I feel positive
that the fire set by Deodge did not burn the boys. It was a
protection to Diettert, Sallee, and myself as we climbed the slope
to the ridge top and I do not see how it could have been any
hindrance to anyone. I believe the fire that burned the hoys
came up from directly below them. I also fes] positive that none
of the boys would have been burned had they joined Dodge
ingide of the grass fire he had set. I belteve it wasjust after Ileft
Dodge and started up the hill along the edge of Dodge’s fire when
Theard someone say “to hell with that, I'm getting out of here.”
(Editor's note: In his testimony before the board of review Rum-
sey said, "I am positive that it was Bill Hellman that said that.”) ]
do not know whether that influenced the other boys in not
staying with Dodge and seeking shelter inside his fire because I
don't know how many boys heard that remark. I don't recall that
we had had any special training on what to do in case of an
emergency such a this. We had instructions and training in fire
fighting and were told to always follow the leader and to do what
the boas tald us to de.

After it had burned away we gave a shout in the direction
from which we had come. It was then around 6:30 p.m. There
was an answering cry for help. We went to the sound and found
Hellman sitting on a large rock. His shirt was gone as was the
seat from his pants. All we had was water which we gave him.
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He was in terrible pain. Sallee went up the ridge to see if there
was any chance of retrieving our first sid kit. There was no
chance. As he came back down he met Dodge and they came
back to mie together. He left his coat, water and a can of irish
potatoes and a pulaski with me and then he and Sallee went for
help. I remained with Hellman and tried to make him comfort-
able. He was very thirsty all the time and I could not give him
enough water to gatisfy him. At midnight there was no water
left so we decided that I should go to the river and get some. I left
him and headed for the river but heard someone call. I waited
there until they got to me. It was Ranger Jansaon, Sallee, two
doctors, and several men with two stretchers. We went back to
Hellman and gave him plasma, ete. Jansson and Sallee and a
crew went to look for more men. I remained with Hellman.
When it got light we started carrying him down. He was in good
spirits and I figured he had a very gocd chance. It was arcund
5.30 a.m. when we got him to the river. At 6 am. I was at
Meriwether. At noon [ went back to Hilger landing with Sallee.

I was with Hellman from about 6:30 until midnight when I
went down the slope toward the river for water, Heliman had no
hope for himself at first but as we talked he seemed to regain
some confidence. He asked about the other boys but I couldn’t
tell him anything about them, He said he had been burned just
as he got to the ridge top. After the fire passed him he crawled
and walked down the gully toward the river. He said he could
see the water and 90 headed for it. He said he couldn’t make it
any {urther than the rock where we found him.

We talked about hig family and he told me about hisnew baby
and his wife, He indicated he wasa Catholic and said his parents
had wanted him to be more religious, and he wished he had. He
gave me a short message for his wife. We prayed together and
talked about God. I don’t remember what was said. Later on we
talked about water. He wanted to have more water but I was
trying to ration it to him since we had very little. We ran out of
water about midnight and we finally decided I should go down to
the Missouri River for more. [ met the rescue party coming upas
1 went down.

Next let’s consider the testimony of Robert Jansson, ranger

on the Canyon Ferry District. Jansson had spotted the fire from
a patrol plane around neon and had called for jumpers. By 4:30
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p.m. he had boated down the Missouri from Hilger landing, set
up & fire camp at Meriwether Gulch, and had dispatched Alter-
nate Ranger Hersey and a small crew to attack the lower flank
of the fire. He then landed at Mann Gulch and attempted to
locate the jumpers so he could tell them to join his crew.
Jansson was forced back to the river when the fire blew up
around him. From a vantage point along the Missouri he saw
the fire take out the guleh in a firestorm. Jansson returned to
his camp, momentarily expecting a radio call from the jumpers.

Jansson's Report on Rescue

Between 8 and 9 p.m., August 5. With the help of the Missoula
Radio I found out the jumpers had landed but couldn’t make out
the location. We tried to contact them in hopes they had pulled
off and were setting up camp in Willow Creek or Elkhorn. I still
hoped to hear frorm their radio. We were in this process when
Dodge and jumper Sallee walked into the Guard cabin at
Meriwether and Dodge reported that he had two injured men.
This was approximately 8:50 p.m.

Dodge was pretty badly busted up and I couldn’t believe my
ears or get the facts siraight. Too many men were trying to
crowd into the radio shack, so I pulled Dodge up the trail, the
men followed so I chased them away. I finally got his story—he
felt the eleven missing bad outrun the fire. (I did not know, yet,
that Harrison was with him.)

Immediately after being advised by Dodge regarding the two
seriously burned jumpers, [ ordered one doctar, two litters, and
blood plasma from Helena through the Canyon Ferry radio. 1
then proceeded to question Dodge and Sallee further in an
attempt to ascertain what the full situation was. I then directed
Foreman Roos to organize & rescue party to accompany the
doctor to the two injured men and to bear the litters. Dodge
informed me that both injured men had water and were being
cared for by Jumper Walter Rumsey and that there was nothing
to be gained by anyone attempting to contact them before the
doctor could arrive. Dodge advised me that the men burned were
Bill Hellman-and another man he didn’ know the name of. One
was on one side of the ridge and the other on the opposite side.
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Robert Sallee was also uninjured and accompanied Dodge out of
fire. They were picked up by Eugene Naegles in a boat cruising
down the river.

With Hersey long overdue, I was the only man who knew the
country intimately. I had no experienced overhead. All kinds of
rumors were running through camp. After radioing for medical
assistance, I attempted to formulate a plan of action. The
rumors along with the fire glaring closely overhead were mak-
ing a tense situation. Since we could do the injured no good until
the doctors arrived, I refused to let any men start out. Several
men heatedly told me we had to do something right now. Others
wanted to crawl up on the rocks with the fire hose and wet down
the fire. This would be extremely dangerous and foolhardy in
the dark. I refused. Since the fire wasn't cooling down very much
overhead because of the strong updrafts, I had Padbury stand by
in case we had to evacuate the camp by boat. Men were worried
about getting burned. I told them they were safe encugh and
could always wade out into the river. I was about to send Assis-
tant Ranger Olsen up the Mann Gulch trail to see ifhe could find
any irace of Hersey 4as he walked inat 10:10 p.m. I walked up to
him and pulled him away from hig men and asked ifhe wasokay
and had all his men. He said they wers all okay but he was sure
Jimmy was burned up. We then learned that Jim was with the
missing jumpers and that one jumper hadn’t jumped. Hersey's
arrival helped ease the tension because it looked then like men
could stand up to the fire and come off ockay. We felt sure we
would locate the missing men somewhere down river and when
the rumor was reported to me as a fact that there were addi-
tional men injured down river, I said I would go check on the
report. I ingtructed Hersey to take over, allow no one to leave the
camp area and o keep track of everyone unti! I got back. Roos
and the rescue party were to meet me at the mouth of Rescue
Gulch. The report of ather jumpers along the river turned out to
be a rumor.

Men were agitated at the apparent inaction while waiting for
the speed boat to get the litters. {The two doctors forgot the
litters at Hilger landing.) Some suggested that we start out and
have the litters sent up the hill when they came. This I refused
to de for the following reasons as I told them. Thig was going to
be a teugh agsignment. We were going to have to walk through
the fire area. There was danger fromrolling rocks and snags, We
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couldn’t afford to injure anyone else or take the chance of killing
a man. We were going to have to be cautious, stay together in
single file, Hmited the number of men, sent the excess back to
Meriwether and had one boat stay at the mouth of Rescue Gulch
to act as messenger and to remove the injured. About 11:30 p.m.
we got started up the hill. The rescue crew consisted of 12 men,
Gransvitle Edgmond, James H. Taylor, Frank L. Holland, Mar-
vin Simmons, Jack H. Diamond, Martin L. Wostein, Stanley
Grudisher, Doctor Hawkins, Doctor R. S. Hains, Don Roos, my-
seif and smokejumper Sallee who directed us up the hill until we
ran into Rumsey on his way to the river for water. Rumsey
led us up to Bill Hellman who was propped up against a rock
about 200 yards below the ridge separating Rescus Guich and
Mann Gulch.

Rumsey, Sallee and I arrived at Hellman at about 12:36 a.m.,
8/6/49, in advance of main party by about 10 to 15 minutes. Bill
was hollering for water. Bill's condition was bad—his face,
arms, legs and back were severely burned. He complained of the
cold and was very thirsty, We let him rinse out his mouth and
drink a little water. When the doctors arrived they gave Bill a
hypo, one quart of plasma, applied salve, transferred him to the
litter, covered him with blankets, etc. After the doctors had the
situation under control, I suggested to Don Roos that we hunt for
the other injured man on the Mann Gulch side so we could give
him & drink and guide the doctors to him. Accordingly, at 1:20
a.m. the three of us started out and crossed the ridge. On top we
ran into & 12-foot rim rock breaking off onto the Mann Gulch
side and had difficulty in finding a pass to drop over the ridge.
We then split and started to comb the ridge top for several
hundred yards each way. At about 1:50 a.m. we heard a faint cry
below us and to our right. Roos and I went toward the ery. I sent
Sallee back for the doctors as I felt he was weary enough without
having to ¢limb down i the hole.

When Roos and [ reached the second man, he said, "Gee, it
didn't take you long to get here. Please don’t look at my face; it's
too awful. Have you got any water? What time is it?” He was
standing on a big rock which slanted down hill so sharply that
he could hardly keep from sliding off down hill, He also said,
“Say, fellows, I don’t think I'll be able to walk down out of here.”
We told him his walking was over, he was going to get a free ride
out. I looked at my watch and told him, *It’s 2 a.m. on the nosa.”
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We then got him to sit down and gave him some water. Since his
hands were badly burned, I peeled an orange and fed it to him
section by section. He said his name was Joe Sylvia and that
after the fire swept over him, Wag Dodge had found him, cut off

. his shoe laces and pulled off his boots. Wag then cached him

under the rock and said he would go for help. Joe said that if he
had followed Dodge's instructions when the fire biew up he
would not have been hurt. This was what Rumsey stated alse.
Sallee agreed.

Joe complained of the cold, Roos had given his jacket to Rum-
sey who had given Hellman his jacket and shirt. I had no jacket
with me, so the best we could do was to give Joe our thin shirts
which weren't much help. We then cuddled up to him one on
each side and tried to keep him warm by our body heat. About
2:20 a.m. the doctors arrived and administered similar aid to
Joe. Doctor Hawkins said Joe was all right and we could wait for
daylight before starting out. He assured me the wait wouldn't
endanger Joe's life so I felt it was better to wait until dawn to
start out since the side hill was steep and rocky and litter-
bearing in the dark would be extremely hazardous. Joe was
worried about his shoes so I combed the hill side with a
fiashlight-until I found them. I also found a half-filled canteen
about ten feet from where we found Joe. I set Joe's shoes beside
him since the knowledge that he had recovered his shoes gave
him some comforl. Since only one blanket had been brought in
with the litter by the doctors, all men stripped off their jackets
and some their shirts and undershirts to wrap around Joe to
keep him warm.

At daylight, before the light was good enough for travel, I
spread out the six of us who were to carry out Joe's litter, along
the hill side to search for the others. We had yelled at various
times during the night and made several short trips looking for
others. Joe said that early in the evening he thought he had
heard voices below him and had shouted but got no answer.

At 4:30 a.m. I ran onto the first body which I identified as Jim
Harrison by his glasses, Catholic emblem, Forest Service key
#18 and the remainsg of the snake bite kit [ had given him when I
first agsipned him to Meriwether. All clothing but his shoes
were burned off. He was laying face down, pointed up hill. His
body was 100% burned as were all bodies I found. Death had
been instantaneous for all but the two injured. There was no
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sign of suffering on any hody but Reba’s.

The ground appearance was that a terrific draft of
superheated air of tremendous velocity had swept up the hill
exploding all inflammable material causing a wall of flame
{which 1 had observed from below at about 5:30 p.m. the previ-
ous evening) 600 feet high to roll over the ridge and down the
other side and continue over ridges and down gulches until the
fuels were so light that the wall could not maintain heat enough
to continue. :

This wall covered 3,000 acres in ten minutes or less. Anything
caught in the direct path of the heat hlast perished.

About 4:35 a.m. another man discovered another body and I
had Sallee identify him as Robert Bennett. 1 tagged his body
with a note weighted with a rock by his hand stating that Sallee
had identified him as Bennett and signed my name. This was
the procedure I used throughout my ssarch.

We started down Mann Gulch with Joe at about 2:40 a.m.
Unfortunately there were but six of us besides the doctors and
Sallee had to help carry Joe out. Lower down, we ran onto body
#3 which was tentatively identified as Reba. This man had
broken his leg and rolled down hill whers he was caught in the
fire.

We got Joe ouit to the mouth of Mann Gulch at about 6:00 a.m.
where we hailed Stan Mercer in a speed boat. He took Joe out to
Hilger and the ambulance, dropping the rest of us off at
Meriwether.

I then got involved in action on control of the fire. Clarence
Strong arrived shortly and I never was so glad to see an old hand
in all my life as we were short handed on overhead. Clarence
agreed to take over the organization of the north and east sides
of the fire. We figured the river would hold the west side and
Hersey could organize the Meriwether Division since ! had
transmitted orders previously. This temporarily relisved meso
eould organize the rest of the search,

Wagner Dodge thought the helicopter could be used to good
advantage. Since I was unfamiliar with the detailsof what could
be done with this outfit, I asked him to get in touch with Mis-
soula by the radio and write his own ticket. I would do whatever
he thought advisable and would stay with him until the finish.

Dodge ordered what he wanted by 7:00 a.m. which was im-
mediately confirmed by Fire Control. We figured two hours to
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to the mouth where I met Little and Dodge. We hailed a boat at

get the supplies. I . t six and t back to Meriwether.
At 9:00 a.m., Dodge and I took ten gallons of water and 2 about sl and went ba "

Junches to mouth of Elkhorn to wait for the egg-beater. The
egg-beater arrived about 12:40 p.m. I was getting extremely
impatient, and if my feet hadn’t been so blistered, I would have

Finally, we come to the testimony of Dr. Hawkins, a practic-
ing dactor at St. Peters Hospital in Helena. He was called to
accompany the rescue party the night of August 5.

69

set out afoot again but it seemed foolish when I might pull out
and in a few minutes the helicopter arrive.
I was tanded in the pass at about 1:00 p.m., the first passenger

on the shuttie and took off for where we had found the three

bodies, earlier that morning. Before reaching them, I found &
body which I tagged ‘Unidentified #1.' I searched up hill for
personal effects and gathered all I could find in a pile by the body
and next to my note. This I did in all cases but I didn't spend too
much time hunting for effects.

The terrific btast of heat burned all clothing off, releasing
non-flammable effects which if not pinned down by the body
were carried ag high as 100 feet further up the hill. The blast just
ripped anything loose or light away. In some cases, I had to move
parts of the bodies to release such things as watches, silver
money, remains of wallets, ete.

1 then found & body which I identified as Phil McVey. Then
body #6 which was tagged ‘Unidentified #2,' then #7 which I
tagged “Unidentified #3." In the meantime Doctor Little landed

in the pass and waited until Wag Dodge landed and together

proceeded toward me.

I then found #8 and #9. Down below Reba, I saw a charred
stump of 2 man with the legs burned completely off which I
hated to go down to see after again looking at them all. Sp I

didn't count him and didn’t actually go clese enough to deter- -

mine if it was really a remains. Consequently, I didn't report
this body but it was later verified by Frank Perkins.

I then met Little and Dodge whe were coming up behind me
and went once more to Harrison's body. Then Dodge showed
Little and me where he set the fire and where they first aban-
doned their teois. Since Dodge thought the missing two might be
on the ridge they came up the night of the fire, he and Little
went further over the rocks. Since my feet were pretty raw and I
was having a hard time walking, T told them that I'd work down
hill back toward the bodies. I thought I might go to the charred
stump but on the way I decided (with the help of my feet) I
couldn't stomach it any longer and pulled on down Mann Gulch
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Statement of Dr. T. L. Hawkins

Forest Dispatcher Murphy called me about 9 p.m. Friday
evening, August 5, 1949 and told me they needed a doctor at the
Gates of the Mountains fire. He said he knew they had two
injured at that time and there may be more. He asked me toalso
get the ambulance and stretchers, Dr. R. E. Haines, Phoenix,
Arizona, (Lois Grunow Clinic), was visiting me at the time. He
volunteered to join me on the trip. I called the Highway Patrol
because I thought they could get me down there quicker than I
could drive myself.

1n the meantime, I called St. Peters Hospital and asked them
to get some blood plasma ready for me to take. Also called one of
the Ritz brothers and asked them to take a couple of stretchers
and ambulances to the Hilger landing.

By that time Dr. Little called me and I told him that Dr.
Haines and I would go and I told him to rustle some supplies for
me at St. Peters Hospital. By that time the Highway Patrol car
came and picked us up and we started out for the fire. Went by
ear to Hilger boat landing. There was a boat waiting for us. It
must have been after 10 p.m. by the time we got to the boat
landing. Wentdown the river to the Meriwether landing, picked
up Ranger Jansson there, went on to the mouth of Mann Gulch
but failed to meet the jumper there that was to guide us to the
injured boys. Continued on down the river to the next gulch. We
waited just a few minutes there for our guide and the stretcher
hearers and to agsemble everything. We then started up Rescue
Gulch where Sallee and Dodge had come down.

In the meantime the fire had swept through and on beyond-
that gulch. We climbed to the top, or nearly to the top, and had
no trouble finding Hellman and the uninjured jumper that had
stayed with him. We got him onto a stretcher and gave him
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plasma and morphine. He didn't seem to be suffering too much.
It took quite a while (probably a halfhour) to get the plasma into
him. (The lights were not good—that slowed us up some.}

In the meantime, Ranger Jansson, Sallee and Foreman Roos
went over the hill to where Sylvia was. The night was not a bit
cold, it was a hot night. When we finished with Hellman we
wrapped him in blankets and left him with some of the boys. We
then went over to where Sylvia was on a big rock. We leveled off
a place there near the rock and put him on a stretcher. We gave
him morphine and plasma and made him quite eomfortable.
Sylvia went right to sleep after we gave him the hypo. We put
burn eintment on all the exposed surfaces but didn’t undress the
boys. Believe it was about 3:15 a.m. by that time.

We then decided that it would be best to wait until daylight to
move the boys, It got daylight a little after 4 a.m. While we were
waiting for daylight, we all scattered out and searched for any
other injured boys, We didn’t find any more injured boys, but we
did find two or three bodies.

As soon as it was light enough we started for the river with
both injured boys on stretchers. Brought one (Syivia), to the
mouth of Mann Gulch and don’t believe we waited there more
than five minutes until a boat came by and picked up Sylvia and
took him up to the Hilger landing where an ambulance was
waiting and he was taken to St. Peters Hospital. That was a fast
boat that took Syivia. Then shortly afterward another boat
came and picked up Hellman. By the time we got to Hilger the
ambulance had net returned from Helena yet but did return
within about a half hour after we got to Hilger landing. Boththe
boys were reasonably comfortable on the trip out, were very dry
and wanted & lot of water all the time. They stood the trip down
off the mountain in good shape. They were attended im-
mediately upon their arrival at the St. Peters Hospital by Dr.
Little.

When we first got to the boys neither of them were in a
terribly lot of pain. The reason for thisis that their burns were so
deep and hard that the nerve ends were destroyed. Both Dr.
Haines and I recognized this condition as soon as we looked
them over. [t was immediately obvious to both of us that the
condition of both these boys was extremely critical. I am also
sure that the lungs of both these beys were burned as a result of
intense heat which they had inhaled. I am satisfied that practi-
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cally all of the boys who died suffocated and undoubtedly died
very quickly and then they burned afterward. The fire had used
up all the oxygen and they were all winded from climbing up the
hill so it was just a case of them running completely out of
oxygen very guickly. Death results very quickly in cases like
that. The attitude in which the bodies were found did not indj-
cate struggling or delayed suffering or slow death. Parts of the
bodies of both Hellman and Sylvia were actually charred and
burned very deep. Sylvia had bad burns in the lower extremities
and his hands and arms were burned to a crisp, Hellman's burns
were mostly on his face, neck, head, and hands and arms and not
5o bad on his feet and legs. The clothes were not burned off of
either of them badly except Sylvia had a lot of holes burned in
his pants. It is my opinion that both of those boys would have
most certainly died even if they had been gotten to a hospital
and under doctors’ care immediately. It was a very nice warm
night—the night exposure on the mountain should not have
been any contributing factor at all to their death.

Although the board heard some 18 witnesses and technical
experts in the two-day review, the testimony of the three sur-
vivers will always remain the most illuminating.

The board had invited relatives of the victims to appear.
Only one did so—Henry Thol, retired district ranger from the
Flathead National Forest. He had lost his 19-year-old son,
Henry Thol, Jr., at Mann Gulch. Like Rumsey and Sallee, this
had been Thol’s first season as a smokejumper and his first fire
jump.

Ranger Thol was extremely critical of the whole Mann Gulch
operation. He had twice been to Mann Gulch on his own inves-
tigation and he totally disagreed with statements made by
various Forest Service witnesses. Among other things, he
charged Chief Lyle Watts and others with a coverup. He
charged Foreman Dodge with incompetence. In a sometimes
rambling, emotional statement that occupied the final hour of
the hearing, the retired ranger made the following accusations:

¢ Because of the terrain, fue! conditions, and weather the men in

charge of the operation should have known a blowup was immi-
nent and should not have dropped the jumpers in Mann Gulch.
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» Dodge’s route to the river and his plan to attack the lower flank of
the fire were foolish and incompetient. ‘

o Dodge's escape fire overran some of the jumpers as they headed for
the ridge top and also cut others-off from safety.

e Thol challenged the idea that the crew were seasoned firefighters. .

He charged that most of them, including his son, had experience
only on small fires that posed no threat.

s Tho! contended that, contrary to the witnesses' testimonies, the
jump spot was ahead of the fire, not on its flank, and that the fire
was spreading rapidly at the time of the drop.

Chairman Granger helped Thol shape his emotion-charged
accusations into specific charges and included them as part of
the record.

Early in October the board of review issued a 23-page report
reviewing the Mann Gulch disaster and stating its findings.
The conclusions and recommendations are reproduced from the
report.

Conclusions
1. Fire conditions in that locality, the character of the country, and
.the location and behavior of the Mann Gulch fire at the time t;fthe
jump presented no indications of dangerous conditions beyond

those often encounterad by suppression forces which should have

ruled out placing the smokejumpers in the area.

2. The jumper crew was headed by experienced and capable men
Dodge‘u and Hellman. A statement covering the kind and length of,‘
experience of Dodge and Hellinan in fire work is in the Appendix
(Editor’s note: Appendix not included] -

3, The jump area was carefully selected by Cooley and Dodge, and
th‘ere was nothing to indicate more than average hazard, either
with relation to the safety of the jump or proximity to the fire. A
statement covering the kind and length of experience of Cooley in

fire work is in the Appendix. (Editor’s note: Appendix not in-
cluded.]

4. Thejump. cargo-dropping operation and the assembly of the crew
and cargo on the ground were carried cut in normal manner
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10.

11.

except for the logs of the radio which was destroyed when the
parachute failed to open. : ‘

. Dodge’s decision, after contacting Harrison and rejoining his

crew, to proceed with the crew to the river in order to put hiscrew
in & safe place, and to provide a means of safe retreat ifit appeared
feasible to attack the fire on the Mann Gulch flank nearest the
river, was logical as was also his choice of the route taken by
himsslf and crew along theslape on the north side of Mann Gulch,
from which they could watch the action of the fire on the opposite
slope, while proceeding toward the river. The sudden explosive
runs of the fire from the upper slope of the ridge between Mann
Guleh and Meriwether Canyon across the lower end of Mann
Gulch could not reasonably have been expected.

. There is no evidence of confusion unti! the time of failure to heed

Dodge's efforts to get men o go into the escape fire area.

_ The evidence is not conclusive asto how many of the crew under-

stood Dodge's purpese in setting the escape fire and heard his
directions to join him inside the burned area. The situakion was
complicated by the noise of the main fire and possibly by the
remark of one victim, as heard by some of the men, “Tg hell with
this, Lam getting out of here.” Evidently each individual foliowed
either his own instincts at this point or the example of those
ahead of him who were making their way up or across the slope.

. Dodge showed coolness and good judgment in setting the escape

fire. Both survivors and Sylvia said they believed that all themen
would have been saved if they had followed Dodge's lead in
getting inte the area burned by the escape fire.

_ All evidence available to the Board indicates that the escape fire

in no way impeded the progress of the men seeking to attain the
ridge, or was otherwise instrumenta) in causing or contributing
to any of the deaths.

Ranger Jansson, upon learning from Dodge of the injuries to
Hellman and Sylvia, displayed good judgment and fortitude in
the rescue operations.

Regional Forester Hanson and various members of his stafl ably
directed or conducted the search for and removal of the bodies,
notification of relatives, agsistance in funeral arrangements, giv-
ing out information, and handling related matters.
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12. It isthe over-alt conclusion of the Board that there is ne evidence
of disregard by those responsible for the jumper crew of the
elements of risk which they are expected to take into account in
placing jumper crews on fires. However, the Board feels that
there are elernents of this catastrophe which indicate the need for
intensified study and training in fire behavior, and in the train-
ing of men in meeting fire emergencies. The Board makes the
following specific recommendations:

Recommendations

1. The Board recognizes that training of jumpers and other regular
fire suppression personnel has included instructions on how to
recognize dangerous conditions and the importance of following
leaders in emergencies, but feels that even greater emphasis
could profitably be given in firefighter training to both of these
factors,

2. The Board recognizes that the system necessarily employed of
rotating jumpers and the varying size of the crews makes it
difficult to maintain close acquaintanceship between leaders and
jumpers, but feels it important to davelop such acquaintanceship
as fully as possible, as one means of establishing confidence in the
leaders, so essential in emergencies,

3. Include in training the use of escape-fire method of avoiding
catastrophe, even though occasions for and opportunity to use
this method are relatively rare.

4, Continue and intensify efforts in the study of fire behavior to
furnish more dependable basis for anticipating and predicting
blow-ups, and intensify training of firefighting overhead in this
respect.

By authority of the Board:
Approved: October 6, 1949

C. M. GRANGER
Assigtant Chief, Forest Service

Lyle F, Watts
Chief, Forest Service
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And 50 the Mann Gulch inquiry was officially closed. Unoffi-
cially, of course, it will never rest; particularly among those
who experienced it personally or amoag those who lost a son or
a relative there. All sorts of analyses have been made of the fire
and undoubtedly more analyses will be made in the future.
Naturally, I have my own opinions, developed over some 35
vears of reliving that day.

When Dodge and [ first saw the firs at 3:10 p.m., the fire had
hurned to the top of the ridge between Mann Gulch and
Meriwether Canyon. There was no crown fire, nor was the fire
spotting downwind. Both Wag and [ and the jumpers agreed
that it was a big mop-up job. The thought of a blowup never
entered our minds. The typical fire usually slowed down at that
time of day, with the cooler, quieter night air. The wind was
favorable and we had an excellent jump spot.

Forest Service policy at the time was to put out any and all
fires as soon as possible after detection—with reasonable con-
cern for safety. To Wag and I this looked like a routine jump. If
we had turned this one down, we would have turned down
about 30 percent of our jumps. Yes, the second-guessers say
that we should not have jumped this fire. But we had jumped
countless fires that looked like this one and had stopped them
cold.

Some eritics charge that Dodge's biggest mistake was not
heading directly to the fire as soon as he assembled the crew.
They say that if he had done so he and the erew could have
worked into the burned-over area and escaped the blowup.
That was precisely what Dodge intended to do, but about the
time he met Harrigson the fire started to roll. The jumpers left
the jump spot at about 5 p.m. A patrol plane overhead noted
spot fires beginning to pop out ahead of the main fire at 5:10
p.m. Dodge doubted that he could hold fireline in the face of a
run. He was also afraid that he and his crew with heavy packs
would be caught floundering toward the fire through the thick
timber and reproduction, where they surely would have
perished to a man. So, being the cautious, methodical person
that he was, he turned toward the opan north slope and the
river, There he could link up with the district firefighters and
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malke an effective flank attack on the fire. This is precisely
what Ranger Jansson would have told him to do had the radio
been working.

After Wag caught up with his crew, grading out toward the
river was indeed the best route out of the canyon. He could
wateh the fire across the canyon and avoid the heavy fuels in
the bottom of the gulch. Unfortunately, the fire spotted across
his escape route and cut him off. My theory is that a ground
wind entirely different from the winds atoft was blowing down
the river. The main fire, backing down the hill and spreading
by means of rolling embers, caught this downstream wind and
spotted across Mann Gulch. These are the spot fires that turned
Jansson back at about 5:20 p.m. Catching upcanyon drafts, the
fire then raced up Mann Gulch, practically encircling the
jumpers. Dodge did the only thing he could do, he turned back
up the ridge, hoping to reach a rockslide, or a ridgetop where
the typica!l fire would slow to a crawl or stop.

When Dodge realized that he and the crew could not outrun
the fire, he set fire to the grass to burn off an area that would
provide a refuge. Critics ask why he hadn’t briefed his men
beforehand, or why he didn't do it sooner. Remember, to the
best of our knowledge no firefighter in Region 1 had ever used
this technigue before or, for that matter, since. Considering
that the fire was about 30 seconds behind the jumpers, the
wonder is that Dodge had the presence of mind to set an escape
fire at all. Both Sallee and Rumsey testified that if they had
gone into the burn they would have been safe. They definitety
could see Dodge waving and yelling to the jumpers, trying to
bring them into the burn with him. Why the jumpers ignored
Dodge’s efforts and ran for the ridgetop is the central mystery
of the Mann Guleh disaster. Wag it the remark “To hell with
that, I'm getting out of here!” later attributed to Hellman? Was
it the fact that Dodge had never worked with most of the men
befere and therefore did not have their full confidence? Was it
the fact that having trained with Hellman, the jumpers elected
to follow his example rather than Dodge’s? Was it the fact that
the ridgetop seemed only a stone’s throw away? Or was it the
fact that these men did not realize the speed and the intense
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heat of the fire when they decided to go for the ridgetop? Those
who could have answered these questions are gone. My one
regret is that I did not ignore orders and go to Mann Gulch the
night I learned of the disaster. If | had talked to Hellman and
Sylvia before they died, many of these questions could have
been answered.

The emokejumper crew that was dropped on the Mann Gulch
fire was a good one, led by two of the most experienced leaders
in the organization at the time. They may not have been as
seasoned as the jumpers of today. But those were different
times. The experienced men had at most three seasons of jump-
ing, and one of these was 1848 when most of them didni't make a
single fire jump. Nevertheless, with their previous Forest Ser-
vice experience and the month of intensive fire training and
jump training, they were far superior to the typical crew of
firefighters. As for the high percentage of the first-year jump-
ers on the Mann Gulch fire, high turnover in those days forced
us to train 50 to 80 new jumpers every year. Therefore one
could reasonably expect the typical crew to be about half first-
vear men. We tried to prepare new jumpers to deal with every
hazard they might encounter. Because most fires were small,
and even the large ones seldom posed any threat, we did not
train the men in the setting of escape fires like the one Dodge
used. Until the Mann Gulch fire occurred, we simply saw no
need for it. This crew was mainly forestry students because
they were part of a special career-development program.

I knew Dodge as well as anyone had ever known him. He
worked for me for eight years, five years as project foreman.
Wayg liked to build things. He was meticulous about his work.
He always knew exactly what he was doing, as jumpers Rum-
sey and Sallee testified before the board of review. I mainty
used Wag for special projects because he was so dependable.
For this reason he probably did not have as much contact with
the average jumper as some of the squad leaders assigned to
training. The fact that the Mann Gulch crew knew Hellman
better than they knew Dodge may have influenced them o
head for the ridgetop rather than walk into the escape fire with
Dodge.

126



14

I think Sallee, Rumsey, and Disttert had already decided to
go to the top of the ridge before they heard Hellman’s remark.
They were 30 close to the ridge that they were sure they could
make it. They did not realize that the fire would spare neither
the ridge nor the leeward side and they certainly did not antici-
pate the explosive wall of fire that caught them so quickly.

Several times | have put myself in Wag's position and have
wondered just what I would have actually done. If T had never
been trained to escape this sort of fire, possibly I would have
been one of those who ran for the ridge top. Nevertheless, I did
not anticipate that this open, grassy country would carry a
dangerous crown fire; it never entered my mind that a crew
would get overrun in this kind of fuel. But it happened then and
it can happen again if firefighters are not trained for this
hazard and all the hazards involved in fighting fires. I wonder
how many of our foremen would have had the presence of mind
to do what Wag did.

Hellman was an excellent squad leader, He worked with all
of the jumpers through training and was very decisive and
persuasive. If he indeed said, “To hell with that, I'm getting out
of here,” he was probably just saying what was on his mind—
the ridgetop. I doubt that many of the men heard the remark.
When a man’s life is at stake, he is definitely going to follow his
own instincts. To me, the decisions made by Dodge and
Hellman are perfectly understandable. I believe that Hellman
reached the top of the ridge at the same spot as Rumsey and
Sallee, but that he stopped and was unexpectedly overrun by
the fire as he waited for the rest of the crew. Because Hellman’s
father worked for the Forest Service, Bill had been brought up
amid discussions of forest fires. I believe that under these
circumstances most firefighters would have gone for the ridge
top when they only had a second or two to decide.

The behavior of the Mann Gulch fire will always remain a
mystery to me. It was totally different from any fire that I had
ever seen or that I could even imagine under the circum-
stances. The sudden blowup, which amounted to a firestorm,
the fire's burning in several directions simultanecusly, the
ineredible speed of travel, literally defy comprehension. From a
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vantage point along the Missouri, Ranger Jansson saw the fire
burn northwest and due north, simultaneously. The jumper:
gaw the fire come toward them from three directions, 25 shown
by the map submitted with the investigative report. Was this
unforeseen behavior due to cyclonic conditions or due to the
fires being drawn together by a forced draft? Whatever the
reasons, the jumpers had no prospect whatever of outflanking
ar outrunning the fire. Their only alternatives were to either
find a fuel-free area like the rockslide where Rumsey and
Sallee took refuge or to burn off an area, as Dodge elected to dg.
When judging the Mann Guleh fire, one must remember one
fact, this was no ordinary forest fire. No one can recall a fire
like it even today.

The past 35 years have taken their toll of those who experi-
enced the Mann Gulch fire. In May 1951, Wag Dodge learned
that he had Hodgkin's disease. He therefore applied for and
received a transfer to Powell Ranger District where he served
as fire dispatcher during the summer. In the winter he worked
as an instrument repairman for the divison of fire research. Hie
file contains many compliments on his work. Dodge died on
January 12, 1955,

Both Sallee and Rumsey finished the 1949 fire season ac
smokejumpers, each making several fire jumps afier Mann
Gulch, Neither man returned to the smokejumper project the

_following year, which certainly had nothing to do with thei

courage. In August 1978, both men returned to Mann Gulch ip
the company of a writer who was working on a book about the
affair. Shortly thereafter Rumsey was killed in an airplane
crash. Robert Sallee remains the sole living survivor of the
crew that dropped into Mann Gulch that fateful day—Augusl
5, 1949

Although the board of review found no serious fault with
those reaponsible for the Mann Gulch operation, the lessons of
this fire, as freakish as it was, were not lest. [ personally took
pains to see that all supervisors got to know their men by
rotating training assignments and work projects. We held fre-
quent general meetings and bull sessions where we could get tc
know each other. The whole idea was to weld the supervisory
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personnel and jumpers closer together.

During our fire training, we cited the Mann Gulch fire and

cther large blowups as a warning against being taken by sur-
prise. We stressed the importance of sizing up the fire from the
air and having definite avenues of escape in mind before drop-
ping on any fire that offers any threat at all,

Although it was not the only reason for its construction, the
Mann Gulch fire undoubtedly contributed to the building of the
Northern Forest Fire Laboratory, next door to the smokejump-
er base in Missoula. Fire behavior is one of the main subjects of
research. The Forest Service now holds annual schools in fire
behavior. Fire behavior officers are found in most field units
down to forest supervisors’ offices and are routinely assigned to
the larger fires.

The Mann Guleh disaster probably had much to do with the
expansion of the Forest Service Equipment Development Cen-
ter in Missoula. Among other programs, the center continually
seeks new and better tools and protection for firefighters. To-
day’s firefighters are clothed in fire-resistant clothing and
carry a lightweight heat reflecting shelter that, if properly

used, could save firefighters’ lives in situations like Mann |

Gulch.

Despite the fact that the Mann Gulch fire has been exten-
sively studied and analyzed, in many respects it remains as
much a mystery in both human behavior and fire behavior as it
was in 1949, On November 9, 1849, Harry T. Gisborne, chief of
fire research in Region 1, accompanied Ranger Jansson to
Mann Gulch to try to figure out what caused the blowup and to
look for evidence to confirm some of his fire behavior theories.
(Gisborne had a chronic heart condition, but he assured Jansson
that with frequent rests he was in no danger. From 11 a.m.
until dusk the ranger and the scientist prowled the scene of the
disaster, with Gishorne taking notes on fuels, fire patterns, and
various actions of the jumpers.

A Jansson memorandum recalls some of Gighorne's com-
ments as he walked the blackened ground: “Greatest freak I
ever studied—know less about what happened now, than be-
fore I came.” -
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" In examining Dodge’s escape fire—"Impossible to have
caused trouble to other victims, only one direction fire went
and that was straight up the slope.”

(ishorne finally consented to head for the truck parked near
Rescue Gulch, so named that terrible night in Auvgust, 1949,
About % mile from the truck he sat down on a game trail torest,
"Here's & nice rock to sit and watch the river,” he said. "I made
it good. My legs might ache a little though tomorrow.” Those
were Harry Gishorne’s last words, At that instant he died of a
heart attack. Ranger Jansson once more had to arrange for the
evacuation of a Mann Gulch casualty.

A few days after the Mann Gulch disaster, Gisborne had
reviewed the fire’s behavior with eyewitnesses and in a letter
to Clayton Crocker had summed it up as follows, "May have to
characterize this Mann Gulch fire as an inexplicable act of
God.” Some 35 years later little has been learned to dispel that
conclusion.

The 1950 fire season was another wet one, and the jumpers
spent most of their time on project work on national forests.

One highlight was helping 20th Century Fox filim “Red Skies
of Montana,” loosely based on Mann Gulch. This motion pic-
ture was started in the fall of 1950, with Victor Mature and
John Lund playing the leads. Most of the filming was done
north of Lolo Hot Springs near the old Warm Springs lookout.
Two ridges were selected as possible settings for the picture.
One had a variety of snags and dead timber on it; the other -
ridge was bare. The production staff picked the bare ridge for
the setting, then told us they wanted 200 snags planted on it.
The entire smokejumper crew was hired by 20th Century Fox
so we could use all the men and equipment to prepare the scene.
Regardless of the number of jumpers and equipment available,
it was an awful job to dig 200 snags out by the roots and set
them up on the next ridge in time for the flming. Logging
trucks could haul only two or three snags at a time. I didn’t
think we could get the snags up in time, so I advised sawing the
snags off at the ground end planting them again, putting
papier-mache around the base to simulate roots, This went

‘much faster. In the rush, one of the snags was planted bottom
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side up, but the planting crew said no one would notice and left
it that way. I notice it every time I see the film.

A large rock was built for a special scene. The frame was
built by carpenters and smokejumpers on regular time. But in
the plastering of it 20th Century Fex took a beating.

The plasterers in Missoula said they could work only on
Saturdays and Sundays. This meant double time for Saturday
and triple time for Sunday. The crew traveled from Missoula
and back each day on 20th Century Fox time, so they were
getting 16 to 18 hours a day at either double or triple time. The
rock was huge—200 to 300 feef across.

Foreman Art Cochran had been doubling for Victor Mature
on a motorcycle. All was going well until Victor himself rode
the motorcycle. He {lipped the motorcycle over on himself and
ended up in the hospital with an injured leg and bruises. Lund,
working in the staging area at Fort Missoula, was stung by a
bee. His eyes swellad shut and he was laid up for a while. Then
it began to rain. The picture was postponed and the jumpers
terminated.

About 3 p.m. word was passed that the filming was folding
up. By nightfall everybody and everything was off the hill. The
film company left all their staging equipment at the fort
through the winter. They returned the next year to complete
the film, with Richard Widmark replacing Victor Mature, and
a completely new cast.

On November 7, 1950, Jerry Verhelst of the Montana
Aeronautics Commission was killed in an airplane crash near
Butte, Montana. Jerry was formerly the senior pilot for
Johnson Flying Service. Jerry’s leaving Johnson may have
been prompted by an incident in a Trimotor when we dropped
some jumpers near Sheep Hill on the Nezperce Forest. Turbu-
lent air over Sabe Creek turned the old Trimotor up on its side.
Jerry had to fight to keep the plane from turning completely
over. Things looked so rough to me, I left the copilot seat and
headed for the door, planning to jump if Jerry lost control in that
narrow canyon. When he eventually got control, [ went back to
the copilot seat. Jerry’s face was white as a sheet. He then
mentioned this might be his last year flying for Bob Johnson.
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Managing the
Unexpected

What Business Can‘Learn‘fro‘m
High Reliability Organizations

faces is dealing with the unexpected. For example, a lead-

ing manufacturer of integrated circuits expects to boost
competitiveness by dramatically improving quality and doubling
capacity, but it unexpectedly finds its share price falling as cus-
tomers switch to the new products being offered by its competi-
tors. A premier forest products firm continues production during
a pormal trough in the business cycle, only to be surprised by a
deeper and more long-lasting trough than they ever expected.
The responsible manager of the largest corporate division of a
consumer products firm suddenly realizes that his market has
been conguered by a certain competitor—a development that his

O ne of the greatest challenges any business organization

1

2 Managing ihe Unexpected
O

subordinates suspected had been building steadily for several
years. As these examples show, the unexpected doesn't take the
form of a major crisis. Instead, it is triggered by a deceptively
simple sequence in organizational life: A person or unit has an
intention, takes action, misunderstands the world; actual events
fail to coincide with the intended sequence; and there is an un-
expected outcome.' People dislike unexpected outcomes and
surprises. Because of that, they sometimes make situations
worse. That's the tragedy that motivates this book. -

We suspect that the inability to manage the unexpected lies
behind a number of the pressing problems that executives face.
Problems, after all, occur either when something that we ex-
pected to happen fails to happen or something that we did not
expect to happen does happen. For example, consider the chief
concerns of today’s business professionals reported in the first
annual (2000) University of Michigan Business School Pressing
Problems survey. The second most frequent problem executives
reported was “thinking and planning strategically”; the third
most pressing problem was “maintaining a high-performance
climate.” From our perspective, both these problems are vari-
ants of one that is the focus of this book, dealing with unexpected
evenis. Whether the issue is strategy or performance, problems
become more pressing when expected strategy and performance
outcomes fail to materialize or when unexpected impediments
to strategy and performance materialize. Either scenariois a
brush with the unexpected. And in either case people-often take
too long to recognize that their expectations are being violated
and that a problem is growing more severe. Moreover, once they
belatedly recognize that the unexpected is unfolding, their ef-
forts at containment are misplaced.

In general, people can manage unexpected events poorly,
in which case the events spiral, get worse, and disrupt engoing
activify; or they can manage them well, in which case the events
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shrink and engoing activity continues. How you can improve
your organization’s management of the unexpected is the sub-
ject of this book.

What does it mean to manage an unexpected event well?
Good management of the unexpected is mindful management of
the unexpected. That answer comes from careful study of or-
ganizations that operate under very trying conditions all the
tirne and yet manage to have fewer than their fair share of acci-
dents. These organizations, which are referred to collectively as
high reliability organizations (HROs), include power grid dis-
patching centers, air traffic control systems, nuclear aircraft car-
riers, nuclear power generating plants, hospital emergency
cdepartments, and hostage negotiation teams. The better of these
organizations rarely fail even though they encounter numerous
unexpected events. They face an “excess” of unexpected events
because their technologies are complex and their constituencies
are varied in their demands—and because the people who run
these systems, like all of us, have an incomplete understanding
of their own systems and what they face,

We attribute the success of HROs in managing the unex-
pected to their deterinined efforts to act mindfully. By this we
mean that they organize themselves in such a way that they are
better able to notice the unexpected in the making and halt its
development. If they have difficuity halting the development of
the unexpected, they focus on containing it. And if some of the
unexpected breaks through the containment, they focus on re-
silience and swift restoration of system functioning,

When we call this approach mindful, we mean that HROs
strive to maintain an underlying style of mental functioning that
is distingunished by continuous updating and deepening of in-
creasingly plausible interpretations of what the context is, what
problems define it, and what remedies it contains. The key dif-
ference between HROs and other organizations in managing the

4 ' Wanaging the Unexpecled
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unexpected ¢ften occurs in the earliest stages, when the unex-
pected may give off only weak signals of trouble. The over-
whelming tendency is to respond to weak signals with a weak
response. Mindfulness preserves the capability to see the signif-
icant meaning of weak signals and to give strong responses to
weak signals. This counterintuitive act holds the key to manag-
ing the unexpected,

This book is grounded in the assumption that high relia-
bility organizations enact on a larger scale what all of us try to
do well on a much smaller one. We can all get better at manag-
ing the unexpected if we pay more attention to those who have
no choice but to do it well. In this first chapter we will iltustrate
this argument by taking a close look at how the Union Pacific
Railroad mismanaged the unexpected during its merger with
the Southern Pacific Railroad and ended up gridlocking signif-
icant portions of its transportation system. We argue that Union
Pacific got into trouble because it failed to use any of the five
processes that enable HROs to manage the unexpected mind-
fulty. The five processes are previewed briefly in this chapter;
linked with expectations, blind spots, and mindfulness in Chap-
ter Two; described in fuller detail in Chapter Three; formatted
as an organjzational audit for use by executives and managers
in Chapter Four; interpreted as the infrastructure of a safety cul-
ture in Chapter Five; and translated inko a set of practical guide-
lines for action in Chapter Six.

W Union Pacific Mismanages the Unexpected

“An old brakeman faces his ultimate test.” This breathless head-
line in the October 6, 1997, issue of Business Week® signaled the
failure of Union Pacific CEO Richard Davidson to manage the
unexpected when Union Pacific (UP} merged with Southern Pa-
cific {SP). The Surface Transportation Board had unanimously



69

Managing the Unexpecied ) 5
]

approved the merger in August 1996 because it promised to
bring the vaunted expertise of UP to bear on the badly deterio-
rating SP. Not long after the formral acquisition on September 11,
1996, the vaunted “expertise” of the UP began to unravel. Un-
expected events came in waves. And the responses only made
things worse.

Mismanaging the People

"The expectation that safe operation would continue on the

merged systemn proved to be unfounded. In the first eight
months of 1997, four employees were killed in railyard acci-
dents. Between June 22 and September 11, 1997, the railroad ex-
perienced six major collisions that killed another five employees
and two trespassers.’ Sixty federal regulators started riding the
trains and watching dispatchers as a result of these accidents.”
Among other findings, they found that crews were on duty
longer than allowed by law, equipment had not been main-
tained, and dispatchers were unfamiliar with regions to which
they had been assigned. These conditions were due in large part
to swift cuts in personnel shortly after the merger. As a result of
these cuts, fatigue, poor maintenance, and slow dispatching had
become issues because management undetestimated the num-
ber of people needed to run the merged railroad. For example,
on October 29, in Navasota, Texas, a southbound freight from
North Platte, Nebraska, moving at twenty-five miles per hous,
srnashed into the rear of a stopped unit rock train. There were
no setious injuries, but evidence suggested that the engineer and
conducter on the North Platte train had gone on duty after only
eight hours of rest and had fallen asleep®

Equally surprising was the dramatic shift of sentiment on
the part of shippers, particularly in the Gulf Coast area. Those
who had endorsed the merger now found themselves con-

fronted by delavs that got worse and worse, shipments that were .
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lost altogether and couldn't be traced, and expensive truck trans-
portation as their only remaining option. Shippers were badly
htirt when the average speed of trains dropped from nineteen to
twelve miles per hour. This is a severe drop because it equates
to a loss of 1800 locomotives, or about one-fourth of the UP
fleet.® The dramatic loss of speed was often a moot point since
growing numbers of trains didn’t move at all. They were stuck
in sidings without locomotives, which had been removed to
solve power shortages elsewhere.” For example, at one point the
Bailey Yard in North Platte, Nebraska, found itself 161 locomo-
tives short of the number needed to power the trains that were
expected to leave that yard in just the next twenty-four hours.
Trains that did have locomotives still couldn’t move because they
were manned by crews whose duty time had expired while
they waited for clearance to move the train. "On the morning of
October 8, systemwide, 550 freights stood still for lack of engines
or crews.”® Since all the sidings were full with backed up trains,
movement on the single track mainline was possible in only one
direction. There was no place where a train going in one direc-
tion could pull over into a siding and allow a train moving in
the opposite direction to pass. Since most of the trains on the
mainline were pointed toward Houston, they could not move
aside to allow movements in the opposite direction away from
Houston. The system was gridlocked as far away as Chicago.

Mismanaging the Operations

Much of this meltdown could be traced o one spot, the Engle-
wood classification yard in Houston® When SP ran this facility,
they kept it moving at its capacity of 3,500 cars by workarounds
that invoived moving some of the classification to satellite yards
at Strang and Beaumont, and by sorting some cars down line,
away from yards, by a technique called block-swapping. This tac-
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tic involved sending trains with cars for mixed destinations “in
the same direction in close order. Down the line they swapped
blocks of cars to form solid trains for three destinations—for East
St. Louis, Memphis, and Pine Bluff.“!® When UP took over the
operation of Englewood, they moved all this satellife clagsifica-
tion back to the Englewood yard, where it could be centralized
and “done in the right way.”" Trains began backing up the very
next day. On October 27, Englewood locked up with 6,179 cars
in the vard."* UP sent more managers and more engines to break
the logjam, but all this did was plug up the system even more,

What makes all this so puzzling is that it occurred on the
watch of a self-proclaimed “operations guy.” Davidson had been
a railroader all lus life. He had been vice president of operations
for Union Pacific in 1982 when the UP merged with the Missouri
Pacific Raifroad. Davidson had been courted by the Burlington
Northern in 1994 to straighten out its operations problems. And
yet here is Davidson, finally the top person at the railroad, and
he can’t get the trains to run on time. Why not?

You begin to get a clue if you examine the list of reasons
given by top management to explain why service had become
s0 rotten. The postmerger problems were variously attributed to
blizzards in the Midwest, customs backups at the Mexican bar-
der, unexpected track work, fiash floods, derailments, a surge in
plastics traffic, Hurricane Danny, peorly maintained SP equip-
ment, and inherited labor agreements. In the eyes of top man-
agement, UP and its system were the victims, not the culprits.
Not a good sign.

But not a rare sign either.” Executives oftenmanage the un-

expected by blaming it on someone, usually on someone else.
This happens with sufficient frequency that it qualifies as a
pressing problem in its own right. But there are other issues in
managing the unexpected that are visible in the Union Pacific
exampte.

o]
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Mismanaging the Strategy

The Union Pacific clearly had a growth strategy in place. Just
two years before formalizing the SP merger, it had acquired the
five thousand mile-long Chicago and North Western Railroad
{CNW). Even though that earfier consolidation had big prob-
lemns, top management ignered the early warning signs that the
strategy was flawed, and used that same strategy to fold in the
SP operations. The fact of poor implementation was not that
hard to see. A veteran railroad observer, quoted in the Wall Street
Journal just nine months before the SP merger, described the UP-
CNW merger this way: "It has been about the ugliest operational
situation 1 have seen since I have been around railroads.”™ In a
pattern that would be repeated with the SP merger, UP did not
listen to the locals when those people described what had
worked for them.” For example, the Midwestern location of
CNW meant that a sizeable portion of their business was grain
shipments. To keep operations moving during harvest, CNW
moved large quantities of grain to Guif ports by barge. When UP
took over the CNW, management abandoned this practice, used
rail to move the grain to the Gulf, and promptly congested the rail
lines. Shipments throughout the system were delayed and com-
plaints soared. Ironically, in support of their application to ac-
quire SP, UP executives argued that they had “learned a lot
about how to do it right the next time” from their experience
with CNW." In an even stranger twist of logic, they also argued
that their problems with CNW would be solved if they were al-
lowed to merge with SP. This reasoning fairly reeks of potential
for trouble to escalate.” Hence, there were early and ample signs
that the UP did not understand either itself or its environment.
And with less understanding, there should be more surprises
and less adequate coping with any of them.

The more general point—and one that is crucial to those
seeking effective ways of managing the unexpected—is that
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strategic goals contain a subtle trap. The trap is this. Strategic
goals explicitly describe how the organization wants to position
itself. Buf they do not describe the important mistakes people
should guard against in pursuit of these goals." 1t is the failure
both to articulate important mistakes that must not occur and to
organize in order to detect them that allows unexpected events
to spin out of control. If an organization has an inflated view of

-its capability, there is little incentive to think about impaortant

mistakes simply because people assume there won't be any. A
less charitable way to state this point is to say that arrogance and
hubris breed vulnerability. UP, by many accounts, was the poster
child of arrogance. This was true both internally, where its cul-
ture was described as militaristic and intimidating,” and exter-
nally, where shippers were given take-it-or-leave-it deals and
where acquired ratlroads were viewed as inept.

What, then, would a less arrogant style of management
look like? How do people act when they are mindful that im-
portant mistakes can scuttle the most luminous strategy? Those
questions are the focus of this book, We draw our answers to
those questions from a neglected body of work, namely, studies
of organizations that operate under trying conditions yet have
less than their fair share of accidents. Even though high reliabil-
ity organizations such as aircraft carriers and nuclear power
plants may seem unique, that impression is misleading. These
organizations provide important lessons about managing the
uriexpected because of what they do on the input side, not be-
cause of what they generate on the output side. That people can
be killed on an aircraft carrier but not at Silicon Graphics mat-
ters less than that people in both organizations make an effort
on the input side to complicate rather than simplify their
processes of attention, People who maintain complex sets of ex-
pectations (that is, have complicated mental models of how
events unfold)™ experience fewer unexpected events. And when
unexpected events do occur, complex models enable people to
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“read” those anomalies earlier in their development and to re-
solve them with smaller interventions. Those are the kinds of
similarities we are after.

B Hallmarks of High Reliabillty

In this book we focus on five hallmarks of organizations that
persistently have less than their fair share of accidents. Together,
these characteristics of HROs make up what we have termed
mindfulness. They are

*  Preaccupation with failure

*  Reluctance to simplify interpretations
= Sensitivity to operations

*  Commitment to resilience

= Deference to expertise

Here we briefly describe these key characteristics of high
reliability organizations and how failures in these areas caused
problems for Union Pacific.

Preoccupation with Fallure

Even though high reliability organizations are noteworthy be-
cause they avoid disasters, they do not gloat over this fact. Just
the opposite. They are preoccupied with their failures, large and
mostly small. They treat any lapse as a symptom that something
is wrong with the system, something that could have severe con-
sequences if separate small errors happen to coincide at one
awiul moment (for example, the disastrous release of poisonous
chemicals from the Union Carbide plant in Bhopal, India, in
1984). HROs encourage reporting of errors, they elaborate ex-
periences of a near miss for what can be learned, and they are
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wary of the potential liabilities of success, including compla-
cency, the temnptation to reduce margins of safety, and the drift
into automatic processing.

Against this background what stands out about the Union
Pacific is its preoccupation with success and its dendal of failures.
It is the classic case of top management being buffered from bad
news, a pattern that was repeated at all levels of the hierarchy.
For example, in November 1995, during the horrendous ship-
ping delays of the CNW merger, then CEO and president Ron
Burns wrote a letter of apology to shippers. Burns, a nonrail-
roader (he came to UT from Enron in August 1995), was praised
by the shippers for this act, but he was also severely criticized
internally for his admission that UP had failed ? He lost his job
ten months after the letter was sent.” Persuaded by their own
rhetaric of competence that they had used in Washington to in-
fluence regulators, UP executives neither looked for failures nor
believed that they would find many if they did. This message
was not lost on those at the operating level. As a result, slow-
downs were underreported and allowed to incubate until they
were undeniable and close to irreversible,

Reluctance to Simplify

Another way HROs manage for the unexpected is by being re-
luctant to accept simplifications. Success in any coordinated ac-
tivity requires that people simplify in order to stay focused on
a handful of key issues and key indicators. HROs take deliber-
ate steps to create more complete and nuanced pictures. They
simplify less and see more. Knowing that the world they face is
complex, unstable, unknowable, and unpredictable, they posi-
tion themselves to see as much as possible. They encourage
boundary spanners who have diverse experience, skepticism
toward received wisdom, and negotiating tactics that reconcile
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differences of opinion without destroying the nuances that di-
verse people detect,

Union Pacific presents a somewhat different picture. U
has a dominant logic that simplifies how railroads work. Trains
are made up in central locations called classification yards, not
in dispersed locations called shipper yards, satellite yards, or
mainline tracks, Freight shipped by railroaders is moved by rail,
not barge. The problems caused by these simplifications axe
overlooked until the central location or excessive grain ship-
ments become a bottleneck. Simplification, in the case of UF, is
encouraged by the preference for staffing top management po-
sitions with railroad people, Some of the more innovative moves
at UP were made by outsider Michael Walsh, who was chaimman
and CEQ of the railroad in the late 1980s. In fact, Walsh's inno-
vations were featured in a Totn Peters documentary about how
the tradition-bound railroad industry finally found its way into
the twentieth century. Walsh’s era was not a popular period for
veteran railroaders. And when Walsh moved on to Tenneco,
Davidson assumed the CEO portion of Walsh's job, while Drew
Lewis assumed the chalrman’s duties.” Both these moves en-
sured that UP was once more back in the hands of insiders. The
subsequent short interval during which outsider Ron Bums at-
tempted to nin a more customer-focused railroad only served to
confirm the belief that the Union Pacific was in the best hands if
those hands belonged to veteran railroaders. That belief is un-
derstandable. It makes for a cohesive top management team. But
that team is of one mind simply because the minds that compose
it are redundant. Everyone sees the same warning signals and
is blind to the same unexpected warnings. That kind of homo-
geneity can encourage people, under the guise of consensus, to
misread local innovations and workarounds as signs of ineffi-
ciency rather than as adaptations that make the difference be-
tween profit and Joss.
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Sensitivity to Operations

An additional characteristic of HROs, sensitivity to operations,
points to their ongoing concern with the unexpected. Unex-
pected events usually originate in what psychologist James Rea-
son calls “latent fatlures.” Latent failures are “loopholes in the
system’s defenses, barriers and safeguards whose potential ex-
isted for some time prior to the onset of the accident sequence,
though usually without any obvious bad effect.”* These loop-
holes consist of imperfections in features such as supervision,
reporting of defects, engineered safety procedures, safefy train-
ing, briefings, certification, and hazard identification. Many of
these latent failures are discovered only after the fact of an acci-
dent. But that need not be the case. Normal operations may
reveal deficiencies that are “free lessons” that signal the devel-
opment of unexpected events. But these lessons are visible only
if there is frequent assessment of the overall safety health of the
organization.

This is an area where HROs distinguish themselves, They
are aftentive to the front line, where the real work gets done. The
“big picture” in HROs is less strategic and more situational than
is true of most other organizations. When people have well-
developed situational awareness, they can make the continuous
adjustments that prevent errors from accumulating and en-
larging. Anomalies are noticed while they are still tractable and
can still be isolated, All this is made possible because HROs are
aware of the close tie between sensitivity to operations and sen-
sitivity to relationships. People who refuse to speak up out of
fear enact a system that knows less than it needs to know to re-
main effective. People in HROs know that you can’t develop a
big picture of operations if the symptoms of those operations
are withheld. It makes no difference whether they are withheld
out of fear, ignorance, or indifference. All those reasons for
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withholding are relational. If managers refuse to examine what
happens between heads, they’ll be eternally puzzled by what ap-
pears to happen inside individual heads.

In contrast, there is general agreement that relationships at
the UP were tense. People keep mentioning intimidation, a mnili-
taristic culture, hollow promises to customers, abandonment of
workarounds, production pressure on train crews, and the same
old resources thrown at problems (for example, send more en-
gines to an already immobilized rail yard). What is striking is the
disconnect between operations as viewed at the top and opera-
tions as implemented on the front line. Theoretically, the language
of operations should have been a common language at UF that
everyone from top to bottomn could understand and use to resolve
merger-related problems. Practically, that didn’t happen. At the
top, “sensitivity to operations” meant improving the balance sheet
and sensitivity to escalating costs (for example, overtime}. At the
bottom, “sensitivity to operations” meant sensitivity to the fact
that trains were backing up outside the Englewood yard and that
the entire UP system was grinding to a halt. Hence, there were at
least bwo “big pictures” of aperations at UP, not one.

Commitment to Resllience

No systern is perfect. HROs know this as well as anyone. This is
why they complement their anticipatory aclivities of learning
from failures, complicating their perceptions, and remaining
sensitive to operations with a commmnitment to resilience. HROs de-
velop capabilities to detect, contain, and bounce back from those
inevitable errors that are part of an indeterminate world.” The
signature of an HRO is not that it is error-free, but that errors
don't disable it.

Resilience is a combination of keeping errors small and of
improvising workarounds that keep the system functioning.
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Both these avenues of resilience demand deep knowledge of the
technalogy, the systern, one’s coworkers, one’s self, and the raw
materials. HROs put a premium on experts; personnel with deep
experience, skills of recombination, and training. They mentally
simulate worst case conditions and practice their own equiva-
lent of fire drifls. Psychologist Gary Klein, an expert in high-
stakes decision making, suggests that the most effective fire
commanders have rich fantasy lives and mentally simulate po-
tential lines of attack.

The meltdown of operations at UY by definition shows an
inability to bounce back. When some trains began to back up,
even mote traing began to back up. The problem got worse, not
better. There is little evidence of learning, either from the CNW
merger or from the massive backups that had occurred years
before in the Conrail consolidation. There is little evidence of
resilient improvisation to deal with the unexpected. The UP re-
mained esgentially a by-the-books operator that favored cen-
tralization and formalization and treated improvisation as
insubordination.® People who bypassed the hierarchical deci-
sion structure and enacted unique solutions not prescribed in
existing procedures were accused of being insubordinate. In ad-
dition, there is little evidence that slack resources were reallo-
cated, a common way to create resilience. The UP trimmed
crews, locomotives, and supervisors shortly before the Engle-
wood disaster and removed whatever slack they had. A more
subtle loss of resilience occurred when UP argued that the
merger had merit because the SP was in terrible shape and only
the UP could save it. That reasoning is dangerous because, once
the merger was approved, UP had to run twice as much railroad
with basically the same resources as before. Management couldn's
very well merge the companies and then delegate key opera-
tions to pecple they had just labeled inept, In short, most of the
moves made by the UP removed rather than added resilience.
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Daference to Expertise

The final distinctive feature of HROs is their deference to expertise.
HROs cultivate diversity, not just because it helps them notice-
more in complex environments, but also because it helps them
do more with the complexities they spot. Rigid hierarchies have
their own special vulnerability to error, Errors at higher levels
tend to pick up and combine with errors at lower levels, thereby
making the resulting problem bigger, harder to comprehend, and
more prone to escalation. To prevent this deadly scenario, HROs
push decision making down—and around. Decisions are made
on the front line, and authority migrates to the people with the
most expertise, regardless of their rank. This is not simply a case
of people deferring to the person with the “most experience.” Ex-
perience by itself is no guararitee of expertise, since all too often
people have the same experience over and over and do little to
elaborate those repetitions. The pattern of decisions “migrating”
to expertise is found in flight operations on aircraft carriers,
where “uniqueness coupled with the need for accurate decisions
leads to decisions that ‘search’ for the expert and migrate around
the organization. The decisions migrate around these organiza-
tions in search of a person who has specific knowledge of the
event. This person may be someone who has a longer tenure on
the carrier or in the specific job.””

At the UT, however, decisions were made at the top and
continued to be made this way regardless of whether they were
made during times of crisis or times of calm. This meant that de-
cisions about the Englewood yard were being made by an over-
loaded teamn of people who were not current in their operational
skills and who were being fed information they wanted to hear.
Davidson kept saying publicly that the worst was over when, in
fact, the worst was yet to come. He kept sending UF peaple to
see what was up rather than going himself to observe this first-
hand or listening to Southern Pacific experts who had. run the
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yards successfully. This is the classic command-and-control bu-
reaucracy that is adequate for a stable world but too inflexible
in times of change.

HROs differentiate between normal times, high-tempo
times, and emergencies and clearly signal which mode they are
opezating in. Decisions come from the top when it is normal,
they migrate during high-tempo operations, and a predefined
emergency structure kicks in when there is danger the ship
could be Jost. These clear signals tell everyone when migration
is crucial and when it is not. No such signals were available at
the UP. There was no agreed-upon way to signal, systemwide,
either that this was a unique period with unusual pressure and
problems or that “we are in big trouble.” Crisis times were
treated just like normal times. As a result, people did what they
always did, only they did more of it. So when the system ap-
proached gridlock, more people and more equipment were
thrown at the problem, What top people did not do was consult
different resources, listen, pull cars out of the systemn, bypass the
systern, rebuild a system elsewhere, or own up to the growing
calamity. Stonewalling does not manage the unexpected. HROs
have learned this lesson the hard way.

W What Can We Learn from Those Who Face Catastrophes?

Part of the novelty of the argument presented in this book is that
we have taken a persistent pressing problem—How can we maj-
age the unexpected?—and suggested a new answer: By acting more
like @ high relinbility organization. These high reliability organiza-
tions maintain reliable performance despite constant exposure
ta the unexpected, in part by developing and maintaining their
capability for mindfulness. A well-developed capability for
mindfulness catches the unexpected earlier, when it is smaller,
comprehends its potential importance despite the small size of
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the disruption, and removes, contains, or rebounds from the ef-
fects of the unexpected. By managing the unexpected mindfully,
HROs continue to deliver reliably the performance they were
chartered to deliver.

1ssues of Harm

HROs have a big incentive to contain the unexpected because
when they fail to do 50, the results can be catastrophic. Lives can
be lost, but so can assets, careers, reputations, legitimacy, credi-
bility, support, trust, and goodwill. All organizations know first-
hand the potential for the latter losses. It is the very fact of these
high stakes in HROs that makes them unusually good models
of how to handle the unexpected. Yet in the eyes of many ob-
servers, these high stakes may make HROs seem irzelevant.
Without giving the matter much thought, some people tend to
dismiss the relevance of HROs to their own activities with the
pat remark, “We don'’t kiil people. What can we leam from those
who live in chronic fear that they might?”

If you think about it, that reaction doesn’t make much
sense. If people are serious about becoming a “learning organi-
zation,” they should not impose strict definitions in advance
about where the learning will come from. The whole point of a
learning organization is that it needs to get a better handle on
the fact that it doesn’t know what it doesn’t know.

It is commonplace among people in business to claim that
“it's a jungle out there,” meaning that the world is filled with
physical, financial, and psychological casualties. True, most of us
don't see curselves as working in places that kill people. Neither
do most people who work in HROs. There were no fatalities at
the Three Mile Island nuclear power accident, even though much
hand wringing implies there were. In fact, the consequences of
a lack of mindfulness in business can be no less deadly than in
HROs. Deck operations on carriers kill fewer people in a year -



SL

Managing the Unexpacled 18
O

than died at the Unjon Pacific the year it tried to absorb South-
em Pacific. To the currently controversial question of how many
people die each year from medica) errors, the answers range as
high as the equivalent of two fully loaded 747s crashing with no
survivors, each day of the year. Hospitals aren't even considered
high reliability organizations. The existence of any pattern in
these statistics is not obvious. And that’s the point. The ability
of HROs to teach us about mindfulness does not lie in their out-

comes, or in the noncomparability of their outcomes with yours.

It lies insteact on the input side: what they pay attention to, how
they process it, and how they struggle to maintain continuing
alertness.

HROs, in fact, are organizations like any other. Ali organi-
zations, HROs and businesses alike, develop culturally accepted
beliefs about the world and its hazards, All organizations de-
velop precautionary norms that are set out in regulations, pro-
cedures, rules, guidelines, job descriptiors, and training materials,
as well as informally on the grapevine. And all organizations ac-
cumulate unnoticed events that are at odds with accepted be-
liefs about hazards and norms for avoiding these hazards.® It is
these very similarities that encourage transfer of the lessons of
HROs to other organizations. For example, HROs develop be-
liefs about the world and its hazards with fewer simplifications,
less finality, and with more revision than we see in most organ-
izations. The definition of what is hazardous is continually re-
freshed. Likewise, HROs develop precautionary norms just like
everyone else. Buf unlike everyone else, they use both the small
failures and liabilities of success as sources for these precautions.
And like all organizations, HROs accumulate unnoticed events
that are at odds with what they expected, but they tend to no-
tice these accumulated events sponer, when they are smaller in
size. They also concentrate more fully on the discrepancy, its
meaning, and its most decisive resolution. Each of these elabo-
rations of the basics by HROs suggests directions in which other
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organizations can make their own elaborations in the interest of
heightened mindfulness.

lssues of Scale

Another source of misunderstanding about the relevance of
HROs to non-HROs involves a misunderstanding of issues of
scale. If the activity being observed is an assembly line, for ex-
ampie, an unexpected shutdown is not a severe crisis (there was
no fatality}). But it is a crisis relative to what the supervisor ex-
pected would not fail and a crisis relative to precautions taken
so that it wouldn’t fail. A visit from Mlke Wallace to a CEO's of-
fice does not produce fatalities, but it can affect markets, share
price, and liability. In each case the meaning of the unexpected
is contextual. Once we understand the context, the precautions,
the asstmptions, the focus of attention, and what was ignored,
it becomes clear that many organizations are just as exposed to
threats as are HROs, and just as much in need of mindfulness.
In all organizations people do things that they expect to continue
doing reliably and for which unexpected interruptions can even-
tually turn disastrous if they manage the unexpected poorly.
This possibility is more at the center of attention for HROs than
for most other organizations. But it is a possibility that haunts
all crganizations.

As noted earlier, how well or poorly people manage the un-
expected is a foundational issue that underlies the handling of
any pressing business problem. Hence, the difference between
an HRO and a non-HRO is not as large as it might appear. In
both settings, trouble starts small and is signaled by weak symp-
toms that are easy to miss, especially when expectations are
strong and mindfulness is weak, These small discrepancies can
curnulate, enlarge, and have disproportionately large conse-
quences. This path of development also is similar across organ-
izations. What differ across organizations are variables such as
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how much value people place on catching such developments
eatlier rather than later, how much knowledge people have of
the system and its capacity to detect and remedy early indica-
tions of trouble, and how much support there is from top man-
agement to allocate resources to early detection and management
of the unexpected, error-acknowledging communication, and
commitment to mindfulness at zll levels.

Issues of the Setting

The environment of HROs is one in which there are high-risk
technologies. These technologies must be mastered by means
other than trial-and-error learning, since in many cases the first
error will also be the last trial. HRO environments-unfold rap-
idly-and errors propagate quickly. Understanding is never per-
fect, and people are under pressure to make wise choices with
insufficient information. But whose environment isn't like this?
- Stanford business professor Kathleen Eisenhardt, for example,
describes the environments of the microcomputer industry as
“high velocity environments.” “High velocity environments are
characterized by rapid and discontinuous change in demand,
competitors, technology, and/or regulation such that informa-
tion is often inaccurate, unavailable, or obsolete.”” The ways
people deal with a high-velocity environment resemble the
randful activities of people in HROs. For example, she finds
that her fast decision makers pay close attention to “real-time
information, that is, information about current operations or the
current environment which is reported with litile or no time
lag.”* The parallel to our third process of mindfulness, sensi-
tivity to operations, is clear. Bisenhardt also finds simultaneous
centralization-decentralization, which we describe in Chapter
Five under How Culture Controls, to be a signature of HROs.
She finds it in the form of a pattern she calls “consensus with
qualification,” which refers to a two-step decision process. The
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first step is decentralized because everyone who will be affected
by the decision tries to reach a consensus on what it should be.
But if they can’t reach it, the decision is made in a centralized
fashion by the leader.

In summary, HROs worry about the unexpected, mindful-
ness, and reliability, but so do an increasing number of organi-
zations. The UP is not alone in its troubles with the unexpected.
E-commerce, new economic rules, offshore manufacturing, con-
stantly changing parent companies, and jolts of downsizing put
every organization in the same position as the UP. Everyone has
their own Englewood yard, patched together with baling wire
and duct tape, which is just itching to spring the unexpected. For
people who hate surprises, a stream of unexpected events can
be a pressing problem. It is a problem whose resolution lies
partly in the lessons leamed by those who live with a steady diet
of the unexpected.

CHAPIER SUMMARY

In this chapter we have introduced the topic of managing the unexpecled
by looking at the efforts of the Union Pacific Railroad to absorb both the
Chicago and North Western Railroad and the Southern Pacific Railroad in
the short span of two years. Both mergers generated escalating events
that paralyzed the UP system. These difficulties can be viewed as prob-
lems in managing the unexpected. The UP was not prepared for the un-
expected. lts management team dealt with it poorly as it unfolded. And
when they tried to bounce back from the unexpected, they often made

“things worse.

A benchmark for best practices in managing the unexpected is a set
of organizatians, called high reliability organizations, that reliably forestall
catastrophic outcomes through mindful attention to engoing operations.
Peopie in these organizations hate the unexpected just as much as every-
one else. But [t doesn't surprise them or disable them. And their ceping
actions seldom make the situation worse,
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We have summarized five ways in which HROs operate that make
them maore aware of their own capabilities, what they face, and what it
might mean: preoccupation with failure, reluctance to simplify interpre-
tations, sensitivity to operations, commitment to resilience, and deference
to expertise, These guidelines apply upward to divisions and organizations
as well as downward to teams, crews, and team leaders, Although HRGs
seem unlike any other organization, that appearance is deceptive, They
resemble other organizations in their input processes, their adoption of
precautionary teliefs, and their susceptibility to surprises. Where they dif-
fer is in their commitrment to mindiulness as a means to manage inputs,
precautions, and surprises. Even though HROs may be unigue in their
pursuit of mindfulness, there is nothing unique about how they pursue it.
Processes by which HROs pursue mindfulness are processes that can be
adopted hy anyone, The purpose of this book is to make those processes
more visible, accessible, and available.
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