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X(F) Missoula, Montane
SAFETY Seotember 29, 1949
Mann Gulch Fire ' “
8/5/43 |

Date of Acecidant

On August 5, 1949, a crew of 16 firefighters, 15 of them smoke jumpers,
tecame entrapped on the Mamn Gulch forset fire on the Helena National Forest
in Montana. A4s.a result, 11 men were burned to death and 2 additional men
died the next day frem turns. Three members of the crev, one the foreman

in charge, escaped withocut serious injury. - :

Ereliminary Investigation

By August 7, there was under way an investigation of the catastrophe, headed
by the Chief of the Division of Fire Coritrol and the Safety Officer from the
Office of the Chief, Forest Service in Washington., Later Chief Watts desig-
nated a special board to review the findings of these investigators and other-

wise to make the best possible determination of the circumstances contributing
to the tragedy. ‘ .

Formal Bo Review

On September 26, the Board of Review assembled at Missoula, Montana, the head-
quarters of the Forest Service, Region One, in which the Helena National For-
est 13 located, After a short organization session, the Board was flown on
that day to the scene of the fire, accompanied by Regional Forester Hanson,
Assistant Regional Forester Crocker, Foreman Dodge, Spotter Cooley, Reanger
Jansson and Carl Gustafson, Chief of the Washington Office Division of Fire
Control, who had conducted the preliminary investigation mentioned in the
previous paragraph. '

Several loops were flown around and across Mann Gulch, during the course of
which significant points on the ground were pointed out and the topographic
features and cover types were observed, At the comnlation af the aerisl sur-
vey, the party was landed at Helena, whence it was taken by oar and boat

to the mouth of Mann Gulch, Aprroximately 3 hours was spent going over the
ground, visiting the main points of significance, such as the parachutists!'
landing area, the equimment dump and the area where the deaths occurred.
Ranger Jansson and Foreman Dodge explained the location and behavior of the
fire and their respective actions as the various points were visited. 4
close-up view of topographic, surface and cover conditions was obtained.
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During the next several days hearings were held at the Regional Forester!s

office in Missoula, during the course of which all key witnesses were hearg
In keeping with the Chief's charge to the Board, particular attention was

-\le

given to matters having a bearing on the following questions:

1.

2.

3.

be

Se

6.

Were the weather conditions on August 5 of a chdracter that would make
the employment of smoke jumpers unusually hazardous?

Was there available near the fire a suitable ianding area, and was such
an area selected?

Were the general topographic and cover conditions; and the fire behavior
at the time of jumping, of such nature as would render unwise the place-

ment of ‘a crew where it was placed?

Was there delinquency on the part of the fire overhead to warn the crew
of known impending danger? ' ' '

Was there a féilure‘of.Judgment or‘leadership on the part of the foreman
due to insufficient training or otherwise? o :

Had the crew members been trained‘invthé various phases of firefighting,
including escape techniques? :

In its report, the Board proposes to present:

A,

B,
C.

A brief history of the action on the fire having a significant relation-
ship to the matters under review.

Its conclusions concerning the Questions listed above,

Its recommendations as to measures which it believes may be helpful in
guarding against similar occurrences in the future. ‘



shig of thes Board of Review

.c, M, Grsrger, Assistant Chief, Forest Service, in Charge of National Forest
Adninistration -~ Cnairman

L« D. Cochran, Chisf, Division of Personnel Management, O’fice of the Chief,
Forost Service

Jay H, Price, Regional Forester, North Central Rsgion

Lawrence K, Mays, Assistant Regional Forester, in Charge, Division of Opera-
tion, Pacific Northwest Region

Je Malcolm Loring, Forest Supervisor, Chelan National Forest, Pacific
Northwest Region

Te is

Ce A, Gustafson, Chief, Division of Fire Control, Office of the Chief,
Forest Service

francis Lufkin, Smokejumper Foreman, Chelan National Forest, Pacific North-
vest Region (Advisory Smokejumper Foreman) '

F.ngnm

J« Robert Jansson, District Ranger, Canyon Ferry District, Helena National
Forest, Northern Region

Arthur D, Moir, Jr., Forest: Sunervisor, Helena National Forest, Northern
Region .

Frederick M., Fite, Regional Fire Dispatcher, Division of Fire Control,
Northern Region

Ralph L, Hand, in Charge of Fire Planninu, Division of Fire Control,
Northern Region

Favre L., Eaton, Assistant Forest Suoervisor, Helena National Forest,
Northern Region

Earl E. Cooley, Parachute Project Administrative Assistant ( Fire Technician)
Division of Fire Control, Northern Region _

Elmer P, Bloom, Photographer (Motion Picture), Division of Information and
Bducation, Northern Region

Kenneth Huber, Pilot, Johnson Flying Service (Government contractor),
Missoula, Montana
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Robert W. Sallee, Smoke jumper-Fireman, Parachute Project, Division of Fire
Control, Northern Region o .

Walter B, Rumsey,.Shokejumper-Firemnh, Pafachute Project, Division of Fire
Control, Northern Region S

R;‘Wagner Dodge, Foréman of Parachute Squads, Parachute Project, Division
of Fire Control, Northern Region ‘

Sidney E. Mclaughlin, Regional Personnel Officer, Division of Persomnel
Management, Northern Region ,

. Pred I. Stillings, Parachute Project Administrative Officer, Division of
Fire Control, Northern Region

Clyde D, Blake, Assistant Regional Training end Safety Officer, Division
of Personnel Management, Northern Region

Seth Jackson, Safety Officer, Division of Personnel Management, Chief's Office
Ralph S, Space, Assistant Chief, Division of Fire Gontrol, Northern Region
Percy.D. Hanson, Regional Forester, Northern Region

LaVaughn Beaman, Regional‘Fiscal Agent, Northern Region



Invitation to Eelatives end Points Faised

sn invitation vas extended %o relatives of the victims living in Missoula and
Xalispell, Montana, to appear before the Board if they wished toc do so. The
only one vho availed himself of this opportunity was Mr. Henry Thol, who ap-
reared before the Board for epproximately one hour the morning of September 29.

The principal points mﬁde by Mr. Thol were:

1.

2,

3

be

5

Te

t

The jump should not have been made at that time of day in an area present-
ing the topograpnic conditions and character of fuel which existed there,
because it shculd have been evident to those in responsible posivions that
a blow-up might take place at any moment which would engulf the entire
Mann Gulch area. . A .

The jump having beenfmade, Dodge should have taken his crew out of the
area by the shortest route over the ridge at the time he rejoined the
crew after contacting Harrison, instead of .proceeding toward the river.

Dodge's plan of attacking the fire on the lower flank on the Mann Gulch
side nearest the river was wholly impractical, because it would have been
impossible to hold the fire on the slope where it was at the time.

The ‘assertion in the Chief's letter of August 30 to Senator Murray that
the fire was not spreading rapidly at the time of the jump was incorrect,
because Thol regarded the increase in the size of the fire from nothing
in evidence at 11:25 a.m., to an estimated area of 50 to 60 acres at 3:10

p.m., as rapid spread. .

Dodge's action in setting the escape fire was not effective as a means of
salvation for the crew, because the crew was not close enough to Dodge to
have his purpose explained to them in time; but on the other hand, the

escape fire actually impeded or frustrated the efforts of at least some

of the men to escapve over the ridge.

Thol challenged the statement in letter of August 30 from the Chief of
the Forest Service to Senator Murray, that the members of the crew were
seasoned firefighters. He pointed out that many of them had certainly
had ex»verience only on small fires,

Thol contended that the jump spot was ahead of the fire rather than on the
flank, as asserted in the letter of August 30 from the Chief of the Forest
Service to Senator Murray.

It is the feeling of the Board that all these conxehtions have been fully
weighed and are covered in the Board's qonclusidns.



History of the Mann Gulch Fire

(This factual history is based upon a report prepared by the regional forester,
supplemented and confirmed by & preliminary investigating committee headed by
C. 4. Gustafson, Chief, Division of Fire Coatrol, from the Weshington 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 erea
(roadless area) just east of the Missouri River, some 20 miles north of Helena,
Montana. The fire started in the ME3NEF Seo. 19, T. 13 M., R, 2 ¥, Montana
Principel Meridian, at e point near the top of the ridge between Mann and
Meriwether Gulches, The general ares is steep and jagged on the Meriwether
side and is said to be one of the roughest areas east of the Continental
Divide. The exposure is generally northwest, The voint of origin of the fire
was accessible from the road end at Hilger landing, just off U, S. Highway 91,
thence by a 6-mile notorboat trip to Meriwether campground at the mouth of
Meriwether Gulch, thence about a l-hour hike on a trail over rough terrain.

3. Fuel type: At the point of origin the fuel tyve consisted of & dense
stand of 6- to 8~inch diametor Douglas fir and some ponderosa pine poles., In

This-type merged ihto one consisting‘of‘15r22r~timber, mainly Douglas firy
with stringers of ponderosa pine on the leterel ridges. The ground cover

in the openings end in the less dense ‘timber was a miniure of grass and weeds
of medium density,

At the point of disaster the tree coiér consisted of stringers of scattered
-young ponderosa pine trees with occasional over-mature ponderosa pine trees.

The ground cover or undsrstory which Predominated was bunchgrass with some
cheatgrass, '

4e MWeather: The day the fire started a temperature of 97 degrees was recorded
at Helena, At the Canyon Ferry Ranger Station, 20 miles from the fire, the
following was recorded at 5 pem,: humidity 22 percent, wind 16 miles ver

hour, fusl umoisture 5.9 percent, . These factors indicated a burning index of
74, with 100 as the maximum which could be measured., Reports from other lo-
cations gave wind direction and intensity as varieble, which also indicated

bad turning conditiong about the time of the blow up., Fire danger on August

4 was 16 which indicated a very low rate of spread potential the day the fire
started, . '

5. Mennins. The planned fire organization on the Helena Nationsl Forest, as
indicated by the fire danger, was in place. 1In addition to the lookout detec-
tion system, the forest meintained s complementary air-detection patrol,
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. Gulch was observed from the air between 5 and 7 p.m. on August 4.
EI,JJ;Lro was discovered.

{. Discovery and revortinzy: The fire was first reported by Don Barker,.
~sokout cn Colorado Mountain, scme 30 miles awey. He reported it to the

zire dispatcher in Helena at 12:25 p.m,, August 5. The fire wvas also
.baerved: by District Ranger J. Robert Jansson at the same time, He had

"3t returned to Eslena from an air-detection patrol flight and noticed the
.=oke from the airport.  He flew over the fire at 12:55 p.m., with Ranger
.iternats Hersey and a pilot. The fire was then estimated to be about

- acres in size and smoking strongly. Another smoke, later designated as

23 York fire, was discovered and scouted during this flight. It was located
.ocout G miles south af the Mann Gulch fire,

Action: Upon returning to Helena at 1:30 p.m., Jansson discussed the fire

~1tuation with Supervisor Moir. They mutually agreed to order smoke jumpers
acause of the difficulty of getting local ground forces to the fire rapidly.
.-mnsson, as soon as he reached the airport, also requested that 50 local
Uirefighters be sent to the fire. = The original request to the fire desk

-2 Missoula was for 25 smokejumpers. Due to the extremely rough topography
‘T the general area and the seriousness of the fire weather, the best over-
..2ad available was selected for this mission., Because of the lack of ade-
<uate airplane transportation, only 16 men were sent. (Planes were servicing
- :ther fires in the region and were not immediately available. A Douglas C-/7
~lane cen carry only 16 equipped jumpers.)

‘aey left Missoula at 2:30 p.m. and reached the fire locality at 3:10 p.m.
i-ae man became 1ill enroute, so only 15 men jumped, Following routine proce-
are, before any jumper left the ship, the spotter and foreman carefully
zoserved the fire, the unburned fuel, the geography and fire conditions

‘nile circling the fire. The wind at this time maintained itself steadily,
“lowing the fire towards the top of the ridge and nearly varallel with it.

2% apparently had maintained this course since the fire started, as indicated
-7 the directional sproad of the fire. This was parallel to Mann Gulch,

_“he contempated jump was considered to be of routine nature. It was not
iifferent from the normal day-by-day ection of the smokejumper organization.
The jump spot was agreed upon by Spotter Cooley and Foreman Dodge as suitable
ind safe. The fire was then about 50 to 60 acres in size.

The personnel jump and .cargo dropping were completed by 4:08 p.m. The plane
"ias unable to contact the Helena National Forest by radio, thus making it
n3cessary for Spotter Cooley to report the execution of the jump by telephone
%> the Helena office at about 5:15 p.m., after returning to Missoula.

Iz the meantime, Jansson had left Helena for the fire at 2:20 p.m. with 10

- “en, He was followed by Ranger Alternate Hersey and 9 men, Due to water
irensportation difficulties, these men did not reach Meriwether campground,
the nearest boat landing point to the fire, until about 4:30 pem. Jansson
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instructed Hersey to take the crew and "proceed up Mann Gulch treil, bresk oui
on top of the ridge between Mann Gulch and Meriwether, ard to hold as much of
the fire as possible on the ridge." Jansson then went down river to scout the
fire. There was too much smoke to see anything from the river, so he left the
boat end sterted walking up Mana Guleh at 5:02 p.m. He walked up to where the
fire hed crossed to .the north of' the gulek in two piaces. EHe thought he heerd
voices above him and continued up the gulch in an effort to determine the
source. He listened further and concluded it was not voices he had heaxd. .
The fire at this time became so not and was spreading so rapidly that he was
forced to turn back at about £:20 pem., and discovered the fire had cut him
off from below. He had to go through the fire to save himself. He fainted
from holding his breath while running through the fire, but fortunately
recovered a short time later outside the fire and proceeded to Meriwether,

Smoke jumper Foreman Dodge's statement shows the men landed successfully in

the bottom and near the head of Mann Gulch shortly after 3:50 p.m., with the
exception that Dodge received a minor elbow injury., The Jump spot was about

a half mile from the northeast cornmer of the fire. The cargo (tools, water,

end food) landed without damage except for the radio. This was made inopereble
when the chute failed to open., (It is not possible to sey whether or not lack
of radio had any effect on subsequent action.) The smoke jumpers' cargo and gear
were assembled at the camp site located below the Jump area oy 5 p.m.

Concerning the fire at that time, Smokejumper Robert Sallee saysz, "1 took g
look at the fire and decided it wasn't bad., It vas burning on top of the

ridge and I thought it would continue on up the ridge. I thought it probably
wouldn't burn much more that night beceause it was the end of the burning period
and it looked like it would have to burn down across a 1ittle saddle before it
went up hill any more." - '

The assembling of the cargo and the_" time involved, along with Sallee's otate-
ment, indicate no undue concern by the men over their immediate safety,

Recreation and Fire Prevention Guard Harrison haed been instructed by Jansson

Cenyon Ferry Ranger Station from the Meriwether Camp by 3:30 Pem. Evidence
shows Herrison probably tried to radio to Canyon Ferry and Missoula about the
fire at 12:15 p.m. but was unsuccessful, thus delaying detection by 10 minutes,
According to Dodge's verbal statement mede later, Harrison said he hed left
Meriwether in accordance with instructions, proceeded along his patrol route
and observed the fire. He then returned to Meriwether Station, tacking a

note on the door reading, "Gone .to the fire. Jim." He then proceeded to the
fire., He was heard shouting neer the fire by Foreman Dodge at about 5 p.m,
Dodge, thinking it necessary to find out the reason for the shouting, instructed
Squad Leader Hellmen to get the crew equipped and follow him to the fire.
Dodge proceeded alone, in advance of his crev, and met Herrison neer the top
of the ridge at the head of the fire'a few minutes later,
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podge datarmined that this patticular location was not »2st Jor attacking The
Zire, from a safety standpoint especially, so he returrned with Harrison and
=3t Hellman and the crew who were hiking in to the fire according to ths cre-
srranged plan., Dodge at that time instructed Hellman to taxe the criw across
:5 the north gide of Mann Gulch and proceed down iiann Guleh to ths rivar,
251llowing about on the contour which would taks then out of the gulch a2y iney
7ente Dodge and Harrison returned to the cargo location where they obitcined
vater, rations, ard equipment. Dodge agein observed the fire and saw taal it
‘1as starting to burn more rapidly. They proceeded down the gulch and overtool
~ilallman and the crew at about 5:40 p.m. Dcdge then stopped end chacked the

srews. All were present. He put Hellman at the back end; Dodge took ths lead.

They continued in the same direction towards the river for an additional

5 ninutes, at which time Dodge noted that the firs was buraing below them on
“he north side of Mann Gulch and up the ridge befors them. Finding that the
route towards ths river was cut off by the advancing fire, they doubled back
and climbed towards the top of the ridge to the north of lMann Gulch, After
proceeding in this direction for approximately 1,5C0 feet, at as fast a pace
as the terrain would permit, Dodge concluded that it would be better for the
men to lighten their loads so he directed them to discard their heavy scuip-
ment. (It was noted by the investigators that practically all the equipment
was found within a circle of 100 feet in diameter; hence it is concluded that
all ‘the men were together at this point.) At this spot, tha fire was about
500 feet behind them so they angled more towards the top of the ridse north
of Mann Gulch, and upon topping a small side ridge, came out of the tizber
onto a small, gress-—covered slope with an occasion=l ponderosa pine tree.
Dodge concluded that the fire was too close to continue further. =2 revorts,
"At this point, I stopped the crew and explained to those nearsst me (at least
8_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. In my opinion, 21l of ny men
were still with me or very close."” This was located some 200 feet below the
top of the ridge. Dodge further explained, "After setting a clump of bunch-
grass on fire, 1 made an attempt to start another but the match had gone out
and upon looking up I had an area 100 fset square that was ablaze. I told the
men nearest to me that we would wait a few seconds to give it a chance to burm
out inside and then we would cross through the flames into the burned ares
where we could make a good stand and our chances of survival were more than
even." '

Dodge then walked around to the north side of the firs he had started as an
avenue of escape. He called to the men to go into the burned area, tut was
unsuccessful in getting them to do so., He then walked thrcugh the flames into
the burned area for about 30 feet, lay. down, and continued to call the men to
join him., (The identical spot Foreman Dodge occupied has been definitely
located and marked.) At this time, the main fire was very close to the svot
that Dodge had fired to provide a retreat area, tut there was yet a fairly
large unburned area to the northeast and below them. The head of' the fire had
also formed a pincer ahead of theme The men had to make their decision in
almost a split second, whether to seek safety by going through the {lames at

ol



the edge of the fire which Dodge had started, or go on threcugh the unburnez
aree and seek safety elsewhere. They chose the latter, with Sallee and
Rumsey just making it to & rock slide about a thousand feet beyond and over
the ridgs. Within seconde after Dodge walked into the 'burned area left by
the escape fire, at about 5:55 p.m., the main fire passed over. (& recoversd
watch stopped at 5:57 p.n,) This lasted approximately'5 minutes, By the
time Dodge was able to sit up within the burned aree and look at his wutch

it indicated 6:10 p.m. At thet time, he heard someone calling and upon
investigation located Sylvia epproximately 100 feet below and 200 feet to

the east of his location. He was bedly injured. After making Sylvia as
comfortable as possible, Dodge sterted for help, He traveled through his
escape burn to the top of the ridge where he met Sallee, who told him Rumsey
was all right and that Hellmen was a short distance away, badly injured. Tas
aree was full of smoke, and no other survivors responded to calls.

About 6130 p.m., Dodge and Salles started for help, leaving Rumsey with the
two injured men, They errived at Moriwether cump at 9 p.m. It was then that
the catastrophe became known to others, -Jansson radioed for medicel assist-
ance at 9:20 p.m,. Supervisor Moir made arrangements for doctors, ambulances,
- and medical supplies to leave Helena immediately,

During the tims this tragedy was occurring, Ranger Jansson was enroute to
-Meriwether camp from the mouth of Mann Gulch, He met Supervisor Moir enroute
and at about 5:45 p.m., they went downstream in a motorboat to scout the west
slde and northwest corner of the fire.- They returned to Meriwether camp, &nd
Moir left for Helena at approximately 6345 p.m. to maks errangements for
manning this fire and the York fire (another fire near York, Montana),

At about 8:00 p.m, a member of Heraey’a'crbw came to the Meriwether camp for
water. He said the smoke jumpers had not joined them. Jensson sent instruc-
tions to Hersey to return with his crew to Meriwether. Hersey reached canp

around 10:10 p.n,

Jansson organized a rescue crew which left Meriwether camp when the doctors
errived. They landed at the spot where Dodge and Sallee reached the river
near the mouth of the first gulch downstream from Mann Guleh, At 11:30 Pele s
August 5, they retraced the route to the injured men,

At midnight, Hellman's water supply had been consumed so Rumsey started for
the river to get some. He saw lights coming up the guleh., He called out,
received an enmwwer, and waited. I% was Jansson, two doctors and several
others, Hellman was given plasma at 12:45 a.m., August 6, When it became
lighter, he was carried down the mountain, They reached the river at 6 s.k.
Fe died in St. Peters Hospital in Helena about noon.
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+a rescue party crossed the ridge into Mann Guleh at 1:20 «.m., August 6.
1t 1:50 a.m., they reached Sylvia and gave plasma to him. The doctors
~acommended waiting until daylight to move him. They left at 4:40 a.m., and
~sached the mouth of Mann Gulch at 6 a.m. He died in St. Peters Hospital in
3lena about 10 a.m. : l '

:aarch for the missing men continued until all were found., Dodge remained on
na Pire until all bodies were identified. The last one was flown to Hilger
“anding by helicopte:-about noon, August 7.

.., large fire action: Regional Forgstaf Hanson, Pire Control Chief Crocker,
itrong and DeJarnette from the regionel office reached Helena at 3 a.n.,
ugust 6. Hanson immediately headed up search.and evacuation activities.

" uring the night of August 5 and early morning of August 6, it became evident
-hat the Marm Gulch fire had becoms what is termed a "project fire" which
-aquired large crews for control., Action was then initiated to bring in large
srgenized firefighting crews and the required overhead. Mobilization of fire-
*4zhters and transportation was difficult. Upon Forest Service request, the
“ookano Air Force Base ( Washington) and the Great Falls Air Force Base
‘Montana) supplied five transport planes. Two hundred trained firefighters
-;ore callod from forests near Lewiston, Coeur d'Alene, and Moscow, Idaho, and
-;are flowvn to Helena, a distance of about 230 miles. Firefighters were
~scruitod at Helena and brought by truck from other points. A volunteer group
57 local farmors and ranchmen also fought the fire. Men from the U, S. -
naclamation Service, Montana State Highway Patrol, and Army Air Force Base at .
fireat Falls were rushed to the fires in .the Helena area.

Crow leaders and other experienced Forest Service foremen came from the Cabinet
lational Porest ( Thompson Falls, Montana), the Flathead National Forest
{Ralispell, Montana), the Gallatin National Forest (Bozeman, Montana), the
zeaverread Nationsl Forest (Dillon, Montana), and the Lolo National Forest

and Regional Office (Missoula, Montana)e ‘ :

1 10-smule pack efring-waa sant to Helena by truck from the Forest Service
2smount Depot near Missoula, & distance of 170 miles.

Tive fire camps were occupied during the course of the control of the Mann
Gulch firs. They were: Meriwether, Elkhorn, Willow Creek, Kennedy Springs,
 and Willow Mountain. 'The latter two were supplied entirely by air,.

A total of 450 men worked on the-fire. -

Communication wgé:by,éhorthvave'radioJ1 The State of Montana, Montana Power
Cempany, end Forest Service facilities were used.
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Spread of the fire was stopped, and it was practicelly under cont
day, August 7. The completed control, including fire lines aroun

rol on Syj,-
d severc

very inaccessible "stringers" in the high crags, was established August 10,

The total burned area was estimated to cover 5,000 acres.
9. n ' nt: On Auvgust 5, 19’49, at about 6

Pelia,

11 forest firefightez;s.died on the Mann Gulch fire » Helens Nationc) Forecs,

Two additional men were injured so severely that they died the ne
Helena hospital.,

10, who : a :

l. Williem J,. Hellman, smoke jumper squad leader, died in hos

2, Joseph B, Sylvia, amoke jumper "o

3. Eldon E. Diettert, -

beo Henry Jo mOI’-Jro,

5+ Leonard J, Piper '

6. Stanley J, ‘Reba, -

7. David R. Navon,

8. Robert J, Bennett,

90 l’h!‘?in Lo Shem&n,
10. Philip R, MoVey,
11, Newton R,. Thompson,
12, Silas R, Thompson, v
13, Jemes 0. Harrison, smokechaser,

1. S vors:

T3 a2 33w s
R 32 2 X % 3m
O 33322 anmna

R. Wagner Dodge, foremen of mokejumperc » Burvived
Robert W. Ssllee, smoke jumper, - '
Walter B. Rumsey, - K '

died on fire
] ]

R 3 2 " "Wy on

xt day in

pital
”

L Y T

»a
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1. Fire conditions in that locality, the character of the country, ani The
location and behavior of the Mann Gulch fire at the time of the jump Promon ..
no indications of dangerous conditions beyond those often encountered by uu;.-
pression forces which should have ruled out placing the smoke jumpers in the
area. ' . . '

2. The Jjumper crew was headed by experienced and capable men, Dodge and
Hellman, A statement covering the kind and length of experience of Dodge
and Hellman in fire woiik 18 in the Appendix.

3¢ The jump area was carefully selected by Cooley and Dodge, and there 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,

Le The jump, eargosdropping.operatibn and the assembly of the crew and cargo
on the ground were carried out in normal manner. except .for the loss of the
radio which was destroyed when tha.parachute failed to open.

5. Dodge's decision, after contacting Harrison and rejoining his crew, to
proceed with the crew to the river in order to put his crew in a safe place,
and to provide a means of safe retreat if it 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 himself and crew along the slope on the north

side of Mann Gulch, from which they could wateh the action of the fire on the
opposite slope, while proceeding toward the river. The sudden explosive runs
of tke fire from the upper aslope of the ridge between Mann Gulch and Meriwether

Canyon across the lower end of Mann Guleh could not reasonably have baen ex-
pected, ’ '

6. There ia no evidence of confusion until the time of failure to heed
Dodge's efforts to get men to go into the escape fire area.

7. The evidsnce i3 not conclusive as to how many of the crew understood
Dodge's purpose in setting the escape fire and heard his directions to join
him inside the burned area, The situation was complicated by the noise of
the main fire and possibly by the remark of one victim, as heard by some of
the msn, "To hell with this, I am getting out of here," Evidently each
individual followed either his own instincts at this point or the example
of those ahead of him who were making their wey up or across the slope.

8. Dodge showed coolness and good judgment in setting the escape fire, Both
survivors and Sylvia said they believed that all the men would have been saved

'if they had followed Dodge's lead in getting into the area burned by the
escape fire, o '



9. All evidence available to the Boerd indicates that the escape firc in no
way impeded the progress of the men seeking to attain the ridge, or was other-
wise instrumentsl in causing or contributing to any of the deaths. '

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

11. Regional Forester Hanson and various members of his staff ably directed
or conducted the search for and removal of the bodies, notification of rels-

tives, assistance in funeral errangements, ‘giving out information, and handling
related matters.

12, It is the over-—all conclusion of the Board that there is no 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 fesls that there are elements of this catastrophe which
indicate the need for intensified study and training in fire behavior, and in
the training of men in meeting fire emergencies., The Board makes the follow-
ing specific recommendations: ’

Rggommeggggiogs

1. The Board recognizes that training of jumpers and other reguler fire sup-
pression 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 tirefighter 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 meintain
close acquaintanceship between leaders and jumpers, btut feels it important
to develop 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,

WW Assistant Chief, Forest Seivi

/ “w\, Forest Sarows




-APPENDIX :

" :, The following photogﬁaph, oblique aerisl pictures and diagrammatic
:-etch depict details of the Mann Gulech Fire, Helena National Forest,
_'.u:;ust 5, 1949. ’ ‘

a. Sketch No, 1 diagrammatically shows.the movement og the fire from
3:10 p.n. until the disaster occurred; the general line of travel of
Dodge and his crew prior to and after blocked from reaching the river;
the general location of the tragedy area and other important features.,
Note small side movement of northwest flank of fire between 3:10 Pem.
and 5 p.m, '

b. Photograph No. 2, provided by Henry J. Thol, taken from near the
saddle at the head of Mann Guleh looking down the Gulch toward the
river, shows the character of the cover on the right-hand side of
Mann Gulch where the tragedy occurred, - Note the scattered timber on
this side of the draw and the large open areas that were covered with
grass previous to the fire. Also note the heavy burned-out pole stand
on the left-hand side of the Gulch looking down draw in the direction
- of the river. '

Ge Pictures Nos. 3 and 4 are oblique aerial photographs of the dis-
aster area., No. 3 is the view looking southeast across Mann Gulch
near the disaster area. Picture No. 4 is the view looking northeast
up Mann Gulch, o

2. Brief history of trainiﬁg and experience of principals:

8e R ° wagﬂer DOdge
be William J. Hellman
¢. Earl E. Cooley
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LEGEND

To accompany obliqus photegraphs Nos. 3 and 4, of the Mann Gulch Fire,
Heiena National Forest, Montena, August §, 1949- Numbers refer to
those shown on the -photographs.

1.

24

3.
L
5
6

7.
‘8.
9.

lo.
11,

13.

The area se;ected by Spotter Earl E. Cooley and Foreman R. Vagner
Dodge as the place jumpers and cargo would land.

Location where cargo was gathered and stored. Also the point from
which Dodge heard somecne calling vp on the ‘idge in’the_vicinity
of Point 4. (Picture No. 3 only.)

Route traveled by Dodge to point of contact with Ground Patrol
James 0 Harrison at Point 4.

Point of contact between Harrison and Dodge a few minutes after
5 pem.

Point where Dodge and Harrison met ﬂilliam Je Hellman and the crew
enroute to the fire,

Route Hellman and ecrew followed on their way down Mann Gulch after
meeting Dodge at Point 5. (Picture No. 3 only.)

Route Dodge and Harrison followed back to cargo camp at Point 2.
Route Dodge and Harrison folloued to join crew,

Point Dodge and Harrison met crew. Dodge at this point accounted
for all men, placed Fsllman in the rear while he took the lead;

about 5:40 pm. No fire visible in bottom of Mann Gulch from this
point.

Route followed by crew. (Picture No. 3 only.)

Location from which Dodge determined that there was fire on the
north side of Mann Gulch about 750 feet below him and concluded

his planned route of travel was cut off (about 5:45 pem.); all men
present. .

Line of travel after turning back in search of way around fire to
river.

Point at which tools were discarded by most members of the crew;
ell men present, (Picture No. 3 only.)



A. TFinal area of retreat fire set by Dodge in grass. the wain [ire at
3 g Sk IR bag g Bt ‘ 4 gmss"o v .
this dtune‘ Y88 moving towards him and the crew with uuiivicvable -
speed, SR : §Fie ) '

20. Where Robert W, Sallee and Walter B, Runsey \faum; gafety. »ud where
4 marker is located. (Picture No, 3 only.) .

21. William J, Hellman marker; found alive at this point but died later
- 1n the hospital st Helena, Montana, (Pioture No. 4 wiily. '

22.-33, Area in which eleven bodies were found sff;e botiy; eonshit by the
Sueep of the main fire. One other man was found al!ve in this area
gxztum ?iedflate‘r in the hospital at Helena, Montnun. (Vioturs No,

only, | } ,
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/, Poreman R. Viarner Ded s

/ O i
Nize seasons' regular Forest Service experienco, ,ind';&adairg 8 seasons with
e smokojumper unit, 5 years of vhich was as smkejumper foremen. During
18L5, 19L5 and 1947, he was in charge of smokejumper orews of the Forest
Ss3rvice Continental Urit. He received 9 seasors'! gpecial training in
firo suppression work, also as firefighting foreman, in fire behavior,

etcs Also received training in emokejumping, spotting jumgers and as
S=oxejumper foreman, : _

Fire suppression records are not complete but they show he worked as
firefighter on the West Trout Creek Class. E fire (over 300 acres) in
1950; as firefighter on MacPherson Class E (over 300 acres) in 1931;
as Tirefighter on 3 reilroad fires in 1932; as firofighter on Berry
ffountain fire in 193l; as smokechaser on 2 fires in 1937; as squad
1eader on ome Class A, two Class B, ons Class C and ons Class D fires
{1CO to 300 acres) all in 1938; as fireman or four Class A fires and
¢nd Class B fire, as foreman on one Class E fire (over 300 acres),
@il in 19L0; as smokejumper on ons Class' A, ome Class C (10 to 100
@cres) and as smoks jumper in charge of Jumpers on one Class B fire

i1 1941; as squad leader in charge of Jjumper crew on two Class D
§ires in 19l);, one Class D fire in 1947, and one Class C fire in 1948,

b. Sauad Leader William J. Hel 1man .

Ozs season as ranger district employé, four seasons with the smoke-
Jumper projeot; assisted as an instructor during spring treining
pregran for smokejumpers. He wms given Yraining in fire behavior and
also took the foreman's J.I,T. course in 198,

Firs suppression exparience: in 19L5, two class A, two Class B, two
¢iass C (10 to 100 acros) and one Class E fires (over 300 acres). 1In

547, fowr Class A, two Class B and one Class C fires. In 1948, two
Ciass C fires.

¢+ Svotter Earl E. Cooley

Jour seasons as forest guard previous to joining smokejumpers. Joined
“he mokojummer unit im 1940 and wes oms of the first two men to jump

o1 an actual forest fire. He has been with the smokejumpers from 1940
througn the 199 seasons. Trained aa rarachute rigger in 1941, Precmoted
“0 chiof foreman of parachute squads in 1943 and worked oh firo training,
2quipnent development, as spotter, fire foreman and sactor boss that year,
Frem 19Ul to Jomvary 1918 was assistont to the projeot administrative
otlicer uand in charge of training for the 150-mn emokejumper crew. In
Jaruary 1948 was promoted to Fire Tochnicion and is responsible for
organizing and supervising the training of pProject personnel in the
tachniquesn of fire suppreaston, use of tools, woodsmanship, sefety and
firat aid. Ocoasionally is a Jurmper in charge of large orews of



~ Smoke jumpers on difficult andlpotehtially dangerous fires. Also serves
as spotter for smokejumper crews where jumping conditions or fire poter~
tials are hazardous, -

He has jumped on numerous small, medium and large fires among. which was
the Kah Mountain fire that required 75 Jumpers to ¢ontrol. He has nsd
assignments on a number of large fires such as the Miller Creek fire

in 1947, the Pettibone Ridge fire where he hsd charge of 100 fire-
fighters, the Deurborne fire, ths Kah Mountain fire, the lMeadow Cree;:
fire and another large fire out of Lander, Wyoming, Hs has had a great
deal of experience in watching fire behavior from the air on fires such
as the Eddy Creek fire on the Cabinet, the Washington Creek fire on the
Cleerwater and the Benchmark fire on the lewis & Clark, all large fires.



