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%{F) Missoula, Montans
SAFETY Seotembar 29, 1249
Mann Guleh Firs .
8/5/49

Date of Accidant

Co August 5, 1949, a crew of 16 firafighters, 15 of them smoke jumpers,
tecame antrapned on the Mamn Gulch forset fire oa the Helena Nationsal Forest
in Montana, As a result, 11 mon wero burned to death and 2 additionsal men
4ied the next day frem burna. Three members of the crew, one the foreman

in charge, escaped withcut serious injury.

Preliminary Inwestipgation

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

wise to make the best possible determipation of the circumstances contributing
to the tragedy.

Fo Bo of Reyiew

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-
eat i3 located. After a short organization session, the Board was {lown on
that day to the sceve of the fire, accompanied by Regional Forester Hanson,
Assistant Regional Forester Crocker, Foreman Dodge, Spotter Cooley, Renger
Jansson and Cerl Gustafson, Chisf 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 sigpificant points on the ground were pointed out and the topogravhic
features and cover itypes were obserwved, At the comnletien af tha aerial sur-
vey, the party was landed at Helena, whence it was taken by oar and boat

te the mouth of Mann Gulch. Aprroximately 3 hours was spent golng over the
ground, visiting the main points of asignificance, such as the parachutists'
landing area, the equliument dump and the area where the deaths occwrred.
Roanger Jansson and Foreman Dodge explained the location and bebavior of the
fire and their respective actions as the various points were visited. 4
cless-up view of topographle, surface and cover conditions was obtalned.



During the next several days hearings were held at the Regionsal Forester's
office in Missoula, during the course of which all key witnessesg were heard,
In keeping with the Chief's charge to the Board, particular attention was
given to matters having a bearing on the following %uestions:

1. Were the weather conditions on August 5 of a character that would make
the employment of smokejumpers unusually hazardous?

2, Was there available near the fire a sultdble landing area, and was such
an area selected?

3, 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?

L. Wes there delinquency on the part of the fire overhead to warn the crew
of known impending danger?

5., Was there & failure of judgment or leadarship on the part of the foreman
due to insufficient training or -otherwise?

6, Had the crew members been trained in the various phasas of firefighting,
including escape techniques?

In its report, the Beard proposss to presant:

A. A brisf history of the action on the fire having & significant relation=-
gship to the matters under review,

Bs Its conclusions concerning the questions listed above,

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



r¢;mbershin of the Board of Haview

c. M. Grargor, assistant Chief, Forest Service, in Charge of National Forest
Administration - Chalvman

tie D. Cochran, Chisf, Division of Personnel Management, OZfce of the Chief,
Forest Ssrvice

Jay H. Price, Regional Foraster, North Ceniral Rsgion

Lavwrence K. Mays, Asslstant Repional Forestar, in Charge, Division of Opera-
lon, Pacific Northwest Roglon

. Malcolm Loring, Foreat Suvervisor, Chelan National Foraest, Pacific
Herthwest Region

Technical Advisors

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

rrancis Lufkin, Swmoke jumper Foreman, Chelan National Forest, Pacific North-
west Region (Advisory Smokejumper Foreman)

‘thnggses

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

Arthur D, Moir, Jr., Forest Subvervisor, Helena National Forest, Worthern
Region

Frederick M. Fite, Regionsl Fire Dispatcher, Division of Fire Contrel,
Northern Region

Raloh L. Hand, in Charge of Fire Planning, Division of Fire Control,
Northern Region

favre L. Eaton, Assistant Forest Sumervisor, Helena National Forest,
Northern Region

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

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

Kenneth Huber, Pilot, Johnson Flying Service (Government contractor),
Misgcula, Montana
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Robert ¥W. Salles, Smokejumper-Fireman, Parachute Project, Division of Fire
Contrel, Horthern Region :

Walter B. Rumsoy, Smokejuuper-Fireman, Parachute Project, Division of Fire
Control, Northern Region

R. Wagner Dodge, Foreman of Parachuts Squads, Parachute Project, Divisicn
of Fire Control, Horthern Region

Sidney E. MHeclaughlin, Regional Personnel Officer, Division of Fersonnel
Mananement, Northern Region

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

Clyde D. Blake, Assistant Regicnal Training and Safety Officer, Division
of Persomnel Management, Northern Region

Sgth Jackson, Safety Officer, Division of Personnel Management, Chief's Office
Ralph S. Space, Assistant Chief, Division of Fire Control, Northern Resion
Percy D, Hanson, Reglonal Forester, Northern Region

LaVaughn Beaman, Regional Fiscal Agent, Northern Region



“avitation to Helatives =nd Pointo Enlsed

n invitafion was extended to relatives of the victims living in Missoula and
7alispell, Montana, to appear before the Board if they wished tec do so. The
anly one whe availed himself of this opportunity was ¥Mr, Henry Thol, wtho ap-—
weared before the Board for evproximntely one hour the morning of Septemper 29.

The princivel points made by Mr. Thol were:

1.

o

i

The jump should not have been made at that time of day in an area vresent-
ing the toposrapnic conditions and character of fuel which existed there,
because it shculd have been evident o those in respeonsible pesitions that
a blow-up night take place at any moment wnich would engulf the entire
Msmn Clch area,

The junp naving beenlmade, Dodge should have taken hig crew out of the
area by the shortesat 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 Guich
side nearest the river was wholly impractical, becausze 1t would have been
impessible to hold the fire on the glope whera it was at the time,

The assertion in the Chief'a letter of August 30 to Senator Murray that

.the fire was not spreading ravidly at the tima 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 rawvid spread.

Dodge's action in setting the escave fire was not effective as a meansz of
salvation for the crew, because the crew was not close enough to Dodge to
have his vurpvose explained to them ip time; but on the other hand, the
escape fire actually impeded or frustrated the efforts of at least some
of the men to escave 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 c¢rew were
seagoned firefighters. He pointed out that many of thenm had certainly
hed exerience only on small fires.

" Thol contended that the Jump spot was shead 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.

v is the feeling of the Board that all these contentions have been fully
voaighed and are covered in the Boerd's conclusions.



History of the Mann Gulch Fire

(Tnis factual history is based upon a revort oprepared by the regional forester,
sunplemented and confirmed by & preliminery investigating coamittee headed by
C. A. Gustafson, Chief, Division of Fire Control, from the Weshington Office,
and by testimony before the Board of Review.)

1. HName of fire: Mann Gulch Fire, Helzna National Forest, Montana. August
5 to Auvgust 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 MEz-NEd Sec. 19, T. 13 M., R. 2 W, Montena
Principel Meridian, at a point nazr the top of the ridge between Mann and
Meriwether Gulches. The general arss 1s steep and jegged on the Meriwether
gide and is said to be one of the roughest areas ezst of the Continental
Divide. The exposure is generelly northwest. The point of origin of the fire
was accessible from the road end at Hilger Landing, just off U, S, Highwey 91,
thence by a 6-mile motorboat trio to Meriwether cempground at the mouth of
Meriwether Gulch, thence about a l-hour hike on a trail over rough terrain.

3. Fuel tyve: At the point of origin the fuel ivoe consisted of a dense
gtand of 6- to 8-inch diamstor Douglas fir and some pouderosa pine poles, In
the pole atand were occasionsl large Douglas {ir and ponderosa pine trees,
This type merged into one consisting of larser timber, mainly Douglas firy
with stringers of ponderosa pine on the leterel ridges. The ground cover

in the openings and in the less danse timber wag a mixiure of grass and weeds
of medium density.

At the point of disaster fthe tree cover consisted of stringers of scattered
young ponderosa pine trees with occasional over-maturce ponderosa pine trees,

The ground cover or undarstory which predominated was hunchgrass with some
chestgrass,

4Ly Westher: The day the fire gterted a temperature of 97 degrees wes 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 ver

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

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

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

5. Menning. The planned fire organizaotion on the Helena Nationsl Forest, as
indicated by the fire danger, was in place. In addition to the lookout detso-
tion system, the forest meintained a complementary air—detection patrol.
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Mapn Gulch was observed from the air between 5 end 7 p.m. on August 4.
2 Tiro W¥as discovered.

6. Discovery angd raneriing: The Tire was first reported by Don Berker,:

- .ekout ¢cn Colorado iMountain, some 30 miles awey. He reported it to the

fire dispatcher in Haslene at 12:25 p.m,, August 5. The fire vas also
ooserved by District Ranger J, Robert Jansson at the same fire. He had

Just returned td Eelena from an air-detecvion patrol flight znd noticed the
smoke from the airvort.,  Be flew over the fire at 12:55 p.m,, with Ranger
Alternate Harsey end a pilot. The fire was then estimsted to be about

- acres in size and swmoking strongly. Another smolke, later designated ne

the York fire, was d19covered and scouted during this flight. If was located
a~out ¢ miles south o ths Mann Gulch fire,

7. Aotion: Upon returning to Helena at 1:30 p.m., Jansson discussed the fire
s1tuation with Supervisor Moir. They mutually agreed to order smokejumpers
becauss of the difficulty of getting local ground forces to the fire rapidly.
Jansson, as soon as he reached the airport, also requested that 50 locel
firefighters be sent to the fire, The original request to the fire desk

in Missoula was for 25 smokejumpers. Due toc the extremely rough topography
of: the general area and the ceriousness of the fire weather, the best over-
head available was selected for this mission. Because of the lack of ade-
ouate 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 laft Missoule at 2:20 p.m. and reached the firse locality at 3:10 p.m.
Ons man became 11l enroute, so conly 15 men jumped. following routine proce-
dure, before any Jumper left the ship, the spotter and foreman carefully
observed the fire, the unburned fuel, the gecgraphy and fire conditions
while c¢ircling tha fire. The wind at this time maintained itself steadily,
blowing the fire towards the top of the ridge and nearly varallel with Lit.

It apparently had maintained thls course since the fire sterted, as indicated
by tha directional spreaed of the fire. This was parallel to Mann Gulch.
The contemdated jump was considered to be of routine nature. It was not
different from the normal day-by-day action of the smoksjumper organization.
The jump apot was agreed upen by Spotter Cooley and Foreman Dodge as suitable
and safe. The fire was then about 50 to 60 acres in size.

The personnel jump and cargo dropping were completed by 4:08 p.u. The plane
was unable to contact the Helena National Forest by radio, thus making it
nacessary for Spotter Cooley to report the execution of the jump by televchone
to the Helena office at about 5:15 p.m., after returning to Missowla.

Ix the meantime, Jansson had left Helena for the fire at 2:20 p.m. with 10
- 2en, He wae followed by Ranger Alternate Hersey and 9 men, Due to water

irapnsportation difficulties, these men did not reach Msriwether campground,
he nearest boat landing point to the fire, until about 4:30 p.m. Jansson
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instructed Hersey to take the crew and "proceed un Mann Culceh treil, vreek out
on top of the ridge between kMann Gulch end Meriwether, and to hold as cuch of
the fire as possible on the ridge." Jansson then went down river to scoutl the
fire. There was too much smoke to see anything from the river, so he left the
boat end started walking up Mana Gulch at 5:02 p.m, He walked un to where the
Lire hed crossed to the north or the gulek in twe placez. Ee thought he heerd
voices above him and continued uv the gulch in an effort to determine the
source, He listened further and concluded it was not volces he had heard.

The fire at this time became so bhot and was spreading so rapldly that he was
forced to turn back at about 5:20 p.m., and discovered the fire hea 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 Meriwetber.

Smoke jumper Foreman Dodge's stetement shjows the men lended successfully in

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

a belf mile from the northeast corner of the fire. Tne carge (tools, water,

end food) landed without damage except for the radio. This was made inoperabls
vhen the chute failed to open. (It is not possible to sey wnether or not leck
of radio had any effect on subseguent mction,) The smokejumpers! cargo end gear
wore assembled at the camp sits located below the jump area oy 5 p.m.

Concerning the fire at that time, Smokejumper Robert Sellee saye, "1 tock =
look at the fira apnd decided it wesn't bad. It uas burning on tov of the

ridge and I thonght it would continue on up the ridge. I thought 1t probably
wouldn't burn much more that night beceuse it was the end of the burning pericd
and it looked 1ike it would have to burn down acrogs a little saddle before it
went up hill any more."

The assembling of the cargo and the time involved, aloung with Sallee's stale-
ment, indicate no undue concern by the men over their immediate safety.

Recreation and Fire Prevention Guesd Harrison had been instructed by Jansson
that morning to start a patrol by ll a.m. and to return and report to the
Cenyon Ferry Ranger Station from the Meriwether Camp by 3:30 p.m.. Evidence
shows Herrison probably tried to radio to Canyon Ferry and Missoula about the
fire at 12:15 p,m. but was unsuccesaful, thus delaying detection by 10 minutes,
According to Dodge's verbal statement mede later, Harrison said he had left
Meriwetner in accordance with instructions, proceeded along his patrol route
and observed the fire. He then returned to Meriwether Stetion, tacking a

note on the door reading, "Gons to the fire., Jim." He then proceeded to the
fire. He was heard shouting neer the fire by Foreman Dodge st about 5 p.m.
Dedge, thinking it necessary to find ocut the reason for the shouting, instructed
Squad Leader Hellmen to get the crew squipped and follow him to the fire.
Dodge proceeded alone, in advance of his crev, and mot Herrison near the top
of the ridge at the heed of the fire a few minutes later.
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sxdge datarzined that this patilecular location was not mast Jor attacking the
?ire, from a safely standpoint especialliy, so he returned with Harrison anc
=T Hellmsn and the creéew who were hikina in to the fire amccording to ths ctre-~
rranged plen. Dodge at that time instructed Hellman to take the c¢row across
c2 the north side of Mann Gulch and proceed down Mann Culch to ths river,
Ssllowing about on the contour which would taks then out of the gulch oo they
went. Dodge and Harrison returned to the cargo locetion whsre they obizinad
vater, rations, and equipmsnt. Dodge agein observed the {ire and saw that it
-1as glarting to burn more rapidly. They praceedad dowvm the sulch and overtook
3llpen and the crew at about 5:40 p.m. Dcdze then stopped and chacked the
zrew. A1l were present. He put Hellman at the back end; Dodge fook tha lead.

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

5 minutas, at which time Dodge noted that the firs was burning balow them on
*he north side of HMaonn Gulch and up the ridge btefore them. inding thet the
route towards tha river was cut off by the advancing fire, they dcocubled back
and climbed towards the top of the ridge to the north of Ilann Guich., after
proceeding in this directicn for approximaiely 1,500 feet, at as fast a pace
as the terrain would permlt, Dodge concluded that it would be better for the
nen to lighten their losds 80 he directed them to discerd their heavy scuin-
nent. (It was notod by the investigators that practicelly =11 the ecuipzent
was found within a circle of 100 feet in diametesr: hence it is concluded tha
all the men ware together at this point.) At this svot, ths fire was =about

- 500 feet behird them so they angled moro towsrds the top of the ridze north

of Mann Gulch, and upon topping a smell side ridge, came out of the “izbar
onto & small, gress—covered slope with an cccasionsl ponderosa pine trea.
Dodge concluded that the fire was too close to continue furthzr. Es rsovorts,
"At this point, I stopped the crew and explained %o those nearsst me {at lsast
8 men) that we would have to burn off & section of the light fuel and get

into the inside in order to meke it through. In my opinion, 211 of ny men
veras still with ma or very close.” This was located some 200 feet below the
top of the ridge. Dodge further explained, "After getting a clump of bunch-
grass on {ire, 1 made an attempt to start another but the maich had zone out
and upon lecoking 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 gilve it a chance to burn
out inside end then we would cross through the flames into the burned area
vhere wo could make a good stand and our chances of survival wvere mere than
aven.m '

Dodge then walked arcund to the north side of the firs he had sntarfed as an
evenue of oscape, He called to the men to go into the burned area, tut waos
unsuccessful in getting them to deo so. He then wallted thrcugh the flames inte
the burned area for about 30 feet, lay down, and continued to call the ren to
join hin., (The identical spot Foreman Dodge occupiad has been definitely
located and marked.) At this time, the main fire was very close to the spot
that Dodge had fired to provide a retreat area, tut there was yet a fairly
larze unburned area to the northeast and below them. The head of the fire hed
alno formed a pincer ahead of them. The men had to maxe their decision in
almost o 3pllt Becond, whather to seek safety by going through the {lames at
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the edge of the fire which Dodge had started, or go on threough the unbarned
arce and seek safety elsewnere. They chose the latter, with Sslles and
Rumsey just making it to e rock slide sboul a thousand feet beyond and over
the ridgse. Within seconde after Dodge wclked into the ‘burned area left o7
the escape fire, at about 5:55 p.m., the main fire passed over. (A rocoveres
watch stopped at 5:57 p.m.) This lasted approximetely'5s minutes. By the
time Dcdge was able to sit up within the burned ares and look at his wuteh

it indiceted 6:10 p.m. At thet time, he heard someone calling and upon
investigation located Sylvia epproximately 100 feet below and 200 feet 1o

the east of his location. He wms bedly injured. After making Sylvia as
comfortable as possible, Dodge sterted for help., He travelsed through his
escaps burn t¢ the top of the ridge where he met Sallee, who told him humser
wes oll right and that Hellmen was a short distance away, badly injured. Tns
area vas full of smoke, and no other survivors responded to cells,

About 6130 p.m,, Dodge and Sgllee started for belp, leaving Rumsey with tha
two injured men, They crrived at Mariwether camp at 9 p.m. It wag tnen that
the catastrophe becsme known to others. Jansaon radiced for medical asgiat-
ance at 9:20 p.m. Supervisor Molr made arrangements for doctors, smbtulances,
and medical supplies to leave Helena immediately.

During the timo this tragedy was occurring, Ranger Jansson was enroute %o
Moriwother camp from the mouth of Mann Gulch, He met Supervisor Molt enroute
and at about 5:45 p.m., they went downetream in a motorbosat to scout the west
aide and northwest corner of the fire. They returned to Meoriwether camp, and
Moir left for Helena at approximatsly 6145 p.m. to maka errsngements for
manning this fire and the York fire (another fire near York, Montana},

At about 8:00 p.m. & member of Hersey!s crew came to the Meriwether camp for
varter. He sald the amokejumpers had not joined them, Jansacn sent instrue-
tiona to Hersey 40 return with his crew to Meriwether. Bersey reached camp
around 10:10 p.m.

Jensson orgaenized a rescus crew which left Meriwether camp when the doctors
arrived, They landed at the spot where Dodge and Saliee resched the river
neer the mouth of the first gulch downstream from Mann Guleh., At 11:30 p.m.,
Augusat 5, they retraced the route to the injured men.

At midnight, Hellman's water supply had besn consumed so Rumsey started for
the river to get some, He gaw lights coming up the gulch, Hs called out,
received an ensver, and waited., It was Janason, two doctors and several
others. Hellmsn was given plasma at 12:45 a.m., August 6. Whan it becam
lighter, he was cerried down the mountain, They reached the river at é c.:.
he died in St. Peters Hospital in Helena about roon.
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s rescue varty croased ths ridge into Mann Gulch at 1:20 u.m,, August 6.
at 1:50 a.n., they roached Sylvia and gave plasma to him. The doctors
sacomended walting until daylizht to move him. They left at 4:40 a.nm., and
reached the mouth of Mann Gulek at 6 a.m, He died in St. Peters Hospital in
Helena about 10 a.m. |

Search for tke mismsing men continued until all were found. Dodge remained on
tke firo until all bodies were identified., The last one was flown to Hilger
anding by helicopter about noon, August 7.

8, Xarge fire oction: HRsegional Forester Hanson, Fire Control Chief Crocker,
-trong and Dadarnette from the regional office reached Helena at 3 a.m.,
August 6. Hanson immediastely headed up search and evacuation activities.

During the night of Augugt 5 and early morning of August 6, it bacame evident
tzat the Mann Gulech fires had become what is termed a "project fire"™ which
required large crews for control, Aoction was then initiated to bring in large
organized firefighting crews and the required overhead., bMobilizatlien of fire-
fizhters and transportation was difficult. Upon Forsst Service reguest, the
Svokano Air Force Base { Washington) and the Great Falls Air Force Base
(Montana) supplied five trangport planes. Two hundred trained firefighters
wore callod from forests near lewiston, Coeur d'Alens, and Moscow, Idaho, and
wore flown to Helena, a distance of about 230 miles, Firafighters were
recrultod at Helenan and brought by truck from other points, A voluntser group
of local farmsrs and ranchmen also fought the fire. Hen from the U. S.
Raclamaticn Service, Montana State Highway Patrol, and Arsmy Alr Force Base at
Groat Falls ware rushad to the fires in the Helena area.

Crow leadars and othsr experlenced Foreat Service foremsn came from the Cabinet
National Forest ( Thompson Falls, Montana), the Flathead National Forest
{Falispell, Montana), the Gallegtin National Forsst {Bozeman, Montana), the
Baaverrcead National TForest {Dillon, Montana), and the Lolo National Forest

and Roglonal O0Zfice (Missoula, Montana).

A 10-—2ule pack string wams sant to Helena by truck from the Forest Service
Zemount Depot near Mlsscula, a distancs of 170 miles.

Five fire camps were occupled during ths course of the control of the Mann
Zulch fire. They wesre: MHMoriwether, Elithora, Willow Creek, Kennedy Springs,
and Willow Mountain, The latter two were supplied entirely by air,

A total of 450 men worked on the fire.

Comminication was by short-wave radio. The State of Montana, Montana Power
Ccampany, and Forest Service facilities ware used.
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Spread of the fire was stopped, and it was practicelly under control on  Siy,-
doy, August 7. The completed control, including fires lines eround sevorel
very lnaccessible "stringersa™ in the high crags, was established Auguct 10,
The totel burned erea was estimsted to cover 5,000 acres.

9. Typs gnd locgiior of sccident: On Aduguat 5, 1949, at about 6 p.um.,

11 forest firefighters died on the Monn Gulch fire, Helema Rationsd Fores:,
Two additional wmen wers injured so severely that they died the next dey ina
Helens hospital.

lD. wh a I A

1. ¥William J. Hellmer, smokejumper souad leader, died i_n hospit:..:.
2. Joaeph B. Sylvism, amokajumper

3. Eldon E. Diettért, died on fire

4e Benry J. Thol, Jr.,
5. Loonard J. Piper

6. Stanley J. Reba,

7. David R, Havon,

8, Robert J. Bennett,
8. Mzrvin L. Shermen,
10, Philip R: McVey,
11, Kewton R. Thompaon,
12. Silae R, Thampson,
13, Jemss O, Harrison, smokechaser,

2 24 3 3 M M XX
W aa A an T AR
D x W Oomomom A
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1. § voTs!:

R. Wagner Dodge, foremsn of smokejumpere, survived
Robert W. Ssllese, amokejumper, "
Welter B. Rumsey, X
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1. Flre conditions in that locality, the character of the country, ani 7he
locatlon and behavior of the Mann Gulch fire at the time of the jump pro...,.
10 indications of dangerocus conditions beyond those often encountered by .-

nreasion forces which should have ruled out placing the swmekejumpars in the
. a .
ATOR. |

2. Ths Jjumper crovw was headed by experlenced and capable men, Dodge and
Hsllran. A statement covering the kind and lengtib of experience of Dodgs
and Hellman in fire woix 18 in the Appendix,

3. The Jump area was carefully selected by Cooley and Dodge, and thare was
noething to indicate more than average hazard, either with relation to the
aafety of the jump or proximity to the fire. A statement covering the kind
and length of experience of Cocley in fire work is in the Apvendix.

Le Tha jump, cargo—dropping operation and the assembly of the crew and cargo
on the ground were carriled ocut in normal manner excevnt for the loaa of the
radlo which was destroyed when the parachuts failed to ovpan.

5. Dodge's dacision, after contacting Harrison and rejoining his crew, to
vroceed with the erow to the river in order to put his crew in a safe place,
and to provide a means of safe retrsat if it appsared feasible to attack the
fire on the Mann Gulch flank nearest the riwer, was loglical as was also hls
cholce of the route taken by himselfl and crew along the slecpe on the north

pide of Mann Gulch, from which they could wateh the ection of the fire on the
oppeaite slops, while proceeding toward the river. The sudden explesive runs
of tho firs from the upper slope of the ridge between Mann Gulch and Meriwether
Canycn acrosa ths lower end of Mann Gulsh could not reasonably have baen ex-—
pactad,

&, There 1s no evidence of confusion until the time of failure to hesd
Dodge's efforts to get men to go into the escape fire area.

7« The evidence is not conclusive as to how many of the crevw understood
Dodgo's purpose in setting the ecape fire and heard his dirsctions to join
bim inside the burned area. The situation was complicated by the noise of
the maln fire and possibly by the remark of ome victim, as heard by some of
the men, "To hell with this, I am getting out of here." Evidently each
individugl followed either his own instincts at this polnt or the example
of those ahead of him who were making their way up or acress the slope.

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

if they had followed Dodge's lead in getting into the area burned by the
ascape {ire,



9. 111 evidence aveilable to the board indicates thet the escapec fire in no
vay impeded the progress of the mon seeking to attein the ridge, or wms other—
vise instrumental in causing or contributing to any of the deaths,

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

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

tives, assistance in funeral arrangements, giving out information, and handling
rolated matters,

12, It is the over-cll conclusion of the Beard that there is no evidence of
disregard by those responsible for the jumper crew of the elementa of risk
which they are expected to take into account in placing jumpver crews on fires,
However, the Board feels that there are elemonts of thls catastrophe which
indicate the need for intensified study and training in fire behavior, and in
the training of men in mseting fire emergencies. The Board makes the follow-
ing specific recommondations:

Recommendztions

1. The Board recognizes that training of jumpers and other reguler fire sup-
pression personnel has included instructions on how to recognize dengerous
conditions and the importance of following leaders in emergencies, buf feels

that sven greater empnasis 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 1t difficult to meintain
close acoucintanceship botween leaders and jumpers, but feels it important
to develop such acqueintanceship as fully ss possible, as one means of
edtablishing confidence in the leaders, so sssential in smergencles,

3. Include in treining the use of escape-fire method of avoiding catastrophe,

even though occasions for and opportunity to use this method sre relatively
rare,

L. Continue and intsnsify efforts in the study of fire behavier to furnish
more dependable basis for anticipating and predicting blow-ups, and intensify
training of firefighting overhead in this reapect.

By avThae \VQ’KE’OﬁA;;
R veb - "~ ‘\ '
WV Dl & 1944
C. I, G : I
.A/QLJK’/ﬁf‘,{::if:€455142223_# Assistant Chief, Forest Senvi

th}.%‘ stcsﬁ' S arra




APPENDITX

1. The following photograph, oblique aerisl pictures and diagrammatic
sketech depict details of the Mann Guleh Fire, Helens National Forsst,
August 5, 1949.

a. Sketch No. 1 digpremmaticdally shows the movement of the fire from
3:10 p.m. until the disaster occurred; the general line of travel of
Dodge and his c¢rew prior to and after blocked from reaching the river;
the general location of the tragedy area and other important features.
Hote small side movement of nortbwest flank of fire between 3:10 p.m.
and 5 p.m.

b. Photograph No, 2, provided by Henry J. Thol, taken from near the
saddle at the head of Mann Gulch looking down the Gulch towerd 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 coversd with
gress previocus to the fire. Also note the heavy burned-out pole stand
on the left-hand silds of the Gulch looking down draw in the direction
of the river,. '

¢+ Pictures Nos. 3 and 4 are obliqus serial photographs of the dis-
aster area, No. 3 is the view looking southeast across Mann Guleh
near the disaster area. Picture No. 4 is the view looking northeast
up Mann Guleh,

2. Brief history of training and expsriloence of principals:
a. R. Wagner Dodge

b. William J. Hellman
¢. Earl E. Cooley

~15w
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JEGEND

To accomvany oblique photegraphs kos. 3 and 4, of the Mann Gulch Fire,
Helena Mational Forest, lMontena, August 5, 1949. MNumbers refer io
those shown on the photographs.

1.

2.

3.

Lo

10,

11.

13.

The area selected by Spotter Eaurl 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 ridge in the vicinity
of Point 4. {Plcture No. 3 only.)

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

Point of contact between Harrisoﬁ and Dodge a few minutes after

5 p.m.

Point where Dodge and Barrison met #illism J. Hellman and the crew
enroute to the firs, :

Route Hellman and crew followed on their way down Mann Gulch after
meeting Dodge at Peint 5, {Picture No, 3 only.)

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

Point Dodge and Harrison met crew. Dodge at this point accountad
for ell men, placed Hellmen in the rear while he took the lead;
about 5:40 p.m. No fire visible in btottom of Mann Gulech 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
hia planned route of trawvel was cut off (about 5:45 p.m.); all men
presgent,

Line of travel after turning back in seerch of way around fire %o
river.

Point at which tools were dilscarded by most members of the crew;
211l men present. {Picture No. 3 only.)



20.

21.

Finel area of retreat fire set by Dodge in gras:. The main fire et

this time was moving towards him and the crew with conaiderabls
gpeed.

Wiere Robert W, Ssllee and Walter B, Rumsey found saftey and vhere
merker is located. (Picture No. 3 only.)

William J, Hellman marker; found alive at this polnt but died later
in the hospital at Helena, Montana. (Picture No. 1 only.)

22.-23, Area in which elesven bodies were found after being caught by the

sweep of the main fire. One other man was found alive In this ares

but bhe died later in the hospital at Helena, lMontana. {Picture No.
3 only,)

15—



NO. 3

OBLIQUE PHOTOGRAPH
MANN GULCH FIRE DISASTER AREA
HELENA NATIONAL FOREST, MONTANA
AUG.5, 1949




NO. ¢

OBLIGUE PHOTOGRAPH -
MANN GULCH FIRE DISASTER AREA
HELENA NAT!ONAL FOREST, MONTANA
AUG.5, 1949
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a. Joreman R. Viecner Dedes

VI
W¥izo scasons' reguler Torost Sorvice experioncs, indiudirzy 8 asencons with

the cwoliojurper unit, S years of vhich was as smkojumper foreman. During
1945, 1956 ond 1947, he wms in charge of smokojurpor crews of the Forest
Syr72co Comtinentel Urit. He received § seasors' gpeclal trainicvsg in

fire suvpression work, also os ITirefighting foreman, in fire behavlor,
evc. Also recelved training in smokejurmirs, spotting jumpers end as
gmoejurper forewan,

Firo suppression records are not complete but thoy show he worked as
firofighter on *he West Trout Creek Class E fire {over Q0 acres) in
1930; ns firofighter on MacPhorson Clunass ® {over 300 acres) in 1931;
ed rircfighter on %3 railroad fires in 1932; as firofighter on Berry
Mountain fire in 193lL; as smokechaser on 2 fires in 1937; as squad
leador on ore Class A, two Class B, oms Class C and ons Class D fires
(1CO to 300 aores) all in 1938; as fireman or four Class A fires and
ors Class B fire, as foreman on one Class E fire (over 300 acres),
all in 2940; as smokojumpor on oms Class A, one Class € (10 to 100
aores) and ns smoke jumper in charge of jumpers on one Class B fire

in 2GL1; as squad leador in charge of Jumper crow oo two Clasgs D
fires in 194k, ors Claas D fire in 1947, arcd one Clasa C fire in 19018,

b, Scund Leader Williom J. Hel l—mn

029 scagon ag ronger digtrict emplowo, four seasons with the smoke-
jumper projoot; assisted mo an dnstructor durirg spring training
prozran for smokejumpars. Ho wma plven troimng in fire behavior and
also took the foreman's J.I.T. coursse in 1GL8,

Firc suppression oxparionce: in 1645, two class A, two Class B, two
Class ¢ (10 to 10O aores) and onmo Class E fires (over 300 acress. In

547, fowr Cless A, two Class B end one Class € fires. In 1958, two
Ciags C firos.

2. Svotter Earl E. Coolev

Four aseasons as forest guard previous to joining emckejumpers. Joined
~ho e=nokojumner unit in 1940 ard was oms of the first two men to Jump

$a an actusl rorest {irc. He haan been with the smokejumpors from 19L0
Tarougn the 1910 semsons. Trained ag parachute rigger im 1941. Promoted
%0 chisf foreman of parachute squads in 1943 end worked on fire treining,
Jquipmont development, as spotter, firo foroman and sector boss that year,
Prem 194l to Jmvuvary 1948 was assistont to tho project administrative
2174 cor und in charge of treining for the 150-man smokejurper crew. In
Jaruary 19L8 vus promoted to Fire Tochnioisn ard i3 responsible for
orpandzing and suporvising the training of projoct personmel in the
sochniquen of firo supprescion, uso of tools, woodgmanghip, safety and
Jiragt etd. Oceasionnlly i3 o jurper in charge of large corews of



smoxe jurivers on difficult and potentially dangerous {ires. £lso scrves
as spotter for smokejumper crews where jumping condltions or firs pover-
tials are hazardous,

He has jumped on numercus gmall, medium and large fires among which was
the Kah Mountain fire that required 75 jumpers to ¢ontreol., He has nsd
assignments on a number of large fires such as the Miller Creek f{irs

in 1947, the Pettibone Ridge fire where he had charge of 102 fire-
fighters, the Deurborne fire, the Kah Mountaln fire, the leadow Creel:
fire and another large fire out of Lander, Wyoming. H2 has had a grest
deal of experience in watching fire behavior from the air on fires such
as the Eddy Creek fire on the Cabinet, the Washington Creecl {ire on tha
Clecrwater and the Benchmark fire on the Lewis & Clark, all large fires.
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