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 felt very fortunate to have been
able to participate in all three
phases of the Dude Fire Staff Ride
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I
that took place on March 3–5, 1999.
Like the other staff ride partici-
pants, I found the whole experience
to be extremely beneficial to my
gaining a deeper understanding of
the complexities involved in fire
behavior and the associated
firefighter fatalities resulting from
the major run of the Dude Fire on
the afternoon of June 26, 1990.

I am thus greatly honored to have
been asked to contribute this essay
for the special issue of Fire Manage-
ment Today dealing with the Dude
Fire Staff Ride. I sincerely hope that
the comments offered here, based
in part on the Dude Fire Staff Ride
experience coupled with a 30-year
career in wildland fire, will lead to
enhancements as well as extensions
of the staff ride concept in the
future for training fire behavior
analysts (FBANs) and in further
developing firefighter safety aware-
ness training.

Strengths and
Limitations
Prior to the Dude Fire Staff Ride, I
had only a superficial appreciation
for this incident based on bits and
pieces of information gleaned from

My experience on the Dude Fire Staff Ride
suggests that the wildland fire community
has an excellent opportunity to develop

its own unique staff ride tool.

various sources over the years (e.g.,
Campbell 1995; Gleason 1991;
Goens and Andrews 1998; Johns
1996; Mangan 1996; MTDC 1990;
NFES 1998a; NFPA 1990; Putnam
1995a; Rosato 1991; Rothermel
1991), including the official acci-
dent investigation report (USDA
Forest Service 1990), and a conver-
sation I had with Dude Fire veteran
Paul Gleason in Missoula, MT, in
June 1994.

Participants in the Dude Fire Staff Ride at the fire shelter deployment site. Photo: USDA
Forest Service, Missoula Technology Development Center, Missoula, MT, 1999.

Although the wildland fire
community’s adaptation of the
military staff ride (Robertson 1987)
concept provides a powerful learn-
ing technique, we need to recognize
that it isn’t necessarily a cure-all for
increasing wildland firefighter
safety awareness. Instead, it is just
another tool in our toolkit. None-
theless, my experience on the Dude
Fire Staff Ride suggests that the
wildland fire community has an
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excellent opportunity to develop its
own unique staff ride.

The two greatest values of the staff
ride are:

1. Onsite experience. Rather than
just reading about the incident,
you get to actually visit the site
and obtain a “firsthand feel” for
the fire environment, the opera-
tional setting, values at risk, and
other things—a sentiment
expressed very well in the video
Battles Lost (NFES 1998b). For
example, without actually having
visited the site of the 1949 Mann
Gulch Fire as I did in June 1994,
I could have never fully appreci-
ated from simply reading Nor-
man Maclean’s (1992) book just
how difficult the foot travel
would have been in the very
loose soil.

2. Interaction with those involved.
You are able to talk to individuals
who were actually involved in the
incident or who participated in
the subsequent accident investi-
gation.

Although these are certainly
strengths of the staff ride, they also
constitute a limitation for some
people, because not everyone who
would like to attend can, due to the
expense involved and the timing of
the event. Furthermore, it would be
extremely difficult to assemble the
same group of individuals for the
eight stand locations (or presenta-
tion/discussion stops) associated
with the field phase of the Dude
Fire Staff Ride, as described by Paul
Keller on page 19, on any sort of
regular basis.

We need to bear in mind that the
Dude Fire Staff Ride was, in effect, a
field trip for FBANs, albeit a very
significant one, held in conjunction
with a major conference, the first

National Interagency Fire Behavior
Workshop. This was not unlike the
field trips to the 1949 Mann Gulch
Fire included as part of the first
National Fire Behavior Training
Course held in Missoula, MT, in
March/April 1958 (McDonald 1979)
and the Wildland Firefighters
Human Factors Workshop, which
was also held in Missoula, June 12–
16, 1995 (Putnam 1995b). Future
staff rides would have to be linked
to a major event of this kind in
order to justify the time and ex-
pense of organizing a staff ride.

Videotape Value
Four groups of some 135 partici-
pants were involved in the Dude
Fire Staff Ride. A number of the

presentations and discussions that
took place at the stands were
videotaped and edited into a Dude
Fire Staff Ride videotape produced
by Paul Keller. This was certainly
fortuitous, because it captured
information and the personal
feelings of certain individuals
involved in the incident, such as
Paul Gleason. It might not be
possible to acquire this information
at any other time.

Like many others who participated
in the Dude Fire Staff Ride, I was
mesmerized by Dave LaTour’s
account of death and survival; the
USDA Forest Service’s Missoula
Technology and Development
Center has incorporated his testi-

Future staff rides would have to be linked
to a major event in order to justify the time

and expense of organizing a staff ride relative
to how many people would attend.

Author at the site of the 1949 Mann Gulch Fire tragedy in northwestern Montana, just 11
days prior to the firefighter fatalities on the 1994 South Canyon Fire in western Colorado,
as part of a field trip for fire behavior analysts and others held following a fire behavior
workshop in Missoula, MT, June 21–23, 1994. This experience, like the Dude Fire Staff
Ride, had a lasting effect on the author’s perspective on fire behavior and wildland fire-
fighter safety. Photo: Marty Alexander, Canadian Forest Service, Edmonton, Alberta, 1994.
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monial into the new Using Your
Fire Shelter video (NFES 2001). I
would strongly recommend that
any future staff rides videotape all
the presentations and discussions at
each stand in the interest of histori-
cal documentation. This value-
added aspect of a staff ride should
not be underestimated as we look to
justify the time, expense, and effort
of planning and carrying out staff
rides in the future.

In 1997, I suggested at a fire safety
conference that perhaps an annual
fatality fire study tour should be
developed in which a small group
(perhaps 25 people) would visit a
network of selected sites (perhaps 6)
in different regions over a 2- to 3-
week period, with each stop facili-
tated by a local historian for each
fire (Alexander 1998). For example,
Karl Brauneis (1997), a forester and
fire management officer on the
Shoshone National Forest, has
made an extensive study of the 1937
Blackwater Fire in northwestern
Wyoming (Brown 1937) and would
make an excellent guide.

I also suggested that there was an
overwhelming need for a compre-
hensive case book on fatality fires;
Pyne and others (1996) have made a
start at this. Although there is an
obvious role for the kind of extraor-
dinary indepth coverage of a fatality
fire that Norman Maclean (1992)
did for the 1949 Mann Gulch Fire,
the wildland fire community also
requires the “Reader’s Digest”
encapsulated version, such as
Rothermel’s (1993) Mann Gulch
synopsis.

Building Institutional
Memory
A formal staff ride like the one on
the Dude Fire is highly appropriate
for FBAN and wildland firefighter
safety training. However, we need to
find ways to make information from
a completed staff ride available to a
wider audience so that future
generations might benefit, in
addition to the select few who were
able to attend. If we are truly
serious about establishing and
maintaining an institutional
memory, then we should take the
following steps:

• Where possible, develop a simple
marked trail with interpretive
signs for as many fatality fires as
possible, or alternatively for a
preselected few designed to
illustrate certain principles. A
large number of memorials
already exist (Gulliford 1997).

• Create a national register of
fatality fires in the form of a
Website that allows one to down-
load an incident summary; a self-
guided study booklet or pamphlet,
complete with a map linked to the
interpretive trail system outlined
above; and perhaps other infor-
mation, such as reports and
articles, photographs, and video
clips of interviews with personnel
involved in the incident.*

In this way, we could visit fatality
sites at our leisure, much in the
way we view other historically
meaningful places. Admittedly, the
personal element of being able to
talk with the actual personnel
involved in the incident—a
strength of the Dude Fire Staff
Ride—would not apply. However,
this disadvantage is small compared
to the advantage of more widely
disseminating information in order
“to use the lessons of the past so we
don’t have to keep relearning them
the hard way” (NFES 1998b).**

Mining Our Past
Following the Dude Fire Staff Ride,
I was haunted by the fact that—in
spite of the information provided to
the participants in a three-ring
binder titled “Dude Fire Staff Ride

I would strongly recommend that any future
staff rides videotape all the presentations and

discussions at each stand in the
interest of historical documentation.

* For example, Smith (2002) conducted interviews in
1994 with five Civilian Conservation Corps survivors of
the 1937 Blackwater Fire; and the marvelous
documentary by Smith (2000) commemorating the 60th
anniversary of the U.S. smokejumper program contains
an excellent series of interviews related to the 1949
Mann Gulch Fire, including one with Bob Sallee (the
last remaining survivor).

** Notably, in the late 1990s, Dr. Jason Greenlee, former
executive director of the International Association of
Wildland Fire, made a strong effort to put up many of
the wildland firefighter fatality accident investigation
reports on the association’s Website.

Payson District Fire Management Officer
Pat Velasco at a stand on the Dude Fire
Staff Ride. Photo: USDA Forest Service,
Missoula Technology Development Center,
Missoula, MT, 1999.
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Preliminary Study” and the 17-
minute excerpt on the Dude Fire
from the NFES (1998a) video—
there still seem to be many unan-
swered questions and perhaps
conflicting opinions. Admittedly,
some questions might never be
definitively answered. However, new
information has emerged as a result
of undertaking the staff ride of the
Dude Fire. For example, while it is
well known that both live and dead
fuels were at critically low moisture
levels, the fact that fuels had
accumulated in the area for at least
30 to 35 years is not documented
anywhere in the literature on the
Dude Fire; yet this general concern
with respect to firefighter safety has
been enunciated elsewhere, espe-
cially with respect to the wildland–
urban interface (e.g., Mutch 1994;
Williams 1995).

I was invited to attend the critique
team luncheon meeting that
followed the integration phase of
the Dude Fire Staff Ride on the
morning of March 5, 1999. At that
session, I recommended that a
technical report along the lines of
the excellent publication by Butler
and others (1998) on the 1994
South Canyon Fire in western
Colorado should be done for the
Dude Fire, including an analysis of
the prevailing burning conditions
in light of previously held views
regarding blowup fires in the region
(Bates 1962).

As Thomas (1994) points out, we
need to avoid falling into the trap of
assuming that experience will make
its lessons available automatically,
and therefore failing to keep sys-
tematic records to track the results
of our decisions and failing to
analyze these results in ways that
reveal their key lessons (Russo and
Schoemaker 1990). There is, as
well, the concern that we might be

A CASE FOR WILDLAND FIRE BEHAVIOR
RESEARCH UNITS

It has been gratifying to see the recognition of the human dimen-
sion in wildland firefighter fatality incidents (Braun and Latapie
1995; Putnam 1995b) and in recent case histories (e.g., Maclean
1992; Maclean 1999). I can still vividly recall the daylong presenta-
tion by Jim McFadden of the California Department of Forestry Fire
Academy on California fatality fire case histories given at the Forest
Technology School in Hinton, AB, in the mid-1980s. His case
studies certainly emphasized the importance of human factors as
well as fire behavior as contributing factors.

Brewer Fire Mystery
We have in some cases failed to adequately follow up on our analysis
of the fire behavior and the associated fire environment on fatality
fires, but especially on near-miss incidents (Munson 2000). The
Brewer Fire in southeastern Montana, in which the Wyoming
Hotshots were forced to deploy their fire shelters on the evening of
June 23, 1988 (NFPA 1988), constitutes a case in point.* Thoele
(1995) provides an excellent account of the incident in the opening
chapter of his book Fire Line: The Summer Battles of the West. I
first learned about the Brewer Fire in March 1989 from a presenta-
tion made by John Krebs and Byron Bonney, the fire behavior
analysts (FBANs) assigned to the fire, at a fire behavior workshop
held in Missoula, MT, following the notorious 1988 fire season.

I eventually acquired a copy of the official Bureau of Land Manage-
ment/Forest Service investigation team report on the Brewer Fire
shelter deployment. And I also acquired a copy of the investigation
team’s videotaped interviews with the Wyoming Hotshots from
Mike Rogers, the crew’s superintendent.

The investigation team assigned to the Brewer Fire shelter deploy-
ment concluded that the erratic change in fire behavior and the
burst in fire intensity were due, more “than to any other factor,” to
the low foliar moisture content in the ponderosa pine trees result-
ing from the drought conditions at the time. No moisture content
samples were taken to confirm this as far as I know. It is worth
noting that the investigation team had neither an FBAN, a fire
weather meteorologist, nor a fire researcher assigned to it.

* The author admittedly has more than a passing interest in the Brewer Fire, having been a member of the
Bighorn National Forest Inter-Regional Fire Suppression Crew—the forerunner of the Wyoming
Hotshots—in 1972 and 1973.
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failing to interpret the evidence
from past outcomes for what it
really says because we are tricked by
hindsight effects (Russo and
Schoemaker 1990). We owe it to
those who have been entrapped and
killed or seriously burned on
wildland fires to do as thorough a
job as possible.

Paying Tribute
In closing this essay, I’d like to pay
tribute to the Dude Fire Staff Ride
Steering Committee for their
innovation and efforts in organizing
a highly successful event, as well as
to those responsible for publishing
this special issue of Fire Manage-
ment Today on the Dude Fire Staff
Ride. The Dude Fire Staff Ride and
this resultant publication constitute
a glowing example of the wildland
fire community paying homage to
its fallen firefighters. Thus, “the
living have remembered the dead,
and therefore, the dead go on
living” (Gulliford 1997).
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We need to find ways to make information from a completed staff ride
available to a wider audience so that future generations might benefit.
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