
The Storm King Mountain Fire

The Ghost of Risks Past



The Place



The SKM fire was considered an extended attack fire, and typically in this type 
of situation firefighting groups arrive at different times from different places 
with different leaders, including highly trained hotshots and smoke jumpers.

The People



During June, 1994, Colorado experienced record high temperatures and dry 
thunderstorms which caused a rash of wildfires.  By July 1st there had already 
been twice the yearly average of wildfires.  A state directive was issued that all 
fires be attacked and suppressed as soon as possible.

The Story



The fire was ignited by lightning on the afternoon of July 2nd.  During the 
previous two days more than 40 new fires had resulted from lightning strikes.  
Already 90% of firefighting resources in the area were committed.



It seemed to the BLM that there were higher priority fires and the 
smokejumper crew and tanker which had been assigned were diverted to 
other fires in the area.  The fire was at this time only 3 acres.



At 1450 hours on July 4th, Butch Blanco’s crew is released from the Copper 
Spur fire to go to SKM.  31 fires in the area remained uncontrolled.  The 
numbers of fires had overloaded the radio communication channels which 
interfered with effective use of aircraft.  At this time the fire had grown to 11 
acres.



Blanco’s crew cut helispot #I and 
constructed a fire line downhill.  A 20 
person crew was requested, but 8 
smokejumpers were substituted.  By 
1800 hours Mackey’s smokejumpers 
arrive and report that the fire has 
grown to 30 acres, jumped the 
fireline which they had constructed 
and has the potential to spread if it 
gets to the bottom of the drainages.



36 fires are now burning in the area.  The forecast 
called for a cold front with winds 30-35 mph to 
pass through the area about 1530 hours.  The 
Prineville Hotshots were assigned to the fire and 
another group of smokejumpers were called in.  
The hotshots left from Grand Junction at 0800, but 
there were problems getting them food, 
equipment, and tools.  Tom Shepard, the leader of 
the hotshots, was angry that proper preparations 
for his crew had never been made.



By 1030 the 8 smokejumpers arrive and by 1100 the 
first group of hotshots are ferried up to helispot 2.  
The second group of hotshots are delayed so that the 
helicopters can be used for retardant drops.  The 
crews continue to cut the fireline downhill, even 
though many are concerned with the safety of doing 
so.  They stop for lunch, and return to work. At 1520 
the cold front arrives.



The interaction between the westerly flow of free air winds and the up-
canyon northerly flow caused by the cold front create a shear layer. 

The Wind



The interaction between the westerly flow of free air winds and the up-
canyon northerly flow caused by the cold front create a shear layer. 

The Wind

... and so the fire blows up ...



Smoldering and burning embers carried by the turbulence start the disaster by 
igniting the canopy of Gambel oak.  At 1602 the fire blew up and jumped the 
west drainage as 45 mph winds pushed the flames to speeds of 3 meters per 
second.  At 1608, Haugh and Erikson at the Tree heard the roar.

The Blowup



Petrilli Photo #1



Petrilli Photo #2



Petrilli Photo #3



The Sawtooth Fire Blow Up



The Timeline of Fire and Escape
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The Fatalities

Hipke Video



The Aftermath

By 1715 the Main Ridge Group, BLM/USFS, and 
the smokejumpers who survived reach the I-70 
freeway and are taken to Glenwood Springs.  The 
group which deployed shelters at Lunch Spot 
Ridge search for survivors which continues until 
about 2000, when the searchers walk out the 
West Drainage after dark.

By 2100 the fire activity diminishes.  An estimated 
2,000 acres have been burned.

By July 10th, the fire burns itself out, consuming 
only an additional 115 acres.  On July 11th, it is 
declared controlled.



What went wrong?
Was this situation likely?
Could anything have been done?

Colorado Fire Camp Video



Breaking The Fire Triangle

Oxygen is removed 
by covering with 
dirt, retardant, or 
foam.

Heat is removed by 
covering with water, 
foam, retardant, or 
dirt.

Fuel is removed by 
cutting a fireline
between the fuel 
that is burning and 
unburned fuel.





The Four Emergency Guidelines

1. Start a backfire;
2. Get to the top of a ridge where fuel is thinner;
3. Turn into the fire and try to work through it;
4. Do not let the fire pick the spot where it hits you.



LCES – A System for Operational Safety

1.L - Lookouts

2.C - Communication;

3.E – Escape Routes;

4.S – Safety Zones





In wildland firefighting a few factors remain 
constant nonetheless.  One is that all fires 
are most easily controlled while they are 
small.  Another is that everything must be 
done quickly, and in those cases with a 
potential for a large fire, with urgency.  
Consequently, attack strategies are 
preplanned, dispatching strategies 
preordained, equipment prepackaged, and 
personnel preslected and trained.  Another 
constant is that, although no fire is identical 
to another, all fires require some action.  
There is no neutral position possible; some 
response is demanded: not to act will have 
consequences as profound as any activity.  
Each fire demands at least an assessment, 
nearly all require an initial attack, and a few 
will make the transition to large fires.

--- Introduction to Wildland Fire, 1996, p. 457



Difficulties Situation Commanders Face

1. Extremely difficult decisions;
2. Ambiguous and conflicting information;
3. Shifting goals;
4. Time pressures;
5. Dynamic conditions;
6. Complex operational team structures;
7. Poor communication channels;
8. Every course of action carries significant risk.

--- Flin, 1996, p. 37





When are changes in attention really needed?

1. An initial attack is extended;
2. Handoffs;
3. Transitions in scale;
4. Waiting for resouces;
5. Confluences (unburned fuel, structures, roads, 

firelines, wind);
6. After a near miss.



Fatal fires often occur when the situation is 
seemingly innocent …

1. On small fires or deceptively quiet sectors;
2. In relatively light fuel such as grass or light brush;

• More responsive to atmospheric change
• Dry out faster
• Provide few visual clues to warn of fire changes: no smoke, no 

crackle.

3. When there is unexpected change in wind speed or 
direction;

4. When fire responds to topographic conditions such 
as chimneys and draws and runs uphill, where flames 
are closer to the slope and convection throws spots 
uphill.

--- The Intl. Fire Chief, 1977, Vol. 43, No. 9, 9-15



We’re real brave about this, talking about 
fire and our ability to suppress it.  We give 
the idea that it’s all a manageable process.  I 
think in the long run we’re grossly 
mismanaging.  We’re spending a lot of 
money for very small results, we’ve built a 
myth of suppression and control … Most 
of the time we gather a lot of people and 
resources around and wait for the fire to 
do what it was going to do.  Then when it’s 
done we draw a line where it stopped, and 
say we’ve won.

--- Don Ferguson, BLM, Southern Oregon



1. Leadership
Moved uneasily between Blanco, Mackey, Shepard, Loganecker

2. Differences in cultures
Hotshots, smokejumpers, BLM crews
When Haugh and Erikson yelled to drop tools and run, only
Hipke and Blecha followed, the others deployed shelters

3. Tools
Why didn’t the smokejumpers drop their tools?

4. Inconsistencies between beliefs and actions
Building the fireline downhill

5. Levels of experience
Haugh and his experience with house fires and the sound

6. Management Support
100% containment

Some Big Questions

His plan came to him in a flash.  It was not reasoned out by the
theories of the Art of War, which constituted the structure of the 
trained warrior’s intuition.  To reason out a mode of attack was a 
dilatory process, often resulting in defeat in situations where speed 
was of the essence.  The warriors instinct was not to be confused 
with animal instinct.  Like a visceral reaction, it came from a 
combination of wisdom and discipline.  It was an ultimate reasoning 
which went beyond reason, the ability to make the right move in a 
split second without going through the actual process of thinking.



1. Firefighting is reactive
2. Organizations are slow learners;
3. Respect for the big picture;
4. Too many rules;
5. The difficulty of disengagement;
6. The cost of arrogance;
7. Handoffs and transitions as crucial points for 

shared “world views”;
8. Tactics/action persons;
9. Resilient persons.

Lessons I Learned



Storm King Mountain as a Paradigm

Individuals are strangers to one another, 
they are spread out, unable to 
communicate, unfamiliar with the terrain, 
and in dissagreement about who their 
leaders are.

They are told to do something they have 
never done before or they will die.

They don’t do it.

They die.


