Burning Questions
Alexis Lewis


Before I begin, it is important to note that of the fifteen crewmembers, our views and reactions have differed on what happened that day, based on experiences and individuality. 


With that, it was my second year fighting fire and like many rookies, I was eager to engage. Everything was unknown, new and exciting and if someone told me to dig line or asked for a volunteer I was always willing to do whatever was being asked. Furthermore, I was in the mode of trying to prove my worth and competence to other crewmembers who may have had a few, or even many more, years of experience, which at the time seemed like a lifetime.


The incident happened in August of 2004 on the Southern Utah/Nevada border. Our sixteen person hand/fuels crew traveled via a six pack (or chase rig), a buggy, our foreman’s truck and a new, borrowed Dodge pick-up from a recently recruited biologist. That day we were short our foreman’s truck and things started going wrong from the beginning. The Dodge pick-up’s four-wheel drive had gone out that day and we were just trying to get enough momentum from the top of one hill to make it down and up the next one. We had to leave our fuels buggy at the bottom of the area in some nuked black because it did not have the power to make it up the hills. We piled into the back of the Dodge and the six-pack and drove out to the beginning of our hike.

 Upon arrival to the area where we were to hike into the fire, there were numerous, very unhappy wasps whose home had been destroyed by the fire the day before. Here we were in nice yellow Nomex, “inviting” targets to say the least, for them to take out their aggression. Needless to say, numerous people, including myself received their wrath that day immediately on arrival and throughout the rest of the day. If that wasn’t enough, it was over 100 degrees with erratic winds, and the RH’s were in the single digits, a big watch out situation.

After we arrived and unloaded, we started hiking through some very nuked black to where the head of the fire was, when we were told that the IC wanted us somewhere else because he didn’t think that was a good spot. We hiked out to another spot on a ridgeline, right on the edge of a very dirty burn. As we sat there, I watched 25 foot flames in juniper on the left and then looked over and saw 50 foot flames on the right, images that are etched in my memory. We started getting the idea that after the IC, our crew boss, and our crew boss trainee for the day, were done talking, we were going to be asked to go down to the bottom of the dirty burn with these two flame fronts coming at us. I remember talking with fellow crewmembers and discussing how it seemed like a dumb idea since it was just piñon and juniper (PJ) and it could burn out to a road that was within view.  Other crewmembers and rookies had talked among each other and expressed similar views. When our crew boss and his trainee returned, sure enough, that is exactly what they wanted us to do. Then the trainee asked us, “Do any of you feel unsafe about what we are about to do?” at the same time mentioning that he would never put us in a place that he did not feel good about. None of us said anything. 

The crew boss trainee was a very, what I would call “gung-ho firefighter.” He was extremely hard-working, and many crewmembers emulated his hard-working ethics. But at the same time, he had a very strong ego and believed he could take on anything, which made me feel even more unsafe about having him in charge that day, and his words of “I would not put you in a place I did not feel good about,” were not reassuring. Yet, I was not going to be the one to say anything because I did not want to be viewed as a “wuss,” or the “dumb rookie” as another crewmember put it.


So we hiked downhill through the dirty burn, maybe 200 yards or so, which meant our safety zone was uphill through a dirty burn at that distance. As uncomfortable and discontented as I was, I went along with what we were doing and was relieved when the IC told us to get out of there and back into our safety zones after we had not been down there very long. That day air support had a very rough time with the winds and eventually was grounded. As a side note, on one drop they missed their target entirely because of the winds and dumped a load right on top of us. 


The rest of the day was marked with tried and failed tactics of trying to engage the fire, before we finally gave it rest for a little while and sat in our safety zone.  I remember looking at some dark angry clouds coming from the north and was wondering why we were still there, considering the many things that were already going wrong, and I was feeling more edgy and uncomfortable by the hour, yet still it was not enough to say anything. Another interesting point is that we were with a safety officer that day who had been the safety officer on another close call earlier that year with another crew, and here he was again, sitting right next to us watching this cell move in, not saying a word.  After an hour of being able to see the cell, the IC told everyone to leave and get out of there. We quickly gathered ourselves up and hiked back to our rigs. I jumped into the back of the six pack and all of us kept our yellows on, which we normally would take off once we arrived at the rigs. As we started to drive along, we got farther and farther away from the brown Dodge pickup. Finally, we reached the top of one hill, where we had the last section of nuked black behind us, before we would go downhill again into the green (which was on both sides of the road). Someone said “Hey ‘driver,’ shouldn’t we wait for the other truck?” As we waited I watched another part of the active fire burning uphill several hundred yards away from us and thought it looked a good distance away from us. 

Then, very soon after we heard that the truck was stuck on the radio, the sky started getting dark as the sun was covered up by thick billows of black smoke from the fire that had done a 180 degree turn, gone downhill, and was burning hard and fast within 50 yards of where we were. Then the winds started to pick up. At that point the people in the back of our truck piled out and our crew boss went down to try and pull the other truck out via wench. 

For a moment we were all disheveled and stood in awe at what were seeing; a roaring fire with close to 100 foot flames.  Then the sound of the roar of the fire took hold, like the sound of a freight train. At this point, many of us started to back into the black and took cover behind a ledge as the fire roared with 60 mph plus winds that rained embers over our heads. One crewmember, a five-year firefighter, started to freak out and really thought that we might die. Others, including the rookies who were settling this person down, were reassured with the nuked black.


When the flame front had passed we came to find that our truck had burned, leaving only the steel frame. All contents, including many of our packs were gone; the other truck had gotten out before the flame front had hit and was at the top of the hill. At this point the adrenalin kicked in and we were all cheering and yelling, overwhelmed with the rush that we had just experienced. 


It was not until another crewmember and I were walking down the hill and noticed the two sides of the road with smoke rising from the freshly burned vegetation that we both got an eerie feeling that if the truck had not gotten stuck, we could have easily been driving downhill, straight into the fire, without access to our packs and fire-shelters. Needless to say it was a humbling moment.

Following the event, rumors started flying quickly that we were in flip flops and were goofing around, followed by a debriefing the next day by a police officer who basically said, “You guys have nothing to be stressed about, I’ve pulled dead bodies off the street.” Then, after the debriefing, I remember talking with two other crewmembers who confessed to also feeling very uncomfortable with what we were doing that day, and I remember this bothering me greatly because none of us chose to say anything in a pretty volatile situation. I have wondered why ever since. 
In the end, there were a few crewmembers that wanted to go back and “kick the fire’s ass” and then there were a few of us, like myself, who felt greatly humbled and saw it has an invaluable, first hand experience of the wrath and quickness of fire. These past few years I have gone back to those moments time and again, when I saw the conditions and refused to say anything throughout the day. Since then I have never let anyone dictate my comfort and actions in fire and have become more keenly aware of what fire is capable of and how crucial it is to know and understand what a firefighters’ role is in fighting it, and if I do not know, I ask. 
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Fire is like a great, risky game that is not afraid to pass judgment when its’ players (or what I call students/firefighters) cross one too many lines, do not heed warning signs, or think they know more than they do; in most instances, we are merely pawns in the game. It is usually natural entities that make the decisions (weather, temps, and relative humidity) and ultimately it is fire itself that determines whether our chosen strategy was good enough. From this experience, I have gained the understanding and respect that I will always be a student of fire.
While waiting in our safety zone.

