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Prolonged drought, strong winds, and 
extreme fire danger conspire to trigger 
the explosive grass fires that rage across 
Texas and Oklahoma in late 2005 and 
early 2006. These historic fires kill 25 
peopleτincluding 4 firefighters; evacuate 
thousands of residents; destroy hundreds 
of homes, structures, and outbuildings; and burn 
millions of acres. An estimated 5,000 head of cattle also 
perish and more than 2,000 miles of fencing burns. 
 

What can we learn from these wildfire outbreak events? 
That is the essence of this case study report.  

 
 
 
 

                  By Bob Mutch and Paul Keller      October ω нл10 
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                                A 'Perfect Storm' for Extreme Wildfire 
 

άL ǿƻǳƭŘ ŘŜǎŎribe this as a Ψperfect stormΩ for extreme fire. The 
weather conditions and the condition of the vegetation came 
together in a nexus that created a force of nature much like a 
hurricane or tornado. These are natural disasters that are truly 
beyond our capability to do anything about. The fuelsτthe 
grassesτwere critically dry, and you had a combination of single- 
                 digit humidity and winds gusting to 60 mph. Our models 
                  that morning predicted flames spreading at 6 mph with 
                        50-foot flame lengths, which is as tall as a four-story 
                            building. By 1 o'clock in the afternoon, that is exactly 
                               ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ ƘŀŘΦέ 

 

 
Mark Stanford, Chief of Operations 
Texas Forest Service 

Describing the history-making wildfires that burn 
across his state on Sunday March 12, 2006τjust one 
of six similar major wildfire outbreaks that devastate 
Oklahoma and Texas during 2005 and 2006. 

 
 
 

Photo Courtesy Texas Forest Service 
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ά±ŜƎŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŘǊȅ ƛƴ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΦ !ŘŘ ǿƛƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ 
low humidity during the afternoon prime burning period, and you 
have a recipe for fast-spreading, dangerous wildfires. Most of the 
large wildfires that already occurred statewide resulted from this 

ŘŜŀŘƭȅ ŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƛƭŘŦƛǊŜ ƛƴƎǊŜŘƛŜƴǘǎΦέ 
 

Mike Dunivan, Fire Behavior Analyst, Texas Forest Service  
Dec. 5, 2005 
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                                                                                                                                                          Robin OΩ{Ƙŀughnessy/Amarillo Globe-News 

On March 13, 2006τas a large grass fire approachesτthis Texas Panhandle rancher discs fire line with his tractor to 
try to save his ranch by preventing the blaze from jumping road in foreground. 

 

I Preface 
 

We Must Ensure that Our Wildland-Urban Interface is Safe 
The stories of the victims and survivors described in this report provide all of us with an 
important learning opportunity. We must share these vital lessons to help ensure that our 
ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ŜǾŜǊ-growing wildland-urban interface environment will be a safer place for our 
families to live. 
 

! ά[ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ hǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴέΥ /ǊŜŀǘŜǎΣ ŀŎǉǳƛǊŜǎΣ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘǎΣ ǘǊansfers, and retains knowledge, 
and it purposefully modifies its behavior to reflect new knowledge and insights. The Six Critical 
¢ŀǎƪǎ ƻŦ ŀ ά[ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ hǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴέ are: 1. Collect intelligence about the environment. 2. Learn 
from the best practices of other organizations. 3. Learn from its own experiences and past 
history. 4. Experiment with new approaches. 5. Encourage systematic problem solving. 6. 
Transfer knowledge throughout the organization (Garvin 2000). 
 

Lives Lost ς Lessons Learned: Victims and Survivors of the 2005-2006 Oklahoma and Texas 
Wildfires ƛǎ ŀ ŎŀǎŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜǎŜ ά{ƛȄ /ǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ¢ŀǎƪǎέ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ the foundation of a 
true Learning Organization. TƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ .ƻō aǳǘŎh and Paul KellerΩǎ quest for 
discovering and sharing the Lessons Learned from these victims and survivors epitomize all six of 
these Organizational Learning characteristics. 
 

On ōŜƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ǿƛƭŘƭŀƴŘ ŦƛǊŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΣ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǳǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ²ƛƭŘƭŀƴŘ CƛǊŜ [Ŝǎǎƻƴǎ 
Learned Center express sincere thanks to Mutch and Keller for enlightening us to the significant 
new knowledge and insights embodied in this report. 

 

Dave Christenson, Acting Center Manager 
Wildland Fire Lessons Learned Center 
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! Ψ[Ŝǎǎƻƴǎ [ŜŀǊƴŜŘΩ Examination of Grass-Fueled Wildfires ς 
Three Central Objectives 

 

A disaster of the magnitude of the historic 2005-2006 Texas and Oklahoma wildfires is 
ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜƳƛƴƛǎŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ hŎǘƻōŜǊ нлло ǎƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ /ŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀ άCƛǊŜ 
SƛŜƎŜέ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ мп ƳŀƧƻǊ ŦƛǊŜǎ killed 23 people and destroyed 3,710 homes. 
 

Unlike these more typically studied high-intensity wildfires that burn in chaparral, the 
2005-2006 Oklahoma and Texas wildfires were fueled by short grass, mixed grass, and 
tall grass prairies. The Wildland Fire Lessons Learned Center, therefore, realized this 
prime opportunity to sponsor this in-depth examination of grass-fueled wildfires. 
 

Three central objectives frame this case study άƭŜǎǎƻƴǎ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘέ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΥ 

 Explain the circumstances of 
the victims and survivors at 
the time of their entrapment 
by essentially grassland 
wildfires. 

 

 ¦ǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŎǘƛƳǎΩ ŀƴŘ 
ǎǳǊǾƛǾƻǊǎΩ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ŀǎ ŀ 
catalyst to motivate others 
into making the appropriate 

changesτfor their future 
survivalτin the wildland-
urban interface. 

 

 Derive wildland-urban 
ƛƴǘŜǊŦŀŎŜ άƭŜǎǎƻƴǎ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘέ 
insights from these grassland 
fires. 

 

The many lessons learned from this wildfire assessmentτall highlighted in this reportτ
Ŏŀƴ ƎǳƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ŦƛǊŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΣ ǿƛƭŘƭŀƴŘ-urban interface residents, 
and resource managers and policy makers to ensure a safer future in our ever-evolving 
fire ecology environment. 
 

  
 Photo Courtesy Texas Forest Service 

 

 
 
 
On June 10, 2006, the 
1,250-acre Monaham 
Fire threatens Texas 
homes. 
 



 

Lives Lost ς Lessons Learned from the 2005-2006 Texas and Oklahoma Wildfires   8 

The truly telling statistic is that 85 percent of these fires 
were located less than two miles from a community. 

 

 

 
 

II Introduction  
 

    These Wide-Ranging and Devastating Grass Fires Will Continue 
 

Although wildland fire fatalities are reported for other states, especially in California 
where 25 people died in the Tunnel Fire in 1991 and 23 people died in the southern 
California Fire Siege of 2003 (Mutch 2007), great numbers of firefighter and civilian 
fatalities are generally not associated with Oklahoma and Texas grassland fires. 
 

Therefore, the loss of 25 lives during the historic 2005-2006 fire seasons in Oklahoma 
and Texas become a startling wake-up call for the nation. These fires claim the lives of 
six people in Oklahoma and 19 people in Texas. Four of these tragedies are firefighter 
deaths. 
 
 

Rural and Urban Issue 
Wildfires in Oklahoma and Texas are both a rural and urban concern. 
 

In Oklahoma, from November 2005 through August 2006, approximately 2,300-plus 
wildfires burn 846,000 acres, kill six people, and destroy 378 homes and numerous 
outbuildings (Society of American Foresters presentation by Oklahoma State Forester 
James Burwell, Tulsa, Oklahoma, Dec. 8, 2006). These 2,300 wildfires are those incidents 
that the Oklahoma Forestry Services suppressτor assist volunteer fire departments in 
suppressing.  
 

Since 1996, Texas has experienced significant fire seasons in seven out of the past ten 
years. During 2005-2006, more than 2.2 million acres burn in Texas when more than 
29,000 fires rage across the land (Texas Forest Service 2009). 
 

The truly telling statistic is that 85 percent of these fires are located less than two miles 
from a community. In other words, almost all fires that occurred in Texas during the 
2005-2006 fire seasons are άǿƛƭŘƭŀƴŘ-ǳǊōŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŦŀŎŜέ ŦƛǊŜǎΦ CǊƻƳ Wŀƴuary 2005 to 
September 2006, Texas wildfires claim 19 lives and destroy 734 homes and more than 
1,000 outbuildings. 
 

In 2008, 12,000 fires in Texas burn more than 1.4 million acres. Approximately 77 
percent of these fires are also located within two miles of a community. Once again in 
Texas in 2009, wildfires claim even more human lives. 
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Map Courtesy Texas Forest Service 
 

Wildland Fires Reach Urban Areas ς For three and a-half monthsτfrom Dec. 1, 2005 to March 17, 2006τ 
12,072 wildfires ignite in Texas. As this map illustrates, 85 percent of these fires occur less than two miles 
from a community. 
 

 
 

!ǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ¦Φ{Φ CƛǊŜ !ŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǿƛƭŘƭŀƴŘ ŦƛǊefighter 
fatality of 2009 occurred in an Oklahoma grass fire on January 2τjust two days into the 
New Year.  
 
 

Modifying Behaviors 
These wide-ranging and devastating grass fires will continue to ignite in Oklahoma and 
Texas. Thus, invaluable dividends will be gained by learning the critical lessons inherent 
in these grassland fires. By heeding these lessons, we can help modify behaviors to 
ensure that people can live more compatibly in these fire-prone environments. 
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III 2005-2006 Oklahoma-Texas Wildfire Summary 
 

ά²ŜΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ŦƛǊŜǎ ōǳǊƴƛƴƎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎ ƛƴ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ŎƻǳƴǘƛŜǎΦ LǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ 

ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŘǊȅ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƴƻǿΣέ Traci Weaver, 

Texas Forest Service, December 2005 
 

 

 

Left Photo ς Texas Forest Service crews try to contain a wildfire on March 14, 2006 in rural Roberts 
County, north of Miami, Texas; photo by Michael Schumacher/Amarillo Globe-News.  Right Photo ς A 
grass fire moves through a playground in Tarrant County Texas; The Associated Press Photo. 
 

 
 
 

Background ς Fire Weather, Fire Behavior, and Fire Situation 
Across ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ southern Great Plainsτincluding the Oklahoma and Texas areasτ
the 2005-2006 ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǿƛƴǘŜǊ άcold seasonέ ƛs characterized by an intensifying long-
term drought (U.S. Drought Monitor 2005 and 2006). These extreme drought 
conditionsτcoupled with cured grass in both statesτfuel an exceptional series of 
wildfires throughout a two-year fire season that seemingly will not end. Remarkably, the 
intense fire behavior continues across both Oklahoma and Texas for a devastating five-
month period, from December 2005 to April 2006. 
 

Throughout this time period, extremely dry soil and enhanced curing of all vegetation 
combines with unseasonable warmth, periodic episodes of strong winds, and very low 
relative humidity to contribute to the high risk of wildfire activity across portions of 
Oklahoma and Texas. 
 

As this report will discuss in detail, particularly dangerous wildfires threatenτand 
claimτlife and property across the Southern Plains during six separate widespread and 
destructive fire weather episodes on: 
 
 

1. December 27, 2005; 
2. January 1, 2006; 
3. January 12, 2006; 

4. March 12, 2006; 
5. April 6, 2006; and 
6. April 15, 2006. 
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All but one of these six wildfire outbreaks causes human 
casualties. From November 2005 through April of 2006, 
wildfires claim the lives of 25 peopleτincluding four 
firefighters. 
 

In addition, during each of these outbreak events, a 
multitude of individual wildfires scorch from tens of 
thousands to more than one million acres of prairieτ
including torching towns and wildland-urban interface 
areasτacross both states. At least 655 structures are 
destroyed. Combined damages are estimated near $150 
million in economic loss.  
 

 

 
 

Overall Impacts of the Six 2005-2006 Wildfire Outbreaks 
Across Oklahoma and Texas 

 

 
 

Wildfire 
Event 
Date 

 

 
 
 

Major 
Wildfires 

 
 
 

Acreage 
Burned 

 
 
 

Economic 
Damages 

 
 
 

Structures 
Destroyed 

 
 
 

Reported 
Deaths 

 
 
 

Reported 
Injuries 

 
Dec. 27, 

2005  

 

 
52 

 
60,823 

 
$19 

million 

 
341 

 
4 

 
28 

 
Jan. 1, 

2006  

 

 
43 

 
303,570 

 
$25 

million 

 
115 

 
2 

 
19 

 
Jan. 12, 

2006  

 

 
16 

 
39,173 

 
$600 

thousand 

 
48 

 
0 

 
0 

 
March 12,, 

2006 

 

 
27 

 
1,102,044 

 
$96 

million 

 
102 

 
12 

 
11 

 
April 6, 

2006 

 

 
26 

 
119,846 

 
$3 

million 

 
42 

 
0 

 
2 

 
April 15, 

2006 

 

 
10 

 
23,135 

 
$290 

thousand 

 
7 

 
0 

 
3 

 

The 2005 and 2006 Southern Plains Wildfire Outbreaks (Lindley and others 2007). 

ΨtŜǊŦŜŎǘΩ DǊŀǎǎƭŀƴŘ CƛǊŜǎǘƻǊƳ 
 

On March 12, 2006, the 
combined conditions of 
drought, sustained strong 
winds, and cured grass in the 
Texas Panhandle produce what 
has beenτironicallyτ
ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘέ 
grassland firestorm. In one 24-
hour period, two fires in one 
complex burn close to one 
million acres as they scorch 
their way toward Oklahoma, 
killing people and cattle and 
destroying homes and 
property. 
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άhǳǊ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ Ŏƻǳƴǘȅ ƛǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ƻƴ ŦƛǊŜτƛǘΩǎ ŜǾŜǊȅǿƘŜǊŜΣέ Tim Cooke, Bryan 
County Emergency Management Director in southeast Oklahoma. 

 
 

2005 Breaks 50- and 80-Year Drought Records 
In parts of Texas, 2005 proves to be the 
driest year on record since 1956. 2005 is the 
fifth driest year on record. 
 

.ȅ 5ŜŎŜƳōŜǊ нллрΣ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ нрп 
counties are experiencing drought 
conditions after averaging just 21.5 inches 
ƻŦ Ǌŀƛƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ мм ƳƻƴǘƘǎτ
16 full inches below the normal rainfall 
amount. 
 

In Oklahoma, the last six months of 2005 is 
the driest half-year recorded since 1921τ
an 80-year record. By the end of December, 
the state has only received 24 inches of 

rainτ12 inches less than normal. Adding to 
the extreme fire danger conditions, through 
December into January, temperatures 
across Oklahoma and Texas range from 10 
to 20 degrees warmer than normal. 
 

Inside this environment, by the end of 
November 2005, grass fires burn 50 
thousand acres across southern and eastern 
Oklahoma during this month alone. 
 

At the end of December 2005, the National 
Weather Service warns that this record-
setting drought will continue into 2006. 

 
 

 

LƴǘŜƴǎŜ ΨaƛŘŘƭŜ-[ŀǘƛǘǳŘŜ /ȅŎƭƻƴŜǎΩ IŜƭǇ Cŀƴ ²ƛƭŘŦƛǊŜǎ 
The severity of these wildfire outbreaks is epitomized on Dec. 27, 2005, when one of the 
major fires enters the central Texas town of Cross Plains in grass fuels. This fire essentially 
burns completely through the entire community, killing two residents in their homes. A total 
of 116 homes, one church, and several other structures are destroyed. 
 

Lindley and others (2007) indicate that the six devastating Southern Plains outbreaks in 
2005 and 2006 occur in association with the passage of intense middle-latitude 
cyclones. Schroeder and others (1964) identify similar synoptic scale situations as a 
άŎƘƛƴƻƻƪ-tȅǇŜέ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŦƛǊŜ ǿŜŀǘƘŜǊ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ {ƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ tƭŀƛƴǎΦ 
 

The worst of the entrenched 
drought conditions exist 
across Texas from autumn 
2005 through spring 2006 
(Van Speybroeck and others 
2007). Global climate 
variability signalsτsuch as 
the El Niño-Southern 
Oscillation (ENSO)τhad 
suggested that a drought 
episode was possible during 
this period. Several major 
fires will burn millions of 
acres before this drought 
episode is diminished by 
mid-2006.  
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Southern Plains Drought Conditions Reported as of December 27, 2005. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

National Oceanic and Atmosphere Administration 
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Other Causal Factors that Increase Wildfire Threats in Texas 
 

Factors contributing to the increased risk of wildfires in Texas: 
 

 Location and size of this state, 

 Increasing population, 

 Climate and weather conditions, 
and  

 Changing land use patterns. 
 

The geographic position of Texas exposes this area to 
entrenched drought conditions and seasonally strong 
winds. DǳǊƛƴƎ ǇŜǊƛƻŘǎ ƻŦ άǾŜǊȅ ƘƛƎƘέ ǘƻ άŜȄǘǊŜƳŜέ ŦƛǊŜ 
danger, the sheer expansive size of Texas stretches the 
deployment of firefighting resources to the breaking point. 
 

In analyzing weather records from the past 100 years, the 
Texas Forest Service recognizes three separate 25- to 30- 
year drought periods (From Texas Wildfire Protection Plan, 
2009, Texas Forest Service). The previous drought cycle 
occurred from the late 1950s to the late 1970s. The most 
recent drought period began again in 1996. So far, it has 
produced several record-breaking fire seasons. 
 

The population of Texas increased from 11,196,730 people 
in 1970 to 20,851,820 people in 2000 (Texas Forest Service 2009). In 2000, the U.S. 
Census Bureau estimated that almost 35 million people will inhabit the state by 2010. 
 

In many areas, residents have expanded into undeveloped wildland areas with little 
regard for developing defensible space around homes. The extreme fire seasons of 
1996, 1999, 2000, 2001, 2005, and 2006 have placed this emerging wildland population 
ǎǉǳŀǊŜƭȅ ƛƴ ƘŀǊƳΩǎ ǿŀȅΦ 
 

Land use patterns also have changed in the past 100 years, resulting in more vegetation 
and available fuels (Texas Forest Service 2009). For example, the town of Cross Plains in 
central Texas was an agricultural community in the early 1900s, with little vegetation 
around its homes, farms, and ranches. By 2005, a town of 1,076 people had replaced 
that little farming communityτwhich is now typified by tall grass, trees, and other 
vegetation intermingled throughout the town.  
 
Today, the Texas Forest Service estimates that 14,506 communities in the state are at 
risk from devastating wildfires. 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

More People at Risk 
From Wildfire 

 

During the past two decades, 
the Texas Panhandle area has 
experienced dramatic land use 
changesτmoving from 
cultivated acreage to 
grasslands. This transition has 
increased available fuel for 
fires. At the same time, some 
Panhandle areas have also 
experienced population 
growthτplacing more and 
more people and property at 

risk from wildfire. 
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Oklahoma and Texas Host a Wide Diversity of Fuel Types  
 

While this report focuses on wildfires that occurred primarily in grassland ecosystems 
within Oklahoma and Texas in 2005-2006, these two states comprise a wide range of 
fuel types. 
 
For instance, a variety of timber types exist in both statesτfrom oak-hickory lands to 
pinon-juniper stands in Oklahoma, and piney woods to mesquite and juniper areas in 
Texas. (See map below and on following page.) 
 
The tremendous diversity of plant species and communities in both states reflect the 
considerable variation in hƪƭŀƘƻƳŀ ŀƴŘ ¢ŜȄŀǎΩ climatic, physiographic, and geological 
features. 
 
 

Oklahoma Vegetation Types 

 
 

hƪƭŀƘƻƳŀΩǎ native vegetation types map courtesy Natural Resource Ecology and Management, Oklahoma Cooperative 
Extension Service, Oklahoma State University. 
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      Texas Vegetational Regions 

1. Piney Woods 
2. Gulf Prairies and Marshes 
3. Post Oak Savannah 
4. Blackland Prairies 
5. Cross Timbers and Prairies 
6. South Texas Plains 
7. Edwards Plateau 
8. Rolling Plains 
9. High Plains 
10. Trans-Pecos, Mountains and Basins  
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IV 2005-2006 Oklahoma-Texas Wildfire Chronology 
 

Ψ.ȅ bƻ aŜŀƴǎ ŀǊŜ ²Ŝ hǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ²ƻƻŘǎΩ 
 

 άLǘ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǿŜ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ōƻƳōŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ōƛƎ ǿŀǊΦ ¢ƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ǿŀǎ ƻƴ 

ŦƛǊŜ ŜǾŜǊȅǿƘŜǊŜΦέ Rancher Dean Dillard, Cross Plains, Texas. 
 

 ά²Ƙŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ȅƻǳ Řƻ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘΚ ¸ƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΦέ Pat Hankins, resident 

of Mustang, southwest of Oklahoma City. On Dec. 27, 2005, the 

Mustang Fire burns 400 acres and destroys five homes. 
 
 

 άLǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎǘƻǇ ŀ ол-mile-per-hour car coming at you down the 

street. The wind is our ǿƻǊǎǘ ŜƴŜƳȅ ƴƻǿΣέ Keith Ebel, Deputy Fire 

Marshal, Arlington, Texas, on Tuesday, Dec. 27, 2005. άLǘ ǿŀǎ ƻƴƭȅ ŀ 

matter of time before this was going to happen. By no means 

ŀǊŜ ǿŜ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƻŘǎΦέ 
 

In the later part of 
December 2005, 
unseasonably warm 
temperatures (in the 
low 80s), low humidity, 
and strong winds 
prompt a άRed Flagέ 
warning for the entire 
state of Oklahoma and 
north Texas. 
 

By Monday, Dec. 26, 
residents are fleeing 73 
fires that are closing 
highways and 
destroying towns 
across north and 
central Texas. The next 
day, stronger winds 
spread even more fires across various parts of Oklahoma and the Texas Panhandle area. 
People are evacuating and homes are being lost across 12 Oklahoma counties. As many 
as 50 homes burn in Oklahoma; more than 78 homes turn to ash in Texas. Across these 
two statesτin two quick daysτwind-driven flames burn 20,000 acres. It is the 
beginning of the catastrophic 2005-2006 Texas-Oklahoma siege of grass fires that will 
take its toll on people and their land and their livelihood for the next five, wildfire 
disaster-filled months. 

The Associated Press Photo 
A wind-driven wildfire burns through the wildland-urban interface in 

South Arlington, Texas on Dec. 27, 2005.   
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άWe had a tornado here years ago and we thought that was 
devastating. But this fire was worse.έ 

Patricia Cook, Cross Plains Texas resident, whose home was saved 
by her teenage son and his friend who managed to keep the 

approaching flames at bay with a garden hose. 
 

 

Five People Perish in Fires 

By the end of December, 2,953 fires in 176 counties burn 118,000 acres across Texas. In 
Oklahoma and Texas during the last two weeks of December, wildfires burn more than 
50,000 acres, kill five people, and destroy approximately 100 homes. Most of these fires 
are started by people ignoring burn bans, shooting fireworks, and throwing out still-lit 
cigarettes. Downed power lines also start some blazes. 

        Photo  Courtesy Texas Forest Service 
The Dec. 27, 2005 Cross Plains Fireτcharged with up to 38 mile-per-hour wind gusts coupled with 12 
percent relative humidityτsweeps through the central Texas town of Cross Plains, population 1,076. 
This wildfireτexhibiting 30-foot flame lengths at timesτkills two Cross Plains residents who are both 

trapped in their homes.  
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                                                                                                                                    NOAA GOES-12 Satellite Image 

Satellite imagery from Dec. 27, 2005 shows the wildfire outbreaks on this dayτnumerous large 

grass fires (the red dots) and their smoke plumes across Oklahoma and Texas. 

     

     

 

 
 
Major wildfire locations on 
Dec. 27, 2005 as reported 
by the National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric 
Administration and the 
National Interagency Fire 

Center. 
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ά¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ǿƻǊǎŜ ŦƻǊ ƎǊŀǎǎ ŦƛǊŜǎΦέ David Stapp, 
Battalion Chief, Arlington, Texas Fire Department. 

 

 άHouses are burned down that nobody could ever get to. Instantly, 
there were 15 or 20 houses on fire at the same timeτand no way to 

get to them all.έ Dean Dillard, Cross Plains, Texas rancher. 
 

άHomeowners, amazingly, were standing on their back porches 
before firefighters got there, armed with only garden hoses and 

sprinklersτtrying to fend off this fire as the wind whipped 
toward their houses.έ Joel Thomas, television reporter, on the 

grass fire that raged into Arlington, Texasτconsuming 300 
acres in minutes. 

 

ά²ŜΩǾŜ ŜǾŜƴ ǎŜŜƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ Ƨǳǎǘ Ƴƛƭƪ ƧǳƎǎ ŦƛƭƭŜŘ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǿŀǘŜǊΣ 
just doing what they could, hoping that just the least bit of water 

they could put on the ground would possibly save their homes.έ 
Doug Warner, television reporter. 

 

άLǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƪŜǇǘ ƧǳƳǇƛƴƎΦ LΩǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǎŜŜƴ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜ ƛǘΦέ Maria 
Vantour-Smith, who lost her home to the Mustang Fire 

southwest of Oklahoma City. 
 

Drought Conditions and Wildfires Continue into 2006 
Texas Governor Rick Perry warns 
that the wildfire threat level is 
expected to remain high across his 
drought-stricken, windy, and 
unseasonably hot state for the next 
30 days. The National Weather 
Service forecast confirms that the 
current record-breaking drought 
conditions should intensify into early 
2006. 
 

One of the barrage of wildfires that 
erupts on December 27 burns into 
Choctaw, located east of Oklahoma 
City. The intense heat from this 
fireτthat claims five homesτmelts 
the aluminum cylinder heads on one 
ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŎŀǊΦ 

         The Associated Press Photo 
Home Site ς Cross Plains Texas resident Roger Hinkle examines 
the burning remains of the home he shared with his father.  
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άIt looked like the world was on fire. There were flames 30 to 40-
feet high. Just a wall of flames.έ David Stapp, Battalion Chief, 

Arlington, Texas Fire Department. 
 

ά²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ƻŦ ŀ ŘƻȊŜƴ ŦƛǊŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘƻ ōǳǊƴ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ 
ǎǘŀǘŜΦ !ƴŘ ǿŜ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŀǘΣέ Michelann Ooten, 

Oklahoma Department of Emergency Management. 
 
 

ά¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ƎǊŀǎǎ ŦƛǊŜǎΣέ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ 5ŀƴ ²ŀǊe, spokesperson for the Oklahoma 
Forestry Services. ά¢ƘŜȅ ōǳǊƴ Ƙƻǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ōǳǊƴ ŦŀǎǘΦ ¢ƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŘǊƛǾŜƴ ōȅ ǿƛƴŘΦ hƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ 
ǿƛƴŘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŘƻǿƴΣ ƻƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƳǇŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŘƻǿƴΣ ǘƘŜȅ ƭƛŜ ŘƻǿƴΦέ 
 

²ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜǎΣ ά.ǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƳŜŀƴ ƛǘΩǎ ƻǾŜǊΦ !ǎ ǎƻƻƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƳǇerature comes 
back upτtomorrowτas soon as the wind comes upτōŀƳΣ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƻŦŦ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŀŎŜǎ 
ŀƎŀƛƴΦέ 
 

 
 

 

 

Major new wildfire outbreak locations on Jan. 1, 2006 as reported by the National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration and the National Interagency Fire Center. 
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ά¢ƻŘŀȅ όWŀƴΦ мΣ нллсύ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ƛƴǘŜƴǎŜΦ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ƳŀȅōŜ 
starting to take its toll on our department.έ Brian Stanaland, 

Oklahoma City Fire Battalion Chief. 
 

 

January 2006 ς Grass Fires Claim Two More Lives 
 

On Sunday, Jan. 1τNew YeŀǊΩǎ 5ŀȅτonly eight days after the rash of fatal grass fires 
had previously erupted across Texas and Oklahoma, wind gusts of more than 50 miles-
per-hour fan new blazes across the landscape. 
 

Record-high temperatures continue to bake the region. Wildfiresτsome reported with 
one-mile-wide moving frontsτthreaten people, homes, property, and livestock from 
north of Tulsa, Oklahoma to south of Fort Worth, Texas. By the early evening hours of 
that first day of the New Year, 43 major wind-driven wildfires are causing significant 
damage. Approximately 73 new fire startsτof varying sizes and severityτare burning in 
Texas alone. 
 

The combination of damaging winds, blinding dust, smoke, and wildfires during the 
holiday weekend claim two more lives and result in at least 20 injuries. Two small Texas 
communities, Ringgold and Kokomo, are virtually destroyed by fire. 
 

Across southeastern Oklahoma during these first days of January 2006, numerous grass 
fires evacuate entire towns, burn homes, and close roadwaysτincluding a five-mile 
stretch of Oklahoma Highway 78 and portions of State Highway 91. Further south, grass 
fires continue to rage across the Texas Panhandle. Property losses across the region 
exceed $25 million. These early January fires destroy an estimated 115 structures and 
scorch 300,000 acres. 
 

 
          Photo by Henry Bargas/Amarillo Globe-News 
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Large 
Wildfires 
 
Infrared satellite 
image from Jan. 1, 
2006 shows 
substantial large-
sized wildfire 
activity as well as 
the comprehensive 
geographic area 
affected by blowing 
dust and smoke. A 
cold front is also 
seen moving south 
through the 
Oklahoma and 
north Texas 
panhandles. 
                        
 
NOAA GOES-East 
Satellite  

Image 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fires 
Visible 
From Space 
 
Large wildfires 
raging in Texas 
and Oklahoma 
appear as 
hotspots on 
NOAA GOES-2 
satellite image 
taken on Jan. 1, 
2006. 
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 The Associated Press Photo 
 

Volunteer firefighters take suppression actionsτattacking from the blackτon a 
wildfire burning through a hayfield west of Tyler, Texas. 

 
 

 
On Jan. 12 
New Wildfires 
Rage Across 
the Landscape 
 
 

On Jan. 12, 16 new 
grass fires ignite 
that burn 40,000 
acres, destroy 48 
homes, and claim 
$600,000 in 
damages. These 
new fire starts are 
shown here as 
reported by the 
National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric 
Administration and 
the National 
Interagency Fire 
Center. 
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On Sunday March 12, 2006, the East 
Amarillo Complex (Borger Fire and I-40 
Fire) burns more than 800,000 acres in 

a single day.  

 ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ǿƻǊǎǘ Řŀȅ ƛƴ ¢ŜȄŀǎ ǿƛƭŘŦƛǊŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΦέ 
Warren Bielenberg, Texas Forest Service spokesperson, on March 12, 2006 

 

 

March 2006 ς Largest Wildfires 

in State History Claim 12 More Lives 
Just as the agency had done in January, the 
National Weather Service Storm Protection Center 
ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ŀƴ ά9ȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ /ǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ CƛǊŜ 5ŀƴƎŜǊέ warning 
for March 8, 10, 11, and 12. 
 

Then, on Sunday March 12, what will ironically 
ōŜŎƻƳŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ŀ άǇŜǊŦŜŎǘ ǎǘƻǊƳέ ŦƻǊ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜ ŦƛǊŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŘǊȅ 
fuels and grasses combine with single-digit humidity and winds gusting to 60 mph to 
propel another series of fast-moving grass firesτincluding 27 large firesτthat spread 
across Oklahoma and Texas. 
 

Two fires, The Borger Fire and I-40 Fire, burn in the northern Texas Panhandle area northeast of Amarillo. The 
active fire perimeters are outlined in red, with thick plumes of grey and white smoke streaming up from the fires. 
This image was captured approximately 430-miles above the earth by the Moderate Resolution Imaging 

{ǇŜŎǘǊƻǊŀŘƛƻƳŜǘŜǊ όah5L{ύ ƻƴ b!{!Ωǎ !ǉǳŀ ǎŀǘŜƭƭƛǘŜΦ 
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In Texas, two large firesτthe Borger Fire and Interstate 40 (I-40) Fireτcomprise the 
East Amarillo Complex, whose final burn size becomes almost one million acres. These 
wildfires kill 12 peopleτthe greatest loss of life from wildfires in the United States in 
2006, and the most deaths related to grass fires in Texas history. Both of these fires are 
ignited by downed power lines. Pushed by over 50-mile-per-hour winds, they quickly 
spread through nine Texas countiesτevacuating eight towns and more than 4,000 
residents. Cattle ranchers estimate as many as 5,000 cattle are lost. 

 

In just nine hours, these two wildfires spread across 45 milesτexhibiting a remarkable 
five mile-per-hour rate-of-spread and 11-foot flame lengths.  
 

 

 
 



 

Lives Lost ς Lessons Learned from the 2005-2006 Texas and Oklahoma Wildfires   

 
27 

 

V Those Who Perished ς How, Why, and What We Can Learn 
 

    

                              Destry Horton                                           Kathy Ryan                            James McMorries 
   
 
 

                                                                                     Arthur                                             Roberto  
              Gerardo              Merdaro                          Dominquez                                    Chavira 
              Villareal              Garcia Jr. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Four peopleτSusan and Lawrence Schumacher, Alexis 
{ƪŜƴŀȅΩŀƘ .ǳǊǊƻǳƎƘǎΣ and Lachelle DeWeeseτdie in a 
multi-car collision when wildfire smoke obscures I-40. 

Volunteer Firefighter Clint Dewayne Rice dies in this 
water tender rollover accident while responding to a 

grass fire. 
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ά!ǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƴƎ ¢ŜȄŀƴǎ 
ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ ŦƻǊŜǎǘ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƛƭŘŦƛǊŜΣ L Ŏŀƴ ǘŜƭƭ ȅƻǳ ǘƘŀǘ 
LΩƳ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŀǇǇŀƭƭed at the devastating loss of 

ƭƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ǿŜΩǾŜ ǎŜŜƴ ƛƴ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƳƻƴǘƘǎΦέ 
 

Jim Hull, Director, Texas Forest Service 
 

Twenty Five People Perish in Texas and Oklahoma 
A total of 25 peopleτincluding 
four firefightersτdie in fire-
related incidents during the 
historic 2005-2006 Texas-
Oklahoma fire season. In 2006, 
this wildfire outbreak results in 
the greatest loss of life from 
wildfires in the United States 
that year. 
 

Texas Fatalities 
Nineteen of these deathsτ
including two firefightersτoccur 
in Texas. Both of these 
firefighters are driving water 
tenders that overturn. Neither 
men are wearing seatbelts; both 
are ejected. Of the 17 civilians, 
six die in their homesτor near themτeither trying to escape or extinguish fire. 
 

Four people die when they abandon their vehicle and try to outrun the flames. Four 
others die in a multi-vehicle accident caused by wildfire smoke. One civilian dies 
operating a dozer on a wildfire burnover. Three people die of fire-related heart attacks. 
 

The March 2006 East Amarillo Complex firesτincluding the Borger Fire and I-40 Fireτ
result in 12 of these Texas fatalities in four rural Texas Panhandle counties. [See map on 
next page.] All of these deaths occur within a 45-mile radius during a six and one-half 
hour periodτbetween 1:30 and 7 p.m. These fire victims include eight males and four 
females, ranging in age from 14 to 94. 
 
 

Oklahoma Fatalities 
Six peopleτincluding two firefightersτperish in Oklahoma. One firefighter is overrun 
by flames while operating a water tender. The other dies when he falls from a water 
ǘŜƴŘŜǊΦ hƴŜ ŎƛǾƛƭƛŀƴΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƛǎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ ǎŀǾŜ Ƙƛǎ ƘƻƳŜ ŦǊƻƳ ŦƛǊŜΦ 
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The Firefighters 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                                                        tƘƻǘƻ ōȅ wƻōƛƴ hΩ{ƘŀǳƎƘƴŜǎǎȅκ!ƳŀǊƛƭƭƻ DƭƻōŜ-News 
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Clint Dewayne Rice 

Volunteer Firefighter 
 

At 2:27 p.m. on Nov. 22, 2005, Carlton 
Volunteer Fire Department firefighter 
Clint Dewayne Rice dies while driving a 
department tractor-trailer water tender 
to a large grass fire near Hamilton, Texas. 

 

Driving into a curve in the road, Rice, 28, 
loses control of the firefighting vehicle 
and is ejected when it overturns. He 
suffers catastrophic head injuries and is 
pronounced dead at the scene. 

 

Investigators report that this three-
month member of the Carlton 
Volunteer Fire Department was not 
wearing a seatbelt. 

 

However, according to the Texas State 
CƛǊŜ aŀǊǎƘŀƭΩǎ hŦŦƛŎŜ CƛǊŜŦƛƎƘǘŜǊ Cŀǘŀƭƛǘȅ 
Investigation Report, due to the forces 
involved in this crash, it is not possible to 
determine if safety belt use would have 
prevented wƛŎŜΩǎ fatal injuries.  

 

The vehicle Rice is driving is a 1979 
Freightliner cab-over tractor-trailer water 
tender. His Carlton Volunteer Fire 
Department purchased the Freightliner 
ǘǊŀŎǘƻǊ ƛƴ мффсΦ ¢ƘŜ ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜΩǎ ǘŀƴƪ ǘǊŀƛƭŜǊ 
is a 1968 Heil 5,000-gallon fuel tanker 
obtained from the Federal Excess Personal 
Property (FEPP) program administered by the Texas Forest Service. 

 

The Carlton Volunteer Fire Department converted the former M131A5 military fuel tank 
trailer to a water tender, modified the tank compartment dividers into baffles, and 
installed additional equipment, including a water pump, hose, and fittings. 

 

Volunteer firefighter Rice had previously operated flight line refueling tankers for the 
U.S. Air Force. He was a heavy-duty truck mechanic by trade, and had a Class C Texas 
ŘǊƛǾŜǊΩǎ ƭƛŎŜƴǎŜΦ 

 

Prior to this incident, Rice had not driven this tractor-trailer water tender to a fire.  

Volunteer Firefighter Clint Dewayne Rice, 28, dies when he is 
thrown in this tractor-trailer water tender rollover accident 
while responding to a large grass fire near Hamilton, Texas. 
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           Firefighter Rice 
           Served in Iraq 

 

Clint Dewayne Rice graduated 
from Hamilton High School in 
1995 where he was active in 
Future Farmers of America. 
After high school, he joined the 
U.S. Air Force, serving in Iraq, 
Korea, and Alaska. 

 

He worked as a mechanic for a 
Hamilton electric company and 
leaves behind his wife, 
Stephanie. 

 

His family says the young man 
loved to fish, ride his dirt bike, 
and restore old cars. Prior to the 
accident, the volunteer 
firefighter was in the process of 
restoring two 1967 Mustangs. 
 

Above: Approaching the curve in the road where volunteer firefighter Clint 

5ŜǿŀȅƴŜ wƛŎŜΩǎ Ŧŀǘŀƭ ŀŎŎƛŘŜƴǘ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜŘΦ Below: Diagram of the fatal 
rollover accident from the Texas State Fire MarshalΩǎ hŦŦƛŎŜ. 
Firefighter Fatality Investigation report. 
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[Ŝǎǎƻƴǎ [ŜŀǊƴŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ /ƭƛƴǘ 5ŜǿŀȅƴŜ wƛŎŜΩǎ Cŀǘŀƭ wƻƭƭƻǾŜǊ 
The following findings and ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ¢ŜȄŀǎ {ǘŀǘŜ CƛǊŜ aŀǊǎƘŀƭΩǎ hŦŦƛŎŜ 
Firefighter Fatality Investigation Report are based on nationally recognized fire service 
consensus standards. All fire departments should be aware of the content of these 
standards and develop programs to increase the level of safety for their fire department 
personnel. 

 

Finding 1 

Carlton Volunteer Fire Department Unit 610, driven by Firefighter Clint Dewayne Rice, 
entered a marked curve at an unsafe speed. Volunteer firefighter Rice was unable to 
maintain control of the vehicle, causing it to leave the roadway and overturn.  

 

Contributing Factors: 

 The fully loaded cargo tank 
trailer exceeded the maximum 
gross weight listed on the data 
plate by at least 6,450 pounds.  

 

 The existing baffles in the cargo 
tank were inadequate to control 
water movement and 
subsequent weight shifts.  

 

 The tires on the tractor-trailer 
combination had inconsistent 
inflation pressures, some of 
which were dangerously low.  

 

 The Texas Department of Public 
{ŀŦŜǘȅ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎƛǘŜŘ άŘŜŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻǊ 
ƴƻ ǘǊŀƛƭŜǊ ōǊŀƪŜǎΦέ  

 

This overloaded vehicleτcombined with unsafe and inconsistent tire pressures and 
inadequate water tank bafflesτpresented an extreme challenge to the driver to 
maintain controlτeven at low speeds. 
 

 

1. Lessons Learned Recommendation  

All fire departments should consider safety and health as primary concerns in the 
specification, design, construction, acquisition, operation, maintenance, inspection, and 
repair of all fire department apparatus. 

 

 

Finding 2 
The Carlton Volunteer Fire Department did not implement measures to prevent the 
Federal Excess Personal Property (FEPP) program tank vehicle from being loaded over 
the maximum permissible gross weight when it was converted to firefighting use.  
 

2. Lessons Learned Recommendation 
Any fire department acquiring a vehicle, chassis, or trailer not originally designed as 
firefighting apparatus should proceed with caution when converting equipment for use 
in firefighting. During fire apparatus construction, fire departments should take into 
account factors such as the weight of tank water and equipment, center of gravity, load 
distribution, capacity of the drive-train, tires, steering, and braking systems. 
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2a. Lessons Learned Recommendation 

All fire departments acquiring vehicles, chassis, or trailers should refer to all available 
manuals or documentation prior to commencing conversion or modification operations. 
Water tanks should be clearly marked with the tank capacity and full gross weight. Fire 
departments should install positive physical safeguardsτsuch as overflow ventsτto 
prevent vehicles from exceeding maximum permissible gross weight when fully loaded. 
 

 

Finding 3 
At the time of the incident, the Carlton Volunteer Fire Department did not have an 
apparatus driver education and qualification program in its standard operating 
procedures manual. This was the first time that volunteer firefighter Rice had driven this 
tractor-trailer water tender to a fire. At the time, the departmental standard operating 
procedure (SOP) manual contained minimal information regarding safe operation of fire 
department vehicles. 
 

3. Lessons Learned Recommendation 
All fire departments and fire officers should review departmental driver policies and 
ensure that all drivers receive periodic training and skills testing. Drivers of specialized 
vehicles should receive additional training in the unique handling, operations, and 
performance characteristics of these vehicles. Fire apparatus should be operated only 
by members who have successfully completed an approved driver training program, or 
by trainee drivers who are under the supervision of a qualified driver. 
 

Drivers oŦ ŦƛǊŜ ŀǇǇŀǊŀǘǳǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǾŀƭƛŘ ŘǊƛǾŜǊΩǎ ƭƛŎŜƴǎŜǎΦ ±ŜƘƛŎƭŜǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜŘ 
in compliance with all traffic laws, including sections pertaining to emergency vehicles. 
Drivers of fire apparatus should have valid driver's licenses. Vehicles should be operated 
in compliance with all traffic laws, including sections pertaining to emergency vehicles. 
 

Drivers of fire apparatus should be directly responsible for the safe and prudent 
operation of the vehicles under all conditions. 
 

When the driver is under the direct supervision of an officer, that officer should also 
assume responsibility for the driver's actions. Drivers should not move fire apparatus 
until all persons on the vehicle are seated and secured with seat belts in approved riding 
positions. 
 

Finding 4 

The Carlton Volunteer Fire Department did not maintain the tire pressures in water 
tender Unit 610 in a consistent, safe, and legal manner. Multiple tires on both the truck- 
tractor and trailer varied significantly in inflation pressure. This oversight could have 
affected the handling characteristics of the vehicle. 
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4. Lessons Learned Recommendation 
 

All fire departments should institute inspection and maintenance programs in which fire 
apparatus should be inspected to identify and correct unsafe conditions: 
 

 At least weekly, 

 Within 24 hours after any use or 
repair, and 

 Prior to being placed in service 
or used for emergency purposes. 

 

A preventive maintenance program should be established and records should be 
maintained. The National Fire Prevenǘƛƻƴ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ όbCt!ύ άмфмрΥ Standard for Fire 
!ǇǇŀǊŀǘǳǎ tǊŜǾŜƴǘƛǾŜ aŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜ tǊƻƎǊŀƳέ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ 
inspection, maintenance, and repair of fire apparatus. 
 

The fire department should establish a list of major defects to be utilized to evaluate 
when a vehicle should be declared unsafe. Then, any fire department vehicle found to 
be unsafe should be placed out-of-service until repaired. [The complete Texas State Fire 
aŀǊǎƘŀƭΩǎ hŦŦƛŎŜ CƛǊŜŦƛƎhter Fatality Investigation Report on this incident is available at: 
http://www.tdi.state.tx.us/reports/fire/documents/fmloddrice.pdf .] 
 

Arrow points to the path of tractor-ǘǊŀƛƭŜǊΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƛǊŜǎ just prior to rollover. 

http://www.tdi.state.tx.us/reports/fire/documents/fmloddrice.pdf
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Firefighter Destry Horton 
 

  
 
 

Many Lessons Learned from tƘƛǎ CƛǊŜŦƛƎƘǘŜǊΩǎ 5ŜŀǘƘ 
 

The Empire Fire breaks out on March 1, 
2006 west of Duncan, Okla. in the 
southwest portion of the state. Probable 
fire cause is electrical arcing from 
distribution lines or a transformer.  
 
! άwŜŘ CƭŀƎ ²ŀǊƴƛƴƎέ ŦƻǊ ƘƛƎƘ ǿinds and 
low relative humidity has been forecasted 
for this extreme fire weather day. Actual 
fire weather observations on this day from 
nearby Halliburton Field (located five miles 
Ŝŀǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ƳǇƛǊŜ CƛǊŜΩǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ƻǊƛƎƛƴύ 
include: west winds 21 mph with gusts up 
to 35 mph; relative humidity 22 percent; 
and temperature 88 degrees just before 
noon. (High temperature records will be 
broken today in Oklahoma Cityτ92 
degrees, and Tulsaτ93 degrees.) 
 
The passage of a cold front is also predicted 
for later this afternoon. Furthermore, fuel 
Model 1 for short grass indicates a spread 
rate of 400-chains per hour. 
 
 

Destry Horton, 32, is overrun by 
flames while trying to help suppress 
the Empire Fire in Oklahoma on 
March 1, 2006. A fulltime, paid 
firefighter with hƪƭŀƘƻƳŀΩǎ 
Chickasha Fire Department, he also 
serves as a volunteer for the nearby, 
rural Acme Volunteer Fire 
Departmentτfor whom he is 
volunteering when he perishes. 
Horton leaves behind his wife, 
Brandy, and daughters, Kiley, 6, and 

McKenzie, 3 (ages in 2006). 
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Pushed by strong winds on drought-stricken grounds, this grass fire will quickly grow 
into a fast-moving, eight-mile-long fire front thatτafter an heroic three-week battle in a 
burn wardτǿƛƭƭ ŎƭŀƛƳ ƻƴŜ ŦƛǊŜŦƛƎƘǘŜǊΩǎ ƭƛŦŜΣ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŦƛǊŜŦƛƎƘǘŜǊΩǎ ƭƛŦŜΣ ŀƴŘ 
destroy 30 homes and an entire church building. 
 
 

Firefighter Horton Tells His Wife: 
ΨLΩƭƭ .Ŝ IƻƳŜ ƛƴ ¢ƛƳŜ ŦƻǊ {ǳǇǇŜǊΩ 

Destry Horton, 32, is a seven-year 
veteran fulltime firefighter with the 38-
paid person Chickasha (pronounced 
Chick-a-SHEY) Fire Department. An 
emergency medical technician and 
ƳŜƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ 
HAZMAT team, Horton has just been 
ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜŘ ǘƻ άŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊέτfire engine 
driver. This husband and father of two 
also doubles as a volunteer firefighter 
with the nearby rural Acme Volunteer 
Fire Department. 
 

Even though Wednesday, March 1 is 
IƻǊǘƻƴΩǎ Řŀȅ ƻŦŦ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ /ƘƛŎƪŀǎƘŀ CƛǊŜ 
Department, he opts to help fight the 
grass fires that are igniting in and 
around the rural Acme Fire 
5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘΦ 
 

At 11:10 a.m., Horton and fellow Acme 
Fire Department volunteer Larry Crabb 
are dispatched separately to the 
Marlow Fire located north of Duncan. 
At 2 p.m., they are released from 
staging without being assigned and 
return to the Acme Fire Station. At 3 
p.m., after being paged to the Empire 
Fire west of Duncan in a 1995 Chevrolet 
one-ton brush rig, the chief of the Acme 
Fire Department reroutes Horton and 
Crabb to nearby Farwell. 
 

Thirty minutes later, after being unassigned and released at Farwell, they confer with 
their Acme Fire Department chief again and then travel enroute to the Empire Fire. 
Around 4 p.m., just before they engage in suppression activities on the Empire Fire, 
Horton calls his wife to assure her that he will be home in time for supper. 

The Associated Press Photo 

Operator tries to plow mineral soil line with tractor 
and disc to stop the approaching Empire Fire. This is 
the grass fire that overruns firefighters Destry 

Horton and Larry Crabb. 

The Associated Press Photo 

One of the 38 homes that the Empire Fire burns on 
March 1, 2006. 
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2009 Photo by Bob Mutch 

Three Years Later ς The field where Destry Horton and Larry Crabb are overrun by fire when 
their water pumper vehicle becomes stuck in a ditch. 

 
 

 

ΨWǳǎǘ CƛƴŘ {ƻƳŜ CƛǊŜ ŀƴŘ CƛƎƘǘ LǘΩ 
Driving just outside of Duncan enroute to the Empire Fire, Destry Horton and fellow 
Acme Fire Department volunteer Larry Crabb encounter a group of firefighters. They 
stop and ask them about the location of the staging area. 
 

¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǘƻƭŘ ǘƻΥ άJust find some fire and fight it.έ 
 

Empire Volunteer Fire Chief Nathan Tole is the initial attack Incident Commander on the 
9ƳǇƛǊŜ CƛǊŜΦ IŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ IƻǊǘƻƴ ŀƴŘ /ǊŀōōΩǎ ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭΦ IƻǊǘƻƴ ŀƴŘ /Ǌŀōō ƴŜǾŜǊ 
receive any formal briefing on the fire. 
 

Continuing south, the two see a suppression grass rig engaged on the flank of a fire to 
their east. They turn off the paved road to access this fire area. 
 

The fire is moving rapidly to the east. Horton and Crabb conduct a direct attack on its 
south flankτfighting fire from the black. Crabb is in the back of the vehicle operating a 
nozzle from its rear bed. 
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In driving the vehicle, Horton has 
removed his helmet, gloves, and jacket. 
While he is wearing his flame-retardant 
personal protective ŜǉǳƛǇƳŜƴǘ άōǳƴƪŜǊ 
ǇŀƴǘǎέΣ ƘŜ ƛǎ not wearing firefighter 
boots. Rather, he has on nylon hiking 
boots and a t-shirt. 
 

/Ǌŀōō ƛǎ ǿŜŀǊƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ Ŧǳƭƭ άōǳƴƪŜǊέ 
firefighter gear as well as fire boots, 
helmet, and Nomex hood. However, he is 
not wearing gloves. Neither Crabb nor 
Horton have fire shelters. 

 

Ψ²Ŝ bŜŜŘ ǘƻ DŜǘ hǳǘ ƻŦ IŜǊŜΩ 
By 4:30 p.m., inside the increasing 
smoke and heat, Horton drives 
from the black into unburned fuels. 
Shifting winds and a sudden 
increase in heat from these 
unburned grass fuelsτnow 
ignitingτcombined with poor 
visibility from the thick smoke, 
prompts Horton to put the truck in 
reverse. He leans out the window 
ŀƴŘ ȅŜƭƭǎ ǘƻ /ǊŀōōΥ ά²Ŝ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ 
ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ƘŜǊŜΦέ 
 

In backing up, Horton inadvertently 
backs into a ditchτknocking Crabb 
off into barbed wire fencing. With 
wind-whipped flames, heat, 
and smoke overrunning 
their position, the truck is 
stuck. 
 

With practically no 
visibility, Horton 
immediately jumps out of 
the truck to help Crabbτ
now entangled in the 
barbed wire. In seconds, as 
the fire front burns over 
them, the flames and heat 
ŜƴƎǳƭŦ IƻǊǘƻƴΩǎ ŦŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ 
upper torso. Crabb sees

 

A Hero Lost 
 

! ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ά{ǘƻǊƳ {ǘƻǊƛŜǎέ ǎŜƎƳŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 
Weather Channel ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ ά.ƭƻǿƴ Ŧrom Her 
!ǊƳǎέ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜŘ ŦƛǊŜŦƛƎƘǘŜǊ 5ŜǎǘǊȅ IƻǊǘƻƴ. 

 

The Oklahoma firefighter had saved a baby 
when a tornado ripped the child from its 

mƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŀǊƳǎΦ 
 

The segment highlighted Horton as an 
άheroicέ firefighter. 

Photos from the Empire Fire Entrapment Report of the Accident Review 
¢ŜŀƳ ǎƘƻǿ IƻǊǘƻƴ ŀƴŘ /ǊŀōōΩǎ ōǳǊƴŜŘ ŦƛǊŜ ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜΦ 
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ά5ŜǎǘǊȅ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƎŀǾŜ ƻŦ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦΦ IŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ŦƛƎƘǘ 
ǘƘŀǘ ŦƛǊŜΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ Ƙƛǎ Řŀȅ ƻŦŦΦέ 

 

Destry IƻǊǘƻƴΩǎ tŀǎǘƻǊΣ [ŀǊǊȅ IŀǘŦƛŜƭŘ 
Grand Assembly of God Church 

 
 

 

 
 
 

IƻǊǘƻƴΩǎ ǘ-ǎƘƛǊǘ ƳŜƭǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴΩǎ ŎƘŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ōƻƻǘǎ ŘƛǎǎƻƭǾŜ ƛƴǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ŦŜŜǘΦ 
 

After the fire front burns over them, Crabb removes himself from the barbed wire. With 
burns on his own hands, face, and lower back, he helps Horton away from the burning 
truck and then runs for help. The smoke is so thick, he cannot see nearby firefightersτ
approximately 100 yards away. He must locate them by voice. 
 
 

Burns Over Half His BodyτIncluding Lungs 
Horton suffers severe burns over half of his bodyτincluding his lungs. The flames that 
overcome both men also destroy their vehicle. 
 

As the paramedics rush the severely injured Horton to the hospital, the firefighter is 
fully aware that he might die. 
 

Photo from 
Empire Fire 
Entrapment 
Report 
illustrates 
where the one-
ton brush rig 
became stuck 
and was 

overrun by fire. 



 

Lives Lost ς Lessons Learned from the 2005-2006 Texas and Oklahoma Wildfires   41 

 ά!ǎ ŀ ǇŀǊŀƳŜŘƛŎΣ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦΣέ 
Chickasha Fire Chief Ronnie 
Kessler tells reporter Susan 
Nicol Kyle of Firehouse.com 
News after the accident, 
ά5ŜǎǘǊȅ ƪƴŜǿ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ 
on. Before they inserted the 
airway, he was able to say 
that he loved his wife and 
ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊǎΦέ 
 

Crabb is transported to a 
regional hospital where he is 
treated for the second and 
third degree burns to his 

hands, face, and lower back. He is released later that day. 
 
tǊƻōŀōƭȅ ²ƻƴΩǘ {ǳǊǾƛǾŜ CƛǊǎǘ bƛƎƘǘ 
Horton is rushed to a nearby hospital and then airlifted by medical helicopter to 
hƪƭŀƘƻƳŀ /ƛǘȅΩǎ LƴǘŜƎǊƛǎ .ŀǇǘƛǎǘ aŜŘƛŎŀƭ /ŜƴǘŜǊΩǎ ōǳǊƴ ǳƴƛǘΦ 
 

When she arrives at the burn centerτŘǳŜ ǘƻ IƻǊǘƻƴΩǎ ǎŜǾŜǊŜƭȅ ǎǿƻƭƭŜƴ ŀƴŘ ōƭƛǎǘŜǊŜŘ 
faceτǿƛŦŜ .ǊŀƴŘȅ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜ ƘŜǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΦ 
 

ά¢ƘŜ ŘƻŎǘƻǊǎ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŜ ōǳǊƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊǎǘ ǘƘŜȅΩŘ ŜǾŜǊ ǎŜŜƴΣέ Fire Chief Kessler tells 
Firehouse.com NewsΦ Lƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǇƘȅǎƛŎƛŀƴǎ ǘŜƭƭ IƻǊǘƻƴΩǎ ǿƛŦŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ ǿƛƭƭ 
probably not survive through that first night. 
 

Day after day, howeverτalmost miraculouslyτthe injured firefighterτhooked to a 
ventilator, feeding tube, and dialysisτdefies death. Wife Brandy believes he is 
communicating with her by blinking his eyes and wiggling his toes. 
 

This five-foot 11-inch, 180-pound 32-year-old was in prime physical condition. Well-
known for doing hundreds of push-ups and sit-ups every day, Horton had also lifted 
weights, jogged miles and miles, and avidly pursued water skiing, snow skiing, baseball, 
and basketball. 
 

On the fourth day, the doctors remove the mummy-like bandages wrapped around him 
from head to toe. They had planned to scrape off the dead skin and tissue. 
Unfortunately, they quickly realize, however, that Horton is burned so badlyτhe has no 
skin left. 
 

IƻǊǘƻƴΩǎ ŦŀŎŜ Ƙŀǎ ǎǳŦŦŜǊŜŘ ŦƛŦǘƘ-degree burns, leaving virtually nothing but bone. With 
the exception of his legs (that had been protected by his firefighter bunker pants), his 
entire body is covered in fourth-degree burns. 
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Horton Defies the Odds 
Six days into his ordeal, to prevent 
gangrene from spreading, the surgeons 
ŀƳǇǳǘŀǘŜ ōƻǘƘ ƻŦ IƻǊǘƻƴΩǎ ŀǊƳǎ ŀǘ Ƙƛǎ 
elbows. After these amputations, the 
doctors confide that they can do no more. 
IƻǊǘƻƴΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ Ŏƻƴǎǳƭǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ōǳǊƴ 
specialists from around the world. Everyone 
agrees. In fact, no one has ever seen a 
patient with such massive critical burns 
survive this long. 
 

Nonetheless, for the next 17 days, the Oklahoma firefighter defies 
ǘƘŜ ƻŘŘǎΦ IƻǊǘƻƴΩǎ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ƘŜŀǊǘ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜǎ ǘƻ ōŜŀǘΦ !ƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
doctors and nurses are dumbfounded. 
 

On the evening of March 24τ24 days after he is overrun by the 
flames on the Empire FireτDestry Horton passes away. 
 

Approximately 3,000 people attend his memorial serviceτincluding the Governor of 
Oklahoma. Dozens of firefightersτfrom as far away as New York Cityτare also there. 
 
 

[9ŘƛǘƻǊΩǎ bƻǘŜ: Information from an article by John W. Kennedy, News Editor of ¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ 
Pentecostal Evangel, contributed to this summary account.] 

 
 

 
 

Specific Lessons Learned from the Empire Fire Burnover Fatality 
 

In reviewing the burnover of Destry Horton and Larry Crabb on the Empire Fire during 
this afternoon of extreme fire weather, several crucial observations surface: 
 

 No transfer of command 
occurred at any time throughout 
the incident; 

 

 As mutual-aid responders began 
taking independent actions, 
command structure quickly 
broke down; 

 

 No reliable communications 
existed between the various 
departments; 

 No briefings for incoming 
firefighters occurred; 

 

 Suppression strategies of 
attacking from the black or 
anchoring and flanking tactics 
did not occur; and 

 

 Personal protective equipment 
was not fully worn. 
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National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) investigators (2007)τ
working under the auspices of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 
Center for Disease Control and Preventionτconcluded that to reduce the risks of similar 
fire entrapments in the future, fire departments must: 
 

 Ensure that wildland firefighting 
crews check-in at the incident 
command post, staging area, or 
with the division group 
supervisorτand obtain a briefing 
and assignment prior to engaging 
in firefighting activities. 

 

 Ensure that all firefighters 
expected to participate in wildland 
firefighting receive training 
equivalent to the National Fire 
Protection Association (NFPA) 
Wildland Firefighter Level I. 

 

 Provide firefighters with approved 
fire shelters and provide training 

on proper deployment at least 
ŀƴƴǳŀƭƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŜǊƛƻŘƛŎ άǊŜŦǊŜǎƘŜǊέ 
training. 

 

 Provide firefighters with wildland-
appropriate personal protective 
equipment that is NFPA 1977 
compliant. 

 

 Ensure that personnel engaged in 
wildland firefighting follow the 
guidelines addressed in the 
Fireline Handbook developed by 
the National Wildfire Coordinating 
Group. 

 

The NIOSH investigators made the additional point (2007) that procedures should be 
established, implemented, and enforced to prohibit firefighters from fighting fires while 
positioned inside the bed of pickup trucks or similarly outside on other types of 
apparatus. 
 

 

Interagency Accident Review Team Recommendations 
 

In the aftermath of the Empire Fire burnover, an Interagency Accident Review Team also 
made specific short-term and long-term recommendations. 
 

Short-TermτImmediateτRecommendations 
1. Conduct an άŀfter action reviewέ 

(AAR) of the Empire Fire. Include all 
agencies and departments involved 
in the incident. 

 

2. Order and assign trained wildland 
firefighter personnel (supervisory 
and managerial) to advise, train, and 
guide rural fire departments. 

 

3. Provide technical assistance for all 
rural fire departments. Address the 
Incident Command System (ICS), fire 

behavior, weather, communications, 
tactics, standards for survival, 
understanding and establishing 
άLCESέ ό[ƻƻƪƻǳǘǎΣ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ 
Escape Routes, and Safety Zones), 
personal protective equipment 
(PPE), etc. 

 

4. Establish basic communication and 
organization protocols between fire 
departments and counties that will 
be followed during any wildland fire 
incident and will serve as standard 
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operating procedures. Ensure roles 
and responsibilities and chains of 
command are clearly identified with 
one person in charge. Establish clear 
procedures for unified command. 

 

5. Enhance standard operating 
procedures for rural fire 
departments involved in wildland 
fire suppression. Procedures for 
mutual aid responses should be 
clearly identified. Address 
cooperative management between 

departments, unified command, 
communications, information 
sharing, roles and responsibilities. In 
addition, improve acquisition and 
utilization of weather information, 
expected fire behavior, briefings, 
lookouts, escape routes, safety 
zones, and personal protective 
equipment. 

 

6. Order a Fire Prevention Team to 
raise awareness of fire danger in 
high potential counties. 

 

Long-Term Recommendations 
1. Identify and empower an 

organization to train and guide the 
wildland fire suppression activities 
of rural fire departments, including a 
structure and support for their 
common communications. The 
Oklahoma Forestry Services is the 
organization best suited to fulfill this 
role. For example, this organization 
already has fire protection 
responsibilities in the extreme 
eastern portion of the state.  

 

2. Implement after action reviews of 
large and complex incidents as 
standard operating procedures. In 
addition, conduct end-of-season 
reviews. Involve all agencies and 
departments. 

 

3. Ensure that the following are clearly 
identified in cooperative 
agreements and action plans for fire 
departments and other agencies 
(both State and Federal) that work 
together in wildland fire 

suppression: sound planning, 
organizational structures, 
communication protocols, roles and 
responsibilities, chains of command, 
and mutual aid procedures. 

 

4. Develop and implement a wildland 
fire training academy for the State 
of Oklahoma. Ensure that training 
materials, times, frequencies, and 
methods meet the needs of all 
involved, especially the rural fire 
departments. 

 

5. Develop and implement a Firewise 
Program for enhanced community 
protection and safer environments 
for wildland firefighters in the 
wildland-urban interface. 

 

6. Develop Community Wildfire 
Protection Plans that incorporate 
hazard mitigation, fire prevention, 
and emergency response (structure, 
command, etc.). 

 
ñAttack from the Blackò Training DVD 

 

The ñAttack from the Blackò training video, available from the Texas Forest Service, encourages 
firefighters to think ahead while fighting wildfires. It includes fire re-enactment on sand tables, 
helping firefighters think about initial attack strategies, contingency plans, safety zones, and the 
importance of proper PPE. For ordering information: http://texasforestservice.tamu.edu 
 . 

http://texasforestservice.tamu.edu/
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 ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǎŎŀǊŜǎ ƳŜΦέ 

 

Hunter Wistrand 
 

Unsafe Common Themes Keep Surfacing 
 

At the conclusion of the severe 2006 fire year, Hunter Wistrand reviewed five Texas wildland fire 
incidents in which seven firefighters received 3rd degree burns while trying to suppress grass 
fires. (Wistrand is a part time operations chief for the Texas Forest Service who also serves as a 
private contractor/teacher for fire training courses. He is a former U.S. Forest Service Type 1 and 
Type 2 incident management team member.) 
 

Wistrand visited with all seven of the burned firefighters and with six of the seven fire chiefs 
involved. When he performed the interviews, many of these burned firefighters were still 
wearing bandages. All were scarred for life. 
 

ά!ǎ L ǿŜƴǘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƭƪŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŦƛǊŜ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊŜŦƛƎƘǘŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ 
ōŜŜƴ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎƭȅ ōǳǊƴŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ мн ƳƻƴǘƘǎΣέ ²ƛǎǘǊŀƴŘ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ нллтΣ άǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ 
ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǘƘŜƳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƪŜǇǘ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǳǇ ǘƘŀǘ ōƻǘƘŜǊŜŘ ƳŜΦέ  
 

In each visit, he asked the participantsΥ άLf they had to do it all over againτwhat would they do 
differently to prevent their burn accident from occurringΚέ 

 

ά¢ǿƻ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƻƭŘ ƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ 
change a thingτthat these kinds of things just happen in 
ƻǳǊ ƭƛƴŜ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪΣέ ²ƛǎǘǊŀƴŘ ƳŀǊǾŜƭǎΦ ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ 
scares me. These folks are still going to rehab for their 
injuries and yet they say that they would not change a 
ǘƘƛƴƎ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ Řƻ ƛǘ ŀƎŀƛƴΦέ 
 

These firefighters went on to tell Wistrand that they are 
trained to protect life and property and thus are willing to 
put themselves at risk in order to accomplish these goals. 
However, Wistrand points out that no structures or lives 
were at risk in any of these fires that burned firefighters. 
άDǊŀǎs fields and brush were the only things being 
ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘΣέ ƘŜ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳǎΦ 
 

²ƛǎǘǊŀƴŘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǊǳǊŀƭ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘǎΩ 
fire training focuses on structure and hazardous materials 
with minimal emphasis placed on wildland fire training. 
Thus, this wiƭŘƭŀƴŘ ŦƛǊŜ ǾŜǘŜǊŀƴ ŀǎƪǎΣ άLŦ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ рл 
ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ ȅƻǳǊ ŦƛǊŜ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ŀǊŜ ǿƛƭŘƭŀƴŘ ŦƛǊŜΣ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƳƻǊŜ 
than 50 percent of your training be in wildland fire 
ǎǳǇǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΚέ 
 

ώCƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦǊƻƳ ²ƛǎǘǊŀƴŘΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅΣ ǎŜŜ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ±LLL 
Key Overall Lessons Learned, page 101.] 

 
Following his review, Wistrand made six 

important recommendations for fire 
departments, especially rural departments: 

 
1. Teach the dangers of having unburned 

fuel between the firefighter and the 
ŦƛǊŜΩǎ ŜŘƎŜΦ 

2. Teach that the majority of firefighter 
fatalities are vehicle accidents and heart 
attacks; and that vehicle accidents are 
preventable. 

3. Teach, preach, and promote the idea of 
ά!ǘǘŀŎƪ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ .ƭŀŎƪέ ǿƘŜƴ ƴƻǘ ǳǎƛƴƎ 
anchor and flanking tactics. 

4. Teach the importance of up-to-date fire 
weather information. Assign someone 
the responsibility to keep firefighters 
aware of what is going on. 

5. Teach the importance of good 
communications between the driver 
and the person on the outside of the 
apparatus. 

6. Teach that no acre of vegetation (or any 
house for that matter) is worth anyone 
in our business getting injured or dying 
for. 
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James McMorries 

Volunteer Firefighter 
 

A 22,000-acrea wildfire on Jan. 1, 2006 
threatens the small Texas Panhandle town of 
Howardwickτincluding resident James 
aŎaƻǊǊƛŜǎΩ ƘƻƳŜ and property. 
 

¢Ƙƛǎ άƴŜŀǊ Ƴƛǎǎέ ǇǊƻǾŜǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ǿŀƪŜ-up call 
for the citizens of Howardwick, located 50 
miles southeast of Amarillo. Previously, the 
town had only six volunteer firefighters and 
aging fire equipment. After the January 
wildfire scare, 25 more people sign-up to be 
volunteer firefightersτincluding McMorries, 
a longtime area rancher. 
 

Besides volunteering with the Hardwick 
Volunteer Fire Department, McMorries, 62, 
ŘƻƴŀǘŜǎ ǘƛǊŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŀŘƛƻǎ ŦƻǊ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘΩǎ 
vehicles and performs mechanical work on 
its engines. He also encourages others to 
donate necessary items and to volunteer 
their time, too. 
 
Winds Fan Blaze Along Highway 
Just before noon on Sunday, 
March 12, 2006, the Howardwick 
Volunteer Fire Department is 
dispatched to a wildfireτfanned 
by 40 to 60-mile per hour windsτ
that is burning across Interstate 
Highway 40. This blaze becomes 
part of the East Amarillo Complex, 
one of hundreds of blazes that 
ignite across the Texas Panhandle 
today. 
 

¢ƘŜ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘΩǎ modified 1,000 
gallon brush truck, driven by 
volunteer firefighter McMorries, 
responds to the area to assist in 
fighting the grass fires along the 
highway. The vehicle is a 
converted 

James McMorries with his wife, Tanis. 

The 1,000-gallon brush truck after the rollover accident 
that inflicts driver James McMorries with extensive 
internalτand eventually fatalτinjuries, including a 
broken back and ribs and collapsed lungs. At the time of 

the accident, he is not wearing a seat belt. 
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James aŎaƻǊǊƛŜǎΩ ǊƻƭƭƻǾŜǊ ŀŎŎƛŘŜƴǘ occurs on this 
embankment that drops off beside Interstate 40. 

 

 

military 6-by-6, two-and-a-half ton flatbed 
truck equipped with a 1,000-gallon non-baffled 
water tank, pump, and pipingτinstalled by 
members of the Howardwick VFD. 
 

The apparatus was originally obtained by the 
Howardwick VFD in 1980 from the Federal 
Excess Personal Property (FEPP) program 
administered by the Texas Forest Service. 
 

Fire ground operations include driving the tanker along the roadway and in the median 
to extinguish areas of grass fire. The Howardwick VFD is working alongside other units 
from the area, including the Clarendon, McLean, and Groom volunteer fire 
departments. A water refill and command center is set up at a nearby Highway 40 rest 
area. 
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At approximately 7 p.m.τseven hours after arriving on the incidentτMcMorries has 
Ƨǳǎǘ ǊŜŦƛƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜΩǎ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǘŀƴƪΦ IŜ ƛǎ ǎƭƻǿƭȅ ŘǊƛǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǘŜƴŘŜǊ along the 
ƘƛƎƘǿŀȅΩǎ westbound shoulder in soft sand above a 60-foot drop-off that slants into a 
ravine. 
 

Howardwick Volunteer Captain Jeff Cook is riding with McMorries as passenger. 
IƻǿŀǊŘǿƛŎƪ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊ ŦƛǊŜŦƛƎƘǘŜǊ WƻǎŜǇƘ DŀǊŎƛŀ ƛǎ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜΩs front bumper 
nozzle. 
 

The wind suddenly shifts and fire begins to run up the ravine toward the vehicle. 
 

Garcia, riding the front bumper, motions to McMorries to back up. As the truck starts to 
move in reverse, tƘŜ ŘǊƛǾŜǊΩǎ ǎƛŘŜ ǊŜŀǊ ǿƘŜŜƭǎ ƭƻǎŜ ǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ in soft sand and the truckτ
loaded with waterτturns over and rolls down the side of the ravine. 
 
McMorries Not Wearing Seatbelt  
Garcia attempts to jump from the bumper but is struck by the bumper guardrail as it 
rolls into the fire area. He sustains second degree burns to his right hand and fractures a 
leg in two places.  
 

Captain Cook is ejected from the passenger seat. He lands nearly 30 yards down the side 
of the ravine, fracturing his neck in three places, puncturing his left lung, and breaking 
four ribs. 
 

McMorries, who is not wearing a seatbelt, is ejected from ǘƘŜ ŘǊƛǾŜǊΩǎ ǎŜŀǘ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴǎ 
critical head, back, rib, and spinal injuries. CPR is administered immediately to 
McMorries by Howardwick VFD Volunteer Kenny Bridges, a registered nurse. Licensed 
vocational nurses Chandra Holman and Rhonda Howell of the Clarendon VFD Auxiliary 
also respond and assist in performing CPR and stabilizing all three of the injured 
firefighters. 
 

An air ambulance helicopter transports McMorries to Northwest Texas Hospital in 
Amarillo. 
 
Personal Protective Equipment 
While operating the water tanker truck, McMorries is wearing his flame-retardant 
ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŜǉǳƛǇƳŜƴǘ άbunker coatέ. At the time of the accident, according to 
Howardwick Volunteer Fire Department Assistant Chief Brian Burney, Cook and Garcia 
are wearing full bunker gear with helmets and Nomex hoods. 
 

By protecting his head, Captain Cook says his helmet probably saved his life. 
 

Similarly, Assistant Chief Burney says Garcia would have sustained more serious burn 
injuries if he had not been wearing his full personal protective equipment. 
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Training 
Volunteer firefighter McMorries was 
not a certified firefighter through 
any state or national entity. He had 
experience as a truck driver and 
held a commercial drivers license 
issued by the State of Texas. In 
addition, Howardwick Volunteer Fire 
Department Assistant Chief Burney 
said that McMorries received in-
house training and testing on his 
ability to operate the apparatus. 
 
 

Lessons Learned from 

James McMorriŜǎΩ Cŀǘŀƭ 

Rollover 
 

The following findings and 
recommendations from the Texas 
{ǘŀǘŜ CƛǊŜ aŀǊǎƘŀƭΩǎ hŦŦƛŎŜ 
Firefighter Fatality Investigation 
Report are based on nationally 
recognized fire service consensus 
standards. All fire departments 
should be aware of the content of 
these standards and develop 
programs to increase the level of 
safety for their fire department 
personnel. 
 

Finding 1 

Volunteer firefighter McMorries is not wearing his safety belt while operating the 
apparatus as required by the Texas Transportation Codeτnor is he wearing his full 
protective equipment while operating in a fire area.  
 

1. Lessons Learned Recommendation  
All firefighters should adhere to state traffic regulations and nationally recognized 
standards regarding the use of vehicle safety belts. They should also heed the Standard 
on Fire Department Occupational Safety and Health Programs, Chapters 6.3.1, 6.3.2. 
 

 
 

James McMorries 
Loved Helping People 

 

άWŀƳŜǎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǿƘƻ ŘƛŘ 
everything he could. He could fix anything. He just 
ƭƻǾŜŘ ƘŜƭǇƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ ƭƻǾŜŘΣέ 
aŎaƻǊǊƛŜǎΩ ǎǘŜǇ-daughter Megan Bowes tells 
Susan Nicol Kyle with Firehouse.Com News. 
ά¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘȅ ƘŜ ŜƴƧƻȅŜŘ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊŜ 
companyτōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ƘŜƭǇƛƴƎ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΦέ 
 

In an interview with The Associated Press, Bowes 
ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎΣ ά¸ŜŀƘΣ ǿŜ ǿƻǊǊƛŜŘΣ ōǳǘ ȅƻǳ Ƨǳǎǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ 
ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ǘƻ ȅƻǳΦ !ƴŘ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ 
ǘŜƭƭ ƘƛƳ ƘŜ ŎŀƴΩǘ Řƻ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΦ IŜΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ 
ǎǘǳōōƻǊƴ ŎƻǿōƻȅΦέ 
 

For four weeks, McMorries remains unconscious 
on life support in the intensive care unit at 
!ƳŀǊƛƭƭƻΩǎ bƻǊǘƘǿŜǎǘ ¢ŜȄŀǎ IƻǎǇƛǘŀƭΦ 5ǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ 
time, his extensive injuries cause two massive 
strokes. 
 

On April 9τ29 days after the rollover accident on 
the East Amarillo ComplexτaŎaƻǊǊƛŜǎΩ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ 
asks that he be removed from life support. He 
passes away. 
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Finding 2 

Volunteer firefighter McMorries drove the tanker into an area where the vehicle was 
exposed to an unnecessary level of risk. Further, when faced with being overrun by the 
wildfire, McMorries was not able to extricate the vehicle safely.  
 

  Contributing Factors: 

 The fully loaded cargo tank 
trailer exceeded the maximum 
gross weight listed on the data 
plate by at least 3,500 pounds.  

 

 The ground next to the roadway 
was newly graded and did not 
provide a stable base for a truck 
of this size and weight.  

 

 There were no baffles in the 
water tank to control water 

movement and subsequent 
weight shifts.  

 

 The overloaded vehicle with 
inadequate water tank baffles 
presented an extreme challenge 
for the driver to successfully 
maintain control. 

 

2. Lessons Learned Recommendation  

All fire departments should consider safety and health as primary concerns in the 
specification, design, construction, acquisition, operation, maintenance, inspection, and 
repair of all fire department apparatus. 
 

Finding 3 
The Howardwick Volunteer Fire Department did not implement measures to prevent 
the Federal Excess Personal Property (FEPP) program vehicle from being loaded over the 
maximum permissible gross weight when it was converted to firefighting use. 
 

3. Lessons Learned Recommendation  

Any fire department acquiring a vehicle, chassis, or trailer not originally designed as 
firefighting apparatus should proceed with caution when converting equipment for use 
in firefighting. During fire apparatus construction, fire departments should take into 
account factors such as the weight of tank water and equipment, center of gravity, load 
distribution, capacity of the drive-train, tires, steering, and braking systems. 
 

All fire departments acquiring vehicles, chassis, or trailers should refer to all available 
manuals or documentation prior to commencing conversion or modification operations. 
Water tanks should be clearly marked with the tank capacity and full gross weight. Fire 
departments should install positive physical safeguards, such as overflow vents, to 
prevent vehicles from exceeding maximum permissible gross weight when fully loaded.  
 

[The complete ¢ŜȄŀǎ {ǘŀǘŜ CƛǊŜ aŀǊǎƘŀƭΩǎ hŦŦƛŎŜ CƛǊŜŦƛƎƘǘŜǊ Cŀǘŀƭƛǘȅ LƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ Report 
of this incident is available at: http://www.tdi.state.tx.us/fire/fmloddinvesti.html .] 

http://www.tdi.state.tx.us/fire/fmloddinvesti.html
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Warning to All Firefighters: Do Not Ride on Outside of Vehicles 
 

²ƘŜƴ WŀƳŜǎ aŎaƻǊǊƛŜǎΩ Ŧŀǘŀƭ ǊƻƭƭƻǾŜǊ ŀŎŎƛŘŜƴǘ ƻŎŎǳǊǎΣ ŦŜƭƭƻǿ Howardwick Volunteer 
CƛǊŜ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ±ƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊ WƻǎŜǇƘ DŀǊŎƛŀ ƛǎ ǊƛŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜΩǎ ŦǊƻƴǘ ōǳƳǇŜǊ ǘƻ 
operate the front bumper nozzle. When the vehicle suddenly rolls, he sustains second 
degree burns to his right hand and fractures a leg in two places. In 2002, another Texas 
firefighter, likewise working on a moving vehicle, is killed in a similar rollover accident. 
 

Therefore, the Texas State Fire aŀǊǎƘŀƭΩǎ hŦŦƛŎŜ CƛǊŜŦƛƎƘǘŜǊ Cŀǘŀƭƛǘȅ LƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ Report 
ƻƴ aŎaƻǊǊƛŜǎΩ ŘŜŀǘƘ ŀƭǎƻ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǳƴǎŀŦŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƻŦ ǊƛŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ŦƛǊŜ 
apparatus. The report points out that in ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƘŀƴŘōƻƻƪ άCǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭǎ ƻŦ 
²ƛƭŘƭŀƴŘ CƛǊŜ CƛƎƘǘƛƴƎΣέ ǘƘŜ Lnternational Fire Service Training Association (IFSTA) makes 
the following statement in a brighǘƭȅ ŎƻƭƻǊŜŘ άǎŀŦŜǘȅ ŀƭŜǊǘέ ōƻȄΥ 
 

ά²!wbLbDΥ 9ȄǘŜǊƛƻǊ ǊƛŘƛƴƎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǇǳƳǇ-and-roll operations are 
extremely dangerous and this practice should be discontinued by those 
agencies still operating in this manner. Many firefighters have been seriously 
injured or killed when riding in these positions when the vehicle was involved 
ƛƴ ŀ Ŏƻƭƭƛǎƛƻƴ ƻǊ ǊƻƭƭƻǾŜǊ ŀŎŎƛŘŜƴǘΦέ 

 

άCƛǊŜŦƛƎƘǘŜǊ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ Ƴǳǎǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇ ǘŀŎǘƛcal priority. Any operational 
advantage gained by having firefighters ride on the outside of a moving 
apparatus does not outweigh the potential danger to which they are exposed. 
The only safe positions for firefighters during pump-and-roll operations are in 
an area in or behind the cab while wearing a restraint system OR walking 
ōŜǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇŀǊŀǘǳǎ ƛƴ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘǊƛǾŜǊ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜ ŘǊƛǾŜǎ ǎƭƻǿƭȅΦέ 

 
The Texas A&M University School of Engineering and the Indiana and Michigan 
departments of natural resources have collaborated to develop a low-cost remote 
control nozzle system for wildland firefighting with the specific intent of eliminating the 
need for firefighters to ride in exposed positions on moving vehicles. 
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William L. Robinson III, Chief 

Sarge Creek Volunteer Fire Department 
 
 
 

On the evening of April 21, 
2006, William L. Robinson, 
Chief of the Sarge Creek 
Volunteer Fire Department, is 
assisting with a controlled 
burn on ranchland six miles 
northeast of Ponca City, Okla. 
 

Robinson, 39, ranch hand and 
three-year member of the 
Sarge Creek Volunteer Fire 
Department, is operating a 6-
by-6, 2 ½ ton military surplus 
1967 Kaiser Jeep that had 
been converted into a 1,200-
gallon water tanker truck for 
firefighting. 
 

At 9:30 p.m., shortly after refilling the 
tanker, authorities say that Robinson 
apparently falls out of the truck in a 
pasture and is crushed when the 
water tanker travels over him. The 
vehicle continues another 84 feet 
before striking a parked fire truck. 
 

Robinson is treated at the scene and 
rushed to a nearby Ponca City 
hospital, whereτsuccumbing to his 
traumatic injuriesτhe is pronounced 
dead. 
 

According to Dale Block, Oklahoma 
rural fire defense coordinator 
responsible for Tulsa and Osage 
counties, in 2006 the Sarge Creek 
Department was five-years-old with a 
half dozen members. 

This is the same model of military surplus vehicle 
(1967 6-by-6, 2 ½ ton Kaiser Jeep)τwithout the 1,200 
gallon water tankτthat Fire Chief William L. 
Robinson III was driving the night he experienced his 

fatal accident. 
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William L. Robinson III 
Chief Sarge Creek Volunteer Fire Department 

 

 

William L. Robinson III was born in Ponca City, Okla. and graduated from nearby Shidler High 
School in 1984. He had worked his entire life as a ranch hand in the Shidler and Foraker areasτ
located outside of Ponca City. 
 

ά²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ ƴƻ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ƛŦ ƘŜ ƘŀŘ Ƙƛǎ ƻǿƴ ǎǘǳŦŦ ǘƻ ŘƻΣέ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ Ƙƛǎ 
ƻōƛǘǳŀǊȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ tƻƴŎŀ /ƛǘȅ bŜǿǎΦ άIŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƘŀǇǇȅ ŀƴŘ ƘŀŘ ŀ ƎǊin that could melt your 
ƘŜŀǊǘΦ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŎŀǊŜŘ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΦέ 
 

The volunteer fire chief is survived by his wife Kerri, three daughters, Kadi Kremer and Logan 
Robinson of Shidler; and Beth Robinson of Sanger, Texas; and one son, Chance Robinson of 
Sanger, Texas.  
 

άIŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ŦƛƴŜ ȅƻǳƴƎ Ƴŀƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƴƛŎŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣέ 5ŀƭŜ .ƭƻŎƪΣ hƪƭŀƘƻƳŀ ǊǳǊŀƭ ŦƛǊŜ ŘŜŦŜƴǎŜ 
coordinator responsible for Tulsa and Osage counties, tells Firehouse.com News after the 
accident. 
 

 
 
Police Say Fire Chief was ΨImpairedΩ at Time of Accident 
According to The Associated Press and Firehouse.com News, the Oklahoma Highway 
tŀǘǊƻƭΩǎ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ CƛǊŜ /ƘƛŜŦ wƻōƛƴǎƻƴΩǎ Ŧŀǘŀƭ ŀŎŎƛŘŜƴǘ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ 
άƛƳǇŀƛǊŜŘέ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ŦŜƭƭ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǘŀƴƪŜǊ ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΦ 
 

ά¢ƘŜ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƴƎ ǘǊƻƻǇŜǊ ƭƛǎǘŜŘ wƻōƛƴǎƻƴ ŀǎ ΨƛƳǇŀƛǊŜŘΩ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŀǎƘ 
ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŀ ōƭƻƻŘ ŀƭŎƻƘƻƭ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ǘŜǎǘΣέ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ ŀƴ !ǇǊƛƭ ноΣ нллс Firehouse.com News 
report. 
 

The authors of this case study report have personally confirmed and verified the 
existence of this police report. 
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Lessons Learned: Do NOT Drink and Respond to Wildland Fire Incidents 
 
hƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜΣ ǘƘƛǎ άƭŜǎǎƻƴǎ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘέ ǎƻǳƴŘǎ 
straightforward and simple: 
 

Alcohol consumption can NEVER be 
permitted or accepted and has absolutely NO 
place in the wildland fire work environment. 
 

!ƴŘ ȅŜǘΣ CƛǊŜ /ƘƛŜŦ wƻōƛƴǎƻƴΩǎ ǘǊŀƎƛŎ Ŧŀǘŀƭ ŀŎŎƛŘŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ 
not the first time that a wildland firefighter died due to 
alcohol consumption while on duty. 
 

After a recent firefighter fatality in New Jerseyτan 
intoxicated firefighter who was off-duty and responded 
to a search for a drowning victim and diedτthe National 
Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) 
recommends: 
 

All fire departments have written policies and 
procedures to enforce a zero-tolerance policy 
prohibiting alcohol use by firefighters who may be 
called upon to act on behalf of the department. 
 

Furthermore, NIOSH said fire departments should 
minimize the risk of similar events by: 

 

 Adopting the International Association of Fire Chief's Zero-Tolerance Policy for Alcohol and 
Drinking to prohibit alcohol use by members of any fire or emergency services 
agency/organization at any time when they may be called upon to act or respond as a member 
of those departments. This policy specifically states that, άbƻ ƳŜƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ŀ ŦƛǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎȅ 
services agency/organization shall participate in any aspect of the organization and operation 
of the fire or emergency agency/organization vehicles and machinery under the influence of 
ŀƭŎƻƘƻƭ Φ Φ Φέ 

 

 Developing written policies and procedures to enforce the zero-tolerance policy. 
 

CƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ǘƘŜ {ƻǳǘƘ 5ŀƪƻǘŀ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ !ƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩǎ ²ƛƭŘƭŀƴŘ CƛǊŜ {ǳǇǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ 9ƴƎƛƴŜ hǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ {ŜŎǘƛƻƴ 
manual states: 

 

Any member who consumes an alcoholic beverage while off-duty may not respond or report to duty 
within 8 hours of the last drink consumed. Any member found to be under the influence of alcohol 
while on-duty will face disciplinary action. Members on wildland fire assignments may not consume 
alcohol until released from the incident at the home unit. 

 

!ǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ²ƛƭŘƭŀƴŘ CƛǊŜ [Ŝǎǎƻƴǎ [ŜŀǊƴŜŘ /ŜƴǘŜǊΩǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ScratchlineτIssue 9, Spring 2004τMark 
T. Bailey, a certified and accredited traffic accident reconstructionist, makes the following observation: 
 

ά5ǊƛǾƛƴƎ ƛǎ ōŀǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀ Ψperceptual-motor orieƴǘŜŘ ǘŀǎƪΩ requiring the driver to process information from the 
roadway and vehicle, and to act accordingly to maintain safe control of the vehicle. Perceptual errors that 
resulted in the majority of these serious accidents were caused by inattention, alcohol use, fatigue and 
inexperience.έ 

 
 

 

ά!ƭŎƻƘƻƭ is the single largest human condition factor that 
adversely affects driving performance leading to fatal 
accidents. Alcohol acts on the central nervous system, the 
ōƻŘȅΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘ ŎŜƴǘŜǊΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎƭƻǿǎ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƻǊ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ƻŦ 
the brain, greatly decreasing perception, information 
processing, and reflexes. Risk taking, however, is 
increased. 
 

Alcohol also impairs vision by acting on the optic nerve in 
the process of sending images to the brain. This can lead 
to unsafe false distance estimates, slower recovery time 
from glare, increased duration of eye fixations, reduced 
peripheral vision, and tunnel vision. Studies have shown 
that even low alcohol levels (significantly lower than state 
Driving Under the Influence [DUI] levels) cause 
significantly reduced information processing in the brain 
and deteriorating driving skills. Alcohol of any amount is 
ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ ǘƻ ǎŀŦŜƭȅ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜ ŀ ƳƻǘƻǊ ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜΦέ 
 

Mark T. Bailey, Certified Traffic Accident 

Reconstructionist 
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                                         The Wildland-Urban Interface Residents 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
          Phillip Yates/Amarillo Globe-News 
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Ralph Wedman 
 

It is Monday, Nov. 7, 2005. 
 

A controlled burn on the outskirts of 
Newkirk, Okla. escapes. 
 

The grass and brush fire is now burning 
uncontrolled towardτand threateningτ
wŀƭǇƘ ²ŜŘƳŀƴΩǎ ƘƻƳŜΦ  
 

The 66-year-old U.S. Army veteran and 
former rancher and farmer is operating his riding lawn mower. He is alone. 
 

Firefighters find his severely burned body beside the lawn mower. 
 

An autopsy determines that Ralph experienced a heart attack, most likely fell from the 
lawn mower, and was overcome by the flames. 
 

He is survived by his niece, Kathryn J. Wedman of Newkirk; three brothers, Henry, Ponca 
City, Okla., Anthony, of Leon, Okla., John J., Medford, Okla.; two sisters, Cecilia Preisser, 
Haven, Okla., and Ida Mary Belmear, Medford, Okla. 
 

 

 

The December 27, 2005 Cross Plains Fire 

in central Texas claims the lives of two residents 
 

 

Maddie Fay Wilson 
 

Maddie Fay Wilson, 67, a retired school teacher, is trying to escape the sudden, wind-
driven Cross Plains firestorm when the flames and heat and smoke trap her and 
consume her home. 
 

She had taught several generationǎ ƻŦ /Ǌƻǎǎ tƭŀƛƴǎΩ ŦƛǊǎǘ-graders. 
 

ά{ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǎǿŜŜǘ ǿƻƳŀƴΣέ ǎŀƛŘ /Ǌƻǎǎ tƭŀƛƴǎ /ƛǘȅ !ŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƻǊ Debbie Gosnell. 
 
 

Maudie L. Sheppard 
 

Cross Plains resident Maudie Sheppard, 89, is bedridden. She lives with her son. 
 

However, when the Cross Plains Fire suddenly sweeps through town, her son is not at 
home. 
 

Neighbors say that by the time he rushes home to save his mother, it is too late. 

Newkirk 
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ά¢ƘŜ /Ǌƻǎǎ tƭŀƛƴǎ CƛǊŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ 
one of the worst wildfire sieges I have witnessed in my entire 

40-year career with the agency.έ 
 

Jim Hull, Director, Texas Forest Service 
 
 
 
 

The Fatal Cross Plains Fire 
 

 
 

It is just after noonτtwo days 
after Christmas, December 2005. 
 
Three miles west of Cross Plains, 
Texas, on the south side of State 
Highway 206, someone tosses a 
cigarette butt out into dead 
winter grassesτgrass fuel model 
GR4 fuels. 
 
Despite the quick response of 
local ŦƛǊŜ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘǎΩ ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ƻƴ 
scene, this fire quickly spreads through these grasses. 
 
At the time of ignition: one-hour dead fuel moistures are calculated at five percent, 
surface rates-of-spread are estimated at 2.4 mph, and flame lengths in this grass model 
are initially observed at 13 feet. 
 
In three quick hours, the wildfire roars into Cross Plains, burning entirely through this 
1,076-resident town, located 47 miles southeast of Abilene and 150 miles west of Dallas. 
 
The fire kills two peopleτMaddie Fay Wilson and Maudie L. Sheppardτand destroys 85 
single-family homes, 25 mobile homes, 100 buildingsτincluding Cross Plains High 
School buildings, six ƳƻǘŜƭ ǳƴƛǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ aŜǘƘƻŘƛǎǘ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ building and 
parsonage. 
 
Cross Plains seems an unlikely candidate for such a devastating fire, situated on level 
terrain with modest grass fuels. 
 
But the well-entrenched drought, a cold front passage with winds gusting to 38 mph, 
and relative humidity dropping to 12 percent, propels the fire to burn rapidly through 
the town siteτexhibiting up to 30-foot flame lengths. 
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Photos Courtesy Texas Forest Service 

 
A tossed cigarette three miles outside of Cross Plains triggers a grass fire that burns so fast and furious, 

ǘǿƻ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ŜǎŎŀǇŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘƻƳŜǎ. 



 

Lives Lost ς Lessons Learned from the 2005-2006 Texas and Oklahoma Wildfires   59 

 

 
 

 
 
 

The Cross Plains Fire engulfs the 
sanctuary of the tƻǿƴΩǎ CƛǊǎǘ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ 
Methodist Church. The church building is 
gutted and destroyed, as is the nearby 
parsonage. Four church members also 
lose their homes in this devastating, 
wind-driven fire. Nonetheless, 5 days 
after the firestorm destroys half the 
town, 165 church members hold their 
ǿƻǊǎƘƛǇ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΩǎ ǎƻƻǘ-
ŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ǇŀǊƪƛƴƎ ƭƻǘ ƻƴ bŜǿ ¸ŜŀǊΩǎ 5ŀȅΦ 
5ǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǊƳƻƴΣ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΩǎ 
remaining walls crashes to the ground. 
Parishioners also shudder during the 
closing prayer when a fire engine, its 
sirens blaring, roars down the highway, 
presumably off to yet another wildfire. 
 

 

 

Photos Courtesy Patricia Cook, 

United Methodist News Service 
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Cross Plains Fire 

    Lessons Learned 
 

A Texas Forest Service fire review team 
conducts an in-depth study of homes that 
are lost in the Cross Plains Fire. The team 
identifies the following critical mitigation 
actions that homeowners should 
undertake to prevent similar losses in the 
future: 
 

 Ensure that there is a break in 
continuity of fuels surrounding the 
home. Such mitigation can use river 
rock or pea gravel landscaping to 
prevent flame contact with any 
flammable parts of the home. 

 

 Install screening over ridge vents, 
attic vents, foundation vents, and 
dryer vents. Also, chimneys should 
have spark arresters to prevent 
embers either leaving or entering. 

 

 Enclose decks, porches, and 
walkways with fine mesh screen to 
prevent the entry of embers. 

 

 Ensure that wooden fences, support 
timbers, and boardwalks do not 
come into contact with the homeτ
they can become άfusesέ carrying 
fire directly into the home. 

 

 Enclose eaves (soffits).   
 

 Reduce the flammability of 
outbuildings that could be a source 
of intense heat for threatening the 
home. 

 

 As the fire danger increases, keep 
lawn grass mowed short, lawns 
watered, and trash removed. 
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Kelly Tiger, Sr. 
 

 

One of the many wind-driven 
grass fires that ignite across 
Oklahoma during that last 
week of December 2005τ
consuming thousands of 
acres and threatening and 
destroying hundreds of 
homesτis approaching the 
wŜǾŜǊŜƴŘ YŜƭƭȅ ¢ƛƎŜǊΣ {ǊΦΩǎ 
home and property, located 
in rural Hughes County east 
of Wewoka, four miles north 
of Holdenville. 
 

Tiger, 69, the father of five 
children and seven 
grandchildren, is across the 
street helping his nephew 
ŦƛƎƘǘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅτƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭƭȅ ƘƻƳŜǎǘŜŀŘŜŘ ōȅ ¢ƛƎŜǊΩǎ 
grandfather. 
 

ά²ƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǎŀǿ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƴŘǎ ǎƘƛŦǘ ŀƴŘ ŦƛǊŜ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŀǘ ƻǳǊ ƘƻǳǎŜΣ ƘŜ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ 
us and ŎƻƭƭŀǇǎŜŘΣέ ǎŀȅǎ YŜƭƭȅΣ WǊΦΣ ¢ƛƎŜǊϥǎ ǎƻƴΦ His father was overtaken by the flames. 

 

He is rushed by emergency medical helicopter to 
the Integris Baptist Medical Center burn unit in 
Oklahoma City. Even though burns cover 70 
percent of his body, doctors believe that he dies of 
a heart attack. 
 

5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴΩǎ ǎǳǇǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀǎǎ 
ŦƛǊŜ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅǎ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ƘƻƳŜΣ ōŀǊƴΣ ƻǳǘōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎΣ 
and farm equipment. 
 

 
In 2000, the Reverend Kelly Tiger, Sr. became a lay pastor of 
the First Indian Presbyterian Church of Wewoka. He was a 
former Band Chief of the Newcomer Band and served on 
numerous committees of the Indian Nation Presbytery. 


