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We Will Not Forget
By Tom Thompson

President, National Museum of Forest Service History

As Memorial Day passes by and the summer season arrives, much of our attention 

shifts to the outdoors.   There are many things happening and much to be done.  

There are trips, graduations, weddings, celebrations, dedications, ballgames, and a 

reunion or two.   The garden and yard will take their share of the time and of course 

there are special gatherings of family and friends.  But this year will also be a year 

of remembrance for the family and friends of the fourteen firefighters who were lost 
twenty-five years ago at the South Canyon Fire on July 6, 1994.

History is about “not forgetting,” and for those of us who were close to that tragedy on 

Storm King Mountain in 1994, there was a commitment that “We Will Not Forget.”  
There will be a gathering in Glenwood Springs, CO this summer on the fifth of July 
and there will be a sharing of stories and remembrances of the fourteen who died on 

that mountain. There will be hugs and embraces and even some tears.  The lessons 

learned a quarter of a century ago have hopefully made a difference, but unfortunately  
there continue to be lessons to be learned, especially with the growing complexity of 

wildland urban interface and increasing risk with changes in climate and fire intensity.  

The history of fire management is woven seamlessly throughout the story of the 
Forest Service.  It is a history of innovation, leadership, technology, and equipment 
development.  It is about fire lookouts, smoke jumping, fire policy, Smoky Bear, 
the incident command system, research, and cooperation across boundaries.  

Unfortunately over time and across the country, it is often dominated by tragedies.  

Investigations are done.   Reports are finalized.  New policies and procedures are 
adopted.   Books are written and on occasion a movie is made.  By looking at the 

history and understanding the stories we learn and perhaps we can be better prepared 

for what lies ahead.

Certainly looking at the deadliest fires in the history of our country, the worst was in 
1871 when twelve hundred people died in the Peshtigo Fire in Wisconsin.  In 1910 
eighty-seven people (mostly firefighters) died in the Great Fire just west of Missoula.  
In 1918 four hundred and fifty people died in the Cloquet Fire in Minnesota.  In 1933 
twenty-nine firefighters died in Los Angeles in the Griffith Park Fire.  In 2003 fifteen 
people died in the Cedar Fire near San Diego and then in 2013 the Yarnell Fire took 
nineteen members of the Granite Mountain Hotshots.  And of course now we have 

added another 88 fatalities in the Camp Fire in California just last year.   There have 
been many more but these stand out as the worst.
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There also are lessons to be learned from tragedies that didn’t happen.  This 

summer the National Museum of Forest Service History will be focusing some of 
our attention on just one such happening: 

On August 4, 1961 twenty smokejumpers parachuted into a fire on Higgins Ridge, 
in the Nez Perce National Forest in Idaho.  The winds increased and the fire 
quickly became uncontrollable. They were trapped in the middle with no escape 

route.  Their radio had failed.  They dug in, buried their faces in wet bandanas in 

the dirt, and tried to find air to breath as the fire roared from a manageable 2 acres 
to a 1,280-acre holocaust.  It was late evening, and the fire was crowning. Trees 
several hundred feet ahead of the fire began to burst into flame.

Smokejumper Foreman Fred “Fritz” Wolfrum and his Squad Leaders led their 
men to an old helispot on top of a ridge.   They still had a couple of water canteens 

and their fire-resistant shirts.  The fire was so hot that unattended canteens of water 
near the jumpers started exploding.

Rod Snider, a helicopter pilot for Johnson Flying Service knew that no one had 
heard from the jumpers.  He told Moose Creek District Ranger Bill Magnuson in 
Grangeville that he was going to try and find them.  Bill decided to ride along.  
It was a turbulent flight and drifting smoke obscured their view.  They flew until 
their fuel almost ran out, so they refueled at Moose Creek Ranger Station and 
continued.  

Finally, just before sunset, the smokejumpers were spotted.  The hot fire on all 
sides of them was consuming the oxygen so fast that they ducked back and forth 

across the ridge to find breathable air.  One man’s pants caught fire and other 
smokejumpers beat out the flames.  Another suffered arm burns.

The jumpers could not see or hear the helicopter over the roar of the fire and 
smoke.  Snider circled and began to descend and realized that the noise of the 
fire was so great that the smokejumpers hadn’t heard him.  He had to pull up and 
go around in order to keep from hitting them with the rotor blades.  He tried and 

failed to land on several approaches.  Snider finally was able to land and loaded 
two men in the cockpit of the Bell 47-G3B and flew them out.  When he returned, 
he loaded two more in the cockpit and two on the skids. He made five trips into 
the fire, until he’d flown all of the smokejumpers out to safety.  

Many of the surviving smokejumpers are now in their late 80’s yet very little has 
been written or documented about this story.  The Museum’s mission, to share the 

rich history and stories of America’s conservation legacy, includes preserving our 

history and ensuring that hidden history is documented for future generations.

On June 29, 2019 the Museum is hosting a public panel discussion at our Missoula 
campus, along with comprehensive oral history collection from the Higgins Ridge 
smokejumpers and the pilot.  The oral histories and the panel discussion will be 
entered into the Museum’s collection.



Learning and sharing from history is why our organization exists.  History is too important to be neglected and we 
are doing all we can to share the history and learning from it.  We are greatly appreciative that you have been willing 
to help us in this mission through your membership and support.  We look forward to growing our membership 
and support and invite you to help us do that by sharing this newsletter with a friend who you think might also be 

interested in the history of the Forest Service.

 We Will Not Forget  continued

Museum National Council Member Arnold “Smoke” Elser inducted 

into the Montana Outdoor Hall of Fame

Arnold “Smoke” Elser began working as a backcountry outfitter in 1964, and became one of  the first outfitters 
to use lightweight tents and other gear, and helped protect areas from over use by using high lines with his pack 

string to reduce the impact on trees and other vegetation.  Smoke helped develop a new conservation awareness and 
ethic among back country outfitters, greatly reducing their impact on the landscape.  Elser has taught over 3,000 
students  these conservation techniques in a horse-packing class. Smoke has served as a Museum advisor through 
his involvement on our National Council since 2011.  CONGRATULATIONS SMOKE!

 Member News

 Museum Campus Events- Please Join Us 

All events will take place at the National Museum of Forest Service History Campus, James B. 
Yule Pavilion- located at 6305 Highway 10 West, Missoula, MT (one mile West of the Missoula Airport) 

Higgins Ridge Fire Story - June 29, 2019: 3:00pm - 4:30pm
This is a panel discussion by the Higgins Ridge Fire survivors.  The Higgins Ridge Fire was a 1961 incident in 

which 20 smokejumpers were trapped in an explosive fire but were all rescued by a helicopter pilot from Johnson 
Aviation.  This is an amazing story which has virtually been hidden from history.  Eleven of the smokejumpers, 

and the pilot, are coming to Missoula to document and share their experience.  

Smokey Bear Birthday Party - July 27, 2019: 12:00pm- 4:00pm
Help us celebrate Smokey Bear’s 75th Birthday with food & fun, educational activities for all ages. 

John Clayton Book Launch -August 15, 2019: 4:30pm to 6:00pm
John's new book,"Natural Rivals: John Muir, Gifford Pinchot and the Creation of America's Public Lands" 

 will be released along with a reading at this wonderful, literary presentation.

Norman Maclean Festival - September 13, 2019: 4:30pm- 6:00pm
Book Launch of the new edition of Eler Koch's "Forty Years a Forester." 

Featuring commentary by John Maclean and Peter Koch.
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 James B. Yule Pavilion Dedication 

Thanks to the support of our many partners, supporters, and 

Museum members, the National Museum of Forest Service 
History dedicated our new stage and amphitheater on June 4, 
2019 in honor of James B. Yule.  It was a fittingly beautiful 
day and approximately 50 people attended the dedication  and 
ribbon cutting ceremony.  The stage was constructed using 

historic timbers and timber framing techniques.

James B. Yule was a U.S.F.S employee who pioneered the use 
of aerial photography in map making.  The new James B. Yule 
Pavilion will give the Museum a venue to host panel discussions, 
presentations, classroom activities and other mission driven 

events. Please see our events for 2019 listed in this newsletter.  
Also, please let us know if you have suggestions for events in 

2020! 

Below: Executive Director Lisa Tate sepeaks about the Museum and the James 

B. Yule Pavilion project. Left: Jamie Yule, daughter of James B. Yule, speaks 

about her father at the dedication ceremony.
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  Welcome New Board Member - Alex Philp, Ph.D

Alex Philp, Ph.D., is an internationally recognized thought leader in Big Data and Data 
Science analytics across a variety of industries, including national security, health, insurance, 
integrated land management, and public policy.  Specializing in real-time systems, IoT 
networks, and advanced algorithm development, Dr. Philp has launched several successful 
businesses specializing in product and service offerings across these domains and consults 
to private and public-sector organizations seeking digital transformation.  In 2001, based 
upon his NASA-funded doctoral research at the University of Montana, Dr. Philp launched 
GCS Research, focusing upon advanced geospatial solutions for public and private sector 
organizations.  In 2006, Dr. Philp launched Adelos, Inc., developing an advanced sensor 
solution in collaboration with the U.S. Government for perimeter security.  In 2008, Dr. 
Philp helped launch the Rocky Mountain Supercomputing Centers (RMSC) as a public-
private cooperative between IBM and the State of Montana.    In 2012, Dr. Philp launched a 

company called TerraEchos, Inc. focusing on building and developing advanced cyber-security solutions for the U.S. 
Government and the private sector.  In 2014, Dr. Philp launched Upstream Research focused upon human population 
health models and risk forecasting, delivering solutions for the 3rd largest health care system in the United States, 
Providence Health and Sciences.   Dr. Philp also launch N-site LLC in 2014, a solutions-based consulting group 
focusing upon interdisciplinary solutions to complex problems. He also serves as a Senior Research Fellow for 
Environment and Technology at the Maureen and Mike Mansfield Center at the University of Montana, a member 
of the Providence Health and Services National Technical Advisory Board and advises several of his commercial 
businesses, including Adelos and GCS.  He also served as an IBM Research Fellow and IBM Champion and has 
received numerous national and international awards for his work in geospatial sciences, streaming analytics, and 

technical innovation. Dr. Philp received his undergraduate degrees from Seattle University (1990) in History and 
Philosophy, his Masters (1997) in Interdisciplinary Studies (History, Geography, and Ecology) and Doctorate 
(2005) in Interdisciplinary Studies (History, Geography, Ecology and Geospatial Sciences) from the University of 
Montana.  He lives with his family in Missoula, MT.

  Support The Mission Through Membership

2020 Membership Drive

Help us reach 2020 members 
by the end of 2020!

Purchase a gift membership for a friend 

at a special rate of only $20.20

Restrictions: Good for new members only.
Electronic newsletter delivery. Limited time only.

Help preserve and share our rich history!



Your Gift Matters
Please Consider the Museum in Your Estate Plans

The National Museum of Forest Service History is dedicated to preserving the rich history and stories of America’s 
Conservation Legacy.   Your planned gift to the Museum ensures the conservation legacy of the Forest Service and 
our great nation is passed on to future generations. 

There are many ways to make planned gifts.  Here are a few that you might consider: 

A Will Bequest
The simplest and most common way to make a planned gift to the Museum is through your will. You may choose to 
leave a specific dollar amount; a percentage of your estate; or specific assets such as stocks or real estate. You can 
also make a gift of all or part of your property remaining after all other bequests have been paid, or a gift that takes 

effect only if your beneficiaries do not survive you. Any charitable bequest to the Museum is removed from your 
taxable estate and is not subject to estate taxes.

Life Insurance Policy
If you or your family no longer needs the protection of your life insurance coverage, your life insurance policy 
provides an easy way to make a gift to the Museum. You can irrevocably name the Museum as owner of the policy 
and receive an income tax charitable deduction. Or, you can designate the Museum as beneficiary of your policy and 
receive an estate tax deduction.

Your Retirement Plan
The assets in your individual Retirement Account (IRA) or other qualified retirement plan can be the basis of a 
future gift to Museum, if you or your family do not need all the funds in this retirement account. This gift has the 

unusual advantage of avoiding potential future income taxes as well as estate tax.

Leaving A 

Legacy
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Gifts of Real Estate
If you contribute marketable property to the Museum, you will receive an income tax charitable deduction and 
avoid capital gains taxes on the appreciated value. Or, you may prefer to transfer a residence to the Museum 
irrevocably, while retaining the right to live in it for life or for a term of years.

Charitable Gift Annuities
A Charitable Gift Annuity allows you to contribute cash or marketable securities to the Museum in exchange for a 
guarantee that you (and one successor beneficiary if you wish) will receive a specific amount of money each year 
for life. You may choose an immediate gift annuity, and payments will begin within one year from the date of gift; 
or a deferred payment gift annuity and payments will commence at a later date. 

Charitable Lead Trusts
If you have substantial assets which you would like to transfer to your children, grandchildren or others, a 
Charitable Lead Trust is an excellent means of making a gift to the Museum while reducing gift or estate taxes. 
The Museum receives income from the trust for a specified number of years, and at the end of the term, your 
named beneficiary receives the trust principal. A Charitable Lead Trust may be established during your lifetime or 
through your will.

Charitable Remainder Trusts
A Charitable Remainder Trust enables you to make a gift which provides you, or someone you designate, with 
income for life or for a period of years. You benefit by receiving a charitable deduction in the year you make the 
gift, by receiving income from the trust for the term of the trust, and by reducing the size of your taxable estate. 
You may select a Charitable Remainder Annuity Trust (CRAT), which pays you a fixed dollar amount each year, 
or a Charitable Remainder Unitrust, which pays you a percentage of the value of the trust assets each year. The 
Museum benefits by receiving the amount remaining when the trust term ends. A Charitable Remainder Trust is 
particularly well suited for gifts of appreciated securities or real estate because it may avoid or defer potential 

capital gains taxes. It can be established during your lifetime or through your will.

Planned gifts, if properly structured, offer important tax 
savings: income tax; estate tax; gifts tax; capital gains tax, or 

in some instances, a combination of taxes.

Please consider the National Museum of Forest Service 

History in your Estate Planning.  Donations to the National 
Museum of Forest Service History, a 501(c)(3) nonprofit, are 

tax-deductible to the fullest extent allowed by law.  

For more information, please call us at (406) 541-6374. 

Our tax identification number is: 81-0454269



MEMBERSHIP APPLICATION
Become a member of the National Museum of Forest Service History and help us preserve America’s conservation 
legacy.  To become a member, complete and mail this form, along with payment to:  NMFSH, P.O. Box 2772, 
Missoula, MT 59806-2772.  You may also join online by visiting www.forestservicemuseum.org

YES- SEND THE NEWSLETTER TO MY EMAIL NEW RENEWAL GIFT

Name: _________________________________________________________________

Address:_______________________________________________________________

City________________________________ State:____________ Zip:_____________

Phone:__________________________ Email:________________________________

MEMBERSHIP CATEGORIES & ANNUAL DUES

Individual            $30
Family $55

Contributing      $150

Sustaining         $300

Organization     $100

Lifetime $1000

I would like to make an additional donation of:
$_______

THANK YOU FOR YOUR SUPPORT!

Check enclosed 

Please charge my credit card 
Card number:_____________________________________

Exp:__________CVV___________

National Museum of 
Forest Service History
P.O. Box 2772
Missoula, MT 59806-2772

Non-Profit 
Organization
U.S. Postage

PAID
Permit No. 569
Missoula, MT

59808

NOTE: Your mailing label shows the date your membership expires.  Please mail dues payment 1-month prior to the date 
listed.  This space is blank for complimentary copies of the newsletter. Please renew EXPIRED memberships as soon as 
possible to continue supporting the Museum.


