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A Tribute
to Smokejumper 

Pilots
BEFORE PAYING TRIBUTE TO 
smokejumper pilots, on behalf of the 
NSA board and all those who att ended 
the reunion in Missoula “Celebrating 
85 Years of Smokejumping,” I want to 
thank the reunion committ ee. Serving 
on the committ ee with co-chairs Bob 
McKean (MSO-67) and Barry Hicks 
(MSO-64) were Sarah Doehring 
(MSO-91), Mark Wright (MSO-76), Charles Palmer 
(MSO-95), Jeff  Kinderman (MSO-75), and Dick 
Hulla (MSO-75). Well done. Superb job!

A most meaningful highlight of the banquet program 
was the special recognition of the smokejumper pilots. 
Sarah Doehring and Mark Wright prepared a slide show 
that contained 87 pilot photographs. Th ese pictures 
were projected on the two large banquet hall screens 
during the award presentation. Th e song “Chariots of 
Fire” played as slides were advanced. Th e song provided 
an ideal uplift ing melody and a fi tt ing play on words. Th e 
planes our pilots fl ew were “chariots” that transported 
smokejumpers to the fi res. As the photographs of pilots 
were shown on the screen, oft en applause and good-
natured laughter would break out when smokejumpers 
recognized a pilot.    

Each of the 23 pilots present at the banquet received 
a copy of John Norman Stewart’s watercolor painting 
“Never Alone.” Th e prints were presented to them 
by Shane Bak, current MSO smokejumper pilot, 
and Mark Wright. Th e painting shows a “Chariot of 
Fire” dropping two smokejumpers descending under 
parachute to a fi re with smoke billowing below. 

Th ere have been approximately 350 smokejumper 
pilots in the 85-years of smokejumping history. When 
they became smokejumper pilots, they joined the ranks 
of a “rare breed” cadre. Th ey all had that trusted “special 
stuff ” for initial att ack to skillfully and safely drop 
smokejumpers.     

Th e tribute to the pilots at the banquet included 
some good-natured humor given the mutual respect, 
close bond, and camaraderie between smokejumpers 

and their pilots. We joked 
that they fl ew us only one-way to fi res 
fortunately saving us big bucks. We 
never had to buy a round-trip ticket. 
Unfortunately, even though they left  us 
exactly where they were supposed to—it 
was oft en in “the middle of nowhere” in 
rough terrain oft en requiring a long pack 
out. We also joked that smokejumpers 
can all att est to the pilots “Five Star” 
takeoff  ratings being on board at “wheels 
up”, but not one smokejumper in the 
banquet audience could verify how good 
their landings were. But we assume they 

were stellar.  
Seriously, jumping out of a perfectly good airplane 

on a Murray Taylor (RDD-65) “Too Steep and Too 
Rough” fi re requires guts, but smokejumping is a team 
sport. We couldn’t have done it without our pilots as the 
quarterback can’t score a passing touchdown without 
his receivers.   

Th inking about it, our pilots were even more gutsy. 
Th ey circled at 1,000 feet between two tight mountain 
ridges as the streamers were thrown. And then, oft en 
in squirrelly winds, they descended even lower to only 
150 feet dropping cargo. Doing so required making 
split second decisions with zero room for error. Th eir 
focus was safety fi rst and they always demonstrated 
exceptional skill, discipline, and resolve. 

Denny Breslin (NCSB-69), NSA board member 
and retired commercial pilot, asked two good 
questions. First, “Where did the BLM and USFS fi nd 
such exceptional and rare people to be smokejumper 
pilots?” And second, “Are smokejumper pilots born or 
are they made?” Denny answered his own questions 
saying, “I believe smokejumper pilots—were born with 
the ‘right stuff ” to be made smokejumper pilots.”  

Kathy Jensen, wife of Nels Jensen (MSO-62), 
smokejumper and smokejumper pilot, recently posted 
two humorous cartoons on Facebook that captures 
the pilot culture. Th ese two cartoons make Denny’s 
point: “Smokejumper pilots were born to be made 
smokejumper pilots.” Th e fi rst cartoon showed a litt le 
boy running holding a model airplane in his hand 
imagining he was the pilot. Th e caption reads, “Once 

by Mike Bina
(Missoula ’68)

Message from the President
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upon a time there was a boy. He really loved planes. It 
was me. The End!” 

The other cartoon shows a young six-year-old boy 
telling his mother in the kitchen, “Mommy, when I grow 
up, I want to be a pilot.” The mother with a serious look 
on her face tells her son, “Nels, you have to decide— 
you can’t do both.”  There is some truth in this humor. 
Surely smokejumper pilots become responsible adults, 
but by becoming smokejumper pilots they retained 
their youthful exuberance and fun-loving adventure 
flying smokejumpers to fires and dropping them.   

Smokejumper pilots are not risk-taking daredevils 
but disciplined professionals. They believe that fighting 
fire is a noble calling. They were never overpaid and 
could have made much bigger bucks flying for Delta 
or United but that just wasn’t exciting enough. They 
thrived on adventure and the mission teaming with 
smokejumpers to fight fire. At the banquet we honored 
our smokejumper partners for their legacy of service, 
safety, professionalism, and camaraderie.

I recently spoke with Stan McGrew, smokejumper 
pilot, who regretted he could not attend the NSA 
Reunion in Missoula. Stan authored a wonderful 
article detailing all of the “Chariots of Fire” that flew 
in Region 4 and a PowerPoint on the transition from 

cylinder engines to turbines. We hope to expand his 
work to include the current home of all of the BLM and 
USFS smokejumper aircraft. I smiled when Stan said, 
“Being a smokejumper pilot was one of many highlights 
in my life but clearly it was the best job I ever had.” 
Stan validated the synergistic bond and camaraderie 
between smokejumpers and their pilots. For both it 
was “The best job they ever had” and they couldn’t have 
done it without the other.  

The NSA will post the pilot slide show on the NSA 
website. We will continue to add additional photographs 
of pilots. If you have photographs, please send them to 
Denny Breslin at dbreslin777@gmail.com providing as 
much information as possible. 

Also currently on the NSA website is a listing of 350 
smokejumper pilots. Please look at this list and if you are 
aware of other pilots not included, please let us know. 

We also want to invite smokejumper pilots to join 
the NSA. If interested go to the NSA website at http://
smokejumpers.com/about/memberships/.  

Thank you, smokejumper pilots. We salute you! 
And again, thank you to the 2025 Missoula reunion 
committee.   

2025 National Reunion Was Outstanding
The amount of work and planning needed to do a national reunion is tremendous. Over 600 
attendees enjoyed a grand time at the June 20-21-22 event held in Missoula. We extend our 
heartfelt thanks to the following for their hard work and enthusiasm:

•	 Barry Hicks (MSO-64), Co-Chair

•	 Bob McKean (MSO-67), Co-Chair

•	 Dick Hulla (MSO-75)		

•	 Mark Wright (MSO-76)          

•	 Charles Palmer (MSO-95)

•	 Jeff Kinderman (MSO-75)	

•	 Dave Dayton (MSO-69)

•	 Bob Beckley (MSO-83)

•	 Fred Rohrbach (MSO-65), donation of free flights in Miss Montana

•	 Mike Bina (MSO-68), MC Saturday evening program

•	 Sarah Doehring (MSO-91), important consultant for this event. 

•	 Minister Bill Duffy
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It has always been one of the perks of aging to 
regale others with tales of how it used to be in the Good 
Old Days. In that grand tradition, I would like to record 
and pass on a few things from my wayward youth.

At the age of 20, I was already committed to a life and 
career in the woods. Two summers in Forest Service 
camps had given me some experience, and the lure of 
their airborne corps—the fabled smokejumpers—
caught my fancy. I was accepted for training in the 
spring of 1949.

One of the first challenges a jumper in training must 
overcome is the instinctive reluctance to step out into 
thin air with the landscape slipping by a thousand feet 
below. Other skills to be mastered are steering the 
parachute and hitting the ground on a roll to distribute 
the landing shock.

My smokejumping career covered the summers of 
1949 and 1951. I’m sure those summers broadened 
my horizons like nothing else could have. I remember 
my first crown fire at night, flames twice as high as the 
80-foot-tall spruce and fir trees and roaring like a freight 
train. This was on the Mirror Plateau of Yellowstone 
National Park. Sad to say, this one got away from us and 
was only stopped by a providential rain. Another vivid 
memory is of 16 of us running for our lives down a dry 
creek bed in Northern California as the world behind 
us exploded. We came out with our tools, which was a 
lucky thing because we had to dig hand- and footholds 
in almost vertical sandstone to get up out of the canyon.

Landing anywhere by parachute is tricky and 
requires a jumper to know what he’s doing. Landing 
in mountain and timber situations further complicates 
the process. The Forest Service pioneered the steerable 
chute and rough-country landing procedures. Most of 
my 19 landings were routine, nothing remarkable, but a 
couple of them were something else.

On a somewhat breezy day on the Clearwater NF in 
Northern Idaho, our old Ford Tri-Motor was circling 
a ridgetop smoke. The jumpmaster decided it was too 
windy to land jumpers on the ridgetop, so he ordered 
us to make a timber jump. Across the drainage from 
the smoke was a thick stand of young Douglas fir. Our 

training covered hanging up the chute over young trees 
and sliding down a rope to terra firma. Usually it worked, 
a featherbed landing complicated only by having to 
retrieve the chute. Sometimes it didn’t work, such as 
when my feet encountered the crowns and my chute 
collapsed, providing no more support. Down through 
the limbs I tumbled with my chute right behind. The 
slope of the hill was unbelievably steep but, luckily, 
also grassy. I landed on my back and tobogganed down 
the hill headfirst, looking up. I was gaining speed when 
something put the brakes on. My wild ride ended, and I 
looked around to figure things out. My power dive had 
been stopped by a 20-foot Douglas fir log lying across 
the slope. My flying carcass broke right through it; 
the log was so rotten I could squeeze water out of the 
fragments lying around. Oh yes, my faithful parachute 
was right behind—didn’t hang up on anything to slow 
me down.

My next yarn, I admit, sounds like something out of 
a Hollywood script, but—cross my heart—this is how 
it happened.

The summer of ’51 was hot in California and 
Oregon. The Missoula jumper base sent what guys they 
could spare to Cave Junction to help out. One fire in 
Northern California was on an open ridge—a good 
jump spot, with deep canyons and big timber on both 
sides. We jumped three men at a pass. I was the last one 
out on our run. Both the other two hit the ridgetop, but 
I must have been slow getting out the door and soon 
saw that no way was it possible for me to get back to the 
ridge. I finally gave up tipping my chute forward to spill 
propelling air out the back and began looking around for 
somewhere else to land. That NorCal timber is TALL—
close to twice the height of similar species in Idaho and 
Montana. It soon became apparent that I was about to 
get up close and personal with a monster Ponderosa 
pine. His stump was probably four feet in diameter, with 
about 50 feet between the ground and the lowest green 
limb. Somehow, I came down through the crown on 
that hanging tree limb. I had considerable momentum 
and swung like a pendulum at a great rate toward the 
crown of a tall and slim lodgepole pine growing in the 

Silk Stories
by John H. Heckman, Jr. (Missoula ’49)
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understory of the forest monarchs. I had about two 
seconds to formulate a plan to meet the situation. Most 
fortunately, the canvas pants jumpers wear have a web 
strap running up the inseam, crossing over to the other 
leg about eight inches below the critical area. They 
are designed so a jumper can straddle a log without 
singing a couple of octaves higher. As I approached the 
lodgepole, I spread both arms and legs, locking on tight 
as I made contact. The poor little lodgepole, about six 
inches around at the point of contact, bent way over, 
swaying back and forth. It took a while for it to return 
to its upright stance, which was somewhat sooner than 
it took me to regain my composure. Looking around, 
I saw my chute dangling below me; it hadn’t stayed 
hooked up very long. I shed my protective equipment 
and slid down my favorite lodgepole. I bundled up my 
chutes and gear and hustled over to report for duty, not 
a word to the rest of the crew about my little episode. I 
was sheepish about missing the jump spot.

Most of the work jumpers do on fires involves 
digging with hand tools, either constructing fireline 
or mixing up dirt with hot embers to put them out. I 
had plenty of this kind of exercise, but one mission was 
totally different.

Firefighting was delayed for me the season of 1951. 
The Korean War was cooking, and six weeks of my time 
was committed to learning the soldier’s trade at ROTC 
summer camp. I had three days’ refresher training and 
a couple practice jumps before reporting Fort Lewis, 
WA. 

When the last bugle blew for us at Fort Lewis, I 
wasted no time getting back to Missoula. The next 
day after returning, six of us were in a Ford Tri-Motor 
heading for the Clearwater NF in Idaho. We were 
parceled out, two guys each on three small smokes.

My partner and I drew a big dead Western redcedar 
snag on a swampy flat. The jump was ideal, not a breath 
of air moving, and we both came down quite close to 
our job site. The first thing I noticed was crashing down 
through a canopy of alders. Instead of the usual low 
bushes, these were 15 feet tall and six to eight inches in 
diameter. The second thing I noticed was the standing 
water; nearly half the surface was covered with shallow 
puddles.

Our big cedar was a whopper, probably 150 feet tall. 
Little wisps of smoke were curling out of knot holes 
up and down the trunk; lightening had started fire 
inside the hollow interior. The sun was setting low, so 
we postponed attacking the snag until morning and set 

about making camp. A clump of second-growth spruce 
was growing up around the cedar, which made for a 
dry place to sleep and cook. Supper was canned hash 
and zwieback toast, also canned. Nylon parachutes 
made excellent sleeping bags on the mattress of spruce 
needles.

After a campfire breakfast (more canned hash), we 
sized up our job. I had shinnied up the tallest of the 
young spruce the night before and trimmed all the 
limbs touching the snag with the ax bit of my Pulaski 
tool. Nothing remained to retard or prevent a clean fall. 
The first thing that got our attention was that the stump 
at ground level was about ten feet across, and we were 
standing there with a six-foot crosscut saw. We both 
knew that loggers of old had attached springboards 
to such trees and balanced on them while sawing and 
chopping. This was just a bit beyond our expertise, so 
we sought another solution. 

A dead spruce with a 24-inch stump and about 60 
feet of usable length provided the solution. We trimmed 
limbs and cut it up into six-foot lengths. Rolled up and 
stacked alongside the cedar stump, they made a couple 
of platforms that boosted us up where our saw could 
make it through the stem. It was about five feet thick, 
allowing us six inches of saw travel in each direction. 
We sawed horizontally for the bottom of the undercut, 
aiming for a grassy opening for the drop zone. About 
two feet was deep enough, and the next step was 
chopping out the notch with our Pulaskis. The two of 
us were far enough apart that we could both swing our 
tools at the same time. Just like the old-timers did.

When the undercut was complete, we started the 
back saw cut. About six inches in, we got our next 
surprise. The saw broke through the outer shell and 
into the smoldering coals within. Sawing into fire didn’t 
seem to be the best of plans, so we pulled the saw and 
pondered our next move. As mentioned before, lots 
of water was standing around. About 50 feet away, a 
slight change in elevation caused a little waterfall. We 
filled our hardhats and carried them back. A hatful of 
water poured on the saw kept the fire down for about 
ten minutes, giving us time to cut a little farther toward 
the undercut. Packing water began to get tedious, so 
we dug a pit at the foot of our cedar and lined it with a 
canvas manta from one of our fire packs. It held water 
very nicely and sped up the bucket brigade immensely.

As the afternoon wore on, some light breezes alerted 
us to the possibility of a puff of wind setting the tree 
back on our saw. This would shut down the show in 
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short order. Our equipment did not include any felling 
wedges; they were iron and considered too heavy for 
airborne work. The oversize alders provided the answer. 
We sawed up several eight-inch blocks and shaped them 
into wedges with our Pulaskis. The green wood resisted 
the interior fire, and several wedges around the saw cut 
made it secure.

It was slow work, swinging the saw six inches each 
way and dowsing the blade every ten minutes. Late in 
the afternoon, as we were sawing away, the crack began 
to widen. We knew this part of the game was about over. 
Dumping the saw, we scrambled down off our perches 
and sought protected position. The giant column of 
wood picked up speed as it tipped over and jumped 
off the stump, landing about 15 feet away. Our aim 
was good; the old cedar tree landed dead center in the 
grassy opening we shot for.

The burning log was about shoulder high, hollow, 
and glowing as far back as we could see. We tossed in 
a hatful of water. It turned to steam in midair. Then and 
there, we decided to let nature take its course. Besides, 
it was suppertime, and we’d put in a good day’s work.

After another snooze on our spruce-needle bed, and 
another tin-can breakfast, we inspected our very own 

forest fire. Where a massive chunk of wood had been 
the night before was a streak of white ash, cold and 
dead. Easiest mop-up I ever did. We left the saw across 
the cedar stump, scorched beyond repair. (We did pack 
out the handles.)

These are some of the highlights of a time I recall 
fondly. It was an interesting, challenging job, working 
with some of the best men I’ve ever known. My strength 
and endurance never failed, young women viewed me 
with approval, and the Hand of the Almighty shielded 
me from disaster.

John died August 10, 2005. He graduated from Montana 
State University in 1953 with a degree in Forestry. John was 
deployed to Korea that year with the US Army. He stayed in 
the Army Reserve and retired as a Lt. Colonel in the 1980s. 
John worked as a Forester with the state of Montana 1955-
57, Assistant District Ranger USFS, Warland, Montana, 
1957-64 and Assistant District Ranger USFS, Bozeman, 
Montana, 1965-mid 1980s. Gypo sawyer mid-1980s to 
mid-1990s.

Still Looking for  
Your Biography

The response has been good for the bio 
request. I’ve got close to 1,500 done. If you 
have not taken the time to send me one, please 
sit down and do so. Information in this order:

Born: Month, day, year, city, state. Grew Up: 
City, state, graduated from H.S. including 
location. Further Education: Location, 
degree(s).

Career: Chronological order 

Military service/Honors/Awards?

Your Life: Have been getting good extra 
information—go for it!

If you can send in an email or Word document, 
it saves me a lot of typing. (Ed.)
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MAKING HISTORY
After Smokejumping

JUMPER TURNED FORENSIC 
PIONEER

Th e World-Changing Legacy of 
Larry Howard (MSO-50)

by Jill Louise Leger (Associate)

In 1979, to live in Atlanta was to live in fear. 
Th e terror began in mid-July, when the city learned 

that two teenagers had been found dead in a wooded 
area. Th ey’d each vanished a week earlier, four days 
apart.

For two years, the number kept rising, 28 murders 
in all, almost all of them Black children under the 
age of 15, abducted in broad daylight. One had been 
running an errand for 
his mother. Another 
had been last seen 
at her friend’s house 
watching Sanford and 
Son. One boy had 
been on his way to the 
local swimming pool.

Th e case 
fl ummoxed local and 
state offi  cers. Even 
the FBI came up 
dry. Th ere seemed 
to be zero motive 
and no common 
denominator other than the fact that many of the 
children had been strangled to death. Th e press dubbed 
the terrible spree the Atlanta Child Murders.

And then, fi nally, a break.
May 1981. Agents conducting surveillance along 

the Chatt ahoochee River hear a loud splash. Two days 
later, the body of a young man is found downstream, 
and authorities arrest an individual they’d initially 
interviewed at the scene and released. He is a 23-year-
old Black freelance photographer named Wayne 
Williams. He is charged with two of the murders and 
loudly protests his innocence.

What happened next is a saga, involving a racially 
charged trial, a conviction, and a city divided on the idea 
that justice was served, a controversy that continues to 
this day.

But here’s what we do know: Williams was convicted 
and sentenced to life in prison. And the Atlanta Child 
Murders stopped.

Th at a jury found Williams guilty was largely due 
to the work of one man, a forensic scientist whose 
unassailable reputation and unfl appable manner made 
him a quiet courtroom force. Th e pressure was on, but 
that hardly matt ered. Aft er all, Larry “Doc” Howard 
(MSO-50) was no stranger to heat.

“For him, it was all about solving the puzzle,” his 
daughter Laurie told the Atlanta Journal-Constitution 

in 2020. He believed 
in the law and the 
science and the 
evidence, and he 
wouldn’t let anything 
sway him.”

By the time of 
Williams’s trial, 
Howard had already 
spent years advancing 
crime-scene analysis, 
toxicology, and 
autopsy procedures. 
As an instructor at 
Emory University in 

Atlanta, he’d spent years fl ying his own plane around 
Georgia conducting autopsies, guiding students 
through the ins and outs of forensics-based crime-
solving. By 1969, he was in the big leagues, serving as 
director of the Georgia state crime lab.

At the heart of the Williams case were tiny but 
signifi cant clues—fi bers. Howard and his team 
painstakingly analyzed fi bers collected from the victims, 
tracing them back to carpeting in Williams’s apartment 
and station wagon. Th ey were also able to match traces 
of dog hair and blood. In a time before DNA evidence 
was widely used in court, this fi ber analysis was 
groundbreaking. 
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The meticulousness of Howard’s work helped 
prosecutors demonstrate that Williams had direct 
contact with the victims. Though Williams was 
convicted of only two murders, the evidence was 
convincing enough for prosecutors to attribute 22 of 
the other killings to him as well, and the law essentially 
closed the book on the Atlanta Child Murders. 

Controversy swelled, and today it seems unlikely 
that Williams was to blame for all 22 crimes. But for 
Howard, the evidence that he was responsible for at 
least a dozen of the murders was conclusive.

“Some people don’t want to believe that,” he said 
later. “Some still don’t.”

Though his work on this case made Howard 
nationally known, his entire life and career were 
redoubtable. A Montana native, he’d served as a medic in 
the occupational forces after World War Two. While at 
the University of Montana, he jumped out of Missoula 
and was later one of several jumpers the CIA attempted 
to recruit during the Korean War. After earning a PhD 
in pharmacology from the University of Minnesota, 
he moved to Georgia, where he’d accepted an assistant 
position with the state crime lab. He also attended 

Emory University, where he received specialized 
forensics training and eventually joined the staff.

He would serve more than 30 years as the director 
of the Georgia crime lab and supervisor of the Georgia 
Medical Examiner System. During this time, he also 
served as president of the American Society of Crime 
Laboratory Directors, helping grow and shape an 
entirely new field. The accolades and awards rolled 
in—as did a touch of immortality: author John Berendt 
mentions Howard by name in his best-selling 1994 
non-fiction novel Midnight in the Garden of Good and 
Evil, noting Howard’s pivotal testimony in a high-profile 
Savannah murder case. 

Howard retired in 1988—and promptly moved 
to Colorado Springs with his wife to help create and 
oversee a new forensics lab. 

He passed away in Colorado in 2020, the patriarch of 
a big and loving family. He was 91 years old.

“It makes us nervous,” said an Atlanta officer in 1981. 
“We’re used to having confessions and ballistics. This 
high-technological stuff is something most of us have 
yet to become acquainted with.”

Larry Howard helped change all that.

Bill Meadows (ANC-66) proudly wears a 
T-shirt showing all five generations of Meadows 
on his historic 350-acre ranch in western 
Montana. Bill’s ranch dates back to the 1800s 
and was devastated by the fires of 1910. He still 
continues to actively work the ranch.
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The late afternoon sun slanted gold through 
thunderheads as our plane droned over the endless 
patchwork of dark forest. For Bill, each mile beneath the 
plane seemed to hold a memory—echoes of thunder, 
the scent of smoke, and the promise of another fire 
waiting for boots on the ground. My nerves were taut 
with anticipation, but there was a quiet camaraderie in 
the air—a wordless agreement between jumpers that 
whatever waited below, we’d face it together.

The pilot’s voice crackled over the intercom, just 
another thread in the hum of routine. But it was Bill’s 
calm, gravelly reply that truly steadied me. He’d seen 
more fires than I could count, and sitting across from 
him in the jump plane, I tried to mirror his quiet 
confidence. I was a NED, a new man, and Bill was the 
best jump partner you could ask for.

Soon, the patchwork of trees gave way to the jagged 
ridges and deep shadows of the Payette. As the DC-3 
crossed a ridge, several smokes came into view, and I 
braced myself for what was coming.

It had already been a long day for Bill—spotting 
jumpers all over the forest. Now, it was his turn. We 
left McCall with a full load—sixteen men in a Douglas 
DC-3—now scattered from the South Fork of the 
Salmon to Hazard Creek.

It was early August. The woods were bone-dry, peak 
season for lightning storms. We’d just come through a 
bad one. Over a hundred fires had ignited across the 
Payette National Forest. I was last on the jump list, but as 
the fires were manned and jumpers went out, eventually 
it was just me and Bill Yensen—the spotter—left in the 
plane.

Flying over Upper Hazard Creek, we saw multiple 
smokes. Bill picked one—a sizable fire about a third 
of the way down a ridge, putting up steady smoke and 
already several acres in size. He figured it would take 
four, maybe eight jumpers to get it lined by morning. 
But with no one else left, it would be just the two of us.

The jump spot was tight, a knife-edge ridge with a 
few limber pines on top. Bill told me I’d go first. I landed 
in low timber; he touched down safely among the rocks. 
With the fire further down the ridge, we packed only 
the essentials: hand tools and a chainsaw. We left the 
rest of our gear on the jump spot where we intended to 
camp.

Once on the ground, the fire looked worse than 
expected, burning through heavy, downed timber. 
Bill took command. We’d scratch a line around it and 
bucked up the big stuff. He wanted to call for help, but 
all the radios had already gone out with earlier loads. 
Still, he hoped the pilot would alert McCall that we 
needed support.

Bill started cutting out the line with the saw while I 
followed behind with a Pulaski, digging a scratch line 
that fell short of jumper standards—but it was sufficient 
to hold the fire. By nightfall, we had it mostly lined. We 
rested for a short while, then got back to work. Bill 
climbed to the ridge to start clearing a helispot, while I 
stayed on the line, widening and reinforcing it.

By dark, I had the perimeter tightened up and was 
chasing hot spots. The fire still held a lot of heat. Bill’s 
saw ran almost nonstop as he worked to clear a landing 
zone. That evening, we shared a quick meal—standard 
C rations—and sized up the odds. With fires burning 
across the district, reinforcements weren’t likely. We 
were on our own.

After eighteen hours on the line, we managed to get 
a few hours of rest near the fire. At first light, we were 
back at it. I continued mop-up; Bill worked on burning 
logs and helispot prep. By midday, the heavy fuels were 
bucked and cold. The helispot still wasn’t done, but we 
were running on fumes.

On the second night, we bevvied in place again. At 
dawn, I dug out the big logs and mopped up using what 
soil I could find to mix into hot spots. The line held, but 
heat lingered. Eighteen hours later, a helicopter finally 
appeared. Bill waved me up to the helispot. I packed our 
gear uphill as he helped finish last-minute work on the 
line. The fire looked cold—but we both knew it might 
still be hiding heat.

We flew out, both of us quiet. It had been one of the 
toughest two-man fires either of us had ever worked.

Wild Bill’s Hardest Two-Manner
by Dan Green (McCall ’67)
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The July 2025 issue of Smokejumper contained a 
very divisive and short-sighted article. “Burned Out: 
Deadly National Forest Fires Now Entering Towns” by 
Dr. Bob Zybach contained so many misconceptions, 
inaccuracies, and insults, one is at first perplexed on 
how to address them.

Zybach quotes Gifford Pinchot’s famous quotation 
about providing the greatest amount of good to the 
greatest number of people. This quote is so general as to 
make it relatively meaningless. Who determines what is 
the greatest good? The definition of “good” can change 
with new understanding and perspective. Zybach seems 
to infer that he believes his generation optimized the 
“good,” and the rest of us have fallen short of the mark. 

Zybach states that the USFS has been the trusted 
steward of the nation’s forests for nearly a century. 
I started with the USFS in 1974, when the agency 
wasn’t considered a trusted steward at all. This was at 
the height of the clear-cut crisis, when the agency’s 
logging methods and road-building projects were 
often degrading water quality and ignoring other 
issues of forest management. This was to reach ASQ 
(Allowable Sale Quotient), or a theoretical maximum 
sustainable cut mandated by Congress. It was not until 
the 1990s that ASQ was replaced by better methods for 
determining the cut from USFS lands.

Zybach claims that “things began to change in 
the 1960s and 1970s,” when forest fires were seen as 
“past events.” I started fighting fires in the 70s, and at 
no time was fire not given top priority each summer. 
By the mid- 80s, there was a growing awareness that 
total suppression was causing an unprecedented and 
unnatural buildup of forest fuels. The cost of disposing 
this fuel was unmanageable, so thought was given to 
establishing a system in which the ecosystem could 
manage the fuels itself. This is when the concept of 
managed wildfire came into being. Letting fires burn in 
isolated areas during moister seasons and with favorable 
fuel indices was experimented with. Eventually, most 
forests developed their own plans tailored to their 
locations and fuel conditions. Compared to the massive 
extent of the problem, these were very cautious and 

tentative steps, but I believe they were effective. I can’t 
tell you how many of these fires caused later problems, 
but I do know that the overwhelming number of 
them stayed relatively small and accomplished their 
objectives. They also cut suppression costs.

Zybach implies that the 1987 Silver Complex and 
the 2002 Biscuit Fire were managed wildfires. This is 
not true; both were started by lightning, and standard 
suppression protocols were observed. (I will admit that 
response to the Silver Fire was delayed one day due to a 
bomb threat to the district office.)

The USFS correctly began to focus on areas other 
than timber harvest. This was because an increasingly 
aware public was demanding that the agency broaden 
its mission. To preserve some unharvested forest, the 
USFS began to recommend wilderness areas, mostly 
in places where harvest was difficult or unlikely. The 
USFS could not create such areas; they are created by 
Congress, which can only happen if the electorate is 
deeply supportive of the concept.

Other areas Zybach cites as apparent deviations from 
“our mission” include the protection of endangered 
species and something he terms “deep ecology.” I 
don’t know what “deep” ecology is, but ecology has 
more than a little relevance if you are trying to manage 
forests as something other than agricultural fields. 
The Endangered Species Act requires the USFS to 
show concern for endangered species. In a previous 
article, Zybach pointed out that at the time the act 
was implemented, there were just 84 animals listed 
as endangered. He goes on to say there are now more 
than 1,770 plants and animals listed. Few species have 
recovered; some are extinct. Doesn’t it occur to him that 
these species are the proverbial canary in the coal mine? 
Or that their increasing number is warning us that past 
and present human practices are negatively impacting 
the natural world?

Ensuring the water quality on public lands is one 
of the tenets prescribed by none other than Gifford 
Pinchot. Overharvest and attendant road-building 
can negatively affect water quality. The National 
Environmental Policy Act created a level of analysis to 

Some Thoughts in Defense  
of Todays USFS

by Steve Straley (Missoula ’77)
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ensure that forestry activities were less harmful to the 
forest environment. It also made the analysis subject to 
public review, adding time and expense to projects.

Now here is where I really start to take Zybach 
personally. He claims that not only has the mission 
changed, but that today’s personnel are inferior to the 
“highly motivated foresters, researchers, and firefighters” 
of his era. He slyly implies that no employee since his 
time has even visited the woods; we were apparently 
too busy with our computers, our meetings, and our 
efforts to understand the mysteries of “deep ecology.” 

Zybach’s sources inform him that the retirees of 
the last 10-20 years don’t care about the USFS and 
only worked for the agency because it was a steady 
job offering a retirement plan. I do not know how to 
respond to these kind of mean-spirited arguments, but 
I will try. Many of my contemporaries will likely laugh 
at the concept that the USFS was a lucrative way to 
spend your life. I was stationed in one town where most 
of the miners made better wages than I did. They were 
not required to be on call six months of the year, nor 
required to travel away from their families constantly 
during parts of the year. These miners were hardworking 
men and women who worked in trying conditions, but 
they went home at night. We rolled up on the ground to 
sleep. When fire season came around, everyone in the 
USFS was a firefighter in addition to being responsible 
for their regular jobs. Does Zybach think that these 
demands have gone away, especially in the wake of the 
massive fire seasons we have seen in recent decades? 
No, sir. The burden has only increased. Zybach should 
be ashamed to have impugned the good name of later 
generations of people who have worked for the USFS.

Lastly, I want to address the accusation that today’s 
USFS has failed to stop fires from burning homes and 
killing people. There are a multitude of reasons why 
these destructive fires are occurring, and they have little 
to do with the USFS not doing its job. The only thing I 
can try to do is make a list:

1.	 Years of total fire suppression built up 
unprecedented fuels on national forests.
2.	 The urban interface, which places people and 
their homes right in the sights of wildfire, continues 
to represent the fastest area of growth in the West. 
Working with a local fire department on one of 
my districts, I did fire-safe inspections for local 
homeowners. Even 20 years ago, that department had 
to triage homes that could not be saved in extreme 
conditions. The situation has not improved.
3.	 When the USFS tries to use management 
burning to lower the risk in and around an urban 
interface, the public often objects to the risk and the 
smoke. I admit that not all management burns are 

successful (a few were spectacularly unsuccessful), 
but the only thing we know about fuels in fire-
dependent ecosystems is not if they’ll burn but when. 

4.	 Land-management agencies cannot log their 
way out of fire. Areas that are logged often don’t carry 
fire, or the fires that do occur are small enough to 
be suppressed. However, within 20-25 years, those 
areas will again carry fire. We simply can’t log enough 
to make an effective dent, especially in extreme fire 
conditions. Also, the glut of wood on the market from 
massive logging would drop the price of lumber and 
cripple the industry. 

5.	 Finally, we must address the elephant in the 
room: climate change. I do not pretend to speak for 
Zybach, but I’ve observed that many in his generation 
tend to be climate-change deniers. All I and 96 
percent of the scientific community can tell you is that 
it is real, and it is drastically affecting fire behavior. 
For the last 20 years of my career, among my other 
duties, I flew as an air tactical group supervisor. I flew 
over hundreds of fires, from lightning strikes to very 
large complexes, and can confirm that the intensity 
of fire behavior increased during this period. I also 
experienced and witnessed unprecedentedly high 
temperatures, record-low fuel moistures, and extreme 
winds. Though it is not mentioned or even referenced 
in Zybach’s article, climate change is one of the root 
causes of the destructive fires he blames on current 
USFS management.

Zybach states that we know how to fix the problem. 
I contend we do not. There are a multitude of threads 
that make up this problem. For instance, reducing fuels 
across hundreds of millions of acres in the West is not 
logistically feasible. The cost alone would be staggering. 
Logging, of which I am an advocate, could help in 
some locations but, again, could not reach a scale to 
be truly significant. Local governments could start to 
restrict growth in the urban interface, but so far, they’ve 
taken the opposite tack, actively encouraging people 
to move to these communities. Banks and insurance 
companies are beginning to have an impact by denying 
loans or coverage to people in vulnerable areas, which is 
promising, but will this be enough to make a difference?

And then there is climate change. This is an area 
where, for all intents and purposes, we have no 
control. We are now forced to adapt to drier and hotter 
conditions.

This is the current reality the USFS faces. I see the 
personnel of today’s USFS, the one Zybach disparages, 
and I see serious people battling against titanic forces. 
They often cannot defeat them, but they fight on. They 
have my respect.
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The following is from the Redding Smokejumper Base 
history published by NSA and available on our website.  

Dick Tracy (MSO-53), our beloved Redding 
Smokejumper Base Manager, left us in late March 2006, 
during the last part of a long, wet, and snowy winter. He 
had been in poor health for a decade and off the jump 
list at 73.

Dick was the best boss I ever had�teaching so much 
by example to so many of us. It was always about the 
“jumpers” and how loyal bros will give 110 percent 
to good leadership, even under adversity and extreme 
fatigue, and sometimes suffering the fallout from poor 
management at the higher levels. His special leadership 
style most likely evolved from the Korean War, from the 
Missoula Smokejumpers, and from being the boss at 
Silver City, New Mexico, known for lots of wind. Dick 
Tracy taught us to work with what you’ve got, how to 
bring the good ones along, get the best even out of the 
“sh—birds,” and deal with powerful personalities and 
big egos. He was a budget genius, although that was not 
a favorite task.

“The Detective” (this and many other nicknames 
from Bob Kersh, Redding loft foreman and founding 
father – another great personality, teacher, and another 
story) never really verbalized his leadership style as 
would be done in today’s management journals for 
those who probably never have and never will “actually 
do it!” It seemed to me and others that Dick had this 
great Three Concentric Circles View of Authority, 
somewhat like the “wind cone” when it comes to 
spotting smokejumpers. 

The first circle is the given or declared limit of authority 
which one must fill to the edge or the “overhead” will 
intrude by either necessity and/or micromanagement 
tendencies. The second circle is where the good boss 
goes “out there” to get things done. The second circle 
perimeter is not defined, and risks abound, yet the good 
boss knows where it is because operating within “is 
the right thing to do.” The third circle is the territory of 
the higher-ups, and one should not go there because it 
would be insubordinate. However, once in a great,  great 
while, the good boss does need to go there, due to dire 
straits or unexpected invitation!

We never heard a bad word about Dick; everyone liked 
and respected him (except for one budget functionary!) 
even when he did the tough things a boss must do. 

Working for Dick Tracy has helped me throughout my 
industrial forestry career, both in the American west 
and international forestry, forest products, and business 
work in too many countries to count. It must be the 
same for the other Redding smokejumpers and those 
from the other bases. After leaving “The Jumpers,” like 
many, it took me awhile to understand that the “real 
world,” even the vaunted private sector, is just not in 
the same league as the smokejumpers. Indeed, one does 
have to work with what you’ve got because not all can 
find within themselves to be more than they thought 
they could be and resist or do not understand what 
teamwork and camaraderie is about! Much of Dick 
Tracy’s hallmark modesty, courtesy, and leadership by 
example “stuck,” and I was able to make things work and 
pass it on to foresters, loggers, forest workers, and even 
higher-up executives and government officials.

On the lighter side, “Typhoon” or “Hurricane” Tracy 
was a gifted spotter, rarely if ever throwing more than 
one set of wind drift streamers! I can just see, hear 
and feel the jump runs with him: circling and sizing 
up the fire and conditions, lining up the plane then 
throwing out the single set of streamers with “hook up” 
before they even hit the ground, the brief and perfect 
instructions almost drowned out by the engines and the 
slipstream, and “go get-em babe” as you went out the 
door! It is always a sad time when the “good ones” like 
Dick Tracy move on. Just a few days after Dick left us, 
forestry school class friend Bob Willhite left us too. In 
our last communications, we agreed that we will meet 
again, with him being those unexpected wisps of wind 
in our favorite places in the wild.

A few weeks before Dick Tracy passed away, I wrote 
him that he was the best boss I ever had, not mentioning 
when we meet again it will be with those “it’s too windy 
to jump,” “go get-em babe” afternoon winds.

After Dick’s wonderful memorial, I told his great wife, 
Carol, how good forestry school friend Bob Willhite, 
“the unexpected afternoon wisps of wind,” had just left 
us, as had our beloved “Hurricane Tracy.” We just teared 
up and hugged, with me saying “Hurricane Tracy,” and 
her saying my old smokejumper and forestry school 
nickname, “Mouse.”

So, the “Detective” says “Go get ‘em babe” as the 
smokejumpers willingly go out the door for another 
windy ride, and it’s “Jumpers away!” We miss you Dick 
and thanks for everything.

Dick Tracy—Best Boss I Ever Had
by Scott “Mouse” Warner (Redding ’69)
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The Youngest Smokejumper
John Lewis and His Ultimate Sacrifice

by Ken Hessel (McCall ’58)

He packed a lot of living into his short 25 years.  
Bronc and bull riding in Texas, smokejumping in 
Idaho, the Bay of Pigs invasion in Cuba, night resupply 
missions over Tibet, and many similar missions into 
Northern Laos in support of General Vang Pao’s anti-
Communist Hmong army.

John Lewis was born in Lampasas, TX, on June 10, 
1936. His early years were spent attending school and 
enjoying the normal pursuits of a young boy living in 
a small Texas town of about 5,000 people. During his 
tenure at Lampasas High School, where he excelled 
as a scholar and athlete, he heard stories from an 
older friend about fighting forest fires in Idaho. The 
story that fascinated him the most was the one about 
smokejumpers, airborne firefighters who parachuted 
into remote, mountainous terrain to fight wildfires. 
Being a somewhat adventurous soul anyway, John 
decided he was going to be a smokejumper come hell or 
high water. At 16 years old and a junior in high school, 
John hatched a plan to head for McCall, Idaho, as soon 
as the school year ended. As my wife, Leah, tells the 
story, on June 3, 1953, it was with great trepidation that 
she and her mother drove John a couple of miles out of 
Lampasas and let him out on highway 183 North. Once 
out of the car, “John told us to head for town and don’t 
look back. Mom cried all the way home.” 

Undaunted by the nearly 1,800 miles ahead of him, 
John stuck out his thumb and, with lady luck riding on 
his shoulder, arrived in McCall three days later. The first 
person to pick him up took him all the way to Denver, 
and on the leg from Boise to McCall, he was picked up 
by a USFS employee who was on a first-name basis with 
both Payette National Forest supervisor Jack Kooch and 
smokejumper foreman Lloyd Johnson (MYC-43). On 
June 8, John, who became known to his fellow jumpers 
as “Tex,” signed on as a “brush crew smokejumper.” He 
was assigned to the Krassel Ranger District along with 
nine other men, including Stan Tate (MYC-53) and 
Miles Johnson (MYC-53), who were to become John’s 
close friends. Essentially, the Krassel brush crew was 
hired in anticipation of a severe fire season. Forester and 
veteran jumper Reid Jackson (MYC-49) was marking 
timber on the Krassel District when the brush crew 
showed up and was asked to ramrod the newcomers 
along with his other duties. About the middle of July 

1953, Jackson was appointed foreman of the McCall 
base, and shortly thereafter, a decision was made to 
bring the 10-man brush crew into McCall and put them 
through formal smokejumper training. The “brush 
crew smokejumpers” went on the jumplist around the 
first of August, much to the chagrin of the veterans 
who could see a lot of overtime going out the window 
as a result. John made his first fire jump on August 16, 
1953, on the Nethkin Trail Fire. At that time, he was 17 
years, 2 months, and 6 days old—possibly the youngest 
smokejumper ever to make a fire jump. John’s final jump 
season was 1959.

After graduating from Lampasas High School in 
May 1954, John enrolled at the University of Texas, 
which he attended until December 1959. During this 
time, he attained his private pilot’s license and bought a 
single-engine plane that he used in managing his cattle 
business and to visit friends around the Western U.S.

John Lewis, McCall 1953 first training jump.  
(Courtesy Ken Hessel)
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In December 1959, John was asked if he’d be 
interested in a job with the Central Intelligence Agency. 
Needless to say, he jumped at the chance and soon 
thereafter was making night flights over Tibet, dropping 
arms, ammunition, and CIA-trained indigenous 
paratroopers to bolster Tibetan resistance fighters 
in their struggle against an invading Chinese army. 
Interspersed with the missions into Tibet were resupply 
missions into Northern Laos in support of General 
Vang Pao and his anti-Communist Hmong army.

In January 1961, John was on his way to Guatemala 
to help with the preparation for the Bay of Pigs invasion 
in Cuba. Slated for April 17, 1961, it was an operation 
he would also participate in. 

A month later, he was again engaged in resupply 
flights to anti-Communist Hmong troops in Laos. 
On August 13, 1961, at the age of 25, John died in a 
plane crash while dropping cargo to General Vang 
Pao’s troops in Northern Laos. Also killed in this crash 
were John’s close friend from Lampasas, TX, Darrell 
Eubanks (IDC-54) and Dave Bevan (MSO-55), a 
Missoula jumper from Mineral Lake, WA. These three 
smokejumpers were among the first Americans killed in 
the Laotian theater of the Vietnam War.

With regard to the Bay of Pigs invasion, John was 
one of four Americans awarded a medal for valor by 
the Cuban Veterans of the 2506 Assault Brigade. The 
medal was presented by the board of directors of the 
Association of Veterans of the Bay of Pigs at a special 
meeting on March 7, 1994, in Miami. Legendary B-26 
pilot Connie Seigrist (who also received a medal) 
accepted John’s medal and later delivered it to John’s 
mother in Austin. 

Eight years later, on November 8, 2002, the CIA 
posthumously awarded John the agency’s medal for 
valor “in recognition of his exceptional support to 
the CIA in April of 1961.” The medal was presented 
to John’s sister, Leah Hessel, in LaGrande, OR, by a 

CIA emissary. A small group of family and friends, 
including Tom “Shep” Johnson (MYC-56), attended 
the ceremony.

Finally, on May 22, 2017, almost 56 years after the 
fatal plane crash in Laos, the CIA brought closure to 
the Lewis, Eubanks, and Bevan families by dedicating 
three stars/names on the agency’s Memorial Wall at its 
headquarters in Langley, VA. At this time, there are 140 
stars etched into the marble wall—one for each agency 
employee who has died in the line of duty since the 
agency’s birth in 1947. Then-director Mike Pompeo 
presented individual marble stars to each of the families 
during the ceremony and also the agency’s medallion 
“for exceptional service.” Leah Hessel accepted the 
treasured mementos on behalf of the Lewis family as 13 
members of her immediate family, several close friends, 
and some 350 agency employees looked on. The CIA 
may be slow in matters of proper recognition, but the 
agency usually gets it right in the end.

The ceremony finally acknowledged that the three 
men were CIA employees when they were killed in 
Laos. With this acknowledgment came answers to the 
many questions surrounding their deaths, and the cloak 
of secrecy associated with their employment at the time 
they died was lifted. 

The CIA’s revelation prompted members of the 
Lampasas, TX, American Legion Post 277 to publicly 
acknowledge John’s and Darrell’s ultimate sacrifices in 
the service of their country. On May 18, 2019, Legion 
Post 277 dedicated a monument to hometown heroes 
John Lewis and Darrell Eubanks in a ceremony at a 
local cemetery. The monument memorializes the two 
men and also stands as a constant reminder that the 
freedom we enjoy in the United States of America does 
not come without a cost. 

Left: Ken Hessel and Leah 
standing in front of the  
Wall of Honor at the CIA 
Headquarters, Langley, VA, 
2017 dedication ceremony. 
(Courtesy Ken Hessel)

Right: Wall of Honor photo 
of John S. Lewis given to 
Leah at the 2017 dedication 
ceremony. (Courtesy Ken 
Hessel)
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The working relationship between smokejumpers 
and smokejumper pilots has to be close. Skilled 
mountain pilots are a different breed of pilot. When 
discussing smokejumping, you have to include the 
Johnson Flying Service.

In 1923, Bob Johnson, who was running a Texaco 
garage in Missoula, got the flying bug. By 1924, he had 
completed his pilot’s training under Nick Mamer in 
Spokane and returned to Missoula with a new plane, 
an OX-5 Swallow that he purchased for $2,500. The 
Johnson Flying Service was started. His brother, Dick, 
did maintenance in return for flying lessons.

In order to keep in business, Bob infrequently 
flew passengers and gave lessons to student pilots. In 
1926, he was able to land a contract with the USFS to 
fly fire patrols after lightning storms. Throw in a few 
missions of mercy, where Bob would fly into remote 
mountain airstrips and bring back people in need of 
medical attention, and his reputation grew. So did the 
business. Soon he opened up the interior of Montana to 
sportsmen, ranchers, prospectors and rangers. 

With the purchase of a Travelair in 1929, he started 
a passenger service. The business expanded into 
Idaho with freight and mail delivery contracts. While 
competitors sat on the ground, Johnson maintained his 
mail schedule through extreme cold and snowstorms.

In 1930, with the possibility of getting a Forest 
Service contract to fly fire crews into small backcountry 
airstrips, he added his brother, Dick, to the roster. The 
Johnson Flying Service ( JFS) hauled sixty-five tons of 
freight and 300 fire personnel their first season, and 
a tight working relationship was developed with the 
Forest Service. 

As business continued to increase, new pilots needed 
to be added. Anyone applying had to have 1200 hours 
of mountain flying to even be considered. If hired, 
they flew co-pilot for two seasons learning the remote 
airstrips and their characteristics. Johnson pilots were 
known as some of the most skilled mountain pilots in 
the U.S. 

In order to continue the business in Idaho, Bob 
brought on Penn Stohr, an experienced mountain 
pilot, to handle the Idaho snowline run. Stohr had also 
learned to fly from Nick Mamer in Spokane and would 

become a legend in Idaho mountain flying. Penn would 
work for the JFS for 24 years. 

Earl Vance and Larry Florek were the next to be 
added to the pilots’ list. Jack Hughes (Montana’s first 
rated helicopter pilot), along with others, followed. Jack 
would move up to the chief pilot’s position after Dick’s 
death in March of 1945.

When the smokejumper program was started in 
1940, the Johnson Flying Service was awarded the 
contract that would run until 1975 when Christler 
Flying Service (Thermopolis, Wyoming) got the 
contract. In October 1975, the sale of JFS to Evergreen 
from McMinnville, Oregon, was announced. 

The early Johnson Pilots listed from Fly The Biggest 
Piece Back by Steve Smith: Jack Hughes, Dick Johnson’s 
stepson, who would become chief pilot; Penn Stohr, 
the “Miracle Pilot of Idaho”; Earl Vance, who had 
been one of Montana’s best-known barnstorming 
pilots; Larry Florek, who had trained under Dick 
Johnson; Everett “Slim” Phillips, a one-time Montana 
barnstormer who became an expert Tri-Motor pilot; 
Hoyt DeMers, a man said to be impervious to nervous 
tension; and Frank Wiley who had flown in Missoula 
in the early days.

They were Dick Ogg, Jerry Verhelst, Merle “Abe” 
Bowler, Warren Ellison, Bob Fogg, Clarence Jones, 
“Red” Mathews, Ken Huber, Orman LaVoie, Bill Yaggy 
(MSO-41), Chet Derry (MSO-40), Bert Walker, 
Ernest Kaiser and Ray Kaiser. 

Dick Johnson was killed March 2, 1945, (age 58) 
while conducting an aerial count of elk in northwest 
Wyoming. Dick had survived previous crashes early 
Sept. 1938 at Big Prairie and August 1939 at Roaring 
Lion Canyon, southwest of Hamilton, MT.

Penn Stohr was killed in 1957 near Townsend where 
he was flying a sagebrush-spraying job. 

Missoulian, November 6, 1975: “After 20 months 
of litigation, the formal announcement of the sale 
of Missoula’s Johnson Flying Service was made by 
Jack Hughes, president of the airline, and Robert R. 
Johnson, 82-year-old veteran pilot who started the firm 
52 years ago.” Bob Johnson accumulated 17,000 flying 
hours. The JFS stopped using the Ford Tri-Motors and 
the Travelairs in the summer of 1969.

Pioneer Smokejumping Pilots
by Chuck Sheley (Cave Junction ’59)
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The following is from the Grants 
Pass, Oregon, Courier reprinted 
with permission.  

A rocket ship carrying a former 
Illinois Valley resident roared off 
to the moon a little over half a 
century ago.

Astronaut Stuart Roosa (CJ-
53) was the command pilot of 
Apollo 14, the third spacecraft 
from earth to the moon. The 
National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration rocket carrying 
three astronauts blasted off from the Cape Kennedy 
Space Center in Florida on Jan. 31, 1971.

 While Roosa was not a longtime southwestern 
Oregon resident, he rookied at the Siskiyou 
Smokejumper Base in the spring of 1953, then spent 
the summer and early fall as a smokejumper at the base 
located about six miles south of Cave Junction. He was 
19, one of 434 jumpers who were based there over the 
years. Established in 1943, the base closed at the end of 
the 1981 fire season.

 Accompanying him to the moon were fellow 
astronauts Alan Shepard and Edgar Mitchell, both 
of whom made a lunar landing while Roosa orbited 
overhead in the spacecraft. After exploring a bit, 
collecting lunar samples and conducting some scientific 
experiments, they returned to earth on Feb. 9.

Roosa was responsible for an experiment unique to 
space travel. After NASA chose him for the mission, 
Forest Service Chief Edward Cliff contacted him, 
suggesting he carry 400 to 500 tree seeds in his space suit 
to see how a few days in space would affect them. The 
five species included redwood, sweet gum, sycamore, 
loblolly pine and Douglas fir.

The prolonged weightlessness had virtually no 
impact on the seeds. The seedlings sprouting from 
those seeds were dubbed “moon trees” and later planted 
throughout the nation, including a loblolly pine at the 

White House, a sycamore at Valley 
Forge and a Douglas fir at the 
Siskiyou base.

“Our moon tree is growing 
right behind the museum office 
here,” observed former Siskiyou 
smokejumper Gary Buck (CJ-
66). “It’s at least 20 feet high now. 
When we got it, it was only about 
eight inches tall. It wasn’t planted 
for quite a while. But it is doing 
really well.”

Gary is the president of the 
nonprofit Siskiyou Smokejumper 
Base Museum Project, a group 

of former smokejumpers who bought the historic 
buildings at the base, turning them into a popular 
smokejumper museum. Thanks to their effort, the base 
is now on the National Register of Historic Places. 

Roosa wasn’t the only former Siskiyou smokejumper 
who worked for NASA. Charles “Chuck” Mansfield 
(CJ-59), a 1956 Grants Pass High School graduate, 
jumped for 11 fire seasons ending in 1969 when he 
attained a doctorate’s degree in physics. He worked 
for NASA until 1973 before going to the Los Alamos 
National Laboratory in New Mexico, retiring in 1993.

Buck, who began jumping in 1966 and fondly recalls 
jumping with Mansfield, was at the base when Roosa 
visited in 1972.

He brought his wife and three kids,” Buck said. “They 
were really nice people. Stuart was very humble.”

While at the base, the astronaut gave a short talk to 
the airborne firefighters.

“He told us, ‘Smokejumping was the inspiration for 
me to become an astronaut,’” Buck said. “So, one of the 
guys said, ‘Stuart, are you just trying to make us feel 
good?’ He smiled and said, ‘Yes, I am.’ And everyone, 
including Stuart, all started laughing. It was a fun day 
for all of us. Everybody loved having him and his family 
here.”

For an astronaut, Roosa was obviously very down to 
earth, so to speak.

18	 www.smokejumpers.com

Paul Fattig 

The Down-to-Earth Smokejumper  
and His “Moon Trees”

by Paul Fattig (Associate)
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“He hadn’t been 
back here since 1953,” 
Buck said. “He had 
done a lot of things in 
between, becoming 
an Air Force pilot and 
astronaut. Coming back 
here brought back so 
many great memories 
for him.”

Buck knew several 
jumpers who had 
jumped with Roosa. 

“They had nothing 
but good things to say 
about him,” he said.

He noted that one 
of Roosa’s sons, who 
served as a Marine Corps colonel in Afghanistan, sent 
a letter to the base which told how his father had several 
rooms in their home honoring organizations he had 
served in.

“According to his son, he would take dignitaries, 
including politicians and astronauts, into those rooms,” 
Buck said. “His son said the room his father was most 
proud of was the Siskiyou smokejumper room.

“We did a heck of a job here fighting fires,” Buck 
added. “We stopped a lot of fires from growing big 
by jumping on them when they first started. It was a 
great government run operation.”

Meanwhile, the base 
museum, which used 
to be closed during the 
winter months, is now 
available to visitors 
year-round.

“There is a phone 
number on the 
museum door for them 
to call me and have 
me open it up,” said 
Buck who lives nearby. 
“We’re pretty flexible.”

In addition to a 
caretaker at the site, 
other former jumpers 
also drop in to give 
tours, he said.

I did two tours here yesterday and they were 
fascinated by the fact Stuart Roosa was here,” Buck said. 
“Oftentimes people come here not expecting a lot but 
are really surprised by what they see. One lady called it 
serendipity.”

Speaking for those who spent our childhoods in the 
valley, we knew it was our good fortune that the base 
existed. We looked up to the Siskiyou smokejumpers, 
including moon traveler Roosa, both literally and 
figuratively.

Stuart Roosa (CJ-53)

Many “there I was . . .” stories,  
at 10% truth

1967 McCall Smokejumper  
Mini Rookie Bros Reunion

Home of Lt. Col. Rich Tomich  
(USAF retired)
Desert Hills, AZ
March 4, 2025

L to R: John Tandberg , JerryOgawa, 
Richard Tomich, Frank Bibao, and 
Thomas Hilliard. (Courtesy Jerry 
Ogawa)
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MAKING HISTORY
After Smokejumping

Stuart Roosa (CJ-53) 

TO THE MOON!
Former Jumper Made History 

Aboard Apollo 14

by Jill Louise Leger (Associate)
A NASA module glides silently 

through space. At the helm, a lone 
pilot guides it around the moon. 
As he passes around the orb’s dark 
side, the sun disappears, and the 
blackness of space erupts into a 
sheet of glitt ering stars. He slips in a 
country-and-western cassett e (he’s 
brought along several for the ride) 
and speeds ahead, singing along: 

I must go where the wild goose goes
Wild goose, brother goose, which is best?
A wanderin’ fool or a heart at rest?

Th e solo astronaut is Stuart Roosa (CJ-53). Roosa 
never set foot on the moon, but he was instrumental 
in 1971’s Apollo 14 mission, piloting the command 
module as Alan Shepard and Edgar Mitchell explored 
the lunar surface. 

Much has been writt en about Roosa’s remarkable 
life and achievements, but one litt le-investigated aspect 
is the impact that smokejumping had on his outlook 
and career. Th at single summer, it turns out, went a long 
way toward shaping the legend he would become.

Even as a rookie, Roosa showed promise. Th in with 
red hair and a studious demeanor, he was smart, level-
headed, and virtually fearless, “with a litt le fi re in his 
eyes,” recalled Phil Clarke (CJ-51).

Roosa had visited the Cave Junction base in 1952, 
staying in the bunkhouse and gett ing to know a few 
jumpers. Th at’s when he “became infected with what 
would later be his trademark, the ‘can do’ spirit of the 
Gobi,” noted fellow jumper and friend Jimmie Dollard 
(CJ-52). Roosa joined the program the following 
summer. Nicknamed “Red Rooster,” he trained at Cave 
Junction, adeptly tackling each new challenge and even 
overcoming a fear of heights.

“Stuart went through rookie training fi ne and 
handled everything bett er than most, except for tree-

climbing classes,” remembered 
Dollard. “Strange as it might seem 
for someone who later became a jet 
pilot and an astronaut, he was afraid 
of heights. He fi nally passed the tree-
climbing by sheer determination.”

Roosa made his fi rst fi re jump 
out of a Noorduyn Norseman, 
accompanied by Dollard and Bob 
Wood (CJ-53). “[I was] in the 
door,” Wood recalled. “[Roosa] was 
next. I remember looking up at him 
and thinking his eyes were big.”

Th at jump turned out to be part 
of a somewhat infamous episode 
involving a novice lookout named 

Shorty and orders to jump a nonexistent blaze. But 
Roosa managed to impress his colleagues, especially on 
the packout, an arduous hike straight uphill some 3,000 
feet. “He kept up with me and Wood, even though we 
outweighed him by 15 pounds,” Dollard recalled.

It was a busy season, and Roosa continued to prove 
himself with his enthusiasm and leadership qualities. 
He was “outstanding . . . the ideal jumper,” Jim Allen 
(NCSB-46) told a reporter in 1971. Roosa would jump 
a total of four fi res, two in the Umpqua National Forest 
and two in Northern California, working primarily out 
of Medford, Oregon, due to the paving of the Cave 
Junction runway that summer.

He joined the Air Force that same year and was 
soon accepted into the Aviation Cadet Program at 
Williams Air Force Base in Arizona. His smokejumping 
experience gave him an edge, especially during the 
application process.

“He was concerned about a particularly tough 
psychologist who had [rejected] several [candidates] 
as unsuitable,” Dollard recalled. “When he asked Stuart 
what he had been doing, Stuart said that he had been a 
smokejumper and was asked to explain. When Stuart 
told him what smokejumpers did, the shrink stared 
in disbelief and said, ‘Okay, you shouldn’t have any 
trouble with fl ight training,’ and the planned two-hour 
interview was over in 10 minutes.”
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Roosa was working as a test pilot in California when 
NASA selected him and only eighteen others for its 
astronaut-training program in 1966.

His jumper buddies were behind him all the way. Al 
Boucher (CJ-49) and Jim Allen sent a letter offering 
their congratulations. “It is quite an honor to have an ex-
Forest Service smokejumper assigned to . . . the nation’s 
space team,” they wrote. “We are mighty proud of you.”

For Roosa, NASA training wasn’t too far removed 
from what he’d experienced as a jumper. He and his 
fellow recruits spent time on some of the same Oregon 
terrain he knew in his jumping days, probing the canyons 
and caves of the state’s volcanic Deschutes region.

If he was hoping for excitement at NASA, his timing 
couldn’t have been better. Since 1961, when President 
Kennedy had set the goal of a lunar landing by the end 
of the decade, NASA had been focused on making 
that once-audacious dream a reality. In July 1969, it 
happened, and then again, the following November. In 
the winter of 1971, it was Roosa’s 
turn. He was 37 years old.

For the Apollo 14 mission 
(the first attempt to land on the 
moon since the near-disastrous 
Apollo 13 endeavor), Roosa’s 
job was to pilot the command 
module Kitty Hawk around the 
moon as crewmembers Shepard 
and Mitchell collected soil 
and rock samples on the lunar 
surface. He was also assigned to 
photograph potential landing 
sites and record cosmic activity 
transpiring behind the dark side 
of the moon. Shepard and Mitchell would spend more 
than 33 hours on the moon—the longest period for any 
Apollo mission at the time. But just as noteworthy was 
the fact that during all those hours, Roosa was alone, 
piloting the Kitty Hawk around the moon 34 times. 
(Lucky for him, he’d brought along a few tunes to pass 
the time. A favorite was Frankie Laine’s “The Cry of the 
Wild Goose.”)

Roosa is perhaps best known for taking along some 
450 tree seeds, as part of a deal forged between NASA 
and the Forest Service. After the mission, the seeds were 
germinated and planted across the United States. The 
resultant loblolly pine, sycamore, sweetgum, redwood, 
and Douglas fir are known today as “moon trees” and 
are living monuments to the Apollo program.

For Roosa, the moon voyage was an awesome 
experience, but he’d later say it didn’t change him 

fundamentally. “Space changes nobody,” he said. “You 
bring back from space what you bring into space.”

Still, upon his father’s death, Roosa’s son Christopher 
told the Washington Post that his father had been 
humbled as he’d looked out at Earth shimmering in 
space like a “jewel in the sky,” a tiny orb he could cover 
with the palm of his hand. Some 200,000 miles from 
home, Roosa told his son, he’d felt very alone.

Roosa became one of the space program’s most 
respected members, going on to serve as a backup pilot 
for the Apollo 16 and 17 missions and later working on 
the space-shuttle program. He retired in 1976.

Married with three sons and a daughter, Roosa was a 
devoted family man as well. He taught his daughter to fly 
and instilled in all his children the values of persistence 
and determination. 

“One of the things he always taught us was to be 
adventurous,” his daughter, Rosemary, said in 1994, “to 
pick your goals and strive for them.”

He went into business after 
retirement and in 1981 assumed 
ownership of a beer-distribution 
company in Mississippi, where 
he lived with his family.

He was 61 when he fell ill 
during a Thanksgiving visit 
to a son in 1994. He died two 
weeks later, reportedly from 
complications due to pancreatitis.

When he died, mankind again 
remembered the miracle of the 
Apollo landings, feats that remain 
unmatched since the final Apollo 
mission in 1972.

It was a standstill that disappointed Roosa. 
“Apollo was our unfinished obelisk,” he told author 

Andrew Chaikin. “It’s like we started building this 
beautiful thing, and then we quit.”

In Roosa’s case, the beautiful achievement grew 
in part out of the hard lessons he learned back in the 
summer of 1953. Recalled Dollard, “Several times 
later in his career he referred to the ‘can do’ spirit and 
confidence he had gained at the Gobi as one of his 
greatest assets.”

It was also perhaps his greatest legacy. 
“Stuart Roosa was one of the ‘can do’ spacefarers that 

helped take America and all humankind to the moon,” 
said then-NASA chief Daniel S. Goldin at the time of 
Roosa’s passing. “He exemplified the talents that all of 
NASA strives for: service to our nation, technical know-
how, and an unbridled creative spirit.”

Roosa suited up. 
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It wasn’t until I started healing—
truly healing—that I began to ask 
questions. Maybe I was too loyal, 
too indoctrinated, too afraid to ask 
them before. These were questions 
that burned slowly beneath the 
surface, the same way the forest 
does after the flames are gone.

And one of the most important 
questions I asked was this: Why 
do smokejumpers—who risk their 
lives on every jump—get paid so 
little, are recognized so rarely, and 
are supported so poorly compared 
with Tier 1 military operators?

I had spent years romanticizing 
smokejumping. We all did. Because 
when you’re inside the machine, you’re not supposed 
to question it. You’re supposed to feel grateful. Lucky. 
Proud just to be there. And I was. Until the injuries 
started piling up. Until the anxiety wouldn’t leave. Until 
I realized that silence wasn’t loyalty; it was complicity in 
my own undoing.

So, I did the research. I wanted to understand what I 
had given up—and what I’d gotten back.

A GS-9 smokejumper earns somewhere between 
$55,000 and $60,000 per year, with seasonal variability 
and little to no housing support. Medical benefits are 
limited, fragmented, and inconsistent. A comfortable 
retirement is attained only if you piece together decades 
of federal service across agencies, years at a time. And 
if you get injured, as many of us do, you’re filtered 
into a claims system that was never built to handle the 
complexity of trauma that lives in the bones and brains 
of people who jump into fire for a living.

By contrast, a Tier 1 military operator—an E-7, say, 
with a decade or more of service—can make upwards 
of $120,000 per year, not including housing allowances, 
combat pay, and generous reenlistment bonuses. Such 
an individual can retire after 20 years with lifetime 
medical benefits, a 50-percent pension, and, crucially, 
the respect of a society conditioned to support his or 
her heroism.

I’m not here to take anything away from those 
warriors. I used to be one. I know what that world 
requires. But what I didn’t understand until much 

later—until I had enough distance 
to see it clearly—is how that 
disparity can warp the psyche of a 
smokejumper.

We’re told we’re lucky to be 
there. That our selection rate is low. 
That we’re the elite. And because 
of that, we learn to wear suffering 
like a badge, to deny pain, to never 
speak ill of the organization—
because to do so would mean 
we’re ungrateful. That’s how the 
meritocracy traps you: It teaches 
you that silence is strength, that 
gratitude means enduring in 
silence, and that to question the 
system is to risk exile from the only 

brotherhood you’ve ever known.
But here’s the truth: that selectiveness is part of the 

trauma. It isolates you. It teaches you to betray yourself 
in the name of pride. And when you finally step away—
when you try to talk about what it cost you—you realize 
how many others are still inside, too afraid to say what 
they know is true.

I wasn’t bitter when I uncovered the facts. I was 
devastated. Because I saw how long I’d carried the 
weight of sacrifice without support. How I’d confused 
exceptionalism with disposability. And how easy it is to 
confuse purpose with pain when the system you serve 
doesn’t fully serve you back.

I speak not out of resentment—but out of reverence. 
Reverence for those still jumping. Still serving. Still 
staying silent. This piece is for them. Because all of us 
deserve more than admiration. We deserve protection. 
And when the last fire goes out, we deserve support. We 
deserve peace.

I believe that the federal government allows 
disparities like those between smokejumpers and Tier 1 
military operators not necessarily because of conscious 
intent, but because of a complex web of historical 
precedent, institutional inertia, public perception, and 
economic design.

Societal Optics, Budgets, and Compensation
Military service has long been framed as the 

ultimate sacrifice. Tier 1 operators—SEALs, Delta 

Smokejumpers Deserve More
by Jon Frisch (Fairbanks ’96)

Jon Frisch (FBX-96)
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Force, Green Berets—are mythologized in our national 
consciousness. Their compensation packages reflect 
this mythos: combat pay, hazard bonuses, reenlistment 
incentives, full VA benefits, medical care for life, and 
preferential hiring post-service. The money is there 
because national security is a political goldmine. 
Defense gets a blank check.

Smokejumpers, on the other hand, are seen, at 
best, as “seasonal heroes.” Rugged and noble, sure, but 
temporary. Firefighting itself is often regarded as a blue-
collar summer gig—never mind that it’s high-stakes, 
paramilitary, and often lethal.

As a result, fire-suppression, land management, 
and public safety are treated as budget items to trim, 
not invest in. While military operators are protected 
by political prestige, smokejumpers are buried under 
budget cuts.

We’re told: “Work hard, be grateful, and you’ll rise.” 
But in federal service, merit rarely equals compensation. 
Smokejumpers earn GS-9 to GS-11 wages doing risky 
Tier 1–level work, often without year-round medical 
coverage, housing assistance, or trauma support. 
Meanwhile, military operators with sometimes fewer 
operational days per year retire with pensions, full 
disability access, and a national infrastructure of 
support.

Silencing Through Identity
Fire culture—especially smokejumping—relies on 

pride. You’re not supposed to complain. You’re lucky to 
be one of the few. But that “don’t bite the hand that feeds 
you” mentality suppresses advocacy and conditions 
people to equate suffering with honor and silence with 
strength. The government doesn’t have to silence us. 
We do it to ourselves. Because we were taught to.

Tier 1 military units, by contrast, benefit from layers 
of advocacy: the DoD, veteran organizations, political 
allies, nonprofit support networks. Smokejumpers 
are scattered. Seasonal. Disconnected. And often 
discouraged from organizing. But without collective 
bargaining power or lobbying clout, the disparity 
becomes structural.

Perhaps the greatest threat to smokejumpers isn’t 
fire—but our internal culture. The very pride that binds 
us together can also be the silence that breaks us apart. 
When stoicism is mistaken for resilience, and loyalty 
becomes code for complicity, the culture itself becomes 
the greatest obstacle to reform. We are taught to endure, 
not to advocate. To suffer, not to speak. And while those 
traits can save lives in the field, they can destroy them 
off it. The belief that “you’re lucky to be here” is the 
leash that keeps too many from naming the cost.

Why It Matters
I know why all this matters, because I lived it. I wore 

both weights. I studied the systems when I got out. And 
what I saw wasn’t just unfair. It was unsustainable.

When you tell one group, “You’re elite, but you’re 
replaceable,” it can fracture them. Slowly. Gratitude 
shouldn’t be weaponized to mask neglect. Nobody—
soldier or smokejumper—should have to choose 
between pride in service and dignity in compensation.

We jump into fire, but when it comes to recognition, 
we’re left in the smoke.

In the end, it wasn’t just the smoke I jumped into that 
left scars; it was the silence I had to survive afterward. 
The expectation to tough it out. The quiet shaming 
that came with questioning the system. The praise that 
lasted only until I was no longer useful.

And now, after years of reflection, research, and 
wreckage, here’s what I know:

The fire was never the problem. The problem was the 
institution that refused to see me bleed. The problem 
was the culture that handed me purpose and then 
punished me for needing care. The problem was the 
myth that told me to be proud of being disposable.

The disparity between a Tier 1 operator and a 
smokejumper isn’t just about paychecks or pensions. 
It’s about the people our society allows to be seen. 
It’s about the people it chooses to remember and the 
people it chooses to let burn.

The hardest part of healing wasn’t confronting my 
past. It was realizing that the very system I thought had 
made me strong had in fact made me silent.

And I’m not silent anymore.
I wrote this not to indict, but to illuminate. Not to 

condemn, but to confront. Because somewhere right 
now, there’s a young smokejumper packing up gear 
who’s thinking that pain is part of the honor, that silence 
is part of the job.
I’m here to say this is not true.
You can love the work and still demand change. You 
can honor the tradition and still name the harm. You 
can survive the fire and still say: We deserve more than 
survival.

We deserve truth.
We deserve healing.
We deserve support. 
We deserve to come back whole.
Because no one should have to burn to prove they 
matter.

Jon jumped at Fairbanks 1996-98, 2002-05, and at NIFC 
1999-01.
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Roger Savage (Missoula ’57)  
Roger jumped for nine years, from 1957 to 1966. He 

later became a United Airlines pilot for 31 years, retiring 
in 1997. Many don’t know this fact, but he is related to 
Mann Gulch smokejumper William Hellman (MSO-
46). 

Roger established the NSA’s incredibly valuable 
smokejumper database, which includes records for 
more than 6,000 jumpers. If the police ever ask for an 
alibi while interrogating us under the spotlight, we’ll be 
covered: “Well, on the night of July 28th, officer, I was 
on the Too Steep and Too Rough Fire on the Salmon 
with Murry Taylor (RDD-65), as documented in 
Roger’s database.” 

L to R: Mike Bina (MSO-68), Fred Cooper (NCSB-62), and Roger Savage (MSO-57).

NSA Honors Extraordinary  
Service at Reunion Banquet

by Mike Bina (Missoula ’68), NSA President

Roger completed his master’s degree coursework in 
1963 but did not complete his final project. Years later, 
Breanna McCabe informed the University of Montana 
about Roger’s NSA database work. Upon review, the 
university credited his database work as his master’s 
project and belatedly granted Roger his master’s degree 
last summer—61 years after the fact. Roger’s picture 
appeared on the front page of the Missoulian.

Fred Cooper (NCSB-62) presented Roger with 
a plaque on behalf of the NSA. We were pleased 
to recognize Roger for his service to the NSA and 
smokejumping. 
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Breanna McCabe
Breanna saw the historical value of the Higgins Ridge 

Fire oral histories, overseeing them for the National 
Museum of Forest Service History. She convinced 
Montana PBS to produce a documentary about the 
fire that incorporated these vital memories. It ended 
up being nominated for two Emmy Awards. Breanna 
became close to the late Rod Snider (NCSB-51) and 
all the other jumpers who “adopted” her as a member of 
the smokejumper family. 

At the reunion banquet, Bob McKean (MSO-67), 
past NSA president, honored Breanna with an official 
NSA Life Membership plaque and cap. 

The NSA very much appreciates Breanna’s 
contributions to preserving the history of 
smokejumping.  

Chuck Sheley (Cave Junction ’59)

Chuck was given the inaugural “NSA Lifetime 
Achievement Award.” 

Chuck joined the NSA board in 1995. He took over 
merchandising and transformed the NSA newsletter 

L to R: Mike Bina (MSO-68), Bob McKean (MSO-67), and Breanna McCabe.

into our wonderful Smokejumper magazine. What an 
impact this Chico (CA) native has had!

John Maclean said it well: “Chuck Sheley has done 
more than anyone to gather and preserve not just 
smokejumper history—but the stories of those who 
[lived] it.” 

Chuck is seen in this circa-1960 picture as a 
smokejumper squadleader on a fire with a radio 
microphone in his hand talking to the dispatcher. No 
doubt he’s saying something like, “Roger, 10-4. Cancel 
the retardant load. I need your bio—now!” Seriously, 
Chuck is tenacious, pushing us to write our bios. He is 
also smart. When we are six feet under, pushing daisies, 
our bios will transform into our obituaries, which 
proudly—but sadly—will be printed in the magazine. 

Chuck was a gifted athlete. He participated in track 
and field, competing in the NAIA and NCAA Division 
II Nationals in 1957-60. According to his mother, young 
Charles started running three days after birth—and 
hasn’t slowed down a bit, as verified by KG, his spouse 
of 64 years.

Chuck taught PE for 36 years and coached cross-
country and track for 53 years. He continues to this 
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day, coaching hurdlers. But nothing in Chuck’s life was 
ever a hurdle—he always prevailed. His teams won 
52 championships. His 1977 girls’ cross-country team 
(“Charlie’s Angels”) ranked second in the nation. Many 
of his runners became collegiate All-Americans. For all 
his achievements, Chuck was inducted into the Chico 
State University and Chico Sports halls of fame. 

Chuck jumped for the USFS and BLM, starting 
on an engine crew on the Lassen N.F. in 1957. His 
Mendocino Type II Crew Program (1980-96) fielded 
300 firefighters annually and 4,000 total, with 23 
becoming smokejumpers. 

At the banquet, Jim Cherry (MSO-57), past NSA 
past president, presented Chuck with John Maclean’s 
congratulatory gift: first editions of his and his father’s 

KG and Chuck Sheley (CJ-59).

Chuck, smokejumper squadleader, c. 1960.

books. Jim also presented Chuck with a beautiful leather-
embossed folder that holds letters of appreciation and 
tributes from his smokejumper fan club. Davis Perkins 
(NCSB-72) gave Chuck one of his beautiful paintings 
of Mount Shasta. 

After Chuck was given the award, but before he’d 
had an opportunity to speak, he was challenged. “By the 
way, Chuck,” a voice rang out, “have you turned in your 
bio?” Of course he had! In true form, Chuck took the 
microphone and for five minutes spoke on a topic near 
and dear to him—you guessed it—the importance of 
everyone turning in their bios!

The NSA congratulates Chuck Sheley for his many 
unparallelled contributions to the NSA.
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L to R: Chuck Sheley, 
Davis Perkins, Jim Cherry, 
and Mike Bina.

L to R: Roger Savage, Toby Scott, 
Jack Cahill, Mike Oehlerich at the 
2025 Reunion.



Pat McGunagle
(West Yellowstone ’19)

Notes from
the Ranks
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Serving food at a busy cafe in 
Glacier National Park is probably 
the best job I’ve ever had outside 
of smokejumping. I loved being 
a server. It’s all about customer 
service, the litt le levers you can 
move to make or break someone’s 
day, and it’s so interesting to see 
the litt le hills people are willing 
to die on. Texans being served ice 
water without a straw? What an 
abomination! Midwesterners not 
having ketchup on the table? What 
planet are you from, guy? I learned 
how to read a table and enjoy 
the crazy amalgamation of many 
identities and values sharing an 
experience. 

It’s always interesting to see 
which hills people are willing to die 
on. And right now, when it comes to 
legislation and optimizing public-
land management, it seems there are 
many hills.

I just returned from the 85th 
smokejumper reunion in Missoula. 
My heart is full aft er connecting 
with bros new and old and learning 
more about the history, lore, and 
culture of the “industry.” I had 
such a great time talking with 

don’t understand public lands 
and what those lands mean to the 
history of this nation. Th e decisions 
of the government offi  cials who 
pull the budgetary strings are 
important, and it’s critical that 
voters pay att ention. Once we lose 
these researchers and scientists, all 
their institutional knowledge will go 
away too, as will the culture of their 
organizations. You can’t contract 
out our culture. Do you think a 
9-5 contractor would come in on a 
Saturday to give tours to a bunch of 
old, semi-hungover smokejumpers?

Another highlight of the 
reunion: My partner and I enjoyed 
meeting Cynthia Lusk (RA C-87) 
and Scott  Lusk (FBX-81), and for 
me this really illuminated a diff erent 
side of things: the experience of 
smokejumper wives. My partner 
immensely enjoyed herself, having 
a completely diff erent reunion 
experience than I was having. She 
socialized with smokejumper wives, 
some of whom, like Cynthia, had 
been jumpers themselves. Quote 
from the weekend: “You’ll never 
meet a group of more helpless men. 
Th ey have to do this big charade 
every few years to reiterate their 
self-importance. It’s adorable.” I will 
make it a point at the next reunion 
to seek out more wives and hear 
more of their grounded (objective?) 
stories. 

Perhaps my most resounding 
takeaway is the pride I felt at the 
reunion. Pride is important in this 
time of dying on hills and advocating 
for public lands and public-land 
management.

What are the seven deadly sins? 
I hope to spend a good deal of 

legends—such as learning about 
the Anchorage jumper base from 
Rob Walker (ANC-71) or learning 
fi rsthand about the CIA jumpers 
of the 1960s and 1970s or hearing 
about the USFS Boise base before 
the BLM swooped in and took over 
that town (and basin). We watched 
a practice jump out of a Sherpa at 
MSO (spoiler alert: they all got 
right in the jump spot). We also 
helped close down Charlie B’s a few 
times.

Another highlight: Receiving a 
tour of the Missoula Fire Sciences 
Laboratory from its director, 
Sara Brown, who treated me to 
a candid discussion of cutt ing-
edge programs like WindNinja. 
WindNinja, now in Beta phase, may 
directly help ensure smokejumper 
safety by empowering jumpers and 
spott ers with bett er assessments of 
winds at jump sites. Th is hits home 
for the smokejumper community 
because of the fatality of Tim Hart 
(GAC-16) and the Eicks Fire wind 
event in 2021. Tim’s death directly 
infl uenced this work. Make no 
mistake: there is huge humility 
and bravery in understanding 
tragedy, but smokejumpers know 
hard data can save lives; science is 
cruel but rational. Sincere thanks 
to Dr. Brown, Dr. Th ompson, Dr. 
Finney, Dr. Forthofer, and Dr. 
Wagenbrenner!

Th ese are uncertain, existential 
times, especially when it comes 
to budgets. Th e scientists at Fire 
Labs conduct critical research for 
understanding fi re, and I shudder to 
think what could happen to it and 
other research facilities if its budget 
is slashed. People in Washington 
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eternity with bros around the bars 
and campfires of the underworld 
discussing gluttony for jumps (and 
Spam), envy of more jumps, sloth 
while waiting for jumps, greed for 
jumps, lust for pretty mountain 
jumps, and wrath when no jumps 
are added and how these “sins” 
are added into the final, grand 
calculation of “Yep, you get another 
fire, bro, except this one lasts 
forever! Get in the door!” 

Compared to the other Big Guy, 
Big Ernie seems to be less troubled 
by these “seven deadlies.” Big Ernie 
even seems to reward the bros that 
emulate these sins the best.

Of the seven sins, pride may be 
the most contagious, and I was never 
prouder than I was at the reunion, 
surrounded by my bros. Thank 
you, NSA reunion committee and 
everyone who worked so hard to 
make it happen.  My partner asked 
me several times, “Wait, you didn’t 
even know that guy? You talked 
like he was your dad or brother or 
something!”  

Pride is something I see 
deteriorating across the rest of the 
USFS. I think a lot about pride as 
I sit for lunch at the old Cobalt 

Ranger Station on the Salmon NF. 
This beautiful complex of buildings 
was abandoned years ago, and the 
public marvels at this old ranger 
station, unkempt, overgrown. So 
much work happened here, so 
many summers and long shifts and 
mess-hall potlucks and card games, 
and now it stands empty. Why? I 
volunteer my lunch sometimes to 
mow the yard. I guess I feel a kind 
of ownership (kinship?) with places 
like Cobalt. And heck, mowing is 
fire prevention anyway, which is 
literally my job. Pardon the stream of 
consciousness, but you know you’re 
in an ailing organization when you 
have to defend the pride you take 
in your work. At Cobalt, there are 
notes still on desks and calendars 
on the wall marked from the day it 
closed decades ago, a time capsule 
of a bygone era. So much history, 
so much incredible work. Why not 
lean into the pride?

Some forests still have it. The 
folks at Shoshone NF, for example, 
are relentless in their pride in that 
forest. Something in the water, 
maybe. (It was supposedly the 
water system that closed Cobalt for 
good, but we all know it was budget 

modernization and getting rid of 
“square footage.” That’s something 
I can’t quite speak to as a current 
public servant. The pride will turn 
to wrath!)

In Missoula, on that closing 
rainy Sunday of the reunion, my 
partner and I lucked out with a ride 
on Miss Montana. It was amazing 
how you couldn’t quite feel the tail 
come up or set down on the flight. 
It’s incredible to pass through the 
same door that the Mann Gulch 
jumpers leapt from. The lulling 
hum of those big engines just about 
drowned out the news of public 
lands possibly going up for sale in 
the US. The thought of landing in a 
plane that had so many times come 
back empty, all jumpers gone and all 
cargo dropped, reminded me that 
this antique bird was both a proud 
symbol of times past and a direct 
link to the present. Cobalt and 
Leadore and so many other empty 
guard stations across our forests are 
proud symbols to be included in the 
current debate. 

Yeah, you bet I’m gonna mow 
that lawn! What a hill to die on.  

How Spider Got His Name
by Bob “Spider” Smee (MSO ’68)

In days long, long ago, in a land far away, there was 
a group of mighty and fearless young men. They were 
known throughout the land as the Nine-Mile Hotshot 
Crew. A ragged but diligent bunch, they traveled 
through forests far and wide in search of smoke and 
fire. Their intrepid leader was somewhat short and 
possessed a chiseled physique with very high energy. 
His name was George Cross (MSO-74).  

Upon one occasion he asked for a volunteer to 
climb to the top of a near ridge and reconnoiter the 
surroundings. It was a very steep and sandy hillside with 
a slight layer of Ponderosa Pine needles and periodic 
tufts of grass.

A young man rose to the challenge. He was 
moderately tall, thin, and wiry – which made a good 
climber. As he scurried up the embankment on all 
fours, one of his colleagues, perhaps Mike Bina 
(MSO-68), with a lump in his cheek leaned over and 
spit. Subsequently, he made the comment, “That Smee 
looks like a big friggin’ spider goin’ up that hill.” From 
that day on, Spider was his name, and he was known as 
the best climber in the land, after George Cross. The 
legend continues!

To honor George Cross, in his 100th year.
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Why do I question USFS 
leadership? Let me count the ways. 
From DEI policies to zone and 
centralization to the destruction 
of our timber program and timber 
industry to burning up our forests 
under managed fire, leadership’s 
choices and priorities have been 
questionable at best. So, when top-
down bureaucrats told me how to 
do my job? That was the last straw 
for me. Let me explain.

I proposed a timber sale at 
Homestead Park, WY, adjacent to 
private land. I secured a right-of-
way from the landowners below 
the forest to access the site. The timber was marginal—
in decline with lots of blowdown. I asked the local mill 
owner to review and see if the sale was economically 
feasible. I planned a 70-acre-plus harvest to remove 
timber products and reduce fuels adjacent to the homes 
on private property. The mill owner said it was not 
feasible to sell. There was not enough viable lodgepole 
for the mill to process, and the Douglas fir was too large 
for the small mill to handle. 

I also included a few prescribed burns in my 
environmental assessment. Although it was approved, 
I decided against the Sheep Creek burn; after further 
review, I found the area choked with cheatgrass and 
knew it was best to leave it alone until we could figure 
out how to manage the invasive species. The unit also 
sat on the property boundary and was high-risk for fire 
escape onto private lands should we prescribe burn. On 
a community Fire Wise tour, I stood above the unit in 
my USFS uniform and said we would not burn the unit 
because of the cheatgrass. The public was relieved. We 
would focus instead on timber harvest and the burning 
of slash piles in the winter to reduce the fuel load.

You have to understand that the Lander area is home 
to a simple, rather ad hoc timber industry comprised 
of part-time operators. The sites on the Wind River 
are severe and the trees are short, so the usual USFS 
appraisal system for timber does not work. The district 
ranger and I found it best to simply write one-page 

contracts at base rates for small 
areas to harvest—most often, no 
more than 10 acres in size. This was 
not my old Bonners Ferry Ranger 
District in Northern Idaho with 
150-foot white pine and multiple 
sawmills competing for timber 
sales. At Lander, you had to solicit 
operators and keep the projects 
small to be successful. A forester 
must know his local community 
as well as the land he is charged 
to steward. I worked with Burnie 
Davison, one of the best district 
rangers in the outfit. Burnie was all 
about supporting me in all things 

forestry. We made a great team.
I talked to a very nice individual at the regional office 

(I can’t remember his name), who said he could get 
me $4,000 for a contract. Okay. We could pay for the 
project instead of selling it. We were in business. I called 
everyone I had on my list of loggers, but only one—
Malmberg Horse Logging—was interested. We signed 
the contract, and Jack Malmberg went to work. He had 
the salvage rights. Jack is a specialty-product guy. He 
builds cabins out of the salvage material, and many of the 
large Douglas fir entry arches in the area he constructed 
using Homestead logs. The adjacent landowners were 
ecstatic with the results after we burned the slash piles 
in the winter under full snow conditions. 

The project came out beautifully. Then the forest 
supervisor and regional office wanted in. They told 
me I had to write a stewardship contract. This type of 
contract is large and requires the contractor to perform 
additional work that is offset by the timber values 
logged. Timber values? I think we covered that.

I said no. You don’t understand. We do not have 
anyone that can execute that kind of large-scale 
contract, and I don’t want to spend my time doing 
something I know will fail. The large timber contracts in 
“non-operation” when I first arrived on the district had 
failed miserably. These large sales were a never-ending 
eyesore, as they went through the time-consuming 
default process, leaving the land a mess. 

Karl Brauneis (MSO-77)

A Question of Leadership
by Karl Brauneis (MSO ’77)



	 www.smokejumpers.com	 31

I asked them to leave me alone and assured them 
that I’d get results using one-page contracts for small 
timber sales or simple pay-out contracts. I added that 
I would continue to save and/or make money for the 
government. They said, “No. You will do it our way.” I 
balked. Why? Because I want to be successful for the 
local community and the land? Forestry is site-specific. 
It is not a one-glove-fits-all kind of a science. It must 
fit the land and the community. President Theodore 
Roosevelt and Gifford Pinchot championed this 
concept as a foundation of American forestry. To quote: 
“It’s about the small man next to the forest.” That’s why 
they named it the Forest Service.

At the same time, I was told to double my burn 
targets with no additional funding. Why? So leadership 
could finance an ever-growing top-down bureaucracy. 
I said no. We are in a drought, and invasive weeds are 
taking over the sites. This is not the time to burn. We 
need to cut the burn targets in half. You are asking me 
not only to destroy the land but to assume the risk of 
an escaped burn to satisfy your centralized top-down 
bureaucracy? No. I won’t comply. I was re-assigned to 
another position. 

Soon after, I retired at age 50 under Civil Service 
Firefighter Retirement with 30 years in service. I then 

went on to work on incident-command teams and as a 
Fremont County rural firefighter for another 12 years. 
The district ranger was re-assigned. The new fuels 
forester quickly transferred to the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs, and the new zone-planning officer left. All of us 
could see the train wreck coming and jumped the tracks 
just in time.

The following spring, they burned the unit I said 
not to burn. It escaped and destroyed several homes at 
Homestead Park. The agency did the exact opposite of 
what we as foresters and rangers are trained to do. And 
that’s why I do not trust USFS leadership. The good 
leaders left that outfit a long time ago. A very long time 
ago. 

Here’s a leadership concept: The further an 
individual is removed from the action, the less capable 
they are of problem-solving and the more they aspire for 
“change” to enhance their personal advancement. This 
is why Roosevelt and Pinchot insisted that the USFS be 
a decentralized organization. Not a bureaucracy.

Karl Brauneis (MSO-77) is a former Wyoming Hotshot, 
Missoula jumper, and forester. 

In 2022, wildland fire expert Robert Wilken (CJ-
78) stepped away from the fireline, retiring after nearly 
a half century in the field.

His career began in the 1970s, when he studied 
forestry at Southeastern Illinois College and trained as 
a wildland firefighter on the Shawnee NF in Southern 
Illinois.

A year after graduation, he rookied at Cave Junction, 
jumping out of that base for two seasons (1978-9). He 
later jumped out of Grangeville (1980-81) and McCall 
(1982-83).

Specializing in habitat restoration and protection, 
Bob helped start a company that provided fire services 
to government agencies. He later served as a fire 
manager/burn boss at the Nature Conservancy (2001-
2011) and then as a wildland fire management specialist 
at the Longleaf Alliance (2011-2022). For years, Bob 
spent fire seasons assisting agencies and partners with 

fire strategies out of Joint Base Lewis-McChord near 
Tacoma, WA.

Along the way, Bob helped shape fire-agency 
training curriculum and mentored hundreds of 
trainees, especially through his involvement with the 
Gulf Coastal Plain Ecosystem Partnership.

Since 2022, Bob reports he’s kept busy on various 
projects. 

“The main focus,” he says, “has been restoring 
and upgrading an older house and property for our 
retirement. Just finished a dining room addition that we 
really needed for some of our family’s antique furniture.”

He and his wife, Sue (who also retired in 2022), have 
also been enjoying their three grandchildren.

Though Bob calls his career “the best job ever,” 
retirement isn’t so bad, either. 

Or as he recently put it, “Life is good.” Bob is a NSA 
Life Member.

Legacy Firefighter Bob Wilken Retires
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During my rookie 
smokejumper season, I 
was in total awe of men like 
Orville Looper (CJ-49), 
Phil Clarke (CJ-51), Glen 
Marlowe (WYS-57), and 
Steve Daniels (NCSB-58), 
one of the burliest guys I ever 
met. My biggest hero though 
was Don Brennan (NCSB-
54), the biggest rogue 
and free spirit of them all. 
Brennan had been awarded 
the Silver Star, this nation’s 
3rd highest medal for valor 
in combat after his actions at 
Chosin Reservoir during the 
Korean War and had made a 
solo two-minute delay ski dive, not opening his chute 
until 1000’ above the ground to get the last possible 
tick. He later became a prime suspect in the 1971 D. B. 
Cooper airline high jacking incident.

My last fire jump was in August 1966 onto the 
Ricks Creek Fire 60 miles east of Fairbanks. Thirty-
one years later a remarkably attractive woman who 
was successfully resisting my efforts to become her 
boyfriend called me out. “If you really were one of those 
flying Smokey Bears let’s, go do a tandem sky dive.” 
Since she had never parachuted before I thought that 
was a quite spunky attitude on her part. The following 
weekend she, I and another couple drove to a sky diving 
facility in the small town of Byron immediately east of 
the San Francisco Bay area.

Unlike my smokejumper training our instruction 
consisted solely of listening to a hairy chested gorilla 
tell jump stories for 15 or 20 minutes. Once our plane, 
a King Air, reached 15,000’ the guy I was attached to 
shoved me out the door kicking and screaming then 
instantly rotated us through a reverse back flip before 
we settled into a stable horizontal face down position. 
We were in free fall 63 seconds. I found the experience 
very enjoyable, but like my potential relationship it was 
over far too soon.

Several years later a friend introduced me to the 
sport of caving; crawling around in dark, wet, muddy, 

bat guano-filled holes in 
the ground, many of which 
contain incredibly beautiful 
mineral formations. The 
Tennessee-Alabama-Georgia 
(TAG) is area arguably the 
most important caving region 
in the Western Hemisphere. 
In 2016 while preparing for 
a TAG trip I happened upon 
an internet ad for tandem 
HALO (high altitude, low 
opening) sky dives from 
a facility in Whiteville, 
Tennessee, an eastern suburb 
of Memphis. Until a few years 
earlier this activity had been 
illegal in the United States for 

non-military personnel. This would be my chance to at 
least partially emulate Don Brennan.

Instruction for my HALO jump was even more 
cursory than for my first tandem sky dive. I was first 
introduced to my jump partner, a diminutive Australian 
(5’5” tall), who had made over 8000 sky dives including 
“about 40 HALO jumps.” He was not impressed with 
my smokejumping background. I was fitted with light 
weight coveralls, given a helmet, goggles and a pair of 
thin gloves then pointed toward an airplane, another 
King Air. We started breathing oxygen before takeoff. I 
was confident in my jump partner’s ability to keep me 
alive, but also vividly recalled stories I’d read of horrible 
frostbite suffered by open door machine gunners on 
B-17s flying bombing missions over Nazi Germany 
during World War II.

Once up to our jump altitude of around 30,000’ 
the camera man who was going to photograph my 
adventure slid the plexiglass door upward into the top 
of the fuselage, stepped outside and did what I still 
consider to be impossible. He hung onto the edge of the 
door with one hand (video camera in the other hand) 
until cutting away an instant before the two of us left 
the plane.

We were so far above the ground there was absolutely 
no sense of falling, no feeling of wind rushing past, just 
a slight ruffling of my clothing and in spite of the air 

Walt Vennum

Three Minutes, Seven Seconds
by Walt Vennum (MSO ’62)
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Sam Forstag (NCSB-22) addressed a Missoula 
crowd of some 9,000 people last spring at a rally held 
by Senator Bernie Sanders (I-VT) and Congresswoman 
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (D-NY). The April 16 event 
marked the final stop on the pair’s 15-state “Fighting 
Oligarchy” tour.

Speaking as a private citizen, Forstag—who now 
jumps out of the Missoula base—used the opportunity 
to criticize the Trump administration for cutting federal 
agencies and laying off workers. 

“Right now, the people who give their lives to public 
lands and public service are under attack,” said Forstag, 
who also serves as a local union official for the National 
Federation of Federal Employees. “We’re under attack 
by a bunch of people who’ve never had dirt underneath 
their fingernails. People who have never swung a tool.”

The rally packed the Adams Center on the University 
of Montana campus, with an overflow crowd of more 
than 1,000 listening in via a sound system set up in the 

parking lot. Looking out at the revved-up audience, 
Forstag said he was starting to get “a familiar feeling.”

“See, smokejumpers parachute into wildfires to fight 
them before they grow,” he said, “and when it’s just 
you and a few other people facing down flames with 
no one else for miles around, it can be tempting to feel 
overwhelmed or hopeless. . . . But when you’re 18 hours 
into a shift, and that hotshot crew or that local engine 
shows up to help, they’re not just bringing manpower 
or water; they’re bringing the kind of hope you need 
to swing a tool or run a chainsaw just a little longer 
and stop that fire. And what we’re facing today isn’t a 
wildfire, but it’s damn sure an emergency. What we’re 
facing today is greed burning out of control . . . and I’m 
starting to feel the kind of hope it’s gonna take to fight 
this thing.”

Other speakers at the event included former BLM 
director Tracy Stone Manning and Anne Hedges of the 
Montana Environmental Information Center. 

Smokejumper Takes National Spotlight

temperature hovering around minus 30F at our jump 
altitude I was not cold. Until we had descended to 
about 12,000’ I had an incredibly euphoric feeling of 
just floating in empty space, like being inside a giant 
fishbowl.

Below 12,000’ the ground began to rush upward, 
frighteningly quickly. This was no longer euphoric. Our 
chute opened 3000-4000’ above the ground almost 
directly over a large complex of buildings surrounded by 
several fences. “That’s the Tennessee State Penitentiary. 
We’re not going there.” “Well, let’s not land in that 
swimming pool next to the runway either.”

We were in free fall 2:04 and the jump was such a 
different experience from my first tandem sky dive that 
I would absolutely love to do it several more times, but 
the cost has now more than doubled. Three minutes, 
seven seconds of free fall time on your first two tandem 
sky dives must be some kind of totally meaningless 
record.



Legendary Stuntman Dies
Around 1965 when I was coaching 

Track & Field at the Junior high 
school level, a young man transferred 
in from the Bay Area. He went out 
for my track team, and this began a 
65-year friendship with Gary Jensen. 
Gary had a great season running 51.4 
in the 440 and long jumping over 21 
feet. Prett y impressive marks for a 
high school freshman.

Gary lived about 15 miles out of 
Chico in the foothills in a town called 
Forest Ranch. It was not unusual for 
Gary to be stranded without a ride 
home aft er practice. I would put him 
in my car and make the drive up the 
hill to get him home. We developed a 
close relationship.

It didn’t take long for me to fi gure 
out that Gary’s home life was not the 
best. I met his dad several times at 
track practice but never got a chance 
to meet his mom. I hired Gary to 
mow our yard during the summers 
when I was jumping at Cave Junction 
and in Alaska. He went on to run at 
Chico H.S. clocking 9.9 100 yards 
and anchoring a 4x100-yard relay 
team that set a mark that lasted for 
years.

this was more than risky for him; he 
did not make it. 

Aft er years of jumping out of 
buildings and falling 2-3 stories onto 
an air bag, leaping across open spaces 
to land on a small piece of earth 100 
feet in the air, driving cars in crash 
scenes, numerous free falls—Gary 
made his last leap.

In Gary’s obit one of his fans 
said, “Jensen was old-school 
Hollywood, did stunts on 100+ 
projects, worked with major directors 
when practical eff ects still matt ered. 
Legends like him deserve more 
recognition.”

At one time, I was off ered a 
Smokejumper Base Manager 
position. Th ree times my teaching 
salary. Choosing to stay as a teacher/
coach was tough to do as we were 
having one heck of a time making 
ends meet on my teaching salary. 
Right decision made—just being 
Gary Jensen’s coach/friend was 
worth more than money.

Over time, I lost contact 
with Gary but heard he had 
become a major player in 
the Hollywood stuntman 
business. Over the years he 
went on to become a stunt 
coordinator best known for 
his work in Th e Usual Suspects 
and the fi rst two X-Men fi lms. 
He started his work with B.J. 
and the Bear and went on from 
there. I remember going to a 
movie and seeing a guy ride 
a motorcycle out the back 
of a cargo plane—jeez, that 
guy must have a parachute on 
under that leather jacket! Th at 
was Gary.

During COVID I ran a 
photo of Gary in Smokejumper. 
He was standing on the wing 
of a biplane holding onto the 
struts as it fl ew along—no chute. 
I captioned it “Aerial Delivered 
Firefi ghter During COVID.”

We reconnected 5-6 years ago at 
the funeral of Gary’s High School 
coach. It was great talking about the 
days gone by. He was working as a 
safety advisor on the Chicago P.D./
Med/Fire series at the time and 
would come by the house whenever 
he got back to this part of the state. 

Right off  the bat, our conversations 
went to smokejumping, and I put 
him on my quarterly mailing list. In 
a short time, Gary became a monthly 
donor to our Good Sam and History 
Preservation Programs. He just gave 
me his credit card info and said 
deduct $300 every month for the 
smokejumper program. 

Being a stuntman took its toll. Last 
year, Gary sent me a photo of another 
knee replacement—the incision was 
over a foot long. Th en he said back 
surgery was next. At age 74, I knew 

SOUNDING OFF
from the Editor

by Chuck Sheley 
(Cave Junction ’59)

Managing Editor

Gary Jensen
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Congratulations and thanks to Ted Roach (FBX-
16), Jack Hubbard (NIFC-90), Breanna McCabe 
(Associate), Rob Jones (FBX-80), Jeff  McClune 
(MYC-77), Ann Gruber (Assoc.), Carl Gidlund 
(MSO-58), Mike Kreidler (CJ-65), and Cindy 
Champion (MSO-99) who are our latest Life Members.

An anonymous donor covered the cost of all meals 
for the honored guests at the recent reunion in Missoula. 
Th e tab came to over $3,000. Many thanks to the NSA 
for this donation, which helped make our last reunion 
a success.  

Orrin Pilkey (MSO-53): “Sometime in 1953, well 
aft er the Mann Gulch Fire, a DC-3 load of Missoula 
jumpers fl ew to the Oregon Smokejumper base to help 
with an overload of local fi res. Aft er a week or so, the 
overload of fi res passed, and we fl ew back to Missoula 
without making any jumps. What I particularly recall 
was a lecture to our group, noting that we had become 
conservative and overly cautious in fi refi ghting 
because of the Mann Gulch incident. Of course, we 
objected to that characterization. Indeed, we, just like 
all Smokejumpers at every base, learned from Mann 
Gulch, and we did become wiser but not overly cautious. 
Overall, our brief stay at the base in Oregon was most 
pleasant and even enjoyable.”

Dr. Paul Carter (Associate): “Referring to the July 
2025 issue, Smokejumper—Chuck . . . you continue to 
amaze with the variety of stories you compile.  Speaking 
of legacy, I thought it was very nice of the older alums 
to present the kids about Smokejumping; they were 
dressed in gear and loved it. NOTHING BETT ER for 
preserving the past and preparing for the future (new 
Smokejumpers) than infl uencing these kids.”

George Scott  (MSO-68): “For all of the individuals 
who contributed to the compilation of materials, 
background information, and the production of Mann 
Gulch, 75th Anniversary Memorial Tribute magazine, 
congratulations on a job well done. I received my copy 
last week, on May 21st, and once I began reading the 
assorted articles, I couldn’t put the magazine down. Th e 
background biographies on each person who perished 
were especially informative. I remember seeing the 

framed photos at the base of each individual who had 
perished in the fi re. Now I know a lot more about each 
person.”

Don Baker (MSO-65): “Th ank you for sending 
me the NSA “Special Issue” about Mann Gulch. Steve 
Smith, my former roommate at the University of 
Montana in Missoula, and I traveled to Mann Gulch in 
1997 and walked the ground. What an experience! Steve 
was instrumental in writing about the DC-3, known as 
the Miss Montana, for the Missoulian, where he was a 
reporter, and the author of several books regarding the 
Smokejumpers and the men who fl ew them.

“Another sidelight of the Mann Gulch disaster 
concerns Silas Th ompson and his family. Aft er being 
notifi ed of his death, they established a scholarship in 
his honor at the Forestry School at the University of 
Montana, where I graduated in 1966. 

“Aft er my last summer of jumping at Redmond, I took 
a job with the Weyerhaeuser Company’s Pine Sawmill 
in Klamath Falls, Oregon. It was there that I met Craig 
Smith (MSO-57). He was the Supervisor/Foreman for 
the Log Yard and the Raw Materials Department. Craig 
told me that when he was in Forestry School, he was the 
fi rst recipient of the Silas Th ompson Award.”

Ann Gruber (Associate): “My husband, Gerald 
( Jerry) Gruber, and I both att ended the University of 
Montana in the late 1950s and early ’60s, surrounded 
by many Smokejumper friends. However, at 6 feet 4 
inches and weighing 200 pounds, he could not meet the 
requirements to become a Smokejumper, regardless of 
how much he restricted his diet.  

“Jerry passed away this past year on August 2, 2024. 
He and I both enjoyed our subscription to Smokejumper, 
and you should be commended for your diligence and 
talent as publisher. Th anks.

“In the mail last Saturday was the current SJ 
magazine and also a check from a life insurance policy. 
And I heard Jerry say, “send it to Chuck for the Good 
Sam Fund.” Th anks Ann (Ed.)

ODDS
AND ENDS



THE JUMP LIST
1962 Rookies

Th is column is part of the NSA 
History Preservation Project. Th e 
bios may have been shortened due 
to page constraints. 

Th e complete bios will be kept in 
the Smokejumper Archives at Eastern 
Washington University. Th e following 
jumpers have responded to my request 
for bio information. Many thanks. 
I have more bios but am only doing 
NSA members at this time.

R
Larry C. Ashcraft  
(Missoula ’62)

Larry was born March 10, 1942, 
and grew up in Helena, MT. In 
1960, he graduated from Helena 
H.S., where he is in the Athletic 
Hall of Fame. Larry att ended the 
University of Montana, earning a 
degree in business. He was in the 
US Army Reserve for seven years.

Larry jumped at Missoula 1962-
64 before gett ing a job with the 
Johnson Flying Service as a pilot. In 
1966, he went to work as a pilot for 
TWA, fl ying for them until 2002. 
In 1996, he started Osprey Aero 
as a sightseeing, fl oatplane, and 
backcountry business.

Larry moved back to Flathead 
Lake, MT, in 1978 and as of 2021 
was living in Polson, MT.

Gilbert H. “Gil” Boundy 
(Cave Junction ’62)

Gil was born April 20, 1941, in 
Wabash, IN, and graduated from 
Lancaster Township H.S. in 1959. 
In 1963, he earned a bachelor’s 
degree in forestry from Purdue.

Gil jumped at Cave Junction for 
the 1962-63 seasons and was then 

draft ed into the US Army for two 
years, serving as an MP (SP4) at Fort 
Sam Houston in Texas. Following 
military service, he was part of the 
jumper’s “retread” program and a 
forester on the Siskiyou NF.

Gil served as a police offi  cer in 
Medford, OR, from 1967 to 1969. 
In 1970, he joined the FBI, serving 
as a special agent in Denver,

Los Angeles, and Cincinnati. In 
L.A., he worked criminal cases and 
then fl ew a surveillance airplane 
for three years. In Cincinnati, he 
worked foreign counterintelligence, 
fl ew a surveillance airplane, and was 
a fi rearms instructor and hostage 
negotiator.

He retired in 1995 and currently 
lives in Norris, TN. 

Frederick Roy “Fred” Cooper 
(North Cascades ’62)

Fred was born October 26, 1942, 
in Richland Center, WI, and grew 
up on a farm near the Wisconsin 
River. Aft er his freshman year in 
high school in Muscoda, WI, his 
family moved to Salem, OR, where 
he graduated from South Salem 
H.S. in 1960.

Th at fall, Fred enrolled at 
Oregon State University, graduating 
in 1965 with a bachelor’s degree in 
business administration and minor 
degrees in forestry and agriculture 
economics.

Fred jumped 1962-67. In 
1962-63, he jumped at North 
Cascades and then transferred to 
the Redmond Air Center when it 
opened in 1964. 

Fred was employed by the  
USFS as a Human Resources 
specialist on four national forests 

and in the regional offi  ces in 
Oregon and Washington. He also 
served as a personnel offi  cer and 
an employment policy offi  cer for 
the Secretary of Agriculture in 
Washington, DC. Later, he off ered 
private consulting services for 
independent agencies in DC, and 
for land-management agencies 
(including the USFS, BLM, NPS, 
F&WS, and the EPA) throughout 
the Western states, including 
Hawaii.

Larry Flint 
(North Cascades ’62)

Larry was born July 7, 1942, in 
Glendale, CA, preceded by two 
sisters and followed by a brother. 
Larry’s father was a trust offi  cer 
at Crocker Bank in Los Angeles, 
where he assisted people with wills 
and estates. Aft er several years 
living on a small farm in Covina, 
CA, Larry and his family moved to 
South Pasadena, CA. He graduated 
from South Pasadena H.S. in 1960.

Growing up, Larry always had an 
interest in the outdoors. Some of his 
best memories were camping trips 
into the Sierras and hunting and 
fi shing trips with his dad. His love of 
the outdoors drove his decision to 
att end Oregon State University and 
major in forestry (later switching to 
agriculture).

Larry jumped at NCSB during 
the 1962 season.

Soon aft erwards, an opportunity 
arose to go to Europe for six 
months. He enjoyed it to the hilt, 
skiing in Austria, learning German, 
and taking a mountain-climbing 
class in Switzerland.
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Upon his return, he still hadn’t 
decided on a career, so in 1963, he 
enlisted in the Army. He did so well 
on the aptitude tests, he was given a 
choice of jobs. He chose the Army 
Security Agency. After basic training 
at Fort Ord, CA, and a six-month 
electronics course at Fort Devens, 
MA, he was fortunate enough to get 
stationed in Japan at Camp Zama, 
near Tokyo. He got assigned to a 
terrific job on an installation team 
that traveled around the Far East, 
including Vietnam.

In 1965, Larry met his future 
wife, Junko, while on a temporary 
job in Southern Japan. They would 
correspond as pen-pals for eight 
years before getting married. After 
a stint in Hawaii, he attended 
officer candidate school and then 
took a communications-officer 
course, returning to Vietnam as a 
communications officer. He worked 
in a large teletype relay station 
before being transferred back to the 
Army Security Agency as a group 
signal officer. Other than driving 
through a firefight during the Tet 
Offensive in Nha Trang and one 
hairy flight over North Vietnam as 
an observer, Larry was fortunate 
to avoid actual combat. After a 
little over five years in the Army 
(including 25 months in Vietnam), 
he went back to Oregon State.

After earning a bachelor’s degree 
in general science, he heard about 
job opportunities in Antarctica 
with a construction engineering 
firm under contract to the National 
Science Foundation. Larry was 
accepted for his choice job as 
field-center manager at McMurdo 
Station, where he was responsible 
for maintaining and issuing all the 
field equipment for scientific parties. 
This was the most fun job that he 
ever had. During the long winter’s 
night, the work schedule relaxed 

somewhat, and he was able to spend 
time in the field, testing equipment 
under different conditions, staying 
in tents and igloos, and traveling by 
sled, snowmobile, dog team, and 
truck in temperatures as low as -65 
degrees F. Here, Larry came up with 
a new parka design for the US Navy 
and a stronger tent design for use in 
winds above 120 miles per hour. 

After 13 months at McMurdo, his 
contract was up. He then married 
his pen-pal, Junko from Japan, and 
after an extended honeymoon, 
resumed work with the Antarctic 
program. 

After his company lost the 
Antarctic contract with the NSF, 
Larry stayed with the company but 
moved to Virginia to help manage 
the Saudi Arabian Naval Expansion 
Project. Then, since Larry wasn’t 
willing to subject his family to the 
limiting lifestyle of Saudi Arabia, 
he left to work in Washington state 
with Energy Northwest, becoming 
a supervisor at their nuclear power 
plant. Larry’s career also involved 
working as a consultant on the 
PassPort System, mostly at electric 
utilities but also for New York City 
schools and in England. 

He retired for about a year. 
Then someone talked him into 
going back to work on contract 
as a procurement engineer at the 
Hanford nuclear site in Washington 
state. He did this for two years 
before his final retirement. 

Since then, Larry has been 
spending a lot of time researching 
his family’s genealogical roots. He 
and his wife have two wonderful 
daughters and two fast-growing 
grandsons. 

Vern Gray  
(North Cascades ’62)

Vern was born in Winthrop, 
WA, on May 11, 1943, about four 
miles from the North Cascades 

Smokejumper Base (which at 
that time was called the Intercity 
Smokejumper Base). As a young 
kid, he dreamed of becoming a 
smokejumper. He spent many 
summer days riding his bicycle 
down to the airport to socialize with 
the new rookies. What a great job!

On Friday-night graduation 
from Winthrop H.S. in 1962, Vern 
met in the congratulatory line Fran-
cis “Pappy” Lufkin (NCSB-40), 
the base manager and a member 
of the school board. Lufkin shook 
Vern’s hand, looked him straight in 
the eye, and said “Be at the airport 
at 0730 Monday morning. Be ready 
to work.” That was the beginning of 
Vern’s jumping days.

Vern worked out of NCSB while 
in school, jumping the summers of 
1962 through 1966. He graduated 
from Eastern Washington Universi-
ty, majoring in chemistry and math-
ematics.

In 1967, married with a child on 
the way, Vern began working at the 
Wenatchee NF as manager of the 
air-tanker base, fire warehouse, and 
aerial-fire recon program. In 1970, 
wanting more action, he took over 
as superintendent of the 25-person 
Inter-Regional Suppression crew 
(now known as the Entiat hotshot 
crew). Later jobs included posts 
at the Wenatchee, Mt. Baker-
Snoqualmie, and Malheur National 
Forests. 

In 1992, while on the Malheur, 
Vern developed and wrote the 
program for the first single-engine 
air-tanker base in the USFS. In 1993, 
this little SEAT dropped more than 
40,000 gallons of retardant on the  
Malheur and surrounding areas. 
This was the beginning of the SEAT 
program as we know it today.  

Vern retired from the Malheur in 
1993 and is currently living in East 
Wenatchee, WA.
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Ernest A. (“Ernie”) Hartley 
(Missoula ’62)

Ernie was born March 10, 1939, 
in Quaker City, OH. In 1957, he 
graduated from Friends Boarding 
School in Barnesville, OH.

In 1960, Ernie hitchhiked to 
Montana where he worked for 
the USFS on an engineering crew. 
The next year, he snagged a job 
on a hotshot crew at the Ninemile 
Ranger Station. Ernie jumped at 
Missoula 1962-63 and 1965. 

He earned a bachelor’s degree 
from the University of Montana 
in 1965 and a Ph.D. from Duke 
University in 1976.

Ernie taught at Friends Boarding 
School, his alma mater, from 1970 
to 1975 and worked as a summer 
instructor at the University of 
Colorado. Later, he became director 
of the Powell County Museum & 
Arts Foundation in Deer Lodge, 
MT. After that, he served as 
museum director of the California 
Vehicle Foundation in Sacramento, 
where he worked until 1998.

Now retired, Ernie lives on a 
ranch near Placerville, CA, where 
he lectures on automotive history 
and writes about his family’s history.

Ed Heinle (Missoula ’62)

Ed was born October 6,1940, 
in Billings, MT, and grew up in the 
Shepherd area east of Billings. He 
graduated from Shepherd H.S. in 
1958. 

Ed attended Montana State 
College in Bozeman, receiving a 
bachelor’s degree in agriculture. 

He spent the summers of 1959-
60 in a blister rust camp east of 
Bovill, ID. Ed worked on the 
Ninemile hotshot crew the summer 
of 1961 and rookied at Missoula in 
1962. 

In March of 1964 he entered 
the Marines, enrolling in officer 

candidate school in Quantico, VA. 
He then went to Navy flight school in 
Pensacola, FL. He earned his wings 
as a helicopter pilot in September 
1965. Ed served in Vietnam for 18 
months. He was discharged from 
the Marines in August of 1968.

Ed married his wife, Mavis, in 
April of 1971, and in 1973 they 
moved to Miles City, MT, to manage 
their farm and ranch. 

In 1976, Ed went to work for 
Burlington Northern Inc., where 
he dealt with cropland leases on 
the old Northern Pacific land 
grants throughout Montana, 
North Dakota, and Minnesota. 
In the late 1990s, he worked as an 
agriculturalist for the Holly Sugar 
Company in Sidney, MT. From 
2004 to 2012, he worked for Solaris 
Feeders in Miles City, MT.

Now retired from Solaris, he 
lives with Mavis on the same small 
farm they bought in 1976.

Cecil E. Hicks (North Cascades ’62)

Cecil was born December 23, 
1943, in Galesburg, IL. He grew up 
on a family farm in LaFayette, IL, 
with four brothers and two sisters. 

He graduated from LaFayette 
H.S. in 1961 and attended North 
Dakota School of Forestry, Idaho 
State University, and Lewis-Clark 
State College, where he earned a 
bachelor’s degree in education in 
1987. 

Cecil served in the US Army 
Reserve in Fairbanks, AK (1964-
70), later transferring to the Alaska 
National Guard.

He spent 16 seasons as a wildland 
firefighter for the USFS and BLM—
7 of them as a smokejumper. Cecil 
jumped at NCSB (1962) and 
Fairbanks (1963-64, 1966-68, and 
1970). 

Other job experiences included 
three years as manager of a microfilm 

business in Anchorage and six years 
as a reporter on weekly newspapers 
in Idaho and Alaska. After going 
back to college and getting his 
teaching degree, he taught fourth 
grade in Sandpoint, ID, for 17 years 
before retiring.

Cecil has written countless 
pieces for magazines over the 
years, including some 90 articles 
for the American Bee Journal, a 
monthly magazine about bees and 
beekeeping. 

Cecil and his wife, Maureen, 
raised five children.

Guy G. Hurlbutt (Idaho City ’62)

Guy was born January 23, 1942, 
in Augusta, GA, and grew up on 
Beech Island, SC. He graduated 
from North Augusta H.S. in 1960.

He earned a bachelor’s degree 
in forestry from the University 
of Georgia (1964), a law degree 
from the University of South 
Carolina (1970), and an LLM in 
environmental law from George 
Washington University (1974).

For the second half of the 1960s, 
Guy served in the US Army. He was 
in the 26th Artillery and completed 
airborne school in 1965. Later, 
he served in the Army Reserve in 
Columbia, SC (1967-1970), and as 
a Rifle/Pistol Range Officer in Fort 
Jackson, SC.

Guy became a lawyer, working 
as an attorney for the USFS and as a 
law clerk for the U.S. District Court 
for the District of South Carolina. 
He also served as chief deputy in the 
office of the Idaho Attorney General. 
After a stint in private practice, Guy 
served as vice president for public 
policy and environment for Boise 
Cascade Corporation (1984-2005).

In retirement, he worked as an 
adjunct professor at Northwest 
Nazarene University in Nampa, 
ID. He also served on the board of 



	 www.smokejumpers.com	 39

trustees at the College of Western 
Idaho.

Guy jumped at Idaho City 
(1962, 1967-69) and Boise (1970). 

Nels H. Jensen (Missoula ’62)

Nels was born September 17, 
1942, in St. Ignatius, MT. He grew 
up in nearby Ronan, where he 
graduated from high school in 1961.

He attended Western Montana 
College and the University of 
Montana, going on to serve in the 
Army National Guard for six years.

Nels jumped at Missoula 
(1962-65, 1967, 1968, and 1970), 
Fairbanks (1966), and Grangeville 
(1966).

Nels’s career has been extensive 
and varied. His work in fire included 
managing the Grangeville jumper 
base and serving as the USFS’s chief 
Region 1 pilot. From 1972-75, he 
managed the national smokejumper 
program. In the 1990s, he served as 
director of operations at Neptune 
Aviation and as a pilot for Leading 
Edge Aviation.

Nels lists his greatest 
accomplishments as follows: 
Married for 58 years, two children, 
three grandchildren, five great-
grandchildren, and: “I was a 
smokejumper.” 

Nels retired in 2013 and as of 
2021 was living in Ronan, MT.

Jerry P. John  (Cave Junction ’62)

“Born and raised on the Great 
Plains, I was always curious to see 
and explore mountains in the West. 

“I graduated from high school in 
1959 and landed a summer job with 
the USFS in Central Oregon. Our 
job was to trim out dense stands of 
small conifers. Our finished units 
looked more like clear cuts. The 
district ranger was not impressed. 

“I worked two summers on 
the Paisley Ranger District, 
then a summer on the hotshot 

crew at Redmond as one of the 
“roadrunners.” That summer, on 
a fire in the Ochoco NF, our crew 
walked all night and arrived at 
the fire at dawn. We found four 
smokejumpers sacked out on the 
fireline. One of the jumpers was our 
own Chuck Sheley (CJ-59).

“I liked the jumping idea and so 
applied at Cave Junction. I ended 
up jumping three years at CJ and 
one at Fairbanks. 

“By the way, I caught the base 
secretary, Joetta Castleberry. We 
have been together for 54 years. We 
have two daughters, one an ICU 
nurse and the other a bar owner. We 
have it all covered.

“And finally, a jumper fairy tale 
starts with: ‘This is no shit!’”

Harold M. (“Hal”) Johnson 
(Grangeville ’62)

Hal was born September 8, 
1935, in Missoula, MT, and grew up 
in nearby Thompson Falls, where 
he graduated from high school in 
1954. 

His father was a career USFS 
employee, while his mother was 
an active member of the Civil Air 
Patrol, an avocation that fostered 
young Hal’s interest in airplanes.

 Hal joined the Marines in 
December 1954. He was honorably 
discharged two years later (as a 
Cpl.) to attend Montana State 
University in Bozeman. He would 
later graduate from Lewis-Clark 
State College in Lewiston, ID, in 
1970.

After basic training, Hal moved 
to California, where he was assigned 
to the Headquarters Company of 
the 1st Marine Corps Division at 
Camp Pendleton as a secretary and a 
machine gunner. The Headquarters 
group was loaded on a ship headed 
to Korea the day the truce with 
North Korea was announced. The 

ship was turned around at Hawaii 
and made its way back to Pendleton.

Hal was also a musician. He had 
played baritone horn while in high 
school and while in the military 
auditioned for the 1st Marine 
Corps Division Band. He was part 
of the marching band that led the 
Rose Bowl Parade for two years in a 
row and also played for the opening 
of the Oscars in 1956.

Hal discovered radio and 
television during the summer 
of 1958 and interspersed that 
occupation with school and working 
for the USFS. This occupation took 
him and his wife “back East” in the 
fall of 1959 to Middlebury, VT, to 
open and run a radio station. Partly 
due to the unpleasant Vermont 
winters, the couple eventually 
headed back to Montana, where 
Hal joined the KCAP radio group 
in Helena.

In 1961, Hal became one of the 
original Ninemile hotshots under 
Ron Stoleson (MSO-56). In 1962, 
Stoleson encouraged Hal to transfer 
to the smokejumpers at Missoula. 
Hal’s first jump was in the spring 
of 1962, right about the same time 
he and his wife, Maxine, brought 
their first child into the world, a 
daughter. Their son came along 
in February 1965. Hal’s last jump 
was out of Grangeville in 1966, for 
which he earned his 50 Jumps Pin. 
Hal jumped at Grangeville 1962 
and 1966, and at Missoula 1963-64.

In the fall of 1967, Hal resumed 
his studies at Lewis-Clark State 
College in Lewiston, ID. During 
the first semester, as a student, 
he was given the opportunity to 
coach and distinguished himself 
as the head coach for golf and 
baseball, and assistant coach for the 
basketball team. He graduated with 
a bachelor’s degree in the spring 
of 1970. It was amusing when he 
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walked across the stage to accept his 
diploma, as some of the professors 
only knew him as “Coach” and did 
not realize he was also a student.

Hal soon embarked on a teaching 
career. His first teaching job was in 
Burns, OR. After his first year on 
the job, he was promoted to vice 
principal.

During his time in Burns, he 
bought an airplane, a Navion, and 
continued his love affair with planes.

In the summer of 1972, Montana 
was calling him home, so he left 
Burns and moved his family back 
to Missoula, where he worked as a 
sales manager for KGVO TV. He 
was soon offered a management 
job in Helena, so 1973 meant 
another move. It was there that the 
opportunity for self-employment 
came along in the form of the 
Friendly York Tavern. 

Now in business for himself, he 
also continued teaching.

In 1988, he and his wife moved 
to Phoenix, where they began an 
association with LaQuinta Motor 
Inns. This was a fun and exciting 
experience and enabled him and 
his wife to see the USA from the 
Atlantic to the Pacific. The LaQuinta 
Corp asked them for a preference 
of inns to manage, and they picked 
Rock Springs, WY. 

Later, they moved to the 
Treasure Valley, near Boise, where 
they stayed for 15 years.

In 2010, it was time to retire. He 
and Maxine proceeded to spend 
winters in Helena and summers 
in Wickenburg, AZ. As the drive 
seemed to become longer and 
longer, the time came to decide 
on which end of the trail to stop. 
Given the choice of shoveling 
snow or sweeping sand, they opted 
for the latter and are now happily 
ensconced at The Happy Trails 
Resort and Park in Surprise, AZ.

November 11, 2025, is Veterans Day. In the October 2011 Smokejumper 
magazine, I printed a list honoring vets and will do so again in this issue. 
Please send any update or corrections so that we can make our NSA records 
as accurate as possible. (Ed.)

William R. Beasley (IDC-60): Sept. 25, 1966. Helicopter pilot with 281st 
Aviation Corps flying the Special Forces. From the Vietnam Wall Memorial: 

“You were a great class president at Emmett High School and hero after high 
school. Said a prayer for you when I saw your name on the Wall.”

“You and I were classmates at Fort Gordon in Officer Basic School, Signal 
Corps, in 1965. You were a fine young fellow, and I remember you forever as a 
young man with obvious leadership talent, good humor, and quiet demeanor. 
Within 6 months, most of our class was in Vietnam. I was heartbroken to 
learn of your death via The Stars and Stripes. May your grandchildren carry 
your fine genes. 52 years later, I remember you still.”

Malvin L. Brown (PNOR-45): August 6, 1945. Member of Triple Nickles. 
First smokejumper killed in line of duty, Umpqua NF, Oregon.

Ralph Cordes (NCSB-48): Killed during Korean War.

Jim Edison (CJ-56): Marine Lt. Edison was killed 10/2/61 making a 
carrier landing when his F9F went over the side of the USS Antietam. The 
accident was caused by a maintenance error: a disconnect nut on the tail 
section of the aircraft had not been properly installed. The tail of the aircraft 
separated on landing, and the aircraft went over the side and into the ocean.

Steven Henault (MSO-46): Steve, 41, (Major/US Army) died February 
19, 1971, in the crash of an Alaska Army National Guard aircraft at the 
14,800-foot level of Mt. Sanford, Alaska. It was on a ferry mission to Ft. 
Richardson, Alaska, from Fresno, California.

Hugh Jenkins (MSO-49): Hugh joined the Army in 1952. A graduate of 
Oberlin College, Ohio, he was a pacifist and classified as a conscientious 
objector when the war began. He volunteered as a medic but changed 
his mind and entered the infantry. While defending strategically valuable 
Outpost “Harry” against a large-scale enemy assault and disregarding the 
intense mortar and artillery concentrations, Corporal Jenkins bravely 
directed the fire of his squad upon the enemy. While leading his men, he 
was seriously wounded by fragments from an exploding artillery round but, 
ignoring his wounds, courageously continued to defend the outpost. He 
was mortally wounded (April 25, 1953) by enemy fire while attempting to 
rescue a wounded comrade. He was awarded the Silver Star.

Robert Kester (CJ-55): On March 5, 1962, Marine 1st Lt. Kester was flying 
an F8U Crusader fighter jet when he was killed in a crash in the Philippines.

Richard McClung (MSO-42): Navigator, Naval Air Corps, shot down at 
sea 12/13/43. MIA in 1944, South Pacific.                              (continued page 41)

Smokejumpers Killed Serving in the Military
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Update on History Preservation Program
by Chuck Sheley (CJ ’59)

Approximately eight years ago, we entered into a 
working agreement with Eastern Washington University 
to establish an online collection of information 
about smokejumpers. The collection would include 
information about the men and women who have made 
up the smokejumping community since 1940. This 
information is in the form of bios and obits, of which 
we have collected nearly 2,300 in number.

Although smokejumping is a very unique job, the 
people who have been smokejumpers are a special 
breed of people. My thinking has been reinforced by 
what jumpers have done after they left smokejumping 
and what they have contributed to the U.S., their states, 
cities, and society as a whole. This is part of what is 
being saved at EWU. 

Collecting this information is very time-consuming, 
but I want to give you an update as to the progress 
made. The obits and bios of all smokejumpers have not 
been collected. Just researching a single person can take 
hours and sometimes days. 

Smokejumper biographies: 1940-1961 done and on 
site. Working on adding 1962-1965.  

I recently asked for bios from all our members who 
were 1965 rookies. It is not possible to research and find 
1965 non-members. However, it is essential to obtain 
bios from all members, regardless of their rookie year. 
Some bios come in like they were written for Detective 
Joe Friday (Dragnet)�“just the facts, ma’am.” Please 
do a bit better—write it like you would like to tell your 
future generations about your life. 

There is so much more on the site. Stan “Clancy” 
Collins (MYC-67) is the key to our working agreement 
with EWU. The number of hours that he has spent 
collecting and adding materials is tremendous. Clancy 
is the NSA working connection to University Archivist 
Steve Bingo. Steve is the top of the line when it comes 
to working with us. Thanks to both Clancy and Steve. 

How about a reading assignment that will be 
interesting and educational? Go to dc.ewu.edu/
smokejumpers. Start with the 1940 class.

Arild Nielsen (MSO-42): Lost while flying F-82 over 
North Korea May 26, 1951, on reconnaissance mission. 
Reported to be POW. Other POWs said, “Captain 
Nielsen died while a prisoner of the Reds.”
Richard Pratt (NCSB-66): Dec. 8,1967. Army Spec. 
4, died in Vietnam. He was a helicopter repairman 
with the 1st Aviation Brigade, 92nd Assault Helicopter 
Company and died in a crash.
James E. Putnam (NCSB-48): Sgt. James Putnam 
(USMC) was killed in combat May 31, 1951, in Korea. 
He served in the Marines during WWII and was called 
back into service in 1950.
George “Ken” Sisler (NCSB-57): Ken, 29, died 
February 7, 1967, while on a SOG mission in Laos. 
He was a member of the 5th Special Forces Group, 1st 
Special Forces in Vietnam. While on patrol deep within 
enemy territory, his platoon was attacked from three 
sides by a company-sized enemy force.

Lieutenant Sisler quickly rallied his men, deployed 
from a better defensive position, called for air strikes, 
and moved among his men to encourage and direct 
their efforts. Learning that two men were wounded 
and unable to pull back the perimeter, he charged 
from the position through intense enemy fire to assist 

them. He reached the men and began carrying one of 
them back to the perimeter, when he was taken under 
more intensive automatic weapons fire by the enemy. 
Laying down his wounded comrade, he killed three 
onrushing enemy soldiers by firing his rifle and silenced 
the enemy machine gun with a grenade. As he returned 
the wounded man to the perimeter, the left flank of 
the position came under extremely heavy attack by the 
superior enemy force, and several additional men of 
his platoon were quickly wounded. Realizing the need 
for instant action, to prevent his position from being 
overrun, he picked up some grenades and charged 
single-handedly into the enemy onslaught, firing his 
weapon, and throwing grenades. This singularly heroic 
action broke up the vicious assault and forced the enemy 
to begin withdrawing. Despite the continuing enemy 
fire, he was moving about the battlefield directing air 
strikes upon the fleeing force when he fell mortally 
wounded. Ken was Awarded the Congressional 
Medal of Honor.

Ernest A. Zecha Jr. (MSO-46): 2nd Lt. Zecha was a 
member of the 15th Infantry Regiment, 3rd Infantry 
Division and was seriously wounded June 13, 1953, and 
died of those wounds June 19, 1953, in North Korea. 

(continued from page 40)
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Remember and honor fellow jumpers with a gift to the NSA Good 
Samaritan Fund in their name. Hard times can fall on many of us 
at any time. The NSA is here to support our fellow jumpers and their 
families through the Good Samaritan Fund. Mail your contribution 
to: Chuck Sheley, 10 Judy Lane, Chico, CA 95926.

Off
  The
    List

William A. “Wild Bill” Yensen (McCall ’53)
Bill died June 4, 2025. He was born November 10, 

1932, in Brighton, Colorado. Bill grew up in Colorado, 
Nebraska, and Idaho and moved to Coachella, 
California, at the end of his sophomore year. He 
graduated from Coachella H.S. in 1951 and was the 
outstanding pitcher and MVP on the baseball team.

Baseball got him tuition help through the University 
of Redlands where he pitched all four years on his way 
to graduation in 1956. He then went to San Diego State 
to earn his California teaching credential. The U.S. 
Army called, so on his last day at Redlands his took a 
final, married his wife, Arlene, and headed to Fort Ord. 
Bill was shipped to Germany where Arlene joined him 
until his return to the states in 1958. 

Bill had started jumping at McCall in 1953-54 and 
got 11 fire jumps his rookie year. He came back to 
McCall in 1961 and stayed there until 1986 jumping 
summers. Bill had an amazing career at McCall finishing 
with 30 seasons, 181 fire jumps, and 325 total jumps. His 
teaching career was at Sweetwater and Mar Vista high 
schools in the San Diego area of Southern California 
where he coached football, wrestling, baseball, and golf. 

Kenneth L. Gouff (Redding ’63)
Ken, 86, died May 3, 2025, in Atascadeo, California. 

He graduated from Atascadero High School in 1957 
and served as student body president and captain of the 
football team. After high school, he attended Coalinga 
and Lassen Junior Colleges, after which he went to work 
for the U.S. Forest Service. In 1963 he rookied at Redding 
and jumped the 1963-64 seasons. During smokejumper 
training, he participated in a demonstration jump for 
President Kennedy, after which he continued to serve 
in the USFS for another 15 years. He worked out of 
the Pozo and Cerro Alto Stations in San Luis Obispo 
County and the Ojai Station in Ventura County. He left 
the USFS and joined the California Highway Patrol, 
working in Santa Barbara and then Templeton until he 
retired in 1989. 

As an artist, his love of the outdoors and years with 
the Forest Service gave him an insight into capturing the 

details of nature. He designed the city of Atascadero’s 
logo, which you can see on Atascadero’s city police 
cars and other places.  During his scouting career, he 
was a Scoutmaster for Troop 6 in Santa Barbara and in 
1996 he was given the Silver Beaver Award, the highest 
recognition a Scout council can bestow on an adult 
leader. In the years from 2000 to 2025 Ken stayed active 
in scouting, worked for the Atascadero Water Company 
as a water conservation expert and served as board 
member for the Atascadero Historical Society.

Tom Gerald Lowman (Missoula ’67)
Tom died March 2, 2025, in Oak Harbor, Washington. 

He was born October 14, 1942, in Hamilton, Montana. 
Tom grew up in Darby, Montana, and enjoyed fishing 

and hunting in the Bitterroot Mountains. He jumped at 
Missoula during the 1967 season. 

Tom graduated from Montana State University 
with a bachelor’s degree in electrical engineering and 
was commissioned as a Second Lieutenant in the U.S. 
Army after he completed ROTC. Tom went to Vietnam 
right after graduating Airborne and Ranger schools. In 
Vietnam, Tom survived a helicopter crash with a broken 
back. He had a distinguished career as a Signal Officer 
in the U.S. Army and retired as a Lieutenant Colonel.

Robert “Bob” DeZur (Missoula ’49)
Bob died May 5, 2025. He was born July 17, 1928, in 

Iron Belt, WI, a small iron mining town, spent 40 years 
in Silicon Valley, and later settled in Oneonta, NY.   

Bob jumped at Missoula 1949-52 and at Grangeville 
in 1954. He graduated with a bachelor’s degree in 
mathematics from the University of Montana in 1953, 
and a Ph.D. in Mathematics from the University of 
Oregon in 1957. Bob was a Professor of Mathematics at 
San Diego State, Washington State and the University 
of Wyoming before working as a research scientist for 
Marietta Corp. 

Prior to becoming a smokejumper, he was in the 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, stationed in Japan, 
1946-1948. His career work involved being a Data 
Analyst of Satellite and Weapons Systems, US Defense 
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Contractors, and Software Engineer/Tester, Apple 
Computer. He retired from State University of New 
York at Delhi in 2010 at age 82, where he was an Adjunct 
Mathematics Professor. 

Bob also was on the rescue mission to recover the 
remains of those jumpers who died in the Mann Gulch 
fire in August 1949. He barely missed being part of 
that crew. The day of Mann Gulch, he was on an earlier 
call for a two-man fire, which he and another jumper 
could not find. Twenty minutes before they returned, 
the Mann Gulch crew was sent out. Among the lost was 
Bob’s best friend, Eldon Diettert.

Duane L. Ferdinand (Missoula ’59)
Duane died May 5, 2025. He was born August 3, 

1938. When Duane was very young, the family of six 
moved to California and then to Lewistown, Montana. 
Duane graduated from high school in Lewiston in 1956.

The fall after graduation found him working on a 
ranch just outside of town. Soon afterwards, he took a 
job with the BLM on a cadastral survey in the Judith 
Mountains. The summer of 1957 he spent in New 
Mexico doing more survey work for the BLM.

At the conclusion of that summer, he attended the 
University of Montana in Missoula.

Each summer he was in school, he found something 
new and exciting to occupy his time—first as a fire 
lookout for the USFS in 1958 and then as a smokejumper 
in 1959 out of Missoula. He had seven training jumps 
and jumped on six fires. Later, he did range work for the 
BLM and worked for the USFS in the Selway-Bitterroot 
Wilderness.

In college, he was elected president of the rodeo 
team. He was a calf-roper on a horse named Piccolo.

In December of 1961, Duane was drafted into the 
military. His basic training was in Fort Ord, CA. At Fort 
Sam Houston in Texas, he was given specialized training 
to be a medic. In June of 1962, he began airborne training 
in Fort Benning, GA, where he had five training jumps. 
After that, he was assigned to Okinawa, Japan, where he 
spent the remainder of his time in the military. 

While in Okinawa, he decided he wanted to finish 
his college education. He was given an early out from 
the Army and began his final university year in the fall of 
1963. He graduated with a degree in range management 
the following spring.

His first job after graduation was in Susanville, CA, 
working for the BLM. After five years in California, 
Duane moved to Fairbanks, AK, to help with the 
preliminary construction of the Trans-Alaska Pipeline 
System. While in Alaska, he became certified to fly a 

twin-engine airplane. He also met and married his first 
wife, Norma. 

In 1971, he returned to Lewistown, where his 
son, Wade, was born. Duane later became a range 
conservationist for the BLM. In the early 1980s bought 
a nine-acre ranch and acquired a stable full of horses, 
which he raced over the next decade. 

Duane retired from the BLM in 1995. Three years 
later, he started working for the city of Lewiston in the 
Historic Preservation Office. He worked there for more 
than 20 years. 

At 80 years old, Duane was still riding his bike into 
town every day and helping buck bales.

Franklin H. “Frank” Just (McCall ’54)
Frank, 92, died March 24, 2025. He was born March 

5, 1933, in Blackfoot, Idaho, and grew up in Firth where 
he graduated from high school. He earned a bachelor’s 
in electrical engineering from Utah State University and 
a masters in the same field from the University of Idaho. 
He jumped at McCall during the 1954-55 seasons. As 
an electrical engineer, he worked for General Electric 
on the Aircraft Nuclear Propulsion Project and with 
Phillips Petroleum on Nuclear Test Reactors. He retired 
after 35 years. 

Frank holds patents in nuclear radiation electronics 
and internal combustion engine ignitions systems. 
He was instrumental in establishing Eastern Idaho 
Technical College which opened in 1969. Frank was an 
NSA Life Member and lived in Idaho Falls, Idaho.

Romulus Joseph “Romie” Deschamps  
(Missoula ’61)

Romie, 84, died March 21, 2025, in Palmer, Alaska. 
He was born June 8, 1940, in Missoula, Montana. 
Romie was a career pharmacist. He graduated from the 
University of Montana Pharmacy School in 1966 and 
moved to Helena where he and his wife, Pat, raised 
two sons and four daughters. He moved to Tacoma, 
Washington, and then to Alaska in 1973. Romie lived in 
Palmer since 1977. He was actively involved in various 
community organizations including the local Rotarian 
club, American Cancer Society and Federal Disaster 
Assistance Medical team. Romie jumped at Missoula 
1961, 63, and at Grangeville 1962 and 1964.

William P. Jordan (Redmond ’67)
Bill died April 12, 2025. He was born September 

29, 1947, in Bend, Oregon. Bill attended schools in 
Redmond, graduating from Redmond Union High 
School with the class of 1965. A talented wrestler, he 
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competed at district and state levels and continued his 
athletic pursuits at Southern Oregon State College in 
Ashland. He earned both a Bachelor of Science and a 
master’s degree in psychology. Bill joined the National 
Guard while completing his studies, dedicating six 
years to serving his country. He used his education in 
social sciences to support juveniles in Jackson County 
before returning to Central Oregon in 1973. He worked 
with the juveniles of the Confederated Tribes of Warm 
Springs as the Director of Mental Health. 

In 1980, Bill transitioned into a long and successful 
career in real estate sales and land development, He 
was also a rancher and cattleman who raised livestock 
starting with Future Farmers of America in school 
and later competing with a prized Hereford bull at the 
National Western Stock Show where the bull won the 
title of Grand Champion. Bill jumped at Redmond 
during the 1967-69 seasons. 

Larry Philip Paris (McCall ’54)
Larry, 91, died March 22, 2025, in Littleton, 

Colorado. He was born August 12, 1933, in Boise, 
Idaho, Larry served in the Navy during the Korean 
War. As part of a Shore Fire Control Party from the 
USS Chandler, he was on a mission close to the enemy-
held coast that resulted in the destruction of an enemy 
supply train. After his active duty with the Navy, Larry 
graduated from Boise State College with a degree in 
Business. He went on to a career of over 30 years with 
Rockmont Envelope Company and retired in 1999. 

Larry was a lifelong sports enthusiast with a passion 
for golf and a fan of the Colorado Rockies and Denver 
Broncos. He jumped at McCall during the 1954-56 
seasons. 

William E. “Bill” Frame (Missoula ’53)
Bill died July 19, 2025, in Pine Island, Minnesota. 
From Bill’s bio: “I was born on Valentine’s Day (Feb. 

14) in 1933. My mother was at my grandma’s house 
about three miles from Northfield, MN. I understand 
they were worried about getting my mother to town 
because of the predicted snow and cold weather, but 
she made it to the hospital.

 “I grew up outside of Northfield on a dairy farm of 
200 acres and graduated from Northfield H.S. in 1951. 
I started college at St. Olaf College in Northfield, but 
after two years, I was on probation. My father said 
that it was my sister’s turn to go to Carleton College. 
He couldn’t pay for both. I understood and got a job 
in Heppner, OR, as a fire guard on the Umatilla N.F. 
Hitchhiking back to MN in the fall, I got a ride with an 

ex-smokejumper who told me all about it and where to 
apply. I did apply and began jumping in the summer 
of 1953.” Bill jumped at Missoula 1953, 55, 57, and at 
Grangeville 1954.

“The next Spring quarter I went back to school, but 
this time at Mankato State Teachers College in Mankato, 
MN. It is amazing how my grades improved when I had 
to pay my own expenses. I continued smokejumping 
the next two summers, in fact I went to New Mexico 
in 1955. The next summer I skipped smokejumping 
to go to summer school so I could graduate in 1957. I 
graduated with degrees in Math and Science. I married 
Sandy Hamann a week after graduation, June 7, 1957. 
I had to get to Missoula to do the refresher course the 
next week.

“I started teaching school in September 1957 and 
was awarded a National Science Foundation (NSF) 
fellowship to go to San Diego State College for the 
school year of 1959-1960. I went back to teaching when 
I returned. I got three more summers through NSF at 
the University of Montana, finishing my master’s degree 
in 1966. 

“I continued teaching Math at John Marshall H.S. 
in Rochester, MN. We bought a farm near Pine Island, 
MN (about 25 miles from school). We had some beef 
cows, and I did some crop farming on my Dad’s farm in 
Northfield when he retired his dairy farm. I then retired 
from teaching in 1991, having completed 33 years at 
John Marshall.

“We recently sold the farm and now live in a senior 
living apartment in Rochester, MN. We have one son 
and two daughters in MN, 10 grandchildren, and 9 
great grandchildren, the 3 oldest being in the 8th grade. 
Pretty bad for a couple that once belonged to the Zero 
Population Organization in the 70s & 80s!”

From Bill Frame Jr.: “Smokejumping was a proud 
part of Bill’s life. He once was able to provide rides in 
a Ford Tri-Motor for all his kids and grandkids. There 
were tears of pride that day! Another highlight for Bill 
was discovering that the photo on the cover of Randle 
Hurst’s The Smokejumpers is of him ready to jump from 
a Lockheed Lodestar. Although he had a hip and two 
knee replacements, you couldn’t convince him that the 
smokejumping had anything to do with that.

Orrin H. Pilkey (Missoula ’53)
Orrin, 90, died December 13, 2024, in Durham, 

N.C. He was born September 19, 1934, in Manhattan, 
N.Y., and graduated from Columbia H.S., Richland, 
Washington, in 1952. He received his bachelor’s 
in Geology from Washington State, his master’s in 
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Geology from the University of Montana and his Ph.D. 
in Marine Geology from Florida State University. Orrin 
was active in the Army for six months and served for 
eight years as a reserve officer in the Corps of Engineers 
being discharged as a Captain in 1968.

He taught at the University of Georgia Marine 
Institute and Duke University 1965-99 as a Professor of 
Geology. Orrin made about 45 research cruises in deep 
sea studies and co-authored 47 books and produced 
250 technical papers. A building at the Duke University 
Marine Lab in named after Orrin. He retired in 1999 
and was living in Durham, N.C.

Orrin jumped at Missoula 1953, 55 and at 
Grangeville 1954. His younger brother, Walter, jumped 
at Missoula 1955-56 and they once jumped the same 
stick on a fire from the DC-3. “Before my three seasons 
with the smokejumpers, I was a ground pounder in 
Umpqua N.F., Oregon, for two years in a crew made up 
entirely of 16-year-olds. I learned to respect those who 
walked into fires, often exhausted upon arrival which, of 
course, was the whole point of jumping.”

Orrin was one of the best-known coastal biologists 
in the world. His scholarly direction, originally deep-
sea geology, changed with the 1969 destruction of his 
parent’s home in Mississippi from Hurricane Camille. 
He shifted his research to studies of shorelines and 
beaches.

Russell Jay Kleinheksel (NCSB ’62)
Russel died March 13, 2025. He was born March 

29, 1942, to Henry and Gertrude Kleinheksel. Russell 
graduated from Holland High School (MI) in 1961 and 
enrolled in Hope College. While in College to help earn 
money to pay his tuition, he rookied at NCSB where 
he jumped the 1962 season. He married Pamela Fox in 
1965 and after graduating college he joined the Marine 
Corps where he went to OCS at Quantico Virginia. 
After earning his commission, he then spent two years 
earning his wings to become a designated Marine Naval 
Aviator. He flew Helicopter missions in Vietnam in 
1969.  

Robert Morton “Bob” Holter (Missoula ’53)
Bob died May 11, 2025. He was born March 13, 

1927, in Williston, North Dakota. 
Judge Holter graduated from the University of 

Montana law school in 1954, followed by service in the 
US Air Force. He practiced law in Bozeman for 22 years 
then was appointed the first Montana District Judge 
at Libby in 1978 followed by appointment as the US 
Magistrate Judge at Great Falls in 1988.

Bob was president of Montana Legal Services, 
the Montana Judges Association and chairman of the 
Sentence Review Division. He chaired the Commission 
that compiled the first complete Montana Criminal 
Jury instructions and also chaired the Child Support 
Enforcement Commission which set standards for 
child support that later became the law. 

For several years, using his vacation time, he taught 
judges as a faculty member at the National Judicial 
College at Reno, Nevada. He served two Rotary clubs 
as the president and was a firm believer in and practiced 
the Rotary motto “Service Above Self.” 

Bob jumped at Missoula during the 1953 season. 

Kent Gibbs (Missoula ’65)
Kent died December 7, 2023. He was born in Arab, 

AL, January 27, 1943. The youngest of three boys, he 
graduated from Arab H.S. in 1963.

After graduation, he and a friend left Arab in a 1952 
Chevy to get a job with the USFS in Montana. That they 
succeeded was likely due to the fact that Kent’s brothers 
had worked for the USFS and were much respected.

Both young men returned home and started college. 
But Kent was hooked on the USFS and went back out 
West the next summer. Somewhere along the way, he 
became interested in the smokejumpers and applied—
and was accepted. His time with the smokejumpers was 
one of the highlights of his life. In later years, he’d take 
his family to Montana and Idaho, where he delighted 
in showing them the loft in Missoula and revisiting his 
time there.

In 1967 he graduated from Jacksonville State 
University in Alabama. He then began a civil service 
career with the United States Army Audit Agency.

He married Judy in January of 1968 and was soon 
given the opportunity to transfer to the agency’s 
European District. The couple spent three years in 
Germany and Central Europe. 

Kent retired from the Army when he was 53. 
Through a series of events, he became the owner of two 
commercial smokers, and a new hobby was born. He 
became well-known in the area for a variety of smoked 
meats and catered many meals. 

Throughout his life, his faith was important to him. 
Kent served as a deacon and Sunday School teacher, 
both abroad and in Alabama. Kent jumped at Missoula 
1965-66 and was an NSA Life Member. 

Gene Lyman Jessup (North Cascades ’57)
Gene died April 22, 2025. He was born October 

25, 1937, in Wenatchee, Washington, where he grew 
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up and graduated from high school in 1955. He was 
named outstanding football center for the Wenatchee 
Panthers and then selected for all American center for 
Wenatchee Valley Knights College. 

Through the years Gene had many passions, 
coaching youth football, hunting, fishing and hobbies, 
tending the farm wasn’t anything he could not do or 
build. After a few career changes settled into a Fieldman 
position with Northern Fruit until the early 1990s.

Later on, went back to University Montana earning 
his degree in drug and alcohol counseling starting his 
own agency Quality Resources changing lives for the 
next 19 years. 

From Gene’s bio: “I self-published a book for my 
smokejumping friends of the 1956-60 era and have 
partnered with Bill Moody on a few literary projects. 
My brother and I were asked by Bill to be speakers at 
a couple of our NCSB reunions. It was a fantastic and 
wonderful honor. As with most of the Smokejumper 
Brotherhood, my days as a smokejumper defines me as 
the man I am today. Life is good, all is well, and it is as it 
should be.” Gino jumped at NCSB 1957-60.

Stephen Miller Turner (Missoula ’59)
Steve died January 20, 2025, in Greenwich, 

Connecticut. He was born in Omaha, Nebraska, March 
13, 1939. After graduating from Clarinda High School 
in 1957, he received his Bachelor of Arts, magna cum 

laude, from William Jewell College in 1961. During his 
college years 1959-61, he served as a smokejumper in 
the U.S. Forest Service at Missoula, Montana. He earned 
a JD from University of Iowa Law School in 1964, and 
a Masters of Comparative Law from the University of 
Chicago in 1966. 

After serving as an assistant United States attorney 
and then United States Attorney in the Northern 
District of Iowa, Steve joined Squire, Sanders & 
Dempsey as an associate in Cleveland in 1968. From 
November of 1969 to August of 1970, he took a leave of 
absence from the firm to serve as a senior staff member 
of the President’s Council on Executive Reorganization 
in Washington, D.C.

Steve was named a partner at Squire, Sanders & 
Dempsey in 1974. As managing partner, he opened 
and directed the firm’s office in Brussels, Belgium, from 
1975 to 1982. He resumed his practice in the firm’s New 
York office in 1982, where he continued to specialize 
in cross-border matters. In 1989, he joined Texaco as 
Senior Vice President and General Counsel, assuming 
responsibility for its worldwide legal affairs. He was a 
trustee of the Parker School of Foreign and Comparative 
Law, Columbia School of Law and was a member of the 
Board of Trustees of William Jewell College, Liberty, 
Missouri. After retirement in 1999, he spent many days 
pursuing his passion hunting birds and, occasionally, 
large game with his many friends.

2025 Reunion attendees.(Courtesy Tim Tevebaugh)
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Gar Buck (CJ-66) raises the arm of fellow rookie Troop Emonds who, against all betting odds, retrieved a cargo drop from 
a big tree during rookie training. The tree was so big that two climbing ropes would not go around it. Troop retrieved the 
cargo and also the $45 in money that was bet against him. (Courtesy C. Sheley)

Smokejumper magazine is planning a feature article 
about George Cross (MSO-74) for a future issue. As 
most of the 2025 reunion attendees know, George 
turned 100 and is the oldest living smokejumper. 
His life story is truly amazing, going back to June 
6, 1944, and the D-Day Airborne portion of the 
invasion of the European mainland. 

George is the oldest person to rookie as a 
smokejumper and also the oldest person to have 
been an active smokejumper. He had a long career 
as an instructor at the University of Montana.

To honor George’s legacy, I need your help. Any 
feedback, memories, stories, or recollections you can 
share about working with George or participating 
in his classes at the University of Montana would be 
invaluable in telling his story. Your contributions will 
help tell his story. Please send your memories to 
me at chucksheley@gmail.com. Your help is truly 
appreciated.

Your Help is Needed

George Cross (MSO-74)
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Tim Tevebaugh (MYC-
84): I’ve only been part of 
two reunions before. Once in 
McCall, and once in Missoula. 
And both times we were on the 
jump list and working. So, this 
was the fi rst reunion I’ve ever 
att ended as a participant. And I 
had a blast. Th ank you, guys, so 
much for putt ing that on. I saw 
humans that I haven’t seen in 
decades. George Cross gave me 
something to strive for. And he 
was funny and spry. So, humor 
and health may be the key to 
making it to 100.

Denny Breslin (NCSB-
69): Bob McKean and Barry 
Hicks put on a wonderful 
reunion celebrating 85 years of 
smokejumping. And while they 
receive well-deserved credit for putt ing it all together, so 
many other volunteers contributed to an epic reunion. 
Many activities that made it so, but two stood out: One 
was the opportunity, thanks to the generosity of Fred 
Rohrbach (MSO-65), for most of us to fl y in Miss 
Montana, the C-47 that dropped jumpers into Mann 
Gulch in 1949; Th e other was the fabulous banquet. 
Six hundred of us enjoyed old friends, some for the 
fi rst time in many decades, a great meal, and the award 
presentations by President Mike Bina (MSO-68). 
Mike employed humor and honor, as he recognized 
Chuck Sheley (Smokejumper Magazine Editor) for 
the Lifetime Smokejumper Achievement Award, and 
dozens of smokejumper pilots were recognized for their 
outstanding service over the years. Th ere was much 
more, but those were the highlights for me. 

Jack Cahill (MSO-58): I thought that the speech 
presentation Saturday night was great, sort of in the 
family whereas in the past years they guest speakers 
probably did not know much about Smokejumpers thus 
formal and frankly boring. On the bad side I thought 
that our BBQ fee included beer but found that we had 
to pay quite a bit per beer or drink--don’t remember the 

cost but others expressed their dismay. In general, a 
good event and thanks to the organizing staff  for a well-
done event.

Sarah Doehring (MSO-91): Feedback I got was 
that reunion was a great success. People had a good 
time and the opportunity to fl y in Miss Montana was a 
bonus.

Lee Gossett  (RDD-57): Two thumbs up for the 
MSO reunion. Great venue and excellent buff et. Saw 
many old mates and to get a ride on Miss. Montana 
topped it off .

Brian Kopka (MSO-95): I had a great time. I 
thought it was very well put together. It was great seeing 
old friends and catching up. I look forward to att ending 
many more. 

Kris Kristofors (RDD-64): Th e last reunion I 
att ended was in 2000. Th ere were a lot of Missoula 
jumpers which I expected, but I would like to have 
seen more jumpers from the smaller bases and more 
younger jumpers. I thought it was well organized and 
an excellent location. I enjoyed seeing Scott  “Mouse” 
Warner and Gary Johnson as I jumped with them. I also 
saw Murray Taylor.

NATIONAL REUNION FEEDBACK
Missoula Montana, 2025
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Bob Hooper (CJ-67): The venue was good. The 
banquet was great. Well organized. 

Fred Rohrbach (MSO-65): Great reunion and 
an excellent turnout. Being that NSA membership is 
getting older I would like the reunions to be held on an 
annual basis instead of every three or five years.

Lyle Best (MSO-68): This was my very first reunion 
and I really loved it. Getting to ride in the same DC-3 
that I jumped out of, watching the demo jump and 
talking with some of the current jumpers in the loft, 
BS’ing with some old friends from my year at Missoula, 
riding out to Missoula with a former jumper friend 
from where I live now-cherished.

Bob Justo Coward (Pilot): From my perspective, 
the 2025 National Reunion at Missoula was a great 
success!  I think most of the attendees, including myself, 
reunited with friends and coworkers spanning from 
just a few years ago to several decades, and made a few 
more acquaintances to boot. Hats off to the organizers 
involved in honoring the pilots, past and present, they 
pulled off a great event.  Good times!

Milt Fredenburg (MSO-67): A salute to Bob, Mike 
and the others who did all the heavy lifting to make 
“85” one of the best reunions ever. Visited with good 
friends, some I hadn’t seen in decades. 

Bill Moody (NCSB-57): Until you have undertaken 
organizing on a major event you can’t really appreciate 
what it takes to put on the reunion we just attended. 
Kudos to the reunion organizers who negotiated some 
difficult U of M venue 
challenges. The reunion had 
a good balance of weekend 
activities. A special thanks 
to Fred Rohrbach for 
funding the Miss Montana 
flights. The Saturday night 
banquet was outstanding 
- the chow, the program 
honoring our pilots- and 
well deserved special 
awards. Outstanding MC 
job Mike!

Tom Boatner (FBX-
80): The 2025 Missoula 
reunion was extremely well 
organized and well run.  
From the preregistration 
through the whole weekend 
everything ran smoothly 
and simply.  My sincere 

thanks to Bob McKean, Sarah Doehring, Barry Hicks, 
Charlie Palmer and all of the hard-working folks who 
made it happen.  They made it possible for a lot of old 
friends to share a lot of memories and laughter.  Pretty 
special! 

Johnny Kirkley (CJ-64): Chuck-Congratulations to 
the NSA reunion committee for organizing a memorable 
85th anniversary and to you for a well-deserved NSA 
Lifetime Achievement Award.

Randy Cribbs (MSO-69): The reunion was a blast. I 
was able to touch bases with the 1969 new man training 
group at Lonny Dale’s house and reminisced splendidly. 
It was great to see the recognition given to pilots at the 
banquet; they are often forgotten when we start trading 
war stories. 

Hank Carpenter (MSO-65): This one was the best 
reunion ever. The ride on Miss Montana  was a blast and 
a highlight that brought back lots of memories. Fred 
Rohrback deserves tremendous thanks for doing that 
for us.

Java Bradley (MSO-74): Miss Montana flights 
were excellent which brought back many memories! 
Renewing acquaintances ‘ who watched my back and vice 
versa’ was great. Color guard and the acknowledgement 
of the Pilots being an added touch

John Aschim (RAC-77): The Reunion in Missoula 
this past June was the second one I have attended, and 
the event brought back memories, and it amplified 
some of the stories of our past. The presentations were 

Miss Montana landing. L-R: Art Dykstra and Bryan Douglass
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well prepared. The demonstration jump was a particular 
treat to see, and it was well executed by the youngsters 
who are on the current jump list. And, just as most of 
our brothers will say, I say it too-being a smokejumper 
is the best job I’ve ever had.

David Larson (NCSB-71): Was impressed with 
turn out. Don’t know plans for future venues but 
Missoula is a winner for accommodating all of us. Was 
our 54th wedding anniversary. Spouse (Lana) and 
I arrived Thurs and l left Sat AM enroute to Kalispel. 
We got married 2nd week of rookie training in 1971. 
Tremendous summer.

Jim Lindell (IDC-64): Chuck- I sat with friends 
from McCall at both the BBQ and the banquet, and we 
all had a good time. The fine turnout doubtless jacked 
up the excitement. The highlight of the banquet was 
of course the honors given the several old jumpers for 
their respective fine careers and contributions to the 
lore of the smokejumpers, and the tribute to you was 
the best deserved and most enjoyable to watch. The 
spoken remarks of all were interesting and not too long. 
We all thought Mike Bina did a fine job as MC, and that 
the reunion was very well organized.

Dale Graff (MSO-60): I was able to attend with my 
wife Graciela and son Eric who is the manager of the 
USFS Tanker Base in Redmond Oregon. We made it 
to the registration and attended the excellent barbecue. 
I think it was great to have it indoors because it was 

better chance of visit with 
everyone. Unfortunately, 
my wife and I had a terrible 
night she became severely 
dehydrated and we decided 
we had better head for 
home. I was extremely 
disappointed to miss a 
tour of the smokejumper 
base and the banquet as I 
was one of the survivors of 
Higgins Ridge and looking 
forward to seeing Breanna 
McCabe getting a reward.

Jim Elliott (MSO-69): 
It was just exceptional! 
The banquet speaker 
was enthusiastic and 
interesting. Great visuals. 
No droning. I took a flight 
in Miss Montana. Pilots 
let me ride the jump seat. 
Bought a case of the 85th 

anniversary beer. Stopped by the Ox and the Stockmans.  
Not much change there. The tour of the base brought 
back memories as did the demo jumps. Best part was 
catching up with the other 69ers. Ax, Beartusk, Lon 
and Linville just keeping on. Let’s do it again next week. 

John Crues (MSO-70): This year’s Smokejumper 
Reunion was another spectacular event! I loved seeing 
old friends and relatives and spending a few days in 
Missoula. Mike Bina organized and ran an excellent 
ceremony at the main banquet. I love seeing old rookie 
comrades like Bruce Fowler (MSO ’70), and my uncle 
Bruce Sievers (MSO ’60). The highlight for me were 
the honors bestowed on Chuck Sheley (CJ ’59), who 
has been the single most important person in keeping 
me involved through the years in the NSA. At my age, 
I am disappointed that I will have to wait years before 
the next gathering.

Sara Brown (RAC-03): It was great to see the 
amazing turnout for the smokejumper reunion. Having 
the chance to reconnect with folks I hadn’t seen in years 
was really special. A big thank you to the organizers of 
the event, it’s a lot of work to pull together an event like 
this. 

Erik Hansen (MSO-62): The programs emceed by 
President Bina were excellent. They were interesting and 
held everyone’s attention. It was great to honor those 
deserving of recognition. Being able to have a ride on 
Miss Montana  was wonderful. As we sat across from the 

L to R: Jim Cherry (MSO-57), Bob Reid (MSO-57), George Cross (MSO-74), 
Roger Savage (MSO-57), Ben Musquez (MSO-57). Cross is 100 years old.
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exit door I couldn’t help but think of Earl Cooley and 
Jack Nash (spotter and assistant spotter and my future 
bosses) as they spotted the Jumpers on Mann Gulch. It 
also brought back memories of being all suited up with 
other Jumpers on our way on a hot afternoon to a fire 
as I felt excitement and maybe some nervousness about 
what the fire and the jump spot would be like.

Also, even though outdoor venues are nice, having 
everything indoors seemed to allow me to see and greet 
many more old Jumper friends than earlier reunions. 

Rick Cunningham (MSO-74): It was really good 
to talk with old friends from decades ago. In past 
reunions we mainly relived our escapades as jumpers. 
This time it was more about 
what health issues we all 
seem to have. Had a special 
chat with Jack Kirkendall as 
he reminded me, we started 
our firefighting on the same 
day with the bitterroot IR 
crew in the late summer of 
1972. We then trained at 
MSO class of 1974. Had 
several more conversations 
with jumpers from my 
era. The friendships we 
made back then are still 
strong now thanks to these 
reunions. 

Brooks Henderson 
(RDD-69): Very well-done 
reunion, wife and I had a 
great time. I would have like 
to have an announced time 
and place for each base to 
meet. 

Mark Wright (MSO-
76): I felt like it was a huge 
success, it started with the leadership from Bob, which 
was very good, the actual committee was fairly small. But 
when the ideas developed the involvement expanded to 
include a large number of people that were involved in 
various roles. If I tried to list these folks, it would be a 
very large list, and I know I would leave someone out. 
When I reflect back on the large number of people that 
volunteered their time before and during the reunion 
it was pretty awesome. Personally, it was great to see so 
many of the jumpers and pilots (our family).

Nels Jensen (MSO-62): Well planned, excellently 
executed. One hell of a lot of fun.

Jim Cherry (MSO-57): The 2025 Smokejumper 
Reunion knocked it out of the ballpark! The time 
available to make new acquaintances and to connect 
with members of my rookie class of 1957 and those 
I’ve been with on trails projects (we are growing fewer 
in number so this reunion was especially meaningful), 
the remembrance ride in the DC-3 made possible 
through the incredible generosity of Fred Rohrbach, 
the fantastic job Mike Bina did as MC at the Saturday 
evening banquet and the award ceremonies for Roger 
Savage, Brienna McCabe, and Chuck Sheley. It was 
truly a celebration of our smokejumper history and 
a recognition of all those who have brought us to this 

point in time. Job well done to the Reunion Committee 
for all the work and effort that they did in pulling 
everything together without any apparent hitch!

Lance Blanco (MSO-95): It was my first reunion, 
and it was definitely one I couldn’t miss - it was our MSO 
30th year reunion (MSO 95, GAC 96-98). I think the 
best part was reconnecting with my rookie bros as well 
as some of the vets who brought us up and mentored us. 
They are all truly great people. 

Bob Smee (MSO-68): The reunion was very well 
done, and I enjoyed it thoroughly. The only criticism 
that I have is something I reported last time. The names 

L to R: Ben Musquez (173 Airborne Vet), Fred Rohrbach (173 Airborne Vet), George 
Cross (82nd Airborne, Jumped D-Day Invasion, 100 years old)
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on the name tags were printed so small that they were 
practically unreadable. I volunteer to next time do the 
tags.

Dan Thompson (FBX-86): Hi chuck. One of my 
hopes at this reunion was to meet you, shake your 
hand and say thanks. It was brief but I hit that goal. 
Many other friends from decades ago. My lord, it was 
the 1980s last time I saw those old Alaskan comrades. 
And new friends discovered all sharing a common bond 
that made a person unconsciously break out in a grand 
smile. I was only able to attend the Friday barbeque, so 
I know I missed a lot that came later but what a sense 
of pride to look around the atrium and the ballroom at 
these awesome American heroes and know...I’m a part 
of this. This is me. I belong with these fighters. And for 
me extra special as memories of myself 55 years earlier 
innocent and mischievous playing for hours in that very 
building, that exact spot intermingled in my mind. How 
could I have possibly known it would come full circle 
in such a way. My only regret...I probably lost out on 
winning a really big flip.

Dennis Brown (RDD-73): We were able to 
incorporate the reunion into a 2-month RV trip we had 
planned, and it didn’t disappoint!  Very well organized 
and attended. I was able to connect with some fellow 
jumpers that I had not seen since 1974, great memories 
were recounted. We took advantage of the Barbecue 
and banquet as well as a very memorable flight in Miss 
Montana. (Took me back 50+ years!!) My wife got a 
whole new perspective of the experiences that I had. 

Gary “Pops” Johnson (FBX-74): The reunion 
group put on a super event…my hats off to them! Well 
planned and well attended. Really enjoyed seeing old 
and new jumpers and seeing where life has taken them.

Ron Lund (FBX-64): I had a really great time at 
the recent Missoula reunion.  I especially enjoyed the 
presentations held at the University Center that were 
about the crash of the DC-3 over on the Salmon River.  
I liked the lecture so much that I made sure I was first 
in line to purchase his book, and nearly everybody who 
was at that lecture was standing in line to buy his book.  
I also saw a couple of old timers later, whom I met 
up here in Fairbanks during my first year jumping in 
Alaska.  Tom Butler (who also worked for Air America 
back then) and Larry Welch.  Welch originally trained in 
Cave Junction, but I became good friends with him and 
his wife back then.  I also thought the barbecue evening 
was excellent and the banquet evening even better as far 
as food quality, and service as well as the speakers.  I did 
not go up for a ride in Miss Montana, although I wish I 

had.  But I had a good time out there at the Museum of 
Mountain Flying.

Steve Henry (MSO-65): Great reunion, well 
organized and a lot of fun.

Larry Welch (CJ-61): The 2025 reunion was kind 
of an eye opener that makes us realize that a lot of us 
won’t be around for many more. I’m glad for some of 
the well-deserved recognitions. I remember standing 
in line for my turn at the latrine at the first reunion. It 
sounded like a fire hose in a plastic bucket: this time 
more like a percolator coffee commercial. Time is cure 
for all things. Keep coming to the reunions as long as 
possible. There are people there that want to see you 
again, maybe for their last time. Memories are what we 
have left.

Dick Williamson (RDD-67): Chuck-First of all 
let me congratulate you on the recognition and award 
you received at the Reunion. It was long overdue and 
much deserved. I and many others thank you for all 
your dedicated work for NSA. I felt the highlight of 
the Reunion were the DC-3 flights in Miss Montana. 
Thanks to Fred Rohrbach for graciously donating all 
that flight time. I would also like to give credit to some 
of the behind the scenes workers like the ladies who 
scheduled all DC-3 flight time on Friday night and 
were at the airport Saturday to make sure everything 
went smoothly. Also, the people who worked the 
registration/check in. Everything was complete and 
correct when we gave them our name.

Bill Mills (MSO-65): The reunion was a great 
opportunity to connect with old friends and make 
some new ones. The format of the evening dinner with a 
review of our history and recognition of those that have 
dedicated so much to NSA was tops. And everyone 
knows that I am talking about Chuck Sheley who is the 
glue that has held us together for so many years.

Roland Moore (MSO-67): Being at the reunion just 
made me feel good seeing old friends and making new 
ones and sharing past experiences. A hi light for me was 
watching the jumps at the base on Saturday, technology 
have advanced and it’s all good. Something’s change 
and some don’t. It’s always been fire on the ground and 
jumpers in the air and then jumpers on the ground. 
1940 to 2025. My hat is off to all past, present and future 
jumpers. You make me proud!

Murry Taylor (RDD-65): I thought the entire 
program was great--as in infused with smokejumper 
vitality and good cheer. So many came from so far, 
think Robert Walker (ANC-71) all the way from 
Aniak, Alaska. The collective heart of the Clan is so 
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strong it continues to draw us together to 
celebrate the life we shared as jumpers. On 
Sat. night NSA President, Mike Bina (MSO-
68) did a fine job mixing humor and essential 
points. A highlight was that we honored our 
pilots. They, too, came to feel that same spirit 
we did. Of course, it was special that you got 
your Lifetime Award, Chuck Sheley (CJ -59). 
Of course, we all know the role K.G. played in 
that. Clearly, as smokejumpers, we were (and 
still are) blessed.

Robert Kautz (MS0-69): I didn’t really 
partake in much. Went to Don Mackey’s 
memorial with Lee Foss (MSO-74) waited 
for the Doug but apparently it was there early, 
and we missed it.

What was really important to me was 
reconnecting with some really good people. 
People that had a profound influence on my 
life. People like Bud Clarke, Larry Nelson, 
Willis Curdy, Dick Hulla, Kevin and Jim Lee, 
George Johnson, Kim Maynard and Orin 
Kendall. Many others too numerous to name. 
It was both an honor and a privilege to have known and 
worked alongside this special group of people. I feel 
blessed to have had the opportunity. 

Thank you for all the work, time and effort put into 
the NSA. It is greatly appreciated.

Rand Herzberg (MSO-74): I have attended most 
of the reunions held in Missoula. This was the largest 
and best. I was very impressed with the planning and 
flawless execution of the entire event. It was so good to 
see such a showing of nearly all the smokejumper bases.  
I especially liked the tribute to our pilots on Saturday 
night-so well deserved. It was apparent that many hours 
and great effort of the planning committee made this 
such a successful event.

Robert Walker (ANC-71): It was so nice to see 
old friends from the 70s again. Made my day and year. 
Rookie bros, our Foreman Don Wyde, Jerry Timmons, 
Frank Sherman and all. In memory of Victor Nicholas, 
Melvin Walunga, John Aloysius and a lot more. 

Dan Tomich (MSO-61): Yea Chuck, that was by far 
the best Smokejumper Reunion I’ve gone to! Well done 
and since it was at Missoula, I went out to the base for 
the practice jump, toured the loft, and got in a debate 
with one of the young women Jumpers on squares vs 
round chutes. She did say that the FS Jumpers preferred 
the old rounds for jumping in the mountains and trees 
but are now committed to the squares for all jumps, no 

choice in the matter. And got a ride in the Mann Gulch 
DC-3, Miss Montana, flew around the mountains at an 
ideal jump altitude, but the door was closed, so couldn’t 
jump! And the Museum of Mountain Flying has an 
extensive Smokejumper exhibit, so good to see that. 

The best part of the Reunion was the honors for 
Roger Savage for compiling all the jump records, a 
very well-deserved honor! I use those jump records a 
lot for my past jumps along with fellow Jumpers. And 
honors for Breanna McCade for her Montana PBS 
Documentary of the Higgins Ridge Fire. And honors for 
George Cross at 100! He had jumped into Normandy 
on D-Day with the 82nd Airborne Division and had 
trained at Missoula at a later age than most Jumpers and 
jumped for many years after that!  

And your Honors and Recognition for all your 
efforts for the NSA and Smokejumpers at all the bases! 
And good to see that you spent a lot of time and effort 
on the history and Jumpers who went with Air America 
and the CIA in SE Asia. Without all your dedication 
and efforts, the NSA would not be what it is today, and 
the Smokejumper magazine too!  Well done, well done!   

Bernie Weisgerber (RDD-60): I enjoyed my time 
there seeing old friends and meeting new ones. It would 
have been very helpful if the driving directions from 
the 2 motels to the actual building on campus would 
been provided. The name tags could have had larger 
print so we could actually read them.  Better or actual 

Gloria Musquez, Ben Musquez, Kurt Rohrbach inside  
Miss Montana.
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communications about viewing the practice jump 
Sat morning would have been helpful. I was pleased 
to see the pilots recognized and of course you being 
recognized for all the work you (and your wife) have 
done over the years.

Ivy Lanthier (MSO-80): With just the right amount 
of pomp and circumstance to give it that touch of class; 
With just enough history and drama to reclaim our 
legacy; With just enough bonus time to drink our beer, 
pick our teeth and listen while we wait for a jumper to 
spend his yarn so that we might spin ours. From a job 
that made each of us better by demanding our best from 
time-to-time, the organizing jumpers from NSA gave us 
their best. You RE-UNITED US. And that is a powerful 
thing.

Dave Stephens (FBX-76):  I was impressed with the 
overall attendance, hope the board was as well. I always 
look forward to these events, seeing old friends, making 
new ones and hearing “new” jump stories. It never 
ceases to amaze me how tight knit this “Smokejumper” 
fraternity is and how much pride each and every person 
has when they say they are a Jumper! Pretty darn cool!! 
Keep up the great work, you are the man!

Matt Wideman (MYC-15): The reunion brought 
together the biggest group of storytellers in the United 
States. It doesn’t matter if the jumper was active for 
two seasons or thirty, they each have a collection of 
stories that make the jump program unique among all 
professions. I enjoyed hearing them all: the one about 
landing on a house during a practice jump at West 
Yellowstone, kicking cargo for the CIA, informing a 
young firefighter he was “going to get his ass burned” if 
he didn’t get up the hill, and so many more. See you all 
at the next one.  

Davis Perkins (NCSB-72) What a terrific reunion!  
Of all the occasions where jumpers come together, this 
reunion stands out. For me the highlight was getting a 
ride on Miss Montana. What memories came to mind 
as I listened to those engines as we started the takeoff 
roll! A huge THANK YOU to, Fred Rohrback, for his 
generosity and making that all happen. 

Jack Sterling (MSO-66): It was great to see old 
friends again and meet some new ones. The crew did 
an excellent job organizing it I thought, and the meals 
were great.

Jay Sevy (MYC-59): 2025 reunion a roaring 
success. Turnout was phenomenal. My wife and I went 
to a lecture at the museum. The jumper that gave the 
presentation was so impressive. He addressed a group 
that varied in age from 9 to 90 and connected with 
everyone. Unmatched professionalism!  Exhibition 

jump also impressive. Sat next to one of the exhibition 
jumpers at the banquet and another that rookied 
at McCall.   Outstanding individuals.  Had great 
conversation with them. We were so glad we attended.

Jim Haynes (MSO-82): Chuddered into the 2025 
NSA Reunion, wife Linda & I did, first on the Miss 
Montana flight @ the Museum of Mountain flying. 
Thank You Hulla & Rohrback. Then into the University 
Center, reunited with the adventurous character filled 
spectrum of true ‘Mericans,’ where actions speak louder 
than words. And it was lovely loud.  

Roger Savage (MSO-57): I’ve been fortunate to 
attend all but one of the NSA reunions, and every 
one has been first-class—but this year’s in Missoula 
truly topped them all.  A heartfelt thank you to Bob 
McKean and his entire team for putting together such 
an outstanding event.

Don Smith (MSO-58): Very enjoyable, reliving old 
times and trying to recognize old friends that have aged 
at least as much as I have. I certainly appreciate the time 
and effort put into producing this event.

Randy Rowland (GAC-90): I enjoyed the reunion 
it was my second. I’d made a practice jump on the 50th 
ln Grangeville. It was nice to be around old friends and 
like-minded people.

Dan Roberson (MSO-75): I really enjoyed seeing 
old friends, some I haven’t seen for 45+ years, that I 
jumped with at MSO. It was great getting caught up on 
their lives. I also enjoyed the ride on Miss Montana and 
thanks to Fred Rohrback and Dick Hulla for arranging 
that. It brought back a lot of memories. 

Steve Price (MSO-95) Well it was my first reunion. 
I brought my wife with me to meet some of the guys 
in person from the stories I have told her. I attended 
the banquet Saturday the food was great, and the 
presentation was outstanding. Except all the amens 
you expected it was a little much. I am an ex-catholic 
and god-loving man, but not everyone is all Amen 
about everything it portrays the group as a whole as 
a bunch of Christian only fanatics. I am certainly not 
against Christianity but ease back on the heavy lean. 
Smokejumpers are a diverse group. My Native American 
Jumper friends sure don’t appreciate it as they have 
their own religion as well as pagans etc. Overall keep 
religion in your own yard and the world will be a better 
place. Thank you for all the hard work you put into the 
organization I appreciate you and the SMJ community. 

Bill Schroeder (MSO-61): Kudos to all involved 
with the planning and execution of a great reunion. There 
were more than enough activities and presentations to 
keep one occupied, based upon personal choices. The 
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evening meals were fabulous and quickly served  and the 
reduced rates on select hotel/motel accommodations 
were greatly appreciated. Based upon the last three 
gatherings, I look forward to the next one in 2030. 

The only criticisms I would have are twofold: 1) the 
listing of those jumpers “off the list” was not identified 
as to whether it was a total listing or a listing of those 
who have passed since the last reunion. I suspect that 
it was the latter as there were names, I know of that 
were not on that list, and 2) there could have been 
some improvement on the location and layout of the 
merchandising area. Thanks for all you have done and 
continue to do for the organization. (The “Off the List” 
names were those who have passed since 2025 – Ed.)

Jeff Kinderman (MSO-75): I was involved with 
coordinating Saturday’s events at the AFD. The tours at 
Neptune Aviation and the Fire Lab were well attended 
and very much enjoyed.

One of the highlights of the reunion was being on 
the 1st flight of Miss Montana, that went up Blodgett 
Canyon of the Bitterroot NF, to drop streamers over 
Don Mackey’s memorial site. I was with Don on his 1st 
fire jump in 1987. We jumped the Silver Fire out of Cave 
Junction. The fire was burning in old growth Douglas 
Fir, and given the amount of fire activity, we were low 
priority. Without air resources it rapidly became a lost 
cause. Later that fall, Don joined up with the Bitterroot 
Hotshots, which was the last crew on the Silver Fire.

Overall, I had a great time reconnecting with 
smokejumpers old and new. What a great organization 
to be part of!

John McMahon (MSO-58): While there are fewer 
jumpers from the 1950s attending now, it was good to 
see several old friends. Thanks to the NSA team who 
organized this enjoyable reunion. The University of 
Montana provided a good venue.

Brad Morigeau (MSO-79): The reunion made me 
feel as if I was reliving my rookie season with all my 
fellow smokejumpers that I worked with throughout 
the seasons that I jumped. Good to feel young again! 

Kim Maynard (MSO-82): I met jumpers I forgot 
I’d liked so much. I made fire jumps I forgot I’d barely 
lived through. The reunion brought back memories, 
to be sure, but mostly they reminded me of what an 
incredible community the smokejumper family is. That 
I’ll never forget.  

Ben Musquez (MSO-56): 2025 Greatest 
Smokejumper’s Reunion ever! We all contribute both 
opinions and stories for Smokejumpers magazine. 
The “magazine” is in my opinion the Lifeline of the 
organization. 

My personal story began with the “2000” reunion 
at Redding California. Met so many Bro’s and became 
friends. One for sure is Fred Rohrbach, not only Bro’s in 
Smokejumper service, but also the only two of us Vets 
of the 173rd Airborne – you might have read our stories 
in past Smokejumper magazines.  Thanks to Chuck 
Sheley for keeping us all informed.

2025 reunion�Lot of work went into event this year. 
However, they are very necessary to keep all members 
informed and together. Reunions are so important not 
only to learn and to share stories, but also to see and 
visit one another, because it could be the last time we 
see each other, 

Others, like me, have lost so many Bro’s both 
smokejumpers, and men today/boys back then, 
including Vets of Vietnam service. The “2025” Missoula 
reunion was one of the best I’ve attended. The Missoula 
group did an outstanding job!

Lon Dale (MSO-69): Kudos to the MSO reunion 
organizers. The 1969 MSO group had a preliminary mini 
reunion at our Missoula home with several members 
reuniting for the first time in decades. Noticeably the 
membership is aging, and the demographics cause 
concern for NSA’s future. Thanks to the NSA staff for 
their archiving of smokejumper history.

Bob James (MSO-75): Chuck, this was a great 
reunion-just like all the others. Your dedication to the 
SMJ Association is one of the reasons the SMJ reunions 
have been so successful. All of the people who make 
these reunions successful give those of us who attend a 
chance to relive the great times we had with some great 
friends we’ve lost touch with. 

Chuck Wildes (MSO-66): The 85th Reunion 
was the best ever. These reunions require a lot of hard 
work, vision and commitment. The reunion committee 
demonstrated typical “can do “jumper ethics. Thanks to 
all who made it happen.

Keith “Skid” Wolferman (MSO-91): In spite 
of some inclement weather the reunion was great. 
Flights in the Miss Montana were terrific. Would like 
to see more opportunities to watch a practice jump or 
two. Still feel there should be a way to enjoy libations 
without breaking the bank. Enjoyed attending the 
authors presentations on their work.

Dick Shaw (MSO-74): Saw many old friends and 
I use the word old in both contexts. Most interesting 
encounter was with a fellow (Richard Hildner MSO-
67) who I didn’t know who trained in MSO a few years 
before me. He and his wife happened to sit next to us 
at the banquet. Turns out he was in the Peace Corps in 
Chile a few years before my wife and I were. 6400 or 
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so smokejumpers in 85 years and around 2500 or so 
Peace Corps volunteers in Chile since it began in the 
early 1960s. Very thin and interesting intersection on 
that Venn diagram. 

Garry Pitts (MSO-71): I thought the venue and the  
University of Montana arrangements were great. 

Marty Muller (MSO-64): I attended the reunion 
with my brother-in-law, Bill Meadows (ANC-66). 
Enjoyed seeing some of the old gang and meeting 
new ones. Had not seen 100-year-old George Cross 
since the Ninemile Hotshot crew in 1963. Gratifying 
to see him working the room, greeting everyone. 
My only suggestion would be to make the name tags 
considerably larger.

Scott Lusk (FBX-81): It’s always good to see old 
friends! Please keep having the reunions, some of those 
guys are getting old and might not be around if we 
wait too long between reunions! Friday BBQ is great. 
Saturday banquet with silent auction and presentation 
is fun! Two suggestions: $20 buys all the beer you can 
drink; and have all evening activities at the host motel 
to keep from having to drive back!

Dave Custer (MSO-70): I very much enjoyed 
seeing many smokejumper friends at the 85th reunion. 
I’ve always felt privileged and grateful to have been one 
of the few who had the best job in the world. It was very 
gratifying to be part of such an effective outfit. Working 
with people that had the best work ethic and best sense 
of humor made the job fun. True to form, those that 
made the reunion happen did an outstanding job.

Jim Lee (MSO-77): It was great to connect with the 
class of 77, and meeting lots of new guys from different 
eras. The venue was great, and although the BBQ on 
Friday was sketchy for the price, it was awesome to 
meet so many jumpers from around the country. A very 
nice time for sure, thanks to all who put it on.

Larry Lackner (MSO-79): I thought it was a great 
Reunion! It was well organized, the food was good, and 
everyone was having fun seeing old friends. I was also 
glad to see the Reunion beer from Big Sky Brewery 
being served. Good job by NSA!

Bob “Hairhat” Harris (RDD-75): Hey Chuck, 
good to hear from you. The reunion this year in 
Missoula was perfect. The university was great because 
of the space available for us at the different events. 
Very convenient being not only close to downtown 
but within walking distance from downtown on a nice 
pathway. I reconnected with so many jumpers that I had 
worked with over my 25 years of jumping, that I had to 
take a break ever so often. One of the best highlights for 
me was being able to ride on Miss Montana. Couldn’t 

have been better, the sounds of those wonderful radial 
engines, flying around thunder cells and the wings just 
brushing the bottom of the clouds. Just like a real jump 
run back in the day. I hope everyone else had as good of 
a time as I did. Until the next reunion.

Don Courtney (MSO-56): Congratulations, 
Chuck. And thanks for your years of good work. The 
reunion was better organized and more to the point 
than some in the past. Some familiar faces, more aged 
and fewer than in the past. Where have the years gone?

Mark Lennon (MSO-67):   Enjoyed the reunion with 
many faces from the past.  Especially the Recognition of 
pilots and mechanics.  The museum of mountain flying 
with the DC3 ride was very much enjoyed.  

Jim Thompson (MSO-63): Chuck-I have been to 
many of the reunions. This might have been the best. 
The Montana campus is a great place to hold it. I saw 
many OLD friends and was able to watch the practice 
jumps out at the base. I was impressed, I’m not sure I 
would vote for the squares vs the rounds. I have jumps 
with the FS2A and FS5A. You do a great job, and we all 
appreciate it.

Charlie Rodgers (MSO-64): Bob McKean and 
company put on a great reunion. Recognizing the 
smokejumper pilots and their contribution to the 
success of the smokejumper mission was a great idea. 
The tribute to George Cross on Sunday morning was 
definitely worth attending.

Eric Shelton (GAC-92): A huge thank you to the 
National Smokejumper Association for all the work that 
went into the 2025 national Smokejumper Reunion.  
I can probably speak for many when I say the years 
melted away while visiting with the vast generations of 
fellow Jumpers.  Upon finding my fellow GAC Suckers, 
the Moose Creek packouts became longer and more 
arduous, the Salmon River gobblers became steeper 
(if that’s possible); and the on-tap Oly at the Triangle 
ranked as the best beer we’ve ever had.  We remembered 
those we’ve lost, in the line of duty or otherwise, and 
vowed to keep in touch, which may or may not happen, 
but we meant it at the time, and that’s all that counts.  
Best wishes to all my Jumping brothers, sisters and 
pilots, and thanks for the memories of a lifetime.

Shane Bak (Pilot): Sorry it’s taken a while to respond 
I haven’t been very diligent in checking my emails while 
being out in Miles City with a load of Smokejumpers at 
the Miles City Smokejumper Spike Base.  

I enjoyed the reunion very much. The reunion date 
happened to also be my grandson’s first birthday day as 
well. I was fortunate enough to have my entire family 
with me as I and 23 other pilots were being honored 
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that day. I felt very honored that day. So, a big shout 
out to the NSA and the Smokejumper community for 
making that day a special day for the pilots.  

Kurt Rohrbach (MSO-03): Great Reunion, 
was wonderful to see all the different generations of 
Smokejumping in one room. Some of the current 
Jumpers who attended now know why the NSA plays a 
crucial role in smokejumping as a whole. 

Rodger Vorce (FBX-92): I thought this past 
national reunion was the best I have attended. The initial 
setting and registration wasn’t as open to meandering 
and greeting the larger group. That aside it was still 
well organized and set the tone for the rest of the 
gatherings. Plenty of events throughout the day seemed 
well attended and interesting. I thought the vendor and 
silent auction layout a bit narrow and pinched. One 
significant improvement was the absence of a keynote 
speaker. The presentation by Mike Bina was for the 
most part informative, entertaining and inclusive. A big 
plus was the acknowledgement of the pilots. A well-
deserved clap on the back. Better have another one 
of these and it better be sooner than ten years. We are 
rapidly depleting as a resource. 

Mike Preazeau (MSO-67): Chuck-the reunion 
was outstanding, perhaps the best I’ve attended. The 
availability of Miss Montana for rides was a nice touch, 
as it was an activity that spouses could equally enjoy. 
The presentation of the colors at the banquet was 
moving, and showing our appreciation to the pilots 
seemed appropriate and perhaps overdue. Mike Bina 
did a nice job as emcee at the banquet, and it was good 
to see you and your wife get a little recognition, too, 
for consistently putting out a quality magazine. The 
older I get, the more I understand the importance of 
occasionally looking back and appreciating the people 
and associations that gave our lives the texture that 
made them what they are.

Doug Stinson (CJ-54): Hi Chuck, first off, I was 
pleased to see you honored for a lifetime of work for 
NSA. Your gift never stops giving. Thanks. Second the 
Mann Gulch theme gave a real meaning to the program. 
Third, the DC-3 ride was a great addition. My daughter 
really enjoyed it. On our trip there were 3 father/
daughter teams. Of course, meeting jumper friends is 
always good. I thought Mike Bina did a nice job running 
the program. 

Bill “C-Man” Werhane (MSO-66): I do not know 
Mike Bina but his dry humor and follow-through, was 
worth the trip to MSO. Also, the pilot ‘mini’ program 
was very deserving and well received. So, Skip Alderson 
was our pilot at WYS in ’72 & ’73. The history and 

my brief play in it are gratifying. Also, my grandson, 
Tucker and I had the opportunity to take a flight on 
Miss Montana Friday Morning. Yup, once in a lifetime 
deal. Special thanks to Fred Rohrbach! That’s another 
story, Fred and his brother and I jumped in MSO in 
the ’60s.  Another book, right! Thanks again Chuck on 
your ‘Herculaneum’ effort. My dream is to have a beer 
or two, just you and me.

Barry Hicks, my foreman at WYS in the early ’70s, 
pulled off the Geo Cross ‘interview’ as only Barry could 
do!  It also followed the exceptionally professional 
reunion program. A lot of hard work and time paid off.

Norm Kamrud (MSO-64): Enjoyed the 2025 
Smokejumper Reunion in Missoula renewing 
acquaintance with friends from the past and present. 
Was only able to attend the barbeque on Friday evening 
where the food and hospitality were great.

Roland Trenouth (MSO-61): It was a great 
opportunity to meet up with other jumpers, many of 
them I had not seen in 60 years. The venue, agenda, and 
meals were great. A wonderful experience to relive a 
meaningful experience in our lives.

Bob Dayton (MSO-65): A big thank-you to all 
those who made this year’s Smokejumper Reunion 
a terrific event. The Co-Chairs, Barry Hicks and Bob 
McKean, along with their committee, comprised of 
Dick Hulla, Jeff Kinderman, Mark Wright, Charles 
Palmer, and Sarah Doehring, did a superb job in 
making this celebration a resounding success. And to 
Fred Rohrbach, who generously covered the cost of 
the DC-3, Miss Montana, flights, granting us the rare 
opportunity to experience the pleasure of riding in one 

Ben Musquez (MSO-57)
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of the best, if not the best, Smokejumper planes of all 
time. 

Mike Bina’s Saturday night program was outstanding. 
I was especially pleased to see the pilots, who have been 
an essential part of the jumper program, receive the 
recognition they deserved. And Mike’s recognition of 
Chuck Sheley and his wife, KG, for their many years 
and long hours of dedication to the NSA was special. 
Without Chuck’s vision and the support of the NSA 
board, the NSA would not be what it is today.

Judging from the number of attendees and their 
average age, there’s an evident desire among many to 
connect again sooner than later. Every reunion has been 
a special time to reconnect, and I look forward to the 
next one. Assuming it’s held before waiting too long, 
I’m confident it will be well attended.

Allen Isaacson (MSO-63): The reunion was a great 
success.  I was impressed with the meals quality and 
quick serviceable feeding a large crowd. Registration 
was quick and efficient. Overall, very good convention.

Larry Schmidt (MSO-62): The 2025 Reunion is 
the first smokejumpers reunion I have attended. It was 
a great surprise. I almost didn’t go but my wife said, “It 
has been 61 years. You’re not getting any younger and 
you will have a good time.” She was right.

Getting together with everyone, catching up, and 
reminiscing on the wonderful experiences we had 
brought back many fond memories. The opportunity to 
fly on Miss Montana was unexpected. The donation that 
allowed so many to enjoy the Miss Montana experience 
was a nice surprise. It was a great flight. But I was 

disappointed that we just landed instead of jumping a 
fire.

Don Whyde (MSO-66): Hello Chuck! Glad to hear 
the accolades that you so richly deserve. My response 
about the reunion follows: Thank you to all those 
folks who planned, coordinated, and executed the 
85th Jumper Reunion. Well done. A reunion to reflect 
on and celebrate 85 years of smokejumping history. It 
was delightful talking to old friends and remembering 
those who have passed on. We are all bound together by 
airplanes, parachutes, and fire. Thanks for the memories.

Larry Newman (MSO-60): It was great getting 
together with guys that I knew but hadn’t had any 
contact with in 60 years. On that note, it would be 
nice to have a place where participants names would 
be posted as they signed in so anyone could check 
to see who is at the event. Keep up the great work on 
producing the magazine. 

Bill Meadows (ANC-66): Kudos to all who 
participated with the registration process from 
beginning to end-it was smooth. If I had a dollar for 
every hour they contributed, I could buy a new baler!

John “Mac” Boles (MSO-69): Chuck, this reunion 
was special as a number of the ’69 new-man crew were 
present.  Even if you don’t see these friends regularly it 
seems like only yesterday you were talking about “The 
Best Job I Ever Had.”

Chuck Underwood (MSO-61): The reunion was 
the best reunion, convention, get-together, celebration 
I have ever attended. After 35 years in the insurance 
business working as an employee, agent, underwriting 
manager, and Montana Independent Agents 
Association president, I attended many such gatherings. 
And I can say without hesitation, “good show” to all of 
you for your hard work making the time in Missoula a 
wonderful experience for everyone. Thank you.

Bill Miller (MSO-62): The 85th Smokejumper 
Reunion was excellent. In my opinion it was the best 
reunion that I have been to! The entire event kept your 
interest throughout the three days, and it was a great 
time from start to finish. It was great to visit with so 
many smokejumpers, and the celebration dinner was 
phenomenal.

The whole reunion was so enjoyable. A huge thanks 
to the team for putting on such a fun and inspiring 
event. The DC-3 ride with my grandson was awesome 
and something that both he and I will remember the 
rest of our lives.

Mersch Ward (MSO-62): I found the 85th 
Smokejumper Reunion a great success. I enjoyed many 
of the activities but note two:

Sandy Dodson and Jim Cherry (MSO-57)
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The University Food Service did a great job. Moving 
the planned barbeque indoors due to the weather was 
not an easy task. The food prepared each evening was 
well presented, abundant, and very tasty. Food and 
drink distribution areas were well planned with almost 
no lines. Wait Staff and Food Service Staff were efficient, 
knowledgeable and responsive. 

During the banquet evening it was apparent that 
there were more late attendees, but rather than turning 
anyone away they brought in more tables and served 
everyone. 

To have a chance to listen to Richard Holm review 
his most recent book In Selway Shadows, Last flight of 
148Z, was phenomenal. To sit and hear the story directly 
described by Holm’s made you feel like you were part 
of the investigation. Everyone should read the book 
but if you hear it described by Holm’s it is even better. 
It clearly showed why a government agency shouldn’t 
investigate itself. Both Forest Regions (1 and 4) should 
put a copy of the book in their respective investigative 
files to bring everything to a conclusion.

Hal Nelson (MSO-60): I very much enjoyed 
the reunion. It was well organized, and the food was 
exceptional. Got visit with some jumpers from my era 
which was great.

Bill Kolar (GAC-59): The reunion was right from 
the start a well-organized event. The font used for the 
names tag was too small-I had to hug a couple guys to see 
their names. The Saturday evening presentations were 
interesting and flowed with the excellent leadership 
of Mike Bina who kept some of the rowdier jumpers 
in line. The rides in Miss Montana brought back a lot 
of memories. What a thrill it was for me. My friend, 
Elizabeth, joined me on the flight was a little concerned 
that we would land in one piece. She is used to flying in 
the modern-day airliners. 

Elizabeth was amazed at the friendliness and 
attention she received from the attending jumpers and 
their spouses. Where else in this upside-down world, 
could you meet a great bunch of folks, other that at a 
Smokejumper gathering.

Bert Mitman (RAC-70): Chuck, congratulations on 
being recognized for all the work you have done for the 
NSA! Well deserved! I thought the weekend was well 
organized, from check-in to the breakfast on Sunday. It’s 
always great to see friends from the past, hear and relive 
the same old stories and often learn a twist to a story I 
wasn’t aware of. I’m sure no one embellished any story 
at all!

I especially thought Mike Bina did a great job 
keeping the announcements short and in particular 

kept the Saturday dinner moving along. It was a great 
time, looking forward to seeing so many of the bros 
again.

Mark Nelson (IDC-68): My Daughter, her 
husband, one of my grandchildren and her husband, 
and another couple, that are my daughter’s friends 
joined me at the reunion, and all had a great time. We 
watched the practice jumps, and we really enjoyed 
them.  We did miss the tour of the fire room due to the 
practice jumps delay, but we will check it out next time.  
I won a stainless-steel Pulaski in the silent auction and 
some other treasures as well. We all thoroughly enjoyed 
the reunion.

Don Ranstrom (MSO-66): I spoke with several 
people who were disappointed with the size of the 
print on the name tags which was also an issue with the 
reunion in Boise. Of lesser importance was the cost of 
the Sunday morning service which was quite expensive 
for what was provided in terms of food stuffs. The 
overall organization I felt was superb. The U of M staff 
handled the movement of the barbecue seamlessly. I was 
personally pleased to see George Cross in attendance. 
George was my squadleader with the Nine Mile crew 
and was a great mentor. 

Kevin Brown (MSO-66): I was totally impressed 
with how well the reunion was done. The folks that put 
it together deserve a big pat on the back for putting it 
together! Job well done. It was great seeing the brothers 
in such a large group. I know that I saw guys that I haven’t 
seen in 30 or 40 years! There is something special about 
the great camaraderie that is in the smokejumper world!

Bob Beckley (RAC-83)
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Donor In Memory or Honor of

Gary Jensen (Associate) .................. History Preservation
Eddie Yosick (MYC-81) ..........Geno Bassette (MSO-80) 
Bill Werhane (MSO-66) ............... Skip Anderson (Pilot)

Jerry Smith (MSO-62)
Frank Just (MYC-54) ................................ S. McFarland 
Britt Brewer (Associate) ..............Pat Harbine (MSO-51)
Ross Corbet/Suanne Kora .........Mark Corbet (LGD-74)
Heather Schwartz ....................... Bob DeZur (MSO-49)
Jim Murphy (MSO-48) ............. Bill Murphy (MSO-56) 
Kennedy Brandt ......................... Bob DeZur (MSO-49)

Contributions since the previous publication of donors in July 2025
Total funds disbursed to Smokejumpers and families—$382,500

Mail your contributions to:
Brent Russ, 516 W. Kent Avenue, Missoula, MT 59801

PLEASE MAKE CHECKS PAYABLE TO NSA. Put donation info on MEMO line.

NSA Contributions Good Samaritan, Scholarship, 
History Preservation and/or General Operating Fund

Donor In Memory or Honor of

Karen Weissenback Moen ...........John Manley (CJ-62)
Bill Moody (NCSB-57) .........Gene Jessup (NCSB-57)
Monty Binger (FBX-69) .............John Manley (CJ-62)
Don Th omas (CJ-57) ........ Lori Messenger (MSO-00)
Ben Smith (MSO-62)............Glenn Smith (MSO-40)

Mike Smith (MSO-69)
Jim Voelz (MYC-71) ........... Scholarship/History Pres.
Tom Boatner (FBX-80) .......... Gene Stone (NIFC-90)

Jerry Smith (MSO-62)
Ben Musquez (MSO-56) ............ Jeff  Davis (MSO-57)
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