August 5, 1999 marks the Fiftieth Anniversary of the Mann Gulch Fire,
on the Helena National Forest in Montana. The small fire which ignited the canyon
ina “blow-up,” cost 12 smokejumpers and a fire guard their lives.

THE
THIRTEENTH
FIRE

“ildland firefighters on the Helena National Forest in southwest
Montana fought more than 57 wildfires during the summer of 1949.
But only one of these fires, the thirteenth of the season as luck would

have it, would become seared into the collective memory of
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the Helena Forest and Forest Service firefighters everywhere.
That fire was the Mann Gulch Fire.

Probably like most infamous wildfires, the Mann Gulch Fire
started out routinely enough. A storm passed over the Helena
Forest on the afternoon of August 4, 1949. Like most storms in
August in Montana, lightning bolted down on the mountainous
landscape. Even before darkness had set in, reports of fires start-
ed by the storm began pouring into the Helena Forest offices.

But, burning high up on a rocky ridge in the remote Gates
of the Mountains Wild Area twenty miles north of Helena, the
Mann Gulch Fire wasn’t spotted until just before noon the fol-
lowing day, August 5th. A fire lookout 30 miles away spotted
the first wisps of smoke curling up off the rocky ridge. By the
time District Ranger Bob Jansson flew over the fire at 12:30 PM.
the fire had already grown to six acres in size. Because most of
the local firefighters were already busy battling two other local
fires, the call went out for smokejumpers from the jumpbase
in Missoula, Montana, located 120 miles west of the fire.

In 1949, the practice of smokejumping was only ten years
old. Beginning with a series of experiments in 1939, smoke-

jumping proved to be an effective, safe method of quickly deliv-
ering the best firefighters to fires burning in remote back-
country or in difficult terrain. Using aircraft and smokejumpers,
fire managers could attack these remote fires and keep them
small. And keeping these fires small prevented millions of trees
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