PRESCOTT – Curtis Heaton was an old-school firefighter who didn’t think all that much of change, until he came upon a new technique that he instantly believed in.

He believed in it because it’s about the closest a firefighter can get to a real wildfire without experiencing it and maybe risking death. 

“I was pretty much an old-school Hot Shot,” admitted Heaton, a U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service fire management officer who previously worked his way up through the ranks with the Prescott Hot Shots. “I personally think it’s the single best innovation to training.”

Heaton helped bring the new technique to dozens of young and old firefighting leaders this week at the Arizona Wildfire Academy in Prescott.

“We figured we’ve got to find a better way to teach leadership,” said Heaton, noting that he was a firefighter for 15 years and led Hot Shot teams before he got any such training.

Wildland firefighting is seeing lots of young folks with little experience joining the ranks in the past few years, Heaton observed. They need help making quick decisions on the ground.

Only one student in the Wednesday morning class had ever tried the new technique, because he served in the Special Forces in Vietnam.

That’s because while the technique is new to wildland firefighting, it’s nothing new to the military. 

When national wildfire training leaders who were searching for new teaching methods came across the military tactical decision games involving sand tables, they knew it was what they were looking for.

They were aware how much the military has in common with wildland firefighting. In both arenas, relatively inexperienced young adults often find themselves in unfamiliar territory in high-stress situations.

Wildland firefighters started using the sand table games to practice decision-making and communications skills in 2001, and it didn’t really become mainstream until last year, Heaton said.

The 103 Wildfire Academy instructors and 84 staff members often volunteer their services to the non-profit academy for a week, sometimes even sacrificing vacation time. Federal and state agencies support the academy by picking up the tab for their employees, too. The academy pays only one employee who coordinates it year-round.

Wildfire Academy Incident Commander Don Howard briefly interrupts the sand table exercises class to present certificates to the instructors.

“This is neat,” he says of the exercises.

The instructors and staff donate their time basically because they want to help the more than 550 students stay alive, and those who have seen the sand table exercise seem to universally agree it’s a wonderful tool to meet their goal.

“It’s a tool that’s going to save lives because it helps people make better decisions, and that’s exciting to me,” said Wildfire Academy Information Officer Steve Ritchie, who is volunteering his time to the academy.

“In this exercise, you can put somebody in a very high-stress situation without putting them at actual risk,” Ritchie added.

Numerous firefighters come and go throughout the three days of sand table games at the academy.

They arrive in the classroom to find tables filled with sawdust that forms mountains and valleys. Black strings represent roads, blue strings signify waterways and red strings stand for fire. White cotton balls are smoke. Tiny trees, fire trucks and human figures move around the microcosm of the firefighting landscape.

The set-up doesn’t cost much money, which is another thing the teachers like about it.

Students gather around the table to hear an instructor describe the scenario that includes limited up-front information, time constraints and dilemma. The students don’t know which one of them the instructor will ask to be the leader until the instructor is finished describing the scenario.

“You are a division supervisor assigned to Division A of the Fish Creek Fire,” instructor George Mantz of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service begins. He lists all the vehicles, aircraft, crews and equipment available to the division supervisor.

“Several large fires have resulted from last week’s lightning storm,” Mantz continues. “The Fish Creek Fire is one of those fires. The fire is threatening a small community and resources are stretched thin throughout the region…

The operations section chief “looked you in the eye and said, ‘You and your folks are the only chance we have to hold this thing,’” Mantz adds.

The instructor puts student Matt Pacheco of the National Park Service in the “hot seat” by choosing him to be the division supervisor, then assigns titles to two other students and instructor Mike Bland.

Everyone starts talking as if they are communicating via radios.

Bland and Mantz quickly pick up the pace of the radio banter to put a little stress on Pacheco. Bland radios that he is concerned about having only one fire escape route. Student Porter Barlow joins in, asking if they should start evacuating residents and then complaining that no chainsaws are in sight. Now the residents are getting out of control, Bland says.

Mantz remains calm as he repeatedly has to ask team members to wait while he finishes talking to another.

Mantz stops the game and starts the after-action review by asking students how it went. He makes observations but never offers answers. He asks out loud if Pacheco should have delegated some responsibilities to someone on his team so the radio traffic would slow down. 

“You were getting hammered there at the end,” Mantz told Pacheco.

“He never missed a beat,” Heaton observed. “I kept waiting for him to lose track” of who he had to get back to on the radio.

“You came right back to everybody you put on standby,” Bland said. He was noting the names on his resource list, Pacheco responded.

An instructor asked Pacheco how it felt when the ops section chief told him that his crew was the last hope to hold the line between the fire and the homes.

He felt the pressure but he’s felt it before, Pacheco responded. However, he could see how a team leader might forget about safety in his effort to do the job.

The fire situations don’t have to be complicated for students to learn, Heaton noted. 

In one scenario, a team leader has to deal with a former military officer and a volunteer fire chief who are loudly insisting that they are in charge when they aren’t. That can be a traumatic experience for a young leader who has never faced it before, Heaton said. 

In another scenario, a team leader has to decide what to do when a spot fire sparks below his team, and one member breaks an ankle while they’re trying to get away from the fire.

The experts say that firefighters will remember 30 percent of what he said, but 70 percent of what they learn in the hot seat, Heaton said. 

“This is the best training I had all year,” one young firefighter says as he talks with his classmates between exercises.

Heaton will remember that.

Contact the reporter at jdodder@prescottaz.com.

