hﬂ Canyon Ferry Ranger Station
SONNELeHelena Helena, Montuna
Harrison, James O. August 26, 1649

Hr, and Mrs., A. Hs Harrison
316 South Avenue Vest
li1ssoula, Yontana

Dear My, and Hrs, Harrisons

Flease accept my deepest sympathy in your sorrow,

It hes been a black Priod for everyone. 1 shall always re
not arriving on the fire sooner since upon arrivel 1 did mn

hae ve a chance to get into Mamn Gulech before the men were dropped
on the firg. in fackt I never kmew for sure they had imged
until I got back to #eriwetner anqgot on the io. 8 1t was
the fire cut me off after I started up “ann Cuich and I had te
turn and run for 1t.

When Weg Dodge reported in tc me that might I still thought
Hersey had found Jim on the fire line end had him with his
erow, When flersey came off the fire the first thing he told me
was he had been unable to find Jim, Ve then lonmog from Dodge
thaet Jim had jolned his men.

That morning + had talked to Jim over the radio. e reported
heavy lightning the day before so we decided to set up & patrol.
This was set for 1l a.m, and Jim was to radio back to us at
3°30 peme This of course would necessitate his returning to
llegriwether,

Harvey Jensen informs me that when he brought a boat leoad of
tourists down river at 11:458, He stopped at the Cabin at 12:15

4 met Jim running down tpo treil wringing wet with sweat.
im tried to radlo Canyon Yerry or Wissoula and could reach

neither although another radlo picked up Jim but was tranamitting
on & different frequeney so theg never were able to get together,
t

This was the Nine Mile Ranger Station Radlo) Jim easked Harvey
Lo tolophen.l the fire in u;sus when he got up river, At the

time I was patroling the distriet by plane but was on the other

end of the district and observed no snroke until 12:86, Jim
also told Harvey he was going back to the fire but would be back
down at 3:30 for sure since he had been instructed to radlo in

at that time. He then left & notc on his ecabin door stating
he had gone to the fire and then hurried back up to the fire,

From the evidence on the ground after the fire we have deduced
that Jim went up to the fire proeeeded to attack the fire on the
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the southeast edge - which was the proper place to attack the
fire and was & perfectly safe point to work at the time. Jim
then started to build & line around the fire on the Mann Guleh
side heading the fire towards the river which was excellent
jvdgement.

Jim must have fought like a tiger since his line held throuih
the bloweup which came later, His line held until late tha
evening when & crew of 20 men couldn't hold it any longer.

Jim displayed great courage in tackling this monster of a fire
all by himself, He apparently felt he was holding the line om
his end thereby making the deecision which cost him his life =~
to not abandon the line but to hold it instead of returning teo
Meriwether to radio. With condlitions what they were at that

time thie was the sro er decision and it bespeaks higly for Jim
that he made this decision instead of the easy way out of returning

to his radio.

Unkown to Jim who continued to held his line after the jumpers

arrived a spot fire devoloped some distance away from the main
fire. The fire was now large encugh so that no one person in
snyone place could accurately judge what was going on. Nen made
decisions on the facts as they could determine them from their
loecation. When Dodge discowered there was a potentiall
dangerous spot fire he decided 1t was not safe for Jim to be
where he was. From Dodges location and knowledge of the fire
I believe h&!docilion in calling Jim down with him was correct.
Events happoned so rapidI{ gefter that that no one person can
hope to piece together all the facts and get a true plcture

of what hsrpened., When fires blow-up it 1is like an atomic,
bomb expitsion. I was approaching the boys from below but

hed no idea they were still in the area or that anyone had

umped. I knew I'd have to ve careful of timed because
i OSuld see the fire was gottigz reazguto blow. 'h%gsthe

blowsup came I ran down hill through cooler parts of the fire
and got out before my escape avenue was elosed., This avenue cl-sed
before the boys coming down hill reached it and that is why they

swung back uphill,

e survivors all told me J was worn-out fr his magnificent
fight on the line but at th&% of those who 5123 instantly ﬁ.

was the highest up the hill, Jim had used up his strength doing
his duty to the bitter emd. No more can be said of any man.
If he hadn't given his all on the line he might of had strength
enough to have outdistanced the fire. Here again Jim's head

was workinf because he wgs the only one headed towards a gap in
the rock eliffs ahead. blnlg overtook him. I was the

first one to reach Jim afterwards when we sent out the rescue
party. Jim dled instantly and never inew what overtook him.
There was no suffering and ne sign of paniec or fear.



From the position that I found (he rest of th  bodies T um
eonviniad that none of the men were panic-stricken. Tha{
probably felt that Dodge's escape fire was too small or that

the fire was too hot for zo small a mpatch to protect the crew.

The faect thet Dodge escaped in this memer may or may not be
evidence that all would have escaped if they had stayed with
Dodge. Dodge may have been lucky and been in a cool spot of
&ir., Another man beside Dodge might have been caught in a hot
blast. My experience in going through the lower part of the
fire indicuted that there were cool streaks of air occuring in
the wall of superheated ailr and #8sea.+ After all two men saved
themselves by out running the fire so that was possible too.

Condltions being what they were at the time of the blow=up I
don't feol anyone 13 in a position to say that what anyone did
in the face of that fire was right or wrong. I think each man
depended on his own judgement. The fact that some escaped and
some did not was an act of God and mot of man,

At the time 1 led the rescue party through the fire that night
after we finally wore able to determine that a tsagcdy had occured,
we all felt good that we reachsiBill Hellman and Joe Sylvia and
were able to ease thelr suffering that night, Finding thess

two raised our hopes that we would find additional survivors.

At 4:30 a.m. off Seturday morning in the first streaks of daylight
I made the grievious discovery of what had hampened to Jim. With
the locating of Jim I knew with a sickening certainty that there
would be no other survivors. I have never lost any men on the
job before nor have I had any of my men serionaly hurt. I felt
completely crushed,

We carried the two injured men out to the river after finding two

more of the dead, I gsent ebout 2 hours giving orders concerning
control of the fire a organizing further rescue operations in

case there should by chance be any other survivers. I then left
Meriwether and return to the disaster scene by helicopter and
proceeded to search for the others. I located a total of nine
bodlss before being joined by additional help. I returned to
the base camp about 6 p.m. and was met with the news that the
twe boys we had carried out had passed away,

I hope you will forgive me for going into all these detalils but
at ,%..EAE I am unable to vinit5'1t§ you. I do want you to know

the facts dirsctly from me as I was the first man on the ground
in every case. There have been so many unfounded and viclous
rumors that I have wanted to assure you of the facts. Jim

was doing his jobs he died a hero doing what he figured was his
duty. All of the gang here at Canyoen erry will always be proud
to have mown and worked with Jim.

Many of the boat club menbers through the summer and after the
fire have spoken highly of Jim. He was very popular with the
visitors at the CGates of the Mountains. They found him courteous
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helpful and good companys On the job we found him to be a hard
and faithful worker who took his job seriously. e was the best
Guard we have ever had at Meriwether, His passing & real loss
to us all,

!ho following I qucted from e letter received from the Helena
Trall Rlders: '

"We would like to say a yery special word for Jimmie Harrison
who hee sinee given hio 1ife Lrying to preserve this besutiful
area. fo tt;naggh abgégo gun; nln.rrnlping our ;ar with
everyth u rells ceries ersonzl ve

for zgiogﬁﬁoat of §s thot we BhSuld be £iaponsinle en y o fika
Jimnie coming elong with a big roll on hls shoulder and snother
under his arm, he even helped in the kitchen and when some of
our party had to stay over when they lost thelr horses he opened
nis quarters to them to make coffee and to share in whatever he
had for lunche There have been tears shed for Jimmie and the
other young men who were lost in this tragedy."

Well dear people I hope we may visit with you scon. You must
be wvonderful folks since you such & fine son, If there
is ever &nything we can do to be of service to you pleasc let
us know, I will be glad to answer any questions or al

you might desire.

If you wish we can arrange to take you up Mann Gulch to the
cross that ha: been erected at the place Jim was found., We
certainly would be glad to take you to Meriwether and see the
beuatiful Gates area whenever you feel you are able to meke
the trip. '

Please acoepl! my sinecere regrets and sympathy,

Very sincerely yours,

J. ROBERT JANSSON :
Distriet Forest Ranger

Ps S Inelosed is Jim's Forest Service key which Cary said
you would like to haves. This was a positive mesns of identifie~
ation. He was not wearing his badge that day 1t is atlll

among some othor equisment. As soon as we locate it we will
send 1t teo you,



