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Fire on the Mountain: The crash of the slurry bomber near Estes Park

By Ryan Hale

Special Contribuor

ESTES PARK, Colo. — When |
came onto my 24-hour ambulance
shift, | expected a humdrum day and
night of running 911 calls on dehy-
dratedtouristsandfolkswhohadfallen
down hiking in Rocky Mountain Na-
tional Park. Since starting a different
job ayear ago, | was only working as
an EMT that day tofill infor someone
whowasout of town. | walked uptothe
hospital from the employee parking
lot, straighteningmy uniformasl| went
into report for duty, but by the end of
my time working | would be covered
in fire retardant and soot three days
|ater.

Theradiocrackledtolifeandwords
of afiredowntheHighway 36 canyon
could bemadeout between thesounds
of static. Everyone in the ambulance
base perked up to listen as the report
went on to tell of a 20-acre fire eight
milesfromEstesPark.“Noreal signifi-
cance,” | thought, “ Except for thefact
that we' vebeenintheworst droughtin
Colorado history, the only reason to
worry at that point was that our crew
would becalled out todomedical cov-
eragefor thefirefightersandwemight
mi ss doing some paper work.”

The rest of the day was spent on
stand-by for the fire, which means:
don’t get too involved in what you' re
doing because you'll likely be called
out. Afew 911'scameinfor folkshav-
ing respiratory problems from the
smokebut still nocall tothefire. By the
end of theday, however, thefirewould
be almost 1,000 acres and growing.
Thenext morning, | expectedto go off
shift asusual ...thiswould be no usual
day. At theambulance office, requests
werecominginfromfirecommandfor
medical coverage at the staging area
where the firefighters and equipment
were being organized. “Sure, I'll do
it...just hang around and bethere* just
incase,” easy money,” | thought.

The morning and afternoon were
filledwatchingthesurry bombers, the
airplanesthat dropfireretardant onthe
fire, fly their missionsover theflames.

Popular exhibits at Sternberg are extended

HAY S—If youmissed either of the
summer’s two big exhibitions at Fort
Hays State University’s Sternberg
Museum of Natural History, you've

Slurry isawatery fluid that islikethe
stuff that comes out of afire extin-
guisher. It'sdyed red so it can be seen
from the air and pilots would know
where they’ ve aready dropped retar-
dant. Their planesaremodified WWI1|
bombersthat can carry 2,500 gallons
of the stuff and can be dropped bits at
atimeover alarge areaor all at once
for agreater effect in one spot.

Three planes were flying that day
along with two helicopters that were
equipped with buckets that can be
dippedinmountainlakesand dropped
on the flames. We took pictures,
watched with binoculars and dodged
reporterslooking for “insiders’ to get
information. We talked about the
amazing maneuvers and flying abili-
tiesof theslurry pilotsandthenit hap-
pened. . .over the fire channel, as
clearly asif the speaker were standing
nexttous: “Bomber hasgonedown. ..
againwehaveadowned planein Her-
mit Park.”

A brief moment of disbelief fell over
the fire and ambulance crews. Every-
one scrambled for their gear and ve-
hicles. OneEMT spiked apair of blood
linesintheback of therig preparingfor
a couple of major trauma cases, my
partner jumpedinthedriver’sseat and
| took the passenger side, running the
radios and lights. The crash site was
justtwomilesuptheroad but it seemed
likeittook forever togetthere. A giant
plume of smokeled usto the spot. We
pulled to the side of the road and
grabbed all the gear we could each
carry. Wewerethefirst crewtoarrive,
gettingthereevenbeforethefirefight-
ers. Thecrash sitewasabout aquarter
mile from the road, four miles from
Estes Park.

It was a surreal feeling running
throughtheforest withbitsof airplane
parts littering the forest floor and
touching off firesall around. Finally,
wereached the mgjority of the debris.
Theplanewasinadraw. Totheleftthe
draw went downward, to theright the
terrainwent up and ahead of ustheter-
rain also rose. My partner went right,
upthehill whilel wentleftwithanother

got asecond chance. The museum an-
nounced plansto extend theminto the
fall.

“The responses of visitors who've
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EMT down the draw, across the dry
riverbed and up the hill on the other
side. Hoping to meet my other partner
someplaceinthemiddlewhileween-
circled the wreck, searching for the
pilots. As| ascended the hill, the fire
began to grow and burn up the steep
terrain. Before | could encircle the
wreckage, | took alook around and
realized thefirewould soon cover the
path behind me. | was afraid that if |
stayed a moment longer on my route
around the strewn wreckage, my es-
caperoutewouldbecoveredby fire, so
| was forced to turn around and back
track.

Meanwhile, the trees were begin-
ning to blow up like Roman candles,
asflameswould shoot up thelength of
thetree. Theflamesmadean evil hiss-
ing sound asthey climbed thetreeand
the fire was rapidly growing. Search-
ing every pieceof wreckageaswell as
the ground for the pilots, | realized |
wascoveredinthedurry theplanewas
carrying. | waswading in it and my
uniform was covered. | reached the
point where we came into the wreck-
age and met my partner who was
forced to double back as well for the
samereasons| hadto. Thefirefighters
had reached the siteand began cutting
firelinesaround thewreckage. Were-
alizeditwastheir show now, asthefire
was larger than we were prepared to
deal withasEMTs.

We reluctantly retreated back the
way weenteredtheforest, tying mark-
erswith roll gauze at the various air
plane parts we came across along the
way...weknew theinvestigatorswould
beinterested in finding all the pieces.

Onceback ontheroad, therural fire
crews had already set up water reser-
voirs on the highway. These canvas
poolshold 2,000 gallons of water that
the firefighters can purge from with
their hoses.

Thistimehowever, itwouldn’tbefor
the ground crews, the helicopters
would be using them. The helis hov-
ered above us, dropping their buckets
intothepools, raisingintheair andthen
flying over the fire before dumping

seen these two shows have been over-
whelming,” said museum Director
Jerry Choate. “ Wewantedtomakesure
that othershad an opportunity toexpe-
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their payload. Over theradio, wewere
told the highway had been closed for
12 miles and the new fire from the
plane crash had become the priority.
Firecrewsbegan showingup fromsix
different agencies in the area and we
were relegated to simply watch and
wait. | was48 hoursintoa24-hour shift
which would not be over until a day
later.

| rememberedtheWorld Trade Cen-
ter rescue crews saying that they
wanted to at |east find victims so they
could be buried properly. | suppose at
somepoint | realizedtherewasnores-
cuetobemade, and | beganwishingwe
could havefound them right away for
the same reasons. The pilot’s bodies
were eventually found by the
firefighterslater that night. Onewasa
new father and the other had flown
these missions for years and planned
onretiringattheend of thefireseason.

The cause of the plane crash re-
mained undetermined at this wriing
and the FAA ordered all slurry bomb-
ers grounded until an investigation
could be made.

These slurry bombers had spent the
past two days preventing 120 houses
from being destroyed, but without the
crucial air support, the fire grew to
3,000 acres and swept closer to Estes
Park the next day.

Thehelicopterswereallowedtore-
main flying and their efforts still
thwarted thefire’ sattemptsto destroy
thesubdivision. Evacuationswerebe-
ing ordered ontheeast sideof thetown
and anew fire defense was set at the
edge of Estes where water could be
purged from the lake and city fire hy-
drants.

Starting my EMT shift the day be-
forel really hadnoideal wouldberun-
ning through aforest fire and picking
through burningwreckagelookingfor
survivors. InEM Syou cometo expect
the unexpected but | could not have
expected this.

Ryan Haleisformerly of Colby and
is he son of Roger Hale and Linda
Hale.

Into the fall

riencethem.”

The exhibits are “In the Dark:
Worlds Without Light” and “Blind
Ambition.”
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“Your total scrapbook and
stamping shop”
Virginia Arnberger
202 S. Bellview » Winona « 877-475-8601
HOURS: Tues-Fri: 10 a.m.-5:30 p.m.

Thurs: 10 a.m.-10 p.m. « Sat: 10 a.m.-4 p.m.
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To have your ad place(l in the Business

Directory, call Derek or Crystal at

462-3963.

r
--------

Ro

We Sell Officially Licensed NASCAR:Products
Apparel < Racing Collectibles « Die Cast

We Specialize in @ Collectibles

785-462-8002

1/2 Mile West on Hwy. 24 -«

e-mail: pitroad3@hotmail.com

Colby, Kansas 67701
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WINDOW
CLEANING

Colby, Kansas
Dear Chris and Beth,

My windows look great! Thank you for do-
ing the extra on those south windows! | ap-
preciate the effort you put into doing a great
job! I will recommend you to my friends!

Sincerely, Kim Davis, Burlington, CO

785-462-6995 or
1-800-611-6735

e

Warta Ch

Monday & Wednesday:
2:00-7:00 p.m.
Tuesday, Thursday & Friday:
10:00 a.m.-3:00 p.m.

& Fitness Club

415 N. Franklin « Colby  785-462-3350
Dr. A.J. Warta
Where you can still get a full-spine adjustment for 1980’s fees!

and Nature
Working Together

Iropractic

25 years of experience as a
licensed chiropractor

Science
BC/BS CAP Provider

Simple Care Provider
For You!

(ULTRA LITE STYLE
FAMILY OF LENSES

Larry Washburn, O.D.
Doctor of Optometry
Ml e 505 Franklin
] Arercen opemeie Colby, KS
785-462-3348 |
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FARMERS

With so many choices of
coverage available, make
sure you have the
protection you want.

Deadline to make any
changes to your 2003
wheat crop insurance is
September 30, 2002.

CERSOVSKY INSURANCE

CINDY L CERSOVSKY
370 North Franklin
Colby KS 67701
785-462-7544
or Toll-free
1-888-462-7544

Representing

Blakely Crop Hail, Inc

CUSIToOM

SCOT TS

For all your auto cleaning needs!

~ Located at Mufflers Plus -
Scott Harrison - 7/85-462-7248 - 320 W. 4th

ALL SPECIALS MAY BE FOR
SPECIFIC DATES AND ARE

2= ROUND TRIP TRAVEL

-
Pl ; :
@ Branson Christmas Tour [ESGEGN
5B Dec. 1-6 « 7 shows « Call for brochure! 899-7505
~ ++ VACATION SPECIALS » »
LAS VEGAS - Air & hotel From (per adulf) $200 No.ofrighis 4 | \WORLDWIDE:
DISNEY WORLD - Hotel, air, park passes $505 3 Vacation
MEXICO - Air & hotel $450 3 Packages,
CARIBBEAN CRUISE & AIR $1,050 5 | Cruises, Tours,
ALASKAN CRUISE & AIR $1,500 7 | Groups, Flights,
HAWAII - Air & hotel $740 3 Hotels, Trains,
LONDON, ENGLAND - Air & hotel $700 3 Cars
AMTRAK EXPLORE AMERICA $359 Max. 45

CALL IN OR FAX YOUR INTERNET QUOTES AND OTHER ADS!
suslecT TO AvAlLABILITY.  WE CAN BOOK THEM FOR YOU WITH LOCAL, CARING SERVICE!!!

140 W. 4th = Colby
462-6999 = 1-888-690-7077

Ask about AAA, AARP, Senior
& Companion, Corporate
and Government discounts!
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Ahelicopter heads to fire scene with bucket of water in tow in mountains
near Estes Park, Colo.

Going Out
of Business

SALE

2 BIG DAYS

Thurs., Sept. 19 & Fri., Sept. 20

BOTH DAYS: 11 a.m. to 7 p.m.
Thomas County Fair Grounds, 4-H Bldg.
Colby, Kansas

4 1/2” Angle Grinder
S'l nllll

REGULAR $69.00

With Warranties -- 10,000 R.P.M. -- Full 5 Amp -- 600 WATT

6”, 3/4 Horse Power,

sisenng . BENCH GRINDERS
NN

18 Volt Cordless DnII

Real Bargain
at this Price!!
REGULAR $119.00

5-Speed Drill Press
REGULAR $89.95

BLOW OUT!

14” Chop Saw
siesos |If You Buy Wheels

2-TON
Floor Jacks

25’ Steel Tape Measures
REGULAR $8.95

1”x15” Ratcheting

TIE DOWNS
REGULAR $6.95

JUST A BUCK!

PLUS...Chopsaws, Miter Box Saws, Table Saws, Drill Presses, Air Compressors, Acety-
lene Welding Kits, Side Grinders, Vises, Wrench Sets, Socket Sets up to 1" drive, Tap &
Dies up to 1", Air Hose, Welding Hose, 2 & 4 ton Come-a-longs, Chain Hoist, Cherry
Pickers, Engine Stands, Jack Stands, Bottle Jacks to 20 ton, 4 & 10- ton Port-A-Pow-
ers, 900 amp Power Paks, Drill Bit sets, Air Tools up to 1" drive, Circular Saws, Cordless
Drills to 18v, Recip. Saws, Hammer Drills, Electric Impacts, Plier Sets, Screwdriver
Sets, Hammer Sets and much, much more!!!

Over 2 Truck Loads
40 to 70% Off

R.B. Grinder going out of business 2002. Thank you for your many years of business.




