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manders and a spotter and observing
weather conditions — when the fire
turned on them after a sudden change
in wind direction and speed.

On Tuesday, investigators from
across the country began to piece to-
gether details of theGraniteMountain
crew’s deployment and firefighting
activities while Prescott and Yarnell
tried to cope with the deaths of 19 elite
firefighters.

The formal investigationwill be led
by Florida State Forester Jim Karels,
the Arizona State Forestry Division
said.

The probe will review weather and
Fire Department records, radio logs
and other evidence. Updates are ex-
pected later this week. Meanwhile,
agencies have not yet responded to
similar public-records requests by
The Arizona Republic.

The Maricopa County medical ex-
aminer, meanwhile, is expected to fin-
ishautopsies on the firevictimsby late
this week. The process could be de-
layed if positive identification of any
victim requires checks of dental rec-
ords, DNA and fingerprints, said Cari
Gerchick, a Maricopa County spokes-
woman.

Anhonorguard iskeepingvigilwith
the fallen firefighters at the medical
examiner’s facility, officials said.

Hotshots’ role
TheGraniteMountainHotshotshad

beendispatched to the fireearlierSun-
day by the State Forestry Division,
which commanded the fire, according
a federalBureau of LandManagement
spokesman. The fire season had start-
ed for them on April 30, when they
worked a shift on the Perkinsville Fire
near Prescott.

They had worked 23 shifts in June,
about half of them in New Mexico. On
Sunday, when they were sent to Yar-
nell, it had been four days since they’d
last been on a fireline. Just before
noon, fire officials ordered Yarnell’s
evacuation. A few hours later, the
GraniteMountaincrewheaded toward
the fireline.

Some media reports and online
blogs implied the hotshots must have
violated “safety first” rules in battling
the blaze, but fire experts came to
their defense Tuesday, noting there
were no indications that any safety
protocols were violated.

Jim Paxon, a spokesman for the
state Department of Game and Fish
who helped found Arizona’s Wildfire
and Incident Management Training
Academy a decade ago in Prescott, la-
mented the inclination to cast blameor
find scapegoats after a blaze becomes
a killer.

If folks are looking for a culprit,
Paxon said, they should focus on back-
country-management practices. He
said grazing is limited and natural
fires are extinguished, so fuels build
up at the same timemore peoplemove
into the wildlands. The fires that inev-
itably start up are more volatile and
more dangerous to those battling
them. “It’s amazing that we don’t have
more Yarnell Hill Fires,” Paxon said.

Even veterans can be stunned by
the dynamics of wildfire, Paxon said.

Although investigations have only
begun, Paxon said, it appears the Yar-
nell Hill Fire defied reasonable pre-
dictions, taking the lives of men who
understood the risks. “In my heart of
hearts, and as a fireman, I don’t see
how they did something out of the
norm,” Paxon said. “Certainly not cav-
alier, not reckless.

“People who don’t know fire draw
faulty conclusions. … Those who want
to play armchair quarterback need to
put on the boots and put on the pack
and go over the hill.”

Paxon worked on six deadly blazes
over the years and wrote a book on the
2011 Wallow Fire, Arizona’s largest in
recorded history. He said that safety
precautions are ingrained in wildland
crews and that protocols are rigid: The
hotshots’ superintendent and three
squad bosses got detailed safety brief-
ings beforemoving out to protectGlen
Ilah, a subdivision justwest ofYarnell.

They would have seen reports on
weather, topography and other dan-
gers, Paxon said. Once on the fireline,
theywould have established an escape
route and agreed upon a safe fallback
zone to deploy protective fire shelters
in a worst-case scenario.

A fire-behavior analyst was on-site
with thehotshot crews, andmeteorolo-
gy reports were being sent from Flag-
staff, said Stewart Turner, fire-behav-
ior analyst with a fire-incident com-
mand. A meteorologist was not re-
quired on the scene because the blaze
had not yet been designated a “Type1”
fire. “They (hotshots) were getting ac-
curate, updated information from the
Flagstaff office,” Turner said.

When the monsoon created unpre-
dictable winds that afternoon, a thun-
derstorm approached “from a dis-
tance,” said Jim Wallmann, a National
Weather Service meteorologist based
in Reno. That means meteorologists
would had advance notice to warn fire
crews, he said.

“I don’t know how much, but there
was advance notice,” Wallmann said.

Brendan McDonough, the lookout
for the crew, hadbeen sent to the top of
a hillside to give the crew “situational
awareness,” Prescott Fire Depart-
ment spokesman Wade Ward said.
McDonough was told to set a “trigger
point” and keep an eye on that point to
determine ifhe shouldchangehis loca-

tion. His job was to observe the fire,
the weather and the topography.

“He radioed the crew that he’d
reached his trigger point and that he
was leaving and that he would contact
them and they could contact him if
they needed anything,”Ward said, not-
ing that the change in weather was a
factor. McDonough walked to a bull-
dozer line, and when he met another
crew, “he turned around and realized
that the fire had increased to such a
point that the location that he was at at
his lookout had already burned over.”

Safetymeasures
ArtMorrison, a spokesmanwith the

Arizona State Forestry Division, said
the crew had an escape route and safe-
ty zone, as required by safety proto-
cols, to protect against being overtak-
en by the fire.

“The fire went from 400 acres to
8,400 acres in a couple of hours,” Mor-
rison told The Republic. “And, obvi-
ously, when it blew up like that, the
safety zone that they thought they had
wasn’t sufficient.

“All we knewwas that the fire went
from400 to 8,400 in a very short period
of time, and thenwedidhear that there
was a crew that we didn’t have contact
with,” Morrison said.

Paxon said he’d known Eric Marsh,
the crew’s 43-year-old superintendent,
for years. He was a quiet, conscien-
tious leader who paid attention to de-
tail and danger. He saidMarsh started
the hotshot crew and taught wildfire
suppression at the academy.

Paxon said he cannot speculate
about what Marsh and the other hot-
shots observed or may have missed.
Photographic evidence makes it clear
theywere cutting lines along the fire’s
flank, not on a dangerous front. The
picture Ashcraft texted to his wife 30
minutes before to the blowup shows
the fire’s edge in the distance: “It’s in-
nocuous, a little ol’ puff of smoke,”
Paxon said.

But time-lapse photography taken
minutes later by professional photog-
rapher Matt Oss shows that, as a thun-
derstorm closed in, smoke billowed
and turned orange before a wall of
flames surged over themountains and
roared into canyons. Oss said he was
stunned, even miles away, by the fe-
rocity of the event: “I was out there by
myself,” he said, “but I started yelling
out loud at how crazy it was.”

Before 4 p.m. Sunday, a nearby
weather station recorded slight
breezes near Yarnell. Suddenly, winds
reversed direction and gusted over 45
mph. The fire turned so fast, Paxon
said, the hotshots were cut off from
any escape route, unable to reach
whatever safe zone they established.

“That change was in seconds, not
minutes but seconds,” Paxon said.
“This happened so quick, they didn’t
have time to do anything but get into
their shelters. ... It simply blew that
fire over them with tremendous heat,
... I have been there, but for the grace
of God.”

A nearby state Department of Pub-
lic Safety helicopter crew of two para-
medics and a pilot heard the hotshots’
distress calls on the radio. They want-
ed to fly, but the incident commander
would not allow it because the sudden
blowup made the immediate area
smoky, meaning little or no visibility.
Once the smoke cleared a short time
later, the chopper crew took off.

They flew over the scene, and from
the air could see firefighters and fire
shelters on the ground. They landed
about 500 yards away. One paramedic
jumped out and hiked over to the
scene, confirmingnoneof themensur-
vived.Thepilot andasecondparamed-
ic left to refuel the chopper, leaving
their colleague on the ground.

A radio dispatch reviewed by The
Republic indicates that emergency
workers were trying to determine at
5:33 p.m. who was going to “help with
the down firefighters?” The response:
“They’redetermining right nowwhich
one of us should go.”

At 6 p.m., officials told news media
in Prescott that the hotshots were “un-
accounted for”— that a helicopter had
spotted them but could not make con-
tact. At 7:30 p.m., the Prescott Courier
posted a story reporting the deaths. It
washourbeforeauthoritiesconfirmed
the tragedy.

Firefighters spent the night on the
mountain, remaining at the scene to
stand guard over the bodies. Early the
next morning, another group arrived,
fellow Prescott firefighters there to
recover 19 of their own. One by one,
they carried the bodies away from the
fire scar to send them on their final
journey home, past the burned-out
subdivision they had tried to protect.

Republic reporters JJ Hensley and Sean
Holstege contributed to this article.

Investigation
Continued from Page A1

FIRE UPDATE
As of late Tuesday, the blaze had
consumed 8,400 acres and was 8
percent contained. Full contain-
ment was expected by July 12. Fire
officials said they had yet to do a
house-to-house inspection of
Yarnell, where some homes and
businesses were reduced to rubble,
to determine if there were other
casualties. No Yarnell residents had
been reported missing as of mid-
day Tuesday, but officials could not
say with certainty that there are no
other injuries or deaths.

THE CREW: Danger erupts  
‘in seconds’ with 45 mph gusts

By Dennis Wagner, Michelle Ye Hee Lee 
and Yvonne Wingett Sanchez
The Republic | azcentral.com

PRESCOTT
At about 3 p.m. Sunday, Andrew Ash-

craft texted his wife a photo showing 
some of his colleagues on the Granite 
Mountain Hotshots crew resting calmly 
before hiking off to fight the Yarnell Hill 
Fire.

It was the last known photo taken of 
the firefighters before they were over-
taken by tragedy. In less than two hours, 
they would be doing what they’d done 
a half-dozen times over the past two 
months, digging firelines to protect prop-
erty.

Interviews with wildfire experts sug-
gest the hotshots were following protocol 
— flanking the fire, staying in touch with 

commanders and a spotter and observ-
ing weather conditions — when the fire 
turned on them after a sudden change in 
wind direction and speed.

On Tuesday, investigators from across 
the country began to piece together 
details of the Granite Mountain crew’s 
deployment and firefighting activities 
while Prescott and Yarnell tried to cope 
with the deaths of 19 elite firefighters.

The formal investigation will be led by 
Florida State Forester Jim Karels, the 
Arizona State Forestry Division said.

The probe will review weather and 
Fire Department records, radio logs and 
other evidence. Updates are expected 
later this week. Meanwhile, agencies 
have not yet responded to similar public-
records requests by The Arizona Repub-
lic.

The Maricopa County medical exam-
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iner, meanwhile, is expected to finish 
autopsies on the fire victims by late this 
week. The process could be delayed 
if positive identification of any victim 
requires checks of dental records, DNA 
and fingerprints, said Cari Gerchick, a 
Maricopa County spokeswoman.

An honor guard is keeping vigil with 
the fallen firefighters at the medical ex-
aminer’s facility, officials said.

Hotshots’ role
The Granite Mountain Hotshots had 

been dispatched to the fire earlier Sun-
day by the State Forestry Division, 
which commanded the fire, according 
a federal Bureau of Land Management 
spokesman. The fire season had started 
for them on April 30, when they worked 
a shift on the Perkinsville Fire near 
Prescott.

They had worked 23 shifts in June, 
about half of them in New Mexico. On 
Sunday, when they were sent to Yarnell, 
it had been four days since they’d last 
been on a fireline. Just before noon, fire 
officials ordered Yarnell’s evacuation. 
A few hours later, the Granite Mountain 
crew headed toward the fireline.

Some media reports and online blogs 
implied the hotshots must have violated 
“safety first” rules in battling the blaze, 
but fire experts came to their defense 
Tuesday, noting there were no indica-
tions that any safety protocols were 
violated.

Jim Paxon, a spokesman for the state 
Department of Game and Fish who 
helped found Arizona’s Wildfire and In-
cident Management Training Academy a 
decade ago in Prescott, lamented the in-
clination to cast blame or find scapegoats 
after a blaze becomes a killer.

If folks are looking for a culprit, Paxon 
said, they should focus on backcountry-
management practices. He said grazing 
is limited and natural fires are extin-
guished, so fuels build up at the same 
time more people move into the wild-
lands. The fires that inevitably start up 
are more volatile and more dangerous to 
those battling them. “It’s amazing that 
we don’t have more Yarnell Hill Fires,” 
Paxon said.

Even veterans can be stunned by the 
dynamics of wildfire, Paxon said.

Although investigations have only 
begun, Paxon said, it appears the Yarnell 
Hill Fire defied reasonable predictions, 
taking the lives of men who understood 
the risks. “In my heart of hearts, and as 
a fireman, I don’t see how they did some-
thing out of the norm,” Paxon said. “Cer-

tainly not cavalier, not reckless.
“People who don’t know fire draw 

faulty conclusions. ... Those who want to 
play armchair quarterback need to put 
on the boots and put on the pack and go 
over the hill.”

Paxon worked on six deadly blazes 
over the years and wrote a book on the 
2011 Wallow Fire, Arizona’s largest in 
recorded history. He said that safety 
precautions are ingrained in wildland 
crews and that protocols are rigid: The 
hotshots’ superintendent and three squad 
bosses got detailed safety briefings be-
fore moving out to protect Glen Ilah, a 
subdivision just west of Yarnell.

They would have seen reports on 
weather, topography and other dangers, 
Paxon said. Once on the fireline, they 
would have established an escape route 
and agreed upon a safe fallback zone to 
deploy protective fire shelters in a worst-
case scenario.

A fire-behavior analyst was on-site 
with the hotshot crews, and meteorol-
ogy reports were being sent from Flag-
staff, said Stewart Turner, fire-behavior 
analyst with a fire-incident command. A 
meteorologist was not required on the 
scene because the blaze had not yet been 
designated a “Type 1” fire. “They (hot-
shots) were getting accurate, updated 
information from the Flagstaff office,” 
Turner said.

When the monsoon created unpredict-
able winds that afternoon, a thunder-
storm approached “from a distance,” 
said Jim Wallmann, a National Weather 
Service meteorologist based in Reno. 
That means meteorologists would had 
advance notice to warn fire crews, he 
said.

“I don’t know how much, but there was 
advance notice,” Wallmann said.

Brendan McDonough, the lookout for 
the crew, had been sent to the top of a 
hillside to give the crew “situational 
awareness,” Prescott Fire Department 
spokesman Wade Ward said. McDonough 
was told to set a “trigger point” and keep 
an eye on that point to determine if he 
should change his location. His job was 
to observe the fire, the weather and the 
topography.

“He radioed the crew that he’d reached 
his trigger point and that he was leaving 
and that he would contact them and they 
could contact him if they needed any-
thing,” Ward said, noting that the change 
in weather was a factor. McDonough 
walked to a bulldozer line, and when he 
met another crew, “he turned around 
and realized that the fire had increased 
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to such a point that the location that he 
was at at his lookout had already burned 
over.”

Safety measures
Art Morrison, a spokesman with the 

Arizona State Forestry Division, said 
the crew had an escape route and safety 
zone, as required by safety protocols, to 
protect against being overtaken by the 
fire.

“The fire went from 400 acres to 8,400 
acres in a couple of hours,” Morrison 
told The Republic. “And, obviously, when 
it blew up like that, the safety zone that 
they thought they had wasn’t sufficient.

“All we knew was that the fire went 
from 400 to 8,400 in a very short period 
of time, and then we did hear that there 
was a crew that we didn’t have contact 
with,” Morrison said.

Paxon said he’d known Eric Marsh, 
the crew’s 43-year-old superintendent, 
for years. He was a quiet, conscientious 
leader who paid attention to detail and 
danger. He said Marsh started the hot-
shot crew and taught wildfire suppres-
sion at the academy.

Paxon said he cannot speculate about 
what Marsh and the other hotshots ob-
served or may have missed. Photograph-
ic evidence makes it clear they were 
cutting lines along the fire’s flank, not on 
a dangerous front. The picture Ashcraft 
texted to his wife 30 minutes before to 
the blowup shows the fire’s edge in the 
distance: “It’s innocuous, a little ol’ puff 
of smoke,” Paxon said.

But time-lapse photography taken min-
utes later by professional photographer 
Matt Oss shows that, as a thunderstorm 
closed in, smoke billowed and turned 
orange before a wall of flames surged 
over the mountains and roared into 
canyons. Oss said he was stunned, even 
miles away, by the ferocity of the event: 
“I was out there by myself,” he said, “but 
I started yelling out loud at how crazy it 
was.”

Before 4 p.m. Sunday, a nearby weath-
er station recorded slight breezes near 
Yarnell. Suddenly, winds reversed direc-
tion and gusted over 45 mph. The fire 
turned so fast, Paxon said, the hotshots 

were cut off from any escape route, un-
able to reach whatever safe zone they 
established.

“That change was in seconds, not 
minutes but seconds,” Paxon said. “This 
happened so quick, they didn’t have time 
to do anything but get into their shelters. 
... It simply blew that fire over them with 
tremendous heat, ... I have been there, 
but for the grace of God.”

A nearby state Department of Public 
Safety helicopter crew of two paramed-
ics and a pilot heard the hotshots’ dis-
tress calls on the radio. They wanted to 
fly, but the incident commander would 
not allow it because the sudden blowup 
made the immediate area smoky, mean-
ing little or no visibility. Once the smoke 
cleared a short time later, the chopper 
crew took off.

They flew over the scene, and from the 
air could see firefighters and fire shelters 
on the ground. They landed about 500 
yards away. One paramedic jumped out 
and hiked over to the scene, confirming 
none of the men survived. The pilot and 
a second paramedic left to refuel the 
chopper, leaving their colleague on the 
ground.

A radio dispatch reviewed by The Re-
public indicates that emergency workers 
were trying to determine at 5:33 p.m. 
who was going to “help with the down 
firefighters?” The response: “They’re 
determining right now which one of us 
should go.”

At 6 p.m., officials told news media in 
Prescott that the hotshots were “unac-
counted for” — that a helicopter had 
spotted them but could not make contact. 
At 7:30 p.m., the Prescott Courier posted 
a story reporting the deaths. It was hour 
before authorities confirmed the tragedy.

Firefighters spent the night on the 
mountain, remaining at the scene to 
stand guard over the bodies. Early the 
next morning, another group arrived, fel-
low Prescott firefighters there to recover 
19 of their own. One by one, they carried 
the bodies away from the fire scar to 
send them on their final journey home, 
past the burned-out subdivision they had 
tried to protect.




