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Phil Difani as interviewed by Jim Norgaard, June 28, 1984,
Smokejumpers Oral History Project OH# 133-28.

[Editor's note: The background noise in this interview makes this
recording particularly difficult to listen to.]

JN I want to start out by asking you what you did before you
were a jumper?

PD For a number of summers, four summers before I fought forest
fires, two with the state of California and two with the United
States Forest Service. One year in Northern Califormnia and one
year at Libby, in the Kootenai National Forest.

JN What period of being a fire fighter was this?

PD When I worked on the Kootenai Forest, the ranger there was an
ex-smokejumper and another fellow that I worked with had jumped
for one summer. They talked about it and T heard their tales and
the ranger told me he would, he could write a letter for me,
recommending me. So I, that was my incentive to apply.

JN What was your idea of what a smokejumper was?

PD I didn't have many I didn't have much of an idea. The fellows
I met were ordinary guys and other fellows I talked with that,
knew smokejumpers, didn't, they didn't have any superman image of
them. So I had a fairly realistic view of, thing that really
impressed me is I would call my hours. In those days we thought a
lot about hours of over time and that was how we made extra money
in the summer time., And in a big summer working on a district,
we'd have 30 or 40 or 60 hours of over time through the summer.
And one fellow told me his, friends of his brother who was
smokejumper and he had 450 hours of over time and that kind of
opened my eye.

JN That looked pretty attractive.

PD That looked very attractive and T thought that sounds like a
lot of fun and, and a fun way to make a lot of money. That was a
big one and then the adventure, you know. They were talking about
going to New Mexico and Alaska and things like that. That seemed,
and then the physical part, 1 liked being fit and doing hard
things at the time and, and that spring that first started
smokejumping in 1967, I spent the winter in Butte, Montana
working underground. So I felt pretty tough, like I was up for
most tasks. Well it was, something I looked forward to.

JN You were digging in Butte?
PD Yeah, I worked underground. That was that winter of '67 and
then I went to smoke jumping. So it was all pretty... physical

time, you know as far as manual labor went.

JN How o0ld were you?



PD 1 was 22.

JN Twenty-two?

PD Yeah. But I didn't know much about smokejumping. When T
worked for the Forest Service in California, there was a
smokejumper base in Redding but I didn't know anything about it
and nobody I knew, knew much about it. Heard a few tales and I
just didn't pay much attention to it until I came to Montana and
I guess Missoula was the biggest base and the base that was the
best known for smoke jumpers. To me it was, that's the reason I
heard about it more in Montana than in California.

JN When you first got on the job, what was your idea, what was
your assessment of the operation, what did you think of it?

PD Oh, I was, it was fun. It was, we went to a camp up in the
mountains for one week. The first week of, of new man training
and that was fun, we did some running and push ups and pull ups,
got yelled at a lot. Started doing some fundamental parachute
work, jumping off a barrel, practicing our landing. Then we went
out in the woods and dug line and chopped trees and sawed logs
and ran pump and it was fun, it was hard work. But I felt I was
up for hard work. I could work long, hard hours in those days,
especially just coming out of the mine and it was fun. A lot of
people complained about the work and the harassment. But I
didn't think the harassment was anything very serious. Mostly

keep your mouth shut and carry on and it was, it was fun. I had a
nice impression of it.

JN You were never in the military were you?

PD No, I never was.
JN I just wondered, it sound a little bit military.

PD Oh, some people said it was as tough as boot camp. Those guys
that were in thought some of it was tougher, physically. It
wasn't near as hard harassment wise, but physically it's tough
and I didn't think it was a bad. We got to out for a mile jog in
our Whites in the morning, our logging boots. That wasn't too
tough, just had to jog, didn't have to run, hobbled along and
kept up with the crowd, you know. If you were five minutes late,
you were o.k. I liked it.

JN What about the other fellows in it, what were they like?

PD Oh, just a whole bunch of guys uh, from different parts, nice
fellows, you know. Everybody had worked for the, had fought
forest fires before or worked for the Forest Service in some
capacity. I remember there was a few guys that flunked. Now I
trained, it was big, new man classes. I think we started out with
90 new men and ended up with 72. Now days they train about 20
new ones a year, 15. There was 190 smoke jumpers in Missoula
that year too, now they're down to 110.



JN In '677?

PD Yeah, probably as big as they ever were was that year, and
then the draft was taking a lot of guys, a big turnover when the
draft for Vietnam was taking place.

JN A1l those guys didn't flunk out, some of them were snatched
out by the draft?

PD Oh yeah, and then just a big turnover in smokejumpers. So
they had to hire a lot to keep up, you know. Send in new men
every year and not between you know. Just a lot of guys that
jumped one or two or three years and go out, back to school or
get drafted or something, I don't know. That was my analysis of
the situation. I don't know why the turnover was so great in
those days but it seemed like smokejumpers weren't, they didn't
stick around long. By the time I quite nine years later, there
was a lot of guys that had been smokejumping for nine years. But
at the time, a guy that had been around for five years was really
old. Then when I quite, I'd been around for nine years and there
was a lot of fellows that had been around for nine years. 1T
remember getting a 50 jump pin was a big deal, I had 100 pin, a
lot of people had 100 jumps. I 1liked the first summer, was busy,
in 1967, one of the busiest summers the smokejumpers ever had.

JN Fire, the fire season

PD Yeah, right. We went to Oregon and Washington and California
and all over Montana and Idaho, Alaska.

JN Were you involved in any big crew actions?

PD Yeah, uh huh, a few. Over in Oregon especially, we'd go on
big fires and end up with hundreds of other fellows. That was
the nice part of smoke jumping too. We usually didn't stay real
long on fires like that. Easy jump, then work for two or three
days and then by time there were other ground crews mobilizing on
the line, we'd be pulled out.

JN So you're like the advanced scouts more or less?
PD Yeah, that was fun. That first summer was quite a summer.

JN Can you pick out a fire and just talk about what would happen
when you were, from the time you were called on the fire, what
you do and pick out a fire that's real memorable for you?

PD Yeah, I can't think of any specific fire.But I could... one
of my favorite fires that summer, the first summer I had a lot of
nice experiences because we had such big, had a 1ot of fires. A
lot of 16 man fires, with 16 I was jumping out of a DC-3 and
isolated wilderness type. One of the more memorable ones because
it's such a nice smoke jumper fire. No one else was there except
smokejumpers, it was in the middle of the Bob Marshal, not in the
middle but on the edge and... Marshall Mountain which is in from



Seeley Lake over Pyramid Pass. We landed in the afternoon and the
Trimotor had dropped some jumpers before so we were watching this
Trimotor dropping guys and that was kind of exciting. That was
the last summer of the Trimotor.

JN They're still out there, they're still using the Trimotor.

PD Yeah, that was the last summer to use it. So we watched the
Trimotor drop guys and that was fun, cause that was, we knew it
was going to go away one of these years. And we were in the old
DC-2, they don't have the DC-2 anymore, that's in a museum. And
so then we got there, it was in a big meadow and this fire was up
on the side of hill and that afternoon we landed. We gathered up
our stuff and walked up there and dug line all night, you know,
until daylight. Then we went back down to the meadow and slept
until 10:00 or 11:00 that morning. Got back, and went back up the
hill. We kept that up for about four days. They ordered a pump
and the pump was dropped in by the o0ld Curtis Travelaire. Single
engine, single plane and it was made out of plywood. About the
same vintage as the Trimotor, real slow. Then he dropped a pump

and bunch of hose to us and fuel and packed that up the mountain
and set that up.

JN You were pumping out of a stream?

PD Yeah, there was a stream that ran near the fire. We pumped
out of it, you know, we had probably 1,000 feet of hose on it.
But then we had, then we went down and gathered all our gear and
piled everything in a pile and marked it for the packer to come
in. Then we hiked out down to the road, about a 12 mile hike,

that was after four days. In fact we had to have food dropped
into us.

JN  You usually didn't have to have food dropped in?

PD No, we had three days' worth or two days in the packs and
that usually was enough.

JN What kind of food do they

PD In those days, they had a lot of canned food. Boy the packs
were heavy, some of those boxes must have weighed 60 pounds and
they cut that down cause the cargo weight in the airplane was
getting so heavy. They had bottle, cans of pop, about 12 cans of
pop and cans of beans and hash and maybe a canned ham. Pretty
good food, but heavy stuff, they finally went to freeze dried 1in
the early 70's. But boy the can, it was OK, I didn't mind. We had
a, bleeping technique which safety wise, people really frowned on
it. But you put a can in a fire, unopened and pressure cook it
and the bleep was the thing starting to expand. And it'd go
bleep, bleep, bleep and you had, if you were on the third bleep,
you better get it out of there. Usually one bleep was plenty, but
it'd hot all the way through. Then you'd hit it with the old, vyou
know, your pocket can opener, P-38 it would pshshsh.



JN The fellow I was talking to this morning was getting, when he
started out he was getting K-rations.

PD Yeah, right, C-rations, we used to get C-rations or K, we
had C-rations in Alaska. We didn't use forester's rations there
for some reason. A lot of these foresters, they drop, and they
were in a little box and they were pretty good. Then there was a
lot of extra stuff thrown in there too. The bleeping was fun
because it was quick, a guy could cook a meal there in just a few
minutes on a fire. Course it got pretty exciting if there's five

guys and you have five cans and when they started bleeping, I
mean it was...

JN Did you ever have any explode on you?

PD Yeah, right, that was kind of dangerous. If you did it by
yourself it was all right. So that was fun, that was a fun fire,
that Marshall one. Then there was other fires in Oregon too that
we, probably some of the more exciting fires I was on. In Oregon
we had to run out of the woods one morning, at 2:00 in the
morning, a fire got up in the trees above us, took off. Nothing
real scary but it was time to double time it out, you know, get
into a slow jog and go down the trail.

JN Was it a crown fire?

PD Yeah it got up but the wind wasn't blowing and just came over
our heads and the foreman said, well, it's time to leave and
everybody knew it was and no panic and we headed out. That was a
big fire. Then we worked with a logging crew the next day and
that was fun, this old feller, you know an old guy with gray
hair, a good guy in the woods, he came with us and sawed trees.
That was a nice day, we spent a couple days there working.

JN Was he sawing them for you?

PD Yeah, he was sawing for us, trees and stuff. It was good to
have a professional along. We used to saw a lot but we weren't
professionals, we didn't work at it eight hours a day, five days
a week so it was nice having a sawyer along. But he was good
company, he liked smokejumping. He said he never had to work with
a fire crew, he never worked with a fire crew that he had to work
to keep up with, you know. We made him hustle and he thought that
was pretty good, I was proud of that.

JN Did you guys have a reputation for being harder workers than
the IR crew?

PD Yeah, at the time, but I, after the first few summers, 1T
worked, I think most folks acknowledged IR crews were good.They
were on par with the jumpers. In fact for a while there they were
better equipped for doing that kind of work. They had better gear
for just digging lines. We used to have a pulaski but we had to,

you didn't have good bags to carry your canteens and stuff on. We
had to put them on our belt and they had those field harnesses,



you know where everything hangs on your shoulders and low slung
on your hips and we didn't have that kind of stuff. I was always
envious of the hot shot crews when we saw them, because they have
pretty good gear. They carry in their lunch and their canteens
and stuff on. We were always having to carry ours in our hands,
set it down and dig and then pick up your stuff and move it. But
then after a while we got geared up with the harnesses and stuff,
but the IR crews were good and there was some resentment there
and a little bit of hostility between the hot shot crews and the
smoke jumpers.

JN You call them hot shot crews?
PD Yeah.
JN Why do you call them that?

PD I don't know, that's just the name I always called them.
Then there's the IR crews but that was, I guess maybe that came
from California, the hot shot crews.

JN They weren't the same as IR crews?
PD Yeah, they were the same.

JN Same, OK.

PD Same thing, except up here, these IR crews move around more.
I think the California crew pretty much stayed in one area and
that was a thing I considered before I was a smokejumper was
getting on one of these IR crews.

JN What made you pick the other way?

PD Oh, the smoke jumpers were a better deal and more fun, T
thought.

JN More hours of overtime?

PD Yeah and then I just thought that the parachuting would be
fun.

JN Was it like the first time you

PD Yeah, first, first time was kind of scary. First two times
then after that, once you realize that everybody else did it too.
You watch everybody else do and realize not much else is
happening. Everybody's parachute is opening and floating to the
ground. The hazard wasn't all that great, especially a new man,
you're so pumped up about it. There was a few guys that washed
out. They just couldn't take it, they just weren't that, some
guys you know, quit or something in that first couple weeks of
camp and training. Never even made a jump.

JN Did you practice on towers first?



PD Yeah, there was a set of towers out behind the smokejumper
base. There are new ones now, they were older then, wooden
things. but they were effective. We got to use, there was one 60
foot tower called the exit tower and that was scary, you know. 60
feet up and all that's holding is a piece of nylon on a cable and
that was scarier than the airplane actually. Even during
refreshing years, you know, every years we'd go back and do a
week's worth of training. That tower used to always, I'd always
look up there and, oh, that's kind of spooky, more so than the
airplane.

JN You know you've got a chute on

PD Yeah, right, there you just had that cable and that strap. So
that was fun and then as a new man, we got harassed a lot. They
had the exit tower and then landing deal or A~-frame that we'd get
towed up with the little motor wench. Then slide back down a
cable and simulate a landing in a parachute. We'd be wearing our
gear out there and it'd be 85 degrees and pretty hot and sweaty.

JN That would happen in the woods too, though.

PD Yeah, it happened in the woods too, it was good training. T
can't begrudge them that, I thought it was realistic. You just
had everybody yelling at you and you're all doing, you know, you
end up doing 300 push ups everyday because you forgot to put some
little thing on your parachute. The snaps in the wrong or you
forgot to put your rope away right. But it was all, getting you
to do that stuff automatically, T thought a lot about those guys.

JN Was there any hostility between people going through new
man's camp and the CO's so to speak.

PD Oh, there was between the... new men and the jumpers, the old
men. There's two kind of smoke jumpers, there's old men and new
men. Well you're a new man for the first year and then after
that you're an old man. Well you know, a second year jumper could
be just as much a rookie as that new jumper. But that, you know,
once you've made that first summer you were considered an old man
and nobody harassed you for that. Just the new man got picked on
a lot. There were certain jobs, you know, they couldn't work in
the loft and they got sent out to do the, painting the curbs
around the base, trimming the bushes.

JN More or less shit work.

PD Yeah, shit work, you know, it wasn't bad, I didn't mind
painting the curbs. I sat there and painted a lot of curbs that
summer., Butthere was that dichotomy between old men and new men
and then during training they, you know, in the cafeteria the new
men sat over here and the old men sat there. It was fun, I didn't
mind it, it was all part of the adventure. It was a long summer
though. It was fun, went fast and we did a lot of stuff, a lot of
big fires and a lot of little fires, two man fires.



JN Did you have something, a new man's party?

PD Yeah, we did, we had a party after a new man's... right after
training. I guess that's just a new man's party right after our

first or last jump, seven training jumps, then we had a new man
party. That was a big bash.

JN Beer bash?

PD Yeah, right. There was literally beer on the floor you know,
half an inch deep. People were falling down and God it was
dangerous, guys were hitting their heads.

JN No o0ld men came to that?
PD Yeah, everybody came.

JN Oh, everybody came.

PD Yeah, except the new men put it on, they bought the beer, hot
dogs. My car got wrecked in the parking lot with some drunk girl
sitting in it. I wasn't even out there, she drove through, you
know, it was just one of those parties, pretty wild. Then there
was an end of the season party, that wasn't quite as crazy. But
the new man party was a big deal, just a big drunk, one of many.

JN After that, was that, did that signify that you were?

PD Oh yeah, then out on fires you know, it was probably pretty
even. Nobodyhasseled the new men to do certain things except
there was, the new men got sent to do certain tasks. But in the
heat of battle, it didn't matter who was who or where. After
that it was pretty good.

JN What was the feeling between crew members?
PD In the smokejumpers?

JN Yeah.

PD It was all, you know, doing a job. It wasn't... out in the
woods there wasn't anything between old men and the new men. On
the base there was a little bit, new men just did certain tasks.

JN Did you feel like you were really dependent on each other or
did you work independent?

PD Yeah, yeah. Most, you know, you knew who was good and who
wasn't. Most guys were good, you could depend on them to things.
Some, there was a few fellows I remember as a new man that were
my fellow new men that did dumb things. You'd send them to do
something and they just wouldn't understand what to do. They
couldn't think, they'd be faced with a situation and they'd do
something and you'd wonder why did they do that. But that didn't
happen a lot. Most of us watched out for each other, even on a



two man fire. 1 was probably on four, two man fires that summer
with new men, just two new men out in the woods. It worked all
right, no problems, everybody knew how to use a map and well, how
to get out and didn't get lost.

JN So you had to be more than brawny.

PD  Yeah, 1 think, that was the only attraction to being a
smokejumper. You were trained to think on your own because a lot
of the time you were out, just two of us in the woods. Where as
IR crews go out in crews of 25. So not only were you trained to
think on your own, there's no need to think on your own if you're
always with a crew thought as a crew, not as an individual. It

was rare that an IR crewman went off by himself whereas we worked
by ourselves a lot.

JN Had to know how to read a compass.

PD Yeah, right, and get your way out or in or wherever you had
to go. And what to do with your gear, you're responsible for
quite a bit of gear and that all had to come back out of the
woods. Gotten to someplace, a trail or a road or helispot,
something. So that was all, you know, as new men, 1 thought we
all did a pretty good job. I liked the smokejumpers, they were a
good bunch of guys and a lot of socializing.

JN What was some of their backgrounds, where'd they come from?

PD Oh, a 1ot of fellows I met were native Montanans. Guys from
Libby, Kalispell, Bitterroot and Missoula. I suppose, you know,
big chunk of them, third of them maybe were Montana fellows.

JN What did they do on the side?

PD A lot of them were students. In fact, after that first summer
of smoke jumping, I went to school in Missoula, that first, five
quarters. After that first summer I went three quarter and then
in '68 I smokejumped again and then I went two quarters and then
I didn't go to school anymore. So most of them were students.
That was one, that was one of the reasons 1 went to school,
everybody else was going. They were talking about school and I
thought, well that sounds like a nice thing to do.

JN Sort of fits in with the summer time schedule.

PD Yeah, it did fit in with a summer time schedule, I didn't
want to go work in the mines or something like that anymore. That
was plenty.

JN What was your, what did you take up in school?

PD Biology-

JN Biology.



PD Yeah, I started out in freshmen courses.

JN You think being in the woods, did that have anything to do
with it?

PD No, I just liked biology and I just thought school would, I
had vague ideas about what I wanted for my higher education and
one of them was to be a biologist of some sort. After five
quarters I realized I just didn't ever want to be it that bad. I
didn't know what I was going to do. I liked the education and I
valued, just for the sake of education. As far as going out and

getting a job inm it, I lost interest in that. I had other things
to do.

JN Do you notice any big changes in, like nine years is a

pretty long time. Did you see any changes in the organization of
the smokejumpers?

PD Yeah, yeah. It got more professional, the smokejumpers became
older and more confident, became better smokejumpers, got better
gear and better training and better techniques. We all got better
handling parachutes. We got better parachutes and we made a lot
more jumps, not many smokejumpers had over a hundred jumps before
that, whereas a lot of us had over 100 jumps by the time I quit.

JN You mean, even the old timers, there weren't many

PD Yeah, that was a lot of jumps. Some of the old, overhead
foremen and squad leaders would have that many. A lot of them
were training jumps. But I had a whole bunch of fire jumps, I had
100 fire jumps and 1 was supposedly, allegedly one of the first
smokejumpers to get 100 fire jumps and I didn't have very many
training jumps. Not a very high ratio of fire jumps to training
jumps. We got pretty good at it too. I never got hurt, and I
went to New Mexico for three years, no four, four summers in New
Mexico. And that's pretty rugged country to be jumping in, high
elevation and high temperatures and tough terrain, combination of

all three makes it trickier. There was a higher injury rate in
New Mexico.

JN What's that?

PD Injuries per jump. But over the years we got better. I think
the jumpers stuck around, the guys I trained with and a few years
after that. Boy, pretty soon, four or five years, six years
later, we were all still there. Doing a better job and proud of

the job. We wanted to do a good job of putting out fires and we
did.

JN Makes me curious now that there's a new policy about letting
burn fires, what's your feeling about that?

PD Well I think the smokejumpers could fit into that because

they do need, still need the expertise on what, how you let a
fire burn and where do you let it burn. I think, on the hundreds
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of fires we went on, we got a pretty good idea of what needed to
be done and what didn't need to be done. And there's places
around a fire that are going to burn really hot and maybe should
be stopped or places, other places aren't. And there was a lot of
fires we saw at the time where we'd land on a smoking juniper in
a pile of rocks, wonder why are we doing this, the fire is going
nowhere. Let it sit out here and smolder for a week, not going
anywhere. But we'd have to go in there and scratch around.

JN Be like a two man jump?

PD Yeah, and we'd spend a day scratching around with it and
trying to get it to quit smoking and leave. There was just kind
of the formality of letting it quit smoking. We didn't feel we
were really saving the woods. There was times, in certain
summers where boy, the fires really take off. Then there's a need
to have a professional fire fighting outfit for those hot
summers. There's other summers where a 1ot of fires we can let go
and even in a hot summer there's individual fires that can
probably be directed. But I still think the let burn policy is
going to depend on a professional fire fighting force to carry
out thatprogram. Because you have to have guys out there that
know what's going on and can look at a fire and see that they
could let it burn here and that won't go very far or up here
where it's not going to hurt anything, over here we better stop
it, let it go that way and up into a big drainage or over a
ridge, who knows what. So I don't think, and the smoke jumpers
are, that's their job to go into the wilderness and get in there
without a lot of effort. You don't have to walk in or build a
place for a helicopter to land or something. I think the let burn

policy would not hurt the smokejumpers as it was. Smoke jumpers
are changing though.

JN In what way?

PD Well, there's not as many, all this budget stuff. Then
they've got these little sub-bases out. Some people say it's not
becoming as attractive career wise. There's going to be a higher
turnover. I don't know how true that is cause I haven't been

around for nine years. That's what I hear from people that are
still active in smokejumping.

JN Did you get a lot of guys coming back from Nam?

PD Yeah, a lot of veterans we got in the early 70's, late 60's.

JN  You mentioned before, before I had the tape on, that there's
a lot, a lot of these guys had drinking problems. Was that
connected with the war?

PD I don't think that was. The folks I knew with drinking
problems didn't go to war. It just became part of the

environment, the social environment. You got home and drank beer,
the more, the better.
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JN Even when you were on base in Missoula?

PD Yeah, there was guys that would go into town and get drunk
every night, get home at, you know, late, and stagger around.
That was always a dilemma,what if you get drunk and then have to
go on a fire the next day? But guys would do it. I did it myself,
get home at 3:00 in the morning and then go out and dig line all
day. Tough, but when you're 24 you can do a lot of stuff.

JN Do you think that, that bashing was part of kids being that
age or was it the people drawn to the job?

PD Oh, I think it's a combination of both.I think just first
being in your early twenties, then having an exciting job in a,
with a crew, people with similar likes and dislikes. I think it's
just, you get a bunch of men that are in their early twenties
doing a job that has some hazards to it and so there's a spirit
between, amongst the men there. Like a military organization or
anything else like that. Just get drunk a lot, at least we did,
there's always guys that don't, put in the same situation. But it
was standard procedure, come off a fire and go to a bar. Just
happened or just crack a beer, wherever we happened to be. It
was definitely an acceptable thing to do.

JN What about your other social life when you weren't on fires?
What was that like, going out with women and stuff like that?

PD Yeah, we'd kick around Missoula and we'd usually meet some
girls here and there, one way or the other. Through some friends
or in the bars or just out and around. So it was fun, it was
nice. It was kind of shakey social life in the summer because it
was hard to schedule things. And you learned not to. Schedule
going to a movie or doing something and boom, you'd be in Alaska
for the next few days, or Idaho. It's hard to do. So tended not
to and most summers were pretty busy that I was there. So we
just, I just didn't schedule things. I got things to be
spontaneous through the summer.

JN How'd you like it being that way?

PD It was fun, a little frustrating at times but part of the job
and I didn't question it.

JN Were there any guys that were either married or that had
steady relationships?

PD Yeah and that was a problem for them but that was part of the
job too. You either quit or did something else or just accepted
it. It was allegedly tough on marriages.

JN Was it?

PD Family 1life. But I don't know if the divorce rate among
smoke jumpers was any higher than anybody else. You know they got
their, you know, few hundred smokejumpers and you hear of some
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divorces. Well, you're going to hear of some divorces of any kind
of group that size. But that was fun. New Mexico was, we'd go
down to New Mexico, the four years I spent down there we'd go in
April. That was fun cause we were the new guys in town and we'd
be there for two or three months. You met a lot of folks down
there. But it was kind of a, you know, we were only there for a
short time then we'd leave. Nothing of real value, which is all
right, I wasn't looking for anything of value anyhow as far as
relationships. But it was tough on social 1life. Then the fall

after the fire season I'd usually either work for the Forest
Service out on other districts.

JN Fighting fires?

PD  No, just doing project work and stuff. I worked down at
Wisdom for three falls.

JN What kind of projects?

PD Oh, cutting trees or building roads or something, burning
brush, trail work. That was fun, I liked that.

JN Did the Forest Service pick up a lot of the jumpers?

PD Yeah, in those days they could. I don't know they do it
anymore, budgeting is tighter. But in those days I'd just make
some phone calls, usually I'd just call Wisdom and see if they
needed anybody. It was a good deal for them because they didn't
have to pay all my wages since the fire fighting fund paid a lot
of the wages, they had to pay my per diem and stuff. Then I got
to know some folks there, that was fun. Then for a number of
years I just, I used to, we used to get laid off about the middle
of September and I did a lot of backpacking for a few years in
the fall, September, October and November in Montana. Then drift

on down and end up in Arizona in November. Then I skiied for four
winters.

JN And a lot of jumpers, were there backpackers and skiiers?

PD A lot of skiiers, not so many backpackers. A lot of guys just
kicked around in the fall. Some guys just hung around Missoula
and got drunk all winter, watch football every Sunday, play a lot
of pool, some bridge, maybe play some racquetball or something.
That always seemed pretty dull, kicking around Missoula for a
winter. But if you don't have anything definite to do, was going
to the bars everynight and playing some racquetball and do a
little skiing. But I, just four winters in a row there, T bought
a season pass. Two, three winters at Whitefish and one at Sun
Valley and the smokejumping financed all that. But all those,
those nine years of smokejumping, T think I only had 45 months
in, something 1ike that, came out to five months a summer, five
months a year of work.

JN Were there many Indian jumpers?
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PD Well there was a few guys from up here, Clairemont and
Corvalle and a couple Cheyenne fellows and then a couple fellows
from New Mexico, Navajo boys. A lot of fellows from the Flathead
reservation, not a big percentage of them though, just local boys
mostly. They just happened to be, you know, western Montana
fellows and that's probably the biggest percentage of one group
represented in the smokejumpers would be western Montana fellows

and Indians are a big chunk of the population in Montana. I think
they were fairly represented.

JN What'd you think of about how they jumped, are they, you
notice anything different about their attitudes or anything?

PD No, they're just blonde-haired, blue-eyed Indians, that just
happened to be on the tribal roll. No there wasn't any
difference, you wouldn't know they were Indian.

JN Were you in when they started hiring, just started hiring
some women?

PD No, uh uh, that was after my time. That's a strange deal, it
had to be done, I just wish they wouldn't give them any special
breaks. They should have to do everything the men do, you know,
if that's carrying a hundred pound pack, they got to carry a
hundred pound pack. That's the way it goes, that's life in the
woods. When you're out there, what's the other guy going to do,
is going to pick up the slack for the lady, that's not fair. I
don't know, noone ever took up my slack. And I was out there with
some 200 pounders too, but I made sure no one ever carried any
more than I did, cause you know, I was smaller than a lot of the
guys. That didn't mean that I carried a smaller weight. I just
made sure I carried my weight.

JN Is that the hardest part of the job?

PD Yeah, that's the hardest part of the job, is the pack-out.
That takes all the glory out of it. I think that burns a lot of
guys out, there was a lot of guys that really complained about
pack-out and that's just part of the job. You just load up your
110 pound bundle and stagger along, a mile an hour at the most is
all you're going to make. But you keep it up for eight hours and
you get out to where you're supposed to be. Not much fun but no
sense complaining about it, it's got to be done. And I've been
with guys that really whined, they'd whine all day about that
pack-out, kind of dirritating. But I carried my own weight out of
the woods one time in New Mexico. I weighed about 146 pounds in
those days and 1 carried out 146.

“JN  What made up the extra weight?

PD Oh, we just, it was on a fire, four man fire with three other
big guys, [John] Harper was there and John Fields and Jim
Lindeville and they're big guys. We just, we had a chain saw and
some other stuff and we were there for a few days. They had a big
bundle of garbage and I just gathered up that big thing of cans
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and trash and stuff and waded it all up, come out and weighed a
whole bunch, more than we thought.

JN Did you always pack your garbage out?

PD Yeah, when I first started smokejumping, it was a good thing
to do to burn your cans and bury them. That was, and then after
that it was... bring them out, pack everything out. But before
that you know, before you were being good if you buried them.
Then they decided you better burn them and bury them or the bears
will dig them up and then just pact them out. So we brought
everything out, most guys were pretty conscientious about that.

JN Speaking of which, did you ever run into, have and run-ins
with any bears?

PD No, uh uh, oh we did one time, a fire, John Rohrbach and 1 up
on Fish Creek, above Alberton, or not, between Alberton and
Superior. We jumped a little fire up on the Siamese Lakes up on
the Idaho/Montana border, coming out and a bear was on the trail.
He just, he didn't see us, he was sitting on the trail, facing
down the trail. So we stopped and hollered at him and he got
scared and ran back up the trail towards us looking back down the
trail. So we split up the, up the, climbed up the hill above the
bank, above the trail and all that scammering around, he saw us

and went off the other way. That was my only bear incident as a
smoke jumper.

JN So that wasn't one of you bigger worries as a smokejumper
then, bears?

PD I didn't think about it much, that was the only one I ever
saw and I've been out in the woods a lot on my own, backpacking
and stuff, ran into more bears than in smokejumping. I never,
they weren't a factor in what I worried about in the woods.

JN What did you worry about most as far as the job?

PD Oh, the parachuting was a, a concern. Guys could get hurt
parachuting, you know, break a leg or something, crash into a
tree, fall out of a tree. Then the fire fighting, that was
hazardous, trees could fall, especially at night. There were
hazards to observe, to watch for, falling tree and limbs and tops
and rolling rocks and steep slopes. That was, you know, I, scarey
instances, rocks come crashing down a hill.

JN  Just while you were sleeping there?

PD No while you're working, working a steep slope, you know, big
rocks would

JN Did a fire make

PD I suppose a fire would loosen them, maybe burn a root out of
a tree or something. So those were the things I worried about,
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things falling, either me or tree, rocks, [laughs]. The jump was
an added anxiety, especially in a wind where you had a little
spot to get into and steep slopes and hot, big timber. A guy
would want to pay attention to what was going on, not make any
gross errors which everybody makes.

JN Did you switch off as spotters for each other?

PD T did, I was just a spotter on my last summer there, my last
summer I was a squad leader, 1975, So I spotted a few
smokejumpers, I never did it before that. But T caught on to it

fairly fast cause I done so much, jumped so much, I taught myself
a lot.

JN How did you come about being a spotter, 1like did you have to
be there that many years, eight years?

PD Well, you just, squad leaders for the spotters and some
squad, some people would were squad leaders after three years and
I just, I didn't want to be a squad leader. Just that last year I
wanted to be because 1 was getting, I was getting bored just
being a smokejumper. I wanted to do something else, so then the
squad leading, that was fun. I liked the spotting and decision
making. I was up for the task. T didn't feel like being a squad
leader before that and I1'd been around guys that had been squad
leaders after their third summer and I didn't think that they

were very good squad leaders. They just hadn't been around that
much.

JN Just hadn't had the experience it took.
PD Yeah, right, they were nice guys.

JN A fellow I talked to this morning, they would switch off
spotting for each other quite a bit in their early days.

PD Yeah, T bet they did and we could have done that. I felt
like if I had some training earlier T could have spotted myself a
number of times. The spotters, the older squad leaders are
really good spotters. They had a good feel for what was going on.

JN So you have respect for them pretty much in their judgement?
PD Yeah, yeah, a 1ot of respect. Some guys I watched, I looked
over their shoulders a lot. There were some older jumpers,
especially in New Mexico where the most important... the spotting
technique. Cause the jump was more hazardous, the steep slopes
and the high temperatures and high elevation made the jumping
hazardous and it was nice to have a confident spotter.

JN What would the high temperatures do?

PD Thins the air, measured against the altitude.

JN I see, that means you fall faster?
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PD Yeah right, high temperature, high elevation, thinner air,
high temperature, thinner air and in the rocky, steep ground, it
makes the landing harder. There was a couple times where 1
thought I'd hurt something, broke something or maybe injured
myself. End up with a black and blue mark on my thigh or
something. But the spotting wasn't for me cause it was important
to get into a nice place to land and the spotter can help you do
that. Otherwise, you know, cause there's ways of estimating how
far things are from up in the airplane. Timing is important and
how the wind drifts and measuring that, critical. A good spotter
can do that and knows, you know, what's going on, how far and how
fast things are moving. So it's good to have those well trained
spotters and most of the guys were good.

Cause when I started spotting, I just spotted practice
jumps, you know, quiet air in the morning, not much wind, had a
lot of time., We could make an extra circle if you wanted to.
Whereas, you know, in a real 1life situation, might be eight
smokejumpers in an airplane and you wanted, you have four fires
and you want to get them all manned in a few hours, you don't
want to spend a lot of time flying around. You want to get back
to base and pick up more jumpers or something. So it was good if
you could do it quickly and confidently, that helped. I don't
think I would have spotted myself in those conditions.

JN Just too much of a... ?

PD Yeah, just too many things to think about.
JN Responsibility or?

PD Yeah, right.

JN Did you have any COs at, during Vietnam when you were... ?

-

PD No, I was never in the military.

JN I mean as a smokejumper, any CO's working on the fire crews
then?

PD Oh, you means like commanding officers?
JN I mean conscientious objectors.

PD Oh, no. A few Mormon fellows and we did have one fellow, a
guy named Minnow Troyer in 1968 or '69, I don't remember when. He
was from Pennsylvania and he was a member of, I don't know if it
was Quaker or Amish or what. He was a smokejumper for awhile. I
don't think he was there as a alternative to military service. I
think he was just kind of kicking around out in the outside world
and had worked fighting forest fires somewhere and got on with
the smokejumpers for a few seasons. I don't think he had some
kind of status as far as the government went, not being drafted
because he was a smoke jumper. Probably during World War II you
see a lot more of that. That's the only fellow I know of that
would have possibly have been,
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