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By George B. Harpole 
 
I visited the USDA Forest Service’s Forest Products Laboratory (FPL) in Madison, Wisconsin 
November 25th, 2009 - the day before Thanksgiving.  I left the FPL almost 20 years ago to retire in 
Colorado. The surroundings of the Forest Products FPL had changed. The garden areas in front of 
the FPL were gone and there were new buildings everywhere. Only the front of the Forest Products 
Laboratory looked the same. 
 

 
Figure 1. - USDA, Forest Service's Forest Products 

       Laboratory, Madison, Wisconsin 
 

In July of 1974 I transferred to the FPL from the Forest Service’s Pacific Southwest Forest and 
Range Experiment Station in Berkeley, California. As a Forest Products Utilization Economist my 
job was to assess the accomplishments and commercial potentials for products and processing 
concepts being developed at the Forest Products Laboratory. The assignment was much like the 
Marketing and New Business assignments I had when formerly working for Potlatch Forest (1959-
67). To my delight, I found some big winners in the research programs at the FPL, e.g. veneer-
laminated beams and lumber, best-opening-face sawing (computerized sawing techniques), and 
flakeboard sheathing (better known today as OSB sheathing).  
 
Now, upon entering the FPL. I met Sandy Morgan at the receptionist desk. She recognized my 
name!  I was flattered because somebody I hadn’t met before recognized me by name. She said she 
spent several years in the information services at the FPL  and had seen my name there.  Suddenly,  
my long ago friend Bill Ireland seemed to come out of nowhere.  We had to catch up on where I’ve 
been and why I was there, etc.  In our conversation Bill mentioned the news that Earl Cooley, 
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Smokejumping pioneer and long time Smokejumper Base Superintendent at Missoula, Montana, 
had passed away on November 9th - at the age of 98.  Earl’s passing was posted in every major 
newspaper in the U.S., as well as many foreign newspapers. He and Rufus Robinson were the first 
two Forest Service Smokejumpers to be dispatched by parachute into a forested area to put a fire out 
– back in 1940.  They were on the fire they were dispatched to within the hour, but had a 28-mile 
hike back to civilization. 
 
I knew Earl Cooley. I was one of his Smokejumpers during the fire seasons of 1949, 1950 and 1952. 
This was back in those days when being a Fireguard or Smokejumper was one of the stepping 
stones the Forest Service offered young people trying to scrape a few summer time dollars together 
to pursue college educations - to obtain degrees in forestry, journalism, economics, teaching and 
other professional pursuits. This was a time before student loans. For me, Smokejumping was a 
stepping-stone that eventually led to my employment at the U.S. Forest Service’s Forest Products 
Laboratory. 
 
 I’ve always had a high regard for Earl Cooley, who remembered many of us by our last names. Earl 
will be missed, but will be well remembered. His name is certain to be a historical marker for the 
Smokejumping culture – as a tribute to his character, courage and leadership in the face of doubters 
and nay-sayers, e.g. 

"I will remind you that you wrote some time ago about J.B. Bruce's scheme of 
dropping men from airplanes for firefighting. I am willing to take a chance on most 
any kind of a proposition that promises better action on fires, but I hesitate very much 
to go into the kind of thing that Bruce proposes. In the first place, the best 
information I can get from experienced fliers is that all parachute jumpers are more 
or less crazy - just a little bit unbalanced, otherwise they wouldn't be engaged in such 
a hazardous undertaking." 

                                                 By Regional Forester Evan Kelley,   July 1935 
 
Earl Cooley wrote an autobiography that is now a collector’s book, i.e. Trimotor and Trail , 204 
pp.  Hardbound signed copies of his book can be bought from the Forest Service Museum’s Gift 
Shop for $30, plus shipping: 

www.nmfs-history.net  
 
Earl’s book is also offered from other sources via the internet for as much as $500 per copy. The FS 
Museum offers Earl’s book at a bargain price with the proceeds helping to support the National Museum of 
Forest Service History in Missoula, Montana. 
 
Bill Ireland was aware I had been a Smokejumper and suggested I write a blog for Chips regarding 
this part of my Forest Service career.  I agreed I would try to put something together and send it to 
him. 
 
After talking to Bill I was able to join a staff meeting being held by long ago friend and RWU-4851 
Project Leader Ken Skog, that included FPL old-timers  Cherl Hatfield, Peter Ince, Jim Howard, 
Ted Bilek, and Henry Spelter.  Dave McKeever started his Thanksgiving a day early, so wasn’t 
there, and Cherl told me I missed crossing paths with Bob Stone (former project leader) by only a 
few days. I was sorry to have missed these guys. 
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The staff meeting revealed how much the FPL had changed, especially with respect to reductions in 
research programs related to solid wood products, but with new research programs moving into 
areas of engineered structures, composite type products, wood durability, wood protection research 
and remote sensing (Google Earth kind of resource watching).  In fact, the new 90,000 square foot 
structure being built in front of the FPL will be dedicated June 2010 as the FPL’s new  “Centennial 
Research Facility” where these newer research programs will operate. The “Centennial” name  
celebrates the 100th year of the Forest Service’s existence, and Gifford Pinchot’s declaration of the 
Forest Service’s commitment to conservation, e.g. “To manage our National Forest to create “ . . . 
the greatest good for the greatest number for the longest time.” 
 
After the staff meeting, Peter Ince escorted me to short visits with John Zerbe and Sue Austin. We 
looked for  Regis Miller but he was missing from his wood anatomy domain. Suddenly the dim 
light and smell of the FPL’s hallways brought back the ghosts of everyone I ever knew at the FPL – 
like they should be there, but just weren’t there now.  I thought I could hear Norma Jones calling 
out for George McSwain, and Jerry Lipski’s laughter coming from somewhere down on the second 
floor.   
 
On leaving the FPL I began thinking I must be slipping, but after all I’ll be 80-years old come 2010. 
Then, on the 1,200-mile drive back from Madison to Grand Junction, Colorado those ghosts from 
the FPL emerged from the fog along the roadway saying they wanted to know what I was going to 
say about being a Smokejumper.  Gradually those I came to know during my days as a 
Smokejumper replaced them.  The long drive created a hypnotic experience – generating a 
consortium of haunting memories coming back to tell me what I should write for Bill Ireland about 
being a Smokejumper.  What could I say?  What would my comrades of long ago want me to say?   
 
Actually, what I could say about being a Smokejumper during the 1949-52 fire seasons in Region 1 
is best described by my friend Starr Jenkins in a book he wrote, “Smokejumpers, ’49 – Brothers 
in the Sky.” You could say we were Earl Cooley’s boys. Copies of Starr’s book (220 pp plus a 
collection of professionally taken photos) are available on Amazon.com – at over $70 for collector 
grade copies, or new signatured copies from Starr Jenkins for $35 – USA postage included – while 
copies last. (Starr Jenkins, 285 Buena Vista Ave., San Luis Obispo, CA - 93405) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Figure 2. - Ford Trimotor, Smokejumper crew &  equipment - 1949 
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Rumbling west on I-80, and then on I-76 towards Denver, the voices from my ghostly companions 
came through increasingly clear. Yes, there was lots of fun and bravado being a Smokejumper.  
However, being on the early end of the learning curve for the Smokejumper organization, we were 
taught all the tricks and techniques about making parachute jumps into timber and high altitude 
pastures to quickly put small fires out.  But, we were not taught fire safety with respect to large 
fires, or for small fires that might explode into becoming large fires. During our last classroom 
session, while training at Camp Menard out side of Missoula, I asked our instructor two questions, 
i.e. “What about the use of backfires?” He replied, “We don’t use them. They’re just used on large 
fires.”  My second question was, “What can you do if you see you’re going to hit a snag when 
coming in for a landing?”  He smiled when he replied, “It’s gonna hurt.” 
 
I admit my second question might have sounded stupid, as well as a bit fearful; but, what if  Wag 
Dodge had been there to answer the first question. Wag Dodge used a backfire to save his life at 
Mann Gulch.  Could his response in the classroom have saved the lives of the 13 other firefighters 
who died at Mann Gulch?  
 

 
Figure 3. - Leonard Piper, a Mann Gulch victim. 

There were 12 Smokejumpers plus a Fireguard who walked to the fire (James Harrison, who was 
also a former 1947 Smokejumper).  Two of those Mann Gulch victims were my close friends – 
Leonard Piper and Bob Bennett –  who sat next to me when I asked the stupid (?) questions at our 
last classroom training session. Being rebuffed on the backfire issue, I discussed this with Leonard 
and Bob in an effort to vindicate myself after the session. Obviously, nothing I said prevailed, and 
might not have for me either if I had been there at Mann Gulch.  Hence, there are 12-crosses on the 
hillside of Mann Gulch, plus a Star of David for one of our Smokejumper brothers.  Starr Jenkins’ 
book describes the Mann Gulch tragedy in detail.  
 
Then there was the Yellowstone fire of 1988 (794,000 acres) – smaller than Region 1’s fire of 1910 
(3.2 million acres) – but with 9,000 firefighters and 4,000 U.S. military personnel without losing a 
single firefighter, although there were two related non-firefighter deaths.  Yes! We can thereby be 
proud that we know how to practice fire safety.  But the Yellowstone fire did contributed enormous 
volumes of greenhouse gasses to the atmosphere and surely affected subsequent weather patterns – 
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pointing to the environmental importance of the expedient suppression of small fires as is done by 
Smokejumpers. 
 
But, as if we needed another reminder, there were 14 more firefighters (10 men and 4 women 
firefighters) who lost their lives in Colorado’s Storm King fire on July 6, 1994 – another two man 
fire that exploded into becoming a large fire in the warm afternoon when the fire danger was at an 
upper limit - like the Mann Gulch fire of August 5, 1949.  Twenty-five other firefighters died in 
association with wildland fires during the year of 1994, although most were related to accidents and 
failures of firefighting vehicles, aircraft and firefighting equipment. 
 

 
So, the message – as told to me by my ghostly advisors – is to tell you that forest fires are deadly, 
and that the suppression of small fires is of paramount safety and environmental importance - as 
done by the Forest Service’s and Bureau of Land Management’s Smokejumper units.  They are 
telling me to tell you  to stay out of any forest that has a high level of fire danger, or to be sure you 
have a plan for your escape from a fiery death – like keeping close to a lake, river, bio-free area or 
have a surefire highway escape for you and your vehicle.  
 
My brother (Myron Harpole) was fighting a fire in Yellowstone in 1946 that overran him and his 
firefighting partner.  They survived by wading into the mucky waters of a small lake while a 
firestorm ran over them. They emerged with cinder burned shirts and skin. Since then, brother 
Myron served in the Korean War, has had a family and a successful professional career.  James 
Harrison who died at Mann Gulch was a friend of my brother’s. 
 
Thus, the voices of my Smokejumper comrades emphasized that I must 
Tell you, for safety’s sake: #1. Be informed, #2. Anticipate, and  
#3. Minimize your risk. These voices are saying this is what  
“Safety First” is all about - whether your in the forest as a 
Smokejumper or visitor, or you get carried away with skate  
Sailing on the Madison area lakes, riding motorcycles, sports 
parachuting, snorkeling coral reefs, rafting rapids on Colorado  
rivers, having a siege 
of road-rage or just 
having fun. 
 
I know one of those 
voices belongs to 
Earl Cooley. 
 
By George 
 
 


