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INTERVIEWEE: Oliver L. Williams
INTERVIEWER: Thomas G. Alexander
SUBJECT: Salmon National Forest

DATE: April 5, 1984

TA: Today is April 5, 1984. This is an interview with Oliver Williams at

his home in Salmon.

Mr. Williams, can you tell us to begin with how you became involved

in the Forest Service and then what you did while you were in the Service?

OW: It was the first job I ever had, it was in 1939. It was on the old Yellow
Jacket Ranger District and my job was a lookout on Duck Creek Point. That

was the first year. And then in 1940 I got a little longer appointment and
went over on tne other side of the Middle Fork on the Bear creek lookout.

That's the year they had the big Bear Creek fire right under the lookout.

At that time they had first, second, and third period lookouts. Bear Creek
was I believe tne first period as well as Short Creek. And when they got
into the second period they started doubling up on the first period lookouts.
Another smoke chaser and I had a smoke chaser was sne tup to be with me for

the rest of the fire season. The fire started along in the afternoon about
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6 p.m. Pete Stratton, the assistant fire dispatcher, was on duty at this

time and sent us to the fire. Fred Phillip was the fire dispatcher.

When we got down there the whole hiilside was a mass of flames. We had
one chance to stop tne fire in a little saddle as it fire was coming up this
ridge. There was a big fir tree that had fell over down below the saddle.
The needles were all dry on this tree. I told the smoke chaser to trench
around that tree and don't let the fire get into that tree or it would blow

up in good style.

So he went down and I went farther around the ridge and started trenching
around the skirts of the saddle when I heard it blow up. And it was some
time later that the fire went right out over the ridge and up on the mountain.
I went to look for the smoke chaser and couldn't find him. I found his fire
pack and it was partially burnt up. I had cautioned him about taking good
care of his water bag. We had the canvas water bags then. It was laying
on the sidehill and was fully inflated but the cork was burnt out and all

the water went. The bag was pumped up like it was full of water.

It was a long time before I could find the guy. He had barely made it
over the gidge_and jumped under some rocks. The fire went right over the
top of him. I figured he was a goner but he wasn't, I also figured that
the fire nad burned up the horses and everything but it burnt right around

the lookout and left a little green area around the spring. So everything

turned out alright.
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The next year I returned and went on Short Creek lookout which is also
on the other side of the Middle Fork. This was '41. I was there for the

summer and then along came the war and that ended the employment until after

the war.

TA: Did you go back to work for the Forest Service after the war?

OW: Yes, I got out of the Army in '45. It was in '47 I believe. At that
time they abondoned the Yellow Jacket ranger station and was in the process
of the consolidating the two--the Yellow Jacket and the Cobalt. At that time
the Cobalt was called the Copper Creek ranger station, Lester Gutzman was
the ranger on the Yellow Jacket and they gave him both districts., I stayed

right at Cobalt.

TA: What were you doing then at that time--what kind of work?

OW: A little of everything. Mainly in charge of the smoke chasers. We did
trail work, telephone maintenance and marked timber. There was three of us
there--the ranger, and I was the alternate ranger at that time, and one other
guy. We were the total combined. Jack McFrederick was transferred later

to Cobaltf?‘They put him finally in charge of the Yellow Jacket I don't remember

if he stayed over there or not. I think he did probably.

In fire season, there were smoke chasers, probably 4 or 5 of them and that

was our total crew at that time. The Calera Mines was working at this time.
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TA: So you'd work as a smoke chaser and then when they weren't fires you'd
work on trails or maintaining lines or timber marking or things of that sort?
OW: Right.

TA: How long did you continue that work?

OW: I left there in 1955, I came into the warehouse and worked for Clarence

Smith as tne assistant warehouseman.
TA: What sort of work did you do in the warehouse?

OW: At that time minor purchasing of course, mainly on fire is what I'm talking

about.
TA: So you'd buy supplies for fires?
OW: Fire supplies purchasing for the commisary and that type of thing.

TA: Was most of your purchasing out of Denver from GSA or did you purchase

locally?

OW: A big share of it was out of GSA. Local purchasing mainly was groceries,
commisary, and immediate purchases--like on a fire--when you didn't have time

to go through GSA on some of it. Our main supply was Auburn, Washington.
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TA: How was your relationship with GSA? Was it satisfactory to purchase

from them?

OW: It was real good I thought. I got to know by phone of course lots of

people and they were real cooperative in filling all orders.
TA: You didn't have any particular problems with them in dealing with them?
OW: Not that I can recall off hand, no.

TA: What years--you started there in '55. How long did you continue working

there in tne warehouse as assistant warehouseman.

OW: I'm not sure what year that Clarence Smith retired but I took over as

the warehouseman then. Probably around 1959 or 1960.

TA: So you were about 20 years in the warehouse here in Salmon, is that correct?

OW: It was roughly that I'd say. At the time I was with Smith we had no
purchasing other than local purchases. What I mean is when we wanted any
fire suppiies or other GSA itmes we wrote out our order and took it into the
Supervisors office and they did all the ordering in there. And then in later
years after Clarence retired they shifted all of the purchasing out to the

warehouse,

TA: So after that you put in the orders and got the stuff yourself?
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OW: Yes. Ordered for all of the districts. I guess now all of the districts

are doing a lot of ordering for themselves.
TA: But the districts then would tell you what they needed and then you'd--

OW: They'd send in a requisition and we'd have to buy it wherever it was

legal to buy from.

TA: And generally that meant GSA.

OW: GSA or buying from the handicapped or blind made products which was also
a mandatory souce of supply. Mainly GSA, of course we bought a lot from GSA

contracts and ordered directly from the contractors.

TA: Where they'd make a contract and then--they'd make a blanket contract

and then you'd be able to buy on that. What kind of things were under those

contracts?
OW: There was very little that wasn't under contract really.

TA: I mean under these blanket contracts where you bought them--or were most

of them that way?

OW: Yes, all of our fuels, deisel, gasoline, oil, steel culverts, everything.

There was a lot of them. We kept and maintained a GSA file on store stock
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items and then a file on all of the contractors that had blanket orders with

us.
TA: Did you fina that system satisfactory?

OW: Yes, it was real simple. In fact, it would have been simpler if they
had not been a single thing that wasn't under contract because if you didn't
go the right route on some things there was a lot of criticism--buying from
the wrong supplier. When they're on contract you know where you're going

to get them so you go right direct to the contractor, no problem at all,

TA: Did you feel generally that the prices that you were able to get when
you went through these GSA contracts were better than you would have been

able to negotiate yourself?

OW: Yes, I think so. Mainly on bigger items like steel culverts and that

type of tning. Some smaller local items could have been purchased just as
cheap through negotiation if it hadn't have been for the contract--but not

the big items.

TA: Can ygu think of any others things during your experience as assistant

warehouseman or warehouseman that seem important to you?

OW: In the later years my title was purchasing agent. I operated with a
impress cash fund I believe, I'm not real sure but I think $2,000 or something

like that in ready cash to buy on open market purchasing. I had charge of
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all of the fire cash, fire equipment, maintain the fire kitchens, and hired
the cooks. I uad to keep time for all of the fire help at the warehouse

including the cooks. During a fire most of the local purchasing was groceries,
TA: Because of the need for the emergency and that sort of thing?

OW: For the fire emergency, we had a fair stock of GSA canned supplies, tne
fire rations and fire tools, we had to maintain them and keep them sharp.
In later years a lot of the fire gear and fire purchasing and ordering at
least was through the ri.e dispatcher. Most of the fire supplies then came

from the Interagency Fire Center at Boise.
TA: One of the things I wondered about the fire gear. Did you notice in

your capacity as either assistant warehouseman and purchasing agent that the

type of fire gear changed over time particularly, tnat you'd order to send

out on fire.
OW: Fire gear--yes, somewhat but really not a lot.

TA: One thing I wonder was whether along toward the end of that time there

was a more of a tendency to use disposal gear.

OW: That's true, yes.

TA: I didn't want to try to lead you but--
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OW: They did have a lot of disposable gear.

TA: Were they introducing disposable sleeping bags and things Like that?

OW: Yes, they had the paper sleeping bags. They didn't go over too hot as
far as tue crews were concerned. Up until I left they were still using the
Kapoc sleepiﬁg bags. That was another job we had-=tearing them down every
year, air them out, send them to the cleaners and then reassemble them. We
had a bed rolling machine that was hand operated of course, but did a real

good job.

TA: Were there any other kind of disposal gear that was introduced besides

the sleeping bag that you can think of?

OW: The cook gear was all disposable.

TA: When did that start to be introduced--that disposable gear for cooking

rather than sending out tin plates and everything?

OW: I'm not sure of that. I think that was in there when I came into the

warehouse in '55.

TA: So there were already using disposable gear quite a bit before 1955 when

you came in?

OW: In cooking gear,
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TA: But not the sleeping bags.

OW: No.

TA: Did you notice any other changes in the kind of things you were purchasing
there that seem significant to you? Not oniy for fire but any other supplies

that would change over time that seemed important.

OW: The o0il contracts changed quite a bit. We used to have to have
to buy ail of our oils from a contractor but I believe he was limited to 55
gallon drums but some of the gear lube was in 5 gallon containers. But in
later years they did away with all of that--all the oil. They made it an
open market purchase. The deisel, gas, cylinder oil, and the gear lube and

that type of thing.

TA: And you just purchase it from local distributors.

OW: Using a credit card, right. They even shut down our oil house, disbanded
the whole tning, even the gas pumps, the deisel pumps. The districts were

still unde? contract, but all the main office, and the staff and whatnot,

all was done on credit card purchasing for gas and oil and everything.

TA: Did they have their servicing done on credit cards with local places?

OW: Yes,
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TA: That eliminated that responsibility.

OW: Yes.

TA: Any other changes that you can think of that were significant?

OW: Not right off hand but there probably is, I just don't recall. We used
to air drop on established camps, I guess they still do to a certain extent.
I know they do. But they would--like the Bear Creek fire, put in camps and

supplied the camps with groceries, tools, and all that by pack string. And

very little of that goes on now. I think most all of it is air dropped and

I think a share of that is by copter. The supplies and meals are prepared

in time and flown out or loaded by car out to the camp.

TA: And then dropped off of there some way either by air or by motor.

OW: Yes.

TA: And you would have been responsible then of course for purchasing and

seeing that those things were cooked, or what?

OW: Yes, we maintain two shifts in the fire kitchen. A day shift and a night
shift. We would get our orders from the fire dispatcher, who got them direct
from the fire camp on how many individual meals to prepare for, We would

order our groceries according to how many men we had to cook for and they
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would establish the time of departure for our meals. The meals were prepared
and departed at the time they specified.

TA: So they'd get out there.

OW: So they'd get out in time. The meals had to arrive early enough so that

everybody was done eating and on tne fire line by daylight.

TA: Does that mean then that they largely eliminated the camp kitchens out

on tne fires then by that time?

OW: For the fire camp we still maintained fire kitchen equipment in case

it was needed. But the meals were pretty near always prepared in the Salmon

Fire Kitchen.

TA: So it wasn't used to much then?

OW: No.

TA: About when did that change begin to take place and become significant

so that yoﬁr preparing those and taking them out or air dropping them?
OW: Well, tnhe Corn Creek fire probably.

TA: in.'61,
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OW: They had a lot of camps on that fire and we purchased the groceries and
they were taken out to the various camps. So it was after that.

TA: Maybe the late '60s?

Ow: Yes, I suppose something like that. I'm not exact on that.

TA: But it would be some time after that.

OW: After the Corn Creek fire, yes. They'd have camps, they may have camps
right on the Salmon River and the fire fighters would come off the fire to

eat and then return. But they've still got groceries out of the fire kitchen.

TA: Instead of preparing them there on the river. Any other things that

you can think of that seem significant to you.

OW: There was quite a change over in radio communications. One of the old
standbys in years back was the SPF sets which I don't think they have any
of them now. That was a real good set.

TA: Those were Motorola outfits weren't they?

OW: I'm not sure of the make, they were big, pretty bulky.

TA: Ford told me they got them from Motorola, but go ahead. What

did they change to then?
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OW: I don't know what you call it. They set up the fire dispatchers with
the type they've got now and the field men used what they called the
walkie-talkie.

: They went to VHF and I don't know what they call the system now.
OW: I don't either.

: Different people get the contracts, Motorola has some of them now.

OW: I know 0'dell Reams installed them big antenas when they first started

doing away with the SPF sets.
TA: I assume that they had introduced computers into your recprds keeping,

ordering system, by the time you left in '75. They hadn't. You're still

keeping your records and ordering and so forth by hand.

OW: Yes.

We st&ll are.

TA: Are you. In the S.0.7?

¢ Yes, they are just now getting a computer, they won't have flips yet.
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TA: That flip system is just being installed in the various supervisors offices.

The computer in purchasing doesn't do much at all.

TA: Anything else that you can think of that I ought to know about?

OW: Well, I don't know.

TA: Maybe Ken has some questions that he might like to ask you.

KT: When did we start catering fires, did you cater any fires when you were

in purchasing?

OW: I believe there was one or two rires that there was a catering service
out of Boise but it didn't go through us at all. Apparently maybe it is one
of these cooperative deals that you've got a fire on maybe two forests or

something like that.

TA: Big project fire or something like that?

KR: So uﬁ“through 175 all of the big fires had food put out through our kitchen

then?

OW: Yes, our crew could handle nicely about 500 men., We've had more than
that but it is quite a burden because you have to nave too many cooks and

not enough room., We didn't have enough ranges and ovens, But we have on
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a sudden burst exceeded 500. A lot of times we had 500 and that's quite a

lut for that small a kitchen.

If we need a resupply of fire tools we go to Boise Interagency Fire Center

in Boise. Before we nad that if you needed more tools had did you get those?

OW: We went to neighboring forest is one way, on just a borrow deal. On

the Corn Creek rire we went to GSA and practically exhausted almost everything
GSA had at that time. It was a bad year. For instance, on your insulated

food containers they didn't have them assembled to where they could ship them

in a hurry. So we got the broken down boxes and we got rolls of insulation,

we had to cut our own insulation and tape the boxes. The lunch sacks were

the big item. All of the GSA depot was exhausted of all fire gear. For lunch
sacks they put men on the street in San Fransisco, Denver wherever these agencies

operated and they picked up flour sacks, sugar sacks and anything they could

find.

TA: To use for lunch sacks? And what about other kinds of equipment, shovels,

polaskies and those kind of things--did you run out of those things.

OW: We go@:gobba of them from GSA and it was--I'm not sure if that supply
was exhausted or not but pretty near ail fire gear was on the critical list.
We got a lot of stuff from Redding, California. We got most of our big kitchen

equipment from them on that Corn Creek fire--ranges, ovens, etc.

TA: But that fire just about exceeded your capacity to handle, is that?
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OW: Onh, yes. We had our kitchen going, wWe had the school house kitchen going,
part of the lunches were made up in the supervisors garage, and some in the

school house.

TA: The gymnasium or something?

OW: No it wasn't the gym, it was kind of a conference room I guess. We had

a lunch crew going over there. We had tne bakery ovens doing a lot of roasting
on our meats and that type of thing in the bakeries, The bakeries were making
a lot of our bread, we had the bread sent in as well as local from Pocatello
and Idaho Falls—-wherever we could. Yes, I would say that it exceeded

(laughter).

TA: Yes, I gather from what you've told me that your biggest problem was

really getting food supplies.

OW: Yes, it was a big problem. It was a demanding problem that seemed to
accelerate a little every day. Luckily the one break we did have, we nad

what they called a city pack which did a lot of slaughtering. I don't know,
they went %hrough several hundred head of beef a day. But we got a real source

of meat there. Had it not been for that we would have had a meat problem.

TA: What I meant essentially was in comparison with otner kinds of supplies
you might have nad .o get, your biggest problem was really handling the volume

of food supplies that you needed. Is that accurate or was it everything?
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OW: Food related equipment, like I was saying insulated containers, food
cans, and lunch sacks and that was the big problem. We stayed on top but

barely.

TA: And that's what I meant essentially, those things are related to logistics
of getting the food out and cooking and aitl that kind of stuff and that's
really where you had your most difficulty. That is, you had more problem
with that than you would getting shovels, axes, and polaskies, and things

of that nature.

OW: Yes. On a normal fire we supplied fire tools to the camps and a lot

of times they would send them back in to get them sharpened and we'd just
circulate these tools, On that fire we had lots of big tool sharpening kits,
gasoline and electric both. And they had crews sharpening tools right out
on the fire line. So once you establish your regquirements of tools it was

a matter of just keeping them sharp. A lot of them burnt up, some handles
broken, every once in a while you'd have to suppliment some of your tools

with an order. So there was, I think as far as I'm concerned I think my biggest

headache was the meals and related items to the meals.

TA: Did you have any other questions?

KR: I guess just one more. Didn't Lester Gutzman lose his horse on the Bear

Creek fire?
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OW: Yes.

KR: Why don't you tell us how that happened.

OW: Like I said before that fire started about 6 in the evening. There was

a briage crew working putting in a new bridge over Camas Creek. And I think
about 14 men as I recall. So the two of us from the lookout were on the fire
and some time about midnight the bridge crew got on the fire. The next morning
they started pouring CCCs in, they come out of McDonald Flat Camp and I suppose
the lower camps too. Them boys put in a days shift--a normal shift--called

on the fire that evening and then walked all night and then hit the fire at

daylight and worked them all day. There was a lot of griping, a lot of tired

guys.

Anyway, that next morning I was circling the fire to see how big it was
and just what the situation was and came upon these CCC boys up on the slope
of the main Bear Creek, it was out on the big grassy sagebrush ridge, at the
top of it. A heavy strip of timber, lodge pole timber, come up through the
creek bottom to the top of the ridge. There was this spring near the top

in this timber.

We established this camp next to the spring. They'd dug about a 10 foot
wide fire trench around through the sagebrush so we couldn't get burned out.
Well, the wind changed and it looked just like a big cyclon down there and

the flames were going our way. It was dropping spot fires all around us.
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So Les says we better get out of here. So we went straight off of the mountain

and down into Bear Creek way down low.

About this time mules and packs came up the Creek and we intercepted them
and turned them around and went down the creek and we were way below the fire.
Les says "This is a pretty good spot, we'll make our camp here." They started
to unpack the mules and he unsaddles nis horse and I think they only had a
mule or two unloaded wnen Les said, "You better hold up on this because it
doesn't sound right to me." He says, "Don't unpack any more mules and I'll
be back shortly."™ And he high tailed up the creek and when he come back he

says, "Move out everything, go all the way to the river."

We repacked the mules and threw his saddle on one and figured his horse
would follow the mules. His horse stayed right there. We went to the river.
The next morning the fire was burning right along side of our sleeping bags
right by the edge of the river, We were out of the timbers in sagebrush and
grass. But it burned. And it spotted across on the other side, plum across

the middle fork and burned about 50 acres over there before they got that

out,

He wentaback up the creek the next morning and his horse layed right where
he'd unsaddled him--burned to a crisp. His flesh popped open all along his
mane. He wouldn't leave where he was unsaddled for some reason, I thought
he'd follow the mules, I never even gave it a second thought about him not
following. Up where the CCC was by the spring, they had built a fire line

at the edge of the timber, the:re was a snow shoe rabbit come out of the fire
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line and he was singed pretty good, he didn't have any hair on him. He sat
out there and looked around and went rignt back in the fire, he turned around
and run right back into the fire. It must be real confusing to an animal,

something like that.

TA: Well, thank you very much. I appreciate the time that you've been willing

to take with us and the information that we've gotten.

OW: You're sure welcome,



