

















IMPROVISE Continued from page 1

prairie meets the eastern slopes of the Rocky
Mountains. Lewis and Clark paddled through
this area in July of 1805 and named it the
‘Gates of the Mountains.’

The fire was spotted the next morning on the
southern edge of Mann Gulch about a mile from
the river, and 15 smokejumpers—young men
between 17 and 33— parachuted to the head
of the gulch to put out the fire. They landed at
the head of the gulch about 24 hours after the
fire had started. Each man was carrying his food,
shelter, and fire-fighting equipment on his back
and carrying a heavy spade/shovel tool in one
hand—>55 pounds of additional weight.

Initially they hiked down the southern
edge of the gulch towards the fire which had
been sighted from the air directly below them,
with the river beyond the fire. Their leader, a
man by the name of Wag Dodge, became anx-
ious that the crew might get trapped on the
steep slopes by the fire as it climbed up the
gulch, and led the crew to cross over to the
north side of the gulch, hike around the fire,
and come in from a lower elevation to fight
the fire. In that way, they would have the river
behind them and, if the need arose, could
retreat to the river if the fire changed course.
Unknown to Wag Dodge or anyone else on
the crew, the fire jumped to the north side of
the gulch within a few minutes of the crew
doing the same. As they were hiking down the
north side of the gulch, the fire was moving
up the north side of the gulch.

The north side of Mann Gulch is grassland.
And fire can move a lot more quickly through
grassland then it can through forest—especially
when the afternoon breeze is kicking up from
the river towards the top of the gulch. The
other salient feature about the north side of
Mann Gulch is that it is incredibly steep—a 76
degree average slope. Of course as soon as they
realized their calamity, they reversed direction
and began climbing to get out of the gulch.
They ran as fast as they could.

Wag Dodge was the first to realize that
the fire was moving faster then his men could
climb, and that, without some entirely new
solution, they would not survive. He ordered
the men to drop their packs and shovels.
Amazingly, only about half of them did. After
an additional 45 seconds it was clear that
the basic dynamics of the situation had not

changed and that their fate was sealed.

Dynamic Duo puts the FUN in

Fundraising!

ou have heard of rolling up your sleeves

to help, but what about rolling up your
pant legs? This, along with cake walks, salsa
eat-offs and guessing identities of baby pictures
are just some of the lengths that Carolyn Joines,
Debra Workman and their Department of Family
Medicine team of volunteers have gone to.

Since 2001 Carolyn and Debra have

been co-captains for the Department of
Family Medicine’s State Employees Combined
(Campaign (SECC) team. They have organized
events ranging from a silent auction and jazz
concert featuring faculty member Dr. Cristy
Page to Elvis impersonations provided by Family
Medicine’s own Alfred Reid. Through their
efforts this duo has led their cohorts at Family
Medicine to exceed their $10,000 departmental
goal for five out of seven years.

It was at that point that Dodge did some-
thing totally unexpected—none of the men
had ever been trained to do this, and none of
the survivors had any idea why he did it. After
the fact, Dodge couldn’t fully explain where he
got the idea, or if he had ever heard of it before
this moment of desperate improvisation.

Wag Dodge stopped running up the hill.
He called to the rest of his crew to do the same,
lit a match and then began setting fire to the
grassland immediately at his feet. Of course,
this smaller fire took off as well, leaving behind
an area of smoldering ashes, bereft of fuel for
the approaching wildfire. Dodge called for his
men to join him in this area of burnt ground
and lay down with his face to the ground and
his hands covering the back of his head. The
rapidly approaching wildfire engulfed the endire
hillside, but when it reached the area already
burned by Dodge’s smaller fire, the flames
parted and left him relatively unscathed.

Twelve of the remaining 14 men died that
day on the north slope of Mann Gulch. Many
of them still had their packs on. Two men did
outrun the fire and made it to the other side
of the granite ridge that rings the gulch. One
of them was seriously burned and died later
from his injuries.

This has been a powerful story for me from
the time I first read Young Men and Fire. It

Carolyn Joines and Debra Workman

Since 1986 Carolyn has been in charge of
coordinating the schedules of the UNC medical
students who rotate through Family Medicine.
Debra has been in the Department since 1999
having worked in the pre-doctorate and Faculty
Development Fellowship sections prior to her
current position as residency coordinator.

Debra and Carolyn not only raise funds,
they raise the spirit and collegial mood of their
Family Medicine colleagues — and all for worth-
while causes for the communities of North
(arolina! m

raises so many questions:

1. How did Dodge come to this incredible
inspiration and improvisation of building an
escape fire?

2. Why did none of his crew join him in the
burnt patch of grassland left by the escape fire?

Five years after I read Young Men and
Fire, 1 went to the Institute for Healthcare
Improvements’ Annual Forum and heard
Don Berwick use this story to illustrate the
healthcare crisis in America.! There are many
important lessons from this tragic story to our
situation in healthcare today. Running faster is
certainly not going to solve our problems. We
are going to have to improvise to survive.

I leave you with two fundamental

challenges—

1. First, be on the lookout for escape fires.
Ways to survive the inferno. Look for them.
Try them. Iest them, learn from them.

2. 10 be a good leader, you must also follow.
Look also for the escape fires that your col-
leagues are building around you. And if you
see one, don’t question it for too long. If you
want to survive, you had better join them in
their escape fire. M

1 Berwick, Donald M, Escape Fire: Designs for the
Future of Healthcare. Jossey-Bass, 2003.
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30th Anniversary Celebration and Reunion
March 6th and 7th, 2009
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Upcoming Events

October 31*~November 5% 2008
AAMC - Association of
American Medical Colleges

(www.aamc.org)

November 15-19%, 2008
The 36" annual meeting of the
North American Primary Care
Research Group, held in Rio
Grande, Puerto Rico.

December 4-7%, 2008
The winter STFM meet-
ing, Conference on Practice
Improvement, will be held at the
Hyatt Regency Savannah Hotel,
Savannah, Georgia.

December 4-7%, 2008
NCAFP — NC Academy of
Family Physicians Winter
Meeting, held in Asheville, NC

January 22-25%, 2009
STEM Predoctoral Conference,
held in Savannah, Georgia.
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