
Incident Summary Page for the 100 Fires Project 

Incident Name: 

Rainbow Springs Fire 

Incident Date & Time: 

04/25/1984 @ 16:30 

Incident Location: 

Mena, Arkansas 
Incident Size: 

450 acres 

Types of resources involved: 

US Forest Service firefighters with heavy equipment 
# of Fatalities/injuries: 

2 fatalities 

Reason this fire was selected for the 100 Fires list: 

 Fire made a notable impact within the wildland fire service 

Conditions leading up to the event: 

April in Arkansas is nearing the end of their fire season.  The fire season as a whole leading up to the Rainbow Springs incident had 

been quite slow and uneventful.  With April being considered late season for this area - the operational tempo could be considered low.  

The area was showing signs of "green-up" possibly lending to the perception that fire season was coming to end for this region.  The 

weather conditions present on April 25 were not that of a low potential day and the conditions for extreme fire behavior were present.  

This information of the Fire Danger Rating being bumped up to Extreme was never relayed to the field going folks. 

 

The Rainbow Springs incident was first reported on April 25, 1984 at 13:55. Weather observations for the day were: 

Temperature - 82* 

Relative Humidity - 27% 

Winds - South to Southeast up to 30 mph 

Fire Danger Rating - Extreme. 

 

Brief description of the event: 

The Mena Dozer was dispatched to a new start called Rainbow Springs.  Upon arrival to the incident they were tasked with constructing 

indirect fireline on the south and west flanks.  The Mena dozer was described as inexperienced and the Rainbow Springs incident being 

the first fire assignment for the Mena Dozer Operator. 

 

The Poteau Dozer was the second dozer to arrive to the incident at 15:21.  They were instructed to tie in with the Mena Dozer as the 

east flank was deemed too steep and rough for a dozer to work.  Once they tied in with the Mena Dozer on top of the ridge - they were 

then directed to return back to the bottom of the fire and to start working the east flank as a line scout had determined they could 

actually work a dozer on the east flank.  Further direction was given to them to improve the line on the west flank as the inexperienced 

Mena Dozer Operator had poor placement of the line and many doglegs were present.  There was also a section of incomplete line. 

 

While the Poteau Dozer was cleaning up the west flank indirect line, a spot fire started directly below them in a chute which was at the 

base of the saddle where the Poteau Dozer was working.  A volunteer fire department engine was the only resource which could see this 

spot fire.  In 1984 they did not have common radio frequencies and information about this spot fire could not be passed on to the Poteau 

Dozer.  The operator, Thurman Paul Keener, and the swamper, James Frizzel, were found deceased, not having deployed their shelters. 

 

Fire behavior factors that were present during the event: 

Fire Danger Rating was Extreme with low Relative Humidity and high winds - all of these factors aligned with the topography and fuels 

for a rapid rate of spread to the northwest edge of the fire. 

 

Operational lessons available for learning from this incident: 

Mindsets: 

 Slow fire season with low resistance to suppression efforts. 

 Green-up under way in the fuels. 

 Extreme Fire Danger rating not communicated for the day. 

The three bullets above could all lead to the presence of complacency, or to think it’s just another routine day…not allowing us to be 

properly prepared and in the right head space for rapid fire development. 

 

Indirect Line Construction: 

 Having unburned fuel between you and the fire, no lookouts posted, and inexperienced personnel engaged without direct 

supervision that has experience could lead to poor line placement and poor line quality. 

 

Communications: 

 The spot fire below the Poteau Dozer was identified by a volunteer firefighter.  This firefighter did not have a radio and was 

unable to relay the information to anyone.  Radios were not as readily available as they are now. 
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James H. Frizzell and Thurman Paul Keener, Jr. 

Honored on the U.S. Fire Administration National Fallen Firefighters Memorial  

Emmitsburg, Maryland 

Notable impact or historical significance for the wildland fire service from this incident: 

The Rainbow Springs Fire was one of the incidents that became a catalyst for NWCG to adopt the Annual Refresher Training 

requirement. 

 

Links to more information on this incident: 

https://wlfalwaysremember.net/1984/04/25/paul-keener-james-frizzell-rainbow-springs/ 

https://www.coloradofirecamp.com/swiss-cheese/rainbow-springs-introduction.htm 

https://lessons.wildfire.gov/incident/rainbow-springs-1984 

 

Video: 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hKfP93l-gtg 

 

This summary page was proudly provided by: 

Diamond Mountain Interagency Hotshot Crew ~ Dan Dobyns September 2023 
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