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Event Type: Engine Burnover/Apparatus Entrapment 

Date: June 23, 2026 

Location: Wagon Fire; Benton City, Benton County; 
Washington 

The Story and Lessons from this Engine Burnover Incident 
We Drive Fire Apparatus in Dynamic Fire Environments 

“Less than 30 seconds and 150 feet into this assignment, we determined that the conditions were not safe and 
turned to leave.” —Engine Operator 

“Once we entered the fence line, I thought, ‘Oh wow, that fire is moving fast.’” —Firefighter 

Background 
On June 23, 2026, Benton County Fire District #2 responded to a rapidly growing natural cover fire near Wagon 
Wheel Road and Whan Road in Benton County, Washington. 

Initial reports indicated a fast-moving grass fire approximately 100 feet from structures. Strong winds and Red Flag 
conditions caused rapid fire spread toward residences, prompting the early request for additional wildland strike 
teams, tenders, and overhead resources. Later, State Fire Services Mobilization was approved for this wildfire, 
authorizing the deployment of statewide firefighting resources and state funding to support suppression efforts 
after local resources were determined to be insufficient. 

After receiving a face-to-face briefing from Incident Command, Engine 1453 was assigned to operations on the fire’s 
south flank. 

Within minutes, the engine became entrapped after encountering hidden terrain hazards while attempting to 
withdraw from deteriorating fire conditions. 

Fortunately, both firefighters safely escaped the apparatus with only minor injuries. 

Command (green box): Approximate location where the face-to-face briefing took place. 
Fire (red arrow): Approximate location of the fire front after Engine 1453 entered the field. 

Route (blue line): Approximate location that the engine took when retreating. 
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Timeline 
June 23, 2026 

11:54—First Alarm Natural Cover Fire dispatched. 

12:03—First unit arrives and establishes Wagon Command. 

12:16—Additional Wildland Strike Teams, Tender Strike Team, and overhead requested. 

12:31—Engine 1453 arrives at Whan Road. 

12:36—Engine becomes immobilized while withdrawing from deteriorating fire conditions. Crew abandons 
apparatus and safely reaches Whan Road. 

13:04—Air resources arrive. 

15:00—State Mobilization approved. 

17:38—Forward spread of the fire stopped. 

The Story 
Engine 1453, occupied by the operator and passenger, met face-to-face with Incident Command after arriving on 
Whan Road. 

Command intended for the engine crew to establish a wet line along an existing two-track road and conduct a 
burnout operation to slow the advancing head of the fire. 

However, the engine crew understood their assignment differently. Their understanding was to protect structures 
threatened by the advancing fire while applying water and, if conditions allowed, consider a backburn operation. 

The engine entered the field through an opening in a fence and 
traveled less than 150 feet before the crew recognized several 
developing hazards: 

• Rapidly advancing wind-driven fire  

• No established anchor point  

• No readily available safety zone  

Identifying the increasing risk, the Engine Operator immediately 
attempted to exit using the same route in which they had entered. 

While retreating, visibility was reduced by moderate to heavy smoke. 
Tall grass and sagebrush concealed uneven ground and an abandoned 
irrigation canal weir that could not be seen from the engine’s cab. 

The engine dropped into the concealed weir and became 
immobilized. 

With fire continuing to advance, the crew immediately abandoned 
the apparatus and moved approximately 75 feet along a fence line to 
Whan Road, where they reestablished communications with Incident 
Command. 

The operator sustained minor burns to the ear and singed hair. The 
passenger was uninjured. Both declined medical treatment. 

The abandoned irrigation canal—that 
could not be seen from the engine’s cab—

that immobilized the engine.  
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A Leadership Perspective 
Shared Understanding Saves Time 
Standard Firefighting Order #8 reminds us: 

Give clear instructions and be sure they are understood. 

In this incident, both Command and the engine crew believed that they understood the assignment. 

However, each understood something different. 

A simple confirmation such as "Our assignment is . . ." followed by "Correct" may have identified the 
misunderstanding before the engine committed to the assignment. 

Continually Evaluate Risk 
After entering the field, the crew recognized several critical hazards: 

• No anchor point  
• No safety zone  
• Rapid fire spread  
• Limited visibility 

Rather than continue forward, they made the decision to disengage. 

Although the engine became stuck during their withdrawal, the decision to abandon the apparatus prioritized 
firefighter survival. 

Fire apparatus can be replaced. 

Firefighters cannot. 

Investigation Findings 
The investigation into this incident identified four primary operational factors: 

Fire Order #8— Give clear instructions and be sure they are understood. 

A difference existed between Command's intended assignment and the crew's understanding. 

Watch Out Situation #6—Instructions and assignments not clear. 

Watch Out Situation #10—Attempting frontal assault on fire. 

Watch Out Situation #11—Unburned fuel between you and the fire. 

Additional Findings 
Investigator also determined: 

• The engine’s front wheel hubs were manually locked.  
• The transfer case was not shifted into four-wheel drive.  
• The apparatus pump was not engaged before entering unimproved terrain.  

The investigator could not conclude that these factors would have changed the outcome. Even so, they represent 
important considerations during off-road operations. 
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Lessons 
Four Lessons Benton County Fire District #4 Would Like to Share 
1. Confirm the Assignment 

Never assume that both parties have the same understanding. 

Use “closed-loop” communications whenever assignments are complex or involve high-risk operations. (Closed-loop 
communication is a three-step technique used to ensure messages are received and understood exactly as intended. 
The sender initiates an instruction, the receiver repeats or paraphrases the message back, and the sender confirms 
the repetition is correct to "close the loop.") 

2. Terrain Can Be More Dangerous Than the Fire 

Smoke, vegetation, and unfamiliar ground can hide hazards capable of immobilizing apparatus in seconds. 

3. Configure the Apparatus Before Leaving the Road 

Before entering unimproved terrain, consider: 

• Appropriate four-wheel drive mode  
• Hub engagement (if applicable)  
• Pump engagement  
• Vehicle mobility  
• Escape route  

4. Survival Comes First 

When conditions become untenable, disengage. 

The crew recognized unacceptable risk, abandoned the apparatus, and survived. 

Conclusion 
This incident reinforces that rapidly changing fire conditions require continuous risk assessment, clear 
communication, and deliberate decision making. 

Strong winds, hidden terrain hazards, limited visibility, and differing understandings of tactical objectives all 
combined to create an environment in which a routine assignment quickly evolved into an apparatus entrapment. 

While the engine was lost to the fire, both firefighters survived because they recognized changing conditions and 
prioritized life over equipment. 

Incidents like this provide valuable learning opportunities for every firefighter operating in the wildland 
environment. 

Common Hazards 

• Wind-driven grass fires  
• Limited visibility from smoke  
• Hidden terrain hazards  
• Apparatus mobility limitations  
• Misunderstood tactical assignments  
• Unburned fuel between firefighters and the fire  
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Possible Mitigations 

• Confirm assignments through closed-loop communications.  
• Conduct an LCES assessment before committing apparatus.  
• Identify anchor points, escape routes, and safety zones.  
• Configure apparatus for off-road travel before leaving improved roads.  
• Slow down when visibility is limited.  
• Continuously reassess changing fire behavior and terrain.  
• Be willing to disengage when risks outweigh tactical gain.  

To understand why actions and decisions made sense at the time, we must evaluate the context in which they 
were made. We therefore need to make sense of this incident by examining the conditions, hazards, and 

operational factors that influenced the crew's decisions. 

 

This RLS was submitted by: 

Brenda Rogers, SOF3, ITC4 
Benton County Fire District #4 

Do you have a Rapid Lesson to share? 

(https://lessons.wildfire.gov/submit-a-lesson) 

Share Your 
Lessons 

 

 

https://lessons.wildfire.gov/submit-a-lesson
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