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THE BUGLE'S ECHO

This issue is dedicated in memory of three Keokuk, lowa firefighters
and three children who were tragically lost. On December 22, 1999,
Keokuk, lowa lost three courageous firefighters: Assistant Chief Dave
McNally (48), Firefighter Jason Bitting (29), and Firefighter Nate Tuck
(39). They died in a flashover while searching for three children
trapped in a duplex fire. A mother's frantic warning spurred their
immediate rescue attempt. Tragically, the children (two one-year-old
twins and a seven-year-old) also perished, and the three firefighters left
behind a total of eight children.

The fire started in the kitchen of an old wooden duplex that had been
converted into apartments. Keokuk's firefighters arrived quickly,
responding to a mother’s cries that her children were trapped inside.

That morning, staffing was limited, with only a few firefighters on duty.
The fire escalated rapidly while two firefighters and the assistant chief
searched. A simulation by the National Institute of Standards and
Technology (NIST) later showed that a flashover occurred in the
kitchen, quickly spreading flames through several rooms and up the
stairs.

In a difficult decision, Chief Mark Wessell left to transport a non-
breathing child to the hospital himself, as it was the only option. Upon
return, he found only two crew members outside, while the flashover
had trapped the three firefighters inside.

All three firefighters wore SCBA gear and PASS devices, but the
PASS alarms did not activate when they became incapacitated.
Autopsies confirmed their deaths were due to extreme heat and
smoke inhalation.

This issue combines elements presented to

MFSI's Advisory Committee during it's bi-annual
meeting on December 5, 2025.

Lessons & Legacy

Bravery & Selflessness: These men went in because
there were children inside. That instinct to protect, even
at the highest risk, is at the core of who we are as
firefighters.

Staffing & Resources: The tragedy underscores how
resource limitations are dangerous. With so few
personnel on scene, covering all necessary tasks (search,
suppression, backup) becomes nearly impossible in a
rapidly changing situation.

Fire Behavior Awareness: The NIST simulation gives us
invaluable insight. The fire flashed over quickly, filling the
stairwell and upper floors with lethal heat and gases in a
matter of seconds. This highlights the importance of
training on modern fire dynamics, understanding how
fast conditions can deteriorate and how heat, flow path,
and ventilation all play a role.

Equipment Reliability: The failure of the PASS devices to
alarm is a stark reminder that even our lifesaving tools
can fail. It reinforces that we must constantly test,
maintain, and critically evaluate our gear.

Leadership Under Pressure: Chief Wessell's decision to
leave to transport a rescued child was gut-wrenching, but
made in desperation. Other resources were available. This
situation shows how quickly command decisions can
shift from strategy to life-saving triage and why we need
contingency plans and mutual aid.

Honor Through Learning: These losses were not in vain.
The NIOSH investigation and NIST simulations that
followed have contributed to fire service-wide lessons
about fire behavior, building construction, staffing, and
equipment.

By remembering firefighters that we have lost and
the lessons learned, we continued to commit
ourselves to learning and to training, as if our

fellow firefighters lives depended on it,
because, in a real fire, they do.
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