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FFHS students tackle firefighting program
By Ken Kellar
Staff writer
kkellar@fortfrances.com

For the past few months, 
some students at Fort Frances 
High School have been taking 
part in a unique learning expe-
rience designed to give them 
valuable real world experience.

The school, in partnership 
with the Fort Frances Fire Man-
agement Headquarters (FMH) 
of the Ministry of Natural Re-
sources and Forestry (MNRF), 
has run a specialized version 
of the SP100 Forest Firefighter 
Training course.

Brandon Soyatt, a fire op-
erations technician with the 
MNRF, noted that the SP100 
covers a lot of ground.

“Through delivery and par-
ticipation of the SP100 entry-
level forest firefighter training 
program, students are going to 
learn about employment op-
portunities within the Ministry 
as well as the fundamentals of 
forest firefighting, which is a 
prerequisite for seasonal em-
ployment as a FireRanger,” Soy-
att said. 

The program being offered 
at the high school provides a 
benefit to both the students 
who are taking it as well as the 
ministry when it comes time to 
recruit more firefighters in the 
summer months.

“It came about because AF-
FES (Aviation, Forest Fire and 
Emergency Services) is looking 
at new ways to educate stu-
dents and generate interest in 
various employment opportuni-
ties that are available in fire,” 
Soyatt said. 

“So by targeting students lo-
cally, we hope to see an in-
crease in local applicants for 
positions at the FMH. 

“Through discussion with the 
high school admin, it was de-
termined that delivery of the 
SP100 would be an effective 
means for students to also ob-
tain an elective credit through 
course participation, as well as 
educate them on the opportuni-
ties and teach them the funda-
mentals of firefighting.”

Soyatt explained that local 
recruitment is important in the 
program, as the FMH hires 60 
personnel during the fire sea-
son, 40 of whom are Fire rang-
ers who can come from all over 
the province.

While the SP100 course be-
ing run at the high school will 
be officially recognized as a 
prerequisite for a job as a Fire 
Ranger with the ministry, the 
delivery has been adapted to fit 
the high school schedule.

“The SP100 course is nor-
mally a 40 hour course deliv-
ered over five consecutive days, 
so the schedule’s been adjusted 
to take place from September to 
November,” Soyatt said.

“The biggest challenge prob-
ably is that we didn’t target 
a specific class, so scheduling 

wasa bit of an issue, but with 
AFFES and the school both 
maintaining flexibility, we man-
aged to pull it off.”

Once the program was in full 
swing though, students learned 
a wide range of firefighting 
techniques and theory, in ad-
dition to getting some valuable 
hands-on experience.

“The course basically pri-
marily focuses on safety and 
will prepare the students for an 
entry level role as a firefighter,” 
Soyatt explained. 

“So they’re learning to main-
tain and operate firefighting 
equipment, communications 
equipment, orienteering, camp-
ing skills. All theoretical por-
tions are taught in the class-
room with presentations, how-
ever we’re also supplementing 
with fireline experiences that 
relate these lessons to real-life 
events.”

The field portions of the 
course, which Soyatt noted were 
most of the students’ favourite 
part of the program, were held 
at the Sportsman’s Club on Frog 
Creek Road earlier in the fall 

to avoid students being outside 
for long periods of time in the 
colder weather.

“Field sessions include vari-
ous pump set-ups, troubleshoot-
ing a power pump, strangling 
the fire hose—which is where 
you clamp the hose with a tool 
called stranglers, to add or re-
move a length—proper nozzle 
techniques and nozzle opera-
tions as well as aircraft opera-
tions,” Soyatt said.

The course also provided 
students with a demonstration 
of the Wildland Firefighter 
Exchange (WFX) Fitness test, 
which simulates many of the 
strenuous physical demands 
put on a FireRanger during 
the work season, from hauling 
heavy pumps and backpacks 
over rough terrain to dragging 
fully charged hoses through the 
brush. 

Successful completion of the 
WFX Fit test, the SP100 course 
and standard first aid are all 
required to be eligible for a job 
as a fire ranger.

As grueling as portions of the 
course may sound, Soyatt and 

FFHS teacher Tracy Rob both 
noted that it has generated a 
significant amount of interest 
among students at the school.

“This course delivery has 
generated a lot of positive inter-
est both at the FMH and at the 
High School,” Soyatt said. 

“We’ve had 20 participants 
enrol in the course this year, 
we’ve also had students ex-
pressing interest for next year 
and the following year, appar-
ently even younger students are 
saying, ‘How will I be able to do 
this in two, three years?”

“We were nervous we 
weren’t going to fill the course, 
and then ended up with kids 
looking for it,” Rob explained. 

“Now we have kids asking 
about it for three years down 
the road, so I think once we 
had it going and the students 
were experiencing it and talking 
about it with their peers it’s re-
ally become something popular 
that people are excited about.”

While an individual must 
be 18 years old to apply for a 
job as a fire ranger, the age of 
requirement to take the SP100 

program is 17, meaning stu-
dents can take the course and 
be that much more prepared to 
apply for a job once they’re old 
enough. 

It provides valuable hands-
on learning, something Rob 
said has been a push from the 
provincial government.

“There’s been a lot of push 
from the province to try and 
promote experiential learning, 
and really ensuring that all of 
our students are having oppor-
tunities to see how what theyre 
learning in school applies to the 
real working world,” Rob said.

“This was something that 
we saw as an opportunity to 
partner with the community . 
. . and we know that with our 
diversity in the building, some 
students would excel in this 
type of work, but may not know 
how to access it if they need to 
find the course on their own, 
so giving them the opportunity 
to get that credential now, and 
experience and see what work 
training looks like first-hand 
may set them on a better path 
and just kind of help them find 

their way once they’re out of 
our building.”

The integration of the SP100 
course into a high school cur-
riculum first happened in Red 
Lake, but Soyatt said more 
communities in the region are 
following suit. 

This is the first time Fort 
Frances High School has of-
fered the course, though the 
student interest generated so 
far suggests that there is an in-
terest in seeing it offered again 
in the future.

Soyatt noted that even 
though the course is tailored 
towards firefighting skills, there 
is still wider value in taking the 
SP100.

“The curriculum is specific to 
fire fighting intentionally, how-
ever a lot of the content is very 
transferrable,” he said. 

“There’s modules like camp 
set-up, compass and navigation, 
orienteering, health and safety, 
wellness, as well as teamwork 
and human factors in the work-
force, so there’s definitely a lot 
of transferrable skills that they 
can get from this.”

Ministry of Natural Resources and Forestry staff and students from Fort Frances High School posed together for a photo in front of one of the ministry’s 
helicopters as they participated in an outdoor field session for the SP100 course earlier this fall. The course is a prerequisite for a job as a FireRanger with 
the ministry, and a modified version of the course was offered to FFHS students to provide a different type of learning, as well as to potentially increase 
local interest in working with the MNRF.                                                                                                                                                –Submitted photo

Genealogy services offered at Fort Frances Public Library
By Sam Odrowski
Staff writer
sodrowski@fortfrances.com

Anyone who’s trying to learn 
more about their ancestors or 
map out a family tree is encour-
aged to utilize the Fort Frances 
Public Library and Technology’s 
Centre free genealogy services.

Two missionaries from the 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
Day Saints in Salt Lake City, 
Utah have provided genealogi-
cal research sessions through 
the library to interested individ-
uals since January of this year.

Jim Curtis and his wife, Erin, 
provide the service and said 
there’s been a great response 
from those who have booked 
an appointment.

“It’s probably one of the larg-
est hobbies in the world. Peo-
ple just love finding out where 
they’re from,” said Erin, who’s 
been researching genealogy for 
20 years.

“They’ll come in and say I 
spent all last week doing this,” 
she laughed. “That happens—
you get sucked in.”

Jim said most people who sit 
down for a session are shocked 
by what they find.

“I always check obituary re-
cords and things and we’re find-
ing things for people, like we’ve 
found relatives they didn’t know 
they had,” he explained.

“We really want to help peo-

ple relate to their family roots, 
what they do, where they came 
from,” Jim added.

The Church of Jesus Christ 
of Latter-Day Saints sponsors 
FamilySearch.com which is 
the largest genealogical web-
site in the world, and the pri-
mary website used during the 
library’s genealogical research 
sessions.

“I don’t know how many bil-
lion records they have but it’s a 
lot, it’s just a monster, and it’s 
larger than Ancestry.com but 
they partner with Ancestry.com 
and do a lot of things,” noted 
Jim. “They’re not competing 
organizations at all.”

Family Search has 1.21 bil-
lion searchable people and mil-
lions of users.

“Family Search is free and 
it’s open to anybody, they don’t 
have to be a member of our 
faith, anybody can do it,” Jim 
stressed.

He noted that Ancestry.com 
is great as a research tool but 
can cost as much as $300 a 
year for those looking to build 
a family tree on it, so Family 
Search is a better alternative.

“That’s why we try to get 
people on Family Search be-
cause . . . if you want to build a 
tree, it’s better to do it on a free 
place,” Jim said.

Erin said after hosting a ses-
sion or two, people learn how 
to use Family Search them-

selves and can add to their tree 
at home.

“Once you get back prob-
ably to great grandparents you 
usually link into other people’s 
work and it just explodes—it’s 
very fun,” she enthused.

“We had one lady recently 
that just burst into tears, she 
said ‘I have family!’ because it 
connected into a whole bunch 
of people.

“She didn’t have to know 
their names or who they were, 
she was just so touched, it was 
really sweet,” Erin added.

Jim said there’s a great deal 
of data uploaded to Family 
Search and everything’s linked 
together so it’s easier than ever 
before to find genealogical in-
formation

Obituaries, census records, 
death records, voting records, 
military registrations, and other 
family documents can be up-
loaded to the website to help 
source materials and eliminate 
the need to keep physical cop-
ies at home.

“The physical, paper versions 
could get lost/thrown away. 
This keeps it all safe, in one 
place, and at the same time 
helps people trace relatives,” 
Jim noted.

“Papers will mold, they get 
wet, there’s house fires . . . and 
your kids may not care about 
the family’s history but your 
nieces and nephews might,” 

Erin added.
There’s another website 

that’s similar to Ancestry.com 
called MyHeritage.com which 
has a lot of European records 
that sometimes can’t be ac-
cessed through Ancestry.com or 
Family Search, according to Jim.

“So when I’m researching 
somebody. I’ll use all three—I 
use Family Search, Ancestry, 
and My Heritage to help find 
people,” he explained.

Jim also uses other sources 
to find out information on de-
ceased relatives, such as Billion 
Graves or Find a Grave, and by 
Googling obituaries.

“You find a piece here, you 
find a piece here and then you 
put it all together,” he said.

Jim and Erin will continue 
to offer the genealogy services 
until May 1 of next year when 
they return to Utah and are 
hopeful the services will con-
tinue after they leave.

Anyone who wishes to access 
their services can call the Fort 
Frances Public Library Technol-
ogy Centre at 274-9879 and 
book an appointment.

The Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-Day Saints on 815 Keat-
ing Ave. here in Fort Frances 
also has a family history centre 
that’s open from 1-3 p.m. every 
Saturday for anyone interested 
in tracing their family’s roots.

Jim Curtis and his wife, Erin, have been offering gene-
alogy services at the Fort Frances Public Library for 
close to a year now. Anyone in the district can book a 
session with them for free to trace their family roots 
using online resources. Many who utilize the services 
are surprised at what they learn about their family tree.

–Sam Odrowski photo
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