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HERE COMES THE CAVALRY Dusty Crophopper is back in Disney’s Planes: Fire & Rescue, opening nationwide July 18.
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L
ast August, Dusty Crophopper sprayed his way onto the big screen and

flew into our hearts. Aviation enthusiasts, aerial applicators and families

watched as the crop duster-turned-racer successfully raced around the

world in Disney’s Planes. Shortly after the creative session for Planes got underway

in 2009, filmmakers began exploring other aviation arenas that would entertain

a new adventure for Dusty. Once again, the minds at Disney have created a film

that will expose a multitude of kids and adults to the spirit and skill of our aerial

application industry.

Planes: Fire & Rescue, which opens in theaters July 18, stars America’s favorite

ag plane once again and features a dynamic crew of elite firefighting aircraft

devoted to protecting historic Piston Peak National Park from raging wildfires.

Firefighting is a natural fit for an ag plane, Disney discovered. “Fighting fires is

in Dusty’s heritage,” Director Roberts “Bobs” Gannaway says. “When we learned

that historically the very first air attack teams [combatting fires] were crop dusters,

it was clear that the plane was telling us where the story was going.”

In Planes, Dusty achieved his dream of becoming a racer so they started asking

questions like, “what if that dream got taken away?” The research led filmmakers

to Dusty’s second-chance story. And since he’d be joining the ranks of aerial

firefighting, filmmakers set out to learn as much as possible about that world from

the people who live in it every day. “Gannaway and his team came back changed

by the people that they met,” Executive Producer John Lasseter says. “These

firefighters are true heroes.”

A behind-the-scenes look  
at the making of Disney’s  
Planes: Fire & Rescue
By Colleen Isaacson, Contributing Writer

Cabbie

The Smokejumpers

Ryker
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“We were just amazed by their 

devotion,” Gannaway says. “They are 

courageous, strong, affable people 

who fight fires every single day—

flying planes in almost-combat-like 

situations, or jumping from planes 

into tiny targets in the middle of the 

forest, surrounded by blazing fires. 

We want them to watch the movie 

and say, ‘Yeah, they got it right. 

That’s what it’s like.’ That’s why we 

ended up devoting the film to the 

firefighters, because we just fell in 

love with these guys.” 

Screenwriter Jeffrey Howard adds, 

“We wanted to pay tribute to the 

bravery of these people and the fact 

that they put their lives on the line 

for people they don’t even know.” 

That they did. Producers quickly 

realized the devotion, courage 

and selflessness of the people of 

our industry that is all too often 

overlooked. In early May, NAAA 

President Leif Isaacson and I had 

the opportunity to watch an early cut 

of the film at DisneyToon Studios 

in Glendale, Calif. It accurately 

represented both the technical aspects 

of aerial firefighting while capturing 

the humor and vigor of the profession. 

Our verdict: Two ailerons up. 

With Every End is a  
New Beginning
Planes: Fire & Rescue begins when 

Dusty returns to his hometown, 

Propwash Junction, after another 

victorious racing season. He revels in 

his new career success until a fateful 

training run. Dusty is forced to shift 

gears when he learns he may never 

race again.

“It’s a classic injured-athlete story,” 

said Producer Ferrell Barron. “I think 

we’ve all experienced some kind of loss 

at some point in our lives—an end of 

an era, a lost love, a failed career. We’ve 

all had to recalibrate. Dusty can’t go 

back to being a crop duster. … He has 

to move forward.”

Finding himself at a crossroads, Dusty 

sets off to tackle new challenges at 

Piston Peak Air Attack Base where 

he joins forces with veteran fire and 

rescue helicopter Blade Ranger and 

his courageous team, including the 

quirky air tanker Dipper, heavy lifting 

helicopter Windlifter, ex-military 

transport Cabbie and a lively bunch 

of brave all-terrain vehicles knows as 

Smokejumpers. Together the fearless 

team battles a massive wildfire, and 

Dusty learns what it takes to become a 

true hero. 

 “This time he’s looking out for his 

community,” says Dane Cook, who 

returns as the voice of Dusty. “It’s not 

just ‘What can I personally achieve?’ 

but ‘How can I give back?’ He finds 

humility. This isn’t about headlines or 

glory, it’s about exploring a whole new 

side of himself.”

Let the Research Be Your Guide
Bringing an animated script to life 

is no easy mission. It takes a lot of 

technical and artistic expertise to get 

it right. John Lasseter is a steadfast 

advocate of extensive research—not 

only to ensure authenticity to the story, 

but also to help drive it. 

In the initial stages of research, the 

creative team sought out dozens 

of firefighters, air attack pilots, 

commanders, ground crews and 

smokejumpers, and visited several 

air bases to gather information. 

They also toured numerous parks to 

get inspiration for their set, Piston 

Peak National Park. As a result they 

contrived an amalgamation of parks, 

largely reminiscent of Yosemite and 

Yellowstone National Parks. In fact, 

the Grand Fusel Lodge and Gasket 

Geyser are modeled after Yellowstone’s 

Old Faithful Inn and geyser.

The California Department of 

Forestry and Fire Protection, more 

commonly known as Cal Fire, was one 

of the filmmakers’ greatest resources. 

Several members of the production 

team spent time at the Hemet-Ryan 

Air Attack Base gathering background 

for the film’s setting, characters, 

dialogue and story. 

One thing the filmmakers noticed 

was how relaxed the firefighters were 

As part of their research into the world of wildfire suppression, Disney’s creative team shadowed Cal 
Fire’s pilots and ground-based firefighting personnel during a visit to Hemet-Ryan Air Attack Base.

14  National Agricultural Aviation Association | July/August 2014



when there wasn’t a fire to fight. “They 

hang back, play pranks on each other, 

have cookouts. They’re incredibly 

easygoing. But when the alarm goes 

off, they snap into action. They’re 

all business—professional, serious,” 

observes Howard. 

With Cal Fire battling more than 

5,600 fires per year, it’s no surprise that 

the day the creative team arrived the 

Klaxon alarm went off. As Cal Fire’s 

personnel dropped into their roles, the 

story artists sprang into action too and 

were able to start sketching the scene. 

The creative team also learned that the 

majority of aircraft were repurposed 

military or civilian aircraft and 

originally designed for something else. 

“All these things had a previous life 

and were refitted and now have this 

second career, so the theme of second 

chances started taking shape in our 

minds, just straight out of what the 

reality of these aircraft was,” says Paul 

Gerard, Planes’ director of creative 

development.

They also observed the innate 

resourcefulness that these people 

possessed for utilizing second-hand 

items to build what they needed. This 

gave rise to the catchphrase “better than 

new” you’ll hear throughout the film. 

Cal Fire gave them access to diagrams 

detailing how they identify the parts of 

the fire and how the aircraft maneuver 

in the crowded, smoke-filled airspace. 

When the screenings began, the team 

would bring back some of the Cal 

Fire squad to go over the technical 

language and industry slang. 

Filmmakers were also invited to 

Redding, Calif., to attend the U.S. 

Forest Service’s annual training 

exercises. “We got to see them gather 

their gear, get in uniform, strap on 

these enormous backpacks and board 

the aircraft—all in less than three 

minutes,” Barron says. They were 

also able to get footage from helmet 

cameras, observe the practice drops 

and listen to the communication and 

instructions happening between the 

crews on the ground and in the air.

Every time the filmmakers would 

go out to research, they’d come back 

and write more script, only to realize 

that they’d now need to explore 

supplementary ideas further. For 

example, during a tour of Yosemite 

they got to see a map of every 

lightning strike that hit the area. Four 

fires had been started by lightning 

the day they arrived. The filmmakers 

learned the fire management team has 

to decide whether to let those fires 

burn or put them out. What much 

After seeing his dreams of being a world-class air racer go up in smoke, Dusty decides to test his mettle as an aerial firefighter in Planes: Fire & Rescue.
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of the public doesn’t understand is 

that fire is a natural cycle in most 

ecosystems and has many benefits. 

It helps to reduce dead vegetation 

and stimulate new growth that will 

improve habitat for wildlife. Disney 

takes a moment in the film to 

appreciate this little known fact. 

This back and forth process between 

research and story development 

happened throughout the making 

of the film. “Animated films are 

extremely complex,” Gannaway says. 

“Nothing is by accident and every 

detail is gone over.” 

Ballet in the Sky
Disney, if anything, is a stickler for 

details. The air sequences in this film 

are extremely complex, so they enlisted 

the expertise of Jason McKinley, 

who previously worked on Disney’s 

Planes as the flight supervisor, for 

this adventure. “The flying on this 

film was a lot more difficult than the 

first Planes. The first Planes was a race 

around the world, but that was pretty 

much linear flight, going from left to 

right in a straight line. Most of the 

flying here, we decided, was more true 

to an aerial ballet because a lot of these 

firefighting sequences have multiple 

aircraft at multiple altitudes, going 

several different directions at once,” 

McKinley says. 

Two of the new characters in the 

film are helicopters, so filmmakers 

turned to aerobatic helicopter 

pilot Chuck Aaron to ensure they 

captured the helicopter maneuvers 

authentically. Aaron carries an 

impressive resume. He received the 

Art Scholl Showmanship Award in 

2009 for his air show performances, 

a first for a helicopter pilot, and 

was inducted into the Society of 

Experimental Test Pilots in 2011. 

In 2013, he was honored as a Living 

Legend of Aviation. With his heavily 

modified aerobatic helicopter that 

he flies for Red Bull, he can loop 

and perform rolls, making him a 

perfect fit for creating Blade Ranger’s 

tricky maneuvers. 

Using the diagram Cal Fire provided, 

they were able to set up the same 

flight pattern in their digital set. 

McKinley, who lives by the motto of 

OH, DEER In addition to Dusty and his firefighting cohorts, Planes: Fire & Rescue is bolstered by thousands of “extras,” including approximately 1,400 
indigenous “John Deere” that inhabit Piston Peak National Park. 

“This was by far the most challenging, the most complex, 
most difficult movie to produce I’ve ever done. Over half of the 
shots in this movie required special effects.” 

—Doug Little, CG supervisor for Planes: Fire & Rescue
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“real size, real speed and everything 

to scale,” made sure the translational 

lift, downward thrust and center of 

mass were accurate. He’d then have it 

reviewed and validated by Aaron. “They 

did a masterful job translating [those 

maneuvers] on this computer. The turns 

look perfect,” pronounces Aaron. 

The Villain: A Fusion of  
Authenticity and Awesomeness
In addition to the aerial ballet, another 

critical component of this movie 

was constructing realistic wildfire 

scenes. It is the first animated feature 

to showcase fire at this level—in 

many scenes and at significant 

scale. Doug Little, CG supervisor, 

and John Patton, FX animation 

lead, were tasked with handling the 

special effects scenes. “From the very 

beginning, we wanted a degree of 

authenticity. John and I had a saying: 

we wanted a nice balance between 

authenticity and awesomeness for this 

film,” says Little, who has been with 

Disney for 17 years and worked on 

approximately 40 movies. “This one 

was by far the most challenging, the 

most complex, most difficult movie 

to produce I’ve ever done. Over half 

of the shots in this movie required 

special effects.” 

They started out creating small 

digital fires and promptly realized the 

complexity of their assignment. Fire 

has its own chemistry and climate; it 

can spread or jump and sometimes 

it’s breezy or turbulent. They would 

have to fabricate smoke, ash, embers, 

interactive light, falling debris and 

steam and figure out how different 

types of vegetation burned. They 

needed to study the properties of 

the retardant to ensure the leading 

edge was precise and make sure it 

fell accurately and correctly based on 

the speed and height of the aircraft. 

Some fire would then have to respond 

to retardant drops and react to other 

elements like wind and movement. 

WHERE’S THE FIRE? Constructing realistic wildfire scenes was a critical component of Planes: Fire 
& Rescue, the first animated film to simulate fire on such a large scale. The task was so complex, 
in fact, that the special effects for one particular canyon scene took nine months to create.
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After they figured out what types 

of fire they needed, they created an 

elaborate library of fire and smoke 

selections for animators to choose 

from so they could start sparking 

wildfire in the forest. As they acquired 

more knowledge about the chemistry 

of wildfires, the fire took on a life of 

its own, morphing into the villain of 

the film. 

Getting ‘Plane-ified’
Developing the special visual effects 

in this film was one of the most 

cumbersome jobs in the creative 

process, but bringing the characters 

to life is no simple task either. “I want 

you to forget that they are talking 

vehicles as soon as possible and care 

about who they are,” Gannaway says. 

It takes a team of incredibly talented 

artists to accomplish this feat. The story 

artists are the first ones to get to work 

once the script is written. “We create 

something that every department that 

follows us uses as a template,” says 

Head of Story Art Hernandez. “So 

we set the bar. Everyone else has to 

continue to raise that bar afterward.” 

The script is then split up into 

sequences, and each sequence is given 

to a different story artist to work on 

based on their skill set. Some story 

artists are cast for their strength in 

inducing emotion, humor or action, 

and some can do it all. 

Creating the look for these characters 

is an evolutionary process. The finished 

versions are influenced by several 

aircraft to get the most aesthetically 

pleasing character on screen. “So 

you kind of balance what’s wanted 

creatively, with what is as real as 

possible,” Patton says. 

Once you have the vehicle figured out, 

you have to bring life to them. “It’s 

about body language and posture, so 

even though, with these characters, 

Top: NAAA President Leif Isaacson, right, discusses Planes: Fire & Rescue with director Bobs 
Gannaway (middle left) and producer Ferrell Barron (middle right) during an aviation press day event  
at DisneyToon Studios’ Glendale, Calif., facility. Middle: NAAA’s reporting tandem of Isaacson & 
Isaacson question Disney’s Dustin Mackay (left) and helicopter aerobatics consultant “Malibu” Chuck 
Aaron after a screening of Planes: Fire & Rescue. Bottom: Head of Story Art Hernandez explains the 
process of bringing the movie’s characters from the script to the storyboard to the screen. 
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we can only rely on three things—the

eyes, mouths and suspension—to get

our acting, all of what we’ve learned

in drawing humans still applies,”

Hernandez explains. Art Director

Tobey Wilson and Hernandez then

formulated sophisticated character

guides, which included expression

sheets and identifying characteristics

of each vehicle to ensure there was

consistency in the vehicles among

different story artists.

Animation Supervisor Ethan Hurd

played a significant part in bringing

personalities to these vehicles. For

his project, he had to delve into

how the vehicles moved. He had to

consider the different properties of

these vehicles and how they interacted

with the geography, how they moved

on smooth surfaces versus rugged

surfaces, and to what degree their

suspensions affect their movements.

“It’s about allowing the vehicle to

be there first and then invoking

personality afterwards,” Hurd says.

Devising a compelling character then

comes down to blending the vehicle’s

inherent properties and the voiceover

actors’ disposition. “We try to match

our personalities to the planes. So

when we cast, we try to find someone

that feels that they already embody the

spirit of the vehicle,” Gannaway says.

Just like in traditional film, Planes:

Fire & Rescue also features thousands

of extras, including approximately

1,400 “deere” that inhabit Piston

Peak National Park and are not-so-

coincidentally John Deere green.

Piston Peak is also a wildlife habitat

for the Red Prop Balsa Thrush bird

and a variety of trees and flowers that

are all “plane-ified” by either their

characteristics or name.

Planes: Fire & Rescue opens in 3D on

July 18. Ed Harris joins the cast as

Battalion Chief Blade Ranger, Wes

Studi brings Windlifter to life and

Julie Bowen of Modern Family is the

energetic Dipper. Be sure to keep an

eye out for new merchandise in stores

where Dusty will be sporting a new

red and black paint scheme.

The film is sure to impress audiences

of all ages once again and provide

a tremendous amount of positive

publicity for the aerial application

industry. President Isaacson says, “It

was thrilling for me to see an animated

film having such realism. Pilots will

again feel that thrill of flight without

leaving their theater seat.”

Although the filmmakers were mum on

whether a third adventure is already in

store for Dusty, we can only hope that

perhaps someday he’ll return to his crop

dusting roots.

Colleen Isaacson is a freelance writer

and graphic designer based in Phoenix,

Ariz. Her father is NAAA President

Leif Isaacson of Desert Air Ag in

Terreton, Idaho.
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DUSTY’S FIRST SALVO After posting
respectable opening weekend numbers  
when it dropped in August 2013,  
Disney’s Planes, Dusty Crophopper’s  
original aerial adventure, went on to  
generate $90.2 million at the box office
in the U.S. and $220 million worldwide. 
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