Anna Sotelo
In the Heat of the Moment 
John had never seen something so essential to life be so freely destructive. The scientists and news reporters of the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem were saying that the 2016 fires were the worst fires they’ve seen since 1988. As John laid in bed, he wondered how anything could’ve possibly been worse than the fires that recently ruined his summer. John’s bedroom door slowly opened as Grandpa Paul entered the room to tuck John in. Grandpa Paul sat down on John’s bed and was about to ask him what story he wanted tonight, when John asked, “Grandpa, how bad were the 1988 fires?”. Immediately after asking this, Grandpa Paul’s breath shortened, and his hand started to clench the bed sheets that when he let go, the sheets held wrinkle marks from the tightness of his grip. A plethora of memories flooded Grandpa Paul’s mind that he didn’t know where to start. John watched as Grandpa Paul started to process what he just asked him, his eyes squinted, and his jaw clenched, then all of a sudden Grandpa Paul took a deep breath, clearly searching for the right words. 
Grandpa Paul realized that he still wasn’t speaking. With courage and a search for clarity, he started out by answering John’s question, “They were really, really bad.”
John hesitantly followed up with, “Can you tell me about them?”.
“Yeah, yeah, I can do that.” Grandpa Paul shakily responded. “There’s one thing you have to understand,” he started off “the park handled fires by letting them burn until they threatened private property, development, or people. And because of that policy, the unfortunate weather that summer, and human error, it all made the perfect combination for a brutal season of fire. They started in June and at first, they handled them like they always did, by letting them burn. Until more and more fires continued to occur and a mix of dark ambers, burnt orange, and a sunflower yellow took over the massive, once green, landscape. And that’s when they finally realized they had a problem.”
John looked up at his grandfather with a puzzling face. Grandpa Paul made eye contact as he tried to figure out what was going on in his grandson’s head. He asked, “What are you thinking?”
John answered, “I’m not sure I really understand why they would let those fires burn.”
“It is pretty hard to understand why they would allow something so destructive burn until it almost hurt people and development. The reason why is because the understood the benefits and necessity that fire contributed to the ecosystem. It also plays a big and important part in the cycle of nutrients and plants.”
“I didn’t know that fire actually helped the environment.”
“It is surprising that it does, but that’s why, even today, they let fires burn, because of its ecological role.”  He flashbacked to the moment when he heard that the national park had finally decided to change its policy. “It was around the 1940s when they changed the fire management policy from putting out all fires to allowing some because of how important they started to realize they are for the environment. But when the fires started to endanger development and people, they made the switch in policy, which happened on July 15 and that’s when they really had a cry for help from firefighters.” He then asked John, “Have you seen the pictures around the house of me and my friends, Steve, Jacob, and Rodger?” 
“Yeah, I think so. The Fighters of Fire?” John replied. 
Grandpa Paul chuckled at the name of his childhood band of brothers and the memories associated with it. They all had the dream of becoming fire fighters and they did, they were the Fighters of Fire. He smiled and answered, “Yes, that was us.” While Grandpa Paul now lived in Gardiner, Montana, the gateway community at the north entrance of the park, he was originally from Cooke City, Montana, which is about 60 miles to the east of Gardiner. He paused and took a deep breath before continuing. “When the fires began at Storm Creek in June, I never imagined that they would become as devastating as they did, but then again none of us believed that. We were just hanging out at the fire house, there weren’t many of us given that we lived in Cooke City. It was the morning on July 23 when heavy footsteps echoed down the hallway and in the door frame of the common area, the Chief appeared.”
“Grab your gear” he said, “we’re going to the Clover-Mist fires.” 
“The fires were south of us so that’s the way we drove. It was one of the quietest and loudest rides of my life. Nobody was talking but random thoughts crowded my mind. I could hear my heart beat getting louder because it was pumping harder the closer we got, simultaneously all the instruction of what to do and review of what instruments do what popped in my head continuously like fireworks. What seemed like the longest and shortest ride of my life finally came to an end. My jaw dropped a tiny bit, and my heart with it, as I stepped out of the fire truck. It was a combination of shock at the reality of seeing the roaring fires and the number of fire fighters. It was more than I had ever seen of both in my entire life.” 
John chimed in, “Really, like how many firefighters?!” he asked with a tiny bit of excitement and disbelief. 
Grandpa Paul responded, “It was hard to tell in the moment, but after the fires finally ended, I heard the number of fire fighters was somewhere around 25,000 people. 25,000 people coming to Yellowstone from all over the place to help calm and end the reign of the 1988 fires. It was a sea of fire fighters and trucks that created a barrier between us and another part of the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem. It was our mission to stop this fire and we would stop at nothing to accomplish that mission.” 
“How long were you fighting the fires?” John questioned. 
“So, I started around the end of July and they didn’t end until mid-September.” Grandpa Paul replied. 
“Wow, that’s a long time.”
“It absolutely was. I got out of the truck and joined the sea of fire fighters at the Clover-Mist, I became one of the 25,000. We wore a long sleeve shirt that was yellow which perfectly matched our hard hat and the pack on our back. Our pants were the color of the burned sage brush and covering our mouths was sometimes a bandana.” 
“That’s really different than what fire fighters wear now.” John commented.
Grandpa Paul laughed under his breath, “It surely is, we’ve come a long way since then.” He continued, “The Clover-Mist fires were bad. The fire traveled along the tree tops and sometimes higher, creating what we fighters of fires called a fire fort. My knees ached to buckle beneath me in desperate need of a break, but there was no stopping until they were put out. It wasn’t long until I was working in a pool of my own sweat, but your mind was so fixated by the fire that it didn’t even matter. It got so bad that the only way out of the fires was via helicopter. We breathed the fire, we slept thinking about the fire, we smelled like fire, we worked the fire, we were in a seemingly never-ending battle with fire that we wanted so desperately to end. I didn’t truly know hard work and the physical limitations of my body until Black Saturday.” 
“Black Saturday?” John wondered. 
“Also known as September 20, 1988. It is when the fires doubled and affected 480,000 acres of land”. 
“How much of Yellowstone did the 1988 fires affect Grandpa?”
“If my old brain remembers correctly, about 36%, but that’s about 793,000 in Yellowstone. And in the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem, about 1.2 million acres. You have to remember that the fires weren’t just within Yellowstone National Park, they affected the whole ecosystem.”
There was a moment of silence in the room as John tried to understand the extensive effect of the 1988 fires on the GYE. 
“Black Saturday was nothing like what we had experienced before with the Clover-Mist fires. They were bringing in a fresh rotation of fire fighters to rotate us out, but my squad mustered up the spirit and motivation to stay. The fire was hungry. It moved through the trees with force and confidence, leaving a mass amount of blinding smoke in its trail. The smoke was even greater than the flames. It formed like mushrooms above the trees and it deceivingly moved calmly through the trees after the fire. We tried to hold back the towering flames that at moments controlled our destiny with its fierce touch and uncontrolled movement. It is a miracle that there were no casualties on the fire fighters front.” 
“Was anybody else hurt Grandpa?”
“No fire fighters were, praise the Lord, but unfortunately there were some animal casualties.” 
“How many animals?”
“Around 300, I think. Mainly elk, and then I think some bison, mule deer, and possibly some moose. I got so frustrated with those fires that I remember actually screaming at them because nothing else I was doing was working, so I just decided to scream. I turned to my right and the fire fighter beside me was staring at me. So, I reached out my hand and said, “Names’ Paul. 
The foreign fire fighter extended his hand, ‘Max.’ he said.
I asked him where he was from and he said he was here with the marines. That was the cool thing looking back, was just the vast amount of physical support in our efforts to contain these fires from all over the place. It really went to show that even though we live in the GYE, Yellowstone isn’t just ours, and having people from all different parts of the country was a beautiful display of support and unity among states and a country as a whole. What happened next was pretty awesome.”
“What happened next?!” John questioned. 
“Max looked at me and then slowly turned his head toward the fire deep in thought and then started to scream. I laughed at the understanding of the exasperation that we both felt toward the fire and started to scream. Before I knew it, my brothers from the fighters of fire, Max the marine, and I, were on our knees with nothing left to give but the air in our lungs. And somehow, after the release of our defeat in our encounters with the fire, we found the strength and the fuel to carry on and continue to fight.”
A volcano of awe had gone off in John’s head as he sat and listened to his Grandfather recount his experience with the 1988 fires. But something was left unsettled, did people still visit the park and how were the fires started. He understood what weather was perfect for cultivating these fires, but it was still unanswered how they were started. John looked up at his grandfather and asked, “Were people still allowed to visit the park when the fires were happening? And what was the cause of them?”
“You know, it’s actually pretty surprising, because they were. Less people showed up and a majority of locations in the park were closed, but the park was still open. In the following years the number of visitors went down a little bit, but it didn’t hurt the tourism business as much as you would think. Visitors can sometimes cause problems within the park. Some of the fires during that season were caused by humans and then others by lightning. Lightning will strike in the perfect place and it will ignite a flame which is a slippery slope to a fire. The problem with the 1988 fires is that unlike a large amount of fires which die out on their own, those fires only grew until they started to threaten the people of the GYE and the development. Although today, they have new strategies for handling fires so that the safety of citizens is held intact but the necessity of fire for the ecosystem isn’t overlooked.”
“Really, what do they do?” John wondered. 
Grandpa Paul, without getting into too much detail, explained that, “The firefighters will actually fight fires if they can, from a certain side to protect people or development. Then on the other side of the fire, if it isn’t endangering anyone, they will let it burn for the benefit of the environment. This is just the first step in finding our balance between protecting humans and respecting the needs of our ecosystem.”
John knew that this was only the beginning of their conversation. He had a craving to understand fire, fire management, the effects of fire, and fire policy. He had an ambition as wild and dominant as the 1988 fires he had just heard about. But all he could do was look up into his grandfather’s eyes above him, who was one of the 25,000, and say “Thank you Grandpa, I really like being your grandson.” 
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Source Notes
[bookmark: _GoBack]This chapter incorporates varying sources that provide information on the 1988 fires. One of the most influential conversations was with Nathan Varley. Born and raised in Gardiner, Montana, Nathan is the owner of Yellowstone Wolf Tracker, a company which guides visitors through wildlife watching and hiking throughout Yellowstone National Park. He is a wildlife biologist who got his M.S. from Montana State University and Ph.D. from the University of Alberta. Varley was one of the 25,000 fire fighters that fought during the 1988 fires and is an advocate for the necessity of fire for the ecosystem. He supports them as long as they do not damage development or put people in harm’s way. Varley described the fires as physically, mentally, emotionally exhausting past the point of a person’s limitations. He also informed me that the best weather for fires and most likely to become dangerous is when it is hot and dry. 
The National Park’s timeline of the development of fire policy in Yellowstone (https://www.nps.gov/subjects/fire/wildfire-history-timeline.htm) was also a beneficial resource in the development of this chapter. In 1987, when the policy was that fires would be allowed to burn, there was a positive public response and considered a success. Until July 1988, when that policy was overturned because of the overtaking force the fire had on the landscape. A more specific article on the policy during the 1988 fires in Yellowstone outlined the dates specifically (https://www.nps.gov/yell/learn/nature/1988-fires.htm). Up until July 15, park managers let naturally caused fires burn and, on that day, they changed the natural fire policy and began stopping new fires. The policy was updated on July 21, when they began to fight any and all fires. The fires were finally stopped in September when the weather took a turn and there was rain and snow. 
Besides the National Park having a timeline on fire policy, they also created a timeline of the 1988 fires (https://www.nps.gov/yell/learn/nature/upload/firesupplement.pdf ). This source of information also provided a number of first accounts about Black Saturday and the fires in general from residents, business owners, and fire fighters. It also provided statistical information about the 1988 fires. It cost approximately $120 million to put out the fires, 9 of the fires were caused by humans and 42 caused by lightning, no fire fighters died, and about 300 large animals died.
The Bozeman Daily Chronicle  (https://www.bozemandailychronicle.com/blogs/fires/yellowstone-fires-clips/collection_35b7e11f-1375-5254-9995-5529745fc5b8.html#9) offered a collection of clips from newspapers that were articles about the 1988 fires. They report that the total of fire fighters who helped to put out the fires were around 25,000. Additionally, there were clips that discussed the support of fire fighters from the military, specifically the Marines, which is where the incorporation of Max the Marine comes from in the chapter.
Additionally, a map of the fires and of the park and pictures from the Yellowstone archive painted a picture of the true grandeur of the fires. It was advantageous when writing this chapter to have the map of the fires (http://www.cotf.edu/ete/modules/yellowstone/YFsituation.html) (https://www.nationalparksandmore.com/yellowstone-national-park/yellowstone-national-park-map/) because it helped for the accuracy of where Paul fought the fires and magnitude of the area that the fires affected, which was 36% of Yellowstone National Park. The pictures of the 1988 fires from the National Park offer citizens and me an idea of what fire fighters faced. (https://www.nps.gov/features/yell/slidefile/fire/fightingff88/page.htm) 
A resource that was instrumental in the development of this chapter was a journal on the effect of the fires on the tourism economy. Tourism is the main source of income for a large amount of people in the GYE. To my surprise, the tourist economy did not take as big of a hit as I would have imagined. Visitation dropped 1.7 million in 1988 and only rose 2.2 million in 1989. Although, fires did have a lasting effect on the relation between tourism and the economy even though it wasn’t as detrimental as I would have thought. Expenditures were down $21 million in 1988, $13 million in 1989, and $426 million in 1990. (http://union-county.org/cwpp/Project%20File/Reference_materials/Fire_economics_costs/Yellowstone_impacts.pdf).
Details on the development of fire management in the past, present, and future (https://www.nps.gov/yell/learn/management/fire-management.htm) was used in the formation of this chapter. It proved resourceful to understand the necessity of fire for the environment and how even though it can be destructive, in terms of its relationship to the ecosystem, it is purifying and restoring. It demonstrated the ongoing progression of our generation in its effort to understand how our footprint affects the environment and what the right balance is between human needs and the needs of the ecosystem so that both can respectively flourish. 
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