August 13, 2008
LeHardy and Gunbarrel Fires

Almost all news reports on either of these fires mentions the other, so this summary includes both together.

Coverage of the two fires was limited almost entirely to regional newspapers and television stations in Wyoming, Montana and Idaho. Of the many reports and updates found via a Google news search, most are simply factual accounts, generally taken from incident press releases, interviews with fire managers, and reports on community meetings. There were no editorials.
What is notable is the complete lack of negative commentary. Moreover, there are several examples of reports on the positive effects of fire, clearing showing a much better understanding of how fires are managed and what actions can be expected. 

The news accounts below were selected because they include statements or observations that once might have been the cause of considerable debate and criticism. 
Note that before July 31st, there wasn’t much on either fire, and that reports since last Wednesday, August 6th, have almost all been canned Associated Press updates on the two fires. The most interesting articles were between those dates.

Thursday, July 31 – Billings Gazette – “Gunbarrel Fire West Of Cody Creeps West”

The article describes the spread of the fire – then 7,800 acres – and efforts to fight it. It notes without comment that the parts of the fire’s southern edge were about a mile from the nearest structures, but also quotes fire managers about being able to protect buildings due to high winds. It then includes this quote about what might have once been a controversial strategy, again without comment: “’Our strategy is to let Mother Nature do its thing, as long as it doesn't cause problems for people,’ said Todd Richardson, deputy incident commander of a team of about 100 people working on the blaze.”
Friday, August 1 – West Yellowstone News – “LeHardy Fire In Park Estimated At 600 Acres”
The story is a factual report on the fire, with these closing comments: “Conditions in the park are very different this year than they were 20 years ago. In 1988, a dry winter was followed by a wet spring and a hot summer of dry lightning and no rainfall. Decades of successful suppression of both human and naturally-caused fires had resulted in a homogenous, dense, mature forest with abundant dead and downed material ripe for a stand-replacement fire. In comparison, this year a normal, snowy winter has been followed by a cool, wet spring. Due to the 1988 fires and changes in fire management in the ensuing 20 years, this park is now a mosaic of different age class stands of trees with less available fuel and natural barriers to fire spread.”

Sunday, August 3 – Casper Star-Tribune – “Fire Prompts Evacuations”
This report is on evacuation of two lodges west of Cody as a precaution due to the expansion of the Gunbarrel Fire. What would have been controversial at one time is treated quite matter-of-factly and with insight: “There are about half a dozen lodges in the area [said a fire information officer]. However, thanks to work over the last two years to reduce fire fuels in the area and sprinkler systems set up at the lodges, firefighters were confident they had the situation under control…Fire spokesman Roger Sedam said the lodges were evacuated because it would be safer for guests and easier for firefighters to do their work.”
Sunday, August 3 – Billings Gazette – “Fire By Park Grows To 24 Square Miles”

This status report on the Gunbarrel Fire includes a detailed account of firefighting tactics and objectives and includes this excerpt: “Fire managers have stressed a strategy aimed at protecting people, structures and important forest resources while otherwise letting the fire burn vast stretches of trees that include a majority of dead timber killed by beetles.” It contains no comments one way or the other, accepting the strategy on its own merits.

Sunday, August 3 – Bozeman Daily Chronicle – “LeHardy Fire Grows Rapidly Over Weekend”
This status report on the LeHardy Fire is notable for a couple of passages. The first is this light-hearted observation, not something you would have seen in 1988: “The fire is burning north of Fishing Bridge, prompting park officials to close a section of the Grand Loop Highway last week. But the highway has reopened, and (the fire IO) said visitors this weekend were treated to a unique spectacle as massive plumes of smoke rose from the burn and about 100 firefighters went to fight it. ‘It’s a once in a lifetime chance to see wildland fire,’ (the fire IO) said. ‘We think there might be more firefighters on home video than bison.’” It concludes with this passage: “In all, the 20-year anniversary of the dramatic 1988 fires in Yellowstone has been an uneventful one in the park, as far as fires go. The LeHardy fire is only the third wildfire so far this year, and the only one of the three to grow larger than an acre. But those fires of yore will play a role this summer, (the fire IO) said. ‘This fire will be bumping into the 1988 fire,’ she said. ‘Nature will help slow itself down.’”

Tuesday, August 5 – Powell Tribune – “Fires Part Of Natural Cycle”
This article from a Wyoming paper is such a great reflection on the change in perspective over 20 years that it’s being included in full:
“Driving through Yellowstone late Sunday, the monstrous smoke cloud from the Gunbarrel Fire on the North Fork loomed large on the horizon. 

 

“An update from the Interagency Fire Use Management Teams at mid-day said the fire had grown to about 22,000 acres — from a little over 1,000 acres a week ago. 

 

“Believe it or not, that’s good news. 

 

“People who spend much time on the North Fork have seen the ugly destruction wrought by bark beetles over the last number of years. 

 

“Entomologists say the beetles have been aided in their rampage by several circumstances, including drought and warmer temperatures over the past few years. The North Fork corridor has been hit especially hard — the once-green mountainsides turned rusty red as trees died, and finally, the gray of dead pines dominated miles of forest land.

 

“Firefighters are working hard and managing the Gunbarrel to the extent that it affects structures and highways on the North Fork; otherwise, they’re letting it ‘do its thing.’ And that’s just what Mother Nature intended. 

 

“The 1988 fires in Yellowstone were hard for people to stomach. Some feared that the fires burned so hot the land would never recover. But the Sunday drive along Yellowstone’s highways provided a vivid and constant reminder that the places worst scorched 20 years ago are now healthy, lively forests — something not seen on the North Fork for a long time.

 

“As forest officials continue their ‘let it burn’ policy today, the smoke clouding the Basin may be unpleasant, but the long-term benefits of the Gunbarrel Fire, and possibly others, will be significant and welcome.”

Tuesday, August 5 – Wyoming Tribune – “Wyoming Wildfire Moving Into Thinner Fuels”
The headline in this update on the Gunbarrel Fire bespeaks the sophistication of reporting ca. 2008 as opposed to ca. 1988. The article is equally detailed and sophisticated. Among other things, it notes without comment that an unoccupied Forest Service lodge burned down, an act that would have warranted considerable comment 20 years ago.

Tuesday, August 5 – Yellowstone Insider – “Yellowstone Fires: Cool It”

This story is in a publication, the Yellowstone Insider, that’s published by August Publications in Minneapolis. The publication bills itself as “an independent publication covering happenings in and about Yellowstone National Park.”  This report from the LeHardy Fire is also a revelation on changes in perspectives over two decades and is therefore quoted fairly extensively:

“Standing at a pullout on the Grand Loop Road and looking across the Yellowstone River at a vast plume of smoke and cinder rising from the LeHardy fire, it's easy to think of catastrophe - the fires of 1988. Only that would be wrong, on several counts. 
“The fires of 1988 were bad, sure enough, from the human perspective. We (the collective governmental we) spent over $150 million fighting the fires, which threatened historic landmarks such as Old Faithful Inn. But in the end the firefighters were successful in saving most of the human-built structures in and around the park. No one was killed by fire. It was not a catastrophe. 

“The forests burned in 1988, as they continued to burn sporadically every year since, but as we now understand (hopefully), this is not a bad thing. Nature has been burning pieces of the Yellowstone forests for hundreds of millenia; not to mention the occasional volcanic eruption. In a sense, the plants and animals of the park have gotten used to the disruption by fire. Some, like the lodgepole pine have made genetic adaptations for it. Much of the flora and much of the fauna reacts positively to the occasional burning of the land; it's regenerative. 
“The current fire, the LeHardy, has burned several thousand acres. It doesn't look pretty to our eyes; a fire burn is an aesthetic offense - a place of visual chaos, of blackness, and death, and lifelessness. But our eyes deceive, life is still very much there. Seeds are ready to grow, microbes to multiply, and underground root systems to send out shoots. Rain (or snow) will put out the fires and provide the elixir of growth. Come spring even our poorly trained eyes will see the burned ground transformed to green. 
“Rain is coming this week. The forecasts are for thunderstorms in the afternoon or evening almost every day. The weather is also cooling, a little. The cool and more humid air helps the firefighters. The thunderstorms - not so much. Mid-summer thunderstorms in Yellowstone are often more bluster than downpour. They can have high winds and very little rain, which fans forest fires instead of helping to put them out. However a swath of rain from big storms can raise the humidity, and that helps. 

“The big fires of the Greater Yellowstone Region are mostly outside the park. The biggest is the Gunbarrel fire, about 10 miles east of the East Entrance to Yellowstone. Much of the burn, now over 35 square miles, is in the North Absaroka Wilderness Area, where it's burning a lot of uninhabited forest that was infected by bark beetles. There were many standing dead trees in this area, which as forest service officials have repeatedly said, ‘...needed to burn.’” 

Wednesday, August 6 – Jackson Hole Star-Tribune – “Fighting Fire With Fire”
This article by the paper’s “environment reporter” talks about the LeHardy Fire in relationship to the 1988 fires. As with other articles, it displays a high level of sophistication about wildland fire as a natural process. Here’s a representative passage:
“(Because) the nearby landscape has been altered relatively recently by other wildfires – including the Clover Mist fire of 1988, which ripped through more than 140,000 acres – it's unlikely this current fire will burn out of control like the '88 fires did, said Joe Krish, incident commander for the LeHardy Fire. Unlike in 1988, the incident team is now using advanced computer modeling, which helps predict the fire's movements and activities, and aids firefighters' decisions about ‘herding’ the fire where they want it to go, Krish said.

“The '88 fires, and other blazes since, have also helped clean the park, in several areas, of a good deal of old and dead timber and ground-level fuel, which has been replaced by new trees, he said.”

