Near Misses Remembered

 Beaver Brook


I was much younger in May of 1982, the year the Beaver Brook Lake Fire occurred.  I was full of zest and had been taught to always respect my elders.  Nearly all of my coworkers from the Dept. of Natural Resources were my elders and because of this and the fact that I was fairly new to the job, I wanted to impress them.  I found it very difficult to say “no” to any request, wanting to get further ahead in the department.

I had great knowledge from men whom I learned to hold in high regard because of their great knowledge.  Yet the need to impress my superiors outweighed the knowledge given to me by these great men. I just simply chose to ignore the little voices in my head in favor of wanting to please, even at the great risk I imposed on both myself and others. This being said, there were some things that I did without knowing their pitfalls.


There came a day, among many, when the fire was behaving badly.  It was reported that the fire had jumped the line, which was seven bulldozer blades wide.  I was driving an engine to support my coworkers from Gordonsville.  The muskeg was there with them and I was to keep it replenished with water so as to help support the lads.  I was headed down road I-I toward the Big Clearwater when I met another engine coming down the road.  I did not know the driver, but he flagged me down and quickly told me that the order was to get out because the fire had jumped the line.


I asked who had given the order and his concerned reply was “My boss ordered it, not turn that truck around and git out.” I watched him drive away, not looking where he was going because his head was stuck out the window watching me, probably wondering what I was going to do, knowing the fire was heading toward me.

At that moment, my supervisor’s voice boomed over the radio, “Smith, where the hell are you? Get back here as soon as you can, we’re all out of water and there is fire everywhere!”  Quickly forgetting what the other driver had told me, and not wanting to see the lads without water, I threw caution to the wind and proceeded to go where angels fear to tread.  The fire jumping the line was the furthest thought from my mind.  I told my boss that I was on my way.


I made my way slowly as the road became rougher and narrower the further in I went.  At one point, the road made a ninety degree turn to the right and I witnessed something that has stayed with me all these years, popping into my head at the oddest of moments, leaving me with the haunting effects of the memory. Through the smoke and fire leaping out of the ditch appeared a porcupine.  Normally these creatures have a slow waddling gate, but this one moved in a quick, confused manner, taking a few steps then stopping a turning a full circle.  Then it would rear up on its hind legs bobbing its head up and down.  


What was even worse about this picture was the fact that its quills tips were glowing orange and smoke was rolling off of them.  I can only imagine the pain and terror this poor creature must have been feeling and although I wanted to douse it with water, precious time was wasting.  

Traveling further, I soon came over the crest of a knoll to a man on the road flailing his arms wildly, wanting me to stop.  He informed me that I was to turn my truck around and head back out.  He wasn’t wearing a department uniform and because I didn’t recognize him, I considered him no boss of mine.  I urged him to get out of my way because I had some lads waiting on my arrival and I did not want to disappoint them.  He then told me that he was my boss and that I had to do what he told me while he placed himself in front of my engine to block my path.
I argued and stated “My boss is waiting on me back in there and I aim to get ‘im.”  I then reiterated my advice to him, and shortly there after I popped the clutch of “Old Thunder Rock,” the name of the engine I was driving, and jammed my foot down on the gas.  As the engine sprang ahead with a roar, the man jumped out of the way sputtering profanities as I passed.  He wagged his finger at me as if to say, “You’re in for it now.”  I ignored him, glad that he had moved because I had no intention of easing up on his account.  The man was only looking out for my best interests and I was willing to run him down for his efforts.  

All that lay in front of me was engulfed in smoke.  The heat from the fire was intense, so much so that I had rolled up my window and leaned toward the middle of the seat in order to the bare the pain I felt on my left side from the radiant heat.  Still, I rolled on, more by feel than by sight.

By and by, I broke out into an old clear cut where there was no fire at all.  Here the smoke had cleared and with no fire near me, I was able to make better time, relieved that I could roll down the window again.  As I thought about what I had just come through, a wave of fear rolled over me.  It was also bothering me that I had not heard from any of my lads for felt like an eternity, when in reality it had only been minutes.
I had a radio and could have called, but I had been taught not to tie up the airwaves unnecessarily.  Besides, I had my orders and I had heard nothing different from my boss, and thus I plunged onward.  I kept telling myself that I was okay and that the lads were too.


I finally reached the cat guard, where I turned left and started up the freshly bulldozed trail.  The guard went up through another old clear cut on a steep slope.  Near the top, the clear cut met with forest.  I could see that no one would have to worry about cutting this forest any time soon-it was all on fire.  As I headed into the inferno of which I had never seen the likes of before, a new sense of fear came over me.  I searched for the lads looking to meet up with them, but saw no signs of them anywhere.


As I progressed up the rough slope, my speed slowed even more, leaving me to just keep my foot on the gas and steer.  This gave me time to realize the desperate nature of my situation.  I am as brave as any man, willing to muscle up the courage to do what needs to be done, but I was petrified.  It occurred to me that I should have been more scared some time before this point.


Still moving toward my destination, I saw the figure of a man I knew step out of the smoke about three quarters of the way up the slope.  It was Basil, one of the rangers I worked with.  He wasn’t moving fast, and he didn’t seem excited.  I was extremely happy to see him.  Shortly thereafter, Brian, Doug and Don, men I work with, appeared out of the smoke, one behind the other. 

 I had thought Mike was with them, but it turned out that he was trapped in the middle of the Clearwater stream with Mel, another ranger.  They had with them two bulldozers, along with their operators and a couple of crews of men and they were in the process of being air lifted out of harms way by a helicopter.
With a sense of relief that everyone was well and accounted for, my feeling of hoplessness was replaced with the calm thought that everything would be all right.  There was not thought of having to get back out of what I had come through to get here.  My new found calm did not last long.

As Doug walked up to me he said “Git yer truck turned and plank’er fer out a here.”  The look on his face told me he didn’t want me dilly-dallying so I began to survey the cat guard for a place wide enough to turn around.  A few yards ahead I spotted a place that would probably be my best bet and made my way toward it, taking longer than what Doug thought I should have.  Once I got Old Thunder Rock headed back down the hill to where the cat guard met the road, I stopped long enough to fill TV-180 with water.  By the time this was complete, the lads were all headed out the road in front of me in their half tons.  TV-180 was again bringing up the rear just behind me.
Going back out was not as troublesome as the trip in had been.  The fire had crossed the road at the points that caused me problems while heading in and although it was still hot and smoky, it was nowhere near as bad as earlier.  I remember looking into my right side mirror at the towering pillar of gray-black smoke behind us.  It put me in mind of a show I’d seen on television that was dealing with atomic bombs.  In some strange ways, the entire event didn’t seem real to me at the time.

Reaching the ninety degree turn caused me to think of the porcupine, who was nowhere to be seen.  I have always been soft-hearted when it comes to animals and I wondered what had become of the poor little critter.

After a time, we arrived at the Clearwater airstrip and safety.  The lads all went to some high-level meeting upon our arrival and I, being an underling, concerned myself with going over Old Thunder Rock to ensure all was well with him and his contents.  It was at this time that I discovered that the driver’s side of the engine’s paint was bubbled and scorched from the heat I encountered on my expedition in to meet the lads.  Upon this discovery, and with time on my hands to think clearly, I almost took to shaking with the realization of what had just occurred.  Furthermore, what didn’t happen that could have.  I realized that had it not been for ‘ol Lady Luck being of good temperament of this day, things might have turned out a whole lot different.
RL Tex Smith
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Mr. Smith’s portal story has been edited for length. To read a full version of his story, email him at firetex@nb.sympatico.ca. He will be more than happy to send you a full-length version.
