Near Misses Remembered: Bristol


A call came in reporting that fire had escaped into the woods from a local dump near Bristol.  If we can get to a fire while it’s small, before it gets its legs under it, we have a better chance of keeping it under control.  The significance of keeping small fires contained in our district was the high value of timber.  This was further compounded by an ever growing urban interface issue, so there were never any spiders building webs on us when it came to responding to a fire call.


“Old Thunder Rock,” our engine, wasn’t as speedy as normal vehicles, so there would usually be one of the other lads in a half ton on site long before me, such was the case on this fire call.  Doug and Brian arrived before me and Donnie was another five minutes behind me, as he was out of the office when the call came in.  
I was quite content that others usually arrived on site before me.  This made way for someone of higher rank to be in charge, or as we affectionately called them, “The Antlered Ones.”  On this day, Doug had the antlers on.  This was befitting and right, as far as I was concerned.  At this point, I was not ready to be in charge, merely a young buck with much to learn before shouldering the antlers.
As I approached the area in which the fire was burning, I could see the smoke boiling up above the tree line.  I was able to ascertain from the smoke, that it was a hot fire in concentrated areas; however, it was no fire storm.

All uncontrolled wildfires have to be taken seriously because fire is skilled in the ways of tyranny.  If left unchecked, fire will very quickly be the one wearing the antlers, and he can be a cruel and unfeeling potentate. I could tell that Doug was not ready to relinquish power to an upstart tyrant with aspirations of a hostile takeover, he didn’t mince any words on the radio; “Git that tanker in here as quick as ya can, this damn thing is near ta goin’ ugly on us! Come on in the lower road and don’t waste no time!”

At the time I was starting in the lower road, Don came on the radio saying, “I’m just now comin over the hill behind ya Ran.  It looks ta me like ya’d be better off goin’ in the upper road.”  Just as quick as I heard that, I brought Thunder Rock to a halt. 

 Doug, hearing this, broke in the radio with, “Ya’ Don, we need im ta come in the lower road, it’s the quickest way ta git ta where he needs to be.”  Don came back with, “Ya I hear ya, it jus seems like from here, there’s a lot less smoke on the upper end.”  Unknown to me, Don was trying to tell us that it would likely be safer to go in the upper road. 

From his vantage point, Don could see what the wind was doing to the fire.  I’ve heard it said, “Say what you mean, and mean what you say,” but Don didn’t want Doug to think he didn’t trust his judgment.

Doug then replied, “Yup, I know, I’m in here and most of the heat is closer to the lower end.  We need him ta git to the stuff on the edge, where I’m at.”  Don’s reply was “Okay, wha’d ever ya think. D’you read that Ran?”  I replied that I did and that I was on my way.
While the two were debating safe passageways, old man fire was commencing to grow points on his teeth.  Father always told me that a man’s got to crawl before he walks and he’s got to walk before he runs.  I guess it’s no different with fire.  This one was way past crawling…he was into a well established walk, feeling the need to jog, likely aspiring to become all he could be, with visions of grandeur. 

Over the years, I have been to this area a few times, as fires getting out of dumps were a regular occurrence around here.  Over this time, I have pondered the conundrum of wildfires always starting in places that are hard to get to.  It’s almost like the damn thing is trying to outthink us, which is downright eerie.  The roads we used to access fires, if there was a road at all, left much to be desired.
This fire had opted to follow the norm and spring itself to life, like some such absconder, in just such a spot.  The road was narrow, rough, and full of hairpin turns and as I made my way in on the trail, I found that the land had the smoothness of an old tater field, making the journey slow and backing up nearly impossible.  As I pushed onward, I felt this was not a good idea, seeing the wind was blowing the smoke diagonally towards me.  The little hairs on my neck were beginning to stand. 
Talking to myself to calm down, I babbled “Ya damned fool…yup…jus head on in this here trail the ‘ol cow shunned…ya outhgta git yerself on back outta here…easy fer them lads ta say gid in here…they ain’t gotta bring this here outfit in over this here trail…expendable…that’s wha’d I am.”  I then began wondering, “If I do so much yammering to myself, why don’t I ever listen, and why am I so hell bent on keeping other folks out of the conversation?”  I was telling myself the right thing to do, but what did I know about raising rabbits?  “Get to where Doug needs you,” is all that I allowed myself to register.

Moving a few yards further, I realized I had placed myself and Old Thunder Rock into one hell of a convoluted situation.  Thick gray smoke embraced my arrival as I rounded the turn.  Unable to see any better than if I were inside a cow, I stopped abruptly, reassuring myself that the smoke would lift and subside.
I had been in tight spots before, but none that come to mind were snugger than this.  Having a considerable dislike for perilous things that I can’t see, but know exist, brought to mind “Where there’s smoke, there’s fire.”  Smoke was everywhere but I couldn’t see, hear, or feel fire anywhere, leaving me vulnerable to what the fire was actually doing.  To make matters worse, the smoke that was beginning to seep into the cab didn’t have the familiar smell of burning wood.  This was different and being next to the dump, Lord only knew what toxins I was breathing in.

Contacting Doug on the radio, I said “I’m in a fix now…I can’t see ta go ahead an’ I sure can’t back up, an the cab is filling with smoke…I’m gonna hit the siren so you can tell me how close I am ta gittin clear a this mess.”  Doug responded with “Ya well yer okay, go ahead with the siren, let er rip.”

I hit the switch and let loose a long yelp, then asked “D’ya hear that?”  Doug heard me and said “Yer almost through, now git yourself in here,” reassuring me little causing me to begin grumbling “Sure, I’m okay…don’t worry ‘bout me…if he was in here with me...”  It would be later that I would realize that Doug knew I had to get out of there and was trying to help me move.
I began to further my crawl forward, navigating only by feel but still saw no sign of flame.  The fire had to be getting closer.  In desperation to see the road a bit better, I rolled down the window, quickly submerging myself into a thick, brownish blanket of smoke.  Realizing my mistake too late, I rolled the window back up and began the struggle to breathe.  With my eyes watering profusely and every breath causing a fit of coughs, I gripped the steering wheel and clenched my teeth tight.  I heard Don on the radio, but feeling myself slipping into a daze, I didn’t register who or what he was talking about.  

Suddenly, the front driver side wheel dropped into a hole, spinning the steering wheel hard to the left.  Both feet thumped down on the brake and clutch, jarring me back to reality.  I immediately jammed the gear into reverse and before Ol’ Thunder stopped his forward thrust, I had rudely persuaded him to go back, pulling him back out of the hole.

I sat with mind racing wondering what to do. I said, “Come on Lunkhead, pull yerself ta geather…ya sure can’t stay here.”  Then the radio sounded out “Smith, you okay? Give yer siren another shot,’ Doug requested.  I slowly moved forward, avoiding the hole I had just got out of and replied to Doug, “Ya, I’m okay. A bit smoked in, but I’m okay, here goes the siren.”  After a long yelp, Doug came back with “Good, I can hear ya, yer close ta through, keep er comin.”  I sensed a change in Doug’s voice, and he began to sound almost excited.  This gave me a new feeling of relief and I thought, “If Doug seems that happy, then surely I must be close to being free and clear…safe!”
I moved forward cautiously, every step feeling like a mile, even more so now that I new I was close. Finally, there it was, ahead the smoke was clearing.  The thick dense cloud that had encompassed me was giving way to a lighter, bluish to white smoke.  Now that I could see the road I sped up to break free quicker.  As I exited, I watched the smoke curl and swirl away from me, putting me in mind of a living being reaching out as if to grab back what it had just lost.

I quickly rolled down my window as I drove allowing the fresh, cool oxygen to pour itself over me.  Lulled into an almost euphoric state, I blinked my eyes with joy.  I could see Doug, with Brian standing next to him.  Next to them was a Bristol Fire Department engine and as I got closer I could see another fire truck beyond the Bristol, which I eventually recognized as a Florenceville Fire Department truck.  Seeing these engines had me drawing mixed reviews from my inner critic.  On the one hand it was good to see that the fire was being knocked down and there was ample help.  On the other, it would have been nice to know they were there leaving me with a yearning to fly off half-cocked and light into Doug without first learning the facts.  I thought better and choked back the desire.  I let go of my initial harsh assessment.  It would serve no good purpose.

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.
