August 20, 2008

1988 Yellowstone Fires

Due to the passage of two decades, news stories on the 1988 Yellowstone fires were not readily available. I found six publications with archives that provided a good cross-section of perspectives on the fires – the New York Times, the Los Angeles Times, the Washington Post, the Wall Street Journal, Time Magazine and the Deseret News. The last was selected to get some relatively local perspective. Most of the regional papers, however, either lacked archives, or didn’t go back far enough, or charged for individual articles. If more sources are needed, the latter can definitely be checked, but the following may prove sufficient. 
I searched the period from July 1988 through the end of the year. I scanned hundreds of articles, selecting only those that looked promising – editorials and op-ed pieces, analyses, features, etc. Most of those were published in the fall of that year. 

In order to be consistent with the format used for the review of the 2008 Gunbarrel and LeHardy Fires, the articles appear in chronological order.

This summary is a bit long, but I felt that it would be a mistake to reduce some of the articles to brief summaries because of the nuances in the reporting. I can, however, do so if desired.

July 28 – Deseret News – “A Wise New Federal Policy On Forest, Range Fires”
The newspaper’s editorial on this date reflected both concerns over letting fires burn and awareness of the benefits of fire. It begins with a short recounting of Secretary Hodel’s recent visit to the park, then makes this observation: 
“After surveying the damage to America's oldest national park, Hodel announced that the Park Service would pursue a more aggressive policy to confront the worst fire outbreak in park history. Until now, the policy has been to fight natural forest fires only if they threaten people or structures. Though that policy normally serves well, the present situation is anything but normal. The entire country is in the midst of one of the worst droughts and consequently one of the worst fire seasons on record. In view of such extreme conditions, the only responsible course for forest and range management officials is to make sure there isn't a point beyond which the policy of letting naturally-caused fires burn themselves out is no longer appropriate.” 

It then adds this caveat: 
“In defense of the Park Service's policy of letting natural fires burn, the public should know that naturally-caused fires often are good for a forest or park, cleaning out dead and diseased trees so that new ones can grow.” The writer then describes how natural fire works, but concludes that, because of the extreme conditions prevailing that summer, the fires should be controlled: “All Americans, not just those who visit the parks and forests, may eventually feel the consequences of this summer's fires. Consequently, all Americans have a stake in the policy on fighting natural fires. Hodel is wise to change that policy as changing circumstances warrant.”

July 31 – Deseret News – “Tragic Naivete Fueled Flames At Yellowstone”
This headline appears above an editorial by James Coates of the Chicago Tribune that was evidently syndicated. 
The lead sentence gives an idea of the tenor of the piece: “Like a group of red-faced children who have just learned why Mommy and Daddy said not to play with matches, some of America's top environmentalists have been burned by underestimating the primal power of fire.” The ‘top environmentalists’ he alludes to appear to be NPS fire and resource managers.
Although the editorial includes a fairly dispassionate evaluation of natural fire and the history of its use in the National Park Service, Coates’ theme is that managers should have understood that it wouldn’t work in a year when conditions were so volatile, implying that it was obvious to anyone with any sense that it would lead to fires such as those burning in the park. Coates’ does not offer a conclusion, but cites a rancher whose opinions appear to match the author’s:

“Frank Rigler, a rancher in Gardiner, Mont., on the park's smoke-smudged boundary, was far less friendly [then some people who supported the park’s decisions]. He handed Hodel a petition signed by 313 of the town's 1,000 residents demanding that the fires be put out. ‘They have a silly fire plan and we are just fed up with the nonsense, with breathing their smoke,’' Rigler said. `You just can't mess with fire; they ought to have learned that by now.’”

August 10 – New York Times – “Fires In Yellowstone: Renewal And Criticism”
An article on the pros and cons of natural fire, as stated in the opening sentence: “The most widespread forest fires to roar through this park in 400 years have created both headaches and opportunities for the National Park Service and private landowners near the park.”

The article summarizes the overall situation and the park’s fire policies, then gets into the debate:

“But that policy has come under attack from at least one landowner, a religious group whose property adjoins Yellowstone's northwestern boundary. About 250 members of the Church Universal and Triumphant have been chanting in a meadow near the park 24 hours a day, hoping to reverse the wind's direction and keep the flames from spreading to church property.

“Park officials say they have stopped the fire from spreading to the church property by clearing brush and trees away from the fire's northern edge.

“As long as the fire remains in the park it is beneficial, park officials say, because it clears out old timber and allows new growth. ‘We don't even like to use the word damage' in describing the fires, said Joan Anzelmo, a park spokeswoman…

“The park policy of allowing fires to burn is the talk of the campgrounds and restaurants here. ‘It's still beautiful,’ said June Peyton, of San Bernardino, Calif. ‘It's more beautiful. It'll give me something to shoot and tell everyone about back home.’

“This opinion is not shared by members of the Church Universal and Triumphant, whose property abuts the park's northwestern corner. The 20,000-acre Fan Creek fire is burning about a quarter of a mile away. 

“’I believe Yellowstone has been irresponsible,’ the group's leader, Elizabeth Clare Prophet, told a reporter in Livingston, Mont., about 30 miles north of the park. ‘I believe they are spineless. That forest is not going to be replaced in our lifetime.’

“Interspersed among the charred clumps of forest are islands of green that the fires missed, pockets of life that will sustain elk, deer, grizzly bears and other wildlife until the forest begins to regenerate.

“Park officials say the wildlife are not displaced by the fire, and many will find their habitat improved as forage begins to grow again.
“’I've seen elk rolling around in the ashes after the fire has cooled,’ said Robert Barbee, Yellowstone's superintendant. ‘This is not destruction. Period.’”
August 24 – Los Angeles Times – “Natural Renewal Fires Viewed as Ecological Plus for Yellowstone”

This article is essentially an update on the status of the fires in the park, but is neutral in tone and provides a fairly detailed and nuanced picture of natural fire. The lead paragraph sets the tone:  “Fires hopscotching through Yellowstone this summer are of such epic proportions that they will significantly alter the face of the country's oldest national park, changing timberland into meadows, officials say. But administrators also say that the historic firestorm is an ecological boon for the 2.2-million-acre park and will result in the first major regeneration of Yellowstone in as many as 400 years.”

The article then includes these observations about the impacts of the fires:

“’Fire itself is something all of our wildlife has adapted to genetically over thousands of years,’ said Gary Brown, assistant chief ranger of Yellowstone. 

“’The long-range benefit for wildlife will be enormous in terms of regeneration and new vegetation,’ he said, comparing the meadows matted by old, decaying vegetation to a lawn that needed raking.

‘We're already seeing three- to four-inch green shoots in areas burned July 23rd,’ he said, adding that large herds of elk have been observed grazing already in fire-scarred areas.
“Residents in tiny Silver Gate, just outside the park's northeastern entrance, spotted a buffalo with slightly singed fur wandering through town over the weekend.

“Park officials say the fires will create meadows and young forests in places once dense with lodgepole pine.

“Many of these 80- to 120-year-old trees already had been weakened by bug infestations, Robinson said, and the old pines' shallow roots also made them vulnerable to windfall.

“The dead trees and decaying vegetation turned parts of the forest floor into a kindling box over the years, park officials say, admitting that a pre-1972 policy of fighting all wildfires within national parks contributed greatly to this fuel buildup.

“Ed Christian, assistant chief ranger in Grand Teton park, south of Yellowstone, where major fires also are burning, said: ‘The landscape will change for a lot of people. We'll see a lot of charred trees for a while, but it's part of nature's way; forests will burn eventually, it's just a matter of when. We had the Smokey Bear syndrome for so long that people are used to viewing all fires as bad.’”
August 25 – Wall Street Journal – “Even As It Burns, Yellowstone Is Reborn”
Feature in the newspapers “Leisure and Arts” section by a Montana writer who happened to be on a “horsepacking” trip through the park during the fires. It’s a well-written, on-the-ground description of the fires, interspersed with Q&A with John Varley on what was going on and why, all quite objective. It concludes with this paragraph, written after a discussion toward the trips end on which route they should follow out of the park due to the fires:
“We had one way out now, but it was the route we had planned, so we weren't inconvenienced. It did bring home to us that fire can cancel options. In the short run. In the long run, earth, animals and, therefore, people benefit from the renewed, vigorous and robust life the fire bears. It is an awesome event, this new earth being prepared for a life that comes almost at once, phoenix, rising from its own ashes.”
August 26 – Wall Street Journal – “Yellowstone Burns As Park Managers Play Politics”

Although the archives don’t say whether or not this is an editorial, it sure reads like one. Relevant excerpts:

“This summer, the policy of natural regulation has been a primary reason fires continue to rage despite substantial effort to contain them. So far, more than 330,000 acres of timberland in Yellowstone have been charred -- about 15% of the total area of Yellowstone and more than all the acreage burned by lightning fires in all the national parks between 1968 and 1982. Unless the hot and dry weather ends soon, we can expect the fires to continue. Such devastation may occur despite the millions of dollars ($33 million so far) being spent trying to stop the fires.

“The situation is out of control, and residents in surrounding communities are asking why the Park Service isn't doing more to stop the advancing fires, which are now threatening homes and livelihoods. Says Yellowstone Park Superintendent Robert Barbee: ‘People keep saying, “Why don't you just put them out?” I have a difficult time convincing folks that you don't take a 60,000-, 70,000- or 80,000-acre fire and just put it out.’
“Two months ago, some of the larger, out-of-control fires were much smaller and could have been put out, but this would have violated Park Service policy. These fires, which were caused by lightning, are now sopping up resources that could be used to fight the other park fires that were caused by human activity. But according to park policy, such ‘natural’ fires should be allowed to burn without containment efforts. Yet the hot and dry conditions in June indicated that such an approach was dangerous. Managers fully in charge of the park -- without the political constraints that inevitably characterize political management -- would have suppressed most of them. But the Park Service stuck to its guns and did virtually nothing.
“The basic idea behind ‘natural regulation’ is that nature, not man, should do the regulating. This policy reflects the views of influential leaders of the environmental movement -- the group that [Alston Chase) calls the ‘conservation elite.’ It became park policy with the adoption of the 1963 Leopold Report, which recommended that national parks should be maintained or even re-created in conditions ‘as nearly as possible’ like those that existed when the white man first arrived.

The ‘hands-off’ management of the park remains a revered principle in environmental circles.”

The writer then talks about the importance of fire as a management tool and says that the National Park Service should emulate the Nature Conservancy, citing an example of TNC’s use of prescribed fire to manage one of its preserves. This he contrasts with NPS management:

“Like the managers in charge of Yellowstone, the Nature Conservancy has the objective of protecting the natural treasures of the area. But the Nature Conservancy owns those treasures; their own resources are at stake and no one else can be blamed. Sticking to a policy that caused harm would hurt their own reputations and destroy their own property -- while at Yellowstone, managers must follow policy set largely by an environmental elite that is not accountable for the results of stubbornly following an ideological course.

“The Pine Butte approach could have been taken easily at Yellowstone Park, especially a few years ago, had managers been free to manage. Fires could have been set deliberately and carefully controlled. But this would have been politically dangerous. It would have challenged the viewpoint of the environmental elite, the important constituency that rallies support in Congress when the Park Service budget is threatened.

“If the Yellowstone fires continue, and if controversy over the ‘natural regulation’ policy is sufficiently severe to arouse public opinion, ‘natural regulation’ may be curtailed. But in this instance, the price to the ‘Crown Jewel’ of America's national parks may be very high.”

August 30 – Wall Street Journal – “Burning Yellowstone”
This is an editorial by the newspaper and is therefore cited in full:

“One of this dry summer's biggest events has been the burning of Yellowstone National Park. TV news programs carry footage of Yellowstone's high trees wrapped in flames, of tourists fleeing campgrounds and of exhausted firefighters. We'd guess that the average person watching all this flaming devastation in Yellowstone would say it is a terrible thing. Not surprisingly, the ‘environmental movement’ thinks otherwise.
“These wise folks of the woods have come to regard the forest fire as a good, even glorious, event. The fires destroy elderly trees, opening the forest floor to sunlight, new growth and regeneration. The wise folks of the woods have the right theory, but their tools date back to the Middle Ages.

The environmentalists' tool of forest regeneration is the so-called ‘natural’ fire. 
“The theory, which has been largely adopted by the people who administer the U.S.'s federally owned lands, is that the forests should be left standing-growing, dying, decaying and falling down. If lightning strikes or the forest spontaneously combusts, setting acres ablaze, this is Mother Nature's way. In 90 years, there'll be new tall timber.

“We should think that the information coming out about the big burn at Yellowstone and elsewhere might give even John Muir cause to reconsider the romance of ‘natural’ fires.
“Altogether, some 122,000 acres have gone up in northern Wyoming. Fires in Montana have consumed more than 171,000 acres. The Boise Interagency Fire Center estimated earlier this month that 63,000 wildfires had burned 2.8 million acres this year, much of that in the dry, remote wilderness of Alaska.

“At least one person has been killed and three injured in a helicopter crash while fighting a fire in Bighorn National Forest. Homes and livestock on the outskirts of Helena, Montana, have been destroyed. Hundreds of tourists have been evacuated. Army troops have been flown in to spell exhausted firefighters. For awhile, convicts from Utah State Prison joined the battle.

Sounds to us as if the natural-burn theory is out of control.

“Natural burns are unpredictable, often uncontainable, consume enormous resources and can cost lives. The burning of Yellowstone is the kind of event that should prompt a rethinking among the congressional committees and federal offices charged with managing the U.S. forest system.

“Conservative environmentalists for years have proposed more private management, and that includes allowing timber companies to cut down trees. It would be in the timber companies' natural interest to properly harvest, reseed and nourish the lands they manage. The private lands they currently manage are indistinguishable in their beauty from the pristine photographs in Sierra Club calendars. We suspect that many campers and tourists would prefer to coexist with the occasional team of loggers than something like the 33,000-acre Hellroaring Creek fire in Montana.
“’Environmentalists’ have convinced a lot of Congressmen and TV news producers that ‘private interests’ are pillaging our natural resources. When Yellowstone stops burning, we invite them to go out and see for themselves how the ground looks after Ma Nature has rolled over it.”

September 4 – Deseret News – “Yellowstone ‘Let It Burn’ Policy Comes Under Fire”
The tone of this news article on a meeting with local townspeople in Gardiner about the fires is set in the first three paragraphs, summarized here: 
“As the town meeting in the high school auditorium dragged into its third hour, with townspeople shifting on their metal folding chairs, a biologist droning on about the effects of forest fires on endangered species in Yellowstone National Park was curtly interrupted. ‘I think the people here are primarily interested in another endangered species - the local businessman,’ boomed Ken Dixon. ‘We are also in a survival situation ourselves.’ In Gardiner, perched just yards from the gateway to Yellowstone, the lucrative summer season has disappeared in a cloud of forest-fire smoke. Stores offered end-of-the-season sales and switched to winter hours before Labor Day. Hotels have lost guests. Workers have lost wages. In all, merchants reckon they'll lose millions. But townspeople like Dixon, the owner of Cecil's Restaurant, don't blame the gigantic fires. They blame the National Park Service, which let the fires burn naturally until they got out of control.”

After detailing the history of the fires over the course of the summer, it then focuses on the fight to come over NPS fire management policies: 
“It is shaping up as a classic confrontation, a clash between businessmen and nature, with its roots sunk deep in the very mission of national parks, which officials insist are intended to preserve nature, not cater to tourists. ‘Where do you draw the line?’ (Superintendent Bob) Barbee asked in an interview with The Associated Press. ‘We say when push comes to shove, nature wins in the national parks. But it isn't pure and simple.’ Forestry officials say the fires prompt rebirth in the wilderness, clearing away the old, dead and overgrown while making way for new vegetation and new wildlife habitats. National parks, they say, are intended to be laboratories of nature, not ‘tree museums.’”

The article ends similarly to the above-noted piece in the same paper on July 31st – a nod to the sensibility of prescribed fire, then local observations on the dumbness of fire managers: 
“To Ronnie Wright, the national park fire policy is good in theory, but poor in practice. Like others living on the edge of the nation's oldest national park, Wright makes his living from nature. His company, Beartooth Plateau Outfitters, offers tours and hunting trips. But the only guiding he did in August was getting firefighters through the forest…’They definitely made a mistake. Of course, that's easy to say with hindsight,’ Wright said. ‘The trouble with their policy is there's no common sense involved. It's so darn dry here, the fires should have been doused right away. Their theory is right, but when they've got the means to control it, they should use their heads a little bit.’”
September 5 – Time Magazine - “We Could Have Stopped This”
This was the only major article on the fires that I could find in the magazines archives during the period reviewed (July to January). Because of the magazine’s stature and because it’s the sole piece, it’s quoted in full:

“For the first 100 years after Yellowstone National Park was created in 1872, its caretakers diligently protected its forests from fire damage. As scientists learned more about the balance of nature in areas like Yellowstone, they discovered that fire was sometimes a helpful, even necessary, ingredient. Thus in 1972 the National Park Service adopted a policy of allowing spontaneous fires to burn unimpeded unless they seriously threatened lives or property.

“Natural burning has brooked little opposition, but then Yellowstone has rarely suffered serious fire damage. Until this summer, that is. In the midst of the hottest and dryest season in the park's 116-year history, as many as ten separate fires have raged over 582,401 acres of Yellowstone's 2.2 million acres, four adjacent national forests and Grand Teton National Park. 
“Ignited by lightning and whipped by high winds, the flames have threatened some of the park's most popular sites, including Old Faithful. Last week more than 500 tourists and employees were evacuated from one of Yellowstone's main tourist villages after the so-called North Fork fire burned within two miles. The swift fires occasionally raced into areas before park officials could warn tourists to stay away. ‘We could have stopped this,’ complained one of the 8,000 weary fire fighters battling the blazes last week. ‘They won't let us.’
“Park officials maintain that they can only contain the fires, not extinguish them. Meanwhile, defenders of the natural-burn policy trumpet its benefits: the flames clear thick stands of timber and prepare the soil for a new generation of flora. For example, many of the seed cones of the lodgepole pine, which covers 60% of the park, only open after being exposed to intense heat. Ecologists expect the fires to help restore the park's depleted stands of aspen trees and increase the wide array of insects, birds and mammals that have found Yellowstone's aging forests increasingly inhospitable. ‘It's part of living in an ecosystem that is basically wild and uncontrollable,’ says Louisa Willcox of the Greater Yellowstone Coalition, which supports the natural-burn policy.
But critics say it is irresponsible to pretend that Yellowstone and other high-use wilderness areas can thrive on nature alone. ‘Letting nature take its course here is not based on realistic assumptions,’ says Alston Chase, author of Playing God in Yellowstone. ‘What starts as a policy of laissez- faire ends up becoming a policy of massive interference.’ Chase advocates setting controlled fires to produce the desired mosaic of vegetation, while creating breaks that would prevent natural fires from spreading out of control. ‘You don't prevent forest fires,’ says Chase. ‘You just postpone them by building up fuels. This summer we're paying the price for more than a century of mismanagement.’

Chase is concerned that a backlash to the natural-burn policy may produce the other extreme: the rapid extinguishing of all forest fires. Residents, tourists and area politicians have already sharply criticized the Park Service for waiting too long before moving to contain the latest blazes. 
‘I question the wisdom of sticking to the policy in a year like this, with these severe drought and weather conditions,’ said Montana Senator Max Baucus, a Democrat. Wyoming Senator Malcolm Wallop, a Republican, agreed, adding his worry about the impact of the fires on the local economy. ‘We've had a catastrophe in our tourist industry,’ he said.
“Yellowstone officials anticipate congressional oversight hearings, and some observers predict that the summer of 1988 will be a turning point in the debate over how fires should be managed. ‘This fire will be an example of what went right and what went wrong,’ says Willcox. But with many areas still blazing out of control late last week, such a postmortem won't take place until fall at the earliest, after nature finally snuffs out the last flames with rain and snow.

September 9 – Los Angeles Times – “Yellowstone Fire Stirs Demand For Investigation”
This article reports on both the status of the fires and their political impact. After a synopsis of the current situation, it includes this passage:
“Some residents and merchants in the tiny communities bordering Yellowstone accuse officials of waiting too long to declare war on the fires.

“’There should be an environmental impact statement and Senate investigations on these fires right here – not in Washington, D.C. – and by a group other than these Ecology 101 people who run this park,’ Frank Rigler, a Gardiner, Mont., rancher, charged. He was circulating petitions criticizing Yellowstone's failure to control the 11 fires still burning within park boundaries.

“At issue is the government's 1972 ‘let burn’ policy, which discourages human intervention in anything but man-caused fires in wilderness areas. Environmentalists contend that letting nature take its course keeps the wilderness pristine, but critics argue that such a policy courts disaster…

“Experts say the long-term impact on Yellowstone's wildlife cannot be determined until the fires are out, although park rangers have said the big burn of 1988 will bring the park a sorely needed period of regeneration, creating fresh habitats in areas once covered by dense, diseased lodgepole pine.

“’Basically, the feeling is there will be a short-term impact on wildlife, particularly with erosion and ash in streams," said Mark Palmer, chairman of the Sierra Club's National Wildlife Committee.

“The Sierra Club advocates the ‘let burn’ policy, and Palmer questioned whether Yellowstone's fires could have been contained even if they had been fought aggressively from the time they first flared last June.”
September 12 – Los Angeles Times – “Yellowstone Crews Win First Battle Helped by Snow, Cold; Inferno Still a `Sleeping Giant'”
This long update on the fires, which had just received their first snows and were accordingly providing firefighters with a respite, includes this passage:

“But Sunday's break for the weary firefighters did little to dampen the anger that has smoldered during this unprecedented fire season in the gateway hamlets dependent on Yellowstone tourism. And promises by a Reagan Administration team of Cabinet-level officials who toured the devastation over the weekend apparently have failed to quell accusations that the government mismanaged the fires by waiting too long to fight them.

“The Billings, Mont., Sunday Gazette demanded the resignations of Interior Secretary Donald P. Hodel, National Park Service Director William Penn Mott and Yellowstone Supt. Robert Barbee. ‘We have been weaned on the apparent attitude of out-of-staters that Montana is a take-and-run state, that they are the “doers” and we are the “doees,” the editorial said. ‘Intellectually, of course, we know that Yellowstone is a national park. But deeper, we believe it is ours, these outsider experts have gambled with our treasure – and lost.’

“Barbee complained to reporters Saturday that he is the victim of a ‘lynch-mob mentality.’ Barbee accompanied Hodel, Agriculture Secretary Richard E. Lyng and Deputy Defense Secretary William H. Taft IV on their visit Saturday to the fire-ravaged park.
“Hodel, who toured the firefighting headquarters in Boise, Ida., Sunday, said that the disastrous 1988 fire season-with more than 3 million acres up in smoke-probably has persuaded federal officials to bury the controversial ‘let-burn’ wildfires policy.
“Speaking before flying back to Washington to brief President Reagan on the fire situation in the West, Hodel said that he had ‘almost no doubt that the let-burn policy will change.’

“’I don't know anyone today who is suggesting the old policy that we began with this year has worked,’ Hodel said. ‘If anyone could have foreseen what has happened this year, that policy would have been abandoned much earlier.
“’I suspect that's going to be corrected rapidly and we'll see a new policy in place before the beginning of the next fire year,’ Hodel said.”
September 13 – Deseret News – “Fire In Yellowstone, Hot Air In DC”
This editorial, written by Rupert Cutler, was distributed by the New York Times News Service. Cutler was the president of Defender of Wildlife at the time and a former assistant secretary of Agriculture in the Carter administration. His defense of fire policy makes this worth quoting in full:

“A firestorm of political opportunism and incendiary rhetoric is racing through the treetops of Congress. It's scorching good science, laying waste to common sense, and leaving nothing in its path but smoke and hot air.
“I'm referring, of course, to the reaction of some Montana and Wyoming politicians to the Yellowstone National Park fires. This group - which might be referred to as the Senate Select Committee on Hindsight and Armchair Quarterbacking - has called for the resignation of National Park Service director William Penn Mott.

“There ought to be a law that no one can make pronouncements about national park fire policy until the season's last fire is out, when personal discomfort, fear and panic also have been extinguished.

“Local residents are understandably upset. And certainly complaints that fires have hurt Yellowstone tourism are legitimate. While some businesses have made up for these losses by housing, clothing or feeding the firefighters, others have not.

“That's unfortunate, but it's a fact of life that fires must occur some time. Woody fuels - fallen branches, wind-toppled trees - cannot be expected to accumulate forever in a semi-arid environment where natural decay occurs slowly and dry lightning storms are frequent events.

“It's equally important to understand that the result of the government's long-standing policy of immediately extinguishing all wildfires was an unnatural build-up of woody fuels. This policy was both dangerous and bad for wildlife.

“When television and newspapers tell the world that fires are ‘destroying Yellowstone,’ they are wrong. The fires are not destroying Yellowstone, they're changing it. And in most cases, those changes will promote a greater diversity and abundance of plants and animals.  Before this summer, much of Yellowstone was blanketed by a thick stand of lodgepole pine - a virtual ecological desert that supported little wildlife and contained minimal plant diversity.

“It's nonsense to suggest that fire will destroy plants which have evolved strategies for coping with fire over tens of thousands of years. It's because of this evolutionary history that the cones of the lodgepole pine release their seeds in extreme heat, that the Douglas fir has thick bark to resist fire, and that aspen trees sprout prolifically after a fire has passed.

“A more reasoned view of the 1988 fire season would be that it's an anomaly. Records show that similar conditions have never occurred before in Yellowstone. It's unreasonable for politicians to expect park managers to anticipate a season the likes of which no one has ever seen before.
 
“There are always people who want to point fingers in the midst of a crisis. This is especially true in election years. But what is truly amazing is how this enormous natural phenomenon has caused so little loss of property and no loss of life.

“Yes, several hundred thousand acres of forest have burned. But, as of this writing, the total property loss has amounted to about 15 cabins and outbuildings, a handful of trailers and some outdoor toilets.

“Instead of laying blame, headline-seeking politicians might give the credit where it's due: to the agencies and individuals that have done such an exceptional job protecting houses and property.

“And if they scratch beneath the layer of Yellowstone soot, they might also conclude that the park will be a healthier and an infinitely more interesting place because of this exceptional ecological event of 1988.”

September 13 – Los Angeles Times – “Cooling The Fires”
This editorial is a good one and is reprinted in full:

“The Yellowstone Park firestorm is burning its way toward the Interior Department building in Washington now. Critics led by Sen. Malcolm Wallop (R-Wyo.) are demanding, at the very least, the resignations of National Park Service Director William Penn Mott and Yellowstone Supt. Robert Barbee. There even has been talk of axing Secretary of the Interior Donald P. Hodel.

“It is time, however, to build a little backfire of common sense. Scapegoating and recrimination will not save the million acres of Yellowstone that have burned. Nor will instant junking of Park Service fire-suppression policy restore charred timber and blackened meadows. Congress and the Administration must begin painstaking study and work with the scientific and environmental people to determine what, if anything, must be done to help the natural revegetation of Yellowstone and to decide whether the Park Service's fire-fighting policy really needs to be changed.

“The unwarranted criticism of the Park Service, the U.S. Forest Service and environmental experts has reached a level of misinformed hysteria that is racing out of control, as the fires have done. There is no evidence, as Wallop claims, that the Park Service policy of allowing naturally caused fires to burn themselves out has greatly contributed to the scope of the Yellowstone fires. Nor do the facts justify Hodel's declaration that the Park Service's let-it-burn policy has been a disaster.

“Several of the major fires that have consumed so much of Yellowstone forest lands started outside the park on Forest Service territory, where efforts were made to suppress fires as soon as they were discovered. One huge fire was touched off by a chain saw in a logging operation on Forest Service land. Others did not start or get out of control until after July 21, when the Interior Department reversed its policy and ordered an all-out battle to control all fires, regardless of origin.

“The fact is that modern forest managers never have been faced with a situation like this year's, in which millions of acres of timberlands have been parched by four or five years of drought. Nor do most people realize the difficulty of stopping a major fire when it is driven by winds of up to 60 m.p.h. through timber that is even more parched than kiln-dried boards found in a lumberyard. One fire official said, ‘It's like trying to put a line around a hurricane.’ Wilderness Society President George Frampton was correct when he said that blaming the Yellowstone fires on the Park Service is a little like blaming the eruption of Mt. St. Helens on the U.S. Forest Service.

“Now is the time to cool the political fires. The President can start by summoning a commission of the best scientific and environmental minds, along with forest managers, to determine whether any change in Park Service policy is warranted. Then the group should decide the proper course for the restoration of the park. Perhaps limited human reforestation and planting is justified in selected areas like those most prone to erosion.

“Economic assistance to nearby communities that rely on tourism to the Yellowstone area may be in order. But most of the damage of the great fires of 1988 will have to be repaired by nature over time. This was a natural disaster that, at best, could have been blunted marginally here or there by more aggressive fire-control methods. The control that needs to be exercised now is over the super-heated political emotions of the moment.”

September 14 – New York Times – “When To Let The Forest Burn”
Since this is an editorial, it’s reprinted in full:
“The great walls of fire in Western forests, and the blackened expanses in their wake, are a devastating sight. Some four million acres of the West have been ravaged, including 40 percent of Yellowstone National Park.

“But the Park Service's ‘let burn’ fire policy is not so evidently the ‘disaster' it has been termed by Interior Secretary Donald Hodel. Nor is there much evident reason to demand, as does Senator Malcolm Wallop, that Park Service Director William Mott resign.

“Much of Yellowstone consists of lodgepole pine, which depends on fire to burst open and spread its seeds. For a century, the National Park Service suppressed all fires in Yellowstone, permitting a hazardous buildup of dead wood; but in 1972 it switched to a ‘let burn’ policy, except under threat to property. Foresters and ecologists advised that fires were part of the natural cycle, the means of forest renewal.
“Species like lodgepole pine and sequoia are adapted to fire; new plants and animals quickly colonize a burnt zone. There is no reason to think this policy is in error. But by 1987, only 100,000 of Yellowstone's 2.2 million acres had experienced such cleansing fires. This year, of course, has been very different, with extreme drought and high winds, which turned the accumulated dead wood into a tinderbox.

“On July 21, the Park Service began trying to suppress fires because of the threat to property. It's easy in hindsight to say it should have started earlier. But the unique conditions were hard to predict. Yellowstone had a wetter-than-usual spring. Many of the present fires started after the switch to full suppression tactics.

“Skillful firefighting has kept losses to life and property remarkably low. People living around the park have had to be evacuated from their homes or breathe smoke-laden air. Otherwise, their chief fear is that the fires will damage tourism.
“But that damage remains to be seen. Many parts of the Yellowstone forest described as burned are in fact a mixture of burned and intact trees, probably ideal to foster regeneration. Yellowstone may take years to grow back exactly as it was, but even as soon as next spring the change may not seem so terrible. Nature's vivid renewal may attract as many visitors as did the forests that were living on borrowed time."
September 16 – Los Angeles Times – “Fires Ignite Dispute Yellowstone: Natural Lab or Business?”
A lengthy article looking at both sides of the fires – their natural benefits and their economic impacts. Excerpts:

“There are two very different views of the monstrous wildfires that have ravaged the pristine glory of Yellowstone, views that have ignited a roaring dispute over federal fire-fighting policy in the country's oldest and grandest national park.
“One, shared by most of Christiansen's irate friends and neighbors as well as a good number of area politicians and others with clout, sees the fires as a calamity that could have and should have been foreseen and prevented by authorities.
“’Yellowstone may have been destroyed by the people who were assigned to protect it,’ Sen. Alan K. Simpson, a Wyoming Republican, charged.

“On the other hand, park officials and their defenders in the environmental community say that the weather in this drought year has been so unusually dry and the winds so severe that nothing could have stopped the blazes. Furthermore, they argue, fires are a vital ingredient in the evolution of the landscape, nature's way of purging the woods of rotting vegetation while punching holes in the forest gloom that inhibits growth of new plant and animal species.
“’Fire has a healthy role in the reproduction of the forest,’ said Michael Scott, regional director for the Wilderness Society. ‘ . . . We can watch the park be reborn. We're all midwives in this.’

“The schism underscores a more basic conflict over the demands that Americans have put on the 2.2-million-acre park itself. It is a scenic treasure, filled with magnificent forests, lakes, wildlife and grand vistas, a magnet for more than 2 million tourists a year. At the same time, Yellowstone has also been set aside by Congress as a vignette of primitive America, a kind of living museum designed to preserve a slice of the American West as it was before the white man came and started building and polluting. And fire-even catastrophic fire-is part of that natural heritage.”

Further on, the article delves into prescribed fire and its appropriate use:
“As intense as the controversy over firefighting tactics has been, a dispute over what precautionary measures park officials could have taken to minimize fire damage has generated equal heat.

“Alston Chase, a Montana ecologist who has been a leading critic of park policy, said that a series of small controlled fires, known as ‘prescribed burns,’ should have been lit periodically over the years. Such blazes are standard fire prevention techniques at many federal forests and parks, including Yosemite and Sequoia in California. Not only are they used to reduce the so-called ‘fuel load’ of dead trees and plants that build up, but they create a mosaic of fire breaks that can slow or stop flames should a wildfire break out.
“Although park policy allowed for prescribed burns, few were ever set at Yellowstone. ‘The mistakes were all made prior to this summer,’ Chase said. ‘This summer, it wouldn't have mattered if the Park Service tried immediately to put them (the fires) out.’
“But defenders of the park administration say that comparisons between the policies of Yellowstone and that of parks such as Yosemite are unfair. For example, Scott, the Wilderness Society official, said that the terrain and climate of the two parks are vastly different. At Yellowstone, Scott said, prescribed fires would be hard to set in the spring when it is wet and they would be easy to control. And in the drier summer or fall, when fires are easier to set, they would be much harder to control, he said…
“Ironically, however, the fuel buildup contributed to fires of a much greater magnitude. Infernos such as this year's Yellowstone fires are unprecedented in modern times, but conservationists say that they have occurred in the past and are part of the natural cycle of evolution in the forest. As lodgepole pine forests mature, they develop a thick canopy that crowds out sunlight and tends to choke the growth of flowers, plants and grasses. In turn, that restricts the variety of wildlife because many animals depend on such undergrowth for food.
“Ashes from the fire would enrich the soil with nutrients, while increased sunlight would spur the growth of new species of wildflowers, fruit-bearing shrubs, grasses, aspens and other flora, Scott predicted. That, he said, should provide a better food source and more appealing habitat for bear, elk, deer, moose and other wildlife.

“’We're going to start to see things come back quickly, and we'll see a more diverse Yellowstone,’ Scott said. ‘. . . What people aren't going to see immediately is a mature forest. It will take 20 to 40 years to see that.’”
September 17 – Los Angeles Times – “Yellowstone: Park for All Ages – Criticizing Burn Policy Ignores Nature as Healer”
This is an op-ed piece by one Tom McKnight, but the newspaper’s archive doesn’t say who he represents. It is reprinted in full:

“The wildfires in Yellowstone National Park have been a wonderful thing.

“Considering that several hundred thousand acres have been burned, several tens of millions of dollars have been spent on fire-fighting and many a vacation has been ruined, such a statement might sound outrageous. But from the standpoint of Yellowstone's environment in general and ecosystem in particular, a major conflagration was just what the doctor ordered.
“To those unfamiliar with Yellowstone, it probably seems a shame that lovely scenery is being destroyed. But the truth is that Yellowstone is not a grand scenic area of the same magnitude as Yosemite, Glacier, Grand Teton or almost any other of our Western national parks. Basically, there are three reasons why people visit Yellowstone, and scenery is not one of them. The chief attractions are the geysers and other hydrothermal features that are unparalleled in the world, wildlife in profusion and variety, and the mystique associated with the world's first national park.

There are scenic spots, of course. But most of the park is a forested plateau covered with a dense growth of over-mature but spindly lodgepole pines. As a wildlife habitat, this forest is relatively sterile and seriously undiversified. The plentiful wildlife occurs in spite of the lodgepole pine forest, rather than because of it.

“The incineration of a sizable portion of the forest provides an opportunity for nature to diversify. The variety of habitats that will regenerate will be a boon to the wildlife for a long time. The ecosystem will be much healthier for this catharsis. Moreover, the hydrothermal features will not be harmed, and the mystique of the park will only be enhanced by the addition of this dramatic event to its colorful history.

“There are short-run negatives, of course. Hosts of smaller creatures have lost their lives and true sterility will prevail in the heavily burned areas for a brief interval. However, healing growth will take place surprisingly soon. Indeed, some of the areas that burned in July and August are already beginning to green up.

“We can take comfort in the example of Mt. St. Helens, whose devastatingly explosive eruption of May 18, 1980, was much more cataclysmic to the environment (though covering a smaller area) than Yellowstone's fires. Yet regeneration was swift. Spiders were spinning webs in the devastated area within a week of the eruption. Ferns, skunk cabbage and even trees were sprouting before the end of the summer. Now, eight years later, mountain goats have returned to the heights and the elk population is back to ‘normal.’ Nature heals.
“Unfortunately, the Yellowstone fire situation has become tainted with emotion because of short-sighted media coverage and an unerring instinct to play politics with environmental issues. The media apparently were totally unaware of the long-standing National Park Service wildfire policy, and only belatedly reported it with any sort of accuracy. The policy is straightforward and philosophically impeccable: In large national parks, any natural (i.e., lightning-caused) fire will be allowed to burn itself out unless it threatens human life or structures; human-caused fires will be suppressed, if possible. As the fires became bigger and more destructive, the media began to interview local people. Most interviews, however, were with bartenders in West Yellowstone or tour operators in Gardiner, rather than with rangers, fire bosses, scientists or the park superintendent. While the observations of a bartender may provide more colorful quotes, their relevance would seem to have severe limitations.

“Politicians, led by the two senators from Wyoming, are now looking for scapegoats, and are calling for resignations by various administrators. President Reagan says the Park Service's burn policy has been overturned for the rest of the 1988 fire season.

“A long-range viewpoint clearly is needed. Yellowstone is a park for the ages. Its importance is not circumscribed by a temporary situation; its relevance is not just for this year or this generation. Its value is in its continuing integrity, extending into the misty future.

“The ‘let burn’ policy is not the result of bureaucratic lassitude; it is perfectly in keeping with the total management philosophy for large national parks. As far as possible, nature is to be unfettered so that the landscape and ecosystem can be as nearly primeval as possible, both in appearance and process. In other words, whatever nature provides-fire, flood, insect infestation, drought, storm and so on-will be accepted as part of the theme, as long as human life and structures are not imperiled.

“It is important for the general public to recognize that the summer of 1988 was a fire season in the middle Rockies that is unparalleled in this century, that our public-land administrators in the Yellowstone area have a wildfire policy that is intrinsically sound and in keeping with the broader land-management policies that make our national park system the finest in the world, and that the Yellowstone ecosystem will only be strengthened by this fiery ordeal.”
September 18 – Washington Post – “Natural Forest Fires Benefit Ecosystems, Panelists Agree”
This article appeared in the paper’s “Science Notebook” section. Although it expresses no opinions, it reflects the tenor of the change of much of the reporting once the fires were put out:

“If the federal government returned to its old policy of preventing and suppressing forest fires, the result would be more disastrous than the fires that have swept over much of Yellowstone National Park this summer, a panel of biologists and ecologists agreed last week.

“Until a few years ago, the managers of federal wild lands pursued a vigorous policy-symbolized by the Smokey bear advertising campaign-that assumed forest fires were bad. But ecologists and environmentalists persuaded the managers that suppressing fires was bad and the ‘let it burn’ policy was born, along with a practice of deliberately setting forest fires.
“The newer policy is based on the knowledge that the highly diverse forest ecosystems of North America always had been subject to fires that started and spread naturally. Fire is even essential to the survival of some species, whose fireproof seeds will not germinate without being charred on the outside.

“Moreover, most natural fires, like some of those in Yellowstone this year, do not destroy everything in their path. The fires flash through, burning only dry grass and brush, leaving many trees only singed. Within weeks, the living roots send up new shoots and leaves, the surviving trees go on living and the cleared patches are ideal for the appearance of new species and the start of a new forest succession.

“Scientists, speaking at a symposium organized by the American Association for the Advancement of Science, said abundant ecological evidence shows that preventing forest fires eventually leads to vast stands of just a few ‘climax forest’ species-a low-diversity ‘monoculture’ that is even more vulnerable to the spread of fire and disease.
“’A backlash returning us to Smokey the bear would be a larger disaster than the fires,’ said Henry Wilbur, a Duke University zoologist.
“Robert V. O'Neill, an ecologist at Oak Ridge National Laboratory, agreed. ‘The worst possible thing that could happen would be to go back to a total fire-suppression policy.’”
September 18 – New York Times – “Ideas and Trends: A Voice From Yellowstone”
Since the following was written by Alston Chase, the park’s most prominent critic at that time, it is reprinted here in full:
“Now that cool, damp weather has thankfully come to Yellowstone, the giant fires raging out of control in and around the park during the last several months have finally slowed. And although no one knows when the blazes - which have already consumed 1.5 million acres - will finally be extinguished, the political debate over wildfire policy has already begun.

“Unfortunately, this controversy is headed in the wrong direction. Politicians running for re-election and bureaucrats running for cover are presenting the public with a caricature of the real issues. So there is a danger that we may fail to learn what the fires are telling us: that the National Park Service's wildlands policy is doing great damage to our national parks.

“At issue is the Park Service's natural fire program, sometimes called ‘natural burn.’ Introduced into Yellowstone in 1972, this regime, according to the park's fire management plan, stipulates that when they pose no ‘threat to life, structures or outside resources . . . naturally occurring (i.e., lightning-caused fire) starts may be allowed to proceed and run their course.’

“The Park Service, while saying recently that the policy must be reconsidered, contends that the fires in Yellowstone will be beneficial. Environmental groups wholeheartedly support natural burn.

Critics of the Park Service argue that the policy has been a disaster. Yellowstone's fires, they say, have done great damage and should have been put out. They advocate a policy of fire suppression.

“Yet both sides are mistaken. Neither fire suppression nor natural burn is a sound scientific option. And while the fires are probably neither as beneficial as their supporters contend nor as destructive as the critics maintain, if the Park Service had adopted the policy that many scientists and others recommended, Yellowstone could be enjoying the benefits of fire without the costs associated with uncontrolled burning.

“Indeed, the calamitous events of this summer are consequences of the two policies now advocated by contending sides in this dispute.
“Before Yellowstone was established in 1872, its northern range, according to studies, was swept by fire every 20 to 25 years. Some of these fires, scientists believe, were set by Indians - suggesting that a truly ‘natural’ regime would include fires set by humans. Beginning in 1886, however, park authorities followed a regime of total fire suppression. It was so successful that, one park Service biologist wrote, it ‘substantially reduced the natural fire frequency for about 80 years.’

“This allowed enormous quantities of combustible vegetation to accumulate. By 1972, Yellowstone forests were like dynamite waiting for a match. And that year the park authorities initiated the natural burn policy.

“On the surface, this decision appears to have been an enlightened one. Fire is nature's way of renewing itself. But while small, cooler ‘ground’ fires regenerate critical vegetation, superhot ‘crown’ fires can destroy both seeds and organic matter in the topsoil, causing soil erosion.

“By 1972, several experts feared uncontrolled fires in Yellowstone. ‘It is likely that crown fires would take place now if fires were introduced,’ J. R. Habeck, a University of Montana botanist, wrote. That, he said, would result in ‘total stand destruction.’

“’Natural burn,’ therefore, was neither natural nor wise. If in previous centuries fires had swept Yellowstone every 25 years, a 100-year buildup of fuels invited a conflagration larger than any in the past. The effect on plants and animals could not be entirely predicted.
“For these reasons, many experts recommended a program of ‘prescribed burn.’ By lighting small ground fires in the spring and fall, when snow would prevent their spread, managers could have created mosaics of burned areas, regenerating vegetation while establishing fire breaks that would prevent the uncontrolled spread of lightning fires in dry seasons.
“While some parks such as Everglades in Florida and Sequoia in California did adopt prescribed burning, Park Service regulations stipulate that ‘natural fire is the preferred means.’ The burden of proof lay with those who wished to deviate from this standard. And Yellowstone officials chose not to deviate.
“Now, following two years of drought in the northern Rockies, we are seeing the effects of that decision. Both lightning and human-caused fires have flared out of control, threatening lives and priceless historic park buildings, destroying property, damaging the local economy and costing tens of millions of dollars to contain. These fires are perhaps the most intense to consume the area since the last ice age. And until all flames are out and scientists have seen burned areas, no one can say for certain what the effects will be.

“Crown fires could be especially bad for Yellowstone's threatened grizzly bear. One of this animal's most important food sources is the nut of the white-bark pine; if large numbers of these trees were destroyed, they would take many years to regenerate. And grizzlies, already suffering nutritionally, might not be able to wait.

“Given the dangers of natural burn, why did the Yellowstone authorities not light some fires? Because, in part, their biologists are engaged in what they call a ‘great experiment . . . a test of just to what extent we can let the giant and complex ecological setting . . . take care of itself without human involvement.’

“This is the Park Service policy also know as ‘natural regulation,’ of which natural burn is a part. Based on the assumption that national parks are roughly intact ecologic units that are best protected by being left alone, natural regulation calls for allowing nature to take its course without human interference in all aspects of wildlands management.
“Unhappily, however, neither Yellowstone nor any other park in the south 48 is an intact ecosystem. Previous mismanagement - suppressing fires, introducing exotic species and eliminating major predators, for example - radically changed our parks. So, left alone under the rubric of natural regulation, most have gone into steep decline.

“Yet the Park Service clings to natural regulation, despite its scientific shortcomings, for political reasons. When something goes wrong, the agency can always blame ‘nature.’ And doing nothing is for the most part easier than doing something: In quiet times, allowing fires to burn is less controversial than prescribed burning; allowing grazing populations to grow and destroy the range is easier than culling the herds. Unfortunately, as this summer has shown, such passivity is, in the long run, also politically costly.
“And reacting to the fire crisis, the Park Service may now go to the other extreme, intervening where it should leave bad enough alone. It is considering feeding elk and bison, whose exploding populations have destroyed critical habitat by overgrazing, so that they won't leave the park for unburned forage. Feeding them, of course, will only encourage them to multiply.

“The Park Service, and the Forest Service as well, should embark on aggressive programs of prescribed burning before more lands is engulfed by fire. But this should be part of a broader agenda for wildlands management. For it is natural regulation, not just natural burn, that Congress and the scientific community should be scrutinizing in the months ahead.”

September 27 – New York Times – “In Ashes Of Burned Forests, A Rare  Chance To Study Natures’ Recovery”
A long, detailed and insightful article into the positive effects of natural fire, focusing on the regeneration of the forest. Don Despain, Stephen Pyne and several academics are quoted. 

October 2 – Washington Post – “Mother Nature, Mommie Dearest”
This opinion piece was by the paper’s noted “critic at large,” Richard Cohen. It focuses on human perceptions of nature and natural processes and on just what is “natural” and “unnatural.” He asks, for example, why it’s natural for a fish to eat a snail darter but unnatural for man to create a dam that has the same effect. He then turns to the fires as an example:

“Of course, there are good reasons to let forest fires that start naturally take their course. They renew the forest, and by clearing out underbrush and dead trees, they limit the damage caused by succeeding forest fires. (The Yellowstone blazes became virtual firestorms, in part because previous fires had been extinguished; the national park was a vast storehouse of kindling.) But practical reasons aside, some people wanted the fires to burn because they had been started by lightning. In other words, they were natural, and nature should take its course. Man ought not to meddle.

“But why? What is so all-fired sacred about nature? Is a flood sacred? A drought? A plague of locusts? In fact, aren't plagues themselves natural, and don't they, in effect, thin the forests of mankind? Who would argue for inaction in the face of, say, the bubonic plague or other such natural methods of population reduction?...”
“Much of Yellowstone National Park is now a stubble of burnt trees. I have seen that gorgeous, majestic place, and so the loss is not mine. But what of my son? I have always intended to take him to Yellowstone – and not to see charred forests. Maybe nature intended the park to burn, but nature did not create the park. Man did – and he (and she) did so in order that its beauty could be seen. It's no solace to most people that, in 80 years or so, the park will be reforested. By that time, they'll be dead – and probably resentful. That, too, is only natural.”
October 6 – Wall Street Journal – “The Park Barrel”
This is another editorial by the paper. Here’s the opening sentences: 
“With Yellowstone Park a smoke-blackened ruin because of failed federal forest-management policies, one might think it highly embarrassing to propose that still more of America's scenery be trusted to the same bunglers…”

It then talks about a move by Rep. Morris Udall to buy more land for the NPS, saying that the NPS doesn’t need more land “to mismanage.” It advocates putting more public land into private groups, where it will be better managed.

“Some of these groups clearly could do a much better job of managing the nation's parks than the Park Service. We hope Congress gives the Yellowstone experience a thorough airing, even if that is not the wish of the theorists and fund-raisers who lobby for their own versions of ‘environmental’ law. Some environmentalists -- ourselves, for example -- are appalled at what happened in Yellowstone. We see little reason to reward mismanagement with more responsibility over national treasures.”
November 29 – Wall Street Journal – “Burned But Not Burned Out: Post-Blaze Yellowstone”
This is another article in the paper’s “Leisure and Arts” section by the woman who wrote the article on August 25th. This piece describes the park’s recovery. Excerpts:
“As we flew over the region we had hiked, it was easy to see how the burned area fitted into the patchwork of vegetation Yellowstone always is, fire or not. A swath of black and brown intertwined with the gold of autumn aspens and the deep green of evergreens. Pale greens and golds of unburned meadows wound around and through the burned meadows.
“From the sky the burns assume their proper proportions, proportions smaller than announced during the height of the fires. According to Yellowstone officials, no more than 995,000 acres -- or about 40% of the park -- were affected by fire. Of that, less than 1% received enough heat in the soil to damage roots and seeds.

“At Old Faithful, one hardly notices there was a fire. Most damage already has been cleaned up. On the hills beyond the geyser, where ridgetops burned, the lower slopes remain unburned. On our visit, a week after the helicopter flight, a few smokes still rose from distant ridges, but the crowds gathered on the viewing benches were intent only on the famous geyser.

“In meadows and along roads, we saw new grasses and sedges sprouting. Burned forests along roads will be obvious to visitors. How one views these has more to do with one's own temperament than anything objective, although wayside exhibits planned as part of the park's recovery program should make it possible for anyone to look at the burns in ways he or she may never have imagined possible…
“What happens next in the park and surrounding forests remains a hot topic (throughout the area), emotionally, ecologically and politically. What visitors to the park will see next summer and how local business will fare is of enormous concern. But the prognosis is good. Burned meadows will be greener than those unburned next to them. New growth will have begun in the forests. Yellowstone's plant ecologist, Don Despain, estimates 50,000 to one million lodgepole seeds per acre already have been deposited in the soil, although it will be three to five years before the saplings are tall enough to be seen above the new growth on the forest floor…

“On a recent evening in the park the photographer and I drove toward Dunraven Pass. Mountains and cliffs glowed rosy in the setting sun while the moon rose full over them, brilliant white in the pale rose-blue sky. A bison clambered up suddenly from a ditch next to the road, as if he had just been created. Immense ice-age beast, he is both just formed and still here, as the land is. The wind came up, blowing hard against the wheat-colored grass. Between us and the moon all the hills were covered by the night-dark forms of healthy trees. The beauty of this land was almost unbearable, and powerfully alive.”
December 11 – New York Times – “Our National Parks: The Case For Burning”
A long article, most likely from the Sunday Times Magazine, by renowned author Peter Matthiessen on the resurgence of life following the fires. Here’s a telling excerpt in which Matthiessen describes one section of the park burned by the Clover Mist Fire:
“Here in this scene of desolation, my assumption that the National Park Service must be at fault – whetted at the time of the grizzly controversy and intensified in recent years down in the Everglades – began to undergo a cautious change. I saw no sign of contented elk chomping new green shoots in the blackened forest, as suggested by recent news releases, but this stark scene seemed far less dreadful than press accounts of 200-foot-high flames, charred moonscapes and fleeing citizens had me prepared for. It looked as if high winds had caused the flames to rush here and there in finger patterns, leaving countless patches of green forest within the outer perimeters of each fire. Even in places of most awesome burn, one was never out of sight of live green trees, which would very soon reseed these blackened areas.
“Instead of gloom at the seeming ‘loss,’ the vast charred prospect, there came instead a heady sense of the earth opening outward, of mountain light and imminent regeneration, which made me recall how oppressive I once found the south part of the park, with its monotone enclosing stands of lodgepole pine. Far from being stunned by the destruction, I felt an exhilaration and relief, as if Yellowstone Park, for the first time in a century, had gotten a deep breath of fresh air.”

Although too long to cite in full here, his article is one of the best summaries of what happened in Yellowstone (and in Washington). It includes site visits to many areas of the park and cites scores of knowledgeable people, including conservationists. 
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