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In his o�ce, I asked Finney for speci�c 
examples. “Let’s just go to the Internet,” he 
said, and brought up an article from the 
Los Angeles Times: “Valley �re spread with 
‘mind-boggling’ speed, experts say.” He took 
umbrage with the choice of experts, noting 
that the chief expert source was a climate 
scientist, not a �re scientist. “�ey don’t talk 
to any experts who would know whether it’s 
mind-boggling or not, and it ain’t mind-
boggling.” 

It’s been a destructive year for wild�re, 
but that’s not surprising to those in �re 
science. If the �res of 2015 have been 
unexpected, it’s because we have false 
expectations, Finney says. If anyone in 
California is surprised by the Valley Fire, 
it’s because they don’t understand 
where they live. 

�ere is a choice to be made 
with �re, which Finney says is not 
made clear to the public.

“We’ve proven that we cannot 
keep �re out. It is inevitable, it will 
occur. Everywhere there’s fuel, you 
will have �re. Your choice is, when 
do you want it and what do you 
want it to do? �at’s all you have, 
those are your choices. Your choices 
are not whether to have �re or not.”

With an ever-increasing budget 
to suppress �re, there is a discord in 
logic that isn’t being questioned. 
Spending more and more money 
isn’t leading to better results. Finney 
calls it dropping wet dollar bills on 
�res.

In keeping with the militaristic 
narrative of the �re�ght, Finney 
compared the media’s lack of 
questioning �re suppression to the 
free ride many say the press gave 
the U.S. government to justify the War on 
Terror. 

We left his o�ce and moved down the 
hall to a silo-like room called the combustion 
laboratory. Finney stopped by a uniform 
forest of tiny cardboard “trees.” In a few 
days, they’d angle the cardboard to simulate 
a forest slope and light the downhill side on 
�re. �en they’d watch it roar up the hill, 
record everything on high-speed cameras 
and study the �ames’ spread. �e goal is 
to hone in on how �re moves through real 
forests.

Finney says �re is one of the most 
counterintuitive things imaginable. “Almost 
everything you think you know about it is 
probably wrong. Not just a little wrong, not 
just a tiny degree wrong. Exactly wrong.”

A few days after I visited Finney’s 
o�ce, he emailed me a recent 
editorial paper in the journal 
Science, called “Reform forest �re 

management.”
�e paper stated—like Finney, Pyne 

and many of the experts who study �re—
that when fuels in forests are controlled, �re 
burns at low intensity and can restore health 
to the forest. �ese low-intensity �res are akin 
to those that burned before the settlement 
of the West and the Forest Service’s ensuing 
suppression policy. It’s what ecologists have 
long considered bene�cial �re. 

�e Forest Service’s o�cial policy 
recognizes this. But the paper suggests the 
agency rarely allows bene�cial �res to burn. 
In the short term, it is easier and safer to 
suppress all �res. Fire�ghters can put out 98 
percent of �res at their start. �e two percent 
that get out of control, however, become the 

big ones. A balanced system including more 
frequent burning would limit the big costly 
ones by robbing them of fuel.

For the Forest Service and other 
agencies, the risks of letting �res burn and 
the low tolerance for error means suppression 
reigns supreme. And there’s always money to 
�ght �re.

“With these deterrents, ‘battling’ �re 
and ‘only you can prevent wild�re’ campaigns 
have more traction than recognizing that 
many severe �res result from accrued 
management decisions,” the paper said. 

One of its co-authors, Malcolm North, 
is a Forest Service ecologist. According to 
Science, the agency asked the journal to 
remove North’s name from the piece, saying 
the author’s opinions di�ered from its own. 

While change within agencies is hard, 
the authors believe public pressure could 
tip the scale. �at’s a hard sell when every 
summer the press characterizes �re as an 

invading army. 
To �ght bigger �res, the percentage of 

the Forest Service budget dedicated to �re 
suppression has increased from 16 percent in 
1995 to over 50 percent this year. But all this 
money funneled toward suppressing �res 
isn’t slowing them down: In terms of acreage 
burned, the six worst �re seasons the Forest 
Service has on record all occurred after 2000.

As �re seasons increase in impact, the 
need for in-depth coverage is growing. So 
too is the demand for new angles to a story 
with an all-too-familiar plot.

In 2015, major newspapers 
ranging from the Los Angeles 
Times to �e New York Times 
ran pieces about the hot dry 

summer in the West, the �res it 
sparked and its connection to climate 
change.

Two other events over the season 
brought attention to the wild�re-
climate change connection. One 
was the Forest Service budget report. 
�e other was repeatedly broadcast 
comments from California Gov. Jerry 
Brown. “�is is the future from now 
on,” he said of wild�re in a September 
14 press conference. “It’s going to get 
worse just by the nature of how the 
climate is changing.”

While the science connecting 
climate change and increased �re 
threats is sound, the attention to 
this angle has those seeking a more 
sustainable �re future worried. For 
advocates, �re is a good way to show 
climate change e�ects in a dramatic 
and vivid way. As a historian, Stephen 
Pyne spends more time looking back 
at wild�re. Looking forward, he 

worries the story of �re will be folded into 
that of climate change, making plausible 
solutions for the �rst seem contingent on 
solving the second.

Pyne, who is frequently interviewed 
by media, found a strong bias this summer 
toward supporting the message of worse 
�re as a result of climate change without 
considering other factors. “If we allow it to 
be hijacked by that then we’re just going to 
be playing whack-a-mole with �res for the 
next century,” he said.  

There are some, however, who take 
a more optimistic view, hoping 
that �re coverage will improve as 
the demand for it rises.

Michael Kodas has covered �re for a 
decade as both a writer and photojournalist. 
“You used to be able to get a ride in a 
truck to get a pretty good angle,” he 
recalls. Today, he is associate director at the 

The public receives 
distorted images 

showing only  
the most destructive, 
oXt�oI�Fontrol fires�
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Dead trees stand among new vegetation that has formed since the Reynolds Creek Fire in Glacier National Park.
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University of Colorado Boulder’s Center for 
Environmental Journalism. 

Kodas has found that crises drive better 
journalism as they a�ect more and more 
people. “We have far more communities in 
the West that are part of the problem but 
also threatened by it, so that’s a natural 
readership for these stories.”

Two types of journalists are rising 
to the task of telling a more nuanced �re 
story, Kodas says. One is a growing breed 
of journalists with backgrounds in science 
and environmental policy, who bring 
increased insight to �re. �e other variety is 
more homegrown. Newspapers in the West 
cover �re every summer, and reporters who 
stick around long enough are left with the 
institutional knowledge to cover the long-
term issues. 

“�ey might not be as polished a writer 
or as �ashy a journalist as big market people, 
but are by and large better at this kind of 
thing,” Kodas says.  

For Karl Puckett, the season’s end 
showed the dual nature of �re coverage. On 
September 29, the front page of the Great 
Falls Tribune ran an article of his about a 
�re burning in the Bob Marshall Wilderness 
Area called the Sheep Mountain Fire. �e 
headline read “Doing what it should do,” 
and the article portrayed a �re burning 
through fuels built up over a century. �e 
next time �res start in the area they won’t be 
able to charge out of the backcountry and 
toward communities, Puckett’s sources said.

�e next day, the front page carried 
another Puckett article about the Sheep 

Mountain Fire. �is one’s headline was 
“�e Great Escape.” It described a guest 
ranch evacuation. Among the evacuees was 
Jack Hanna, Montana’s celebrity animal 
show host, who was “forced to hightail it 
out of the woods Saturday after the Sheep 
Mountain Fire roared back to life.” 

Sometimes, breaking news is just 
breaking news.

The week before the Sheep 
Mountain Fire made the front 
page, photographer Jake Green 
and I drove to Glacier National 

Park. On the phone, Puckett had told me 
he would be there with retired Forest Service 
ecologist Wayne Phillips. Puckett wanted to 
do a story on forest regrowth, what ecologists 
call “post-�re succession” in burn zones of 
varying age. 

Under cloudless and bright fall skies we 
started in a forest that had burned in 2006. 
New lodgepole pine trees had grown to chest 
height, while above them the trunks of the 
trees killed in the �re rose bare and pointed 
like toothpicks. 

From there we moved to the now 
extinguished Reynolds Creek Fire of 2015. 
�at �re, reported July 21, closed the iconic 
Going-to-the-Sun Road through the park’s 
interior, made national news and cost $10 
million to suppress. 

Uphill from us the ground was black 
underfoot and the trees charred and dead. 
But in the small pocket where we stood, the 
forest was mostly unburnt.

In the burned area, bear grass and 

Oregon grape, thimbleberry and �reweed 
were already coming back. �e blackened 
branches of a mountain maple rose nine feet 
up, its leaves burned o� by the �re. New 
leaves rose around its base. Wayne Phillips 
dug up chunks of plants with connected 
root systems to show their ability to survive 
underground even as �ames scorched the 
surface. 

“What’s the big picture, Wayne, for all 
this?” Puckett asked, interrupting. “What’s 
the public need to know?”

Phillips, in the roundabout and 
excitable way of the retiree, was trying to 
paint a clearer picture of �re’s e�ects. It’s why 
he was out there, and why he said he reached 
out to Puckett in the �rst place. He’d been 
reading what he called Puckett’s “in-depth 
articles” over the course of the �re season, 
and brought some old photos of post-�re 
forests to the newsroom. 

Puckett had looked at the photos and 
invited the ecologist on a trip to Glacier. 

What Phillips thinks the public needs 
to know is this: “You can read in the 
newspaper, 10,000 acres burned. But this 
burned,” he said, gesturing at the barely 
touched green area we stand in, “and that 
burned,” waving toward the charred forest 
ten yards uphill. 

Like the Sucker Creek Fire or even the 
Valley Fire, there was more to this than the 
destructive force in the news. �e black 
and green mosaic of a burnt forest is just as 
strangely beautiful as a forest �re at night, 
and �re’s story neither starts with the �ames 
nor ends when they go out.t
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