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C o ve r in g  W i ld f i r e ssmoke rising from the other side of the hill.My usual experience, in more than 12 years of covering forest fires in the West, has been to get catapulted into someplace where there's a big fire and head to fire headquarters with my protective gear: Vibram boots, Nomex suit, hard hat, goggles, bandana and safety shelter. I would then find the fire information officer and ask to see some flames.

You may as well throw your press card away, it seems, for all the access it gives you at a wildfire.It reminds me of that classic novel about foreign reporting, “ Scoop.’’ In the story, this little out- of-the-way nation is suddenly inundated with reporters when it goes to war against its neighbor. Governmental officials want all reporters to have credentials of course, but they’ve never had reporters there before, so they take

to Northern Ireland from the driver who was assigned to take me there. His name was Wes Taylor.As we drove. Wes told me that he'd done a little bit of time in the Maze prison himself for some minor activities on behalf of the IRA.When we got to Derry he dropped me and the camera crew close to the center of town where gasoline bombs and rubber bullets were already flying.Wes and I set a time to meet that
I ’d usually be willing —  as I think many reporters would be willing —  

to accept the same kind of risk the firefighters do. Usually we’re prevented 
from taking anywhere near that much risk.

But then comes the usual response that everything is either inaccessible or off limits. “ But,” says the information officer, handing me a sheet of paper, “here’s our latest update on the acreage burning and percentages contained.”Give me an earthquake or a hurricane anytime. A quake hits — it’s over with. You head out and get pictures of the damage. In a hurricane you don’t need anybody’s permission to get pictures of howling wind blowing things around.In a flood you may have to worry about roads being closed, but usually the airspace is open and you can get all you need from a chopper.My experience with fires has often been much less satisfactory. Usually we’re kept so far back that press credentials don’t seem to be worth a thing.When I worked as a foreign correspondent, I used to spend a lot of time in Africa. And in Sudan the official press credentials issued to us used to say in big letters on the back, “WITH THIS CARD IT IS FORBIDDEN TO PHOTOGRAPH MILITARY INSTALLATIONS.” That always suggested to me that if you threw the card away you could photograph military installations.

cards used for the registration of prostitutes, cross out “prostitute" and write in “reporter.”As press credentials go, the ones in “ Scoop” weren’t worth much. Neither are those issued during wildland fires.I appreciate that the first concern of fire information officers is our safety and that of others. My safety is also my first concern.Still, part of a reporter’s job is taking an acceptable level of risk. What is acceptable? I think it’s often what the professionals in the situation are willing to accept.Wildland firefighters have a plan for getting out of dangerous situations. I’d usually be willing — as I think many reporters would be willing — to accept the same kind of risk the firefighters do. Usually we’re prevented from taking anywhere near that much risk.If I may, here’s an old war story that I think fits into the topic.Northern Ireland in 1981. Bobby Sands and other Irish Republican Army hunger strikers in the Maze prison were starving themselves to death. There was lots of violence on the streets.I had just arrived in Belfast and I was sent to an even nastier city, Londonderry. I got my introduction

would get us back to Belfast in time to cut and feed a piece for the CBS Evening News.There were plenty of good pictures of battles between police and protesters. We followed it all, trying to keep out of the line of fire, but that eventually got us in trouble.The police tried to cut off the protesters in the city square and. with some other news people, I got stuck in middle. Riot police blocked two of the roads out and protestors blocked the other way. We were in between them — out of the direct line of fire but trapped.The protesters took cover behind a bus they rolled over and set on fire. Every once in a while they'd throw a gasoline bomb at the police and the police would shoot rubber bullets.It became a standoff that wore on and my deadline was getting closer and closer.But it didn’t seem an acceptable risk to make it back to Wes either through the police lines or through the remains of the burned bus.As I continued to wonder how I'd ever get out of this, I saw somebody climbing through the bus, its frame still smoldering. It was Wes. He got through the bus, walked calmly across the square,MjR 69
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