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No firefighters were not harmed in the making of this book.



I.
	 To work in fire is to indulge in pyromania. There are 
no ifs, ands, or buts about it. The sparkle of a flame that 
ascends elegantly off organic material is innately mesmer-
izing. There is a psychoactive component to watching it, 
which explains why humans have developed such a deep 
relationship with this earthly element over thousands of 
years. One such case was the relationship between fire 
and the Native peoples on North American soil, pre-mid-
1800s. This relationship may have involved fire for war, 
yes, but also for returning nitrogen to the soil. It was a rela-
tionship not rid of consequences, but full of bountiful con-
sequence that would enrich the lives of many species, not 
only our own. Today, we formalize our relationship with 
fire. We fight. We prevent. We federally emergency man-
age through associations with branches, divisions, and 
sectors. But that innate impulse of wonder for the wander-
ing flame still remains. We long for a deeper relationship 
with the element that can, too, destroy, but also provide.
	 My relationship with fire occurs seasonally. It starts in 
the spring and ends in the fall. It means watching the weath-
er open up and the land become lush and green. It means 
running in a pack, training and suffering together with peo-
ple, many of whom you’ve only just met. It means getting to 
know a small group of people inside a truck. It entails making 
endless piles of thin trees under the beating sun, spitting out 
wood chips for hours. Sometimes it means digging a line in 
the dirt, tucking your chin tight to your chest to avoid the heat 
licking your exposed ears. Other times, it means sliding your 
hands through ash or scooping boiling dirt to locate burning 
material, much like a detective. It means making precise cuts 
in towering, marvelous trees, toppling them to the Earth.

It means clocking in during your dreams, cutting fire line un-
til you wake, only to do it again. It means sleeping for meager 
hours in open lawns and dirt pits, gasping awake in the wee 
hours, thinking you’ve overslept. It means being constantly 
thanked by people you’ve never met, yet feeling as though 
you’ve done nothing at all. It means loneliness despite being 
surrounded by a family. It means bearing witness to human 
and landscape deprivation. It means loving your job but hat-
ing how stressful and dangerous it can be. It means hating 
your job but loving that you are in corners of the country 
that no one else steps foot in, outside, working with your 
hands. Many days, it means questioning your life’s decisions. 
	 Yet, when the late season rolls around and you’re 
standing around a pile burn in October, telling jokes and 
eating chili, it feels as though many of your choices have 
aligned in the right direction. My relationship with fire 
means burning as best you can, even if it’s raining. It even 
means slogging through snow to lay flame under piles 
of those thin trees you’d been cutting all summer. Then, 
the next year, you return to the plot of land you know so 
intimately for sprouting Morels, hoping to see even one 
Matsutake. Therein lies new growth in a decimated land. 
	 That sparkle in the wisp of flame, the same one seen 
millions of years ago by many, is the reason we walk toward 
the fire when others walk away. History has told us of its 
pains. Many have shared tales of loss. This work remains un-
dervalued, like many other branches of forest and public land 
management, yet we march on. Through the flame and flurry, 
we carry them both in our hearts and minds. We will do our 
best when no one else will. This is my relationship with fire.
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