
Jan van Wagtendonk , interviewed by Dave Thomas, on March 11, 2008
DAVE: It’s March 11th, 2008. I’m in Yosemite National Park with Jan van Wagtendonk. Jan, to start off, can you give us just a brief personal biographical sketch, where you were born and raised, went to school? 
JAN: Oh, my gosh. I was born in California and so I’m a native Californian, but my parents moved to Oregon and then to Indiana when I was young so I really grew up in Indiana. But I was always out in the woods, so I wanted to become a forester from the age of 13. So I started at Purdue University in forest management, and between my freshman and sophomore years I got a job in Oregon on a Hotshot crew, and after that I said this is what I want to do. And also realize that there weren’t enough trees at Purdue and then I wanted to transfer to Oregon State. So my junior year I transferred to Oregon State as a forest management major and worked summers as a smokejumper for the Forest Service in Region 6 and then for the BLM in Alaska. After that I went into the Army for four and a half years, nice tour in Vietnam and a stint with the 101st Airborne. But decided after my first tour in Vietnam I didn’t really want to go back there, and a friend of mine said well if you’re interested in fire and you’re interested in ecology, which I was, you really should go back to school and get a degree in fire ecology. And I said where do you do that? Well, he sent me a bunch of books and stuff and said probably Dr. Biswell at the University of California at Berkeley would be a good choice. So I was still in the Army, and I’d applied to get out of the Army, because I had a regular commission. I had to apply. And I had to apply to Berkeley so I did those about the same time and I think it was almost the same day I got two letters, one from the Army that said sorry, you’ve been selectively retained. So, and you’re going to be in for another year. And I got a letter from Berkeley that said sorry your GPA is not high enough. So I spent that year going up and talking to Dr. Biswell and came to realize that professors have some leeway in accepting students. And he said well we can get around the GPA thing. Come on up when you’re getting out of the Army. So I started at Berkeley studying under Dr. Biswell which really, really got me into this whole fire ecology thing. And when it came time to do my Ph.D. I was looking around for places to do the work, because I wanted to go, actually use prescribed burning but refine the prescriptions that he had come up with, because Dr. Biswell did it by smell the air or cracking a twig. He knew when it was right to burn. And I realized that if we’re going to transfer this knowledge to other practitioners, we have to be able to say it a little better than smells good, it’s time to burn. So my Ph.D. was really designed to define the first burning prescriptions that they used here in the park. But getting to the park was a roundabout way. My career dream had always been to work for the Forest Service. I didn’t have any other, that was it. I was a forester, had all the forestry degrees. So when it came time to do the research, I asked around the local forest, can I do some burning on your land and come up with prescriptions? And they said no. Not only no but a hell no. And at that time Bob Barbee was here in Yosemite. And Bob said not only yes but hell yes. He said come on up and do some burning here. So it was really different conditions coming together at the same time, a receptive Bob Barbee in Yosemite, a Biswell to be my mentor and me wanting to go out and do the burning. So I came up to Yosemite, did my Ph.D. here. And when I finished, they just happened to have a job here. 
DAVE: Now what year was that? 
JAN: That was 1971 was when I was doing my research here. And then ’72 I finished and then started work here in 1972. 
DAVE: So you’ve spent basically your whole career here in Yosemite? 
JAN: My entire profession. 
DAVE: So what is that? That’s over 30 years? 
JAN: ’72 to 2008 is 36 years. 
DAVE: Thirty-six years, remarkable. Biswell was your mentor. What was he like as a teacher? We’ve heard so much about him, and he seems to have inspired so many people. When we talked to Bob Barbee, I mean, Bob talked about spending I believe three days in the field with Harry the Torch. 3 
JAN: Well he was inspirational. He was very, subtle wouldn’t be the right word. But his inspiration came from just being with him rather than him out there pontificating and saying this, this, this or the other thing. He would just go out and show you things. And you’d walk through the woods. And he’d break that branch and dig down in the duff and do these things that were just . . . You’d learn by watching him and by just being with him. 
DAVE: Isn’t it surprising though, I mean, he was a professor, right, at Berkeley, that yet he had this sense of the fire environment, of the fuels and all of that stuff? 
JAN: He got that from the Southeast. He grew up in Missouri and got his Ph.D. in Nebraska and he was a rangeland ecologist. He got a job with the Forest Service at the Pacific Southwest Station and then transferred to the Southern Station and started looking at what they were doing in burning in the southeast. And then when he came back to Berkeley he brought that experience from Georgia with him. And then he tried to practice that in California, and he met the brick wall of the fire suppression people. And his rejections were much, much greater than the, those fairly mild objections I got from the Forest Service. His were almost career destroying. He was brought up before the dean and he was told he couldn’t publish, he was told he couldn’t burn, was told stay out of the, don’t do any burning. And so he really was subjected to real discrimination because of his belief about fire of all things. 
DAVE: That’s amazing. Just to put fire back on the land? 
JAN: Yes. 
DAVE: He was . . . 
JAN: Yeah, yeah. But in all the time I knew him, you never would know that that had occurred. And he was totally positive. He was always forgiving would be a good . . . He would just take it in stride. And I asked him once, weren’t you discouraged? Aren’t you discouraged, the whole career trying to do this? And he said no, look at how much progress we’ve made. And that was really so typical of Dr. Biswell. He didn’t look at the bad part. He says look at all the progress we’ve made. And he took great pride in Jim Agee as one of his students, myself, and Ron Wakamoto were his three fire Ph.D. students that he had at Berkeley. And he was always, he looked at us like sons, you know, because we were the manifestation of his teaching. And he was just so inspirational. 
DAVE: Yeah, Bruce Kilgore showed us a photograph. I think it was in Sequoia-Kings Canyon where all of you as young students were with Dr. Biswell under a tree there. And Bruce was going through all the names in the photographs and literally the pioneers of fire management and Forest Service, Park Service, and academia. 
JAN: His field trips where he really, that was his stage. And he would go out there. And the students, we’d be with him and we were thinking we were just there to help do the burning. And right in the middle of a discussion he’d say, well Jan, tell us what you’re doing, or Jim, explain this. And so all of a sudden we were out there teaching this large group of people. It was a very good way to get initiated in that aspect of fire. 
DAVE: So, Jan, you’re writing your Ph.D. thesis for Dr. Biswell. And it’s on some of the original prescriptions for allowing fires to burn in Yosemite National Park. And if I heard you correctly, you’re here with Bob Barbee and you guys are just starting to get rolling with the program? 
JAN: Well it was not exactly that. Bob got me here, he said yes. But by the time I got here to do my work, he’d moved onto another job and another person had moved into that position. It was Dick Riegelhuth, who’s now deceased. But he was, Dick was a manager who was really, really responsible, I think, for going that next step. Bob got it started, but Dick actually implemented the program. And at that time the fire suppression organization was under the Chief of Resources which was Dick Riegelhuth, so we had the suppression people as well as the prescribed burning people all working for him, so the program started with Bob’s initiation and Dick’s implementation. And fortunately I was there to help do the science necessary to get the program going. 
DAVE: So as you began putting the prescriptions together, what were some of the biggest issues, the challenges you had to deal with 30 some years ago? 
JAN: Well, for the prescriptions it wasn’t so challenging. It was very interesting. I could not do that dissertation today the way I did it then, because I was all by myself digging the old plot lines and lighting the fires. There was only one fire I lit then that I asked the prescribed burning crew to come help me put in some protection. No NOMEX, no steel plated shoes. I’m out there with a drip torch just lighting these fires and watching them burn. I could never do that. No red card. Which is all right for the day. It was the same when I was smokejumping. We didn’t have any of that stuff then. We just went out and did it. So the challenges now are almost have to do with the red tape you have to go through to even do that. I could not do my dissertation today. I’d have to have 12 engines, an airplane, a crew, a red card, an FBA. 
DAVE: Did you get into any jams with some of your original fires? 
JAN: No, no. They were all. But the way I did the plot and the day that my hottest fire was the day I asked the crew to come give me a hand. But I had a burn plot ahead of it and had line around it. It was successful. Those prescriptions are almost the same as they were when I first did then except they were . . . Prescriptions have evolved so the different parameters are part of it. But basically it was rate of spread, flame length, fuel moisture, wind speed, air temperature, and relative humidity. 
DAVE: So on your own you set up experimental burn plots and then you lit the fires basically on your own and then you measured flame length and rate of spread to develop your parameters? 
JAN: That’s correct.  
DAVE: And what were some of the parameters, what did you come up with? 
JAN: I don’t remember the exact numbers, but it was those ranges for fuel moisture, relative humidity, wind speed, and air temperature. The key for my work was really the ten hour fuel moisture. I was able to determine that different levels of ten hour fuels moisture, the different kinds of behavior, primarily rate of spread and flame length that you get with backing fires and head fires. So the prescriptions were a dual set of prescriptions for backing fires and another set for head fires. And with those basic prescription parameters in there, and the park said okay, here, and went and started using them. And I was just looking yesterday for a paper I’m writing what the prescriptions are today and I looked at it and said it referenced back to my Ph.D. Gosh, that stuff has a long life. 
DAVE: It held up for the 30 some years. Yeah. 
JAN: Oh, yeah, yeah. 
DAVE: So you’re starting to develop the prescriptions. And these were both for prescribed fires and fires that you were allowing to burn? 
JAN: Well they were transferred to that. The wildland fire use program, back then it was called I forget even, I won’t use Bruce Kilgore’s words, but we called it a natural fire program here. Dick Riegelhuth brought that to the park, because he had worked down in Sequoia before that when Bruce was doing his work down in Sequoia. And when Bruce started the program down there in ’68, Dick was at Sequoia. He moved up here in ’71 and started the wildland fire use program here. Our original prescriptions for wildland fire use were is it in the zone or is it not? 
DAVE: The zone being? 
JAN: Where we allowed fires to burn and where we didn’t. And that wasn’t an arbitrary decision, because we had looked at the fire return intervals for the areas and the years since suppression had started and we’re able to say well these areas haven’t deviated that much from the norm, but these areas have. And we divided the park up that way. As years went by, though, the demands for wildland fire use became stricter and stricter, so we had to then apply prescriptions to those as well. And they’re really, I would say my prescribed fire prescriptions were the basis for establishing what kind of conditions we would allow those fires to burn so it played a role in it but not as great a role in wildland fire use. 
DAVE: Can you sketch out for us, I mean, when you first started developing these prescriptions and the fire management zones and that sort of thing, the movement towards where you were allowing a lot more fires to burn or you were igniting a lot more prescribed fires, was that easy? Was that just a natural flow and evolution? 
JAN: It was easy. Well, it’s never easy. It was easier then than it is now. And it was, it became easier as we gained experience with it. And we did the most prescribed burning in the late ‘80s and early ‘90s. There are several reasons for that. The Yellowstone fires required stricter control on things. The smoke became a major issue for all our burns, and the pollution control districts were starting to flex their muscles and requiring us to comply with the state implementation plans. But also there was a period of time when fire management was going through a growing phase here, because I mentioned earlier that when Dick started here he had both the suppression people and the prescribed fire people working for him. The suppression people were never comfortable with that. They did not want to work for someone who felt ecology was more important than suppression. And they were able to prevail upon a review team that came in, an operations evaluation team that the appropriate place for suppression was under the chief ranger not under the chief of resources. So once that group split off, there were . . . We had a lot of difficulty coordinating those programs, because one group, Dick’s group would be doing prescribed burning, and the fire suppression people would be over here watching at us and wondering what in the world these people are doing. And also being a roadblock, because the Superintendent still wanted both parties to sign off on these burns, and they would just stand in the way. They were very, very uncomfortable with the idea of allowing fires to burn in wilderness areas or of setting fires in the front country. 
DAVE: What techniques did you use to persuade them that . . . So what techniques did you use to persuade the suppression people that prescribed fire and fire use was a good thing? 
JAN: I’m not sure we ever did with that particular Fire Management Officer. I think he went to his grave thinking we were all crazy. And then he and several people working for him who continued the attitude that we should not be doing this. And I guess what I’m really proudest of is the fact that we were able to have a very good program in spite of those roadblocks. And the real turning point, then, came . . . I’m trying to think of who it was. The Fire Management Officer retired and died and it might have been Steve Underwood. I don’t know if that name’s come up yet. But the fire program, the entire fire program went over to the ranger division so the resource division no longer had a role. And operationally and organizationally that’s probably the best way to do it, because if they’re in two separate entities, they’ll always fight. So I think it was probably good. Whether or not it should have been in the rangers or in the resource group, I think you could argue forever. But having the two functions together made a big difference, because then they were all part of the same outfit. Now I know that once you enter, you’ll find out that there’re still conflicts to this day between the two groups, because even though they all work for one person, there’s a conflict that will always be there I think. 
DAVE: I wonder why that is. I mean, I would think after 30, 40 years with this program that science would win over. 
JAN: It has to do, it has to do with the objectives, I think, because in suppression you’re, right now anyway, the objectives are the minimum number of acre burned. And in fire use and prescribed burning your objective is the maximum number of acres burned so you really have conflicting objectives. And this whole, I think it might get resolved through the appropriate management response book, because we need to look at what’s happening on the land, what’s happening to the resource not whether how many acres are black or not black because it’s much more complex. I think that’s one of the things that I found with my experience in fire suppression, that if you have clear objectives it’s easier to do the task. And if your objective is put the fire out and minimize the acres and do it before 10:00 a.m. the next burning day, you know, that’s very clear. Then you throw, and you have all the money you want to do that, then it’s very clear what you do. But if your objective is, well, in some areas a fire might be good or the resource objectives might be met, it gets fuzzier. You don’t have that same do it and do it now. The same problem that the military has when they’re doing peacekeeping. It’s easy when you have a clear enemy and you know what to do. But in peacetime when you’re trying to nurture democracy and all those sorts of things, it’s much harder to do that, because you don’t have those nice clear black-and-white objectives. And I know that the Fire Management Officer who was here, he just didn’t like that. He said tell me what to do and I’ll do it. You know, don’t give me any of these well maybe we’ll let the fire burn over here and maybe we won’t, you know, those sorts of things. They’re very uncomfortable with that. And also it’s much riskier to do that for careerwise and for your objectives. If you have a clear objective and you do it and you give it all you can but you fail, it’s no longer your fault or it’s not your fault. But if you have a fuzzier objective and you have options and you fail, then it becomes your fault. So the career risk is much higher when we go into these more complex fire management situations than it is just put it out and I’m sorry, the weather turned on me, and there’s nothing I could do, I gave it all I could. Okay, but you lost 10 billion board feet. Oh, well, what could I do? 
DAVE: When you first started out pushing the fire use program, prescribed fire program in Yosemite, did you feel ostracized or shunned like Harry Biswell did? 
JAN: No, I never felt that. I think that we’d already gotten past that part, because there was general acceptance. There was always a little bit of edge to it. I know that at one conference, it was up in Missoula, when fire use was just starting, Bruce Kilgore, Bob Mutch and I and I forget, Don Despain, we had to have a secret meeting. Okay, all you people who are interested in fire use, we’re going to meet tonight over here in the, over in this other room, because we didn’t, it wasn’t generally accepted at that time. Although within that community, the Region 1 group and the California group and then the people from Everglades, there was general acceptance. And within the Park Service too, the Park Service had embraced it in their policy changes in ’68. This is what we do. It was just the old fire dogs who were the problem, so. I did not feel any of that kind of whatever . . . 
DAVE: Well, the reason I ask that is because a lot of younger people still in the business, particularly like in Forest Service where they’re trying to get fire use outside of wilderness areas are running up against the same obstacles, suppression versus fire use, that it sounded like you did 30 years ago. And some of them do feel like they’re ostracized, they’re pushed aside. 
JAN: Well, I don’t know what we’re going to do with that, because I think it has to be one organization that, a fire management organization, not the split between putting them out and lighting them. The same people need to be doing both. I think the successes we had here is when it was integrated to the point where the crews were one and the same. And I think with AMR we might get to that point. You know, we’re a class 1 team. If it’s doing a wildland fire use fire you could have a class 1 team. It brings in the LBAN and the kind of people that you have on the fire use working teams. So you mix and match instead of having two separate organizations doing it. And for me the best . . . Two things. The best experience I had for becoming a fire ecologist was having been a firefighter, to have been on the other side and to have seen fire behavior in the extreme. And the best experience as a firefighter, I think, is to see prescribed burning, to see how you can use that fire to get resource benefits. So it’s a mix of the two or a melding of those two ideas that needs to come together in the fire crews. And I see that in some of the people we have today, but I still see some of the old fire dogs hanging on. I think what disappoints me is after 30 years, we got rid of one generation of those people, but we raised a whole new generation of fire suppression people that don’t have that more ecological view. And I’m concerned about that, because it’s, we need to meld those two thoughts and have our fire crews do both. 
DAVE: If you had to give some advice to people that were working with people that were just obstinate about fire suppression, what might that be? Even though you said, you know, I was able to move along, the program moved along even though there were people that were against what I was thinking and doing, you must have had some techniques to work with these people that could potentially be walls to barriers to what you wanted to do. 
JAN: I would go back to the walking out in the woods routine that Dr. Biswell did and that got me initiated, because what he was doing was taking people from all walks of life. The people who had attended those workshops were not just fire ecologists or students or academics. There were people from California Program of Forestry and Fire Protection, there were the Forest Service people, there was suppression people. And they all hang back in a group and shake their heads and mutter under their breath that this guy’s crazy. But they saw what was on the land, and they heard what was being said. And I think a lot of those people did finally see the light, if you will. In fact, even today people will come up to me and say you probably don’t remember me, but I was in that field trip with Dr. Biswell in Yosemite and I really learned a lot. I’ve had people say that’s changed my career, those things. So I would continue doing that. It makes a, when you see it on the land, it starts to make sense. And I think that’s . . . People always ask, well what’s the public think? And, again, when you explain the basic ecological rationale for the program, the public sees it, you know. Our biggest detractors have been fire suppression people and foresters. They just can’t understand. What in the world are you doing? There’s another minority group out there too, and they’re called the ologists. I don’t know if you’ve heard that term, but they’re biologists, herpetologists, ornithologists, the wildlife people who surprisingly enough are not taking an ecosystem point of view toward fire. They’re looking very narrowly at habitat, at individual critters being destroyed. I remember one workshop that Dr. Biswell and I had here in the park where one of the ologists came up and said, well, aren’t you protecting those logs for salamanders? I said no. Why would we want to do that? And later another one would say, aren’t you protecting those snags for woodpeckers? No. Why would you want to do that? And then another, this was a botanist or a forester, says well aren’t you protecting that beautiful live sugar pine from being killed by the fire? And about that time I said I’ve been asked a lot of questions here. What we do is we allow that sugar pine to die and it becomes a snag and then the woodpeckers can use them. We allow that snag to burn down then it becomes a log, and then we let the salamander use it. We allow that log to burn up and becomes a seedbed, and the new sugar pine starts there. And when you start explaining that cycle, oh. The lights start to go off. But they’re not taking that total view. And we still have that problem, particularly with people who are trained in the forest, because they have snag retention rules, they have log retention rules, they have tree retention rules. And you get, you start fussing around with it so much that if you just let the natural ecosystem, and fire is part of that, do its thing, then those things sort of balance out. 
DAVE: And would you bring the ologists out on field trips too? 
JAN: Oh, absolutely. 
DAVE: That’s your technique of getting the discussion going? 
JAN: Absolutely. Just bring them all out there and that’s sort of why I wanted to do this outside. I don’t like to talk about fire ecology inside, because it’s an outside sort of thing. And you can see it on the land. You can turn over that log and look for the salamanders. You can look at the ash bed. You can see the tree that died. It also works with the fire suppression people, because you look at how much the fuels have been reduced, how much higher the live crowns are, those sorts of things. And they can say oh, yeah, that’d be a lot easier for me to fight a fire should I have to in this forest that has been treated with fire than in this other forest. And that’s one of the techniques Dr. Biswell always had. He had an area that hadn’t burned and then he’d have one of the dog hair thicket areas. And he’d take the crew or the group right through the middle of it. The white fir branches and the [inaudible] 30:10 cedar branches would be slapping you in the face and you’d crawl on your hands and knees and ants would be getting on you. And you’d be out there, and you couldn’t even see the forest for the trees, literally. And we’d come out of there. Then we’d come out into the burn and everybody would say oh, gosh, thank goodness we’re out of that terrible mess. And he’d say well what do you think the difference is? He’d say well, this has been burned, and that hasn’t been burned. And those sorts of things make an impression on people. It’s not going to change their deep seeded, if you’re a suppressionist deep down inside and that’s what you believe in, but it might make some inroads into that. And I think we’re making those. I think we’ll get there. I’m optimistic. 
DAVE: A few minutes ago in the interview you said it was easier then than it is now. What did you mean by that?  
JAN: Part of that is the post-Yellowstone restrictions. And I’m not saying that those are necessarily bad. It’s just that there are more hoops you have to jump through. If you have a wildland fire use fire, you have to have daily certification by the land manager. You have to be aware of resource availability throughout the United States. You have to look at the contingency levels. You have to do all those things. We never had to worry about those sorts of things before. And then also the smoke restrictions, and those are very severe. We have the Air Pollution Control District watching us constantly, using the readings from our instruments to tell us to stop burning. And it gets contentious sometimes. So there’s many more restrictions that are placed on us now. Again, I’m not saying those are necessarily bad. They’re a reaction to things that have occurred in the past. But sometimes I think they might be overboard a little bit. 
DAVE: Jan, let’s talk a little bit about the crop of firefighters that are coming in behind us a little bit. Do you see anything different in them as a group, as a culture? 
JAN: I see some differences. There’s a group of firefighters that see fighting fire as their one and only objective. And that might sound like the way it was many years ago, and perhaps it is. But it seems like these people have firefighting as their only, their only objective. And the broadening of their tasks to include ecological aspects of burning is not part of their upbringing. So they’re really, they’re advocating a separate fire service rather than being integrated into the land management agencies. And I see that as a dangerous trend. We have many of our firefighters going to the state fire departments because the pay is higher and the overtime is better and they don’t have to deal with the gray areas of ecological burning. So it’s a little disturbing, because I thought maybe we had gone past that and the new firefighters would have a little broader view. That doesn’t seem to be that way. Now not that there aren’t lots of good ones out there and not that those aren’t good firefighters. But they’re not fire managers. And I see the same sort of, well, a similar problem with the fire managers that we have today, that they’re not, they haven’t had enough field experience. They don’t get out in the woods enough. They spend too much time writing plans and complying with regulations. And in fire you can’t afford to do that. You really have to be out on the land. You have to look at fire in all its glory and all the destruction it can do or all the benefits it can accrue and already have a good feel for it. 
DAVE: In your career, were you able to regularly get out of the office and kind of stay away from a lot of the paper and bureaucracy? 
JAN: Well, to a certain extent. As a scientist I have a little more leeway so I’m not writing plans, but I do have to write publications and analyze data. The fun part, which is the field part, is not as large a part of anybody’s job as they’d like to have it, but I certainly do get out enough. 
DAVE: I want to go back and have you think about your 30 plus year career in Yosemite and to think of a fire event that really challenged you, particularly pushed your edges, that after the event was over your thinking had changed. Does one come up? 
JAN: The fires that we had in 1990 were, I would call them that kind of event. And there were two fires that occurred in the park, both from lightning. And 1990 is just two years after 1988 which was the Yellowstone fires. The charge of allowing laissez-faire management from Yellowstone was still heavy in the air. We’d just gotten through with the ’89 season where we weren’t allowed to have any fires be part of the fire use program. So these fires were suppressed immediately. But they grew to very large sizes, you know, 28,000 acres one of them, and another 17,000 acres. Another I think they were of that size. So they had an intensity, a severity, a size, a rate of spread much greater than anything that I had ever seen before that or that I had seen evidence of when walking through the woods. And it was a combination of factors, I think, that came together. There was steep topography, there were huge accumulations of fuel, there’s unstable air, there’s a local wind and a topographic wind that combine. And this fire just took off over the ridge. It actually had horizontal roll vertices in it which you could see from the scorch in the trees afterwards that things had . . . I’m trying to think who was the scientist from Detroit that was talking about that. 
DAVE: Oh, Haines? 
JAN: Yeah, Haines. And there was evidence of those, that those had actually occurred. We went out after that and looked at the area that had burned. And there’s another concept called needle freeze. Are you familiar with that? Where at the time that the needle actually desiccates, it’s frozen in the direction that the wind was blowing at the time that it became desiccated. And if you went to the center of this fire, which was still green, you went out beyond the fire and everywhere around the needles were all pointing out almost 360 degrees. And when you put that evidence together, what you had was a huge buildup and that then collapsed or collapsed like this, and the winds came out. So we had the downdraft winds plus the topographic winds plus the local winds and causing the horizontal roll vortex(?) 37:35. And it was quite, it was very dramatic. Fuels were a part of that. And I think that was what really made me realize that the kind of prescribed burning we had been doing was not sufficient enough to change the fuel structure to keep a fire from that proportion of burning, because it had burned through some areas that had prescribed burned. It finally went out or was able to be contained in another area that had been more recently burned. But just treating, just the fine, just burning a little bit off the surface wasn’t going to change the extreme fire behavior that we saw. So it really brought to mind that we need to, and it was large, so it brought to mind that we need to probably burn with higher intensities, greater severity in a mosaic of patches to break up the continuous canopy. And when you look at the Sierra-Nevada Forest and look at the evidence of the age patch structure that’s out there, you’ll see that sort of thing manifested in the vegetation. So by just doing very mild prescribed burns and treating a little bit of surface fuels, which is good, but probably not sufficient to bring fire back into, completely back into the ecosystem. We have to be willing to accept some patches of high severity. 
DAVE: So was this 28,000 acre fire was “natural,” that’s the way you thought it would have burned?  
JAN: Well, it was, except for the fuels. We had not treated the surface fuels sufficiently, nor had we made any breaks in the canopy so it was an independent crown fire. That’s the only independent crown fire that I’ve actually seen in the park or evidence of in the park. It didn’t care. It’s essentially what we had done to the surface fuels, it was blowing up through the canopy. But that’s because it had this head of steam from the topography and the fuel down below. And it just took off. 
DAVE: Was there a name to this fire? 
JAN: This was the Arock Fire. 
DAVE: Arock, okay. And then you changed your prescriptions, your . . . 
JAN: We ended up, not the prescription so much, because the prescriptions are still good, but what the objectives for the fire in terms of overstory and understory mortality, they increased, the size of the trees and the number of trees that they wanted to kill essentially with prescribed fire in order to actually push the upper end of the prescriptions to get the kind of results you need on the ground. 
DAVE: Jan, describe for me, if you’ve got a lightning ignition out there now in the middle of summer in Yosemite National Park, describe for me how you actually think through whether you should allow that fire to burn or not. 
JAN: Once we get a storm, they’ll take the helicopter up and fly and they’ll look at all the ignitions. So the first thing they decide, is it inside or outside the zone? If it’s outside the zone, it gets suppressed right now, I mean, and we haven’t started. Right now they suppress it regardless of whether it’s lightning or human caused. If it’s inside the zone, they’ll actually then go through the process, the go/no go process. Are the resources available? What are the contingencies level? Have we had smoke in this airshed this year? And is it within the prescription parameters for wind speed, air speed, wind speed, air temperature, relative humidity, fuel moisture? And then they’ll make a decision at that point. They’ll take it to the Superintendent, you know, here, and the Superintendent will decide based on the input he gets, the political considerations he has to deal with to allow it to burn. And then they monitor it. 
DAVE: Now are there things, though, from your experience that you’ve learned to be incredibly sensitive to, because I can’t imagine anybody that has more experience with fire in Yosemite right now than you. 
JAN: Well, they probably wouldn’t ask me, because they know what I’ll say, which is allow it to burn. Because the . . . And this last year was a very interesting year, because it’s one of the driest years we’ve had. And they’re very leery of allowing fires to burn because it was dry. But ecologically that’s the only time that you’re going to be able to get some of those fuels reduced, the thousand hour fuels, even the ten hour fuels were dry to the bone. Well, there’s a great opportunity to have some of that be consumed. But they didn’t want to ask me that, because they knew, they already knew what I was going to say which is please, please allow it to burn. In fact, sometimes they’ll come in after the fact rather sheepishly and say, you know, Jan, we decided to suppress that fire. Well, that’s, there are other considerations than just ecology, but you’re going to have me out there pushing the ecological. 
DAVE: That’s quite interesting from a personal history standpoint that after 30 some years, 40 some years you’re still pleading to allow a fire to burn where it has burned naturally for thousands of years. 
JAN: Well, that does seem like an irony. But you have to constantly keep pushing. And, again, I go back to Dr. Biswell’s advice. And if I had to sum up his advice in one word, it’d be patience. He said you need to be patient. You need to be patient with the local process, with the people, you have to be patient with fire as well. And that really says it all to me. And that’s what he really taught and probably the most important thing I got from him was that you have to be patient and look at the progress we’ve made. 
DAVE: Again, looking at the history of fire use in Yosemite from when you started to all the way up to 2008, what are some of the significant benchmarks, the signposts, challenges you met, or things where, obstacles you had to work through? 
JAN: There was several. We started our program in 1972. In ’72 we had, I think, two lightning strikes, and they amounted to nothing. ’73 was not a big year. But 1974 we had right above the valley here the Star King Fire. And it grew to about 4,000 acres. And it was going on at the same time the Waterfall Canyon Fire in Teton National Park that was smoking out Jackson on a daily basis. All the press was over there. Well we were allowing this thing to burn for weeks, so it was our first really good example of a large wildland fire use fire. The problem was, though, because it’s in a watershed immediately above Yosemite Valley, in the evening all the smoke would come down into the valley. And it wasn’t a terrible amount of smoke. But one of the former directors was coming to the park for a visit, and they were having a cocktail party down in the house down the valley, and some Superintendent didn’t want any smoke to be around when he was here. So he went out and said okay, put a suppression action on that fire, keep it from burning closer to the valley. So they went and did a backfire, a burnout that just scorched another 400 acres and produced so much smoke that the valley was completely smoked out the night that the former director was here. 
DAVE: So right in here would have just been in a cloud of smoke. 
JAN: Right here it was a cloud of smoke, so that impressed upon me the political part of it. It was a major event. I remember the former director coming up to me and grabbing me by the lapel and said are you responsible for this, or I understand you’re responsible for this. I said oh, no, that was Dick Riegelhuth, I’m just a scientist. He’s the one that allowed that to burn. So that was a major event. About, I guess it was 14 years later, in ’88 we had the first fire that reburned into the 1974 Star King Fire. Before, during intervening years the fires that had burned up there were bumping up against each other and essentially going out or dropping in intensity. The Alaska Fire in ’88 was the first one that actually did a fairly major reburn, and that was the first time that the Air Pollution Control District came and said do something about it, you have to do something about that fire. So they limited its spread. It would not have done very much more, but it was doing a perfect job of a reburn, going in, taking the logs out that had dropped from the previous fire and removing some snags and reducing fuels. But that’s another political, and it’s related to smoke, again, those two events that were milestones. After that I think the Horizon Fire in ’94, Mark Finney came out and calibrated the FARSITE model on that fire. He had just started, and he came out and made adjustments, was making adjustments to his model as he was watching that particular fire burn. But it had also reburned a large area. But, and it was just getting ready to reburn an area that had been burned I don’t know how many years previous, but after that it would have burned out, because it would have burned out of fuel. But it had reached its MMA, maximum manageable area. And so they suppressed it. So they spent hundreds of thousands of dollars putting out this fire that was going to go out anyway and only reburn in an area that had been previously burned. But because we had set the MMA too small, it forced the suppression action. So from that we learned make those MMAs very large so that, and still make it reasonable, so that you have a little bit more latitude, that you’re not all of a sudden making a suppression action that’s not necessary and spending almost a million dollars to put out a fire that is only doing good and was going to go out on its own. 
DAVE: Jan, as you look ahead the next 10, 15, 20 years, what hurdles are still in place that Yosemite fire management’s going to have to work with or around to further the program? 
JAN: I go back to smoke. It’s going to be the one issue that precludes us from doing what needs to be done or allowing fire to do what it needs to do. 
DAVE: Now it would seem to me that there’s almost, politically there’s very few solutions to that though. 
JAN: Well, you could exempt the federal government from the State Implementation Plan. See, the Clean Air Act is what causes us to comply with the State Implementation Plan. The State Implementation Plans give that authority to the local Air Pollution Control Districts so they are actually telling us when we can and cannot burn. So you could go amend the Clean Air Act. That’s a political solution to that. You can do the things we’re doing. We’re mixing and matching. We’re putting a fire in this airshed this season and one over in that next season. We’re trying to . . . The public, more education of the public so that people will understand that it’s a tradeoff, and it’s a tradeoff between pay me now or pay me later. You can get little increments of smoke now or you’re going to get it all at once in a wildfire that’s burning much more intensely and consuming more fuels and producing more smoke. 
DAVE: How many thousands of acres have burned in Yosemite since you started? 
JAN: Oh, gosh, I should have looked that one up. It’s probably 100,000 all together. 
DAVE: Out of a park of . . .  
JAN: Of 750,000. Much of that’s rock and ice and our upper elevation lodgepole pine which doesn’t, it’s not like the Rocky Mountains. It doesn’t burn very well or often. So out of the lower elevation, most of that’s below 6,000 feet or actually below 8,000 feet would be better. Nowhere near as much as we need. We’ve had, in areas that have burned, we’ve had areas that are repeated every 11 years in some areas. But the areas, but a lot of areas haven’t burned at all, you know, in my time here. So there’s still a backlog, but you can’t dictate that to nature. And that’s probably one of the reasons I’m always pushing to allow that fire to burn, because every fire that we suppress is a fire that’s not having its chance to do what it needs to do. 
DAVE: . . . advice to young people coming into this business that you’re in. And I might loop back on a terminology question, because I’ve been asking a lot of people this, and we might thread it through. But this whole idea . . . 
Jan, I want to talk to you a little bit about the history of terminology for wildland fire resource fires. Is that what they are now? 
JAN: No. 
DAVE: But whatever it is, the term for allowing a fire to burn in a park or a wilderness has had quite a long history, and it’s been somewhat contentious and still is. And one of the things that interests me, I was talking to Rocky Barker who’s a journalist for the Idaho Statesman who covered Yellowstone extensively in ’88, and he says I do not care what the agencies tell me, to the public it is a let-burn fire, and that is the only thing that makes sense. And I talked to Bob Ekey who reported for the Billings Gazette, and he said exactly the same thing. So I’m wondering, talk a little bit about the history of the term natural fire or prescribed natural fire. 
JAN: I’ll have to go back to let burn, which was coined by probably many people in the past, is why we let that fire burn. Bruce Kilgore and George Griggs in their article in Journal of Forestry sanctified it by calling the program in Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Park the let-burn program. That met with some concern by the upper levels, because it connotes a little bit of irresponsibility, and they didn’t want it to seem like oh, we’re just letting that burn, we’re not paying any attention to it. So they wanted to change the name. They just did not like let burn, and that’s purely because of that connotation that we associated with it. Maybe the public doesn’t associate it with it. They’re allowing that fire to burn. I like the term wilderness fire, but a lot of people have said well it’s not just wilderness, it occurs in parks, it occurs on wilderness in other areas. I thought that had a nice cachet to it, but that never really got any kind of popularity. There was another program down at Saguaro National Monument that was going on in the early ‘70s, Les Gunsole and he called it the natural prescribed fire, but that’s the only time I’ve ever seen that term used, because it was soon superseded by prescribed natural fire. And we all use that term. And at least the agencies knew what it meant and felt okay with it, so for many years prescribed natural fire was, pnf was the term that we all used. But after the ’95 policy revision and the implementation, guidelines for implementation and I think also in the NWCG and some other people, they came up with this new term of wildland fire use which is very difficult to say. And when you’re talking about those fires, you’ve heard me say already wildland fire use fires. What the hell am I talking about? Or wfus or . . . And the public doesn’t know what you’re talking about. But we keep parroting the same terminology. I don’t know what the best term would be. I guess I’m most comfortable with prescribed natural fire, because it is a natural fire, but it’s burning under prescribed conditions. With the new appropriate management response, I’m not sure where that’s going to leave wildland fire use, because they’re saying, well, it won’t be that anymore. And that concerns me, because not that wildland fire use has to be a separate thing. It’s part of fire management, but if you call it another strategy for suppression, it loses its resource benefit aspect, and that’s of concern, because all it is just oh, we’re suppressing it. But our suppression strategy is monitoring, it’s different than if you’re saying we’re allowing this fire to burn for resource benefit. Maybe I’m hung up on that difference, but I think it’s a philosophical difference on how you look at fire. In the one case we’re watching that thing, we’re monitoring it, make sure it doesn’t do anything bad instead of we’re monitoring that thing to make sure it does some good, which is a different turn on it. 
DAVE: Many of these interviews will be watched by Public Information Officers, Fire Information Officers. And it just seems to me that they’re put into a rather perplexing situation when they have to deal with the press, the politicians, the media and use terms that the media themselves may not want to accept, because they don’t make sense to the general public. And I guess that’s the nature of my question. 
JAN: Yeah, I think I would . . . Maybe we need to use a few more words instead of trying to give it a name. Just say it’s a natural fire being allowed to burn under prescribed conditions which says it all. That’s what it is, and that’s what we’re doing. But we want to attach the little names to it. 
DAVE: I’m just curious myself, because I go kind of way back with you, as I mentioned before we started the interview, you taught me fire behavior way back with Rothermel down at Marana a long, long time ago. You’ve been a hero of mine for all of the work you have done in Yosemite and across the country pushing the ecology of fire and things like that. But I understand maybe in a couple years you’re going to retire after a 42 year career here in Yosemite. 
JAN: That’s right. 
DAVE: What has it been like to work in this cathedral, in this glorious place all of those years? 
JAN: Well obviously it’s a wonderful, wonderful place to work just from the scenery. Some people ask, well why would you want to work in Yosemite because of the political pressures? This place is under the watchful eye of everybody, and it’s everybody’s favorite park. You can’t do anything here without someone finding out about it. But to me that’s the challenge. You know, that we’re able to do this kind of a program in one of the most heavily visited parks, and we do it right out in front of God and everybody. You drive down the road in the valley here, and you’ll see trees scorched to the very top, you’ll see blackened duff. We’re proud of the program. We’re doing it right where everybody can see it under all this political pressure, and to me that’s the biggest satisfaction: to be able to have a good program, an aggressive program in a place as beautiful as Yosemite with the public scrutiny that it gets. 
DAVE: And just historically, I’m kind of a historian, amateur historian of environmentalism and stuff. But here you are working in the same place where John Muir and Teddy Roosevelt and I guess Pinchot was around for a while, and Ansel Adams and all that. That’s got to be cool too. 
JAN: Well, it is. It’s inspiring. And I think Yosemite has inspired a lot of people. It’s inspired the conservation movement. John Muir influences was far and wide, and I hope Yosemite is an example of positive fire management, we’ll continue to have influence as well, because people can look here and say well, gee, if they can do it in Yosemite, we should be able to do it anywhere. 
DAVE: We’ve probably only got about six, seven minutes. Just one story to set the record straight. We’ve been talking or I’ve been telling a story. Is it true that John Muir used to climb these big trees around here during lightning storms and swing in them? 
JAN: He writes about that. Whether or not everything he writes is true is another matter. But certainly he would like to experience the extremes. And there is a story he tells about climbing up a tree during a wind storm, and the tree was going back and forth, almost to the point where he was thrown out of it. But he really wanted to experience Yosemite, the mountains at all its extremes. He has some interesting views on fire too. I think coming from Scotland and from the East, he had a typical view on fire. But I think that as an ecologist, because he really was an ecologist, not by training but by experience, that he could see the values of fire. And some of his quotes are, those flowery things, the gentle fingers of flame licking the base of the trees sort of stuff indicated that he appreciated the role fire played but still had that very cautious view about the destruction that could occur. And he describes one fire that was roaring out of the foothills burning through the brush and when it got to the giant sequoia grove it dropped to the surface and then burned on the surface. To me that’s just classic. Hey, this is what we’re talking about here. And he observed it during the 1880s. That’s really exciting. 
DAVE: We’re going to give you an opportunity to say anything you want to the fire community, to the young people that are coming behind us in a way, as we retire out, whether it be some pieces of advice or hard-won wisdom you would want to toss to a crowd back there if you were at Marana again, let’s say. 
JAN: I’m not sure it would be any different than what I’ve said already, which would be to get out into the woods and see fire burning. Not only wildfires burning but after a fire, go out and see what it has done. Look at how the fire behavior has varied in places that have been treated different ways. And to get that experience of what a fire actually does. And also to have that reverence for fire. You really, it’s not a force to be played with. You have to have that respect for fire, because it’s a very, very dynamic but essential force in nature. 
DAVE: And my last question, Jan, is there any question you wished we would have asked that you wanted to respond to, kind of get it on the record, so to speak? 
[bookmark: _GoBack]JAN: There’s the story I like to tell. And maybe the question was was there something in your fire suppression experience that got the thoughts going. And there’s a couple fires that I had when I was a smokejumper. And these are jump stories, of course. We were on a very small fire on a narrow ridge on the Umatilla and we’d actually jumped into Washington and had to walk into Oregon to fight the fire. It was burning in oak brush, but there was one ponderosa pine tree, a beautiful, beautiful big ponderosa pine tree. It must have been at least four or five feet in diameter which was the only resource value I could see that we were protecting. And we built a little hill spot on the top of a ridge, but it was too narrow for the helicopter to land, so they actually flew in our food to us and they dropped it to us with a cargo chute. And the cargo chute landed in the top of that one ponderosa pine. So what do good smokejumpers do when hot food was delivered? We cut the pine down. And at the time I was always, I was hungry, there’s hot food, and I was a firefighter and doing my thing. But it really, I started to think about that and I said what were we doing? We were out there to protect the resource, and the only thing we did was cut that one tree down that had value. We haven’t really done everything. It was very peculiar. And I think that resonated, not at the time, but I think over the years that experience resonated with me. The other one was a fire in Alaska and they flew, it was way, way down in the southwest part of the state, it was just a state at that time. And they said well, we don’t know exactly where the fire is, but we’ll drop you out here. And so there we were. And we’d seen where it had burned. There was burn, the flame lengths maybe an inch, the birds would move off their nest while the fire went by and then come back onto their nests. We’d try to get to where the front of the fire was and we couldn’t even get to it walking over the tundra. And then the place socked in, and then we had to sit there for four days waiting for the helicopter to come get us. And, again, the futility of what we were doing just resonated with me. That we’re out here spending all this money, and the bird is just, oh, there’s the fire. Get off the nest, get back on the nest afterwards. It really, again, was one of those experiences that got my mind to thinking. During that period of time when I was contemplating my career, I think that’s really what said why do I want to study fire ecology? I think that kind of experiences drew that out of me. And I still love telling those stories, because they’re really emblematic of what we do in the fire management community. 
DAVE: Very good.
