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Smoke from the Ashland Watershed burn can be 
seen from miles away as crews ignite 50 acres of land 

to restore the natural ecosystem just outside 
of Ashland, Oregon.

Following over a century of fire 
suppression policy, fire-dependent 
landscapes in the West have remained 

unburned for over a hundred years, 
leaving forests with acres of ready-to-burn 
underbrush and stifling certain plant species 
that require the heat from fire to seed and a 
cleared forest floor to grow.

The 2017 fire season left much of Oregon 
blanketed in a thick, dense smoke last 
summer. With the Miller Complex fires 
near the Applegate Valley, the Chetco Bar 
Fire near the Kalmiopsis Wilderness in 
southwestern Oregon and the Eagle Creek 
Fire north of Portland raging through 
Oregon, thousands of acres of land were left 
scorched.

“We both are well-aware of the fact that 
we live in a fire-maintained ecosystem here 
and that fires have been kept out for about 
a hundred years now, so the hazard’s really 
high,” said Parsons. “It’s very scary every 
summer and we wanted to feel a little fire 
safe and have the woods feel a little more fire 
resilient.”

Parsons is a retired soil scientist and former 
employee for the U.S. Forest Service and 
Bureau of Land Management where she 
worked for over 30 years. She has worked 
with fire as both a firefighter when she 
was younger and as a member of post-fire 
recovery teams, where she mapped fire 
effects and burn severity. Clover, who is a 
retired medical entomologist, worked with 
infectious diseases like the bubonic plague 
and lyme disease. 

The retired couple now runs a vineyard 
on their property, growing and selling 
grapes to wineries in the Applegate Valley. 
While Clover tends to the vineyard, 
Parsons is responsible for bookkeeping and 
administration. They have lived there for 
22 years and have worked to steward the 
land and to restore it to a more natural state 
following federal and private clear cutting 
that had been done previously in the area. 

“In the 26 years that we’ve had the property, 
we’ve spent a lot of hours working in the 
woods, cleaning out undergrowth and fuels 
and dead trees and opening it up a little more 
than it was when we bought the property,” 
said Parsons. “Between the two of us, we’ve 
done a lot. We’ll never get it done. If we stay 
here our whole life, we’ll never get it done.”

“We’re not getting any younger,” Clover 
quipped.

Maintaining, controlling and suppressing 
fires every season has turned into a multi-
million to billion-dollar annual expense. With 
acres of untreated land and uncontrolled 
underbrush fuel, Oregon forests and 
communities remain vulnerable to the rage 
of wildland fire every season. 

According to the authors of “Prescribed 
Burning Costs: Trends and Influences in the 
National Forest System,” a prescribed fire 
averages $103.68 per acre, whereas, according 
to the National Interagency Fire Center, 
fire suppression costs in 2017 averaged $291 
per acre. And, according to research by the 
Ecosystem Workforce Program and the 
Institute for a Sustainable Environment at 
the University of Oregon, fire suppression 
has grown from using less than 20 percent 
of the Forest Service’s discretionary funds 
before 2000 to 51 percent in 2014.

Parsons and Clover’s 24 acres are but a 
miniscule dent in Oregon’s fire crisis — but 
small, lower-risk prescribed burns in the 
offseason, like the one conducted in the 
meadow, are a step toward more fire-resilient 
forests and are significantly cheaper than fire 
suppression.

Annette Parsons and Jim Clover patiently wait for fire 
crews to begin a prescribed burn on their property in 

the Applegate Valley of Oregon.

Annette Parsons and Jim Clover sat in 
folding lawn chairs waiting for fire 
crews to ignite the meadow behind 

their home and vineyard in the Applegate 
Valley of southern Oregon. The crew was 
planning to burn four acres of meadow on 
the first day, but in total, 24 acres of Parsons 
and Clover’s land were set to burn over 
the course of the two-week prescribed fire 
training.

“I spend a lot of my time, even working up 
here in the vineyard, turning around and just 
looking and grinning. It’s beautiful here and 
we want to maintain that, keep it that way,” 
Clover said.

When natural wildland fires start, they are 
increasingly difficult to stop and control, 
leaving communities left dealing with the 
repercussions of dense smoke and often 
devastating fire damage. As fire seasons 
grow increasingly intense and increasingly 
expensive, some fire ecologists think small-
scale, low-intensity prescribed burning 
during prescribed weather conditions may be 
a viable solution.

The meadow, which is situated about a 
half-mile east of Parsons and Clover’s 
home and is nestled in the foothills of the 
Applegate Valley, is mostly open grassland 
with a handful of trees, surrounded by the 
forested foothills. The burn objective was to 
reduce invasive grass species, creating space 
for native grasses, while also making the 
Parsons-Clover property more resilient to 
wildland fires.

With one final all-clear, Parsons and Clover 
excitedly awaited the first of several burns 
on their land. Lighting crews set out for the 
northwestern edge of the meadow, while 
fire engines and holding crews created a wet 
line, spraying water from the engines, on the 
outer-boundaries of the prescribed burn site. 

Lighting crews began lighting the meadow 
ablaze. They carried drip-torches – a small 
cylinder tank filled with a two-thirds diesel, 
one-third gasoline mix – and began dropping 
flaming fuel on the grass of the meadow 
alongside the recently-wet fire line. They 
began to move down the meadow in strategic 
sections, creating a grid-like mosaic of the 
land and lighting new lines. 

Meanwhile, holding crews followed with 
engines and tools, checking for spot fires – 
embers that jump the fire line and create a 
new fire outside the prescribed boundaries –  
and duffers – fires that sneak across the fire 
line. 

About 20 minutes into the Parsons-Clover 
burn, the burn boss called for the lighters 
to stop and the holders to start putting out 
the fire — uncommon instructions on a 
prescribed burn. While it is not unusual for 
fires to be held and for lighters to stop laying 
new lines, often already burnt land is left to 
smolder. In this case, the burn boss called for 
the fire to be put out completely. The holding 
crew began spraying the scorched earth with 
water and covering it with dirt, snuffing out 
the fire completely.
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The day of the Parsons-Clover burn 
began with a briefing. The participants 
of the Ashland TREX, sat around three 

tables in the basement of Cox Hall, the dorm 
they were staying in at Southern Oregon 
University in Ashland, Oregon, waiting 
for updates from meteorologists, safety 
reminders and their assigned burn locations 
for the day. 

The fire crews, who were divided into three 
modules: Alpha, Bravo and Charlie for the 
TREX, represent various fire departments 
and land management agencies from 11 states 
and 20 organizations including the U.S. 
Forest Service, The Nature Conservancy, 
Ashland and Medford Fire and Rescue, the 
Bureau of Land Management (BLM) and 
tribal fire management crews. Module Bravo 
was assigned the Parsons-Clover burn.

“Bravo, you guys are going on a wine-tasting 
tour today,” joked the man reading location 
assignments.

That day, the deputy incident commander at 
the Ashland TREX was Katie Sauerbrey. In 
this role, she is responsible for overseeing 
all three burn modules and making sure 
their various needs are met, but she said 
she’s happiest when she’s a burn boss and is 
responsible for the actual burn process. 

“My heart is really happy when I’m a burn 
boss and lighting the woods on fire,” 
Sauerbrey said. “That’s what I love to do.” 

As  Sauerbrey drove from a burn on BLM 
land in the Applegate Valley to the Parsons-
Clover meadow burn, she sang along to Lady 
Gaga’s “Poker Face” and Brandi Carlile’s 
“The Firewatcher’s Daughter.”

Sauerbrey, whose father was a fire-
suppression firefighter, is the land steward 
of the Sycan Marsh – 31,000 acres of land in 
South-Central Oregon near La Pine – and, as 
the Deputy Incident Commander, is second-
in-command for the whole two-week burn 
training. 

“There’s a million reasons to burn,” she said.  
              
But, there was the unexpected call from the 
burn boss that day; the call for the Parsons 
and Clover’s meadow burn to be postponed. 
There was a lack of clarity between the burn 
crew and the Oregon Department of Forestry 
(ODF) Smoke Management department. 
ODF didn’t know about the fire and the crew 
was not cleared to put smoke into the air for 
the day. 

The Parsons-Clover burn resumed the 
next day with clearance from ODF Smoke 
Management.

Smoke sensitive areas, including the 
Applegate Valley – where summer wildfires 
dump thick, dense smoke into communities 
– are now doubly exposed to smoke because 
of prescribed burns. However, for these 
communities, small amounts of less intense 
smoke in the spring produced by prescribed 
burns may be a surprising remedy.

Firefighter Type 2 Karen Teeter uses a 
drip torch of diesel and gas to ignite fire 
lines at the Parsons-Clover residence.

A section of Bureau of Land Management land in 
Medford, Oregon smolders the day after Prescribed 
Fire Training Exchange crews lit a prescribed burn.

Western science, fire ecologists and 
landowners are playing a game of 
catch-up, needing to undo a century 

of devastating fire suppression.

George McKinley, who drives a 1977 maroon 
Bronco, and his wife Maria Kelly own 600 
acres of land in the Green Springs Mountain 
area, which is east of Ashland in the Cascade-
Siskiyou National Monument. The Green 
Springs Mountain sits in the convergence 
of the high desert of Eastern Oregon, the 
Cascade-Siskiyou and the Klamath National 
Forest, and has historically been a place of 
forest clear-cutting and tree plantations. 

McKinley is the grandson of Christmas tree 
farmers from Michigan and grew up in the 
Midwest around trees. He has been working 
with the Southern Oregon Forest Restoration 
Collaborative since it started in 2005 
and has been the executive director since 
2010, working to maintain healthy forests, 
sometimes through fuel reduction via burn 
piles or controlled burns. 

McKinley and Kelly, who live in a house 
McKinley built, have been active managers 
of their land for many years. About a decade 
ago, McKinley and a group of forestry 
students from Oregon State University 
conducted a small underbrush burn without 
a fire crew.

The couple participated in the Ashland 
prescribed fire training exchange (TREX) 
in 2016, the same program that partnered 
with Parsons and Clover this year. They 
completed a 40-acre underbrush burn that 
restored a Ponderosa pine plantation to raise 
the crown heights of trees, encourage upward 
growth and reduce ground fuel in hopes of 
preventing wildfires.

While McKinley has been pro-fire for a 
while, Kelly has been reluctant, not initially 
understanding how something that seems so 
destructive and dangerous can be restorative 
and life-giving. Kelly was particularly 
concerned about nesting animals, but after 
meeting the crews her concerns abated. 

“The land that we own is so important to 
us and stewarding it in a really appropriate 
way for the forests and for the creatures that 
live here,” Kelly said. “The way [the TREX 
participants] moved through the land with 
care and caution, really checking for nests 
and things. I learned so much about fire on 
the landscape,” she continued. “I’m a great 
believer now.”

But Kelly’s fears were not completely 
unfounded. The 2016 burn with Ashland 
TREX didn’t go entirely as planned. In one 
spot the fire burned too hot and killed more 
trees than expected, resulting in a higher 
forest mortality rate than planned. Fire is 
difficult to control. Still, Kelly and McKinley 
are certain that prescribed burning is 
necessary for their land.
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While private landowners, like Parsons 
and Clover, and prescribed fire 
practitioners are beginning to see 

the benefit of prescribed burning in the wake 
of a century of devastating fire suppression 
policy, prescribed burning is not a novel idea.

Prior to colonization, indigenous people 
practiced traditional low-intensity fire 
burning for both forest management and 
ceremony. Upon early contact, settlers 
adopted these fire management strategies, 
but just over a century ago, they began to 
introduce fire suppression policies, like the 
“10 a.m. Rule,” which said that fires should 
be put out by 10 a.m. the next morning, and 
began to perceive all fire as malevolent and 
destructive.

More recently, certain fire ecologists, private 
citizens and firefighters are returning to 
a model of fire maintenance that mirrors 
traditional indigenous land management 
knowledge combined with Western science. 
They are turning to tribes like the Karuk.

The ancestral land of the Karuk tribe of 
Northern California is situated in the 
Klamath National Forest, along the Klamath 
River. They are a salmon tribe and salmon are 
a fire-dependent species, relying on up-flow 
habitats created by fire to spawn, said Leaf 
Hillman, the natural resources director for 
the Karuk tribe. 

Fire is woven into the tribe’s traditional 
practices and knowledge, and before fire 
suppression policies were introduced, 
Hillman said the Karuk people didn’t have a 
reason to be concerned about the threat of 
wildfire, because there was none. But with 
fire suppression came a suppression of tribal 
practices, including controlled burning and 
the annual World Renewal Ceremony, where 
the Karuk people light ceremonial fires in the 
mountains. 

“We’ve become a homeless people within 
our own homeland, occupying our ancestral 
lands,” said Hillman.

Fire is even an integral part of the tribe’s 
creation story: “At the beginning of time, 
when only the spirit people roamed the earth, 
there was a dark place and it was without 
fire. And then at the time of the Great 
Transformation some of those spirit people 
were transformed and some of them were 
transformed into things like the water and 
then wind and the fire,” said Hillman. “And 
some of those people were transformed into 
things like the rocks and the trees and the 
salmon, and some of them were transformed 
into human beings.”

For Hillman and the Karuk people, this story 
demonstrates the relationship between 
humans and the other spirit people, including 
fire, something that is not evil, but is 
necessary and potentially restorative.

“All of these things are relatives, so we have a 
responsibility that is reciprocal in nature,” he 
continued. “We have a responsibility to take 
care of our relations,” and that includes fire.
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