Staging Arca

few successful novels written about wildland
firefighting. Part of Matthews's success in cap-
turing these compelling scenes is certainty
due to his own experience as a firefighter. He’s
been there, done that, and now uses his expe-
riences to give realism to a fire scene that grew
cold nearly 60 years ago.

Thirtymile Revealed
A more recent tragedy in northern
Washington state is the subject of John
Maclean’s latest book, “The Thirtymile Fire: A
Chronicle of Bravery and Betrayal.” As in his
earlier work, “Fire on the Mountain," a chill-
ing account of 19945 South Canyon Fire,
Maclean recaptures the Thirtymile Fire from
beginning to end, then continues with the
investigation and its aftermath.

There is no fiction here. Maclean is a
highly skilled journalist and a fine writer
(the son of Norman Maclean and a long-time

Chicago Tribune reporter), and this book is
the product of his interviews, personal visits
to the scene and countless hours spent
absorbing the investigators’ reports. His abil-
ity to mold fragments from the incident—
thoughts, actions,  variables and
decisions—into a fluid account is riveting ..

and often disturbing.

One compelling part of this story is that it
involves several first-time firefighters who rely
on the more-seasoned firefighters to teach
them how to fight fire and keep them safe.
There’s little else in the working world to com-
pare with firefighting, and sometimes a rookie
isn't sure when the usual has become unusual,
such as when Rebecca Welch finds herself at
the beginning of a fire entrapment that would
soon take the lives of four of her colleagues.

Incident Commander Ellreese Daniels
and Squad Boss Thom Taylor had just decided
it was time to abandon the fire. They loaded
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everyone they could fit into their van, but four
members of the crew couldn't fit and had to
trot along behind it as the van made a dash for
satety—through the flames.

“Dead ahead, flames formed an archway
over the road: in seconds the one avenue of
escape would be cut off. Daniels and Taylor
locked eyes. They had time, barely, to gun the
engine and pass under the flaming arch. But
the four people on foot would never make it.
Without a word, Daniels spun the wheel and
ran the vehicle to the side of the road, jammed
the transmission into reverse, and made a
180-degree turn. When the firefighters on foot
saw the van’s brake lights flash red, an unbe-
lieving Welch turned to [Tom] Craven,

9Is it like this every day? she asked.”

Thirtymile began as an everyday fire, one
of two wildfires that erupted in early July 2001
on the Okanogan National Forest. The largest
at the time was the Libby South Fire, and a
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