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Smoke in the air.  Billowing like big castles in the sky, only these aren't pure white cumulus 
clouds, but huge columns of grey smoke, coming from somewhere invisible to the east.  The 
smell, at first pleasant, like a wood stove on an autumn morning, soon overwhelms us with its 
blur and haze.  The stench of trees ablaze.


It began late Saturday, a mysterious rising of cloud, and by Sunday morning my throat and 
eyes felt dry and scratchy, my sinuses were clogged and sneezes erupted with surprising 
ferocity.  It seemed I couldn't get enough to drink.

 

We spent that first day, Sunday, watering the gardens and trying to stay cool in the hazy heat.  
Then it was Labor Day.  A dawn of red ball sun, surrounded by smoggy skies.  No stars last 
night.  The bearable cool of morning quickly burned off as the wind came up from the east with 
the sun and the smoke became active once again.


The light was strange and flickering, similar to the light of the solar eclipse that had occurred 
just a couple of weeks before.  Everything felt odd, unusual, strange.  I was surprised by all of 
it.  How could this happen?  What would happen next?


We all felt confused by events around us.  How to find out what we needed to know?  Our 
guests searched news sites and other websites on phone and computers as the day went on.  
After dinner, as we sat in the living room, desultorily talking about the now named Eagle Creek 
Fire, and continuing to look up news about it, and our friend found the Evacuation Levels and 
discovered that our area, our very address, was already at a Level Two Evacuation Alert.  Oh 
my goodness!

	 

We were supposed to be getting ready to leave!  No wonder Cynthia had called to see if we 
were okay.  Okay? What do we take?  How do we prepare to vacate?  How do we leave our 
home as safe as can be?  By the time we were up and organizing, it was dark, the two year old 
was in bed, and coughing, her mama debating moving her now (which she did pretty 
immediately) and the rest of us, like the proverbial chickens, running around squawking.

	 

Earlier in the evening, when we were talking about fires and sharing experiences about them, I 
remember a childhood fire.  Not in my house, but in a friend's, who happened to be spending 
the night with me.  We heard the sirens and she re-joined her family in the middle of the night 
when the fire was out and they went to stay at an aunt's.  

	 

As I dealt with my own emotions surrounding Carla's house fire, I often soothed myself by 
planning what I would grab if our house were threatened by fire.  I always imagined it 
happening in the middle of the night, and planned to take “first things first.” That meant Dinky, 
our cat who often slept with me, and, my pillow.  I loved my pillow.


During last year's evacuation, my daughter took her daughter and drove to town while we were 
under a Level II, Prepare for Evacuation.  That was, obviously, the most important “thing” to 
take away from the impending danger.  I knew my husband would get our small safe of 



valuables like passports and documentation, etc. and considered all the  things I could collect 
to take to my other daughter's home in town.  

	 

The art on the walls, beautifully framed from a long ago trade?  The photos of my family in 
frames here and there, and the non-digital prints in their albums in bins down in the barn?  Too 
many, not enough time.  What about charge cords for my phone and ipod?  Yes!  Computer?  
Yes.  My pillow?  Of course!  

	 

In the end, or rather, facing the reality of my existence burning up in the Eagle Creek Fire, the 
most important things to take with us were the people and the animals.  We even opted to 
leave behind the chickens and ducks; we opened their coop doors and let them fend for 
themselves.  We did have, between our four adult vehicles, the dog, one of the cats (one 
freaked out and hid), three goats.  Plus my pillow, and clean underwear and sox cause who 
knew how long we'd be gone?

	 

So, prophetically enough, in second grade, when I imagined hurrying out of a burning house, I 
took my pillow.  And, under evacuation, indeed I did.  Do I carry this with me?  Yes indeed.  
Never been asked to leave my home by authorities trying to protect me, never had such a 
visceral experience of threat as a physical force in my life.  

	 

It has simplified the priorities of my life with a clarity not oft experienced.  A potent reminder 
that shaves away the extraneous as unnecessary and the moment as the gift.  And this gift is 
still with me.  When I am frustrated or resentful of too much to do or not done to my liking, I 
can more easily choose to feel the blessing of being here, available to feel the frustration or 
resentment, and having a home, and land, requiring my attention.

	 

Definitely can be frustrating and overwhelming, but the fact that we have land, and a home, 
and animals, and children!  To attend to all this is such an incredible blessing.  The threat of 
what that (and other) gigantic fires could take from us made me also more aware of our 
blessings.

	 

It also made me want to be more prepared for emergencies whether by fire or flood, volcano or 
earthquake.  Life is dangerous and, although I don't wear a gas mask or don protective gear on 
a daily basis, I would like to get to know our neighbors and share communication, contacts, 
skills, tools.  I want a larger water & fireproof box for important things and how to have access 
to water and heat without electricity.  Off-grid?  Other fuels and their storage?  I think what I 
want is to be prepared and then let go and not worry.  Do what we can and trust the rest.

	 

To trust in our ability to respond to any situation.  Once the evacuation notice changed to Level 
Three, everyone stepped up their activity level as well.  Each of us knew what to do as we 
gathered to leave.  We called the neighbors who have more and larger animals than ours, but 
they already had volunteers over there helping them with the horses.  We had more than one 
someone, volunteers, stop by the house to make sure we knew of the evacuation level and if 
we needed more help.  


I was in awe of the amount of help provided, not only by our own fire department, but all the 
community volunteers who gave of their time and equipment to make sure people and animals 
were safe.  People checking in with neighbors or our neighbors at large offering shelter to ease 
the burden of an evacuated family.  


I remember hearing that the official shelters provided were under utilized because the folk of 
Corbett had friends and family to take them in.  My family slept in my daughter's basement and 
were thankful to have it, in the middle of a long and smoky night.  Our house guest slept on the 



laundry room floor, my daughter, her husband and their daughter in the bedroom and my 
husband and I on the living room floor.  


With all the coughing going on, noone slept much.  The odd light in the sky and ash on 
vehicles, as well as the goats waiting in the back of the truck to be fostered to some nice folks 
in Sandy, showed us the smoke and fire were still with us and we plotted what to do next.  We 
kept rolling with it, sharing the duties, the animals, the kid.  


Everyone was grumpy, but noone gave in.  Something uplifting would happen everyday, a 
reminder of good hearts, coordinated efforts and the power of prayer.  For me, not the prayers 
that changed the wind and saved our end of the gorge, but the prayers that strengthen our 
hearts.  The prayers that keep hearts open, ,kindness at the forefront of effort, hope refreshed 
as the days went by.


Every time I came back into the evacuation area, which was well protected by the forest 
service and then the county, to water and feed the hens, I felt both the hope and the eeriness 
of the threat.  Everything at home quiet and peaceful;  the airplanes were re-routed and the 
interstate far below was closed, trains not running, neighbors gone, so it was even more quiet 
than usual.


Coming home was like a party.  Cleaning house of ash a pleasant ritual.  Watering our plants, 
soothing.  And stories... everyone had their own stories.  Our community has much more sense 
of who we are after this experience, and, once again, as I write this, we are affected by the 
smoke from the hundreds of fires across the west.


THE EAGLE CREEK FIRE OF SEPTEMBER 2017,  
EVACUATION ANNIVERSARY 

September 5, 2018


It's been a year since our Eagle Creek Fire Evacuation.  This morning, one year ago, school was 
put on hold before it had barely started.  We awoke in Portland on the basement floor, bleary 
eyed and exhausted.  I took my granddaughter early to the park so maybe a few of the others 
could get some morning sleep since the interrupted night had been full of coughing.

Poor Caraboo! So listless and unenthusiastic about the park, usually a place of great delight.  And 
the light that morning was so strange in Alberta Park; the tall conifers of the shady park hazy in 
the smoky air.  The air was wavering around us as the sun rose behind the miles high plumes of 
smoke from the gorge on fire.  

It was eerie and strange, similar to the odd wavering light of the solar eclipse we had recently 
experienced.  I felt unsettled, anxious.  I wanted to know more, see more, do more.  I felt better 
the next day, with a little sleep, and because it was my turn to come out to our farm and check on 
things.  



We'd left the ducks and hens so they needed feeding.  I felt easier once I was here and could see 
for myself what was happening in my neighborhood, at our home.  The silence of a deserted 
mountainside.

I remember wondering if animals would start running out of the woods like the Bambi movie, 
but I saw none.  Surely somewhere in those burnt acres animals ran to survive; most likely some 
did and some didn't.  We will never know.

As neighbor Diana said last night, if the weather continues as hot and dry as it's been (in recent 
summers), we will have more big fires.  More summers of drought and fire and drama.  We 
certainly smelled it this year bringing visceral memories back to everyone I spoke to.  

And now it's been a year, and we have had one neighborhood meeting.  Though only a few of us 
made it, we felt good just gathering and talking.  About the past and how we want to approach 
the  future.   Our  personal  preparations,  our  thoughts  and feelings,  our  skills  and equipment.  
There really is a lot to know about one another! 

And so, our lessons continue as we move toward emergency preparedness while allowing trust to 
relax and release any fear of the future.

   


