
“IT SMELLS LIKE A CAMPFIRE IN HERE” 
by Michelle Abramson 

Returning from a family weekend wedding in Boulder, Colorado, we were flying home to 
PDX at midnight, Monday, September 2. The plane’s cabin was dark, as the crew had 
dimmed the lights an hour or so beforehand so people could relax or sleep. As I had a 
window seat and rarely slept on flights, I was watching the darkness outside, preparing 
to glimpse a light from a car or a window. I could tell the plane was descending as we 
neared the small towns along the river. 

I expected to see a light here and there from our lowered altitude near the marginally 
populated areas. For some minutes there was no light. The blackness outside the 
plane’s window was odd; it seemed black but then faded, back and forth, into a grey 
and then to blackness again, perplexing me. In another instant I did see light, but it 
wasn’t a beacon or pinpoint emitted from a town or vehicle. As I leaned towards the 
window and looked down, I saw rivers of fire pouring before me, running in canyons 
and feeding into other ravines until the landscape bled into a system of valleys of 
moving red and orange. I remember sitting back in my seat and then looking again, 
rapt, but disoriented. Quickly, the cabin filled with smoke, and drowsy passengers 
began waking. 


“It smells like a campfire in here.”

“Where are we?”

“Look out the window…..”


Conversations became muted, and people became quieter rather than agitated. An 
explanation from the cockpit was not forthcoming. For about 20 minutes the plane flew 
in silence over a darkness punctuated by bright areas of fire. Conversations stilled as 
the plane descended further, still with no details from the air crew. In the eerie silence 
and otherworldly visions outside the windows, the lights of the city gradually increased. 
We were flying low by then, and could make out the river, closer to us than I expected, 
through the smoke. 


The pilot made one pass over the airport and then lifted into the dense sky again. 
Another 15 minutes passed in darkness. Another pass was made and aborted. Then, on 
the third, we could see the runway. The plane made a smooth landing. 


“Welcome to Portland,” the pilot began. He continued with the usual ground messages 
as we gathered our things and stepped into the more predictable next stages of our 
journeys through the airport. 


Tired, shaken, and looking forward to being safely home, we engaged an Uber vehicle. 
Twenty minutes later, we crossed the Sandy River over the Start Street Bridge. Now 
only minutes from home, a new reality assaulted us. At one o’clock in the morning we 
watched dozens of cars, trucks, and horse carriers streaming out of the area on the 
Crown Point Highway. The air was stifling - hot and smoky - and the arrival at our house 
brought less comfort that concern. 


The house phone was ringing as we opened the door, and picking up the receiver, I 
listened to a message from the Multnomah County Sheriff’s Office: “Be prepared to 
evacuate.


