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Fire in the Valley

A forced evacuation due to a wind-fueled forest fire is one way you can be introduced to a new community.  For Billy Flaherty of Montville, Maine, this is exactly the kind of adventure that would introduce him to Jamestown, Colorado.  As it turns out, it would prove to be an accurate metaphoric illustration of his experiences to follow over the next few years in this Rocky Mountain state.

Jamestown, Colorado is a small village in the mountains near the liberal college town of Boulder.  Jamestown seems largely made up of would-be radicals who apparently gave up on changing the world, abandoned Boulder and claimed this former gold mining village to make their own weird world with.  This is where Billy landed after his long drive from Maine to live with and work for his uncle, Jon, and 8 year old cousin, Zach, whom until now, Billy had only met every couple years or so when they paid a visit to the family in Maine.
After a couple of months, Billy was feeling settled in his new home, in Jon’s house.  He had his own living space on the bottom floor of the house and was mostly acclimated to the 7,000 foot elevation.  The dry sunny weather was quickly spoiling him, making every spare moment a perfect opportunity to go for a hike without worrying about rain.
The glorious constant sun can lead suddenly into something far less enjoyable.  You see, Colorado often goes weeks and sometimes even months without any rain to speak of.  This creates a tinder box like condition in the forests and grass lands.  All it takes is a single spark and the next thing you know a racing tidal wave of flames is forging across the slopes engulfing anything in its path.  With a steady breeze, it’s easily possible for the fire to rocket up a hill at a rate of 70 miles an hour.
Before sunrise on the morning of Wednesday, October 29, 2003 while Billy, Jon and Zach were sound asleep, Billy was suddenly thrust awake by a thundering crash that sounded like someone driving a car into the side of the house.  After realizing he hadn’t dreamed the sound, Billy ran up stairs to find a tree had fallen through the roof landing in the room where his uncle and cousin were both sleeping narrowly missing them.  Fortunately for his uncle, he was only renting the house and didn’t have to worry about paying for the damages.  We surveyed the damage inside and then outside to find that a standing dead tree had come down in the strong winds that continued to blow.  After settling their nerves, Jon and Zach moved to another room and they tried to sleep for the rest of the night.
A few hours later, just as they were waking up, again, the phone rang.  It was a reverse 911 call, warning of a small brush fire just west of Jamestown village.  They all found this to be interesting but not cause for alarm and continued to scramble their eggs.  After another hour the phones were alive with locals and they learned that the fire was growing and not under control.  It appeared to have started by a branch that had blown down on to some power lines, which caused sparks to fly and ignite the brown brittle grass covered ground – perhaps the same gust of wind that blew down the tree on their house in the night.  Billy was excited by the news.  He grabbed his video camera and walked up through the village to where the fire was supposed to be.  He spotted smoke billowing from the trees and watched as gusts of wind fanned flames into the tree tops.
From a vantage point on a hill across the road from the fire, Billy filmed the growing fire and the numerous fire trucks trickling in.  Eventually he realized that there would probably soon be an evacuation and decided he’d better head back to the house.  He figured an evacuation would be strictly precautionary since the fire was only a couple acres at most in size and their house was over a mile away.
Sure enough when he returned to the house Jon was already making preparations to leave.  The order to evacuate had been made and they needed to pack.  They started with basics; clothes, computers and some work files.  As the day went on, they saw the growing plume of dark grey smoke high over the house as the smell of burning pine needles filled the air.  They realized the fire was much larger now and it was heading right for them.  They piled all they could into Jon’s truck and Billy’s car in light of the growing possibility that the house wouldn’t be there when they returned.  After several hours of reckless, rushed packing and some likely feeble attempts to fire proof the house with a garden hose, the one road leaving town was becoming congested.  A parade of residents was leaving while an army of fire fighters and emergency vehicles streamed in.  The police were now becoming more demanding in their orders for us to evacuate.  The fire had continued to grow and now small leafy ashes were falling around us and a sound like a dozen speeding freight trains could be heard behind the house.  It was time to leave.
After bringing Zach to his Mom’s house in Boulder, Billy and Jon ended up staying the night with a quiet and generous elderly couple who came to the shelter where they already had their cots picked out and offered their spare bedrooms to anyone who wanted them.  Billy and Jon quickly accepted the offer, delighted to be spoiled with real beds and privacy.  They woke the next morning with some relief to find a modest covering of snow had fallen early in the morning.  But this was little comfort as they were sure that the snow came too late to save the house.  The couple made them a hardy breakfast before they headed back to Jamestown, unsure if there would be anything left to return to.  Driving up the canyon to town, they could see places where the fire had met the road.  As they approached their driveway, they spotted the house, intact, and relief washed over them.  They drove through the rest of the village.  Nearly every home and building was untouched, except for several houses up on the ridge just above the village which were totally destroyed.  The firefighters had worked hard to dig a fire line through the forest on the hill just above the village, saving much of the town.  In less than 24 hours the fire burned some 5,000 acres and a strip of land stretching close to 10 miles.

The fire did not scare Billy away; he stayed in Colorado for 4 years.  His time would be made up of many unexpected adventures, but fortunately none with such potential for devastation as the Jamestown wildfire.  The fire was a metaphor for all the challenges and changes to come within and without Billy in some of the most defining years of his life spent in sunny Colorado.
