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Chapter 1

If a tree burns in the forest and nobody sees it . . . 

In Canada, this is more than a philosophical question. Canada contains 10 percent of the world’s forests, vast tracts of which are uninhabited. But “vast” is an ineffective descriptor when it comes to Canada, its forests, or its fires. One way to grasp the magnitude of this country is to get in a car in Great Falls, Montana, and head up I-15 to Sweetgrass, on the Canadian border. Once you’ve crossed into Coutts, Alberta, reset your odometer and point your car north. Then, settle into your seat for a couple of days. With the Rocky Mountains on your immediate left, this route takes you up the western edge of the Prairies, through Lethbridge, Calgary, and Red Deer—wheat and cattle country. Once past the northern metropolis of Edmonton, you will find yourself increasingly alone on the road, surrounded by broad expanses of hardscrabble subarctic prairie—fields frozen solid or half drowned and barely fit for cattle feed.

On the main road, now no wider than a residential street, hamlets with one blinking light and a gas station slide by and not another for fifty miles. To the east and west, gravel range roads run out to the vanishing point, and man-made structures appear more and more as intermittent novelties. Here, a schoolhouse-sized Ukrainian church with its tin-sheathed onion dome stands alone against a windswept loneliness so profound it suggests the Russian steppe. There, a barn collapses asymmetrically beneath the weight of a hundred heavy years, fully half of them spent clenched in the fist of winter, the people long gone. Farther on, a ten-acre lake so startlingly blue that mere reflection, even of Alberta’s sky, seems insufficient to explain it. Somewhere along the way, you will cross an unmarked divide where deer give way to moose, crows give way to ravens, and coyotes give way to wolves. By the time you get to North Star, the wide-open spaces for which Alberta is famous will be filled in by low, mixed forest and bogland that bears a strong resemblance to Siberia. By the time you stop for coffee in a lonely place called Indian Cabins, it will be tomorrow and your odometer will be approaching one thousand miles, but you will still be in Alberta.

Up here, in the landlocked subarctic, things seem to occur in outsized dimensions: lakes can be the size of inland seas and the trout inhabiting them can weigh forty-five kilograms; large wild animals, including the continent’s biggest bison, outnumber people. In Wood Buffalo National Park, the second-largest national park in the world, is the world’s largest known beaver dam. Spotted in 2007 with the aid of a satellite, it is more than twice as long as the Hoover Dam, and it appears to be growing. In 2010, an adventurous man from New Jersey named Rob Mark set out to visit it. He was allegedly the first person to do so, and it was hard going. “The foliage is so thick,” Mark told the CBC, “you can’t see very far . . . then it turns into muskeg, which is incredibly difficult to walk on. And then it goes out to complete bog swamp.” It explains why so few outsiders frequent this place in the warmer months, and why winter is the preferred season for cross-country travel. “The mosquitoes,” added Mark, “are absolutely horrific.”

One exception to the general gigantism can be found in the trees, which seldom exceed sixty feet in height or a hundred years in age. These woods, a shifting mix of pine, spruce, aspen, poplar, and birch, are known collectively as the boreal forest,FN1 and whatever they may lack in individual size, they compensate for in sheer numbers. Girdling the Northern Hemisphere in a circumpolar band, the boreal forest is the largest terrestrial ecosystem, comprising almost a third of the planet’s total forest area (more than 6 million square miles—larger than all fifty U.S. states). Fully a third of Canada is covered by boreal forest, including half of Alberta. Continuing west, over the Rocky Mountains, through British Columbia, the Yukon, Alaska, and across the Bering Strait into Russia (where it is known as the taiga), the boreal forest stretches all the way to Scandinavia and then, undeterred by the Atlantic Ocean, makes landfall on Iceland before picking up again in Newfoundland and continuing westward to complete the circle, a green wreath crowning the globe.

As densely wooded as the boreal might appear from the roadside, it is, within, something far more amphibious, containing more sources of fresh water than any other biome. In this sense, the circumboreal forest resembles a kind of hemispheric sponge that happens to be covered in trees, their billions of miles of roots weaving the continents together in a subterranean warp and weft. While not as openly fluid as Florida’s Everglades, the boreal’s countless lakes, ponds, bogs, rivers, and creeks serve a similar function of gathering, storing, filtering, and flushing fresh water. Billions of birds, representing hundreds of species, live in and migrate through this ecosystem.

One reason the trees never get very big or very old is because, in spite of all that water, they burn down on a regular basis. They’re designed to. In this way, the circumboreal is truly a phoenix among ecosystems: literally reborn in fire, it must incinerate in order to regenerate, and it does so, in its random patchwork fashion, every fifty to a hundred years. This colossal biome stores as much, if not more, carbon than all tropical forests combined and, when it burns, it goes off like a carbon bomb. In North America, the epicenter for these stratospheric explosions is northern Alberta. Because of this, every town up here, big or small, faces the same dilemma: where the houses end, the forest begins. There are bears, wolves, moose, and even bison in there, but the most dangerous thing hiding in those woods is fire. Under the right conditions, a big boreal fire can come on like the end of the world, roaring and unstoppable. These are fires that can burn a thousand square miles of forest along with everything in it and still be out of control.

Virtually unknown and, at the time, unseen by all but a handful of people, is the Chinchaga Fire of 1950, the largest fire ever recorded in North America. Igniting on the border of British Columbia and Alberta in June of that year, it burned eastward across northern Alberta for more than four months, impacting approximately 4 million acres, or 6,400 square miles, of forest (roughly, the combined area of Connecticut and Rhode Island, or three times the size of Prince Edward Island). The fire generated a smoke plume so large it came to be known as the Great Smoke Pall of 1950. Rising forty thousand feet into the stratosphere, the plume’s enormous umbra lowered average temperatures by several degrees, caused birds to roost at midday, and created weird visual effects as it circled the Northern Hemisphere, including widespread reports of lavender suns and blue moons. Prior to the Chinchaga Fire, the last time such effects had been reported on this scale was following the eruption of Krakatoa in 1883. Carl Sagan was sufficiently impressed by the effects of the Chinchaga Fire to wonder if they might resemble those of a nuclear winter.

.

Every year, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), in cooperation with fire scientists from Canada and Mexico, issues a document called the North American Seasonal Fire Assessment and Outlook, which attempts to predict the likelihood of wildfires across the continent. The Outlook includes maps for each month of fire season, and they are color-coded, with red indicating a likelihood of increased fire activity and green indicating a decrease. Like 2015 before them, the monthly maps for 2016 showed a lot more red than green, and the map for May showed more red than all the others: in addition to large swaths of Mexico, the American Midwest, and all of Hawai’i, red covered much of southern Canada—from the Great Lakes all the way to the Rocky Mountains. It was an enormous area and included most of Alberta’s active petroleum fields. In the middle of that hot zone, in the middle of the forest, sat Fort McMurray.

Fort McMurray is an anomaly in North America. Located six hundred miles north of the U.S. border and six hundred miles south of the Arctic Circle, the city is an island of industry in an ocean of trees. Without the lure of petroleum, this part of Alberta would resemble Siberia in even more ways than it already does: sparsely populated; its rivers spun like compass needles toward the Arctic Ocean; its trees low, short-lived, and prone to fire. Here, half a dozen permanent settlements dot a region the size of Kentucky, and only one has a population over 800: in 2016, Fort McMurray and its satellite communities were home to an international population of nearly 90,000 people living in 25,000 houses and buildings ranging from trailer homes and condominiums to McMansions and high-rise concrete apartments. The city’s “urban service area”—the area covered by garbage collection and firefighting services—covers sixty square miles of convoluted terrain laced with creeks and ravines that are further fragmented by two major rivers and two tributaries. Together, they surround and entwine the city like the writhing arms of an octopus.

Scattered across the surrounding landscape in semipermanent “man camps” was an additional shadow population of roughly forty thousand workers whose numbers ebb and flow with the price of crude oil, the pace of development, and routine maintenance cycles at the processing plants. As one longtime resident put it, “We’re just a colony of oil companies.” Canada is the world’s fourth-largest oil producer and the third-largest exporter. Nearly half of all American oil imports—around 4 million barrels per day, come from there—the equivalent of one ultra large crude carrier ship every twenty-four hours. Of this vast quantity, almost 90 percent originates in Fort McMurray.

Despite being virtually unknown outside of Canada and the petroleum industry, Fort McMurray has become, in the past two decades, the fourth-largest city in the North American subarctic after Edmonton, Anchorage, and Fairbanks. In terms of overtime logged and dollars earned, it is, without a doubt, the hardest-working, highest-paid municipality on the continent. In 2016, two years past a decade-long boom that ended with a sudden drop in global crude oil prices, the median household income was still nearly $200,000 a year. Fort McMurray has earned several nicknames over the years, and one of them is Fort McMoney.

May 3, 2016, began differently for everyone, but in Fort McMurray, it ended the same. For Shandra Linder, it began with a rite of spring. Linder was a labor relations adviser who worked for Syncrude (a portmanteau of “synthetic crude oil”), a mainstay of the local economy. Shandra’s husband, Corey, an engineer, was employed there, too, and so were many of their friends. Both Linders worked out of the head office at the Mildred Lake complex, a half hour’s drive north of town. By 2016, Shandra Linder had called “Fort Mac” home for nearly twenty years; blond, with a pixie cut, Linder is fit and warm and does not suffer fools. It makes sense once you get to know her and what she does, but to an outsider it might be surprising to see someone so polished—and female—in such a remote, industry-oriented, testosterone-heavy place. At “Site” (the catch-all term for any mine or other petroleum-related workplace around Fort McMurray), the ratio of men to women runs about twenty-five to one. For work, Linder dressed accordingly: minimal makeup, high collars, dark pants, no heels—clothes suitable for climbing in and out of trucks and SUVs, for working in a world of working men. Linder exudes a quiet confidence, in part because working full-time for Syncrude, or its larger counterpart, Suncor, confers a blue-chip status on its employees. Working for these companies is the boreal equivalent to working for Exxon or Shell, and the distinction permeates like a pheromone. As one insider put it, “I am Syncrude and you are not.” Tradesmen and machine operators wear their company badges like team colors—even to the bars, where, during the last boom, they signaled to available women like so much plumage. Comparable to a stockbroker’s platinum card, worn externally, a company badge communicates volumes at a glance: six-figure salary, five-figure truck, four-figure party budget, fungible skills. Meanwhile, the company, also known as “the Owner,” or “Mother Syncrude”—asks a lot in return: just like Wall Street or Silicon Valley, working late and weekends is simply part of the job. But that’s where the money is: in Fort McMurray, the best time is overtime.

Shandra Linder had already seen the smoke plume southwest of town, because everyone had seen it. It had been there for days, morphing on the horizon, a windswept cauliflower of billowing grays and browns that appeared to have sprouted, full blown, from the forest on Sunday afternoon. It had been growing since then, but it was still miles away, and it wasn’t the only one. Over the weekend, the Linders had hosted friends who had evacuated due to another fire burning near the new Stonecreek development north of downtown. It was almost a lark: on Sunday, May 1, they’d had cocktails on their back deck in Timberlea, one of many hilltop neighborhoods to the north and west of downtown. There, drinks in hand, putting green and pocket fountain at their feet, they took photos of the big plume developing across the river the same way one would a sunset or a rainbow. They ate chicken and rice, and got a convivial buzz on—life was good in Fort McMurray. Their friends went home the next day.

Because Forestry was on it: boots were on the ground, water bombers were in the air. As far as the Linders and their guests were concerned, whatever was out there was being handled. After all, that is what people do in Fort McMurray: they handle things. Not many regions self-select as rigorously as northern Alberta does, and Fort McMurray selects for workers—tough, adventurous team players, highly motivated to do what it takes and prosper. That includes wildfire fighters, and Alberta Forestry’s wildfire crews—with a territory ranging from tallgrass prairie and parkland to the Rocky Mountains and the boreal forest—are considered among the best in the world. In private, some members consider themselves the best. Certainly, the beginning of May was a little early for fires—there were still car-sized blocks of winter ice on the riverbanks, and some local lakes had yet to thaw—but otherwise, this was nothing new. Fires cloud the horizon every spring and summer; up here, smoke is simply a feature of the boreal landscape. As Shandra and Corey Linder said, practically in chorus, “It happens every year.”

Which was true, until it wasn’t.

.

In the forest, out of sight, things were changing. Winter snowfall had been far below average for two years running and, though it was still early spring in the north, leaves and pinecones crackled underfoot as if it were late summer. Given this, the unseasonable heat, and the fact that five separate wildfires ignited around the city that weekend, it is hard to overstate how unconcerned was Fort McMurray’s citizenry. But if you were up at dawn on May 3, as Shandra Linder was, and you had seen the sky, so fresh and clear and full of summer promise, as she had, you might understand why. The brilliance of that morning was so exceptional, even for northern Alberta, that after her morning routine of a dog walk, emails with coffee and a cigarette, and a shower, Linder did something she hadn’t done in a long time: she pulled out her favorite navy-blue suit with the skirt, picked some medium heels to go with it, and left her socks in the drawer. Thus attired, she headed off to work in Syncrude’s head office at Mildred Lake. In the garage, there were a few vehicles to choose from; in keeping with her outfit and her mood, Linder picked the car she calls “the little one”—a black Porsche that hadn’t seen daylight in six months. Winters are long and dark in Fort McMurray, but this one was over, spring was here, and Linder felt as beautiful and hopeful as the day.

She had lots of company; over the past few weeks, her neighbors had been emerging, too, unfurling with the spring flowers that had arrived weeks early that year. Coats and boots worn like a second skin since October were being packed away, and yards were being tidied after half a year of neglect. Garages, where a lot of Fort McMurray actively socializes among tool benches, beer fridges, ATVs, and various works in progress, were opening to the air, sun, and visitors. People were smiling to themselves at the bus stop, faces turned skyward like sunflowers, or Russians, as their bodies remembered the foreign sensation of warm sun on bare skin.





Chapter 10

Which kid you going to pick and choose and run?

—Ali Jomha, evacuee

The dominant forest type on the Boreal Plain is known as mixedwood forest, and three of its most common species—balsam poplar, aspen, and black spruce—grow in dense groves in and around Fort McMurray. Of these three, black spruce is the most volatile—so volatile, in fact, that boreal firefighters call it “gas on a stick.” With branches that grow all the way to the forest floor, these trees, already sticky with flammable sap, have their ladder fuels built in. Black spruce evolved to burn and will do so ferociously, with little provocation. Aspen and poplar, meanwhile, have been called “asbestos trees.” With their moisture-laden leaves and relatively pulpy, water-retaining wood, they can function almost like a brake on forest fires—to the point that Indigenous communities encourage aspen groves around popular hunting and fishing camps, a practice some settler communities have imitated.

There was a lot of poplar and aspen growing in and around Fort McMurray, but on May 3, in the middle of the spring dip, it didn’t seem to matter. Radiant heat—the kind projected by a forest fire—travels at the speed of light and, that afternoon, it was causing these normally fire-resistant trees to desiccate and ignite instantaneously, almost before the fire was upon them—something local firefighters had never seen before. By the time the fire reached the back side of Beacon Hill, the heat was so intense that it was causing these trees not to catch on fire, but to explode.

Chris Vandenbreekel, still downtown at the Mix 103 studio, recalled when the seriousness of the situation dawned on him. “It wasn’t until around the 12:30 point, as Bernie Schmitte was leaving my office. The wind picked up toward the town and that was kind of an ‘Oh crap’ moment.” (Understatement had been a running theme that morning.) “It wasn’t long after that,” he said, “that I started getting phone calls from Abasand and Beacon Hill saying, ‘The fire looks really close, what should we do?’ So I was making calls to [municipal] Communications, and they were saying, ‘Yeah, the firefighters are fighting it; it’s not a huge danger to the communities just yet.’ ”

Vandenbreekel dutifully relayed this information to anxious callers. So far, there had been no evacuation order.

Paul Ayearst lived in Beacon Hill, and his neighbors were among those making anxious calls to Mix 103. The forty-six-year-old Ayearst was a rarity in Fort McMurray: he was raised here, arriving as a child in 1975 when, as he put it, “Dad drug us up here looking for work.” The elder Ayearst found it at J. Howard Pew’s Great Canadian Oil Sands, where he started out as a beltwalker. All day long, he strode the black and broken earth, inspecting the miles of conveyor belts and thousands of rollers carrying freshly dug bitumen from the ten-story, three-hundred-foot-long dragline shovel (which replaced the smaller bucketwheel) to the giant crusher at the plant. It was, literally, a dead-end job, and, with the company’s help, he trained up to millwright. Like his father, Paul Ayearst made a home for himself in town, where he got into selling and servicing heavy equipment, a critical and lucrative business up here.

A little after 1:00 p.m., Ayearst was downtown, leaving Moxie’s Bar and Grill on his way back to work, when he registered the plume. “You could see that big cloud coming over Beacon Hill, so I figured, you know what, fuck it, I’m going home—be with the family.”

When Paul arrived, his wife, Michele, a homemaker, had the radio on. Paul went into the backyard and tinkered with his garden hose. Like everyone else in Beacon Hill, Paul and Michele were in a holding pattern, waiting for an update on the fire. As a local kid, Paul had grown up with fires on the horizon the same way Texans grow up with tornadoes and Newfoundlanders grow up with blizzards: at a certain time of year, they’re always around—sometimes closer, sometimes farther, but rarely impinging on your daily life. It was the same for Michele, who had grown up right in Beacon Hill, and they still lived within sight of her childhood home. Their house stood on a loop called Beaveridge Close. Theirs was an established neighborhood of what now would be considered “starter homes,” but because this was Fort McMurray, the Ayearsts’ forty-year-old, single-story bungalow was appraised at $650,000. Just to the south of them were two elementary schools, some playing fields, a minor league hockey arena, and a Mormon church. Beyond that was the thickly settled south end of Beacon Hill, and the only road off the hilltop. All told, about 2,200 people lived up there, in six hundred houses. An island unto itself, Beacon Hill was one of the smaller neighborhoods in Fort McMurray, but it was more than twice the size of any other community for two hundred miles around.

It wasn’t until 2:05 p.m. that the first evacuation orders went live. Issued by the Municipality of Wood Buffalo, which includes Fort McMurray, they called for the mandatory evacuation of Beacon Hill, Abasand, and Grayling Terrace, a small enclave on the left bank of the Hangingstone River, just west of Fire Hall 1. Centennial Trailer Park, due south of Beacon Hill, had remained under mandatory evacuation since the previous day, and now the one hundred trailer homes located there in angled rows were in the process of burning to the ground. The Ayearsts did not hear the first alert, perhaps because they were out of earshot, or because the station they were listening to did not air it. The first inkling they had of an evacuation was over the PA system of the nearby Good Shepherd Elementary School. At around 2:20, they could hear the names of children being called, notifying them that their parents had arrived.

“That’s when it started getting really crazy,” Chris Vandenbreekel recalled. The Mix 103 studio also houses Cruz FM, a classic-rock station, and, with each new update, Vandenbreekel would announce it on the air and then run across the building to tell his colleague at Cruz. By now, other local stations were relaying the information too. “It was Beacon Hill and then Abasand, and we have people in our station who live in those neighborhoods—‘Oh my God, should we go back?’ ‘No, you can’t go back’—the phone is ringing off the hook, I can’t handle all the calls and we’re trying to get all these evacuation orders out, and there’s more and more neighborhoods being called.”

It had been less than two hours since Bernie Schmitte had left Vandenbreekel under the impression that “they were going to be able to battle it back.” In between fielding listeners’ calls, Vandenbreekel called his wife and told her to evacuate. Because there was now real concern about Highway 63 being cut off by the fire, Vandenbreekel advised his wife to go north, toward the mines and the camps. By then, north was the only direction where there wasn’t visible fire.

Word was now catching up to events, and, all across the west side of town, schools began evacuating on their own. Emma Elliott, a parade leader and commander with the Air Cadets, and still just a student herself, was sent to pick up her brothers in Thickwood. “The sky was red,” Elliott told me. “I just saw a red sky and my car was covered in ash. I turned on the wipers and I felt like I was beside myself—otherworldly. Parents were panicking. There were these twelve-year-old kids talking about their houses burning down. I said to my little brother, ‘Don’t look up.’ ”

When Elliott got her brothers home, her mother was packing the car. “There was a look on my mother’s face I’ll never forget. It was like, ‘What if we don’t get out of here?’ ”

Paul and Michele Ayearst had two children, a college-age son in a man camp north of the city, and a grown daughter who called from downtown at around 2:30 with the news that an evacuation order had been issued for Beacon Hill. Even though the alert had been issued a half hour earlier, it had taken a while for it to trickle through participating radio stations, Facebook pages, Twitter accounts, and word of mouth. While Paul could clearly see that the smoke plume was growing larger and darker behind Good Shepherd Elementary, he could not, from his vantage, see exactly how close the fire was. Nonetheless, he took the order seriously and started gathering suitcases. It was then that their phones began ringing steadily: the fire had already made the news, and friends and family were calling them from other cities, checking to see if they were okay. Michele was growing visibly upset and Paul was trying to calm her down, trying to keep the focus on packing. He went to their safe and gathered up jewelry and their passports. By 2:35, five minutes after their daughter phoned, Michele, as Paul recalled, “was almost hysterical.” He was hugging her, trying to comfort her, but he was also trying to fill his duffel bag. “I’m like, ‘Calm down, we’re okay, just take a breath, you need to get ahold of yourself. We’re not in any danger, you’re fine.’

“ ‘No,’ said Michele. ‘The fire!’

“I said, ‘I know there’s a fire coming, but it’s not a big deal.’

“ ‘No, no,’ she said. ‘The fire!’

“I said, ‘Yes, there’s a fire. Just focus on what we have to do and give me twenty minutes so we can get out of here.’

“ ‘No! You don’t understand!’ Michele was screaming now. ‘The fire’s on our street!’ ”

Paul Ayearst, a lifelong resident of the boreal forest, a hard worker, conscientious citizen, and dedicated family man, found himself in the same cognitive dilemma as so many others that day: he had heard the warnings, he had seen the fire growing bigger and closer, and yet, on some crucial, active level, he did not, or could not, acknowledge the immediate and terrible implications of a Rank 6 boreal fire at his doorstep. The danger confronting him, his home, and his beloved family did not fully register until his weeping wife shouted the fact into his face. Even then, his brain, and its fierce loyalty to the status quo, resisted.

But reality does not require human belief in order to be real. The fire was breaking over Beacon Hill like a wave.

“When I looked out the door of the garage,” Paul told me, “I see a wall of flame coming at us. By then, our street was empty and there was four Forestry firefighters running around screaming to everybody to get out. A cop was there, screaming. He’s yelling and screaming, ‘We gotta go! We gotta go!’ ”

The fire was now at the end of the block, consuming everything in its path. Embers were falling, igniting spot fires in all directions. Michele Ayearst drove away in her car with the dog; their daughter, who had just arrived home from downtown, drove off in her own car with her cats. Both women fully expected Paul to follow in his truck. But, even with the fire bearing down on him, driving before it a blizzard of burning embers and ash, the battle of wills between Paul’s worldview and the insistent, intrusive fact of this fire remained undecided. “I’m there,” Paul told me, “literally got a cop dragging me by the arm—‘Get the fuck out of here now!’—he’s forcing me out of my house. So I gave the cop like, ‘Get your fuckin’ hands off me!’—gave him a shove, and I went running back towards the house.

“He said, ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing!’

“I said, ‘I’m locking the door!’

“I never thought the house was going to burn so I’m locking the door. Then, I jump in the truck, and I’m contemplating, ‘Do I leave my Harley? Do I take the truck? Do I take the Harley?’ ”

It has been observed that people in shock or overwhelmed by traumatic events will focus obsessively on small details. But for a lot of men in Fort McMurray who make their living in and around machines, their motorcycles, vintage cars, and snowmobiles are not small details. Shedding tears over a beloved Harley-Davidson is not unheard of here. But on May 3, this deep allegiance to the internal combustion engine posed a major problem: residents owned so many vehicles, recreational and otherwise, that it was impossible to drive them all out. There was an inescapable irony in Ayearst’s dilemma: that same combustive energy that thrilled, empowered, and enriched them was now manifesting itself in the most primal, potent, and destructive way imaginable. It had taken a hundred years of grit and sweat, hundreds of square miles of bulldozed forest, hundreds of billions of dollars of investment, and trillions of cubic feet of natural gas to access, and finally profit from, the stubborn potential of bituminous sand. And now the remaining “overburden” was unleashing more combustive energy in a single afternoon than all the upgraders combined.

Up above Highway 63, directly opposite Hall 1 and the floodplain of downtown, the neighborhoods of Beacon Hill and Abasand Heights had become, with astonishing speed, the frontline of the fire. Residents were now evacuating en masse. Each community was accessible by only a single road, and they were now completely jammed with fleeing cars and trucks, making their way down to the highway with agonizing slowness through showers of wind-driven embers and billowing clouds of smoke. The same trees that, an hour ago, had made these neighborhoods such attractive places to live were now bursting into flame and crowning with a speed and explosiveness more in line with a napalm drop than with a natural fire. As each new tree and grove ignited, it sent waves of heat over the traffic that felt almost three-dimensional in their intensity, and turned the residents’ sole escape route into a gauntlet.

In the end, Paul Ayearst chose his truck, escaping his burning street by driving through the neighboring school’s playing fields. When he joined his wife and daughter in the line of traffic, both lanes of the access road were filled with cars, every tree in sight was in flames, and boulder-sized fireballs were rolling over the roadway. Ayearst showed me a picture: “There’s my daughter, there’s my wife, there’s a fireball going over top of the truck and my wife’s driving into it. That’s intense heat.” Inside the vehicles, which had now become fire shelters in addition to escape pods, dashboard thermometers were indicating temperatures that had likely never been registered in a vehicle with live occupants. The thermometer in Paul Ayearst’s truck hit 66°C. “You could feel the heat radiating through the glass,” he said.

Just ahead of Ayearst were his wife and daughter, each in their own car, trying to maintain their composure, their efforts to communicate and reassure each other stymied by the fact that virtually every other person in Fort McMurray was trying to do the same thing. Local cell towers were not only overwhelmed with signal but in danger of burning down themselves. “My daughter’s right in front of me,” Paul explained, “my wife’s in front of her, and I’m trying to talk to them and I couldn’t.”

Opening the window was out of the question. Barely fifteen minutes had elapsed since his daughter had called from downtown, and they were now trapped in a corridor of fire, inching forward at the pace of a Tim Hortons drive-through. Ayearst had no choice now but to acknowledge his new reality: “I’m stuck over here,” he said, “sitting in the fire. I got a wall of flame coming at me and I’ve got my wife and daughter in front of me and traffic’s not moving, and it’s like, ‘How do I keep them safe? How do I get to my son?’ ” With these questions, Ayearst was speaking for thousands of parents that afternoon.

At that moment, sealed inside his vehicle was now the only safe place to be, but the line between sanctuary and death trap was narrowing. The window glass was too hot to touch and embers were blistering the paint. Just outside, the same world where they had raised their children, where some had grown up themselves, appeared now to be made of fire. Gone was the sun and sky, replaced by this rogue element, which had commandeered the trees, the houses, the very air. As the Ayearsts and their neighbors made their way slowly down the hill, Paul heard a thud and his truck shuddered. He thought he’d been hit, and he had—not by another vehicle, but by a fleeing deer, its fur smoking and aglow with embers. Running blindly out of the flames, it had collided with Ayearst’s passenger door before regrouping and barreling on through the traffic. That impulse, to run away—anywhere—was shared by many others that afternoon, but it was held in check, in part, by the still-deeper fear of being burned alive. But self-discipline, company training, religious faith, and peer pressure were factors, too. These weren’t fly-in workers with no stake in the place; Ayearst and his neighbors had put down roots here. If they broke ranks and took off across the median, they would betray a communal trust. If they did it, who wouldn’t?

A camp manager and type A marathoner named Dave Dubuc was confronted with this very question while trying to get out of Timberlea. His wife, Joanne, their three children, and two cats were in the truck with him, traffic was at a standstill, the fire was moving fast, and getting trapped and overrun was a real possibility. For Dubuc, the choice was stark and therefore simple: “I have to save my wife and children,” he thought to himself as he prepared to turn on his company truck’s roof light and escape across a sidewalk and through a park. Dubuc is a problem solver with the mental toughness of a competitive athlete, but his wife is strong in a different way: when Joanne realized what her husband was doing, she admonished him. “Don’t be that guy,” she said. Dubuc settled himself then and stayed in line—for hours. It wasn’t easy. “There were times, driving out,” he said, “that the fire was burning six feet from my tires.”

With Hell on your heels and small children depending on you, your priorities shift, and so does the math. Ali Jomha is a local imam who runs a halal butcher shop downtown on Franklin Avenue. He is a pious man, deeply involved in the Muslim community, and he bears a striking resemblance—in both looks and manner—to Al Pacino. On May 3, caught in traffic with everyone else, the fire forced Jomha to consider an imponderable dilemma. “If you’re driving in the car, fleeing,” he proposed to me, “and you and your wife have in the car four kids, five kids, and for God’s sake something happens to the car in front of you—which kid you going to pick and choose and run? My brother has five kids; my other brother has five kids; I have three. Going bumper to bumper, we saw the fire crossing the highway. If one vehicle burns, it will transfer to another. If I have to run away from the fire, how many kids can I take? That’s a strange feeling.”

What would astonish people later, in addition to the bravery of police and first responders who helped guide the evacuation, was the relative order that drivers maintained as they crept along, bumper to bumper, with children and dogs whimpering in the back seats and many in tears themselves, while sparks and firebrands rained down on them, flaring and rattling off their hoods and windshields. This kind of civic-minded restraint and courage was the norm, not the exception, and the many dashcam videos taken that day bear this out. Paul Ayearst and his family caravan, stuck as they were at the end of their own slow-motion convoy, would be among the last civilians out of Beacon Hill. Somewhere behind them, where home and safety used to be, came the sound of things exploding. 





Chapter 11

You own the fuel, you own the fire.

—Urban fire specialist’s adage

Downtown, at Mix 103, “things were getting worse and worse,” Chris Vandenbreekel recalled. “We couldn’t see the sun anymore, there was ash raining down, and there was this red hue downtown. Hosts and different staff members couldn’t handle what was going on; one staff member pulled her knees up to her chest and just started rocking in the fetal position. They were worried that their houses were gone, whether their families were safe. There were a couple of us that were just like, ‘No, we gotta keep going, we gotta keep doing this,’ and we’re getting more and more evacuation orders: Waterways [the oldest community in Fort McMurray, due south of downtown] gets the evacuation order; downtown is close to getting an order. Wood Buffalo [near the golf course] getting its evacuation order—Thickwood . . . It was crazy, trying to do this as a new employee.”

Vandenbreekel had been in town for all of seven months; there were still neighborhoods whose names and locations he did not know.

A mile and a half south of the radio station, in a wedge of floodplain formed by the Hangingstone River and Highway 63, firefighters from all over the city were converging on Fire Hall 1. Centrally located, with ready access to Beacon Hill and Abasand, Hall 1 is the oldest in town; inside, it has the feel of an open-plan clubhouse. In the lounge, a semicircle of La-Z-Boy recliners are aimed toward a wide-screen TV surrounded by shelves and cabinets full of trophies and memorabilia, the walls hung with portraits of past chiefs. Steps away is a well-equipped kitchen that adjoins a sunny dining area with a long communal table. The weight room is through a side door, and bunkrooms and showers are down the hall. It looks like a wonderful place to spend a weekend with good friends. But its comforts are deceptive: you can be settling into a weight session, a meal, a movie, or a nap—at any time of day or night—when the alarm will sound. Depending on the tone, it will be for ambulance or fire, and many members are trained for both types of calls. While everyone has a shift, no one has a schedule, and all live at the whim of the next car accident, heart attack, or barbecue fire.

On the afternoon of May 3, Hall 1 ceased to be merely a fire hall and became instead something closer to the Alamo. Across the city, fire hall intercoms were barking: “All halls! All halls! Bring every apparatus and proceed to Hall 1!” Because only about 30 of Fort McMurray’s 180 members are on duty at any given time, it took some time to track people down. A couple dozen firefighters were out of town altogether; one chief was bobbing at a swim-up bar in Mexico when he learned that his city was on fire. Everyone who could answered the call and, by 2:00 p.m., the parking lot at Hall 1 was overflowing with every kind of pickup and fire truck. Chief Troy Palmer, based out of Hall 3, across the river, was off duty and had yet to be alerted.

Palmer’s days of wrestling hose and climbing ladders were behind him; as a shift chief in his forties, he was focused on the big picture, on assessing the scene in its entirety. His piercing blue eyes informed an analytical mind, and, when he wasn’t on duty, he read a lot, particularly military history. Historic campaigns and strategy provided him with frameworks for making sense of the world, and they would come in handy for making sense of this fire: the chaos, which mimicked the fog of war; the all-too-common mistake of underestimating one’s adversary; the experience of being outflanked, outgunned—of being besieged. The terrible realization that you are, in fact, surrounded.

Even though Beacon Hill was now on fire, with smoke and embers crossing the highway, the situation was hard to appreciate from Palmer’s home in Timberlea, eight miles away. Out there, in the northwest corner of town, the subdivisions had been going in so fast that maps couldn’t keep up with them, but just beyond the surveyor’s stakes lay raw wilderness. If Palmer walked out his front door and headed down Chestnut Way, past the rows of one- and two-story starter homes to the edge of his subdivision, he would come up against a kind of terra incognita. To the north, beyond the current frontier of Walnut Crescent, lay a DMZ of scraped, drained, and leveled earth awaiting the next development boom. To the west stretched a virtually limitless expanse of dog-hair forest and muskeg—moose and beaver country that favors the amphibious and well insulated, and discourages casual exploration. Once beyond the tenuous membrane of suburbia, you were bushwhacking—all the way to Buffalo Head Prairie, two hundred miles to the northwest. En route, you wouldn’t see another swing set, cul de sac, paved road, or settlement of any kind. Out there, out of sight, the mining companies and wild creatures hold sway, roaming at will across a landscape unmarked save for the ubiquitous hatchwork of seismic lines.

Troy Palmer’s four-day shift wasn’t scheduled to begin until 6:00 that evening, but he had a feeling he would be called in sooner. On May 2, he had seen Fire 009 from the tower at Hall 5 on Airport Road—the growing plume, the water bombers, a little too close for comfort, angling in for their drops across the steadily shrinking gap between the fire and the community he was hired to protect. Palmer’s eight-year-old daughter had been staying with him that week, and, even though May 3 was a school day, he decided to keep her home. She said she wasn’t feeling well, but the fires were also on his mind and he wanted his daughter close. Palmer knew that all across the index, fire weather conditions had shifted progressively further into fire’s favor, and he knew his brothers and sisters in the department were going to be busy. At lunchtime, he called his ex-wife and asked if she could get off work and pick up their girl as soon as possible. “She was at the door picking her up when I got my call from our computerized dispatch at two in the afternoon,” Palmer told me. “Normally, it’ll say, ‘Overtime opportunity. Call by such-and-such a day, such-and-such a time.’ But this time, the computer called and it goes, ‘Emergency, Hall One. Emergency, Hall One.’ I’ve never heard it say that before. So, when my ex left with my daughter, I jumped in my truck. Of course, by now they were starting to evacuate. Of course, I get stuck in traffic.”

Under normal conditions, Palmer had a twenty-five-minute drive ahead of him—but nothing was normal that day. The delay, and the solitude, gave him time to consider the TeleStaff call he was responding to: there had been no specific information and no accept/decline option. This was not an offer; it was a Mayday. Whatever was happening across the river trumped rank, priority, the union, family—pretty much everything that gave shape and meaning to these men’s and women’s lives. Alone in his truck, stuck in traffic, Palmer had yet to understand that this wasn’t so much a fire alarm as it was the mobilization of a militia in the face of an invading army. It wasn’t until he reached the river that he would understand what they were up against.

By then, word was catching up with the fire, and evacuation orders were, for most people, already moot. When Palmer made a left off Millennium Drive onto Confederation Way, he found himself in a slow river of cars, trucks, and SUVs that filled all three eastbound lanes. Everyone was headed toward the highway, and also toward the fire, because that was the only way out of town. Scattered throughout this creeping procession were other firefighters who had just received their TeleStaff alerts.

Palmer had made this cross-town drive just the day before. This was Forestry’s third day working Fire 009, but the fire department had been busy, too, marshaling resources and setting up sprinkler lines around key infrastructure lying in the fire’s predicted path. Working overtime, Palmer had spent much of May 2 at the brand-new transfer station and recycling facility south of town, removing dozens of pumps and sprinklers along with thousands of feet of hose that the previous shift had set up and primed on May 1. Due to a change in the predicted winds, that entire defensive system had to be drained, coiled, and repacked. But that was yesterday. Today, it was as if the narrative of this fire had leaped ahead of itself, carried on the wind into a future that arrived far more quickly than the human beings watching it, and fighting it, had anticipated.

The gravity of the moment hit Palmer as he rounded a gentle bend in the river by the water treatment plant, just downstream from the evacuated golf course. The plant—new and state of the art like so much of Fort McMurray’s infrastructure—lies on the left bank of the Athabasca River. In addition to purifying city water, the plant’s huge new pumps initiate the pressure needed to drive water across the city and up onto the hilltops and ridges where so much new development has taken place. Less than five hundred yards farther downstream was the highway and Fort McMurray’s single most crucial piece of connective tissue, the bridge, the only road link between the west side neighborhoods and the rest of the world. Directly above the bridge, opposite the treatment plant, loomed the steep face of Abasand Heights. From this vantage, veins of bituminous sand are visible in the ridge’s eroded west face while the gentler slopes are covered in forest, but that’s not what Palmer saw. “All along the river, the entire hillside was burning,” he told me. “That’s when I phoned my ex and I said, ‘Pack up the trailer and pack up our daughter. You should be leaving town. Don’t bother going south, because that’s trapped already. Go north.’ ”

“North,” beyond the mines and man camps, was a dead end at the First Nations community of Fort McKay, thirty miles up the road, but that was a problem Palmer’s ex, Vandenbreekel’s wife, and thousands of other evacuees would need to deal with later. At that moment—about 2:45 p.m.—Centennial Park was in flames, Beacon Hill was igniting, and wind-driven embers were showering Abasand’s rooftops in visible gusts, like so much flaming snow. This midday squall of flying fire was now impacting the entire west side of the municipality, from the Gregoire neighborhood, down by Airport Road, all the way to Dickinsfield, one subdivision south of Timberlea, where Palmer lived. Palmer was trying to make sense of something he had never seen before, but Jamie and Ryan Coutts, who had arrived at Hall 1 about an hour ahead of him, were witnessing a repeat of the same scenario that had incinerated a third of their town in a matter of hours. Only this fire was ten times bigger.

By the time Palmer made it over the bridge and through the traffic to Hall 1, hundred-foot flames were cascading down Beacon Hill toward Highway 63. One eyewitness described it as a “wave of flame.” Another, who caught it on video as it came down the highway side, described it as flowing “literally, like lava.” The video bears this out: the trees ablaze over a hillside that appears molten and in motion, rolling down to the roadway. Meanwhile, wind-driven embers showered the bumper-to-bumper traffic and the businesses downtown as the firefighters massing at Hall 1 deployed their hoses, not to spray down the surrounding buildings, but to protect their fire trucks and the hall itself—a first for any member of that department. “Standards were gone,” recalled Palmer, who arrived in the middle of this. “Normally, you get a 911 call, they sort it out very structurally. Now, it was crazy: ‘We need help here! We need help there! We need more backup in Abasand!’ And the look on people’s faces was just unbelievable—fear, uncertainty: What do we do? It was so unconventional.”

In order to avoid situations like this, many state, provincial, and municipal fire services follow a protocol called “Blue Card Command.” Developed by the Brunacini brothers, a legendary firefighting family out of Phoenix, Arizona, and building off of California’s popular Incident Command System (ICS), Blue Card Command is a comprehensive approach to decision making and resource deployment, providing a step-by-step, if-then order of operations for each member responding to a call, whether they are first on scene or backup, whether it is a house fire or a chemical spill. The Blue Card system is widely used across the U.S., and Alberta adopted it in 2011, but as versatile as it is, there was no protocol for a situation like Fire 009. “Blue Card is generally how we manage things,” Palmer told me, “but this fire—it was kind of like, ‘Okay guys, throw the textbooks in the fire because that’s as good as they are right now.’ ”

Instead, firefighters, police, and other first responders fell back on deeply ingrained hierarchies. “Everyone understands the fundamentals of paramilitary organization,” Palmer explained, “so you knew if you showed up and you saw two stripes [captain], that’s the guy you got to answer to—even for some comfort and for some reassurance—‘Okay, now I know where I got to go and what I got to do.’ But beyond that, it was just—whatever.”

There was a lot of “whatever” in Fort McMurray that day. In the face of this unprecedented chaos, Palmer resorted to fundamentals: “Okay,” he thought to himself, “I need my equipment to fight fires.” Soldiers are trained to bond with their weapons; firefighters never respond to a call without their bunker gear. But Palmer’s bunker gear—the twenty-plus kilograms of protective clothing and breathing apparatus worn by structural firefighters—was still at Hall 5 on Airport Road, where he had left it the day before. Because many other off-duty firefighters were in the same situation, Palmer figured he would drive down there and grab all the gear he could find, and he requested permission to do this from Hall 1’s battalion chief. The chief pointed toward a rescue truck and Palmer grabbed the first firefighter he could find and drove off into the whirl of smoke and embers.

As the fire burned its way through dense stands of black spruce and into the trailer homes of Centennial Park and then the houses of Beacon Hill, the smoke grew progressively blacker and more acrid. For the fire, it was a virtually seamless transition from one highly volatile fuel to another. The dark and increasingly toxic smoke created an artificial twilight suffused with an unearthly orange glow. Visibility was reduced to the point that headlights were required; even though sunset was still seven hours away, streetlights were illuminating automatically. There appeared to be several layers of smoke and, down at street level, gray clouds rolled quickly over the thickening traffic. The air was filled with drifting ash and large embers clattered off the hoods and roofs of vehicles, and even cracked windshields.

Driving south toward Hall 5, Palmer didn’t know where the smoke would end. The man next to him, a relatively new recruit, was a stranger to him. “Initially it was like, ‘What are we going to see?’ ” Palmer recalled. “ ‘Are we going to see the other side of this?’ ” Ascending the long hill out of the river valley, they finally got upwind of the smoke; Palmer knew where he was, but nothing was the same. “It was just eerie,” he said, “because everything was burning on [the west] side of the highway.” By then, the four-story Super 8, the Denny’s, and the Flying J gas station were smoking ruins. Meanwhile, spot fires were igniting on the east side of the highway. There was not a fire truck to be seen. Palmer was especially dismayed by the “Welcome to Fort McMurray” sign. “One side had burned completely,” he said, “and it was just hanging there with little pieces burning on it. The tourist information booth had already burned.”

Palmer knew this road intimately, but now he felt disoriented. Landmarks are how we navigate and scale ourselves to landscape; their steady, dependable presence projects a sense of permanence and inviolability, which helps to anchor us in space and time. We don’t call them “songlines,” as they are known in Australia, but they serve a similar psychic role: we know when we see a familiar feature that the next one—a sign, a gas station, a tree, a hotel—will be coming along shortly, and in this way we stitch our homeworld together. Even though we may only name them when giving visitors directions, these are the waypoints that guide us through our daily rounds. Between their disappearance and the smoke, Palmer was becoming a stranger in his own hometown. This was happening now on a city-wide scale: the memory palace was burning down.

When Palmer arrived at Hall 5, he raided the gear locker, filling the back of his rescue truck with all the bunker gear he could find. “Then,” he said, “we drove back down to Hall 1 and threw it all in the middle of the floor. That’s the last time I looked at bunker gear for the rest of the fire.” It’s hard to articulate how irregular this is, but it is comparable to a soldier going into combat without a helmet and flak jacket. “Because we never needed it anyway,” Palmer said. “That’s how unconventional it was.”

In structural firefighting, the kind Palmer and his fellow firefighters were trained for, there is almost always more equipment and manpower than there is fire. When you get a call, it is usually to a house or a building, and if you show up with a pumper but you need a ladder, it will be there in minutes. Likewise, if you need a Bronto—an aerial platform—or another pumper, the resources are there to gang up on the fire and knock it down. Yes, you may lose the building—if the fire doesn’t destroy it, the water usually will—but, guaranteed, you will beat that fire: one more victory for the team. And this delineates two of the biggest differences between municipal firefighters and their counterparts in Forestry: time and scale. Structural fires are usually dealt with in a matter of hours; forest fires, despite a stated goal of “out by ten,”FN22 may require days or weeks to bring under control. In the boreal forest, it can take months to fully subdue a major wildfire. Likewise, where structural firefighting is comparable to a rugby match—muscular, confrontational, and contained, with the goal visible at all times—wildland firefighting is more like lacrosse as it was originally conceived: not on a field per se, but across a landscape where it was not so much “played” as waged—like a running battle whose outcome is neither visible nor certain. These differences are evident in the equipment they deploy, and also in the firefighters’ respective builds. Forestry crews may spend days at a time in the bush or the mountains moving quickly through country accessible only by foot or helicopter, while municipal firefighters are seldom more than a hose length from their trucks and a short drive from their kitchens. Form follows function: where wildfire fighters are built for endurance in rugged terrain, munis are built to scrimmage and scrum. This is one reason you won’t see many powerlifters like Mark Stephens on a Forestry crew, but you will often see more women. Because of these and many other factors, the techniques, equipment, and even the mind-set required to fight their respective fires are fundamentally different. When these worlds collide, as they did that afternoon in Fort McMurray, lines and methods blur, and massive destruction and confusion can ensue.

This zone of collision has been given a name: the “WUI” (rhymes with phooey), an acronym for “wildland-urban interface” (though some call it “wildland-urban in your face”). On a map, the WUI represents the fault line between the forest and the built environment, but over the past thirty years it has also come to represent the sweet spot in North American real estate development: hiking trails out the back door and a scooter-friendly cul-de-sac in front. Today, more than a third of American homes and more than half of Canadian homes are located in the WUI. It is a beautiful place to live, until it goes feral. When a wildfire enters a residential community, the result—for the fire—is a smorgasbord of kiln-dried fuel topped with tar shingles, garnished with rubber tires and gas tanks. Meanwhile, the result for homeowners is shock and disbelief as the very structures designed to provide comfort and shelter turn on them in the most frightening way possible. In this situation, a bigger house does not mean more protection, it means a greater concentration of fire-ready fuel. These effects are most dramatic in residential areas built from modern, highly flammable materials in the middle of ecosystems that naturally regulate themselves with wildfire—places like Australia, the American West, and the Canadian boreal forest. As homeowners in these regions are learning every summer now, when the WUI burns, it does not burn like a forest fire or a house fire, it burns like Hell.

We learned this lesson the hard way in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when forests, houses, and towns burned repeatedly across North America. But we forgot it in the relatively cool and rainy twentieth century as suburban expansion coincided with improved fire suppression. “Watching houses and then communities burn [is] like watching polio or plague return,” wrote Stephen Pyne, fire’s most eminent living chronicler, in 2016. “This was a problem we had solved, then forgot to—or chose not to—continue the vaccinations and hygiene that had halted its terrors.” These forgotten practices were simple ones: Don’t build your house in the woods, surround it with open fields; not only does this make for
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