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In 1988, forest fires raged in Yellowstone National Park, destroying more than a million acres. As
the nation watched the land around Old Faithful burn, a longstanding conflict over fire
management reached a fever pitch. Should the U.S. Park and Forest Services suppress fires
immediately or allow some to run their natural course? When should firefighters be sent to battle
the flames and at what cost?In Scorched Earth, Barker, an environmental reporter who was on
the ground and in the smoke during the 1988 fires, shows us that many of today's arguments
over fire and the nature of public land began to take shape soon after the Civil War. As Barker
explains, how the government responded to early fires in Yellowstone and to private investors in
the region led ultimately to the protection of 600 million acres of public lands in the United
States. Barker uses his considerable narrative talents to bring to life a fascinating, but often
neglected, piece of American history. Scorched Earth lays a new foundation for examining
current fire and environmental policies in America and the world.Our story begins when the
West was yet to be won, with a colorful cast of characters: a civil war general and his soldiers,
America's first investment banker, railroad men, naturalists, and fire-fighters-all of whom left their
mark on Yellowstone. As the truth behind the creation of America's first national park is revealed,
we discover the remarkable role the U.S. Army played in protecting Yellowstone and shaping
public lands in the West. And we see the developing efforts of conservation's great figures as
they struggled to preserve our heritage. With vivid descriptions of the famous fires that have
raged in Yellowstone, the heroes who have tried to protect it, and the strategies that evolved as a
result, Barker draws us into the very heart of a debate over our attempts to control nature and
people.This entertaining and timely book challenges the traditional views both of those who
arrogantly seek full control of nature and those who naively believe we can leave it unaltered.
And it demonstrates how much of our broader environmental history was shaped in the lands of
Yellowstone.



The Year Yellowstone Burned: A Twenty-Five-Year Perspective



S. J. Snyder, “A balanced look at fire policy in specific and natural area management in general.
A clash of cultures hit Yellowstone National Park in the summer of 1988. New National Park
Service ideas on using fire as a tool, and giving natural fires great latitude to burn -- an attitude
held in part even my the U.S. Forest Service and other federal outdoors agencies -- ran head-on
into the general public's Smokey the Bear says put fires out attitude.The NPS came under a lot
of flak after much of Yellowstone was scorched that summer. Then, in 1989 and thereafter, much
of the media spun the story of the Phoenix -- the "rebirth" of Yellowstone.Barker says the rebirth,
at least as normally written up, is a myth, one of many still attached to the fires of 1988.The
biggest myth, still held by many people in various federal outdoors agencies, is that nature in
general can be isolated, in wilderness areas, in a state of "reality." The second biggest myth is
that fires, no matter the size and spread, can be managed or controlled.The burn policy at
Yellowstone and other national parks, as well as in other federal land agencies has only become
more and more a political football between environmentalists and "wise use" types of the
West.Barker, though his sympathies are clearly not with the old-style U.S. Forest Service, makes
clear that the modern USFS shouldn't be as demonized as it is by some environmentalists.The
one regret I have with this book is that Barker sounds knowledgeable enough to be more
prescriptive about a future course for fire management. Other than citing the obvious lessons
from Yellowstone, such as clearing brush further away from buildings in wild and "natural" areas,
he doesn't go beyond that with ideas for future generations.”

Randal O'Toole, “Excellent overview of fire history. This is a great book that offers insights into
the many turning points of U.S. wildland fire history, starting with the first efforts by the U.S. Army
to fight fire in Yellowstone. The focus on Yellowstone is deceptive, as much of what Barker says
is relevant for the entire western U.S.While Stephen Pyne's books are unparalleled for their in-
depth histories of fire, Barker's book is far more readable and really covers the highlights of
wildland fire management. A chapter on John Wesley Powell suggests that this history could
have been far different if McKinley had not been assassinated, making Roosevelt president and
giving Gifford Pinchot the upper hand in fire bureaucracy. Powell's understanding of fire was far
better than Pinchot's.In more recent history, Barker's explanations of how the Yellowstone and
Storm King fires changed fire management and fire suppression strategies are critical to
understanding what is going on today. Barker highlights experts who question the conventional
wisdom that "a century of fire suppression has made forests more vulnerable to fires." In fact, the
large fires of the last few years are more the result of drought and policy changes that trade off
more acres burned for increased firefighter safety.Everyone concerned with federal land
management, which more than anything else is about wildfire management, should read this
book.”



Anthony Noblett, “Good Overview Which Should Make The Fire Community Think!. Rocky
Barker's Scorched Earth is clear well written history of wildland fire. The work clearly stands on
the shoulders of previous chroniclers of wildland fire, particularly Stephen Pyne, and ties the
work of pioneers in fire ecology to today's prescribed fire programs. It does leave the question of
how prescribed fire as practiced by government agencies can ever really work to lessen the
urban interface danger open. Particularly since very near the end of the book (pp 235) Rocky
states that Randal O' Tool found that only 7 million acres in the west have a high to medium likely
hood of fires that threaten structures and of those acres only 8% are federal. This well hidden
tidbit should be the core of Rocky's next book. Why should the federal government be involved
in prescribed fire?”

Evan the Dweezil, “Quite the interesting read for those who want to know more about
Yellowstone. This book really caught my attention by delving deep into the history of fire
management in the west from the first notions of keeping Yellowstone a contiguous wild place to
the present. For anyone who is interested in the history of the world's first national park, this is a
must read. For people like me who were shaped by the Yellowstone fires of 1988, it takes
readers behind the scary headlines and apocalyptic nightly news reports of the time.”

The book by Rocky Barker has a rating of  5 out of 4.2. 12 people have provided feedback.
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