January 7, 2012 – Foggy Smoky Run
When I saw the ‘Prescribed Fire’ sign at the Ranger Station as I entered Wekiva State Park today I wondered if any of the trails on today’s 13-mile route would be included in the burned area.   It wouldn’t take long to find out.   Four of us headed out in the cold and damp 44 degree weather.   There was Steve Wheeler, a veteran of seven 100-mile ultra marathons; Steve Koski, a 2:47 marathoner getting ready for his first marathon as a Grandmaster in a few weeks and Jim Musante, finisher of 31 straight Boston Marathons.  The question: Would we be tested by fire this morning?

The first few miles were uneventful as we loosened up a bit.  The fog was thick as the humidity was 100%.   Steve Koski had already run five miles beforehand so he didn’t need a warm up.  Jim had paced the lead wheelchair racer at the Walt Disney World Half Marathon which started in the wee hours of the morning at 5:30, so he was awake to say the least!   After nearly two miles there was yellow caution tape which stretched across the trail.  I think that meant we were supposed to stay off that section of trail.  There was a paper sign which said something about the prescribed fire, but we paid no attention to it at all.  In a few minutes we got our answer about being tested by fire as the green and brown brush and leaves was replaced by blackened earth.
We had noticed a smoky smell for several minutes and now it was hard to tell how much of the haze was from fog and how much was from smoke.   This probably wasn’t the best thing for our lungs, but what did we care?   I have enjoyed the smell of fire since my camping days as a youth and didn’t mind it at all today.  There were a few times that we ran past stumps or logs that were still burning.  The warmth felt good on this cold morning.  Unfortunately, no one brought marshmallows!

We could tell that someone had been on the trail before us as there were spots where the black soot was disturbed which revealed the brownish mulch underneath.   So we weren’t the only crazy ones out on the trail illegally.   There was one huge tree which lay across our path.   Amusingly, it had white and orange paint marks to guide hikers along the trail – I guess that tree won’t be helping anymore!  The burned area lasted for about a mile of the trail and was necessary with regard to forest management.  The terrain in the park is sand hill pine and the underbrush and small trees were way too thick.   The prescribed fire reduces the chances of an uncontrolled wildfire in the future.

The remaining nine miles of our run were lots of fun as we ran the big boundary loop in the park which receives little foot travel.   Afterward I found out from one of the Rangers that they had burned about 160 acres.   I’m sure in the next few weeks that green grass and small plants will sprout from the blackened forest floor and within a half a year there will be few remnants of this fire.   But right now when I breathe deeply I can still smell and taste today’s foggy smoky run.
