November 6, 2008 - Fire on the Trail
It seems that every year during dry season in some parts of the country there are television news reports of wildfires raging through national parks, smaller wooded areas and encroaching on residential neighborhoods.   Often these fires are a result of mismanagement over many decades as forests and parks are overgrown with many trees and so much underbrush that all it takes is dry weather combined with lightning or a carelessly thrown cigarette butt to ignite a tinderbox.   In many large parks and in some areas such as counties or townships there are programs to reduce the incidences of out-of-control wildfires through prescribed burnings.
At the local state park where I run there are scheduled burnings that rotate through much of the park’s acreage.   From discussions with park rangers the burns have many purposes.   Thick underbrush is eliminated which takes away a fuel source of wildfires.   By burning many smaller trees before they can mature, it prevents a thick canopy from forming and allows light to reach grasses and flowers so they can grow.   The heat from a fire also helps seeds from pine cones to come in contact with soil and become established.   Additionally, the blackened plant remains are a natural fertilizer.
A few months ago there was a prescribed fire that blackened many acres along my running trail.   As the days and weeks went by it was interesting to watch the changing landscape.   Wiregrass sprouted and there was green among the black earth.   Next palmetto bushes bore new palm fronds.   Within a couple of months I could barely tell there had been a fire.   As autumn arrived pine needles fell and wildflowers bloomed.   Soon there was no evidence of a fire and the new plant growth was spectacular.
Sometimes trails are closed to hikers and runners due to the scheduled burns and, don’t tell anyone, but I have run on the trails before they were officially open.   Most of the time it’s been a few days since burning occurred and the rangers simply haven’t removed the yellow tape stretched across a trail.   I like the smell of smoke as it reminds me of campfires.   I’ve been out running when the fires have been over for several days but there is still smoke emanating from sporadic hotspots.

One time my friend, Robert, and I were about halfway through a 10-mile trail run when we came upon a closed stretch of trail that was still burning.   Probably 90% of the area was blackened while the remainder was on fire.   Being the dedicated runners that we are we just kept on going on our planned route.   It was pretty cool in a strange kind of way.   There is a fine line between dedication and stupidity that we came close to crossing that day!

A couple of weeks ago while a group of us was running the same trail there had been a prescribed fire that not only burned the brush and grass but our water stop.   Where there had been a couple jugs of water hidden behind a bush to keep us hydrated; now there was no bush and two globs of burnt plastic!   I guess I’ll need to check with the rangers about upcoming scheduled burns or go thirsty!
