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Welcome
to the Wildland Fire Edition of the Natural Inquirer !

O ne hundred years ago, forest fires 
roared across the Northern United 
States. Although fires burned in New 

England and upper Midwestern States, the 
fires of Montana, Idaho, and Washington 
State were by far the worst of that year. On 2 
days in August 1910, much of northern Idaho 
and western Montana were ablaze. The fires 
of those 2 days are called “the Big Blowup” by 
foresters. The Big Blowup changed the way 
Americans viewed wildland fire. These fires 
also profoundly affected the Forest Service. 
Following the Big Blowup, fighting wildland fire 
became its chief mission for almost 75 years. 

This edition of the Natural Inquirer focuses 
on wildland fire. Wildland fire has been 
defined as any fire occurring in vegetation 
areas regardless of how it was started. In this 
edition, you will learn about different types of 
wildland fires, including uncontrolled wildfires 
and fires purposely set and controlled by 
foresters to provide benefits to a natural area. 

Every spring and summer, wildland fires 
are in the news. These news reports are 
usually about wildfires. Wildfires are large 
uncontrolled fires that could have been started 
by lightning or by careless people. Contrary 
to what you might think when you hear those 
reports, wildfires are not always a bad thing 
for a natural ecosystem. When wildland fires 
burn close to homes or businesses, or burn 
out of control, they become news because 
of the damage they might do to people, 
farms, livestock, or buildings. Some trees and 
animals, however, need occasional fire to 
survive. Wildland fires are a necessary part of 
some ecosystems. They have been the reason 
those ecosystems have survived.

In this edition of the Natural Inquirer, you 
will learn about the history of wildland fire in 
America. You will learn about the Big Blowup. 
You will learn that wildland fire is not simply 
bad or good. You will learn how foresters 
work to enhance the benefits and reduce the 
dangers of wildland fires. In this edition, you 
will read about some plants and animals that 
must experience occasional fire to survive. 

In 2010, a century has passed since the Big 
Blowup. This Natural Inquirer was created 
so that you can learn about wildland fire 
and what scientists are discovering about it.  
Hopefully, the next time you hear about a 
wildland fire in the news, you will pay close 
attention to the story. You will remember how 
foresters work to protect people and buildings 
from wildfires, how they reduce the chance 
and impact of wildfires, and how they work to 
increase the benefits that society gains from 
occasional wildland fire. 

Photo courtesy of Forest Service Northern Region Archives.

The fires of 1910 destroyed large  
areas of forest land.


