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Fires

It’s May 2014 in Oklahoma, and much of the state is under 
a governor-issued burn ban. And until we receive some rain, some 
relief from the drought that’s persisted like a virus for the past three 
years—lying dormant during the brief, damp period of spring, only to 
rage through the long summer months, when the lack of moisture is 
most acute, the parched landscape most vulnerable—charcoal grilling, 
campfires, and most types of outdoor burning are prohibited. 

This is nothing to trifle with, for even something seemingly as in-
nocuous as steering your car off the pavement, where a hot muffler, 
say, could come in contact with kindling-dry vegetation, or running 
a metal-blade edger along the seams of your thirsty lawn, could spark 
a blaze that, with any encouragement from the wind, burns for days. 
And while dropping cigarette butts on the ground is a deplorable habit 
anytime, under these conditions it could cost you a thousand dollars, 
a year in prison, and potentially much more. As outlined in the gov-
ernor’s May 5th, 2014, ban on outdoor burning, “In addition to the 
penalties prescribed in the law for violations of the outdoor burning 
ban, operators may also be liable for damages caused by a fire, and for 
the cost of suppressing such fire.” 

This executive proclamation also includes fire-related guidelines for 
activities such as road construction; welding, cutting, and grinding; 
oilfield and landfill work—interestingly, “gas vents and flares associ-
ated with the extraction of oil and gas or the refining of oil and gas 
(or other manufacturing processes or landfill operations) are generally 
considered exempt from the ban as long as the top of the vent pipe is 
raised well above the surrounding vegetation”; the clearing of storm 
and land debris; campfires and outdoor cooking; state fire schools and 
associated fire training; and, yes, fireworks. 

Native American ceremonial fires “conducted in Sweat Lodges or 
over non-flammable surfaces of at least 10 feet by 10 feet” are exempt 
from the ban. 
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We have fire and, suddenly, reason to worry. 

The Land Run of 1889, which opened the Unassigned Lands of Indian 
Territory—what is today part of the state of Oklahoma—for settlement, 
may be remembered for exactly what it was: one of the most amazing 
feats of the nineteenth century, and also one of the most egregious. 
At noon on April 22nd, thousands of settlers, many from the East, 
lured west to the plains by the promise of free land, rushed into the 
territory on horseback, in covered wagons, by train, bicycle, even on 
foot, to claim a piece of the nearly two million acres the u.s. govern-
ment had recently allocated for disposal. By nightfall, the Oklahoma 
landscape was transformed as new towns had sprung to life along the 
Santa Fe Railway. 

Shortly thereafter, an article appearing in Harper’s Weekly, written 
by William Willard Howard, who’d witnessed the Land Run, described 
it this way:

In some respects the recent settlement of Oklahoma was the most 
remarkable thing of the present century. Unlike Rome, the city of 
Guthrie was built in a day. To be strictly accurate in the matter, it 
might be said that it was built in an afternoon. At twelve o’clock on 
Monday, April 22d, the resident population of Guthrie was nothing; 
before sundown it was at least ten thousand. In that time streets 
had been laid out, town lots staked off, and steps taken toward the 
formation of a municipal government. At twilight the camp-fires of 
ten thousand people gleamed on the grassy slopes of the Cimarron 
Valley, where, the night before, the coyote, the gray wolf, and the 
deer had roamed undisturbed. Never before in the history of the 
West has so large a number of people been concentrated in one 
place in so short a time. To the conservative Eastern man, who is 
wont to see cities grow by decades, the settlement of Guthrie was 
magical beyond belief; to the quick-acting resident of the West, it 
was merely a particularly lively town-site speculation.

This is to say nothing of the Native American tribes, who had been 
forcibly removed from their homelands in the southeast United States 
and relocated to the Indian Territory during the 1830s. To the Chicka-
saw and Choctaw and Cherokee and Creek and Seminole, who’d been 
forced to vacate millions of acres in Georgia, Florida, Mississippi, and 
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Alabama, the Land Run of 1889 and subsequent land runs were the 
results of yet another broken promise by the u.s. government, which 
had assured the Indians this land would be theirs forever. 

Though it doesn’t excuse the government’s betrayal of the Indian 
tribes, it’s easy to see why settlers wanted to come to Oklahoma, 
where there were vast tracts of unoccupied land, oceans of prairie 
for grazing, abundant sunshine, and water. Washington Irving wrote 
about the area in his book, A Tour on the Prairies, published in 1832, 
based on his travels through the southern plains that same year. He 
describes being in awe of the alluvial soil and lush trees, the grassy 
plains and groves his party encountered along the Arkansas, Canadian, 
Verdigris, and Red rivers. He also mentions the plentiful wildlife, 
especially buffalo (American bison), which remained a mainstay for 
the Native Americans who lived here until the animals’ decimation 
by white “hunters” later in the century.

In addition to experiencing the territory that would one day become 
Oklahoma, long before its settlement, at a time when the land was 
still unfenced, unadulterated, and practically unexplored by outsid-
ers, Irving witnessed Native Americans harnessing the power of fire 
to control wildlife, their primary food source. The Indians burned 
forests not only to enrich habitat for the animals, but also as a means 
of driving buffalo and other species during hunts. They saw fire as a 
tool and they used it to survive. 

Through the ages, the North American landscape, and especially the 
plains, has been shaped by fire as much as anything. Ignited by light-
ning, wildfires swept across the land, eliminating forest undergrowth 
and fertilizing the soil. But as the country was settled, the suppres-
sion of wildfires began as families sought to protect their homes and 
other property.

Soon, fire—physical fire, the heat-producing process of combustion—
was all but excluded from the natural cycle, supplanted by our burning 
desire to construct synthetic worlds that we could control. As new 
cities and towns appeared across the continent, fire was viewed more 
as a threat to our nascent civilization than the ecologically sound, 
beneficial process it had always been. 

My great-grandfather, Howard Jackson, was seven years old at the 
time of the Land Run in 1889. His family came to Oklahoma from 
Texas, and eventually claimed 160 acres in the run. He would spend 
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the rest of his life on this land, farming, raising children, and strug-
gling to survive the Oklahoma weather. 

A century later, on the eve of his one-hundredth birthday, in 1982, 
a newspaper reporter interviewed Howard, inquiring about his long 
life and his memories of Oklahoma’s early years, which dated to that 
April day in 1889, when his family gathered with all the other families 
along the sandy banks of the South Canadian River, waiting for the 
cavalry officer on the white horse to fire his gun and set that line of 
humanity into motion, fording the river and fanning out across the 
plains in search of new lives. 

I have a copy of the newspaper article that resulted from this inter-
view and count it among my most prized possessions, for my grand-
father describes in fascinating detail the challenges his family faced 
in holding on to their claim in the days when self-sufficiency was the 
rule. He mentions floods, tornadoes, outlaws who tried to wrest away 
the land through gunfire, and a certain blizzard that piled up so much 
snow on his family’s dugout shelter that the roof caved in. 

He also mentions raging wildfires that could be contained “only 
with the help of every able-bodied man in the area.” Even then, 
in the 1880s and ’90s, wildfires were being suppressed across the 
southern plains, and elsewhere, as the wild American frontier was 
gradually tamed. 

In succeeding decades, as modern civilization has grown, as our cities 
and suburbs have expanded, so too has our aversion to fire. Ironically, 
however, fire suppression has had exactly the opposite effect from 
what we intended. While it reduced the number of fires in the short 
term, ultimately it contributed, and continues to contribute, to an 
increased risk of wildfires today. 

The plume of smoke has grown taller, darker. The fire might be two 
miles away, or twenty. I can’t tell. I go out on my back porch for a 
better look and hear sirens wailing in the distance. Moments later I’m 
back inside, watching television coverage of the blaze. A local news 
helicopter broadcasts aerial views of the conflagration, which has en-
gulfed a field and is sweeping quickly to the north, pushed along by the 
wind and leaving a smoldering black blanket in its wake. The chopper 
circles the scene from above, bringing us views of residents scrambling 
to get horses out of barns, belongings out of homes, automobiles out 
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of driveways and garages. The area is shrouded in smoke. Now the fire 
finds a grove of cedar trees and their oily boughs explode into flames. 
Hot embers, riding the wind, jump a road and eventually drop into 
other fields, igniting them, expanding the blaze and inundating the 
firefighters struggling to control it. 

I get a text message from my wife, then a friend. Am I watching 
the news? Of course. Everyone’s watching the news because everyone 
knows that his or her home could be next.

Am I going to do anything? What can I do but sit and wait, and pre-
pare to jump in the car and hit the road at a moment’s notice? It’s a 
terrible feeling watching a wildfire; you feel helpless, the way you do 
as you track a tornado that’s twisting its way toward your neighbor-
hood. You want to leave and put the danger behind you. And yet you 
can’t tear yourself away from your home. This is your life, everything 
in the world you own is right here. Are you going to relinquish it to 
the weather, or to potential looters? Or are you going to stay and fight 
for it? Of course, I’ll stay and protect what’s mine for as long as I can. 
But I know, eventually, there’ll come a point where I’ll have to cut 
and run. In the face of an advancing wildfire, an ordinary garden hose 
isn’t much use. 

I look around the house, wondering what I’ll take with me if I have 
to flee. My family’s photo albums? Clothes? My wife’s Hummel col-
lection? I grab my dog and hold her. 

Outside, the sirens are growing louder.

It’s said that familiarity breeds contempt, and in this regard, Smokey 
the Bear has certainly contributed to the public’s disdain for all matters 
pyric. While originally intended to encourage the responsible use of 
matches, and the ethical disposal of cigarette butts, his Only you can 
prevent forest fires message, which was broadcasted widely through-
out the second half of the twentieth century, inadvertently portrayed 
all fires as detrimental to the land. The image of a shovel-toting bear, 
clad in a forest ranger’s hat—the same flat-brimmed hat that he grew 
to define, and which became known as the “Smokey”—depicted 
foresters as being averse to any kind of blaze, whatsoever. Yet, these 
foresters would later strive to reeducate a public that was, and still 
is, misinformed about fire. As research began revealing fire’s benefits  
on an ecosystem, the shaky foundation that once supported Smokey 
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the Bear and his anti-burning rhetoric began crumbling as well. 
But fire not only benefits an ecosystem; it’s an essential component.
“A forest deprived of periodic fire is essentially dysfunctional,” 

says J. M. Guldin of the u.s. Forest Service, who notes that altered 
fire regimes have contributed to the imperilment of the shortleaf pine 
forest, which once covered much of the eastern half of the United 
States, from New Jersey to Florida and west to Oklahoma. Over the 
past thirty years, this forest has lost half its original range. Despite 
this, it still stretches across twenty-two states, where it has a tremen-
dous cultural, ecological, and economic value, especially for wildlife, 
human recreation, and water quality. This was a primary driver 
behind the formation of the Shortleaf Pine Initiative, a consortium 
of stakeholders with representatives from the u.s. Fish and Wildlife 
Service, National Bobwhite Conservation Initiative, the University of 
Tennessee, American Forest Foundation, National Fish and Wildlife 
Foundation, The Nature Conservancy, and other organizations working 
together to help restore the shortleaf pine forest ecosystem. Naturally, 
fire figures prominently into these efforts. According to the u.s. Forest 
Service’s 2006 report, Shortleaf Pine Restoration and Ecology in the 
Ozarks: Proceedings of a Symposium, frequent burning, in one- to 
four-year intervals, aids in the regeneration of these trees, though 
more infrequent fires (intervals of eight to fifteen years) “promotes 
survival and recruitment into the overstory.” Researchers believe this 
eight- to fifteen-year fire cycle is crucial for the shortleaf pine’s ability 
to prosper, especially in areas with abundant hardwood trees, which 
compete for the same soil nutrients and sunlight. 

Scientists point out that fire is an ecosystem driver, facilitating 
processes such as nutrient and water cycling, and working in conjunc-
tion with herbivory (plant regeneration through animal consumption) 
and climate in the natural restoration of many ecosystems. Fire, they 
say, is mandatory for the health of the prairie, shrublands, and forests 
throughout most of the world. They also point out that while land 
managers today have many tools at their disposal, there is no substi-
tute for fire.

Without periodic burning, the forest understory grows congested 
with brush and non-native vegetation, which competes with native 
plants for soil nutrients. Periodic burns eliminate this clutter, which 
is itself a primary wildfire fuel, but it also adds organic elements like 
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carbon and oxygen to the soil. This encourages growth of native plant 
species, while helping return a forest to its original, natural state of 
productivity and diversity. 

Periodic burning also contributes to the early green-up of plants 
and grasses. This is significant because the vegetation is substantially 
higher in nutrient content, like crude protein, which benefits wildlife 
and domestic grazers like cattle and sheep. It’s also more palatable. 

Additionally, fire helps control certain plant and animal diseases by 
eliminating or reducing their vectors. Ticks, which live and reproduce 
in the thick foliage of the forest understory, are a prime example. 
Routine burning reduces their habitat and helps eliminate these pests 
and the diseases they carry. Ditto the southern pine beetle, which 
has thrived in the wake of the altered fire regimes contributing to the 
aforementioned demise of thousands of acres of shortleaf pine habitat 
across the eastern United States.

Some plants, such as the shortleaf pine, actually require fire to 
complete their life cycle. Young trees grow quickly after the tops have 
been “fire-killed,” while mature trees, by virtue of their thick bark, 
are protected from all but the most intense blazes. 

It seems that our society is only beginning to understand about fire 
what Native Americans have known for thousands of years. Accord-
ingly, we’re seeing an increase in the use of prescribed burning as a 
land-management practice, which reflects a proportional improvement 
in public education about fire’s benefits on an ecosystem. But while 
these benefits are well documented, the practice of prescribed burn-
ing, often called “controlled burning,” remains controversial due to 
the risks it carries, especially when performed in close proximity to 
human habitations.

A fire truck and police car enter my neighborhood, stopping in front 
a house just down the street, their lights flashing EMERGENCY! The 
firemen jump off the truck and one races up to the house while the 
others work to connect a hose and assemble their gear. There is no 
smoke coming from the home; I wonder if the fire could be indoors. 
Is anyone inside? Behind me, the black plume of smoke has grown 
into a giant cloud that hangs over much of the eastern horizon above 
the advancing wildfire. I can’t see the flames from here, but I smell 
the smoke. A few minutes later, the fireman emerges from the house 
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down the street and says something to the others. Everyone seems 
to relax. I walk down the sidewalk and inquire with a neighbor, who 
tells me it was a false alarm. “Fireworks,” she says. “The kids were 
shooting them off in the backyard.”

Smoke, but, thankfully, no fire. I’m told there’ll be a citation issued.

Scientists tell us that today’s larger, more destructive wildfires have 
unintended consequences even for those ecosystems that evolved 
through periodic burning. Years of fire suppression have led to such 
a buildup of fuel that today’s fires burn hotter and more intensely 
than ever, killing even mature trees. This is changing the landscape 
in some areas. Old-growth oak stands, for example, which have been 
around for hundreds of years, are being reduced to ashes in some 
blazes. These trees, such as those found in the Crosstimbers region of 
central Oklahoma, existed long before Washington Irving visited the 
southern plains, and they escaped settlers’ saws for the simple fact 
that they were too gnarled and twisted to serve as lumber for building. 
But these grand old trees don’t stand a chance against today’s most 
intense conflagrations.

Perhaps the most apparent example of fire suppression on the south-
ern plains is the presence of Eastern red cedar trees, which have invaded 
field and forest alike. This has decreased the number of native trees 
and plants, which reduces available food for wildlife. The Eastern red 
cedar, scientists note, has invaded all the plant communities native to 
the southern plains, resulting in greater soil erosion and an increased 
fire hazard both to human dwellings and native trees. 

Regardless of whether it’s plant or animal-based, scientists say, an 
ecological imbalance eventually affects the entire food chain. 

Not surprisingly, many landowners strive to remove the prolific 
cedars from their property by cutting them out, or through burning. 
I’ve participated in a couple of controlled burns, and on both occasions 
the invasive cedars were the landowner’s primary target. 

Using a device called a drip-torch, I spent several days as part of 
a ragtag burn crew, canvassing fields and dropping flaming balls of 
diesel fuel at the base of these cedar trees. Once I saw how quickly 
their oily boughs converted a spark into a raging blaze, and the ease 
with which the wind took their burning embers and scattered them, 
I understood the hazard they pose to humans. Though accumulated 
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brush and wood debris is certainly a viable fuel source for wildfire, 
cedar trees are something else entirely. 

Once, as a child, with the help of my brother and a neighborhood 
friend, I built a fire in my backyard. I don’t recall what possessed me 
to believe this was in any way a good idea; I do, however, remember 
thinking it was exciting. And it was, for the fire began as a small blaze, 
warm and companionable, but grew increasingly larger, hotter, and 
more raucous with each cedar bough we fed into the flames. Soon, it 
was really churning, and we stood back and watched the flames lick-
ing at the sky, wondering how much bigger it would get, wondering if 
we should put it out. Then my parents saw us through the patio door, 
and I knew I was in for it. They were still yelling at us as we shoveled 
dirt onto the flames and tamped the fire out. Afterwards, my father 
lit me up with his leather belt and sent me to my room. 

Despite the necessity of fire on many ecosystems, and our efforts to 
better understand its importance to the landscape, fire suppression 
remains a problem across much of the country. One reason is the 
stigma surrounding it. As humans continue to alter the land, fire 
becomes more and more undesirable due to the threat it poses to our 
communities. But we can only delay the inevitable; we can’t prevent 
it indefinitely. And when wildfires do occur, the effects of decades 
of suppression manifest themselves in the form of larger, more de-
structive fires, which we hear about every summer in the American 
West. A case in point: California, which, thanks to decades of fire 
suppression, overdevelopment, and an insidious three-year drought, 
saw more than 92,000 acres burned during the period from January 
1 to September 20, 2014, according to the California Department of 
Forestry and Fire Protection. 

Concerned—a concern that rightfully or wrongly stems from being 
over-stimulated by almost continuous media coverage of natural di-
sasters, such as wildfires—about the fire that might happen, that could 
happen—I’ve considered removing the trees and vegetation behind 
my own house, which currently serves as a natural buffer between 
my backyard and the adjoining creek. While this would certainly 
reduce—it can’t eliminate it altogether, can it?—the risk to my home, 
removing this vegetation would also have a detrimental impact on 
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the creek, as it would encourage erosion, which would degrade water 
quality and the structure of the stream bank. And by eliminating, or 
even thinning, this lush, riparian zone, I’d be destroying vital habitat 
for the many species of wildlife that make their home here. I know 
this, which is why I’ll never do it, even though we see the same types 
of destruction, and adverse environmental impacts, whenever raw land 
is cleared for commercial or residential development. 

The location and placement of my home in such close proximity to 
the natural world is a paradox that’s replicated all across the nation 
and, increasingly, the world. We’re building ourselves out of a healthy 
environment, not only with the addition of concrete, wood, glass, and 
plastic structures, but also by eliminating vital processes, like fire, 
from the ecosystem. Because we’re humans, we seek to manipulate 
and reshape and control the world we live in under the mistaken as-
sumption that it’s ours, when in fact we’re only visitors here, just like 
the fish and birds and other wildlife. But whenever Mother Nature 
reasserts her authority, with a wildfire, for example, we’re reminded 
there are consequences for altering the landscape with our buildings 
and roadways. And yet, we can’t seem to stop ourselves.

According to Forbes magazine, in the United States, alone, we need 
to construct 1.5 million new houses each year just to accommodate 
population growth, satisfy the demand for vacation homes, and to 
counter the demolition of old dwellings. While most of these homes are 
built in urban areas, rather than in rural or wilderness settings, where 
wildfires may pose a greater risk, they nevertheless reflect society’s 
expanding footprint and our own ambitions as humans. And herein lies 
what is perhaps the crux of the problem: nature’s landscapes evolved 
with the presence of fire, while the synthetic worlds we create thrive 
in the absence of it. 

So who wins? Nature does, of course. Fire has always played a part 
in shaping the continent, and it’ll continue to do so in the future. What 
is unclear, however, is whether we’ll decide to work with nature, or 
maintain our collective apathy, going forward. For our own future, 
and that of our planet, I hope it’s the former. 

The greatest short story ever written, in my opinion, is Jack London’s 
“To Build a Fire.” Here we have a tale of that most fundamental human 
dilemma—the man-versus-nature struggle to survive. Interestingly, 
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and not insignificantly, fire is at the very heart of this story, for if the 
man with “no imagination” can master his situation and build a fire 
to dry out his wet boots and feet, he’ll survive, at least long enough 
to continue his trek through the frigid Yukon. If not, he’ll die, which 
is exactly what happens, even though, despite his apparent myopia, 
and the effects of the extreme cold on his body, he manages to con-
struct the vital fire he needs. It’s his lack of imagination that leads to 
his undoing, as his desperation, born by his present circumstances, 
prevents him from considering the consequences of his building a fire 
beneath the boughs of snow that will ultimately fall onto the blaze 
and extinguish it. When this happens, it smothers his spirit as much 
as the fire and sends the man into a panic. 

Growing up, every boy in my Cub Scout den knew how to build a 
fire using only a few basic materials. Later, while serving in the u.s. 
Marine Corps, and out with my platoon on overnight field operations, 
my friends and I often built fires just so we could heat our otherwise 
bland mre rations. Sometimes, even today, I imagine myself lost in the 
jungles of South America, searching for a way out and, at night, having 
to build a fire just to keep the king of the jungle—the jaguar: pound 
for pound, the most powerful of all the large cats—at bay. Would I do 
it? Could I do it? When in pain, or drenched from rain? Down on the 
leaves or up in the trees? I want to believe I could, but who’s to say? 
After all, the jungle’s so far away.

In Southern California, a debates rages over the issue of fire and 
its effects on the chaparral ecosystems, vast, often impenetrable 
shrublands found across the San Gabriel, San Bernardino, and Santa 
Cruz mountains. According to the u.s. Forest Service, a combination 
of human development and fire suppression has led to a buildup of 
highly combustible fuels, which pose a significant threat, especially in 
those low-buffer, wildland-urban interfaces, where homes have been 
constructed in close proximity to chaparral stands. 

The California Chaparral Institute contends that because these 
ecosystems are shrubland rather than forest, they shouldn’t be man-
aged the same as forests or grasslands, which benefit from regular 
burning. Chaparral, the Institute says, evolved through very intense, 
but infrequent, wildfires. Consequently, fires occurring in intervals 
of fifteen to twenty years, or less, can actually destroy the chaparral, 
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one of California’s most prominent ecosystems and a product of its 
Mediterranean-style climate. 

According to the California Chaparral Institute, proper identifica-
tion of chaparral as a shrub, and not a tree, is the first step toward a 
solution. Instead of the Los Padres National Forest, for example, the 
Institute believes the area should be renamed the “Los Padres National 
Chaparral Recreation Area.” Likewise for California’s San Bernardino, 
Angeles, and Cleveland chaparral ecosystems, which are currently 
mislabeled as “forests.” 

Everyone seems to agree, however, that large, intense fires are 
natural, and therefore, inevitable, for Southern California. And as is 
the case all across the country, these conflagrations will continue to 
have profound, and often devastating, consequences as modern society 
continues its encroachment into wild areas, with their abundance of 
naturally occurring, combustible materials.

It took several days, but eventually my neighbors and I were able 
to breathe a collective sigh of relief as the big blaze to our east was 
contained and, finally, subdued by fire crews. Residents near Guthrie 
—Oklahoma’s first capital and site of one of the state’s first com-
munities established in the wake of the 1889 Land Run—weren’t so 
lucky. According to Reuters, the blaze scorched roughly 3,500 acres, 
destroying 30 structures and forcing 1,000 people to flee their homes. 
One person died in the fire.

Overdevelopment, including the expansion of housing, business com-
plexes, and paved roadways, is a concern across the United States. It’s 
particularly problematic in the Southeast, an area, which, according to 
The Washington Post, has outpaced growth in the rest of the nation by 
forty percent. Even more troubling is the fact that this development has 
been primarily suburban, which not only consumes natural resources, 
displaces wildlife, and encourages runoff, but also contributes to global 
warming by increasing our dependence on automobiles. 

Within this region, the Piedmont area between North Carolina and 
Georgia is particularly at risk. The u.s. Geological Survey reports that 
thousands of acres of forest and agricultural land between Raleigh 
and Atlanta could be lost to urban sprawl by the year 2060, if growth 
continues at its current pace. And why wouldn’t it? According to the 
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u.s. Census Bureau, the United States’ population, currently more than 
318 million, has a net increase of one person every twelve seconds!

But whether it’s done to house a swelling population, or to satisfy 
our desire to alter the landscape for our own needs, overdevelopment 
is always problematic, not only for what it creates, but also for the 
natural areas and wildlife habitat it destroys. And in doing so, it leaves 
those of us so inclined with fewer options to escape urban centers, 
which undermines our quality of life. 

The Sierra Club defines “sprawl” as “low-density, automobile-
dependent development beyond the edge of service and employment 
areas.” This certainly describes the neighborhood—and entire city—
where I live. It’s such a problem that I’m trying to decide what to do 
about it. Should I buy a Prius? Should I move my family out of the 
suburbs and into the city? Even as I ponder this, the community con-
tinues to expand, such that my neighborhood, which nine years ago 
was at the very edge of the city limits, is no longer so. Continuous 
development—building that slowed, but never completely stopped 
during the 2008 – 2010 recession, and which continues still, like a slow, 
smoldering blaze—has moved the fringe several miles to the north and 
insulated my subdivision in hundreds of acres of other, newer housing 
developments and paved roads.

Across the country, it’s more of the same. The Sierra Club reports 
that sprawl has become such a problem in Atlanta, for example, that 
the city now leads the nation in the distance its motorists drive each 
day. As a result, Atlanta no longer meets clean-air standards, which 
has resulted in the city’s loss of federal highway funding. In Seattle, 
overdevelopment is undermining the water quality in Puget Sound, 
which is having an adverse affect on local fish and wildlife. Some 
blame this polluted water, and habitat loss, for the Chinook salmon’s 
proposed Endangered Species listing. The Environmental Protection 
Agency says sprawl costs everyone, including residents of urban, 
suburban, and rural areas, through increased taxes, commuting time, 
automobile maintenance, and a reduction in quality of life. It increases 
our dependence on automobiles to such an extent that an estimated 
16 to 20 percent of household expenditures in the United States go to 
auto-related expenses. 

The effect of sprawl on rural areas is even more troubling. Between 
1970 and 1990, the United States lost nearly twenty million acres of 
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countryside to development. The American Farmland Trust tells us 
that less than one-fifth of u.s. land is considered “high-quality,” and 
we’re losing this precious resource at a rate of one acre every minute. 
Sprawl devastates rural areas, in particular, by homogenizing the once 
lush and diverse landscape; by destroying our nation’s agricultural 
heritage; and by undermining the economic and cultural identities of 
our small communities. 

I’m reminded of that old Jethro Tull song, “Farm on the Freeway,” 
in which lead singer, Ian Anderson, laments the loss of his land, and 
thus, his wealth:

Now, they say they gave me compensation
That’s not what I’m chasing
I was a rich man before yesterday
Now all I have left is a broken-down pickup truck
Looks like my farm is a freeway.

My own hometown still struggles with the effects of sprawl. As 
new housing developments and shopping centers were constructed 
on the western edges of the city in the 1980s, downtown was nearly 
forgotten as business owners and shoppers abandoned the city center 
for the new stores and restaurants closer to their new homes. 

This problem isn’t limited to the United States, and even develop-
ing countries like India and China seem unwilling to learn from our 
mistakes. China Daily reports that overdevelopment is destroying 
its country’s cultural heritage through the demolition of historic 
architecture, which is being eliminated as China races to modernize 
its infrastructure. 

Like the petroleum that powers most automobiles, the natural re-
sources we expend to expand our human footprint are indeed finite, 
and are in danger of disappearing. And like the looming “megalopolis” 
that threatens to displace the tranquil pine forests and bucolic fields 
between Atlanta and Raleigh, it’s a problem that grows more and 
more acute the longer we ignore the ramifications of incessant and 
unsustainable development. 

A few years ago, during the drought of 2011, a small, fast-moving 
wildfire swept through the neighborhood across the street from mine. 
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The subdivision was still new then, with only a few homes, and the 
fire burned mostly empty lots and a wooden fence before being extin-
guished. Three weeks later, green grass shoots could be seen protruding 
from the charred ground, and by the following month small shrubs 
began to appear. Not long afterwards, these lots were razed and lev-
eled in preparation for the paved streets and new homes that would 
come. Today, as I jog through the neighborhood, the only indications 
of a fire are these sprawling brick homes, which smell not like smoke, 
but sawdust and cement. 


