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The epigraph is from a traditional nursery rhyme and song, “I’ve Been Working on the Railroad”.

"The Wabash Cannonball" is also traditional. “Invictus” by William Ernest Henley was written

in the 19th century and recited from memory. “I Like to See It Lap the Miles”, # 585, is too a 19th

century poem from The Poems of Emily Dickinson, edited by Thomas H. Johnson, 1955, and

included in Major Writers of America II, Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1962.

 

 

Thanks to Bob Hasty, Amtrak Agent, Birmingham, Alabama, who knowingly and unknowingly

sparked this account and allowed for its truthful nature. National Transportation Safety Board

transcripts proved key. Thanks to my mother for title and Robert M. Gambrell, Jr. and Dean A.

Gambrell, Sr. for knowledge and guidance. And a special thanks to railroaders.

 

 

This is a work of nonfiction, but observation and memory are indeed imperfect.
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Eddy Gulch

 

 

     Each morning my job begins by climbing to an elevation of 6,400 feet or thereabout. For an aging frustrated forester who entered his field to live and work among America’s western wildlands, little looks better than a panoramic view from a deserted mountain top knife edge. From so high, Salmon River drainage and watershed below appears a series of sharp “V” shaped canyons and gullies spreading westward, as rolling waves, from a rocky Southern Cascade Mountain Crest and Pacific Trail on east, several thousand feet above, to California’s northwesternmost coast 100 miles or so away. Though only sometimes visible so deep below, a carved valley tributary—wet, dry, or intermittent—hides beneath each ridge line. If wet, it rushes fast, clear, and cold until it dumps into one of a half dozen or more slow, deep rivers near sea.

     North from Eddy Gulch, several thousand feet higher on a plateau, a wilderness sprawls for scores of miles and, day and night, displays glowing white marble outcroppings throughout. Southward, Trinity Alps, as their European namesake, impose cathedralic magnitude and magnificence upon everything and everyone in pastel hues and alpine glow. In highest country, mini glaciers in “U” shaped basins disappear and cease existence.

     My initial purpose up top in tower consists of watching, looking, and waiting. Most who come up here have doubts about longevity. People last minutes, hours, days, weeks, months, a season, or years depending on will and ability to withstand solitude, boredom, weather, and sometimes fear of heights and altitude sickness. Regardless of duration, even hardiest visitors welcome return to solid ground. If up long enough, knees feel weak and soles airy when feet rejoin Mother Earth.

     Eddy Gulch differs from most fire towers—serving as an historical outpost for a first female lookout in 1912 and a communication center relaying radio messages for Forest Service employees in desolate country, both unique.       

     Folks back east imagine fire towers as tiny boxlike cabs, 4x4 or 8x8. Western towers in California and elsewhere measure, with little exception, much larger, maybe 16x16 or 18x18 with convertible sofa/cot, comfortable office chairs, gas stove and heat, fridge, shower, hot water, sink, plumbing, fans, and occasionally air conditioning and TV. They feel like an office or efficiency apartment, a cool pad in sky.

     A small number of outdoors enthusiasts, hikers, canoeists, cyclists, anglers come to Klamath National Forest, but descendants of early settlers and Hoopa Indians comprise most of a handful of isolationists one encounters on a long hot or cool, depending on elevation, day in paradise. Up in tower or down below, most days find few humans except in summer months when Pacific Trail walkers trek through and stayover in Etna to reload on supplies, eats, drinks, energy, and resolve.

     From a fire tower, things look different. On a clear day, an eye strains to discern mist and fog along ocean edge, maybe a glimmer of salty water and air. You know an ocean lay out there and your mind says you see it or at least an aqua silvery glare. You know for sure you can make out frequent and quite famous Northwest Coast fog, but old timers and newcomers differ on whether Pacific water can be made out by a naked eye from as far away as Eddy Gulch, a 100-mile shot. For me, she’s visible—there she blows. If you’re up here long enough, you see most anything, ocean included, or think you do. You allow yourself to drift, indulge, but above all—it’s a matter of perspective. 

     In fire season, most days come and go as ones before and after—sun, cool wind, sometimes a few clouds below, and almost non-existent rain and moisture. One old timer, human for over three-quarters century and fire lookout for over a decade, wishes you Happy Sailing as he comes and goes and whistles.    

     Incessant winds blow. Sunlight heats exposed mountain sides and tops faster than shady streams and riverbeds, significant pressure gradients build, and updrafts form up draws and bluffs. In evening, an opposite occurs, exposed tops lose heat first, warm air below rises, and cool air rushes down. Maritime eastward flow augments a constant state of atmospheric flux.  

     Some days a bear walks through camp just as inquisitive about a human inside tower and what he eats as vice versa. Deer come to a salt lick placed nearby by their Forest Service friends. Golden eagles soar, swoop, and glide on rising air, and vultures dine on abundant carrion. A large five-foot Northern Pacific Rattler, maybe 4 to 5 inches diameter, lives about 30 feet away from tower. He suns undetected among rocks on most days, blending with precise pigments of his bright orange, yellow, and corral colored home. A fat, bushy gray squirrel toys and teases him, and in response, he coils and rattles, but mostly ignores his old furry friend. They know each other—going way back.  

     Hawks hang around nearby and perch on limbs or rocks or sometimes on tower railing and wait too—like you—searching for movement. Their claws clasp and hold a motionless stance for what seems forever, until at long last a mouse or reptile or chipmunk or ground squirrel budges and avian predatory instinct screams, There the som’bitch is. Right there. 

     Young fire starts might be a wisp from behind a hill or ledge or a puff or raging stream or column of smoke or a campfire shaped plume coming from trees or most anywhere. Unlike many areas of California and elsewhere, Eddy Gulch and Salmon River maintain isolated solitude—little human activity. Most who venture in or out—depending on viewpoint—of Klamath forests possess outdoor experience and resulting fire savvy. Lightning causes almost all fires, humans a scarce few.   

     You wait and watch so long your eyes play tricks. You don’t want to miss it. You don’t want a plane or helicopter working a fire elsewhere to fly over and spot it and steal your thunder and make you feel ever so impotent and worthless. And you don’t want some pain in ass using a cell phone to beat you. How embarrassing. Even more so, you don’t want an undetected fire on your watch.

     You sit and stand and wait some more and some more. You scan 360 degrees every ten minutes or so. You watch. You check out false indicators. No, not a fire—just vapor or reflection or glare or dust. You play fire’s waiting game.

     And then something begins to happen. You heard thunder, maybe last night and maybe a few minutes before. Thunderheads line in row. You hear thunder for sure this time. You look. Maybe some rain moistened a spark and some duff smolders underground and you can’t see it. A blinding flash and simultaneous crash of lightning almost knock you off mountain. You look some more. Rain and haze moving in and obstruct your view. And when you feel unable to look anymore and wait anymore, there it is, some white appears. Maybe it’s vapor—what’s known in fire country as water dogs. Moisture gets caught under warm rock then releases in what looks something like smoke. You look closer with binoculars and lo and behold it appears to be streaming and has a heat induced inconsistency vapor doesn’t have. Adrenaline pumps, and your ever-loving fire detecting, unrewarded, and always isolated mind screams, There the som’bitch is. Right there.

     You want to detect smoke early. Size it up. Locate it on a contour map. Call it in with an azimuth reading and approximate distance and legal description. You convey to a dispatcher what you know instead of what you think. You figure a route to fire and assess any obstacles and unusual characteristics caused by wind, aspect, slope, vegetation, structure, human activity so you can pass them to first responders. In 10 or 15 minutes, most of your job ends barring a request for more information from firemen or air support or dispatcher. Look for a next one.

     Last summer in a three-day period, 32 fires broke out around Eddy Gulch. Resources to attack fires became strained and overwhelmed. As always, preference belonged to fires nearer property and to ensuring human safety. Most fires received immediate attack and quick suppression, but five or six fires burned for hours and days before anyone attacked them. Wildfire travels like bad news. A few unattended fires exploded, burned together, spotted to form larger fires, and lasted months. Hundreds of thousands of acres scorched at almost unimaginable cost, effort, and manpower—over a thousand people working each day on one mega-blaze until a fire season ending event—autumn or winter—cool air, moisture, rain, snow, ice.  

     Fire fighters dislike working Salmon River country, its ruggedness almost insurmountable—one steep rocky ridge and ledge adjacent to another with few clearings and meadows for crews to work and station.

     Some firemen, a certain breed or mold, do it well with dedication and deserve commendation. Sometimes they get it. Communities and local businesses put up bulletin boards expressing thanks and even list names of “heroes”. Good deeds sometimes go noticed. But when smoke from fire hangs thick enough to essentially shut down an entire town, and fire camps grow so large with personnel and equipment as to look as if military in war, one wonders about mistakes, misdeeds, resources, and process. Visitors to a fire tower sometimes depart down metal steps looking back and bidding, Thank you for your service.

     But on top, I think I see more, gain advantage, enhance perception. It carries over to life where I always take a room with a view, go a route with a vista, make my one-time ceiling my all-time floor. Better perception might magnify dreams and images, allow fulfillment of goals, aspirations, plans, and understanding.

     At season’s end, I drive southwest to Reno, rent an upper-level room and next day cruise toward Colorado and across summits and The Divide. From there, interstate leads me to country roads, and they take me a high road to Blue Ridge overlooks and Smoky Mountain passes and back through northern Alabama and Little River Canyon to Birmingham.

     My apartment perches on Red Mountain, just below a cast iron statue of Vulcan—god of fire and metalworking—hundreds of feet above city, spear in hand, hammer at side. He overlooks city, he knows perspective. A lot of incorrigible cynics don’t like him because he’s half naked, generally speaking, but in his defense, his makers bear responsibility for his exposure, not he. Of all Romans America has witnessed, Vulcan holds enviable position, way up high like that—he sees all and allows others same. Afterall, church steeples reach toward heaven, to be higher, to glorify, to know and see all and be closer. Maybe from somewhere above, a story might be better perceived and constructed. Perhaps, up there, vision leads to reason and comprehension of human error below, playing out in obvious, predictable, and somehow avoidable ways.

     Robert Burns wrote, in a translated paraphrase of his Scottish tongue, Best laid plans of mice and men often go astray. He plowed up a field mouse home disrupting a rodent’s winter preparation and existence forever. He stood high above broken earth and ruined nest—seeing it better from above. He realized—poet he was—unintended action or error changes in a split second—for mice and men—what creates in days, weeks, months, years, decades, centuries, or ages.

     From mountain pedestal, Vulcan views a mechanical city—a Magic City—hears rumbling rails, observes skyline, and imagines how a view differed decades ago, without a building here and a bridge there, minus a freeway system, before air conditioning, without this big sign and that bright light. He might see a forest at a distance and visualize it with or without fire, and he might look down on Jones Valley below and see trains and conceptualize train track paths today much as they existed long before. He hears train whistles. He might, just maybe, be able to know rampant mistakes in life below.

     John Lennon sang of a fool on a hill who saw it all—a world spinning round, a sun going down, and disdain from people below.

     Long ago, in University of Alabama Sociology 101, a wise professor had 10 people leave his room. He then chose one person to witness an action or incident. One by one he allowed those 10 people to reenter, and his Witness told Person One what happened in his absence. Person One told entering Person Two who told entering Person Three and so on until all people were back in room. By Person 10, action or incident first observed became unrecognizable, completely different from actual occurrence. An auditorium of onlooking students roared hysterical laughter as “bad” accounts relayed person to person became more and more erroneous and sometimes bizarre.  

     When stories resurrect and characters and action recreate, legends alter, blemish, glorify. Early settlers to Redwoods of Northwest California caught lamprey, a jawless fish, but thought and called them eels and named their fishing hole Eel River, its name today. An exaggeration, mischaracterization, miscalculation, white lie changes a tale forever.

     From up here high on Red Mountain, a railroader’s story and hospital bed, miles and cities and decades away, feels close, touchable, and reachable—bright globe lights centering a barren hallway leading to a dim room, doctors and nurses in and out. Always strong, proud, and faithful, and fighting welling eyes, he told me, They say I may never walk again.
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Never Speak Harsh Words

 

     Good, sober railroad men awake early and arrive on time; in 1951, their women do too. Robert climbs out first, stands naked, and inspects his bedstead. Near his wife’s head a loud, behind time self-winding alarm clock ticks across oak floor. Railroaders and military require precision. His fingers, powerful, capable, and always a little shaky, pull his Hamilton pocket watch from olive workpants he laid out night before—4:10.      

     Robert always sleeps light and gets up early when going out on a run. He flips Hamilton’s lid closed. In his palm, he holds two inches diameter of gold—cool, smooth, heavy, resistant, impenetrable—unconquerable time.

     From his bedroom window, he looks out through near darkness over five acres of, in those days, rural eastern greater Birmingham, a few miles away from a site to become, in a few years, Norris Yard, a new expansive freight yard. Near his new home, Alabama Great Southern Railroad, part of the Southern Railway system, tracks run northeast toward Gadsden, Ft. Payne, Lookout Mountain, and Chattanooga. His white board, two-bedroom house measures maybe 60x30 with a flat tar and gravel roof and little outbuilding behind.
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