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By five o’clock in the afternoon I feel the 
full-bodied weight of  the humidity on my 
skin. I listen to the wind gradually winding 

down. Everything around me says: Nothing is going 
to burn. Not today, anyway. I can lower my eyes from 
the horizon, pick up my ukulele, and strum a few 
chords. Outside my fire-tower window, the cumulus 
clouds swim so low that it feels as though I could reach 
out and stroke their white bellies. Songbirds dart and sail 
through the air below me. 

I’m 30 metres up in the sky, leaning back in a chair, my bare feet 
propped up on the sill of  the open window. My office—the cupola—
is a red and white fibreglass octagon, with windows all around, that 
sits atop northern Alberta’s version of  the 
Eiffel Tower, a steel fire tower that rises out 
of  the hilltop and commands views of  40 
kilometres in all directions.

It’s early May, and the forest is just be-
ginning to “green up,” the aspen leaves 
emerging from their tight, sticky buds 
and the parched yellow grass coming to 
life again. From May to September, I’ll 
be working as a lookout observer, or fire 
watch, in northwestern Alberta, living in a 
tiny cabin at the base of  a fire tower. Every 
day, I’ll climb the steel rungs, settle into 
the cupola and scan the forest for smoke. 
One-hundred thirty days, without break.

What on earth am I doing here? It’s a 
question I get asked a lot. It’s also a ques-
tion that, after surviving my first season on 
the fire watch last year, I know I’ll ask my-
self  a lot over the next four months, wheth-
er sitting on a frigid outhouse seat during a 
freak late-May snowstorm or after spend-
ing 11 hours up in the cupola on a swel-
tering mid-summer day, feeling my brain 
frying like ground beef. 

“It’s not a picnic out here,” my neigh-
bour to the northwest often grumbles. I 
imagine a caricature of  myself  picnicking 
in the wet muskeg, blackflies swarming 
my face, bird-sized mosquitoes sucking my 
blood, lightning bolts striking metres from my feet, all while I use a 
cast-iron frying pan to fend off  a hungry black bear. 

So why am I here? It started back when I was a teenager and my 
father gave me a copy of  Burning Ground (Perennial Canada, 2000), 
a novel written by Pearl Luke, a former lookout turned author. As a 
young woman, I fell in love with Luke’s fire-tower prose and I made 
up my mind about two things: I wanted to be a writer and I wanted 
to attempt the lookout experience. I wondered if  I would be resilient 

enough, psychologically tough enough to endure a season. And finally, 
over 15 years later, following a summer of  struggling through a cor-

porate communications gig in downtown Edmonton, in early 
2016 I applied to the provincial ministry of  Forestry and 
Agriculture and traded in my sad cubicle for a cupola full 

of  light and a million-dollar view. “It’s the best job in the 
universe,” a fellow lookout once told me. “But only if  
you’re ready for it.” 

In early May, a helicopter dropped me off  in the 
bush along with my ukulele; books; my loyal canine 
sidekick, Holly; vegetable seeds; dried and canned 
food; and enough drinking water to last a month. I 
watched the helicopter fly away, fade to the size of  

a dragonfly, and eventually disappear be-
hind the treetops. It’d be a month before it 
returned to restock my water and food sup-
plies. I glanced at the empty rain barrels by 
the cabin and whispered a little prayer to the 
rain gods. Hearing the hum of  the fading en-
gine, I stepped into my dusty, one-bedroom 
cabin, constructed just a few metres away 
from the fire tower, and said—I suppose to 
the dog— “Home sweet home.” 

 

On a clear day, I can see 50 kilometres 
to the southwest and spy a single black 

hair rising out of  a ridge like beard stubble: 
my closest fire-tower neighbour. On an abso-
lutely perfect day, after the rain or snow has 
cleansed the atmosphere of  haze and dust, I 
can peer through binoculars 70 kilometres to 
the northwest and locate another neighbour.

My neighbours and I are three of  127 
fire towers strategically positioned through-
out the alpine, foothills, and boreal regions 
of  Alberta. We’re also connected to a legacy 
of  lookouts who came before us. In the early 
1910s, the first lookouts in Alberta were es-
tablished on high alpine vantage points, while 
in the northern boreal regions, fire towers 
and the lookouts’ cabins were erected from 
spruce logs. Ground wire and tree-line tele-
phone wires were strung from the fire tower 

to the nearest ranger station, so the lookouts could report sightings of  
smoke directly to the rangers. While the facilities and communications 
technology at lookouts has improved significantly over the years—ad-
vancing from simple ladder structures to 20-metre wooden towers to 
up to 40-metre steel-framed towers—the name of  the game remains: 
spot the smoke and report it as quickly as you can. 

Today, lookouts detect almost half  the wildfires in Alberta. The 
Fort McMurray wildfire, which ignited on May 1, 2016, swept over 
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million-dollar view, 
but also finds an 
isolation that can  
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590,000 hectares and caused the largest wildfire evacuation in Al-
berta’s history, is a grave reminder of  why early detection of  wild-
fires is so critical. The Government of  Alberta recognized the need 
to bump up the fire season by a month, starting as early as the be-
ginning of  March. 

From April to October, lookout observers work together to spot 
signs of  wildfire—bluish-black, or bluish-white-tinged smoke. My 
neighbours are my closest allies out here. We trade weather updates 
like juicy gossip. There’s a mean-looking mother ship of  a cumulo-
nimbus rolling in from our northwest, I might warn a neighbour in a 
text message. (Cellphones were first installed in 1999; most fire tow-
ers in the province also provide limited Internet access.) We help one 
another gauge distances of  wildfires that ignite by triangulating our 
compass bearings and projected distances on the smokes. We yammer 
back and forth on the radios about what could be smoke but might ac-
tually be a column of  dust rising off  a road or stirred up in a farmer’s 
field. It’s all with the goal of  detecting and reporting wildfires before 
they get out of  control. We strive to spot wildfires at sizes of  less than 
0.01 hectares, and report them over the radio in less than five minutes, 
so the blazes can be quickly assessed and brought under control by 
firefighting crews. “You gotta catch ’em small,” goes the saying. 

With the majority of  wildfires in Alberta, that’s exactly what hap-
pens. Most ignite, are quickly spotted by lookouts or other forms of  
detection, such as helicopter patrols and 310-FIRE calls from citizens, 
and managed before they grow out of  control. Many of  these boreal 
fires are caused by lightning; veteran lookouts wait and watch a storm 
cell building and rolling through their areas, predicting the precise 
moment the black cloud will crack with thunder and let lightning 
strikes fly. Their trained eyes know how to differentiate a “spook”—
moisture rising from the ground following a storm—from a smoke. 
And they call the smokes in—fast. 

I’m lucky to share the forest with one of  Alberta’s oldest veter-
an lookouts. Ralph (whose last name can’t be mentioned for pri-
vacy reasons), 78 years old, has been on the fire watch for nearly 
three decades. In one of  his most memorable fire seasons, in the 
mid-1990s, he recalls that 39 fires—all caused by lightning—
started in less than 48 hours. “It was overwhelming!” he laughs. 

I could just see him there up in his tower 60 kilometres southeast 
of  me, his head spinning like an owl, trying to take compass bearings 
on the black columns of  smoke popping up in every direction.

In our neck of  the woods, many forestry folks refer to Ralph as 
the “grandfather” of  the forest, a title he laughs off. During the late 
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1950s, when he was in his early 20s, Ralph worked as a seasonal wild-
fire fighter in northwestern Alberta. He remembers the first time he 
delivered groceries to a lookout. “It seemed like such an appealing life-
style,” he recalled one morning as we chatted over the phone, tower 
to tower, Ralph sipping on his third cup of  coffee, me on my second. 
“For a long time, the only communication we had was over the radio,” 
said Ralph. In those days, there weren’t cellphones at the fire tow-
ers, so lookouts relied on handwritten letters, and relayed messages 
to loved ones over the radio. “It was a huge stressor for lookouts, and 
perhaps the most difficult thing about the job. You had no control over 
what was happening at home.”

But what hasn’t changed over the years, says Ralph, is the need for 
lookouts to be ever ready to respond to what Mother Nature cooks up. 
“(Some) people think we just gaze at the horizon all day,” he laughs. 
“We aren’t just sitting idly up here until dark. We have to be weather 
watchers, fire watchers, land watchers, and as well, become our own 
911 system to keep ourselves safe from bears and wildlife.” 

As I nod in agreement, I realize that I’m unconsciously scanning 
the forest’s edge, peering into the bush for four-legged visitors. At the 
fire tower, seeing becomes a kind of  involuntary process, as natural as 
blood pumping through my body. But the corollary to being prepared 

for anything to happen is being prepared for nothing to happen. Ab-
solutely nothing. It’s much worse, this nothingness.

By late May, temperatures had climbed into the 20s. The winds 
rushed through the forest, drying everything out. The fire hazard 
went from low to high to extreme. On extreme hazard days, I’ll 
spend 11 hours in the cupola—9 a.m. to 8 p.m. Everyone is wait-
ing for something to happen. We’re searching for black-bottomed 
clouds. Putting our ears to the sky, listening for thunder, maybe even 
hoping for lightning. Inventing smoke out of  road dust. But nothing 
happens out there.

The long days stretch into one another; soon it’s early June. The 
skies appear exactly the same as the day before. Nearly two weeks 
without rain, the forest is dying to burn. Inside the cupola, roasting 
like a rotisserie chicken, I’m becoming lethargic. I feel the heavy half  
moons under my eyes. Frustration is creeping in from all sides. Bore-
dom is imminent. 

I text a neighbour: “How are you handling these long, hot days 
up here?”

“That’s easy. Some days I’ll just scream out the window, as loud as 
I possibly can, for a minute or so. It’s very cathartic.”

I laugh. And then proceed to white-knuckle the cupola’s window 
ledge and make the most terrifying sound I’ve ever made: Ahhhh-
ggggghhhh! 

The dog cocks her head up at me, sensing I’m losing it. 
Oddly, it helps. It’s sort of  like clearing your throat, but much louder.
The next day, the weather shifts. Dark battleships approach 

from the northwest. I spy the first lightning strike just after lunch, 
and madly spin my compass around to track the bearing. Now 
it’s a waiting game—more waiting—for the cell to pass and see 
if  any smokes jump up. I pace my cupola like a caged tiger for 
what seems like hours. Finally, I’ve tired myself  out. I slump back 
into my chair and reach for my iPad to listen to a podcast. Just 
as Stuart McLean’s familiar voice fills the cupola, I look up and 
it’s there, so suddenly, rising up out of  the northwestern ridge: a 
thin squiggle of  blackish smoke. It’s like a child’s crayon draw-
ing, just a smudge on the horizon. I pick up the radio before 
my message is even ready. “26, this is 567 with a pre-smoke,” I 
hear myself  say. Then I’m spouting off  the compass bearing, the 
distance—“approximately 3-0 kilometres away”—and the whole 
fire fighting system springs into action. 

It’s strangely exhilarating, this tiny moment when the lookout 
finally sees what she’s been waiting so long to see, nearly falling out of  
her chair, spilling a hot coffee all over herself, and telling Stuart Mc-
Lean to “Shush!”—it all feels somehow larger than life. 

I reflect on something Ralph told me about why he keeps returning 
to the fire tower every spring, like a tree swallow. “It’s like watching 
the wolves pull down a moose,” he said softly. “It’s not right, or wrong, 
but it’s real. Watching the drama of  wildlife, whether it’s wildfire or a 
grouse protecting her chicks—it’s hard to explain. You become a part 
of  it, but you’re also just an observer.”

It’s strange to feel so transfixed by this smudge on the horizon. I’m 
not one of  the pilots, or among the fire-fighting crews racing towards 
the smoke. I’m just a lookout alone in her fire tower, watching nature’s 
processes unfold. 

It’s a bizarre and beautiful world on the fire watch. S

Lookouts are trained to 
be ready for anything, 
but must also be able 
to cope with the fact 
that, most of the time, 
nothing happens.
That all changes when 
“a smoke” is spotted.


