Above Reserve
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I kind of lost interest in chasing fires for the Forest Service

when I found out they’d been spraying Agent Orange all over the place
using up as fast as they could the tons of it DOD

had transferred to USDA and USDI

to spray on public lands and forests all they had left

after it got banned in Vietnam once word got out

what it did to human beings and other life forms.

Plaudits here for Billee Shoecraft

who, before she died of cancer,

got Goldwater to hold hearings

when she found pets, livestock and wildlife
born and dying with deformities

after the Tonto National Forest

sprayed her and all her neighbors.

Her book, Sue the Bastards, became

a Biblein toxic activist circles.

After fire season, I lived a few weeks down on the Blue

then took a job with a thinning crew cutting poles on a timber sale
in the spruce-fir country up above Reserve.

After running the saws all day we’d wash up,

cook our dinners and sit around the fire talking

mostly about nothing much until we headed off to our bedrolls,
then see each other around the fire again before dawn

for breakfast and coffee with even less to say than the night before.

One night around the fire we heard

the six-foot-something or other honcho

who looked like some Mexican calendar god,

worked barechested in beads and headband,

whose crew wore white pantalones and blouses

instead of blue jeans and work shirts,

huaraches instead of steel-toed boots,

and used machetes instead of chainsaws,

who kept two young women in his trailer,

drank beer and wine by the gallon, was

supposed to be on lithium

but didn’t like to take it so didn’t,

who someone said was fresh out of the pen
(where he’d been since getting busted
for something to do with Tijerina’s



Alianza and land-grant movements
after the shoot-out in the courthouse
up in Tierra Amarilla),

got gunned down in town last night

by deputies and state troopers

when he and some of his men began

to liberate the post office.
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Jake, a man the word grizzled was made for,
prospected the low desert ranges

most of the time: the Mazatzals,

the Hieroglyphics, the Superstitions.

A little down on his luck at the moment,

he didn’t mind drawing a paycheck

for being in high country all summer
putting in an honest day’s work.

One night after everyone else
had gone to bed, Jake and |
stayed up talking things over.

(I was still stumping for wilderness

in those days, trying to get what little

was left uncut and roadless protected

by Act an of Congress — Bear Wallow, Mt Baldy,
the East Fork of the Black, the Blue
Primitive Area where the last

Mexican Gray Wolves still howled,
Escudilla Peak, that massive

basaltic uplift marking

the edge of the Colorado Plateau

where seven rivers come out of the ground
and back in the 30s according to Aldo
Leopold a government hunter

shot the last grizzly in Arizona.

As the smoke from his pipe and the fire
curled into the air and stars

Jake told me how he’d always wanted
to dynamite the Weaver’s Needle,

that famous landmark outside Phoenix
the damned environmentalists

were trying to make off limits and how
the woods really needed thinning,



too damned many trees the forest

too dark and he didn’t like the dark.
After a minute or two while we listened
to the fire dying and the quiet outside
he stood up, stepped around the ring
pushed me against the nearest tree

held his knife to my throat and said

he didn’t want to hear another

fucking word about wilderness.

The next night I moved a ways down the road,
went to bed early after supper.

4

It wasn’t long after that that coming

back up the mountain from town one night
after picking up supplies and having

a few cold ones with a redhead

I used to know and some friends still

in uniform, I drove through a cloud

settled in one of the drainages

like fog or smoke without the smell

then nearly passed out behind the wheel,
everything blurred and confused, my hands
clammy, ears ringing, but managed

by driving slow with the wind in my face,
stopping and getting out to breathe

deeply and center every so often,

to make it back to my tent and bedroll.

I sank into a thick sleep and woke
before dawn as usual but couldn’t
move my arms or legs or back.

After an hour or so of trying

not to make things any worse

by letting myself get into a panic,

I made it up and into my clothes,
inched outside to a log where I sat
watching the sun come up through the trees
wondering if it was my heart,

a pesticide in the cloud I drove through,
a bloodclot or bubble in the brain,

or what, and how long I had, and how

I should use those last few minutes.



By noon the paralysis had worn off.
By sunset the sense of fragility,

as if my flesh had gone transparent,
was pretty well gone. I ate and slept
and next day was able to lift my saw
but didn’t bother firing it up

that day or the next. Instead

I drove into town to a doctor I knew.
His tests found nothing unusual.

A few nights later, again just before dawn,
after working haltheartedly

a couple of days a few hours each,

I woke to a rifle shot through my tent

and a pickup driving away on the gravel.
It happened again the next night.

I didn’t hear until months later

that the local Sierra Club guy’s body

had been found a few years back

tied to a tree up on Escudilla,

but I figured I’d cut enough poles

to last me a lifetime, so packed up,

drove down to Copper Creek to collect
my pay then headed back home to the desert.



