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LEH] Never Forget The Wildfires

As I write this, the fall weather
pattern has been similar to the
past few years - very dry. I sin-
cerely hope that between now and
when this issue is published, we
get rain or snow and this column
is merely a trip down memory
lane. If we don’t, it will be much
too relevant.

While most of Kansas received
ample rainfall last spring and
summer, the rain clouds shut off
in October. And while that is an
issue for our wheat crop, espe-
cially that planted for winter pas-
ture, it presents a more dire threat
this spring - wildfires.

We’ve been through this the
past two years. In 2016, a fire
named for Anderson Creek in
northern Oklahoma raged
through Barber County, burning
more than 400,000 acres in both
states. It was the perfect storm of
high winds, low humidity and
heavy grass. The fire killed more
than 600 cattle and destroyed 16
homes and structures, as well as

countless miles of fence.

The winds, rough terrain and thick grass made this fire
difficult to control. While the prairie ultimately benefitted
from the fire, especially because of the millions of eastern
red cedar trees that were killed, the damage this uncon-
trolled fire caused was a high price to pay.

As frightening as the 2016 fire was, those in 2017 were
worse. Conditions were drier, humidity was lower, fuel may
have been heavier and winds were more severe. This was
truly a recipe for disaster. Multiple fires burned across
western Kansas, spreading fire crews thin. The biggest fire
was one that started in Oklahoma and raced to the north-
east.

Dubbed the Starbuck Fire in Oklahoma, this fire sur-
passed the Anderson Creek Fire to be the largest wildfire
recorded in Kansas. The fire burned so quickly, pushed by
60 mph winds, that fire crews had no hope of getting
ahead of it. Burning embers carried on wind currents
started fires far ahead of the fireline. It was literally a
nightmare for the farming and ranching residents of Clark
County. Thousands of cattle were killed, dozens of homes
and structures were destroyed, and one person’s life was
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taken by the fire.

The Starbuck Fire burned more than 500,000 acres in
Clark County alone, blackening two-thirds of the county.
Another 200,000 acres burned in Comanche County. And
there were fires in Reno, Ness, Ellis, Rice and Rooks coun-
ties burning at the same time.

If you watched or read any news last March, these facts
are nothing new. However, keeping these catastrophic
events in mind as we endure the current dry spell could
help prevent repeat fires this spring. Anyone who spends
time in the Kansas grasslands must take precautions. I
think this every time I see a driver carelessly toss a still-
burning cigarette butt out of a window, sparks spraying as
it hits the pavement. Just driving a vehicle through tall
grass or weeds could start a fire as the muffler or catalytic
converter may be hot enough to ignite dry grass. Everyone
must be vigilant to ensure a fire is not started carelessly.

I’'m still holding out for some snow or rain to break this
cycle. But if it doesn’t come, I hope everyone remembers
our recent history and takes the necessary precautions.
Let’s start 2018 off with care.m




Baocklash Stand-out Memories

with Make Miller

My memory is full of outdoor
experiences and each brings a
smile to my face. The brightest
stand out for different reasons -
people, weather, dogs, game
seen, fish caught, or something
insignificant. But I’ve noticed
that recent stand-out memories
are different than those from my
younger years.

I remember a late-winter mal-
lard hunt from my youth. We
broke ice and endured high
winds and frigid temperatures.
Four of us took turns taking
shots as small groups of mal-
lards came to our calls and
decoys. We took limits, never
shooting more than one drake
from a flock. I didn’t think it
could get any better. I hadn’t
taken many daily limits of ducks
before that day, so that was how
I measured the hunt’s success.

A Glen Elder icefishing trip
many years ago also stands out.
We struggled to catch fish for
most of a morning, but when we

Rex and I have been hunting
with each other since we were in
high school, and it feels natural
when we’re in the field together.
On that morning, I think we
killed five ducks. We could have
easily killed our 10 drake mal-
lards to fill our limits, but that
wasn’t important to either of us.
I was happy to see Ki make sev-
eral long retrieves and mostly
behave in the duck blind. Rex
seemed happy just being there,
amused I think, at my antics
working with the young dog.

However, ducks we didn’t shoot
made the morning a stand-out
memory. We had several big
flocks of mallards approach at
high altitude. When they were
above and slightly in front of our
blind, they dropped nearly
straight down to our spread. I'll
never forget the sound of air
hissing through their wings as
they descended. The sight of
those green heads with wings
cupped and feet extended is

moved to a new area, we stum-
bled on to a large school of white bass. It was truly the
best fishing I had ever experienced, and we loaded our
sleds with fat white bass. I bragged about how sore my
thumb was from pressing the “on” button of my electric
knife while cleaning so many whites. While I appreciated
the company of those friends at the time, I took it for
granted. What stood out for me then was the number of
fish we caught. Today, I fondly remember time with those
friends. We rarely get together any more.

I still love a good duck hunt when mallards respond to
my calls and I would give anything to have another hour or
two of icefishing like we enjoyed that day at Glen Elder.
But today, my favorite memories stand out for very dif-
ferent reasons.

A recent outing is a perfect example. On a beautiful
November morning, one of my best friends and I hunted
ducks on his pasture pond. It’s a magical place for me and
just being there is often enough. But on this day, I was
concerned about working with my young Lab, Ki, and
enjoying the morning with Rex. Ducks would be a bonus.

etched in my mind. One large
group approached without either of us noticing, but we
heard the sound of their wings cutting air when they were
close. Ki was already watching the flock when we craned
our necks to look. Twenty or 30 mallards passed over
quickly and landed just out of range. Neither of us even
thought to take a shot when they passed over. I remember
saying, “That made the morning, right there.” Rex just
grinned and nodded. We quit early and watched from a dis-
tance as more ducks dropped in.

To top the morning off, we walked one weedy draw,
flushed a dozen rooster pheasants and killed three. The
last bird sailed 200 yards and dropped into a stand of thick
kochia. After some worried searching, Ki found it and I was
a proud papa.

The morning wouldn’t have registered as a Top 10 expe-
rience 25 years ago, but it does today. I'm not suggesting
I'm better than a hunter who measures success in num-
bers. I'm merely older, maybe wiser and not as hungry for
outdoor experiences. I still treasure them all - just for dif-

ferent reasons.m
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EASTERN MEADOWLARK
BOB GRESS
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COMMON SNAPPING TURTLE
DAN WITT
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TIGER SWALLOWTAIL BUTTERFLIES
BOB GRESS
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BARRED OWL FLEDGLING
DAVID BUTEL
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WOLF SPIDER
JUDD PATTERSON

MAXIMILLIAN SUNFLOWERS
TONY PIANALTO







COUNTRY ROAD
TONY PIANALTO
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GRASSHOPPER ON SUNFLOWER
GREG PAULSEN
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LECONTE'S SPARROW
DAVID SEIBEL

NINE-BANDED ARMADILLO
DANNY BROWN
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MASSASAUGA RATTLESNAKE
DAN WITT




INDIAN BLANKET
JUDD PATTERSON

NORTHERN SCREECH OWL
DANNY BROWN
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RED-WINGED BLACKBIRDS
TONY PIANALTO







COMMON BUCKEYE BUTTERFLY
BOB GRESS

PRAIRIE FOXTAIL
DAVID BUTEL
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WHITE-TAILED DEER FAWN
TONY PIANALTO
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BARRED OwL
GAIL HUDDLE
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WATERFALL
JUDD PATTERSON
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HOODED MERGANSER
DANNY BROWN
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STARLING MURMURATION
KAROLE ERIKSON
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EUROPEAN STARLING
GAIL HUDDLE
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PICKERAL FROG
DANNY BROWN
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STRIPED SKUNK
BOB GRESS
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RUBY-THROATED HUMMINGBIRD
TONY PIANALTO




THREE-TOED BOX TURTLE
DANNY BROWN
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