Josephinum: The Fire This Time
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Itwasasperfect aday for afireasany you could get. Thewindwasstill, with just enough updraftinthegully to
spreadtheflamesslowly. Up at the school, even onthe opentenniscourtsandfootball fields, thesmokecould
not be noticed.

But around 5:15 p.m. aprivate plane, following the Olentangy River north, spotted thesmoke. Thepilot
radioed Don Scott Airfield. Theairfield calledthelocal firedepartment. Thefiredepartment calledthe
Josephinum. Thealert wason. All signalswerego. Someonepulledthealarm.

Studentspoured out of thebuildingsfor another humdrum firedrill. Butthistimethey heardreal sirens.
Suddenly the shouting spread. Thewoodsare onfire! Take off your cassocks! Get shovels! Well, | mean,
that soundslikearaginginfernoif anything does: treeswith flamesforty feet high, peoplegaspinginthesmoke,
themoment of truth that wrenchesout thelast bit of heroism.

| wonderedif | should bring my camera. Forget it. Tothewoods. Doorsinthebuilding weresamming;
good clotheswerebeing thrown on thefloor; old clothes, pulled on. Thetheol ogiansinthe showerscamedown
Wet.

“Getamoveon. Run. A truck will pick youupwhenit passes. Get shovels.”

Theshovelswegot.

Inthewoodsthefiremen hadloud speakers, water.

“Where sthefire, chief?’

Hepointed, andthelineof studentssnaked throughthetall grass. “ Hurry beforethey putit out. There's
aflame. Keepaway fromit. | sawitfirst.” Womp.



Thestudentsoutnumbered thefirementhreeto one. And sincethey toowerevolunteersand liked alittle
excitement now and then, they just kind of stood therewith that Students- please-We' d-rather-do-it-ourselves
look.

| took amighty swingwith my shovel toknock over aburning stump. Theshovel twanged. Thestump
stood there spewing sparks. And my arm hurt all theway up totheflu shot we' dall gottenthat afternoon. |
kickeddirt at it moreout of spitethan safety andletit sitthereinitsown charcoal.

Over awaysoneof thedeaconswasdown on hishandsand knees, blowing mightily ontheembers.
“What areyoudoing?” oneof theFathersyelled.

“Uh. Lightingacigarette?’

Sometimelater intheevening the supper we' d missed at school arrivedinastationwagon. “Look. The
RedCross.”

“What weredl ly need to makethese sandwichesgoodissomesingingand anicefire.”

Nearly everyoneel serodeback upto school ontherear of thefiretrucks. They left ustwo tanksof
water, someshovels, and sent usinto thegutted area. “ Hel p stamp out sparking.”

“| can’'t seeanything. Doyou havethewater? Here' ssomeembers. Phil ?Hey, Phil. Whereare. you?’

“Oh, shut up. I’mdownhere. | fell downthegully.”

“Hey. Hurry up. Get back up here. There’ soneblazing up way across. Comeon.”

Weraced through thedarkness, branchesd apping usintheface, tripping over logs, breathing deep of
thesmoky dampair. “ Thereitis. Hoseit down.”

Well, that washow theend began. Theother stamping party didn’ t appreciategetting soaked along with
their onered-rimmedflashlight, and they started squirting back.

Itreally happenedthisway. But | know it’ || get back totheforty-foot flamesby thetimewewriteletters
homenextweek. Andreally that will bemild. Becauseif you comeback to aJosephinum reunionin about
twenty years, you' Il hear thealumni bragging about thereally wild Forest Fireof ‘ 63.

| think I [l just savethisclipping.
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