
 

T he Yellowstone fires of 1988 burned for nearly three months, 
from June 14 until September 11. In the end, the fires 

impacted 793,880 acres—36 percent of the total acreage in 
Yellowstone National Park—and touched the lives of over 
20,000 people. The fires were so large and intense that they 
defined tactics for fire fighting for years to come and greatly 
contributed to wild land fire science.

Recognizing that as time passes more is forgotten, the 
Yellowstone Heritage and Research Center in Gardiner, Mont. 
initiated an oral history project to record the memories of 
people who experienced the 1988 fires from which future 
generations can learn. 

Todd Jensen, a senior in liberal studies, was selected to 
conduct interviews and collect the oral histories. The Heritage 
and Research Center provided Jensen with an initial list of 
potential interviewees and contact information. Over the 
summer, he contacted people and invited them to spend an 
hour or so reminiscing about their time in Yellowstone during 
the 1988 fires. 

Jensen interviewed maintenance people, superintendents, fire 
scientists and locals from Gardiner. He found that people 
were very eager to share their experiences, and for many, 
involvement in the 1988 fires were the proudest moments of 
their careers. 

“Interviewing leaders such as Richard Rothermel, Bob Barbee 
and Don Despain was an education in itself. They will go 

down in history and it was an honor to meet them,” Jensen 
said. “I also learned that wild land fires are a part of nature 
and play an important role in the sustainability of many 
species. The 1988 fires were an once-in-a-lifetime experience for 
those who were there. Participating in the Yellowstone Oral 
History Project was a once-in-a-lifetime experience for me.”   

The recorded interviews, as well as transcripts of the interviews, 
are housed at the Yellowstone Heritage and Research Center 
where they are available to the public.

Todd Jensen is a senior studying liberal studies (Quaternity 
option). He was born and raised in Bozeman, and loves the 
outdoors, nature, wildlife and Yellowstone National Park.
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Single bison crossing the road between two fire engines in very smoky conditions during Yellowstone fires of 1988.  
Photo by Jeff Henry, courtesy of the National Park Service.

Don Despain (left) was a research biologist for Yellowstone National Park during the 1988 
fires. He’s shown here with a reporter at the Arrow fire site in July 1998. Photo by Jim Peaco, 
courtesy of the National Park Service.




