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Local Firefighter Battles California Wildfires
By Kitty Mayo
Long hours, challenging conditions, high temperatures and steep terrain can be all in a day's
work for a wildland firefighter, not to mention
time away from home and dangerous situations.
Nonetheless, for Justin O'Brien, it all balances
out with working in some of the most beautiful
places in the country, forming lifelong friendships, and understanding the importance of his
work.
“It's a fun job, and extremely rewarding,” said
O'Brien, who is based out of the USFS station
at Tofte.
Like many, O'Brien's connection to the north
shore started as a visitor. When his wife was a
student at UMD they often visited the shore and
fell in love with it. When a job opened up with
the US Forest Service (USFS), the couple made
the move to Silver Bay in 2016.
Starting his career as a seasonal firefighter in
South Dakota while a college student, O'Brien
kept coming back and is now an Engine Module Leader with six people working under his
supervision.
His main job encompasses many fuel reduction projects near campgrounds in the Superior
National Forest. That often entails thinning tree
species at high risk for wildfires, such as balsam, and doing prescribed burns. Tree species
like red and white pine, and birch are promoted
and protected in the process.
In the very early Spring, when northern Minnesota typically still has plenty of snow cover,
O'Brien and his team move around the states
where the need is greatest.
“Usually we assist in Illinois, Missouri, or
Arkansas before we come back and start our
prescribed burns here in April, May, and sometimes June. Then come June until October we'll
keep folks on rotation going out west,” said
O'Brien.

Typically crews of up to 20 people are formed
to travel to where wildland firefighters are most
needed, however, this year those groups were
kept to under 10 to slow the spread of Covid19.
July this year saw O'Brien out near Cody,
Wyoming, to a district where he had previously
worked for five years. “It was kind of nice to
get to visit people I knew and work at the same
time,” said O'Brien.
Fighting several fires during that time as well,
O'Brien said that abundant lightening and very
dry conditions created high fire risk. “In Wyoming in that kind of country when the wind gets
going and when the sagebrush, cheatgrass, and
juniper goes, it goes really fast,” said O'Brien.
Despite the many uncertainties and fast changing variables in wildland fires, O'Brien maintains a stoic attitude about the outcomes. “It's
all a matter of time, and we will catch it eventually,” said O'Brien.
This September O'Brien was called out to
California for 17 days where he ultimately ended
up at the August Complex, now the single largest fire in California's history with over 1 million acres burned.
“You go in there with the best case scenario
to catch the fire, suppress it, and use the resources you have at hand. You have to deal with
the terrain, and critically dry fuels, relatively
low humidity and high temperatures,” said
O'Brien.
Just outside of Redding, Calif., O'Brien says
temperatures commonly reached 100 to 105 degrees.
“The smoke was amazing everyday, it was
completely socked into the valley and usually
so thick it made it hard to see into the terrain
and we really had to rely on infrared mapping

Justin O’Brien in Montana helping fight
fires just outside of Glacier National Park.
(submitted photo)
to get a bead on the fire front,” said O'Brien.
O'Brien oversaw a section of the fire in the
northern portion of the complex, and worked
as a Division Group Superintendent trainee.
With fire engines, hand crews, bulldozers, masticators, and an array of medical vehicles on
hand, O'Brien focused on creating plans and
strategies to protect houses and the people living in them.
“A lot of that country is made up of communities with small towns, permanent and summer homes, where we needed to triage and assess structures for how to protect them and those
folks if the fire makes a run,” said O'Brien.
Depending on the severity of the fire season
at home, O'Brien typically goes out west to assist in firefighting two to three times a year.
“A lot of people in the public don't really know
what a wildland firefighter does, I think the California fires have really opened a lot of eyes to
what we really do,” said O'Brien.

Lake Superior and Cook County School Board Candidates
Have Their Say
By Kitty Mayo
In the Lake Superior School
District ISD#381 one seat for
District 4 is contested. Here
Cyndi Ryder, incumbent, and
Harriet (Mallon) Hagedorn share
their views on why they are the
best candidate to fill this four
year position.
Harriet (Mallon) Hagedorn
As a former teacher, union
leader, and activities advisor who
spent my entire career in this district, I am well aware that decisions made by the school board
are extremely consequential for
the quality of educational programs our district can provide.
Policies related to the budget, hiring and evaluating school personnel, and overseeing collective
bargaining have a direct effect on
the quality of educational programs. I will diligently work with
board members to provide a high
quality educational experience

for all students. For more information please see the ad I placed
in the October 16th edition of
The Northshore Journal.
Cyndi Ryder
The most important issue is
educating our students in the best
and safest way possible while at
the same time being fiscally responsible to taxpayers. We have
many restrictions, guidelines and
mandates (financial and educational) set by the Minnesota State
Legislature, Minnesota Department of Education and the Federal Government. Our income
options are limited and the mandates are many. Our challenge is
how to make it all work. With
four terms (16 years of experience), I will continue to work to
be creative and proactive in problem solving to ensure that our
students get what they need to be
successful!

In the Cook County School
District #166 two write-in candidates are vying for the District 4
seat. Candidates Lindsey Gau and
Stephanie Radloff respond to
what issues are most important to
them in their campaigns.
Lindsey Gau
My goal in running as a write
in candidate for District 4 ISD
166 School Board is to support
current school, staff, students,
and parents/caregivers, in ensuring ISD 166 is a safe and inclusive environment for all. I want
to support opportunities, programming, and policies that foster cultural awareness and the
mental, emotional, and physical
well-being of all who attend and
work at ISD 166. I hold in my
awareness the difficulties the
COVID pandemic brings to our
community's education system.

Furthermore, I am conscious of
the undeniable need for equity
and justice for marginalized
populations within our school
system.
Stephanie Radloff
Hello North Shore Residents!
My name is Stephanie Radloff
and I am running as a write-in
candidate for School Board
Member representing district 4. I
was born and raised in Grand
Marais and now I am raising my
two children here with my husband Gary. I believe that parents
are the best representatives for
our school board. The biggest issue facing our school right now is
the fact that our children are not
in school as they are doing distance learning. I want to be the
voice for the families in my district and our children who are our
future!
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