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Ecologist Sara Brown takes us through eight chapters of her career and the 10 mentors that made her, from 
wildland firefighting, to smokejumping, to teaching in New Mexico, to directing the Missoula Fire Science 
Lab. 

Sara Brown is a classically trained ecologist, with a focus on fire ecology. Before her return to the Forest 
Service in 2015, she was an Assistant Professor of Forestry at New Mexico Highlands University. She 
taught wildfire science and ecology courses, and enjoyed working on research problems in the field with 
students. Her applied research program provided graduate and undergraduate students with opportunities 
to work on questions relating to fire effects, fire intensity, fuel treatment effects and understanding fire 
history as it applies to reintroducing appropriate fire return intervals to a variety of ecosystems. Today, she 
is the Fire, Fuel & Smoke Program Manager at the Rocky Mountain Research Station in Missoula, Montana. 
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SARA BROWN: “So, I grew up in Oakridge, Oregon, which is a tiny, little, 3000-person town in the 
Cascades [Range] between Eugene and Bend, Oregon. And, the community when I was growing 
up early in life, was a logging community. And, one of my earliest mentors in terms of trying to get 
me connected with the Forest Service was my dad, who was working as a Forest Service 
employee in that small town of Oakridge where I grew up. He was wonderful in terms of always 
taking me out to the woods with him. He never expected me to ever complain, or say ‘I can't do 
this because I'm a female.’ He would just say, ‘Here you go, we're gonna go get firewood—better 
load up the truck. Here's the chainsaw.’ He was always very supportive of trying to encourage me 
to do whatever it was, and gender never was a question. He supported me coming home dirty 
and disgusting, and thought that that was absolutely normal because that's also what he was 
doing. And, around that time I was excited about going to college, and so I needed a summer job 
to help pay for that adventure.” 

“And, I applied to work as a YCC trail crew member in 1996 and got picked up by the Forest 
Service. So, that was my very first Forest Service job. I came in as a GS-1—thought I was making a 
ton of money, of course, then. Loved it, loved the work. The following summer, through lots of 
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contacts that I made during that first year on trail crew, I decided to apply for the fire crew 
because I'd heard that that's where the money really was. And so, I got my first fire job the 
following year in 1997 on a Type 2 crew based on the Willamette National Forest. And, I just loved 
it. I loved the people. I loved the work. It was hard, it was dirty, it was disgusting, it was everything 
that a female, probably, shouldn't do, but I didn't care one lick. And, [I] really enjoyed that for four 
years, and the college I chose to go to was Willamette University in Salem, Oregon. And, my 
mentor there was a woman named, Karen Arabas. She was a professor who had spent a lot of 
summers exploring fire ecology in Oregon and elsewhere, and was just a fantastic wealth of fire 
science and fire ecology knowledge. And, it really sparked an interest in fire for me, especially 
since I was fighting fire. And, I remember multiple times, Karen referencing this one lab, like, she 
framed it as this hub, like, this mystical, magical collection of amazing fire scientists in this faraway 
land of Missoula, Montana at the Missoula Fire Sciences Lab. And, we ended up studying about 
the fire lab. We were exploring about the facility itself and the scientists there. We were reading 
some of the papers coming out of that lab, and it just seemed so amazing. We all put it up on this 
pedestal, like, this nearly unreachable pedestal. And, it was convenient to put it away because I 
would just simply go back and fight fire in the summer to make some more money to do some 
more studies. But, that was something that stuck out in my mind—this magical lab. Then as I got 
onto that crew, one individual did really mentor me, and I'm not sure that he even knew that he 
was such a key person—his name is Darren Halladay—and he was one of the squad bosses on 
my Type 2 [crew], and he was just the coolest guy. He was older. He had been a smokejumper, 
which was just fascinating to me. He was open and would discuss anything, you could ask him 
anything. He had a great sense of humor. He could whip up a dinner with just random things 
floating around in his fire pack. He could catch fish on some thread. He had all of the cool 
smokejumper skills that I associated with smokejumpers. And, he took me under his wing, and 
showed me how to use the drip torch, and just mentored me along. And, was, like, ‘Man, you're 
really good at this. You can just top along the tops of these decks of logs and light things on fire.’ 
At the time we were still doing a lot of slash burn—big large units of burning slash—and he just 
took me under his wing, never once did he say, ‘Oh, you're pretty good for a girl,’ or anything like 
that. He's just like, ‘You're really good. Is this something you wanna do?’ And, at the time I 
appreciated it, but I really appreciated it later looking back about how amazing that was. And so, I 
tucked that away in my brain and just put myself through college, in large part, thanks to the 
money that I made from fire. And, my parents were very much encouraging me—since I had 
enjoyed college—to continue my education, if I wanted to go that route. And so, I thought long 
and hard about what I wanted, but I really wanted to take a break. So, I took a year and decided 
that I would apply to try to join a helicopter crew.” 

“And, it wasn't until I got to the Zion National Park helicopter crew, where I ran into a couple of 
other smokejumpers. They were the two leaders of that crew. Jason Hofman, was a Boise 
smokejumper, and Billy Lee Rickard was also a Boise smokejumper. And, those two people did 
something similar for me as Darren Holiday did. They never questioned my gender. They were 
just, like, ‘Seems, like, you really like to hang out in the woods and fight fires, and you can hike, 
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and you can run a chainsaw, and it doesn't seem to phase you. Hopefully this is your career, 
right?’ And, over time, as I asked lots of questions about what their former jobs as 
[smoke]jumpers was like, they just started saying things like, ‘Yeah, you should apply!’ And, at 
first, I was, like, ‘I should apply? I'm not sure.’ And, I was not shy, because I'd gotten to know them 
very well at that point to ask all kinds of questions. So, at this point I knew that female 
smokejumpers were, like, 2% of the overall population. So, gender became a question as they 
started encouraging me to, potentially, consider smokejumping. But, on the helicopter crew it had 
never come up. And so, over the course of having Darren as a mentor and knowing he had 
jumped, having these two guys that knew me, knew my capabilities, be, like, ‘You should apply. 
Why would you not apply?,’ and just encouraging me, it was really helpful. I don't think I would 
have had the guts to apply to something that seemed so limited for females, if it weren't for their 
mentorship. And, I applied for the base where Jason and Billy were out of—the Boise 
smokejumper base—and I did not make the training for lots of reasons. I was not able to keep up 
with all men—I was the only female in that class—all men that outweighed me by, probably, my 
body weight for the most part. What I learned was, the BLM does not have any weight restrictions 
for their parachutes, so larger bodies—mostly males—tend to rookie there successfully. And, the 
smokejumper minimum training qualifications for the Bureau of Land Management 
training—which Boise was a BLM base—was 10 pullups, 25 pushups, 50 sit-ups, a mile and a half 
in nine minutes, 30 seconds, and then a 110-pound pack for three miles in 45 minutes. I made all 
of those requirements, so it was not the minimum standards, which everybody typically worries 
about. It was during the following days that I was not able to keep up for 16 hours—which was the 
case during our line dig, more or less—I couldn't keep up with men that had, you know, twice my 
bodyweight. And so, they washed me out. And so, I did a lot of soul searching. ‘Did I really want 
to do this that badly? And, is there another option where I thought I could succeed?’ And so, 
talking to Billy and Jason, and other people as well, everybody was like, ‘Well, duh, why don't you 
go apply for the Forest Service where people are under 200 pounds?’ And so, body types more 
like mine—at the time, I was probably, like, 135 pounds—probably, typically do a little better in the 
Forest Service system. And, it was drastically different—the next year's training was much more 
focused on endurance, and things that maybe lighter people are better at. And, it was in large 
part, thanks to them, that I was also brave enough to give it a go a second time. And ultimately, 
on the second try, [I] was picked up by the Redmond smokejumpers. Jumped for Redmond for 
one season. I then transferred up to West Yellowstone, Montana for four more seasons. And, 
along that journey, I decided to apply for a master's degree because, at that time, I was picturing 
that the perfect career could be smokejumping in the summer for the Forest Service, and then 
being some sort of a professor at a small college during the winter. And so, I was hoping to marry 
those two up. And so, I had applied to start a master's degree, and did start a master's degree. 
And, right as I was, pursuing that idea, I had what turned out to be an operational career-ending 
parachuting accident.” 

“I break both of my legs and my right wrist, so I'm out of commission. I am laying in a hospital bed. 
And, I have been talking with this person at Colorado State—her name is Indy Burke. We were in 
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conversations about could I, potentially, come and start a funded PhD program with her at 
Colorado State? And, she was deep in the throes of trying to make that work. I had to take the 
graduate record examination—the GRE test. We were going through all the steps for me to get 
ready to start my PhD. And, I had this accident. And so, there I am laying in the hospital, and I 
have to make a phone call to this woman who I barely know, and explain I am very badly broken. 
It's not like I broke my ankle and I'm gonna be on crutches, right? Like, I'm gonna be in the 
hospital for several months in a rehab facility for a while, then I'm going to get out in a wheelchair, 
and I don't know how long that will last. And, eventually, someday, perhaps I will be able to 
walk—maybe—question mark. And so, I do—I call this woman that I barely know and I am 
expecting her to say, ‘Why don't you defer all of this work and effort? Why don't you defer your 
PhD program for a year? See if you get better. See if you still wanna do this. We'll just stay in 
touch loosely for a year.’ That's what I'm expecting, but the phone call sounds a lot more, like, 
‘Hey, nice to hear from you. Sorry you banged yourself up. That stinks. Too bad. You're still 
expected to show up in August. I don't care what condition you're in.’ And I'm like, ‘But I'm in a 
wheelchair and I'm right-handed and I broke my wrist?’ ‘That's fine, like, you'll be here. Any 
questions?’ And, we hung up. And, I'm like, ‘What just happened?’ And, that was how it was the 
entire time I worked with Indy Burke—she just refused to give up on me. And, there were many 
opportunities for her to be like, ‘Oh man, broken, weird person.’ No, right, I show up for my first 
day of my PhD program in a wheelchair, two legs sticking straight out, my broken wrist in a cast, 
and my mommy pushing me—that's an awesome way to start a PhD program. My poor 
mom—both my parents were very kind and helpful and supportive after my accident, and I will 
forever owe them many debts of gratitude—but my advisor also showed up right there at the 
door, took a look at me and was, like, ‘Great, let's go.”. And, that's just how it was all the way 
through, like, broken legs, repair, amputation, like, she's like, ‘I don't understand why you wouldn't 
be able to do fieldwork, Sara. Like, you're getting a new prosthetic, you should be able to go 
collect data on your ecological plots in the middle of nowhere, right? Like, call me when you have 
a real problem.’ And, that was exactly what I needed. She was, like, a second parent to me—and 
still is. And so, people really need people to just not give up on them, and not let them make 
excuses, and that's what she did for me. And so, I ended up moving from Thomason Hospital in El 
Paso to a hospital in Fort Collins, Colorado, and there I stayed for many more weeks—at least 
three more weeks—doing rehab at the hospital there in Fort Collins, and then, started at CSU 
fairly soon after I got let out of rehab. And lasted one whole year, and the fabulous Indy Burke 
ended up taking a job in Laramie, Wyoming as the Director of the Ruckelshaus Institute, and 
because she brought me on under funding that was attached to her—funding my world at that 
point, all of my research and such—I had no option other than to move with her to Laramie. And 
so, once again, I'm like, ‘Indy, I just don't know how I'm going to do this?’ I am, at this point, on 
crutches, thankfully, with two big boot casts, my arm has mostly healed. I'm like, ‘I don't know how 
I'm gonna move?’ It's only an hour away. And she's like, ‘I, I don't know, but you'll figure it out.’ You 
know, just ever upbeat. And so, moved up to Wyoming, and that's where I graduated 
from—University of Wyoming with Indy Burke, and a wonderful graduate committee. And so, 
throughout that time period after my accident, I had a bunch of physical challenges, a bunch of 
physical changes, including an amputation of one of my legs below the knee, and I really needed 
to figure out something different—and that something different was, ultimately, teaching.” 
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“So, when I graduated in 2011 from the University of Wyoming, I ended up applying for a host of 
positions—some post-doctoral positions, and some tenure track faculty positions. And, ironically, 
or luckily, I was selected for both, I think, within the same week. So, I accepted—maybe 
stupidly—both opportunities. The opportunity at Michigan State was with another fabulous 
person, a fabulous teacher and researcher named Diane Ebert-May. And so, I worked with Diane 
for the two year postdoc, focused on learning how to teach science. And, the other was a tenure 
track at New Mexico Highlands University, where I'd be really teaching. And so, in my mind they 
complimented one another well—and in reality they complimented each other well, too—but it 
was a lot of work to do two jobs at one time. And, Indy, of course, in her traditional mentoring 
style was, like, ‘Oh, no problem, Sara. You'll be fine. You can do a postdoc and start a tenure track 
teaching job when you've never really taught a class all by yourself before. You'll be fine!’ And, I 
totally was. And, I stayed at New Mexico Highlands for four fabulous years, doing lots of research, 
mentoring lots of students, teaching tons of forestry and wildfire science classes. And, to this 
point I've had older—older folks, both males and females, right?—Indy, and Jason, and Billy, and 
Darren, and my dad of course, my parents—but at this point, when I joined as a faculty member, I 
found that my mentors switched from being older people to being younger people, and, really, 
truly, I was mentored by my students. I changed planets, right? New Mexico has its own culture. It 
is an amazing place—truly diverse place. Laramie, Wyoming was not particularly diverse. I had 
joined a Hispanic serving institution—open enrollment, a lot of native students from New Mexico 
and elsewhere—and so, it was an entirely different culture. The town that I moved from, 
Laramie—very, Anglo Laramie to mostly Hispanic, Las Vegas was a journey in and of itself. And, I 
honestly wasn't sure if I would be accepted much or not. I had—and I skipped over this—but in my 
college days, I had done a year abroad in South Africa where, much like this, I was one of only a 
few white folks, in that case, living in a dorm in South Africa. And, that had worked out very well, 
like, people had, sort of, taken me, again, under their wing and talked to me about the culture 
very openly and just brought me into the community. And, the same thing happened in Las Vegas 
for me, and it was the students. They decided that I was okay, that I was on their side, I think, was 
a big piece of it. And, they were willing to extend all kinds of invitations, both at work at the 
university, and in their personal lives. I got invitations to amazing New Mexican weddings, dances, 
celebrations with all kinds of traditional food. Learned a lot about New Mexican culture, which is a 
very interesting mix of Native and Hispanic roots—the roots are very deep. And, it was very clear 
to me always, and will always be clear to me, that I would never be really New Mexican, per se. 
But, I was brought in, from my perspective, into the community as much as anyone else was. And, 
I looked at those students as my cultural mentors, right? I was teaching them fire science at this 
point, but they were teaching me about life in New Mexico. I believe I learned just as much as a 
professor at New Mexico Highlands as I did all the way from high school through graduate 
school, and that was thanks to my students.” 
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“From after my accident, right? Like, my whole fire suppression time period, 11 seasons of putting 
me through college, right? Like, those years are precious to me. They are both the thing, I'm the 
proudest of—becoming a [smoke]jumper—but they're also the years that I look back upon and I'm 
like, ‘What on Earth was I thinking?’ So, after my accident, I took this journey of both a physical 
journey of recovery, but it was also this educational journey of questioning my previous identity. 
And so, I was studying fire ecology, both as my master's degree and my PhD, and it wasn't really 
until my PhD after the accident that I really dug deep and was, like, ‘What are we doing here, 
right?’ I had just been putting out all these fires. Science really clearly says we need more fire on 
the landscape, not less—of the right kind. And, that was a profound shift to make, right? From, I 
was just putting out fires and loving it, planned to do that for a long time, to, ‘Man, we should 
seriously not be putting out fires,’ especially, not where smokejumpers traditionally, historically, 
put out fires, right, in the backcountry. Those are the fires that we should let burn. Those are the 
fires that, actually, protect us from the bigger scarier fires. So, we are, like, taking our protection 
away, every single little fire that I put out. And, I'd put out a lot of fires in 11 years. And, so teaching 
this to students in northern New Mexico was fascinating. It was as if this paradigm shift—they 
didn't need to make this paradigm shift, like, they got it. They were, like, ‘Yeah, I totally get it, like, 
but it is a livelihood, right, fighting fire is a livelihood, like we understand why you're doing that, 
but we also understand why you are so now on the sort of anti-suppression pro-fire on the 
landscape front, and, like, we do enjoy learning about that, we do want that to happen.’ And then, 
flash forward to 2022 with the Hermit's Peak/Calf Canyon fires that grew to be, I believe, the 
largest fire in New Mexico's history—that was, unfortunately, started with the best of intentions, 
right—prescribed fire to reduce fuel—I have really personally struggled, both because I love that 
area, and I had been teaching about that specific area where that fire occurred, that more fire’s 
needed on the landscape—and so here's me in my head having a struggle between, that fire was 
so needed and so excellent and is exactly what I had been preaching for years, especially to the 
students who all went through my classes. And, when I look at that fire, there's so much good to 
that fire, right? There's ecological good to that fire, but there's so much cultural and human 
devastation. And, how do you make sense of both of these things, right? In an area like that? It 
was the coming together of this war within myself of identity from, used to be a fire suppressor, to 
now, kind of, this, like, fire evangelist of trying to increase the fire on the landscape in these 
places. And, you know, I haven't completely landed, exactly, probably, where I'll ultimately land, 
but it is really the epitome of the description of that little statement that the Forest Service often 
makes about ‘the right place at the right time,’ right, the fire at the right place at the right time. 
And, it is really challenging for, I suspect, a lot of people—there in New Mexico and elsewhere—to 
parse that apart. The need for the fire, and the devastation of the fire, being one in the same. In 
the wrong place, at the wrong time, but for the right intent.” 

“And, in 2015 an opportunity arrived, actually, ironically, through one of my graduate 
students—Elyssa Duran—who was presenting her master's research at a conference. And, one of 
the things I always like to try to encourage, slash, maybe mandate, was that master's students 
would have the opportunity to present at at least one fire focus conference, right? Go present 
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their results and experience that networking and such. And so, Elyssa, for whatever reason, 
decided to select a more human dimensions-focused fire conference. I was very firmly in the 
ecology realm. I knew the ecology scene. I had a lot of connections at this point. And so, Elyssa 
was drawing me out of my comfort zone to take me to listen to her present at this human 
dimension-focused fire conference. At this conference, I ran into a bunch of old fire fighting 
friends, and they actually hooked me in with who would become my next supervisor, which was 
Ivan Pupulidy. Ivan was there at the conference talking about all sorts of social science-focused 
work. And, he was focused on complex adaptive systems, systems thinking, thinking differently 
about safety, and his presentation was absolutely fascinating, and I was equally fascinated that 
my fellow firefighter friends were so enthusiastic about what Ivan was doing. And so, they 
encouraged me to go talk to Ivan—which I did—and I learned that he was starting up this new 
innovation and organizational learning research development and application branch of the 
Rocky Mountain Research Station. He and I had a really nice chat there at the conference and he 
encouraged me to meet up with him, and we met up and had lunch and spent a wonderful hour 
or two talking all about this new program of his, and whether or not I would consider coming back 
to the Forest Service. Now, this was a little dicey for me. I had, sort of, promised myself I would 
never return to the Forest Service because, while that agency nearly killed me, I was willing to 
consider it. So, Ivan became a wonderful supervisor. I learned so much unique, different, 
innovative, thoughtful science from him. [I] got a chance to work with some of the world's experts 
in complex adaptive systems thinking, and just really stretched my brain away from just fire 
ecology, to exploring how do you take some of that knowledge and that want to get more fire in 
the landscape, for example, and embed it in systems within a complex bureaucracy like the 
Forest Service. And, the specific work that we were doing was looking at reviewing, usually fatal, 
accidents, And, at that time I was really viewing that opportunity, that unfortunate opportunity, as 
sort of a crack in the door, right, to make change in an organization when someone is killed—it's 
an opportunity to really deeply learn and understand what led to that terrible accident—and, of 
course then, follow up with, hopefully, changes that would reduce the likelihood of that 
happening again. And, there would be no better mentor for me to learn from than Ivan. And, just 
from everyday conversations with him about any topic, I always found that I was learning from 
him, and thinking differently.” 

“And, actually, do you remember when I was talking back when I was an undergrad at Willamette 
University and I mentioned Karen Arabas, who kept highlighting this mystical, magical fire lab in 
Missoula, Montana? Karen, was a fabulous mentor—just a wealth of fire ecology knowledge. And, 
she kept talking to us about this magical, mystical place called the Missoula Fire Sciences Lab. 
And, it's not as if I forgot about that, right, but, the rest of my path continued and I found myself 
working with Ivan in the Rocky Mountain Research Station—which was the same station where 
this magical, mystical fire lab lives—and so throughout that time period, our Station Director at 
Rocky Mountain Research Station, John Phipps, was very supportive. He went to bat to make 
sure that the Innovation and Organizational Learning program that Ivan was running was funded 
and successful. He was a proponent of that new innovative program, and it was through John's 
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leadership, I believe, that he was asking a lot of the questions that we were then trying to 
address. He was a very thoughtful leader. Had similar thinking to what Ivan was sharing with me, 
sort of, looking at the system, not looking to blame or shame or name, but to understand all of the 
influences around the ‘why’ things happen. And so, John was absolutely instrumental in the 
success of this IOL program. And then, in 2019 there was a retirement at that mystical, magical 
fire lab, and John was the person who suggested to me that I should consider putting in for that. 
And, at first, I actually had an outburst of laughter, ‘Like, hah, I think you called the wrong—like, 
what? This is Sara Brown, you must be thinking of someone else.’ And, he did not laugh in reply, 
and was like, ‘No, you need to think about this, right? You have all of the qualifications to go live 
in the magical, mystical land of the fire lab.’ It was a very intimidating thought to think that I would 
work at, in any capacity, this lab that I'd heard about when I was in my formative college years, 
right, from my mentor, Karen. And, here's a person saying, I don’t want you to go work there, I 
want you to be the director of [it]. And, still now it seems, it sounds very crazy, and I have not 
quite married up all the pieces there, but I can say with certainty that it is absolutely incredible to 
get the chance to work in what is truly a magical place that has a rich, deep history of fire science. 
It was built in 1960 in the wake of the 1910 fires, and the Mann Gulch fatality—both of which are 
very famous—it has produced, truly, world class science that we base so many of our fire 
decisions on. The fire spread model that was developed here in the 70s by [Richard] Rothermel, 
still the foundation that we use every single day somewhere in the world for fire behavior 
modeling. Fire ecology is the same sort of a story. A lot of the foundational work that I had 
studied as a student, then taught at Highlands, came out of this building. And, it is a magical, 
mystical place with really amazing people, who are incredibly generous with their scientific gift, 
and are really trying to make this agency—and our, especially, western U.S.—more fire resilient. 
And, it's a pleasure, and I'm very proud, to be a part of this group that’s continuing on the legacy 
of really amazing science.” 

“Thinking back over, over my career thus far, it's not over yet. I've had multiple conversations with 
people who have known me through a good chunk of it, say comments like, ‘Boy, it must be just 
your thing to continuously move from one male-dominated thing to the next, like, why Sara?’ And, 
I guess to me, it never really felt that way. I do understand why someone would make that 
comment, right? I started off in fire—it’s perceived to be very male-dominated, and is—but I 
started on a crew that had a lot of females, and I think if you start off in a supportive atmosphere 
with anything you're doing, you're more likely to get through the bumps later on. And, the thing 
throughout that has kept me, perhaps, from feeling, any particular way about that, sort of, 
comment of ‘male-dominated,’ is having both male and female mentors, supporters, cheerleaders 
even, who I could call when I was having a rough time, who would naturally support me in ways 
that they probably don't even know that they did just by, simply, highlighting the good things and 
the capabilities that I had rather than pointing out what could otherwise have been framed as a 
scary, intimidating, strange, why are you doing it this way right? They always were able to frame it 
in a positive way. Now, that's not to say that I didn't experience some rough patches, some things 
along the way that, you'll notice, I didn't bring any negativity into this story because that's truly 
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how I view the high-level view of my career. It's been a rather charmed life so far. That's not 
because people haven't made comments of, ‘Why are you a female here?’ There have been 
comments like that, and I have chosen to weed those out selectively and override them with 
positive messaging. And, I realize not everyone would want to do that, and we certainly shouldn't 
have to do that. But, looking back, I've also tried to be that positive role model and mentor along 
my track as well, right? Showing that you can do all of these things. And to me, one of the most 
powerful things—although I know not everyone agrees—is having male role models not point out 
that you're a female doing these things, just that you're Sara Brown doing these things, or that 
you're doing these things, right? Not highlighting that sometimes I am the only female in the 
room, in a room full of male scientists. Sometimes I'm the only female out in the field collecting 
data with whoever. Sometimes I was the only smokejumper that was a female four months on 
end, right? Having men just embrace that I'm there doing the job just like they are was, for me, 
the most powerful, affirming message that I do have a place in all of these traditionally 
male-dominated roles. And, I think, taking that step and reaching to other females who want to be 
in those places, and who are questioning if they should be in those places, is something that I 
have tried to do, I would like to do more of, and I think is very important as well. Without role 
models like Indy, my graduate advisor, without other female smokejumpers along the way who I 
saw doing the same work that I was doing, without all of those strong female role models, I also 
would have been challenged. So, mentors are very important. It also is important for, within 
yourself, to be clear about what you're doing and why you're doing it. And for me, I always had a 
greater reason, a deeper enjoyment of what I was doing that helped me get over some of the 
rougher patches that I believe—and I know—that men also struggle, right? It's not just females 
that struggle in some of these environments. So, perhaps it's not a male-dominated environment, 
it's just the environment itself, right? And, we can choose to be a supportive, positive, role model 
for others or not. And I always try to be that.” 

“I do not take lightly that in 1980 there were no female smokejumpers. I rookied in 2003. There 
are not a lot of years between those things, right? A lot of work, a lot of women had to fight to get 
to where I can come in and say things, like, ‘I don't view it as a barrier to work in a series of 
male-dominated jobs, that I feel confident and supported.’ And, I think that Women's History 
Month—and other women focused events and celebrations and, even, struggles—are necessary 
and good, right. Do I dwell on it? Do I mark in my deepest of deep calendars? No, I don't because 
I tend to celebrate it more frequently myself, right? When I walk down the hall and a female 
scientist has just published in one of the top-tier journals, do I secretly say, ‘Yes, that's even more 
amazing than a male doing the same thing,’ sometimes I do, because of the challenges that it has 
taken for us to get to this point, right? Not too long ago women couldn't vote. Not too long ago 
we couldn't own land. There's a very trying history of us getting to this point, and there are still a 
lot of minority groups that have nothing to do with gender that are fighting that fight right now. 
And, I hope that those challenges can also be highlighted and celebrated and noted and 
discussed.” 
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WE’LL BE BACK NEXT WEEK TO TALK MOTHERHOOD, AND MUCH MORE: 

CHELCY MINIAT: “None of the females who I was friends with, or none of the females who were 
women in science mentors, none of them had children. And so, it just wasn't something that we 
all talked about because this is the decision you make if you wanna be a woman in science, and, 
at least in my group of friends, you didn't have kids.” 

SUSANNAH LERMAN: “Doing field work with an infant was fun and very challenging. There's, like, 
so many times when we're both crying, driving 65, 70 MPH throughout the highways of Phoenix, 
because I felt very isolated, I felt very alone. And so, I think, I started finding this mom network, 
and that became really, really helpful for me.” 

THANKS FOR LISTENING. 

THIS EPISODE WAS PRODUCED AND EDITED BY ME, JON YALES. MY EDITORS AT THE 
NORTHERN RESEARCH STATION WERE SHARON HOBRLA, KRISTIE THOMPSON AND 
SUZANNE FLORY. MY EDITOR AT THE ROCKY MOUNTAIN RESEARCH STATION WAS JESSICA 
BREWEN. 

SPECIAL THANKS TO SARA BROWN OF THE ROCKY MOUNTAIN RESEARCH STATION FOR 
SHARING HER STORY AND PERSPECTIVES. 

ALL THE MUSIC THIS EPISODE WAS BY BLUE DOT SESSIONS. 

AND, THIS PODCAST IS PRODUCED BY THE FOREST SERVICE, AN AGENCY OF THE U.S. 
DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE, WHICH IS AN EQUAL OPPORTUNITY PROVIDER, 
EMPLOYER, AND LENDER. 

THANKS FOR LISTENING. 
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