SAN ISABEL ELECTRIC ASSOCIATION

The Spring Fire
Through a Lineworker’s Eyes
BY EDDIE SMITH || ASSISTANT LINE SUPERINTENDENT I
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Wednesday, July 27, 2018, is a day I will never forget.
I was at work when a coworker walked up to a group of us and
said there was a fire on the Forbes Park-Trinchera border. As I
drove home I could see the plume of smoke on La Veta Pass and
my heart sank.
I was hopeful firefighters could put out the fire before it spread
into San Isabel Electric Association’s territory (Forbes Park).
That night, I received word the Forbes Park and Wagon Creek
subdivisions had been evacuated. Firefighters needed our help
shutting off power to those communities to keep the firefighters
safe. The linemen were immediately dispatched to shut down the
power.
The next day was filled with heavy smoke and dark skies.
I could only wait and wonder how much damage the Spring
Fire had caused. How many Members’ lives was this huge fire
affecting? Several times throughout the day I went to a vantage
point west of La Veta. I sat and stared at the huge smoke cloud
with its red tint, hoping the smoke would clear and my prayers
would be answered. As Middle Creek and Tres Valles Members
were told to prepare to evacuate, airplanes and helicopters showed
up. The fight was on.
Thursday night, I sat on the hill again. I watched as the fire
topped the mountain and headed to the east. As an army of
firefighters drove by, one stopped and told me Middle Creek and
Tres Valles Members were being evacuated and our Members
in La Veta were now being told to get ready to evacuate. The fire
was spreading rapidly with no sign of slowing down. As the fire
progressed, linemen killed the power ahead of its path. Eventually
everyone west and south of La Veta had been told to leave. The
town shut down. Families were displaced. Homes were empty.
By Friday, fire managers had set up in Blanca and I had started
traveling Highway 160 over La Veta Pass daily for a fire briefing
and a co-op meeting. As I made the trip, I was able to see all of
the destruction. On one of my trips over the pass I looked down
on the home of one of my good friends, whom I have known all
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my life. I saw his house. It
had been destroyed the night
before by the fire. The fire just
kept going, burning through
San Isabel territory, affecting
our power grid. But worse
than that, Members’ homes
and personal belongings were
being destroyed.
On Wednesday, July 4, after
receiving permission from fire
managers, San Isabel crews
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were able to go in to start
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making damage assessments
of our power system in the
Forbes Park and Wagon Creek areas. We already had materials on
hand to start making repairs.
By Friday, contractors and San Isabel crews were repairing the
system as quickly as possible to make the area safe for neighbors
again. During this time, the Spring Fire jumped across Highway
160 to the north and quickly moved through Paradise Acres,
Chama and Redwing.
The fire in the areas where we were working to restore power
was still calm, but in the backs of our minds we all knew the fire
was still active in other areas.
The fire finally stopped tearing up our system and destroying
our Members’ lives July 12, 15 days after it started.
Throughout my 22 years of working as a lineman, and most
recent as assistant line superintendent, I have never experienced
a storm of this magnitude. With most storms, the damage is
done within a 24-hour period. The crews go to work to repair
and restore the power. The Spring Fire consumed 109,000 acres
with almost all of its destruction being in San Isabel territory. The
fire lasted 15 long days, but hundreds of our Members’ lives were
changed forever.
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Spring Fire damage

Burned trees near La Veta tower

Scorched poles and trees near La Veta tower
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I attended several public meetings during the Spring Fire. I
would look around the room to see people whom we serve coming
together as a community to support one another in a time of need.
It breaks my heart to hear, “I lost my house; all my kids’ pictures and
family heirlooms are gone.”
San Isabel Electric is committed to our Members. During the
Spring Fire, men and women from La Veta, Walsenburg, Pueblo
West, Trinidad and five contracting crews were called in, more
than 75 personnel in all. The objective was to restore power to our
Members in a timely manner and do so safely. San Isabel hopes that
knowing that we are committed to serve you eases the stress a little.
My heart still breaks for you who have lost so much, and San
Isabel is committed to help you through this difficult time in your
life. San Isabel has a slogan that simply states we want to be your
“trusted energy resource.” I would like to add that we also care about
our Members and will be here to help you through these hard times.
Thank you for letting us serve you.
Our job is not done. We will rebuild together.
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