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hayden l. nelson

Smoke from Their Fires
Or, Environment and Region in Canada and the Upper Midwest

In June 2023, I conducted research throughout northern Wisconsin and the 
western Upper Peninsula for a week and a half. To help lower costs, I stayed 
in backcountry cabins and tent camped in state parks for most of the trip. 
For almost a week, I breathed the thick smoke from the Canadian wildfires 
burning thousands of miles away. Driving along the south shore of Lake Su-
perior, I looked out across the lake—or, at least, tried to—and realized that 
I was not seeing a thick blanket of fog, as is common on the big lake in the 
morning, but a dense blanket of smoke. So dense was this smoke that, in 
some places, it reduced my visibility to less than one hundred feet, and the 
thick smoke did not begin to dissipate for approximately seventy-five miles 
farther inland, near Manitowish Waters, Wisconsin. Wildfires blazing thou-
sands of miles away across an international border produced far-reaching 
consequences that extended well beyond the burn.

If environments play an instrumental role in cultural creation and regional 
identity, how, then, could the increasing reality of wildfire smoke transform 
regional conceptions of the Upper Midwest? In this article, I discuss histor-
ical conceptualizations of the Upper Midwest, propose new frameworks for 
thinking about the region as a transnational space, and use the understudied 
byproduct of wildfires—their smoke—as a means to better understand the 
environmental realities of the region in the face of an uncertain climate future.

Ecologically, the U.S. Upper Midwest and Canadian interior have much 
more in common than not. The Great Lakes, their countless waterways, forests, 
glacial outcroppings, and vast prairies are shared characteristics that define 
both the Upper Midwest and what might be considered the Canadian Midwest. 
Unlike the more heavily militarized U.S.-Mexico border, the U.S.-Canadian 
border possesses a far different physical infrastructure, and for much of the 
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Upper Midwest it is either open water or a mowed strip seemingly cutting 
through the middle of a forest.1 Native peoples in the region historically in-
habited both sides of the international boundary; birds migrate along seasonal 
flyways that have historically teemed with waterfowl hunters; the northern 
hardwood forests sprawling from west of Lake Superior to Quebec and New 
England make both nations into what the biologist John Pastor characterized 
as a “land of Christmas trees and maple syrup.”2 Such romantic descriptions 
aside, both regions engaged in the extractive industries of the fur trade, log-
ging, and large-scale agriculture, all of which contributed to the dispossession 
of Indigenous and First Nations peoples. Still today, oil and its necessary in-
frastructure links the United States and Canada like sutures, and still at the 
widely publicized cost of Native peoples.3 While much of both United States 
and Canadian history is conceptualized through an east-west trajectory, which 
is itself inherently settler-centric, reorienting it along a south-north axis brings 
to light new questions with which to interrogate the similar, and sometimes 
even shared, pasts of both nations.4

“The End of the World”: Historical Conceptualizations of the Region

The Midwest has experienced a resurgence in regional interest over the past 
decade. This is likely for a number of reasons, not least of which is the re-
gion’s political value containing several crucial swing states.5 It is also per-
haps the most ambiguous U.S. region, and people have been asking “Where 
is the Midwest?” for more than a century, oftentimes never fully reaching 
a definite conclusion. In 2023, the Middle West Review and Emerson Col-
lege Polling launched a study on Midwestern identity, polling more than 
eleven thousand individuals across twenty-two states by asking the simple 
question: “Do you live in the Midwest?” The results indicated a classic core 
of the Midwest centering on the Great Lakes and Great Plains; however, a 
number of respondents in West Virginia, Tennessee, Arkansas, Oklahoma, 
Colorado, Wyoming, Montana, and Idaho also responded “yes.” According 
to the data, more than half of the respondents from Wyoming and more 
than 60 percent of those in Oklahoma believe they live in the Midwest (Fig. 
1).6 The poll, however, was limited to the United States, and indicated that, 
unlike other regions in the United States, what many consider the Midwest 
is exceedingly variable in terms of both geography and ecology. And yet, 
the Upper Midwest is something distinct from the broader region. Trav-
eling northward through the Midwest, the Corn Belt of Iowa and south-
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ern Minnesota yields to the deciduous Big Woods, which in turn blend into 
the mixed forests farther north before ultimately arriving in Canada’s bore-
al forest, forming what the geographer Gregory S. Rose characterized as “a 
distinctive Northern Borderland subregion that includes most of Michigan, 
Wisconsin, and Minnesota.”7 Large influxes of immigrants settled in the 
northern borderland during the late nineteenth century alongside nearly all 
of the Indigenous reservations in Michigan, Minnesota, and Wisconsin.8

If the Midwest is a geographically amorphous place, the Upper Midwest 
is, perhaps, even more so. In 1826, Superintendent of Indian Affairs Thomas 
L. McKenney traveled from Washington, DC to the interior of northwestern 
Michigan Territory and back, describing his journey throughout the region. 
In the vicinity of the American Fur Company post at Fond du Lac, near 
present-day Duluth, Minnesota, McKenney encountered a “remote point, so 
in the heart of the interior, and surrounded as it is by solitude and the lakes, 
feels to me, in more respects than one, as if it were . . . the end of the world.”9 
To McKenney, the region was a dark, foreboding place that was something 
wholly different from other parts of the Territory. In 1848, Reverend Sherman 
Hall, a missionary at La Pointe, on Wisconsin’s Lake Superior shore since the 
early 1830s, wrote a letter to his wife, Lydia, describing the excitement ani-
mating the town. “Don’t you think we have got pretty near the place where 
they jump off [for California]?” Hall asked. “But they talk here about going to 

Fig. 1. Poll results for “Do you live in the Midwest?” Source: Middle West Review-Emerson 
College Polling.
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[the] West,” he continued, “I am inclined to think sometimes that it is not a 
little difficult to determine where the west is.” Hall not only captured what has 
become a major historiographical discussion animating the fields of Western 
and Midwestern history in his observation, but observed the fluidity of what 
constituted “the West” as it seemingly transformed before his eyes. After all, 
Hall explained, “Wisconsin was a territory a few months ago, but now it is a 
state, and our place is included with it.”10 The discovery of gold in California 
might have created a new western frontier, but the Upper Midwest, even as 
it transitioned from territory to statehood, remained but one of a series of 
western borderlands.11

The Upper Midwest remained as ambiguous as ever—or, perhaps even 
more so—into the twentieth century with the hardening of national borders. 
The American geographer Almon Ernest Parkins described the entire Great 
Lakes region as an “irregular and somewhat indefinite area.”12 William Law-
son Grant, a Canadian historian, wrote only a few years after Parkins that, 
“If to-day we were to divide North America into three nations, no one would 
give Canada the boundaries which she has at present . . . Geographically, each 
part of our country is more closely bound to some part of the United States 
than it is to its neighbouring part of Canada.”13 John D. Voelker, a lawyer and 
author from the Upper Peninsula who wrote under the pseudonym Robert 
Traver, wrote that “The U.P. is a wild, harsh, and broken land . . . a jumble of 
swamps and hills and rocks and endless waterways . . . perhaps more nearly 
allied with Canada by climatic and geological affinity; with Wisconsin by the 
logic of geography; but a region which, by some logic beyond logic, finally 
wound up as part of the state of Michigan.”14 From a social standpoint, the 
anthropologist Eric Wolf has also pointed to the contingency of westward 
expansion and the very real possibilities of “a polyglot Floridian Republic, a 
Francophone Mississippian America, a Hispanic New Biscay, a Republic of 
the Great Lakes, a Columbia—comprising the present Oregon, Washington, 
and British Columbia.”15 The political borders bounding the Upper Midwest 
are not only unnatural, but were, for much of the region’s history since the 
arrival of Europeans, altogether unlikely.

In conceptualizations of where the Midwest starts and stops, Canada 
rarely—if ever—figures in. But why should Canada, or at least parts of the 
Great White North, not be included in regional conceptualizations? After 
all, people along the Minnesota-Ontario boundary, for instance, have more 
cultural affinity to one another than, say, a Wisconsinite to an Idahoan, Okla-
homan, or West Virginian, or even a northern Minnesotan to a southern 
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Minnesotan.16 While that makes sense from a border culture perspective, it 
makes even more sense from Indigenous and environmental perspectives. 
In some ways, breaking beyond the imaginary of national borders is a deco-
lonial process in itself.

One way to think beyond national borders is through the environments 
that often transcend them. Environments play large roles in cultural cre-
ation and the formation of regional identities; the historian Dan Flores, for 
instance, argued that the “human sense of place has everything to do with 
a shared sense of history.”17 On the northern Great Plains, for instance, the 
historian Molly Rozum has shown how intimate, longstanding relationships 
with a given environment create “the roots of sense of place,” and how these 
shared environmental experiences and understandings transcended the U.S.-
Canadian boundary to create a border culture predicated upon regional iden-
tity. As Rozum explains, “Nationalist historiographies have obscured shared 
continental experiences rooted in similar historical climates and natural en-
vironments central to regional experience in both nations.”18 The identities 
forged from living in and sharing environmental experiences often traverses 
political borders, producing regional commonalities based upon the natural 
environment that belies differences in the nation-state. These environmentally 
based regions are called ecoregions (Fig. 2).19

Smoke could provide an interesting perspective toward better understand-
ing environmentally based conceptions of place moving into our fiery future. 
If these ecoregions are conceptualized by their respective ecologies, however, 
what if we were to consider transient smoke as part of those ecologies? How 
might climatological changes affect these transnational environments, and 
how will nation-states cooperate (or not) on environmental legislation that 
transcends political boundaries? Historically, wildfire smoke was a rural issue, 
while industrial pollution was an urban issue; regardless of the source, how-
ever, smoke has historically been a defining characteristic of lived environ-
ments.20 As the historian Mica Jorgenson has explained, “As smoke drifts from 
the forests into nearby communities and distant urban centers, it becomes the 
medium through which most people experience forest fire. Rather than as 
evacuees or firefighters, most of us are recipients of the particulates drifting 
into densely populated spaces.”21 If environmental experiences contribute to 
placemaking and regional affinities, so, too, does sensory experiences. Wild-
fires and their palls are incredibly disorienting sensory events: survivors wrote 
of heated, smoky air choking them and stinging their eyes; of hearing pine 
trees “four foot on the stump . . . cracking like cannons” and the incredible 
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roar of firestorms bearing down on a city; of midnight darkness occurring at 
midday; and, of course, of death and material loss.22 “Smoke,” according to 
Jorgenson, “highlights the connectivity between people and land because it 
physically connects people to distant environments they may only understand 
in abstraction.”23 Increasing megafires, however, will blur that rural-urban 
divide, with palls from distant wildfires mingling with industrial pollutants to 
create even unhealthier urban air. The shifting smokescapes of North America 
influence environmental conceptualizations of place, including the organi-
zation of time, materially affecting how both humans and non-humans alike 
in smoky regions structure their days.24

“As If All the World Were Burning Up”:  
The History of Fire in the Upper Midwest

A little more than a century ago the Western Great Lakes were the seat of 
North American fire with Michigan, Minnesota, and Wisconsin producing 
four of the five deadliest wildfires in recorded world history between 1871 
and 1918 (Fig. 3). All of these fires were, for the most part, byproducts of 
the logging industry that left sawdust and slash in its wake; all four of them 
occurred in either September or October, in what were the driest parts of 
the year, and, while devastating, were not sustained burns. Today, howev-
er, North American wildfires can burn year-round, and are themselves not 
typically byproducts of a singular industry, but a marker of land manage-
ment decisions coupled with anthropogenic climate change writ-large.25 
Yet, smokescapes are not new phenomena, but instead, as the historian J.R. 
McNeil argued broadly about twentieth-century environmental change, “a 
matter of scale and intensity.”26 Catastrophic wildfires have mostly left the 
Upper Midwest, but wildfire smoke lingers.

Smoke seasons are not new phenomena in the Upper Midwest: in fact, 
during the late nineteenth century, smoke was an all-too-common occur-
rence. In 1871, a fire broke out in the vicinity of the lumber town of Peshtigo, 
in northeastern Wisconsin. According to eyewitness accounts, it “was a chilly 
day . . . the atmosphere was remarkably still and filled with a dense, blinding 
smoke.” Despite this, however, “The smoke created no alarm, as the smolder-
ing fires in the pineries about sufficiently accounted for it.” Throughout the 
day, however, the temperature rose and smoke increased, creeping toward the 
town until by 8:00 pm, with “the smoke almost suffocating in its density,” the 
firestorm erupted on the town.27 Smoke and haze similarly preceded Michigan’s 
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Thumb Fire a decade later, and “Fires had been burning in Sanilac, Huron, 
and Tuscola Counties, but no one apprehended any danger” as farmers had 
begun to set clearing fires as they had every fall.28 The 1918 Cloquet fire was 
“hidden by the pall of smoke that had hung heavy over the valley district” 
before the “fiery tornado [hurled] itself across the countryside.”29 “For three 
weeks,” one Minnesota newspaper reported, “fire has been [smoldering] in 
numerous places in the woods, and was only awaiting a high wind to be trans-
formed into a flaming destroyer of life.”30 One survivor of the Cloquet fire 
recalled that “There was smoke everywhere; it seemed as if all the world were 
burning up.”31 Smoke was such a common occurrence that it was no cause for 
alarm, attributing to such high death tolls; after all, as a correspondent to the 
New York Herald wrote following his journey to Michigan in the wake of the 
Thumb Fire, “It may be thought strange that, with forest fires known to be 
in the vicinity, with the losses of ten years ago remembered, and with other 
instances daily heard of, any one could be surprised. But there are wood fires 
yearly; they rarely amount to much.”32

Smoke from the Upper Midwest fires became definitive experiences extend-
ing throughout the broader Great Lakes. In Oshkosh, Wisconsin, southeast 
of the Peshtigo fire, a young girl named Lizzie wrote to her uncle, John Bell, 
in New York about the events: “For several days the smoke from the fires all 
around us, was so thick that you could hardly see across the street . . . At night 

Fig. 3. Map of four of the five deadliest wildfires in world history: 1) Peshtigo, WI, Oct. 1871, 
killed between 1,500 and 2,500 people; 2) Cloquet, MN, Oct. 1918, killed 453 people; 3) 
Hinckley, MN, Sept. 1894, killed at least 418 people; 4) Michigan’s Thumb Fire in Sept. 1881 
killed 282 people.
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the sky was bright all around us . . . There are numbers of people who think 
the world is burning up.”33 Smoke from the 1881 Thumb Fire enveloped much 
of Michigan and the northeastern U.S., where observers hundreds of miles 
from the blaze inquisitively marveled at the strange yellow skies. The Boston 
Globe, for instance, reported about “Yellow Tuesday,” in which smoke from 
the Michigan fires shrouded the city in a yellow darkness the entire day.34 In 
Flint, Michigan, one newspaper reported that “the sun is entirely obscured . . . 
It is scarcely possible to see the length of a block on account of the smoke.”35 
The aftermath of these large fires often resulted in “a black desert overdrawn 
by smoke as far as the eye could see” (Figs. 4 and 5).36

The Thumb Fire broke out on September 5, 1881, with smoke lingering over 
the Michigan sky for nearly two weeks after it began, with one newspaper 
stating on September 18 that “At no time since the fires commenced raging 
has the smoke been so dense and unpleasant this afternoon.”37 The Hinckley 
Fire of 1894 cast a pall over nearly all of the Great Lakes, affecting the navi-
gation of lake steamers from Duluth to Buffalo and Cleveland.38 One Cleve-
land newspaper explained, “steamers no sooner get out of the mouth of the 
[Cuyahoga] river than they are hidden in the smoke.”39 Dense smoke delayed 
shipments at best, and, at worst, could result in catastrophic accidents and 
complete loss with smoke shrouding burned trestles from oncoming trains.40 

Fig. 4. Arthur T. Adams, “After the Great Hinckley Forest Fire, near St. Louis River above Fond 
du Lac, Minnesota,” Hennepin History Museum.
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The hazy chaos also made it harder to flee during the fire and hindered the 
assessment of damages in its aftermath.41 As one newspaper wrote in the wake 
of Peshtigo, “The pall of smoke with a strong odor of pine, which hangs over 
all this region, obscures the sun, often limits your vision to a block’s distance, 
reddens and waters the eyes, and makes one feel gloomy and miserable, is an 
ever present reminder of a disaster of unprecedented extent and severity.”42 
Such was the extent and frequency of the western Great Lakes firescape that 
by 1895 Otis Staples, a logger operating out of Stillwater, Minnesota, calculated 
that “I think there has been more pine destroyed by fire than has been cut,” 
a lofty claim considering that from 1880 to the mid-1890s Minnesota alone 
produced an estimated seventeen billion feet of pine.43

If, as fire historian Stephen J. Pyne has conceptualized, the increased burn-
ing of fossil biomass during the nineteenth century represented a new era 
in the Pyrocene, so, too, did the concurrent practice of fire suppression. The 
Pyrocene is marked not just by the industrial burning of new fuels, but also 
the hawkish prevention of landscape fires in general, especially ecologically 
beneficial fires that had been practiced by Indigenous peoples throughout 

Fig. 5. Hugh McKenzie, “Cloquet and Moose Lake Fire of 1918, Cloquet and Moose Lake, 
Minnesota,” University of Minnesota Duluth, Kathryn A. Martin Library, Northeast Minnesota 
Historical Collections.
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North America for generations.44 A major component of early fire policy 
that developed in the early twentieth century and lingers into contemporary 
practices is the cost of suppression. Canada is the second largest country in 
the world, more than a third of which is forested; its vastness cannot be un-
derstated in its comparison to the United States, and lacks the resources or 
labor to effectively combat the eight thousand wildfires that burn annually.45 
The United States is not only smaller but also possesses better infrastructure 
(i.e. roads) to more efficiently combat wildland fires while many of the fires in 
northern Canada are in remote, sparsely populated areas with no access.46 If 
certain fires are uncontrollable, for instance, the strategy directly draws upon 
the early twentieth century policy of herding the fires toward “low value” areas 
and letting them burn.47 Such out of control fires are becoming only more 
common as increased fuel loads built up over the last century combine with 
hotter, drier climates to produce the incendiary ingredients for megafires. 
The changing fire regime that resulted in fire suppression in both Canada 
and the United States is one of the many environmental legacies of coloniza-
tion.48 And yet, the Canadian megafires are not solely a Canadian issue nor 
solely a Canadian responsibility: while changing climate and constrained fire 
management policies have contributed to the change, a principal culprit is 
the continued settler capitalist extraction of fossil fuels in both the United 
States and Canada; the U.S., for instance, is the largest consumer of Cana-
da’s tar sands, where the heart of its bitumen mining operations are located 
in northern Alberta’s boreal forest, such as Fort McMurray.49 A multiplicity 
of factors have created this new fire age, which will require a multiplicity of 
solutions, not least of which is breaking western society’s addiction to fossil 
fuels. Solely positioning the Pyrocene as a consequence of historical indus-
trial pollution masks the responsibility of corporate investments and leaders 
to forge policies to combat the issue in the present. As one article argues, 
“Pointing the finger at natural causes creates a politically convenient crisis 
narrative that is used to justify reactive disaster laws and policies.”50 Climate 
change, which occurs naturally but is augmented by anthropogenic actions, 
becomes an easy scapegoat that allows investors and politicians alike to wash 
their hands of responsibility.

A watershed year in North American wildfire history was 1950. The Chin-
chaga Fire of northern Alberta and British Columbia remains the largest single 
fire in North American history, burning between 3.5 and 4.2 million acres.51 
Smoke traveled from far western Canada to the Atlantic seaboard and beyond 
to Europe; no one could fathom that what they were seeing was from a fire 
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thousands of miles away. Initially, observers attributed the phenomenon to 
atomic explosions, Soviet attacks, alien invasions, or “a supernatural power an-
gry with the world.”52 One Michigan newspaper reported that “The [weather] 
bureau estimated [the smoke] was ten miles thick . . . from fires 1,000 miles 
away in northern Alberta, Canada . . . The New York weather forecaster said 
he never had heard of such a thick layer of smoke over such a wide area.”53 
As fires became larger into the twentieth century, they became disassociated 
from smaller, local agricultural fires in the fall and, instead, large fire events 
across the border—and their smoke—became defining aspects of the Upper 
Midwest for a longer portion of the year.54

The onset of earlier fire seasons, especially on the Canadian prairie, is the 
byproduct of not only summer droughts, but also decreasing snowfall, which 
supplies a significant portion of the region’s annual precipitation and is an 
important factor in North America’s fiery future. In 2023, for instance, Minne-
apolis experienced a winter much more akin to a typical Kansas City winter.55 
This trend seemed to hold for much of the Upper Midwest, as unseasonably 
high temperatures and trace amounts of snow through December meant not 
a white Christmas, nor even a brown Christmas, but in many areas, a green 
(grass) Christmas. Looking forward, the bulk of temperature increases due 
to climate change in the Upper Midwest will be due to noticeably warmer 
winters, not necessarily hotter summers, and this will cause less snowfall and, 
potentially, drier conditions.56

While particularly deadly because of their timing and location, the four 
Upper Midwest fires discussed in this section were all comparatively small to 
today’s megafires. Peshtigo burned nearly 1.3 million acres, the Thumb Fire 
burned one million, Hinckley burned 160,000 acres, and Cloquet burned 
more than 250,000 acres.57 At the turn of the twenty-first century, Canada 
averaged 8,500 fires per year that burned 6 million acres, with extreme fire 
seasons burning more than 18.5 million acres. Canada also spent well over 
$500 million annually to mitigate its wildland fires, largely to no avail.58 The 
Canadian fires of 2023 burned 45 million acres across the entire country.59

Conclusion: “I Wonder if These Fires Will Ever Stop”

The 2023 fire season was the worst in recorded North American history. For 
nearly all of May and June 2023, Minnesota claimed the worst air quality in 
the U.S. for several days during that period. From June 26 to 30, 2023, the 
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Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources air monitoring network test-
ed “some of the highest concentrations of particulate matter ever record-
ed in the state” (Fig. 6).60 According to the fire historian Stephen J. Pyne, 
“Smoky days have mutated from seasonal nuisances to the public health cri-
ses of megapalls. Metropolises well distant from flame can suffer the con-
sequences of inextinguishable burning.”61 Between 1981 and 2010, Calgary 
averaged twelve smoke hours per year; the last decade has given Calgary 
four years with more than three hundred smoke hours.62 With data go-
ing back to 1953, 2014 marked the first year in which Calgary experienced 
more than one hundred smoke hours in a single year; 2023 gave the city 
a new record of 499 smoke hours (Fig. 7). Wildfire smoke is particularly 
concerning because it is comprised of more fine particulates (2.5 microns 
or smaller) than industrial emissions, which can more easily bypass filters 
and bodily defenses.63 In 2023, more than one hundred million people in 
North America experienced poor or altogether dangerous air quality from 
wildfire smoke.64 In 2024, medical professionals are beginning to compile 
data on the health effects of the 2023 fire season, with research suggesting 
correlations between increased smoke exposure and pulmonary events due 
to hearts working harder under more strenuous conditions.65 Longer-term 

Fig. 6. Satellite image of vertically integrated smoke cascading down into the Midwest on 
June 14, 2023. National Oceanic & Atmospheric Administration.
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studies have shown a direct correlation between chronic wildfire smoke ex-
posure and increased suicide rates, and can lead to heightened risks of can-
cer and neurological problems.66

Unprecedented wildfire seasons are not becoming a new normal, if there 
ever was such a thing. Instead, the climate scientist Michael Mann explains, 
“It continues to get worse. If we continue to warm the planet, we don’t settle 
into some new state. It’s an ever-moving baseline of worse and worse.”67 The 
2023 fire season was beyond anything any experts could have anticipated, 
and more closely resembled climate models and computer simulations for 
what the fire seasons might look like in several decades. While the fires in 
Alberta and western Canada more closely aligned with projections for the 
2030s and 2040s, eastern Canada was especially incendiary, experiencing an 
extreme fire year that was more in line with midcentury projections. Much 
of the smoke that plagued the Northeast, for instance, was from fires in Que-
bec and eastern Ontario, places that typically experience wetter seasons and 
do not normally have large fire events.68 If, as Canadian fire scientist Mike 
Flannigan considered, the Canadian east is burning far more than expected, 
what is to stop the northeastern U.S. from combusting as well?69 As early as 
the late-1960s, less than half a century following the clearcutting of the Up-
per Midwest’s forests, much of the area had been reforested, leading R. Keith 
Arnold, Dean of the University of Michigan’s School of Natural Resources, to 

Fig. 7. Chart showing number of smoke hours in Calgary between 1953 and 2023.
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make a similar observation. Arnold argued that “Michigan has not experienced 
[explosive wildfires] in more than fifty years. Yet such a situation could occur 
at any time.”70 “The Lake States,” Arnold explained, having been reforested 
and insulated from burning, “have the potential for fire disaster equal to or 
greater than the disasters that swept Michigan in 1871 and 1881.”71 Increas-
ing droughts may shift the scope of fire farther east into typically temperate 
regions with relatively high rainfall, such as the 2016 drought-induced fires 
in eastern Tennessee.72 Without better fire management practices, big fires 
may even return to the Upper Midwest’s forests as Arnold predicted more 
than fifty years ago.

“I wonder if these fires will ever stop,” Lizzie ominously, if not altogether 
prophetically, wrote to her uncle from Peshtigo’s smokescape in 1871.73 To Liz-
zie and many others residing in the Upper Midwest during the late nineteenth 
century, the smoky realities of today may not appear altogether different. Many 
in the region lived their lives under a seasonal shroud of smoke due, in large 
part, to the logging industry, but also the practice of burning agricultural 
fields in the late summer and early fall. While the blanket of smoke remains, 
its origin is quite different. Instead of smaller, localized fires covering a district 
or even a broader region in smoke, smoke from today’s megafires engulfs con-
tinents, overspreads hemispheres, and traverses oceans. Some, for instance, 
suspected the Great Smoke Pall of 1950 to have nearly encircled the globe.74 
While smoke has historically been one of the many defining characteristics 
of the Upper Midwest’s transnational environment, the regional affinities of 
smokescapes have greatly enlarged.

Hayden L. Nelson is a PhD candidate in History at the University of Kansas where 
he specializes in environmental and Indigenous history. He studies historical 
environments in the contexts of capitalism, colonization, and climate change, and 
he is particularly interested in exploring the ways in which those historical forces 
and their legacies overlap with one another. His dissertation, tentatively titled “The 
North Woods: An Environmental History from the Pleistocene to the Pyrocene,” 
investigates the ways in which both human and non-human actors interacted with 
and transformed the transnational forested region of the western Great Lakes and 
Upper Mississippi watersheds from the end of the Wisconsin glaciation to the 
beginnings of industrial logging.
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