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TOPE CREEK FIRE LOOKOUT RESTORATION
By Brian Wizard

                 

The day I browsed through the classified ads during
breakfast at a café north of San Francisco in late August 1991,
my life changed direction. The ad that caught my eye read:
"Hunter's Paradise. NE Oregon," and included an Arizona
phone number. That was when the Great God of Fire Lookouts
tapped me on the shoulder and charged me with the task of
saving the Tope Creek Fire Lookout from its imminent demise.
I pocketed the ad and considered calling the phone number.

I had recently won a battle that had put some money in
my pocket. Those who knew of my success suggested,  "It's
time you settled down. Buy a house and make a 'normal' life
for yourself."  

My standard response was, "What's the point?" I am a
master of living on the road. I usually continued my response
with, "I'll settle into a place as long as it provides me with a
challenging adventure every day."  

Not long after breakfast I made the call. The sweet voice
of an elderly lady answered. I told her, "I'm interested in your
hunter's paradise. What exactly is it?"

She explained, "It's a small cabin on top of a hill. It comes
with almost two acres of land and a 110 foot tall tower."

"Oh really," I responded, as my mind tried to picture the
scene: cabin, acreage, and tower?  "Why the tower?" I asked.

"I bought this property from the State of Oregon," she told
me. "It used to be a State Forestry Fire Lookout."  

I had been to the top of a few fire lookouts in my time.
They always provided an excellent view of the world below. I
had a similar view from fast moving combat assault helicopters
in Viet Nam, where I was a door gunner. I did some of my best
work at an altitude of 110 feet. Even without the forward
movement, on a stationary platform high in the sky I would
once again have plunging fire.  This
is when one can shoot at targets
below an elevated position.  I only
had a couple more questions: How
close was the nearest neighbor, and
how much?

To the first question, she said,
"Oh my," talking more to herself
than to me, as she refreshed her
memory. "Far away, I'm afraid."

"Far away is perfect," I
enthusiastically responded. "What is
your asking price?"

"Fifteen thousand dollars," she
quoted.

"How much to the guy who isn't
going to ask many more questions,
and has cash?" I asked.

"I'd take ten thousand cash,"
she admitted.  We worked out the
details: she wouldn't offer it to
anyone else until I had seen it. If I
liked what I saw, I was to call her,
and we would finalize the
transaction.  I was living comfortably
in a Chevy van.   Life on the road
was always good. It provided an

adventure every day, and it always led to the best places in
the world. I left that day to go find this "hunter's paradise."  I
drove almost a thousand miles before I came to the town of
Wallowa. I set up my video camera and started shooting my
latest adventure as I drove through the forest of the Blue
Mountains, looking for the Tope Creek Fire Lookout. I only had
verbal directions to follow: Turn left at the far end of town onto
a secondary road. Go past the cemetery and turn left at the
upcoming Y intersection. Go 2-3 miles and turn right at a log
home. Go past the third cattle guard and turn left.  

The road was rough, but the directions were smooth
enough to place me at the base of the wooden-framed lookout
tower. My mouth hung agape as I stared up at its beauty. The
property all around the tower, and its cabin, was overgrown
with bushes, littered with cans, bottles and post-party debris,
and much of the upper part of the tower that had been tossed
haphazardly to the ground, no doubt by vandals. The place
was a dilapidated mess.  The broken upper half of a tree lay
dead next to the cabin. The impact of many vandals' bullets
had the roof, ceiling, windows, walls, and door of the cabin
riddled with holes. I didn't need a key to open the door. It had
been kicked in.

From inside the cabin I found the exit holes of the bullets,
most of which came through the roof from my predicted
plunging fire. It looked like a war had been fought there, and
that made this my kind of place. I immediately felt right at
home. I would need my entire combat prowess to save this
icon of an era gone by from passing into faded history. I could
see now why I had been given this task.

I video taped my every move. I could barely hold myself
back from climbing the tower. It looked a little rickety, and I

wondered just how safe it was. I
could see several steps missing and
others broken on the first of eight
flights up. In fact, the first step I put
under the stress of my weight,
broke. 

I do have a reputation for being
somewhat fearless, so upward I
climbed. Once above the treetops a
cold wind greeted me. In contrast,
the spectacular view I found from
within the cabin in the sky warmed
me to my very soul. I was awestruck
by the 360 degrees of absolute
beauty. Thick green forest spread
out beneath me in all directions. The
smooth, grass-covered, rolling hills
of the valley to the west gave
contrast to the rough and tumble
wooded hills on both of its sides. To
the south, I found the tall and
majestic mountains of the Eagle Cap
mesmerizing. To the southwest I had
a view of the Seven Devils Mountain
Range in Idaho, and to the north I
viewed tops of mountains along the
border of Washington. 
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I had done some research on my journey and knew that
between me and the Seven Devils lay the deepest gorge in the
continental United States. On the western side of the Wallowa
Valley were two moraines, mounds of earth pushed into hills
by the melting glacier that once covered the Eagle Cap
Wilderness. The moraine just outside of the town of Joseph is
touted to be the largest in the United States.  The view in all
directions was breathtaking. Even though this was a stationary
platform, it felt like I was soaring through the sky, as oncoming
clouds passed by so very close. I dubbed the tower Skyship,
where the clouds come to us.

The cabin in the sky was in total disrepair, and vandalized
to the point of having been completely dismantled to its
bare-boned frame. People had carved their names into what
wood remained. Someone had torn off the trap door, smashed
or shot out all of the windows, and ripped off their shutters,
tossing everything to the ground. No doubt each piece was
accompanied by a vandal's pitch-lowering whistle.  Around the
outside of the cabin ran a catwalk. Not all of the 2x4 boards
remained in place. I stepped outside through an empty window
frame, gingerly testing the catwalk's strength as I applied my
weight. I took one slow and careful walk around the cabin. I
could only imagine the fun to be had plinking at targets below.
All in due time. This was going to be a great place to live.

I thought about the story of the Devil offering all that could
be surveyed from such a perch if loyalty was pledged to him.
Given such a choice, I knew my answer: "Nah. I only need a
couple of acres down below."  I could see that those couple of
acres needed nothing but TLC and a lot of hard work, starting
with the removal of all the litter and debris scattered over the
ground. Then there would be the actual work of surviving 4720
feet in elevation, 60 miles north of the 45th parallel. It was late
summer, and soon to be fall. I knew snow had to rule this roost
for months on end. What challenges the winters would bring,
I could only guess.

The Civil Conservation Corps built this ideal situation for
me back in 1936. Yes, this place would become mine. It would
provide me with challenging adventures on a daily basis.  I
drove back to town, and made the call. "I'll take it!"  The
woman was so happy. She admitted that when the tower went
up for auction in 1977, she and her husband were surprised to
have placed the winning bid. They never did much with the
estate, and it had been on the market for five years. I was the
first to answer any of her ads.
               

MOVING IN, SETTING UP, AND TAKING CONTROL
               

I realized the best I could do in the short time I had before
the snow began to fly was deliver some basic items, and do
some serious cleaning up, as well as devise a plan of action
that would begin in the spring. I immediately became soothed
and nurtured by the calmness, beauty and nature that
surrounded me. If all went well, after many years of living,
working, and playing in paradise, this would be an excellent
place to die.

By mid-November I had the cabin repaired to the point
where all the windows were whole, the shutters were back in
place, the door would lock, and the inside was clean and neat,
with newly added furniture and basic household tools and
supplies. I would return in the spring to my home. 

I spent the winter visiting flea markets, alternative energy
stores and second hand shops. I bought thousands of dollars
worth of tools, supplies and goodies. So much stuff that I had

to rent a storage space for it all and a trailer to haul it into the
woods outside of Wallowa.  By mid-March I delivered my first
load of goods, but I had to rent another storage space, as my
two-wheel drive van could not break a path through the
snow-covered road that led to my estate.  By mid-April I had
broken a trail through the snow with a Chevy 3/4 ton 4x4 work
truck. As I stood high in the sky, surveying all that I owned, it
might as well have been all that I could see. No one could
claim any of what I saw as his or her view of the world. I hoped
I had the strength, know-how and endurance to conquer and
tame the two acres that surround my elevated perch.

By mid-June I had made a difference. I brought in my
own electricity: solar and gasoline generators, with four
deep-cycle storage batteries. I hooked up an inverter that
turned the 12-volt to 110-volt. I soon had TV, radio, and
electric lights. With my 1400-watt gas generator I could run my
small electric tools, but I also brought in a 3000-watt generator
for the larger electric construction tools. I had a lot of
construction projects on my list of things to do.  

Lightning storms came at me like I'd never seen before.
Usually, one looks up to the sky to see the lightning bolts
connecting the ground to the clouds. When you're up close
and personal with those clouds, the lightning can be all around
you. The lightning has shared with me its most intimate
elements: crackling and hiss, the smell of ozone in the air, and
the concussion of its thunder slapping against me.

My nearest human neighbors were eight miles away, by
road. By crow they were perhaps five or six. It was my real
neighbors that delighted me with their visits. As the years went
by, I became aware of the seasonal flow of flora and fauna.
The first animal life I encountered were rodents: ground, tree,
and flying squirrels, mice, moles, golden mantle chipmunks,
gophers, and birds: mountain blue birds, yellow tanangers,
stellar and grey jay birds, cross-billed finches, eagles, hawks,
woodpeckers, nut-hatches, robins, sparrows, owls, ravens,
ducks, and the odd gaggle of geese.  Bugs were plentiful, but
not overwhelming, unless it was their particular species's
season to flourish. Once a year I would come under the attack
of carpenter ants, moths, yellow jackets, or wasps, and
various types of flies.  The larger animals, deer, badgers,
skunks, elk, coyotes, bears, bobcats, cougars, wolves, and
one wolverine, all showed themselves to me. I became
familiar with their yearly rituals, antics, and life spans from
mating to death.

I spent a year hugging all the trees for acres around the
Tope Creek Lookout Estate as I trimmed up their branches as
high as I could to prevent a grass fire from becoming a crown
fire.  Plus, this opened up the forest around me so that I could
see the wildlife in the distance.  I scraped the ground twice
with a Caterpillar tractor to remove unwanted bushes, stumps,
rocks and uneven ground. I replanted the surface with grass
and wildflower seeds.  I enhanced the driveway with gravel
and a swinging log gate.  I built outbuildings: tool shed, two art
studios, shower/composting toilet shed, cook shack,
walkways, decks, an underground garbage storage space and
small electrical generation equipment sheds. I added a
wind-powered generator to the tower, as well.

Of course, the most important repair was that of the tower
itself. This was no small job. There isn't an inch of the
structure I haven't touched to hammer in nails that were
backing out, replace the unsafe steps, and patch the seriously
damaging woodpecker holes. Someone had stolen all of the
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lightning rods, so I had to purchase
500 feet of copper wire and string it
up all four main stays of the tower
and around the cabin, finally
mounting a new rod on the very top
of the tower. Yes, I stood erect on the
roof of the Tope Creek Fire Lookout,
110 feet high, without any ropes,
wires, or safety net for protection. I
promise you this: it was done on a
very calm day.

From the top of the tower I
removed everything that was not
essential for its structural integrity,
including the dry rot. For a moment
there, with the floor out, and the catwalk removed, everywhere
I put my feet was another step onto the edge of life. Talk about
a thrill.

By rope I pulled up all the wood I needed to install. I had
to wait for the wind to assist me in my maneuvering of the
cut-to-size pieces of plywood I used for the inside and outside
walls and inside floor. Otherwise, the tapered framework of the
tower made pulling the sheets of plywood straight up
impossible, as they would catch underneath the many beams
and cross-members. With the wind as my helper, the sheets of
wood blew away from the tower, as I hauled them upward. I
have some great video of that project.

Once I had the top remodeled to my own dimensions, I
needed some new windows, but where would I find windows
cut to the odd size I had made the window frames? It was
times like this that I knew I was not working on this project
alone. I was compelled to take a break, and drove to visit a
friend in Seattle. I told him of my need for windows, and he
informed me that his neighbor recently built a greenhouse and
had extra pieces of glass left over. I went to the neighbor and
asked if I could look over his extra-window collection. To my
surprise, I found eight aluminum framed windows the exact
size I needed. Thanks to the Great God of Fire Lookouts, I'm
sure.

Tope Creek is about one mile away from the tower. It
dries up during the summer if there is a drought. I knew it
would be a good idea to gather some fire fighting water for late
summer usage. I brought in two large containers and installed
them on two separate platforms. I lifted a 1250-gallon
fiberglass tank to the top of the eleven-foot tall tool shed. You
can bet that I placed a thick supporting upright beam inside the
shed. I mounted a 3000-gallon steel tank on a
low-to-the-ground platform made from one of the trees close
by. I have become a master of the winch, as I did all this heavy
maneuvering by myself. 

Throw in a couple of 50-gallon plastic containers and the
two hundred-gallon tanks on the back of my pumper-truck and
you know I'm ready to attack any lightning strike. I can put out
a lightning strike with 400 gallons of water, all by myself.
               

HOW TIME FLIES WHEN YOU ARE LIVING IN PARADISE
               

After ten years, and a hundred thousand dollars worth of
blood, sweat, and beers, I have successfully restored the Tope
Creek Fire Lookout. Over this decade I have spotted smoke in
the woods, called it in to the authorities, and extinguished quite
a few hot spots myself. I have rescued stranded people from
the dangers that lurk in the woods, especially during the

extreme cold of winter. I will admit, I
did miss two elderly women who
chose to walk to town, rather than to
the lookout after their car got stuck a
mile away from the lookout. They did
not make the fourteen-mile trek on
foot successfully in the cold of
February.

In my spare time I have created
masterpieces of art (see the Gallery
o n  m y  w e b s i t e :
http://www.brianwizard.com), and
written six novels, (I was a contender
for the Pulitzer Prize in Letters, 1998,
and nominated for the Nobel Prize in

Literature, 2000. All books are available on my website.) Two
novels end up at the Tope Creek Lookout: Permission to Live
and Heaven on Earth.

The trick to survival in the wilderness is simplicity.
Simplicity starts with logical preparations, steady maintenance,
the appropriate frame of mind, and always being ready for an
emergency. As I learned in the Viet Nam War: Get Ready and
Stay Ready. One must be of healthy body and mind to live
alone and off the grid. If one is not spiritually minded, I believe
he or she will become so after living in such a place where it
is hard to get a word in edgewise between the constant chatter
of God and Mother Nature.

I could drill a well and have running water and all the
headaches that come with plumbing in the winter, and for a
cost of about $50,000. On the other hand, I go to town often
enough to pick up all the water I need in several six-gallon
containers. 
               

NOW IT COULD BE YOUR TURN
               

Today I have established a park-like setting all around the
Tope Creek Fire Lookout Estate.  Although I have lived,
worked and played here for a decade, and I hope to perhaps
die here, as I could think of no better place to be at that time,
I have other things I need to do. 

I have been given the shoulder-tap once again. This time
it was by the Great God of Anti-Fraud. With my latest novel I
have taken on Nigeria's third largest industry: organized crime.
I am presently saving many people all around the world from
their human weaknesses: greed and gullibility. I need to get
out on the road and promote my latest novel worldwide for the
sake of humanity.

Plus, I need to visit my 88-year-old mother before it is too
late.  So, dear reader, as you know from my ad in the Lookout
Network newsletter, the Tope Creek Lookout is for sale or
lease. I know the $250,000 price tag seems high, but it is a
place from which to negotiate. The lease option is a good
deal: $10 a day with a three-year minimum, money up front.
Why the money up front? Just in case when I return, and
possibly I find everything gone, I'll have capital to replenish.
How about this option? Caretaker(s) Wanted. Donations
accepted. Minimum three week stay.

You can contact Brian Wizard at P.O. Box 42 Wallowa,
OR 97885 or e-mail: bwizard@eoni.com. Or telephone/fax:
541-886-0119.  If you would like to support the Tope Creek
Fire Lookout financially, you can do so by purchasing any of
Brian Wizard's artwork, books, etc., found on his website:
brianwizard.com.


