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There’s nowhere to escape the smoke from
wildfires

By David Wallace-Wells
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Opinion Writer

My father, who died of lung cancer, used to say that as soon as someone
inhaled their first cigarette they immediately knew, if they weren’t in denial,
that they were harming themselves.

I felt the same way on Tuesday in New York, my eyes itching and my nose
burning and the taste in my throat like I’d swallowed a charcoal bonbon. This
had to be bad. The sky wasn’t quite the apocalyptic orange of Australia’s Black
Summer or San Francisco’s Day The Sun Didn’t Rise, but it had grown
confrontationally eerie, enveloping the city in a blanket of toxic smog.

Until now, if people in the green and leafy Northeast looked at arid Western
cities covered in smoke from wildfires, they could say, that can’t happen here,
thank God. On Tuesday, it did: For a moment, New York’s air quality was
worse than it was in Delhi, the infamous pollution capital where average life
spans are reduced more than nine years by particulates in the air. By evening,
New York had registered the worst air quality in the world among major cities.
And staying indoors may not provide perfect protection.

While winds are fickle, and it can be hard to predict where smoke will travel in
the days and weeks ahead, there isn’t any reason to think the Canadian fires
coughing this smoke up into the atmosphere will be stopping anytime soon.

In Quebec, more than a hundred wildfires were characterized as “out of
control” by local authorities. Across Canada, 13 times as much land has burned
by this date as in recent years, many of which had extreme or unprecedented
levels of fire at the time. And we’re still two weeks from summer.

Even before this Tuesday’s surge of smoke, Jeva Lange at Heatmap had
calculated that East Coasters had inhaled more wildfire pollution so far this
year than most of their counterparts on the West Coast, thanks to a quieter
early fire season in California. “The air is compromised from Minneapolis to
D.C. to Boston,” The Washington Post’s Capital Weather Gang reported on
Tuesday.

A month ago, as off-the-charts wildfires raged in Alberta, I wrote about one of
the scariest revelations of new wildfire science: There’s nowhere to escape the
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the scariest revelations of new wildfire science: There’s nowhere to escape the
smoke. Sixty percent of the pollution from American wildfires is experienced
by people living outside the state in which the trees are actually burning.

This phenomenon is harrowingly new: Between 2006 and 2010, according to
one recent preprint, there was hardly any place in the West where smoke from
other counties contributed as much as 10 percent of local air pollution;
between 2016 and 2020, smoke from distant fires was contributing as much as
half of local air pollution across huge swaths of the region.

Already, the health impact of American wildfires is larger east of the Rockies
than to the west. Across the country, the number of people exposed to what are
sometimes called extreme smoke days has grown 27-fold in just a decade, and
exposure to even-more-extreme smoke events has grown 11,000-fold. Since
2000, growing wildfire pollution has reversed significant gains from the Clean
Air Act, and over the coming decades, it is poised to become the country’s
main source of particulate pollution. In this way, the haunting gray glow of the
sky this week was both a throwback to a more contaminated past and a portent
of a future clouded more regularly by airborne toxic events such as these.

This is especially distressing because of all we are learning about the poisonous
effects of particulate pollution on nearly all measures of health. Globally, all
forms of air pollution are responsible for perhaps 10 million deaths each year,
and, short of mortality, contribute to respiratory disease and cardiac disease,
Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s, dementia, cancer, mental illness and suicide,
miscarriage and premature birth and low birth weight. According to some
recent research, of all forms of particulate pollution, wildfire smoke may be the
most toxic.

The health effects of pollution far from its origin have not been studied in such
detail, but this danger from a distance is changing the way we think about the
menace of wildfire and of climate change. If 10 years ago Californians feared
fire, more recently they’ve begun to fear smoke — even as every one of the
state’s 15 largest recorded fires has taken place in the past two decades. Six of
the seven largest have burned since 2020.

Americans elsewhere in the country who have experienced that threat mainly
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Americans elsewhere in the country who have experienced that threat mainly
by scrolling in horror through amber Instagrams and dashcam footage of
drives through walls of flame are beginning to realize how much farther the
threat can travel.

But the smoke pouring in from the north may mark another perspective shift,
away from the American west as the fountainhead of wildfire. Ten percent of
the world’s forests rise up from Canadian soil, John Vaillant writes in his
mesmerizing new — and unfortunately, exquisitely timed — “Fire Weather: A
True Story From a Hotter World.” Increasingly, those forests look poised to
burn.

Early in the book, a meticulous and meditative account of the changing
landscape of Canadian fire, Vaillant describes the Chinchaga fire of 1950 — at
approximately four million acres in western Canada, the largest ever recorded
in North America. “The fire generated a smoke plume so large it came to be
known as the Great Smoke Pall of 1950,” Vaillant writes. “Rising 40,000 feet
into the stratosphere, the plume’s enormous umbra lowered average
temperatures by several degrees, caused birds to roost at midday, and created
weird visual effects as it circled the northern hemisphere, including
widespread reports of lavender suns and blue moons.” He continues, “the last
time such effects had been reported on this scale was following the eruption of
Krakatoa in 1883. Carl Sagan was sufficiently impressed by the effects of the
Chinchaga fire to wonder if they might resemble those of a nuclear winter.”

Vaillant’s book is not about the Chinchaga fire, but the Horse River fire, also
known as the Fort McMurray fire, which in 2016 destroyed thousands of
homes in the boomtown-center of the Athabasca oil-sand region and forced
the largest wildfire evacuation in Canada’s history. Today, for all but the most
informed followers of wildfire, it is already nearly forgotten — which is to say,
surpassed by subsequent fire horrors and thereby normalized almost into
background noise.

That noise is getting louder as we head deeper into what the fire historian
Stephen Pyne calls “the pyrocene.”

“Fire isn’t going away,” Vaillant recently told The Guardian. “We’re going to be
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“Fire isn’t going away,” Vaillant recently told The Guardian. “We’re going to be
burning for this entire century.” The Alberta fires had only just begun to rage,
but he saw the course of change quite clearly. “This is a global shift. It’s an
epochal shift, and we happen to be alive for it.”

Thank you for being a subscriber

Read past editions of the newsletter here.

If you’re enjoying what you’re reading, please consider recommending it to
others. They can sign up here. Browse all of our subscriber-only newsletters
here.

Need help? Review our newsletter help page or contact us for assistance.

You received this email because you signed up for David Wallace-Wells from The New York Times.

To stop receiving David Wallace-Wells, unsubscribe. To opt out of other promotional emails from The Times,
including those regarding The Athletic, manage your email settings. To opt out of updates and offers sent from
The Athletic, submit a request.

Explore more subscriber-only newsletters.

Connect with us on:

Change Your Email Privacy Policy Contact Us California Notices

The New York Times Company. 620 Eighth Avenue New York, NY 10018

https://nl.nytimes.com/f/a/7-eWkaC-UXKjS6Y6xKyFBQ~~/AAAAAQA~/RgRmYzNeP0TTaHR0cHM6Ly93d3cubnl0aW1lcy5jb20vbmV3c2xldHRlcnMvc3Vic2NyaWJlci1vbmx5P2NhbXBhaWduX2lkPTI1MyZlbWM9ZWRpdF9kd3dfMjAyMzA2MDcmaW5zdGFuY2VfaWQ9OTQ0NDgmbmw9ZGF2aWQtd2FsbGFjZS13ZWxscyZyZWdpX2lkPTcxNDExMjcxJnNlZ21lbnRfaWQ9MTM0OTI2JnRlPTEmdXNlcl9pZD0zOTZhZmUzYjZkMmViZjhlNTc2NDM1NDFjMjVkMGE2ZVcDbnl0QgpkeF6ugGTTL3D3UhptYXJ5YW5uc3RlZ2dsZXNAaWNsb3VkLmNvbVgEAAAAAA~~
https://nl.nytimes.com/f/a/YoGASikroHRgZQIBrGaiaA~~/AAAAAQA~/RgRmYzNeP0TMaHR0cHM6Ly9teWFjY291bnQubnl0aW1lcy5jb20vbWVtL2VtYWlsLmh0bWw_Y2FtcGFpZ25faWQ9MjUzJmVtYz1lZGl0X2R3d18yMDIzMDYwNyZpbnN0YW5jZV9pZD05NDQ0OCZubD1kYXZpZC13YWxsYWNlLXdlbGxzJnJlZ2lfaWQ9NzE0MTEyNzEmc2VnbWVudF9pZD0xMzQ5MjYmdGU9MSZ1c2VyX2lkPTM5NmFmZTNiNmQyZWJmOGU1NzY0MzU0MWMyNWQwYTZlVwNueXRCCmR4Xq6AZNMvcPdSGm1hcnlhbm5zdGVnZ2xlc0BpY2xvdWQuY29tWAQAAAAA
https://nl.nytimes.com/f/a/qEIog_arotgUNdT7CImRog~~/AAAAAQA~/RgRmYzNeP0TuaHR0cHM6Ly93d3cubnl0aW1lcy5jb20vY29udGVudC9oZWxwL3JpZ2h0cy9wcml2YWN5L3BvbGljeS9wcml2YWN5LXBvbGljeS5odG1sP2NhbXBhaWduX2lkPTI1MyZlbWM9ZWRpdF9kd3dfMjAyMzA2MDcmaW5zdGFuY2VfaWQ9OTQ0NDgmbmw9ZGF2aWQtd2FsbGFjZS13ZWxscyZyZWdpX2lkPTcxNDExMjcxJnNlZ21lbnRfaWQ9MTM0OTI2JnRlPTEmdXNlcl9pZD0zOTZhZmUzYjZkMmViZjhlNTc2NDM1NDFjMjVkMGE2ZVcDbnl0QgpkeF6ugGTTL3D3UhptYXJ5YW5uc3RlZ2dsZXNAaWNsb3VkLmNvbVgEAAAAAA~~
https://nl.nytimes.com/f/a/5ntLJYdbE0QrNpmAFDIkdg~~/AAAAAQA~/RgRmYzNeP0TUaHR0cHM6Ly9teWFjY291bnQubnl0aW1lcy5jb20vbWVtYmVyY2VudGVyL2hlbHAuaHRtbD9jYW1wYWlnbl9pZD0yNTMmZW1jPWVkaXRfZHd3XzIwMjMwNjA3Jmluc3RhbmNlX2lkPTk0NDQ4Jm5sPWRhdmlkLXdhbGxhY2Utd2VsbHMmcmVnaV9pZD03MTQxMTI3MSZzZWdtZW50X2lkPTEzNDkyNiZ0ZT0xJnVzZXJfaWQ9Mzk2YWZlM2I2ZDJlYmY4ZTU3NjQzNTQxYzI1ZDBhNmVXA255dEIKZHheroBk0y9w91IabWFyeWFubnN0ZWdnbGVzQGljbG91ZC5jb21YBAAAAAA~
https://nl.nytimes.com/f/a/Nsi3dgPkionO9FFmS42GqQ~~/AAAAAQA~/RgRmYzNeP0TRaHR0cHM6Ly93d3cubnl0aW1lcy5jb20vcHJpdmFjeS9jYWxpZm9ybmlhLW5vdGljZT9jYW1wYWlnbl9pZD0yNTMmZW1jPWVkaXRfZHd3XzIwMjMwNjA3Jmluc3RhbmNlX2lkPTk0NDQ4Jm5sPWRhdmlkLXdhbGxhY2Utd2VsbHMmcmVnaV9pZD03MTQxMTI3MSZzZWdtZW50X2lkPTEzNDkyNiZ0ZT0xJnVzZXJfaWQ9Mzk2YWZlM2I2ZDJlYmY4ZTU3NjQzNTQxYzI1ZDBhNmVXA255dEIKZHheroBk0y9w91IabWFyeWFubnN0ZWdnbGVzQGljbG91ZC5jb21YBAAAAAA~
https://nl.nytimes.com/f/a/5gNlIhDmhK-jjEYA77QZ1A~~/AAAAAQA~/RgRmYzNeP4QEAWh0dHBzOi8vd3d3LnRoZWd1YXJkaWFuLmNvbS93b3JsZC8yMDIzL21heS8xMi93ZXN0ZXJuLWNhbmFkYS1yZWNvcmQtdGVtcGVyYXR1cmVzLWhlYXQtZG9tZS13aWxkZmlyZXM_Y2FtcGFpZ25faWQ9MjUzJmVtYz1lZGl0X2R3d18yMDIzMDYwNyZpbnN0YW5jZV9pZD05NDQ0OCZubD1kYXZpZC13YWxsYWNlLXdlbGxzJnJlZ2lfaWQ9NzE0MTEyNzEmc2VnbWVudF9pZD0xMzQ5MjYmdGU9MSZ1c2VyX2lkPTM5NmFmZTNiNmQyZWJmOGU1NzY0MzU0MWMyNWQwYTZlVwNueXRCCmR4Xq6AZNMvcPdSGm1hcnlhbm5zdGVnZ2xlc0BpY2xvdWQuY29tWAQAAAAA
https://nl.nytimes.com/f/newsletter/cqnJPjD0yOU7JDYXFKiNAw~~/AAAAAQA~/RgRmYzNeP0TSaHR0cHM6Ly93d3cubnl0aW1lcy5jb20vY29sdW1uL2RhdmlkLXdhbGxhY2Utd2VsbHM_Y2FtcGFpZ25faWQ9MjUzJmVtYz1lZGl0X2R3d18yMDIzMDYwNyZpbnN0YW5jZV9pZD05NDQ0OCZubD1kYXZpZC13YWxsYWNlLXdlbGxzJnJlZ2lfaWQ9NzE0MTEyNzEmc2VnbWVudF9pZD0xMzQ5MjYmdGU9MSZ1c2VyX2lkPTM5NmFmZTNiNmQyZWJmOGU1NzY0MzU0MWMyNWQwYTZlVwNueXRCCmR4Xq6AZNMvcPdSGm1hcnlhbm5zdGVnZ2xlc0BpY2xvdWQuY29tWAQAAAAA
https://nl.nytimes.com/f/a/tfKmJRd6AToxdOBUrAVlKg~~/AAAAAQA~/RgRmYzNeP0TXaHR0cHM6Ly93d3cubnl0aW1lcy5jb20vbmV3c2xldHRlcnMvZGF2aWQtd2FsbGFjZS13ZWxscz9jYW1wYWlnbl9pZD0yNTMmZW1jPWVkaXRfZHd3XzIwMjMwNjA3Jmluc3RhbmNlX2lkPTk0NDQ4Jm5sPWRhdmlkLXdhbGxhY2Utd2VsbHMmcmVnaV9pZD03MTQxMTI3MSZzZWdtZW50X2lkPTEzNDkyNiZ0ZT0xJnVzZXJfaWQ9Mzk2YWZlM2I2ZDJlYmY4ZTU3NjQzNTQxYzI1ZDBhNmVXA255dEIKZHheroBk0y9w91IabWFyeWFubnN0ZWdnbGVzQGljbG91ZC5jb21YBAAAAAA~
https://nl.nytimes.com/f/a/7-eWkaC-UXKjS6Y6xKyFBQ~~/AAAAAQA~/RgRmYzNeP0TTaHR0cHM6Ly93d3cubnl0aW1lcy5jb20vbmV3c2xldHRlcnMvc3Vic2NyaWJlci1vbmx5P2NhbXBhaWduX2lkPTI1MyZlbWM9ZWRpdF9kd3dfMjAyMzA2MDcmaW5zdGFuY2VfaWQ9OTQ0NDgmbmw9ZGF2aWQtd2FsbGFjZS13ZWxscyZyZWdpX2lkPTcxNDExMjcxJnNlZ21lbnRfaWQ9MTM0OTI2JnRlPTEmdXNlcl9pZD0zOTZhZmUzYjZkMmViZjhlNTc2NDM1NDFjMjVkMGE2ZVcDbnl0QgpkeF6ugGTTL3D3UhptYXJ5YW5uc3RlZ2dsZXNAaWNsb3VkLmNvbVgEAAAAAA~~
https://nl.nytimes.com/f/a/PBTdOMA4y33an9iltBic2g~~/AAAAAQA~/RgRmYzNeP0TjaHR0cHM6Ly9oZWxwLm55dGltZXMuY29tL2hjL2VuLXVzL2FydGljbGVzLzM2MDAwMTQ4ODI2Ni1OZXdzbGV0dGVycz9jYW1wYWlnbl9pZD0yNTMmZW1jPWVkaXRfZHd3XzIwMjMwNjA3Jmluc3RhbmNlX2lkPTk0NDQ4Jm5sPWRhdmlkLXdhbGxhY2Utd2VsbHMmcmVnaV9pZD03MTQxMTI3MSZzZWdtZW50X2lkPTEzNDkyNiZ0ZT0xJnVzZXJfaWQ9Mzk2YWZlM2I2ZDJlYmY4ZTU3NjQzNTQxYzI1ZDBhNmVXA255dEIKZHheroBk0y9w91IabWFyeWFubnN0ZWdnbGVzQGljbG91ZC5jb21YBAAAAAA~
https://nl.nytimes.com/f/a/FLU1e2PymS3VMMJ9x_OrWg~~/AAAAAQA~/RgRmYzNeP0TiaHR0cHM6Ly9oZWxwLm55dGltZXMuY29tL2hjL2VuLXVzL2FydGljbGVzLzExNTAxNTM4NTg4Ny1Db250YWN0LXVzP2NhbXBhaWduX2lkPTI1MyZlbWM9ZWRpdF9kd3dfMjAyMzA2MDcmaW5zdGFuY2VfaWQ9OTQ0NDgmbmw9ZGF2aWQtd2FsbGFjZS13ZWxscyZyZWdpX2lkPTcxNDExMjcxJnNlZ21lbnRfaWQ9MTM0OTI2JnRlPTEmdXNlcl9pZD0zOTZhZmUzYjZkMmViZjhlNTc2NDM1NDFjMjVkMGE2ZVcDbnl0QgpkeF6ugGTTL3D3UhptYXJ5YW5uc3RlZ2dsZXNAaWNsb3VkLmNvbVgEAAAAAA~~
https://nl.nytimes.com/f/a/VcF-nkAxaCr9pvvS5ujXYA~~/AAAAAQA~/RgRmYzNeP0TeaHR0cHM6Ly93d3cubnl0aW1lcy5jb20vbmV3c2xldHRlcnMvb3B0b3V0P2VtYz1lZGl0X2R3d18yMDIzMDYwNyZubD1kYXZpZC13YWxsYWNlLXdlbGxzJnByb2R1Y3Q9RFdXJnNlbmRfaWQ9MTM0OTI2JnRlPTEmdG9rZW49Zjc4NmU0YTkxNzMwMzViNzc5Y2M0NjQ1NTZkMjZhYjdiNWMxYTk2OTdkOGNmMDNiYWQwM2UzN2E2OGRkMzMyMTRiZmY2ZWY4MmJjM2MwYTc1Njk0OGYyZDVjNTlmYTVhVwNueXRCCmR4Xq6AZNMvcPdSGm1hcnlhbm5zdGVnZ2xlc0BpY2xvdWQuY29tWAQAAAAA
https://nl.nytimes.com/f/a/5MAav8nKFsB79A_Njh-oGg~~/AAAAAQA~/RgRmYzNeP0TSaHR0cHM6Ly93d3cubnl0aW1lcy5jb20vbmV3c2xldHRlcnMvbWFuYWdlP2VtYz1lZGl0X2R3d18yMDIzMDYwNyZubD1kYXZpZC13YWxsYWNlLXdlbGxzJnNlbmRfaWQ9MTM0OTI2JnRlPTEmdG9rZW49MmU4YTFhYzkxODVjYTA3Nzg5ZDY5ODdmYmZjYjU4MzkyOTExMGM5NmRlZTEzMzY0OGRiZTkyNTdlOTFjY2Q5OGRjNDAyNzZlYmMwZTcxNDVkMDdmZGYxZDZlZWQzNzIzVwNueXRCCmR4Xq6AZNMvcPdSGm1hcnlhbm5zdGVnZ2xlc0BpY2xvdWQuY29tWAQAAAAA
https://nl.nytimes.com/f/a/vR2xPWK99F7zswVD9PUMfg~~/AAAAAQA~/RgRmYzNeP0TVaHR0cHM6Ly90aGVhdGhsZXRpYy56ZW5kZXNrLmNvbS9oYy9lbi11cy9yZXF1ZXN0cy9uZXc_Y2FtcGFpZ25faWQ9MjUzJmVtYz1lZGl0X2R3d18yMDIzMDYwNyZpbnN0YW5jZV9pZD05NDQ0OCZubD1kYXZpZC13YWxsYWNlLXdlbGxzJnJlZ2lfaWQ9NzE0MTEyNzEmc2VnbWVudF9pZD0xMzQ5MjYmdGU9MSZ1c2VyX2lkPTM5NmFmZTNiNmQyZWJmOGU1NzY0MzU0MWMyNWQwYTZlVwNueXRCCmR4Xq6AZNMvcPdSGm1hcnlhbm5zdGVnZ2xlc0BpY2xvdWQuY29tWAQAAAAA
https://nl.nytimes.com/f/a/cZEcj5nSw9zr7TVXibknkA~~/AAAAAQA~/RgRmYzNeP0TDaHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZmFjZWJvb2suY29tL255dG9waW5pb24_Y2FtcGFpZ25faWQ9MjUzJmVtYz1lZGl0X2R3d18yMDIzMDYwNyZpbnN0YW5jZV9pZD05NDQ0OCZubD1kYXZpZC13YWxsYWNlLXdlbGxzJnJlZ2lfaWQ9NzE0MTEyNzEmc2VnbWVudF9pZD0xMzQ5MjYmdGU9MSZ1c2VyX2lkPTM5NmFmZTNiNmQyZWJmOGU1NzY0MzU0MWMyNWQwYTZlVwNueXRCCmR4Xq6AZNMvcPdSGm1hcnlhbm5zdGVnZ2xlc0BpY2xvdWQuY29tWAQAAAAA
https://nl.nytimes.com/f/a/Be0WgUHCvpReCmyf7VdjVQ~~/AAAAAQA~/RgRmYzNeP0S-aHR0cHM6Ly90d2l0dGVyLmNvbS9ueXRvcGluaW9uP2NhbXBhaWduX2lkPTI1MyZlbWM9ZWRpdF9kd3dfMjAyMzA2MDcmaW5zdGFuY2VfaWQ9OTQ0NDgmbmw9ZGF2aWQtd2FsbGFjZS13ZWxscyZyZWdpX2lkPTcxNDExMjcxJnNlZ21lbnRfaWQ9MTM0OTI2JnRlPTEmdXNlcl9pZD0zOTZhZmUzYjZkMmViZjhlNTc2NDM1NDFjMjVkMGE2ZVcDbnl0QgpkeF6ugGTTL3D3UhptYXJ5YW5uc3RlZ2dsZXNAaWNsb3VkLmNvbVgEAAAAAA~~
https://nl.nytimes.com/f/a/y7hMkvWYCbbt8seYYvQ-6g~~/AAAAAQA~/RgRmYzNeP0TEaHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuaW5zdGFncmFtLmNvbS9ueXRvcGluaW9uP2NhbXBhaWduX2lkPTI1MyZlbWM9ZWRpdF9kd3dfMjAyMzA2MDcmaW5zdGFuY2VfaWQ9OTQ0NDgmbmw9ZGF2aWQtd2FsbGFjZS13ZWxscyZyZWdpX2lkPTcxNDExMjcxJnNlZ21lbnRfaWQ9MTM0OTI2JnRlPTEmdXNlcl9pZD0zOTZhZmUzYjZkMmViZjhlNTc2NDM1NDFjMjVkMGE2ZVcDbnl0QgpkeF6ugGTTL3D3UhptYXJ5YW5uc3RlZ2dsZXNAaWNsb3VkLmNvbVgEAAAAAA~~

