
About 22 South 
Lake High 
Schoolers 

crowded into the 
tiny room listening 
quietly to Gerald 
Williams describe 
what it is like to 
be a Forest Service 
fi refi ghter.  “I don’t 
want to sugar-coat 
this. This is hard, 
grueling work. You 
dig all day,” he 
said. He described 
fuel breaks and 
explained a 
controlled burn, 
digging lines, and how to fi ght a wildfi re 
in the middle of nowhere. They liked 
the pictures he showed of what could be 
their offi ce next summer:  tents staked 
outdoors with fi xed-wing airplanes and 
a helicopter in the background. “We ask 
you to show up, ready to work, have a 
strong work ethic and be in shape,” he 
said. Students asked questions about 
physical training, travel, fi re camp and 
money. 

Most of the kids Gerald recruits are 
from the city. “The learning curve is 
incredible. Imagine never having been in 
a forest environment, never even taking 
a walk in the woods, then learning the 
business of fi ghting fi res,” Gerald said. 
Richard Tavares, who has worked several 
summers for Gerald on the fi re line, 
helped present to his former classmates 
and neighborhood friends. He shared 
his experiences: camping outdoors for 
the fi rst time, trying to sleep through a 

lightning and thunder storm, and standing 
on the edge of the Grand Canyon and 
feeling like he was on the top of the 
world. “You get to meet a lot of people 
you wouldn’t meet otherwise, and you 
feel good helping out,” he said.  Gerald 
said having a former student from the 
community helps his recruiting efforts 
and gives kids a fi rst-hand perspective 
on working as a fi refi ghter for the Forest 
Service. Gerald brings his computer 
and helps youth interested in applying 
navigate the online process. 

Barbara Quintana, the career counselor 
at South Lake looks forward to the Forest 
Service presentations. “It is a great 
program,” she said.  She likes that it gives 
her students an option after graduation 
that can lead into a career with the 
federal government. Donovan Barnes 
wants to be on Gerald’s initial attack 
fi re crew so he can make money to go to 
college. “This will be a big help,” he said. 
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Gerald’s approach is systematic. He 
starts early in the year contacting 
and coordinating with Seattle schools, 
counselors, teachers, the International 
District, Tribes, NAACP, woman’s groups. 
“It is important to talk to the counselors 
to make sure the kids that come are really 
interested and not showing up to get out 
of class,” he said. Gerald schedules back-
to-back presentations throughout Seattle 
in early spring, because starting in spring 
he plans and conducts rigorous training 
sessions; then fi re season starts.  

And his way works. He has been successful 
fi lling his six to eight crew vacancies every 
year with diverse candidates since he 
started in 2005. Gerald’s additional recruits 
round out the other fi re and recreation 
crews on the Mt. Baker-Snoqualmie 

National Forest, and the excess candidates go to other 
Region 6 forests. After presenting to 60 students at 
six Seattle schools and two in Burlington this year he 
identifi ed 20 who were serious about going to work for 
the Forest Service. 

More importantly for Gerald than fi lling vacancies is 
hiring the right people. “I need to have eye contact, 
direct communication with them, so I know what I am 
getting,” he said. Gerald stresses that his fi refi ghters 
must start at entry level; they can’t go to college, get 
a degree and start on the fi re line in a management 
position.

“Gerald is successful because he is passionate about 
what he does: fi re and outreach to diversity. He does 
the job, and the candidates respond to that,” said Tony 
Engel, fi re management offi cer for the MBS.

For more information about the Mt. Baker-Snoqualmie 
NF fi refi ghters contact Gerald Williams, gdwilliams@
fs.fed.us, 360-436-2337 or go to http://www.fs.fed.us/
r6/mbs/fi re/mbs-ia.
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Richard Tavares helps Gerald 
present to his former classmates and 
neighborhood friends what it takes to 
be a wildland fi refi ghter. Story and photos by Renee Bodine
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Gerald Williams helps students search for US Forest Service  jobs on the 
computer.


