
Matches by Marty Morris 

Recently I was trying to light a burner on a modern gas kitchen stove with a wooden match by striking the 
match on the side of the box that it came in. I had to strike it several times before it lit. Sometimes I have 
trouble getting these newer matches to light at all and try several before one will light. What a change from 
years ago when you could get a box of strike anywhere matches that would light when you needed them to 
light. You could get them lit with your thumb nail or your front teeth.  
Matches were an important part of my childhood life. My father was a ranger in Crater Lake National Park for 
several summers. Our family lived in a couple of cabins that were in isolated areas of the Park during this time. 
Those cabins have long since been removed. We had running spring water and indoor plumbing but no 
electricity, cooked on a wood kitchen range and our only heat was a wood stove. If we needed hot water to 
wash dishes or for a bath, we heated it on the kitchen wood stove. Wooden matches lit the white gas lanterns 
we used for indoor lighting and of course lit the kindling in our stoves. In those days we had strike anywhere 
wooden matches that were dependable. Both the larger kitchen matches and the smaller box for pocket carry. 
My father smoked cigarettes and always had matches with him. One winter about this time period my little 
brother tried to set our house on fire by playing with Dad’s matches.  
I was a wandering kid. I entertained myself as there was no other people within many miles. My mother was 
busy with my younger sisters and brother so I would disappear and explore the woods alone for miles around 
often bumping into black bear and other forest critters. Black bear were numerous in the Park in those days. 
When I was 5 years old my parents had me carry a knife wherever I went. I was about 7 when they had me 
carrying matches every day in case I got hurt or lost in the woods. I never got lost and never needed to use the 
matches or knife for an emergency, but I always had them with me.  
There was a small stream a couple of hundred yards from our cabin where I would spend hours fishing for 
small brook trout. One day I decided that I would sleep near the creek that night, so I laid out my sleeping bag 
in a good place and went back to the house for supper. Just before dark I walked out to get into my sleeping 
bag and there was a black bear sitting on it. I changed my plans for sleeping out that night.  
My mother went to town, Ft. Klamath, once a week, did the laundry, got the mail and bought groceries for the 
coming week. Ft. Klamath wasn’t much of a town in the late 40’s and early 50’s but you could buy the 
essentials there. My Dad never went to town during the summer. When he had days off, he would usually go 
fishing or explore remote parts of the park.  
Those were good summers for a kid like me. I always thought of matches as an essential tool to be used with 
care.  
Exactly 10 years later I was working for the Forest Service as a back country patrolman in the Sierra Nevada 
Range. I worked alone. I spent 10 days horseback in the high mountains and had 4 days off. I never went to a 
meeting, nor did I drive a new pickup truck. I had an isolated base camp with enough pasture for the horses 
and mules I used, cleared trail and packed whatever need to be packed in or out of the area. I cooked morning 
and night over open fires all summer. I packed a lot of garbage out that back packers left in their camps. They 
left a lot of tin cans where they camped which I smashed and sacked. I did various odd projects that needed to 
be done in the back country if horses or mules were needed to get the job done. This was before the 
wilderness act but there was no motorized equipment used in that area except for chain saws. I had a chain 
saw with me all summer.  
In late August, a commercial packer had a horse break a leg on a slick granite spot in a trail at about timber 
line. That trail led up to a high mountain pass and was so rough and crooked that it made congress look 
straight. The packer used my pistol to shoot the horse then it was up to me to clean up the mess. I packed in 
some old tires and a little diesel to get a hot fire going to burn the horse carcass. By the time I was ready to 
burn the horse its carcass was getting ripe and was crawling with maggots. There wasn’t much old down 
timber available, but I drug what I could find to the dead horse to keep a hot fire going for a day and 
overnight.  
This location wasn’t a good place to spend the night. Feed and water for my stock was sparse. Just a little feed 
between the big granite boulders. I had to drop down to a small stream for water. There was hardly a place to 
roll out my sleeping bag, but I wouldn’t be spending much time in it anyway.  
I got a good hot fire going on top and around the horse. There wasn’t any danger of the fire spreading in the 
boulders and surrounding rocks. When I got the fire lit, I put my box of strike anywhere matches in a front 
pocket of my jeans. When you burn a horse like this you cook the moisture out before the carcass and bones 
are dry enough to burn. It takes about 24 hours to do it right. When you are finished there is nothing left but a 
pile of ash and 4 horseshoes.  
I kept piling what logs I had on the fire during the night. The early morning hours got pretty cold. I put on my 
bat wing chaps to help keep my legs warm and to keep them from getting too hot when I was close to the fire. 
I was getting cold so I mothered up to the up-wind side of the fire and wouldn’t you know, the box of matches 
in my front pocket got hot enough to ignite. Boy did that hurt. Had anyone else been around they would have 



had a good laugh watching me. I had to get my chaps off before I could get out of my pants. It didn’t take long 
to do either. I branded the front of my thigh with strike anywhere Diamond Matches. 


