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To The Judges:

Eight big fires raged across Colorado - in a tourist town, in western Larimer County, across 
highways at the New Mexico border, along a popular hiking trail near Colorado Springs. 
Temperatures had crossed the 100 degree mark and the relative humidity was near zero. Trees 
and grasses were tinder dry. Federal fire managers ranked the day a “super 6” on the 1-6 scale 
they use to assess fire conditions and hoped what they knew could happen – a spark whipped 
into an inferno by the slightest wind - would not.

But it did happen. The Waldo Canyon fire, a hint of smoke that eluded frantic firefighters late 
Friday night, stoked into a horizontal tornado of flame on the afternoon of Tuesday, June 26 
rolling through neighborhoods built into parched hillsides in the city of Colorado Springs. 

By its end, the cataclysmic fury had scorched 18,247 acres, destroyed 345 homes and killed two 
people. Insured losses of $352 million made it the most destructive fire in state history.

By every numeric measure, the Waldo Canyon fire was catastrophic. But the fire also shook 
the composure of the city. Wave after wave of evacuations were issued as ash rained down 
on the city. Swirling winds that confounded fire meteorologists moved fingers of fire through 
neighborhoods as 32,000 terrified residents stared at smoke shrouded hillsides, hoping for a 
glimpse of their homes.

The Denver Post tracked the Waldo Canyon fire from the start, but when the blaze became 
extraordinary on the hottest day in Colorado Springs history, the reporting and photography 
kicked into high gear. Reporters began live-tweeting the frantic evacuation of residents 
from street corners as panic collided with the evening rush hour. Photographers chasing 
the massive High Park fire 150 miles north turned around and headed to prime view points 
as close to Waldo Canyon as they could get, capturing devastating images of the blaze as it 
consumed the Mountain Shadows neighborhood.

The coverage began with a tweet at 3:59 p.m. Tuesday and developed into a comprehensive, 
but quick moving and sustained report that updated people as many as 30 times per day. We  
pushed real-time information to anxious citizens - some who were watching the calamity 
unfold from military deployment overseas – until the fire was officially contained on July 10. 

For days city officials refused to release information about damage to homes. Rather than 
prolong the inevitable, The Denver Post used aerial photography and plat maps to develop 



a before-and-after interactive feature that allowed residents to survey for themselves 
the damage to more than 300 homes long before official notification was released. The 
photography outraged fire managers, but the newspaper received notes from hundreds of 
residents grateful for the quick delivery of the mostly bad news. 

As people returned to sift through the ashes of their ruined homes, The Denver Post 
continued to probe the origin of the fire and untangle public policy that resulted in delayed 
and chaotic evacuation orders that placed people in harm’s way. They also learned that city 
emergency managers had been warned a decade before that without fire mitigation rules, 
foothills homes were at risk of being wrecked by fire – as was proved by the survival of a few 
houses where brush had been cleared and shake-shingle roofs had been removed.

The Denver Post’s coverage of this devastating fire was not only a community service, but the 
ultimate in real-time news coverage. We are pleased to submit this work for consideration for 
the 2013 Pulitzer Prize for Local Coverage of Breaking News.
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