Three Ruidoso elementary students have won the 2008 Smokey Bear and Woodsy Owl Poster Contest at the New Mexico state level. Lillian Shakespeare-Largo (1st Grade), Caden Wilcox (2nd Grade), and Pierce Montoya (5th Grade) won First Place for their grade levels.

In addition, Lillian and Pierce won First Place at the Four State Regional Level (New Mexico, Texas, Oklahoma, and Arkansas) while Caden won Third Place. The First Place winning entries are on display in Washington D.C.

Forest Service personnel expressed particular delight for Pierce Montoya’s achievement, as he is the son of a couple of “their own.” His father, John A. Montoya, is Fire Management Officer with the National Park Service at Guadalupe Mountains while his mother, Rylee Chino-Montoya is Forestry Technician/Scaler with Timber Management at Mescalero’s Branch of Forestry. 

First through fifth grade children across the U.S. participate in this annual poster contest, sponsored by local Garden Clubs and U.S. Forest Service. Ruidoso art teacher, Deborah Wenzel, had over 300 students from Sierra Vista Primary and White Mountain Intermediate Schools submit artwork for this competition.

Additional contest winners at the local level included:

First Grade:

2nd Place – Zahria Porra

3rd Place – Alicia Castillo

Honorable Mention – Ivy McKittrick

Honorable Mention – Hanna Delanda

Second Grade:

2nd Place - Johnnie Lathan

3rd Place – Emma Pearson

Honorable Mention – Tobiegh Rue

Honorable Mention – Karina Matinez

Honorable Mention – Zavanna Amezcua

Fifth Grade:

2nd Place – Bryan Reynoso

3rd Place – Julia Schneider

Honorable Mention – Travis Mosher

Honorable Mention – Raina Duncan

Honorable Mention – Orlando Orona

“Smokey Bear” appeared at three separate assemblies at the Ruidoso schools, along with local Garden club members, to personally present awards to the winning students. “It is fitting that Lincoln County children won these awards because of who we are as the home of Smokey Bear and the Smokey Bear Museum in Capitan, as well as the vital importance of fire prevention for our area,” said Wenzel.  Each poster includes the slogan “Only YOU Can Prevent Wildfires!” Smokey’s message was learned and expressed by the children through the creation of their poster designs. They chose between a selection of art materials including pencils, markers, colored pencils, and watercolor.

“Shirley Neuhaus of the garden club is to be commended for her work in coordinating this great effort, along with assistance from other garden club members” said Wenzel, “And, our special thanks to Marianne Gould, Fire Prevention Technician, for the Lincoln National Forest, Smokey Bear Ranger District, Ruidoso, and, of course, Smokey Bear.” 

[The following background information is provided by Joseph A. Garcia, Public Affairs Officer, Lincoln National Forest]:

Smokey Bear is recognized nationally and internationally as the symbol for fire prevention.  You’ve seen him dressed in a ranger’s hat and blue jeans and carrying a shovel.  The original Smokey Bear appeared in 1944. Smokey’s message, 

“Remember, Only You can prevent wildfires,” is one that children have heard for many years.  It encourages personal responsibility for fire prevention.  Smokey Bear teaches children and adults to be careful with campfires, barbecues, trash fires, and matches.

On August 9, 1944, the new fire prevention symbol was agreed upon by the Forest Service and the Wartime Council. Artist Albert Staehle was asked to paint the first poster of Smokey Bear.  It showed a bear pouring a bucket of water on a campfire. Smokey Bear soon became very popular and his image began appearing on fire prevention materials.  "Only YOU Can Prevent Forest Fires" was first used as a slogan in 1947. Jackson Weaver, a noted radio personality of Washington, D.C. provided the original "Voice" of Smokey Bear.  One spring day in 1950 in the Capitan Mountains of New Mexico, an observer in one of the fire towers spotted smoke and called the location into the nearest Ranger Station. The first crew to arrive discovered a major fire being swept along by strong winds. Word spread rapidly and more crews were called to help. Forest Rangers, army soldiers, New Mexico State Game and Fish Department employees and civilian volunteers worked together to control the raging fire.  During one of the lulls in the fire fighting, there was a report of a lonely cub seen wandering near the fireline.

The little cub had been caught in the path of the fire. He had taken refuge in a tree that was now nothing but a charred, smoking snag. His climb had saved his life but left him badly burned on the paws and hind legs. The firefighters removed the little bear cub from the burned tree and a rancher, who had been helping the firefighters, agreed to take the cub home. The cub needed veterinary aid and was flown to Santa Fe where the burns were treated and bandaged.  The news about the little bear spread swiftly throughout New Mexico. Soon the United Press and Associated Press picked up the story and broadcast it nationwide. Many people inquired about the little bear's progress. The State Game Warden wrote an official letter to the Chief of the Forest Service, offering to present the cub to the agency with the understanding that the small bear would be dedicated to a publicity program for fire prevention and wildlife conservation. 

The go-ahead was given to send the bear cub to Washington, D.C. Once there, he found a home at the National Zoo and became the living symbol of Smokey Bear. Smokey died in 1976 and was returned to Capitan, New Mexico, where he is buried in the State Historical Park.
