Complex Name:  American River Complex
Number of Fires:  10
Major fires (containment date & acres if available):  

Government Springs

Westville – Combined with Government Springs Fire on 7/9/08 for 19,990 acres

Peavine
7/5/08

551 acres

County:  Placer
Affected Communities:  Foresthill, Baker Ranch, Michigan Bluff, Blue Canyon, Robinson Flat
Agencies in Command: USFS, Rocky Mtn T-1 team (Summerfelt); T-1 IMT (Muirs), T-3 (Suarez)
Start Report Date:  6/21/08
1400 hrs.  
Containment Date:  7/30/08
Total Acres:
20,541 acres  
Direct Fire Suppression Costs:  $23,950,980 per 209
Firefighters Assigned at Peak:  992 on 7/12
Structures Destroyed:  2 residential
Structures Damaged:  0
Fatalities:  0 
Fuels: Timber, & brush
Cause:  Lightning
Summary:  

The American River Complex started during the June 21 lightning storm as a series of 9 fires within the American River drainage area in Placer County.   While 5 fires were contained within 24 hours, four fires threatened the communities of Foresthill, Baker Ranch and Michigan Bluff.   With moderate to rapid fire spread, the Peavine Fire was expected to double in size while the Government Springs Fire was expected to triple in size.  The Westville Fire was expected to merge with the Government Springs Fire.  Smoke created health issues affecting the community of Foresthill.


By June 24, the American River Complex had grown to 1300 acres and 5% contained.  Firefighters discovered and contained two new fires: Hardclimb Fire and Red Fire.  After an extensive search, the eight hikers/miners that had been reported missing in the North Fork area were located and evacuated to safe areas.  The Peavine fire, at 200 acres, was burning in the Peavine Creek drainage and threatening the Placer Grove of Giant Sequoias.  The Government Fire, at 1000 acres, was well established in an accessible area of the North Fork of the American River drainage damaging the municipal watershed  and  threatening recreation cabins and archaeological/historical sites. The Westville fire, at 50-75 acres and influenced by the Government fire, had the potential to be several thousand acres.

By June 26 with the hundreds of ongoing fires in Northern California, competition for resources would delay the team’s ability to achieve suppression objectives on the American River Complex.  All assigned resources were committed to the number one priority fire, the Peavine Fire, with expected containment in 5 days.  Meanwhile the Government Springs and Westville Fires remained mostly unstaffed and would continue to grow unimpeded. With Red flag warning for dry lightning, firefighters anticipated erratic and unpredictable fire spread due to downdrafts as well as new starts. One summer cabin had been destroyed by the Government Springs Fire, with more cabins threatened.

 
By June 29, the American River complex was at 3,697 acres and 10% contained.  Good progress had been made on the Peavine fire with a scratch line now complete.  The focus of fire fighting efforts turned to the Government Springs Fire which became “a race between suppression resources and the fire.” If resources were not able to hold the fire in the Willmont Saddle and Sawtooth Ridge areas, there was a growing concern that the fire could grow substantially and threaten the community of Blue Canyon, the Union Pacific Railroad, the Interstate 80 corridor, and Tunnel Mills Spike Camp.  (The economic impact of shutting down the rail line was estimated at about $1,000,000 per hour.)


By July 6, fire activity increased on the American River Complex as the inversion lifted, forcing the reallocation of suppression resources to focus on areas with highest values at risk.  This left flanks having containment lines in place with minimal staffing and minimal mop-up.  A second residence was destroyed.  


By July 9, driven by strong upcanyon, upslope winds, the Westville Fire developed a major convection column on its east flank and crossed the American River to merge with the Government Fire. Smoke from the fires affected communities along the I-80 corridor from Truckee, CA and Reno, NV. Numerous roads, trails, campgrounds, and other recreational facilities remained closed.  The American River Complex had burned 10,826 acres and was 25% contained.

By July 11 the American River Complex had grown to more than 18,000 acres and was only 20% contained. However as an inversion settled in over the area and moderated fire activity, firefighters made good progress with line construction, mop-up, cold-trailing, and hot-spotting. Smoke trapped beneath the inversion affected air quality from Sacramento, California to Reno, Nevada.  


By July 15 the complex was at 18,799 acres and 50% contained.  The Peavine fire was contained at 551 acres.  Favorable weather and topographic alignment allowed crews to continue to make effective suppression actions on Government Springs/Westville fire. 

The American River Complex was reported contained as of 7/30/2008 at 1800.

NOTES:

6/22 – 2 engine crews assigned to Westville have egress compromised. Stage in Safety zone until safe to leave

6/23 – 2 new fires discovered; 8 hikers & miners missing in North Fork; located after extensive searching. Crews assigned to Peavine Fire disengage suppression actions.
6/25 – Transition to Rocky Mtn T-1 team (Summerfelt)

1 summer cabin reported destroyed by the Government Springs fire

6/27 – Local HAM Radio club assisting with radio operations

7/3 – Fire train brought in by Union Pacific RR

7/6 – 209 now reporting 2 destroyed residential structures

7/7 – Easterly winds, lower RH resulting in active burning on Westville Fire – at 0600 reporting a capped off convection column 

7/9 – Fire developed major convection column on East flank of the Westville Fire.  Fire merged across American River with Government Springs Fire.
7/14 – Fire transitions to Muir’s T-1 IMT.  

Flagstaff IHC located wreckage from an old airplane crash.
7/21 – Support CANG Taskforce “Shovel” with training exercise.
7/23 – Return fire to local T-3 team.
