Lightning Storm: Friday, June 20 
Things were semi-normal for the California wildfire community on June 20th. The weather forecast was benign, with strong high pressure over the desert Southwestern US producing normal summer warm and dry conditions for inland areas and a southwest flow producing cool and humid conditions along the coast. CAL FIRE units were busy training additional firefighters authorized by the Governor’s Executive Order augmenting normal fire protection forces due to continuing drought. Forest Service fire managers were attempting to train and deploy enough qualified engine and crew supervisors to fully staff their authorized fire suppression force.

There were only two large wildland fires actively burning in California:

1. The Indians Fire on the Los Padres National Forest, about 20 miles west of King City in the Salinas Valley. This stubborn fire, which had been burning since June 8th, mostly in the rugged and inaccessible Ventana Wilderness Area, had already covered more than 50,000 acres and was only 41% contained. Committed to this fire operation on June 20th were 121 fire engines, 71 hand crews, 15 bulldozers, 14 helicopters, and 7 air tankers along with more than 2,300 fire personnel.

2. The Clover Fire on the Sequoia National Forest 8 miles north of Kennedy Meadows, burning since May 28th in the rugged South Sierra Wilderness Area, had spread to 13,500 acres with only 10% containment under a Fire Use management strategy,

Far to the north, the Whiskey Fire in the Mendocino National Forest had been contained at 7,783 acres, with only 12 engines remaining assigned to mop-up chores. While this was a sizeable commitment, it had not overly taxed the interagency wildland firefighting system in California.

A new wildfire, the Trabing Fire, started Friday afternoon north of Watsonville in Santa Cruz County, when hot particles from a vehicle’s exhaust ignited a series of fires along a ¾ mile stretch of road. These fires spread rapidly into a large eucalyptus grove and merged into one fire that threatened hundreds of structures, forcing the evacuation of about 2,000 people, along with 220 horses and other livestock. This fire burned about 600 acres, destroying 26 residences, 49 outbuildings, and 44 vehicles before being contained Saturday. At its peak, this fire required the commitment of 90 fire engines from federal, state, and local fire agencies.

During the late afternoon and evening of Friday, June 20th, thunderstorm cells began moving in along the coast, producing dry lightning strikes from Big Sur in the south to Humboldt County in the north. 

While a “chance of lightning” had been discussed in the previous fire weather forecast, the fire weather meteorologists were unable to predict the size, intensity, path and duration of this mega storm that sneaked in from the ocean. Despite advances in science and technology, the meteorologists remain blind to much of the weather that develops over the ocean. Although the NexRad Doppler radar system can look inside storms and help detect the development of thunder cells, its range over the open ocean is very limited. The BLM’s nationwide lightning detection system, which not only detects all lightning strikes, but can differentiate between negative strikes and the more powerful positive strikes which are most likely to start wildfires, uses ground-based detectors and is also oblivious to any lightning out to sea. While there are indeed some weather stations on buoys scattered about the ocean, they are few and far between. Even the remote sensing equipment available on the various weather satellites has trouble detecting rapidly developing thunderstorms, especially at night.

