EPILOGUE
As the firefight against the thousands of fires from the June lightning siege extended into July and then into August, wildland fire managers everywhere waited for the “other shoe to drop.”

California wildland fire managers faced with both dozens of empty fire stations and major fires that still had inadequate resources to achieve timely control worried about when the normal summertime activity level of 25-75 new human-caused fires a day would kick in and overwhelm the system. It didn’t happen. Whether it was because most of the people who start fires (both accidentally and on purpose) were gainfully employed fighting the lightning fires, staying indoors out of the smoke, or on vacation in cooler climes, new wildfire activity stayed at remarkably low levels throughout the siege.

Regional wildland fire managers across the nation worried about the potential for serious outbreaks of new fires in their areas while so many of their suppression resources were assigned to the California fires. It didn’t happen. While there were indeed sporadic outbreaks of new fires in various parts of the country, most of them were randomly distributed and not of significant numbers or magnitude to overwhelm the drawn down initial attack system.

National level fire coordinators walked a thin line between giving the California fires everything that they needed and maintaining enough resources in each region to cope with expected new fires. There was potential for multiple disasters if major new wildfires started simultaneously in one or more regions. It didn’t happen. Even with an estimated 80% of all federal wildland fire suppression forces assigned to the California lightning fires, new fire outbursts were of limited number and magnitude throughout the summer. Sure, there were times when the few resources held in ready reserve had to be deployed to new fire outbreaks in lightning-plagued Nevada and Oregon, or to the drought-stricken Southeast, but overall, while the numbers of fires were near the average, the acres burned remained well below the average. This was probably the result of some combination of favorable weather conditions, increased emphasis on aggressive initial attack by fire managers with few tools left in their toolboxes, increased inter-agency cooperation due to resource drawdown, and greater public awareness of fire danger due to the extensive media coverage of the California lightning fire siege.

There were indeed a few times when new fire outbreaks meant that resources in ready reserve or R&R status had to be deployed to new fires. When the Gap Fire started on July 2nd in Santa Barbara County and became an immediate threat to densely populated areas, large numbers of fire engines assigned to structure protection duties on existing fires or held in ready reserve had to be immediately redeployed, some over large distances. Likewise, when the Summit Fire started in heavy timber in an inaccessible area near Saratoga in the San Mateo-Santa Cruz Unit (CZU) on July 15th, a heavy commitment of already scarce resources, especially aircraft, was committed to quickly contain what could easily have become another major fire. Thus it was that travelers on the freeways of Northern California were surprised to see strike teams of fire engines headed south, away from the still-raging lightning fires visible in the distant mountains. Similarly, when Washington and Oregon were hit with a spate of new lightning fires in July, precious air tankers and hand crews had to be sent north to combat this new threat.

When new lightning fires broke out simultaneously in both California and Nevada, air tankers flew the “hump” over the Sierras many times each day, mimicking the US airlift over the Himalayas into China during WWII, while contributing to successful initial attacks on new fires.

Sadly, on September 1st, one of these airtankers crashed while taking off from the Minden, NV air tanker base, enroute to a new fire in Calaveras County. Tanker 09, a P2-V operated by Neptune Aviation of Missoula, MT under a Forest Service Contract, apparently suffered a catastrophic failure of one jet engine and crashed shortly after takeoff, killing three members of the flight crew. The dead aerial firefighters were:


Gene Wahlstrom, Pilot


Greg Gonsioroski, Co-pilot


Zachary VanderGriend, Mechanic

Not every new fire was successfully attacked. The Panther Fire, which started on July 24th in the Klamath National Forest southwest of the community of Happy Camp, quickly burned several hundred acres in very remote, rugged terrain. This fire would become a burden on the system and result in a fatality. The Telegraph Fire, which started on July 26th in the Merced River Canyon near Mariposa immediately jumped the river and raced through decadent fields of chaparral in two directions at once. This fire was an immediate threat to structures in the communities of Midpines, Mariposa, Bear Valley, and Mt. Bullion, and a longer term threat to Yosemite National Park. Huge numbers of local government fire engines and many airtankers were needed to keep the fire out of downtown Mariposa. The Rich Fire, which started on July 29th in the Plumas National Forest about 20 miles west of the town of Quincy, was immediately “off to the races.” Fanned by winds gusting to 30 miles per hour, the fire spread rapidly up steep slopes in heavy drought-parched fuels on both sides of the South Fork of the Feather River canyon. A new complex would be added to the already unbelievable coordination load at NorCal GACC in Redding.

The already fire plagued Shasta-Trinity National Forest, with two of the largest fire complexes in state history still burning after two months, suffered a near catastrophic event on September 7th, when two new fires started almost simultaneously in different parts of the forest under dangerous burning conditions. The Elmore Fire, along I-5 near Lakehead in Shasta County, and the Gulch Fire near Wildwood in Trinity County, seriously challenged the weakened initial attack system. Only a swift response of aircraft, local government fire engines, and handcrews and fire engines quickly diverted from their off-shift rest at other fires kept these fires from becoming new major fires.

As the fire season began to wind down in the fall, and the last of the fires burning in remote wilderness areas finally received wetting rain, fire managers came to the realization that, despite the magnitude of the June lightning fire siege, the fire season as a whole for California would not be quite the all-time new record of devastation that many had feared. While a spate of several major fires did occur during one period of Santa Anna winds in Southern California in November, all-in-all the fall proved to be relatively anticlimactic.

