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The Gifford Pinchot National Forest covers an area of nearly 1.5 million
acres, ranging from Mt. Rainier to the Columbia River and from Mt. Adams to
Mount. St. Helens. The land was first set aside by Congress in 1897 as part
of the Rainier Forest Reserve. In 1908, it was transferred to the National
Forest system as the Columbia National Forest, and in 1949, it was renamed the
Gifford Pinchot National Forest (G.P.).

The area i1s heavily forested with Douglas—fir, Western hemlock, and red
cedar. A small portion of the Forest east of the Cascade crest and south of
Mt. Adams is covered with Ponderosa pine. The land is steeply cut by several
major drainages and the general climate is one of hot, dry summers and mild,

wet winters.

The natural fire regime of the G.P. is similar to other westside forests;
major fires at any point are infrequent (50 to 400 year intervals) but
catastrophic in their effects. Highly productive and long-lived tree species
associated with the Douglas-fir Zone accumulate great quantities of
intermediate to large class fuels. Fine fuels, the most readily ignitable,
are present in a relatively small amount. The fire regime of the Ponderosa
Pine Zone 18 quite different. Fires are more frequent (5 to 25 year
intervals) but they are primarily surface fires and much less damaging (Martin

et al, 1974).

Fine fuels on the west side of the Forest reach their maximum dryness in July
and August, while the larger fuels do not usually dry out until September.
Most of the fires in any given year on the G.P. are in July and August
(roughly 65Z), but the majority of these are less than ten acres in size..
Most of the larger fires, and virtually all of the catastrophic fires, occur
during September, or from late August to early October (Chart I)..

One of the most critical factors affecting fire size is the foehn wind known
as east winds. East winds are caused by pressure gradients and can occur at
any time of year on all parts of the Forest. They are most frequent in the
fall and are strongest near the Columbia gorge. The largest and most severe
fires on the G.P. have been pushed by east winds (Yacolt, Siouxon, lewis
. River, Cispus, Dole, Willard, Ruth). All but the Cispus were on the south end
of the Forest where the east winds are strongest. They were all preceded by
several weeks of extremely hot and dry weather and all but the Willard started

in September.

Human activity and lightning are the two basic sources of ignition for all
forest fires. Lightning is much less common west of the Cascade Crest than it
is to the east, but it still accounts for a large number of fire starts on the
G.P. (35% - 75 per year: Chart II). Thunderstorm cells develop more
frequently on the lee side of Mount St. Helens and the Cascade Crest than they
do elsevhere and 1ightning activity there is higher (Maps I sxciUBNB).



Man-caused fires account for more acres burned than do lightning fires,

largely because they occur where there is more available fuel and they are not (‘*‘91:3
restricted to a certain time in the season.” Historically, Yakima, Klickitat,

and Lewis River Indian groups set fire to old logs for drying berries, and

lingering fires sometimes spread. Fires may also have been set intentionally

to maintain berrying grounds or keep hunting areas open (Hunn, 1982).

Non-Indian settlement around the Forest began in the 1850's, and many fires
wvere set to clear land. Fires were left smoldering throughout the summer, and
when weather and fuel conditions were right, they would rekindle and spread.
The Yacolt Burn of 1902 began when east winds drew several abandoned clearing
fires together. The Cispus Fire of 1902 was started by a prospector who
wanted to clear downed logs off his pack trails. Many large fires at the turn
of the century were started as a result of increased human presence and

careless burning practices.

A great amount of large unburned fuel and standing snags remained after the
major fires. This increased the fire danger of an area as regeneration took
place. 0ld burns were more susceptible to both lightning and man-caused
ignitions. All of the largest fires of 1902 reburned at least once in
following years. Some reburned as many as six times (Map III). Huge snags
still outline parts of several old burns on the Forest.

The early fires were extremely intense. In September of 1902, 160,000 acres
of Forest land were on fire. The Yacolt fire spread 25 miles in a 36 hour
period. From 1902 to 1929, between 1/4 and 1/2 million acres burned or
reburned on Forest land. By 1930, the Columbia N.F. was sarcastically being
referred to as the "Columbia National Burn” (Chart III).

Initial attempts at controlling the fires were limited to protecting buildings
and farms. After the 1902 fires, prevention and suppression organizations
were formed throughout the Northwest. The primary task of the Forest Service
in its early years was forest protection, but at first, manpower was low and
access limited. 1In:1910, the Forest Staff consisted of the Supervisor, his
Deputy, a Clerk and a Ranger. Seasonal help added three Rangers and ten
Guards. Forty miles of wagon road and 330 miles of trails served as fire-
breaks and access routes. One of the most commonly used suppression
techniques was backfiring, although uncrontrolled clearing fires were set as
late as the 1930's in the name of backfires, whenever some wildfire burned

close enough to be used as an excuse (Cowan, 1961).

Suppression efforts became more effective by the end of the 1930's. More than
25 lookouts had been built on the Forest between 1913 and 1935, and fire
detection was greatly improved. There was better access and more organized
methods of suppression. Shortwave radios were used for the first time on the
Forest in 1936. Airplanes were first used to map fire spread and location in

1938 on the Siler Creek Fire.

Forest use declined in the 1940's due to the War and fire starts declined.
After the War, as timber cutting expanded, slash disposal was recognized as a
serious problem. Throughout the 1950's and 1960's, experience was gained in
controlled slash burning to reduce fire hazard or aid site preparation.

By the 1970's, fire and fuel management was becoming a sophisticated business.
Better understanding of the relationships among weather, fuels, and fire

behavior led to more capable use of prescribed fire and more rapid control of
wildfire. Fire occurrence and size on the G.P. has gone down in the last few



decades. Prevention efforts have also reduced fire starts, especially during
critical times.

Although prescribed burning has become an essential tool, it gtill carries
dangers. Since 1960, over 90 4f all man-caused fires over -ten acres .-have
been due to escaped slash burnsd Escaped.burnp:reptesentlonlywaufraction-of
all prescribed burns, however. Other methods to reduce fire danger are also
being tried, such as increased utilization, off-season and experimental types

of ignition.

The aftermath of the 1980 eruption of Mount St. Helens left a fire problem not
unlike the massive burns of the early 1900's. Salvage logging, prescribed
burning and fuel breaks are being used to alter the fuel complex and reduce
hazard.

The role of fire on the G.P. has changed in the last hundred years, but Forest
managers today are still dealing with the same forest, having the same fuel
characteristics and weather patterns it has always had. Catastrophic fires
can be minimized or postponed, but it is inevitable that some large, severe
fires will continue to occur in the future.
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