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A Snapshot of Fire Activity Prior to Fire Suppression 
	  
Minnich,	  R.A.	  1987.	  Fire	  behavior	  in	  southern	  California	  
chaparral	  before	  fire	  control:	  the	  Mount	  Wilson	  burns	  at	  
the	  turn	  of	  the	  century.	  Annals	  of	  the	  Association	  of	  
American	  Geographers	  77:599-‐618.	  
	  
This	  1987	  paper	  by	  Richard	  Minnich	  summarizes	  
newspaper	  accounts	  for	  selected	  fires	  between	  
1868	  and	  1900	  in	  the	  San	  Gabriel	  Mountains	  of	  
southern	  California,	  and	  describes	  in	  detail	  the	  
behavior	  of	  three	  summer	  fires	  in	  1896,	  1898	  and	  
1900	  on	  Mt.	  Wilson.	  	  
	  
Over	  35	  fires	  during	  the	  latter	  third	  of	  the	  19th	  
century	  were	  noted,	  representing	  a	  range	  of	  
different	  fire	  behaviors.	  	  Some	  of	  these	  appeared	  
to	  burn	  slowly	  for	  long	  periods	  and	  others	  were	  
described	  as	  “extensive	  conflagrations	  raging	  in	  
the	  mountains”	  (see	  Table	  1).	  Three	  fires	  over	  a	  5	  
year	  period	  near	  the	  end	  of	  the	  century	  were	  
described	  in	  greater	  detail.	  
	  
As	  reconstructed	  from	  newspaper	  accounts	  the	  
three	  selected	  fires	  apparently	  burned	  for	  two-‐
three	  months	  during	  late	  summer	  and	  early	  fall.	  
During	  this	  time	  the	  fires	  were	  described	  as	  
smoldering	  fires	  that	  crept	  along	  at	  a	  rather	  slow	  
pace	  interrupted	  at	  times	  by	  flare	  ups	  throughout	  
the	  period.	  The	  1896	  Arroyo	  Seco	  Fire	  was	  a	  
lightening-‐strike	  fire	  lasting	  from	  September	  1	  to	  
October	  16	  with	  four	  different	  major	  flare-‐ups	  	  
between	  long	  periods	  of	  smoldering.	  Likewise,	  the	  
1898	  Mt.	  Lowe	  Fire	  lasted	  from	  July	  28	  to	  
October	  29	  and	  the	  1900	  Santa	  Anita	  Canyon	  
Fire	  lasted	  from	  July	  22	  to	  September	  2	  with	  	  
	  

	  
similar	  patterns	  of	  smoldering	  and	  flaring,	  
consuming	  both	  shrublands	  and	  forests	  at	  
different	  times	  during	  this	  period.	  	  
	  
Prior	  to	  fire	  suppression	  fires	  in	  this	  mountain	  
range	  often	  burned	  for	  many	  months,	  sometimes	  
burning	  slowly	  producing	  low	  intensity	  
smoldering	  fires	  and	  at	  other	  times	  responding	  
dramatically	  to	  changes	  in	  weather	  and	  turning	  
violent,	  producing	  catastrophic	  raging	  infernos	  
not	  unlike	  some	  of	  the	  worst	  contemporary	  fires.	  

Management Implications 
	  

Newspaper	  accounts	  from	  the	  19th	  century	  
describe	  many	  large	  wildfires	  in	  the	  
southern	  California	  mountains.	  Some	  of	  
these	  were	  described	  as	  low	  intensity	  
smoldering	  fires	  and	  others	  as	  raging	  
infernos.	  
The	  San	  Gabriel	  Timberland	  Reserve	  was	  
established	  on	  December	  20,	  1892	  because	  
of	  concern	  for	  poor	  land	  use	  practices,	  
especially	  overuse	  of	  fire	  by	  cattlemen	  and	  
sheepherders.	  USGS	  reports	  for	  the	  area,	  
dated	  1899	  and	  1900,	  showed	  large	  areas	  of	  
chaparral	  had	  been	  repeatedly	  burned	  with	  
severe	  damage	  to	  soil	  and	  water	  holding	  
capacity.	  
In	  this	  rugged	  terrain	  fires	  started	  during	  
lightning	  storms	  potentially	  would	  burn	  for	  
months	  with	  many	  changes	  in	  fire	  behavior.	  
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