FOREST SERVICE SAN FRANCISCO 11, CALIFGt:iIa

BRIEF SUMMARY — RATTLESHAXE rFIRE
Mendocino National Forest = July 9, 1953

The Chreome fire in State protected territory was set by an incendiary
early in the afternoon of July-9, 1953, It was -successfully contrelled
by State Division of Forestry suppression crews,

or the szmz aiternoon. The build-up in organizztiocn, scouting, pla
and supprezsicn action was satisfactory acceording to nccerted fire
princirles. The fire - pushed by a southecst wind - 5;re=d in 2 w
directicn up slcpe &ll zfterncon and during the evening lcurs,.

The incerdiszrv ihen started the Rattlesnake fire at apprroximately 2:20 P.M,

8:00 P,

Turbulent wind activity czused spotting from the main fire below the Aldsr
Springs rosd atv ut o4 mile from Fowder House Turn, The lissionary spot {ire
probsbly sterted from this activity,

g:15 F.M,

The tiissionary spct fire was inspected by a forest officer. It was decicded
it probably would run uphill some 300 feet to the ridge, at which tize fire
figtting crews could stert from the ridge top, btuild flank lines dowm ezch
side and conirsl i:, AL this same time the owner of & heavy bulldozer

decided not to ssnd his ecuipment to the spot fire because of the steep

terrain end risk to the tractor bj rolling. & tractor line was ccnstiructed
aleng the fop of ths ridge above the spot fire,

9:00 P.H.

The southezst wind which hacd been blowing all afterncon &nd early evening
subsided and ths Iissicnary spot fire died down. A decision was mzde Uo
SUTTress ;u'b' Qirect azttack., The first crew of tissionaries consisting
of four men, -led by 2 straw boss with some previous training and fire
experience, wWgs ssnt in vo the Missionary spot fires

$:30 P.ii,

Fourteen m;re missicnaries were sent to work con the lissicnzary spot fire-
under a regulerly employed seascnal fire foremen who had several ysars of
previcus trzining and fire experienc

9:45 P.M,

4 reguiar ferest officer and four mere rissionaries were dispetcined to the
iissiorzry spot with lunches for 211 of the men. The regular-fcrest officer
had seversl years previous fire training and experience,

10:00 F.i.
The wes tﬁvlf ange of wind became effective and curing the next few Zcments
several s3.:ct fl es {ron above the alder Srrings road were started below

tha roacd 3C0 tc 400 fest Irom Powdzr Heouse Turn.



2=brief au;mar"-?au+1351ake Fire

Pumper trucks were immediately. brought into play to cuench the spot fires
wnich started below the road, There was ancther spov ageut 300 fest below
the road whici

ich was not visible to the tanker crews,

The two Forsst Service {ire overhead on the Missiocnary spot discu

ussed the
increasing fire activity near Pcwder :House Turn, Tiey conjsc ctures vhether
to go up to the bulldozer line 300 leeb away end ezt tieir lunch cr te stay
on the srot fire. They also discussed the safety aspects of tihe ricisiconary
spot fire in case there was a blow-up fron the mein fire. Apparently it was
decided that the lissionary spot did not afford, encuzh saie area, Ilhe enitire
crew then withdrew to tie szell draw on the east side of cie Iissionar spot
fire to eat thesir lunches - a spot hidden Iron. view of tihe nain firs vear
Fowder House Turn,

10:00 to 10:15 P.iie

This unseen lower spot fire became visible and instead of tr velling
directly up sloze to the road, vaich wes normally expected, the jet-like
effect of a stronger air current caused it fo gpread rasidly towerd ine
north in the directicon of Fouwder Heuse Saddle. “ese lines were starced
down to the dw=aw from Powder House Turn in an atvempt To sicp it with water,
sme . few noments, a forest officer ran cver toward ihe

< to warn them of danger.

The rarid spreazd of the fire from the draw was neading directly toward
the forest officsr and his vantage point. With the information wnich w=s
immediately availstle to him, he gave escape instructions to the test of
his ability, The first instruction issued was To come out of th g
The crew started out in an orderly manner without haste, thinid tneg

were going to another firs, It became apparent tc the forest oi icer
that a1l of them would not have time to escape up the ridge and his next
instruction was for the lower group to "go east" and away from Iire,

The full eifect of the sudden Jlnd chance through the small saddle at
Powder House Turn caused the east side of the tongue of fire to becone
the front and spread rapidly, down canyon in an easterly direction,

dD.lll in a northeasterly direction hed time to reacn the

e, The other 15 men, including 2 forest ofificers, xezt going
I direction retre ntlﬂa away from what had been the ec.stern
flank with the objective of reaching the top of the ricze. It was only

a matter of a few minutes befors the entirs canyon was burnzd and the

15 men overtaXen by the ilames. The rate of fire spread was six tiiies

as great during the tlow-up as its run all afternoon and cduring the early”
evening nours.

11:30 P.Y, (Acoron.)

Two tractors were started clezsring out the Powder House road &nd prepering
it for firing so as to hold this new run of the fire out of CGrindstone*
Canyon. wanen it was determined that the ¥issicnaries could not possibdly
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be in the narrow strip beiwesn the road and the edze of the burn en
Powdsr House lidge, backiiring was started., riring tsgan et approidoately
nidnight and w_s coxrle ted to the bottcn o_ the hill near the Sillacspy
ranch by atout L:00 A.M. This action centrolled the north {lenk of th
fire and stopped the t eat to Grindstone CanJc;. action on the Iire
teyend this point had nc cearing cn the treasedy or the search and rescovery

f the bodies of those who perished.

essicn acticn were not covered by '“e investigaticn.
t the suppression action was chrr”e to a successrul

Deta*ls cf finzl sup

or
It should be noted the

COuClLSlun and in an orderly menner. Final ccnirol was obtained at 5:20 r.lhi,

on July 11 ziter the fire had burned a total of 12C0 acres,



