no harvesting, road maintenance, or reforestation has taken
particular, may have contributed to both the initial ignition of
place for more than 50 years, and which burned and reburned in the Archie Creek Fire, and also to its rapid spread and inten
the 1987 Silver Complex, 2002 Biscuit, 2017 Chetco Bar and
sity (see Map 2).
2018 Klondike Fires. It remains to be seen if it will burn again,
Burning snags can greatly increase the heat, spread and
and when.
severity of a fire due to their height and flammability. Such
In Douglas fir for
ests the lesson is clear:
if widespread snags
are not removed or
otherwise treated (typi
cally by being felled and
broadcast burned), they
are almost certain to
bum again -- and often
hotter and over a larger
area than the fires that
initially created them.
Prior to the 2009
Williams Creek Fire, the
area of the Archie Creek
Fire was virtually snag
free. Highly detailed
Osborne photographs
taken from six separate
fire lookouts in 1933
Map 1. Historical North Umpqua River Wildfires, 2002-2021.
showed a vast landscape
of mostly even-aged stands of old-growth and second-growth
fires can also create and increase their own weather patterns,
Douglas fir. Only the Mace Mountain Lookout photos showed
including high winds, cumulus clouds, lightning, and even
a significant number of snags, and they were mostly gone by
rain. Due to their height and with associated winds, firebrands
the 1950s.
from snags can spread more than a mile in advance of flames,
Pat Skrip, District Manager, Douglas Forest Protective
Association, has estimated it "might take 40 or 50 years" and
"about four reburns or other events" for the Archie Creek
snags to disappear from the landscape.
Jim Petersen, Evergreen Magazine, has phrased it this
way: "Do we cut down our dead and dying trees and put them
to good use or do we let Nature burn them down?"

Risk of snags starting and
spreading wildfires.

During historical time, virtually every major wildfire in
western Oregon has been caused by people or by lightning.
Dry lightning strikes typically occur on a seasonal basis in
specific locations that can be predicted, but people use fire on
a daily basis and fires can be set by careless smokers, camp
fires, motors, powerlines, arsonists or by other means, nearly
everywhere on a year-round basis.
Due to the unusually heavy east winds, massive amounts
of dry, pitchy fuels on public lands -- both snags and logs -
and several sources of human ignition, the Labor Day Fires
(including Archie Creek) burned westward through the river
valleys of the western Cascades like a blowtorch, even moving
through the night and killing nearly everything in their paths.
The presence of snags in this environment was almost invis
ible -- everything burned, snags included.
On the North Umpqua, heavy concentrations of snags
remained from the 2009 Williams Creek, 2015 Cable Cross
ing, and 2017 Fall Creek Fires. The Williams Creek snags, in
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often creating spot
Table 1. Historical North Umpqua River Wildfires, 2002-2021.
fires where they land.
Year
Date Wildfire Name
Snags
Acres
Ownerships
X
Melvin Thornton
17,600
0816
2002
Annle
USDA NF
A
Yes
has reported"10-foot
19.800
0813
Rattle
USDA
Wilderness
L
2008
Yes
long burning limbs"
0912
L
2009
10.600
USDA NF
Boze
Yes
being carried 2,000
0912
6,100
2009
L
Rainbow
USDA
NF
Yes
feet into the air by
2009
8.400
0728
USDA
NF/Private
Williams
Creek
Yes/No
?
wildfire updrafts in
0728
1,900
2015
USDI ELM/Private
Cable Crossing
Yes/No
?
western Oregon. He
0808
4.800
USDA NF/USDI BLM
2017
Fall Creek
Yes
L
also reports that the
0808
2017
31.400
L
USDA NF
Yes
Hannv DoQ
2017 Stouts Creek Fire
0808
2017
1,400
Twin#l
L
USDA
NF
Yes
in the South Umpqua
0808
2017
3 700
Brokentooth
USDA
NF
L
Yes
River basin burned so
0908
2020
Thielsen
9 800
p
Yes
USDA NF
hot and rapidly that its
0908
2020
131,500
p
Archie Creek
Yes/No
USDA/USDI/Private
updrafts formed cumu
2021
0705
24.000 (+)
p
Jack Creek
USDA NF
Yes/No
lus clouds and light
2021
0730
25.400 (+)
Chaos
Yes
USDA NF
L
ning -- which strikes
0730
2021
NearMinkv
4 900 (+)
Yes
USDA NF
L
were observed starting
2021
0730
6 900 (+)
Buckehead
USDA NF
Yes
L
at least two additional
2021
0730
L
L ittle Bend Creek 9,000 (+)
USDA Umnoua NF
Yes
wildfires.
11 ( + 11 =
2021 wildfires still burning as of September 15, 2021: final acreages unknown.
Acres
)
Risk of snags to
Snags: "Yes"= Fire starts and/or still remain;" o" = Pre-fire or post-fire salvage and/or felled.
firefighters.
Attempts to man
X = Cause: "A"= Arson; "L"= Lightning;"P" = People; "?" = Unknown.
age or extinguish a
the air while they were still small has been a point of discus
wildfire are made many times more dangerous by the presence sion in recent year . There have been instances in which
of burning snags. For this article I conferred with several ex
personnel were too widespread to effectively administer to all
perts on the topic, a number of whom, including Thornton and
fires at one time; others in which seemingly poor decisions
Skrip, have had significant professional experience working
were made not to jump; and others in which conditions were
on the North Umpqua wildfires of the past 20 years.
simply too dangerous -- including the presence of snags.
Why many of these fires were not directly attacked from
According to Chuck Sheley, retired smokejumper and
longMap 2. Land Ownerships (private, BLM, US Forest Service) and snag concentrations burned time
during the first 24 hours of the Archie Creek Fire, September 8, 2020.
editor of
Smoke
jumper
magazrne:
"Areas
with dead
snags
are not
jumped
any more.
They were
definitely
dangers
during my
era. Once
you are on
the ground
and build
ing fire
line, snags
are very
danger
ous."
Fire
fighting,
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Figure 3. Osborne photograph, view east and southeast from Mount Scott fire lookout, by Albert
Arnst and Lester Moe, August 20, 1933.
road clearance, hazard tree removal and other tasks associated
with wildfire management and immediate post-fire repair are
made significantly more hazardous in the presence of burning
snags.
Figure 5 shows the older (and rebumed) 2015 Cable
Crossing Fire snags have mostly shed all of the limbs, twigs,
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the next year or two they will likely shower burning limbs and
embers into the winds, onto other fuels on the ground, and on
anyone caught or working beneath them.

Risk of snags to residents.

The 2020 Labor Day Fires illustrated the real risk to rural
residents and communities posed by the increasing numbers
-

Figure 4. View east and southeast from location of destroyed Mount Scott fire lookout. August 19,
2021. Photograph courtesy of Melvin Thornton, Douglas Forest Protective Association fire detection
camera, 1.Sx magnification.

tops, and needles that are still clearly evident on the more
recent 2020 Archie Creek snags. If these latter snags bum in
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and expansions of wildfires in western Oregon. More than
4,000 families lost their homes, 11 people died, and everyone
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