
District ranger Frank Delaney 
shows his primary mode of trans
portation-a 1928 Chevy coupe 

by Victor R. Hake 
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A Lookout Looks Back 
Mt. Elwell shown from North Point. Circle shows the tiny lookout station in 1932 .... 
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Perhaps the summer of 1977 will long stand as California's worst fire year, 
probably minimizing others once considered unsurpassable. The trouble was 
largely brought about by a set of extreme conditions. While man himself surely 
caused his share of problems, the two preceding winters, having been scant of 
rain and snow, coupled with a series of intense lightning storms during late 
summer, brought about an imbalance over which man had little control. 

Another year of comparable losses was the summer of 1926. Its series of 
holocausts resulted partly from insufficient precipitation the previous winter, 
but more from the intense lightning-storm activity that followed. On the Kaniksu 
Forest in Idaho that summer, a gathering of lightning storms caused over 100 
fires in one afternoon. The following year-when I became employed on the 
Kaniksu-you occasionally could hear some old-timer remark:" If I thought this 
year'd be another like last year was, I'd quit right now!" 

But not until 1931, in California, did I personally experience a bad fire 
season. Like the others, it too was preceded by mild winter weather, with 
minimal precipitation. That summer's activities are described in the following 
article. 

Nearly half a century before the holocausts of 1977, 
fires ravaging the northern Sierra were pinpointed 
by the author from a metal house atop a pinnacle 

. . . Windblasted conifer at left reflects power of prevailing southwesterlies 

A LONG THE upper reaches of 
California's Feather River, 
where the middle fork begins 

to taper down and become a quiet 
stream, there is a massive mountain 
bearing the name of a family which 
in early times settled in Mohawk Val
ley. 

To those approaching the valley 
from the west, this mountain may 
not seem too impressive-it tends to 
blend with other nearby peaks of al
most equal height. But seen from the 
east, its huge bulk stands out impres
sively. This I know, for I once spent 
four consecutive summer seasons 
dwelling atop its highest pinnacle as 
a forest-fire lookout. The mountain 
is known as Mt. Elwell. 

Mt. Elwell overlooks much of the 
southeastern portion of the Plumas 
National Forest in the northern 
Sierra. The Forest then consisted of 
roughly half a million acres of pub
licly owned land. I first came there as 



A LOOKOUT 
LOOKS 
BACK 
continued 

Golden-mantled ground squir
rel is a ubiquitous resident 

a fire lookout in the summer of 1930. 
"To know the woods around us as 

the seamen know the sea," to mis
quote, was of first importance in 
those days , and the principle holds 
today. In going up on Mt. Elwell, one 
of my first duties would be to 
familiarize myself with the sur 
rounding terrain-the mountains, 
ridges, and valleys; the ranches, 
towns, and smaller communities; 
and the sawmills and logging opera
tions, where smoke and clouds of 
dust might show daily. These fea
tures are most easily learned first by 
covering the terrain by roads or 
trails and then, once you are esta
blished on a mountaintop, compar
ing such knowledge to the maps of 
the area. 

I was given several days' briefing 
at forest headquarters, and then 
taken on a short orientation tour 
through the territory I was to watch 
over. In early June, I moved up onto 
the mountain . 

Then, as now, the menace of fire 
was the primary concern of forest 
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The author phones in a fire report from Mt. Elwell, 1931. The map board and alidade 
helped pinpoint the fire's position. Photo was taken using a self-timer on the camera 

protectors, and the first step was to 
establish a dependable means of 
early warning to allow the dispatch 
of adequate manpower at the ear
liest possible moment. That was the 
thinking of the early-day forest 
planners, and the records show that 
by the time the first decade of this 
century had passed, Plumas Forest 
had seven or eight primary lookout 
posts serving that purpose. Mt. El
well was one of them . 

By 1910 or soon thereafter, 
workmen and materials had been 
carried up to its summit by pack 
animals. After blasting away the tip 
of the highest pinnacle, the men in
s tailed a 12-foot-square house, 
metal-framed and metal-covered, 
with wooden floors and walls to give 
some semblance of warmth and 
comfort. Full window exposure was 
made along each side, giving visual 
coverage of the entire surrounding 
area. This would serve both for ob
servation and as meager quarters for 
the person residing there each 
summer season. 

. A sturdy stand was placed at the 
center of the room, high enough to 
be above the windows' lower levels. 
On this was a partial map of the 
forest with Mt. Elwell, reasonably 
well-centered, indicated by a pin 
embedded in the map base. An 
azimuth circle was centered around 
this pin, with the zero facing true 
north. By sighting with an alidade 
placed against this pin and reading 
the corresponding degrees along its 
same side, a lookout could get a bear
ing of sufficient accuracy on any 
given point in any direction within 
reasonable visual range . Simple but 
effective, this method allows the de
termination of the location of any 
object through readings from two or 
more known points. 

A telephone line had been built up 
the north slope from Mohawk Val
ley. Some years earlier heliographs 
had been used, but their effective
ness was questionable. The tele
phone system continued down the 
south slope, thence on to the Sierra 
Buttes, another lookout point on the 
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District ranger Frank Delaney and forest guard Russell God
frey na il up a fire-prevention poster in Plumas Forest, 1930 
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Author shovels a day's supply of snow to melt and use for dish
washing, laundering, and cleaning. Drinking water was packed in 

Tahoe Forest, some miles away . 
Having been exposed to often

violent weather for upwards of two 
decades, the Mt. Elwell station 
seemed remarkably well preserved. 
The building was still firmly an
chored to the rocks. I found no bro
ken windowpanes, and the gal
vanized metal exterior was bright 
and free of corrosion. 

One morning, not more than a 
week after my arrival on the moun
taintop, I was aroused before 5 a.m. 
by a grou p of YMCA youths who had 
hiked up before dawn to see the sun
rise. T here were upwards of 20 in 
the group . Others came and went 
during the day, and almost 100 new 
names, both young and o ld, ap
peared on the visitors' register by 
evening. Not every day would be that 
heavy, but regularly throughout the 
season someone would hike or ride 
to the summit. 

Every visitor, of course, was curi
ou s, and a barrage of questions 
would follow the arrival of a group. 

(Turn to page 56) 
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Woodland Mammals and the Gypsy Moth (From page 24) 

are common inhabitants of gypsy-
-infested forests are the smoky 

shre d the masked shrew. Both 
are effe · e predators of gypsy
moth larvae a upae where these 
stages are found 1 he litter. Their 
feeding behavior is sim· r to that of 
the short-tailed shrew. long
tailed shrew, although not fou in 
our Connecticut study areas, is su 
pected of being an important pred
ator when its range and the gypsy
moth infestation overlap. 

Although skunks and raccoons 
have not previously been recognized 
as predators of the gypsy moth , they 
are capable of eating large numbers 
of caterpillars and pupae. They 
seem to locate the gypsy moth by 
chance rather than by stimuli emit
ted from the prey. For example, 
sku nks , while eating all the caterpil
lars they encounter under a stick or 

small log, were often found to miss 
caterpillars that had moved only a 
few inches from their resting place. 
When a skunk eats a gypsy-moth 
caterpillar, it beats the caterpillar 
with its forepaws, rolling the cater
pillar toward itself while it backs up. 
Wh e n the caterp illar has been 
turned into a pulpy mass, the skunk 
eats it. 

Raccoons eat gypsy caterpillars in 
m the same way, but their 
forepaw more dexterous. They 
pick up indivi terpillars and 
roll them in their forepa , me
times mashing them against a log o 
a stump. This rolling process prac
ticed by skunks and raccoons takes 
only a few seconds. 

The opossum simply grasps and 
eats the who le caterp illar. This 
mammal strikes quickly , grasping 
the caterpillar in its mouth, chewing 

A Lookout Looks Back (From page 15) 

Usually the conversations were 
pleasant and pertinent. But occa
sionally questions would hinge on 
the ridiculous-someone in all ser
iousness might ask: "Do you live 
here all winter?" or "How do you 
take a bath?" or even "Do chipmunks 
lay eggs?" 

One hiker in a sizable group 
seemed quite interested in the 
mountainous terrain, especially the 
higher, more rugged peaks and the 
deeper canyons. Just to the west is a 
scattering of promin e nt points, 
among which are Mt. Washington, 
Eureka Peak , and Mt. Fillmore to 
mention a few, all of a height about 
equal with Mt. Elwell . 

Some distance southeast from Mt. 
Fillmore, on what is known as McRae 
Ridge, is a rocky pinnacle, not a 
mountain in itself, just a sizable up
thrust. The hiker asked about it, and 
I told him it was shown on the maps 
as Gibraltar. That seemed to fasci
nate him , and he studied it for some 
minutes. Then, turning, h e re
marked in all earnestness: "I always 
thought Gibraltar was somewhere in 
Europe!" 

The summer of 1930 passed 
pleasantly enough. Numerous fires 
occurred , but none of major impor
tance . The season ended around 
mid-October. But the summer of 
1931 was different. 

The preceding winter had been 
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mild, and the moisture content was 
extremely light. Spring had opened 
early with clear, warm days. Large 
fires began occurring in the south
ern part of the state at least a month 
ahead of the normal fire season, and 
this pattern edged northward. The 
Santa Barbara Forest (the Los 
Padres Forest today) had a major 
brush-and-timber fire about mid
July. A couple of days later its smoke 
drifted in so thick! y that it virtually 
nullified all lookouts' effectiveness, 
reducing visibility to less than 10 
miles. 

Perhaps a week later, just when 
the atmosphere was beginning to 
clear, another bad fire broke loose, 
this time in the vicinity of Mt. Diablo. 
For the first few hours it was visible 
from Mt. Elwell, but its own smoke 
soon blotted out the entire south
west. The fire continued along a lim
ited range for the next several days. 
In the meantime other fires, large 
and small, broke loose in many sec
tors. 

During that time the Plumas 
Forest got its first major fire of the 
season . I no longer recall the exact 
date and, due to the smoky atmo
sphere, cou ld not even see it. It 
started one afternoon in the Keddie 
area, swept up Cashman Creek, and 
before evening, if I remember cor
rectly, topped the eastern slope of 
Mt. Hough, a distance of some few 

and swallowing it in a few seconds. 
Woodland mammals have in the 

past and will continue in the future 
to be important in the population 
dynamics of the gypsy moth. Gypsy 
populations in this country are 
usually in either a harmless or a 
damaging outbreak phase. One of 
the major keys to keeping the moth 
in harmless numbers is the naturally 
occurring predation by woodland 
mammals and birds. 

Since the best way to cope with a 
problem is to prevent it , we feel that 
it would be wise to enlist birds and 

ammals in future attempts to con
tra sy outbreaks. Their use is 
certainly of the most promising 
biological con agents being con
sidered. Birds and mammals are in
teresting, naturally occurring, and 
effective predators of th e gypsy 
moili. • 

miles to the summit. 
Possibly due to some change in the 

upper atmosphere, the smoke sud
denly cleared a couple of days later, 
and I got m y first look at th e 
Cashman Creek fire . It covered an 
area of perhaps 2,000 acres, mostly 
fine timberland. As the day pro
gressed, two more major fires be
came visible, both some distance to 
the west, in the vicinity of the Coast 
Range . By late afternoon a fourth 
fire could be seen somewhere in the 
Lassen Forest. Before sundown 
there appeared two more large fires 
one in the Tahoe Forest and the 
other in the El Dorado Forest. 

All of these were major fires, all 
had burned for several days and 
consumed considerable acreages, 
and all were possibly within a 50-mile 
radius of most lookout stations on 
the Plumas Forest. Yet because of 
the smoky atmosphere, none be
came visible until that morning. 

For the next cou pie of weeks the 
atmosphere cleared and even ts 
eased off somewhat. Then, in the 
early afternoon of August 24 , began 
the largest fire the Plumas Forest 
would have that year. This one 
started alongside a logging railroad 
track, a short way north of the town 
of Beckwourth. As a loaded train of 
several cars slowly braked its way 
down the gentle grade before swing
ing out across Sierra Valley, a hot 
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spar I< may. have blown from the 
engine's stack, or possibly a frag
ment of metal flaked off a hot brake 
shoe. In any event, minutes later a 
flame was kindled by the brisk 
breezes , and it quickly spread across 
the grass and sagebrush flats. 

When I first saw this fire it 
cou ldn't have been more than a few 
square rods in area. Other lookouts 
reported it almost simultaneously. 
But due to the flat openness of the 
country and the brisk winds, it was 
perhaps half a mile in length before 
the first crews arrived. Before eve
ning it had reached the edge of the 
forest; then it swept up over a cone
shaped mountain known as Sugar 
Loaf. I well remember that late eve
ning. The outline of Sugar Loaf, 
completely aflame, was clearly out
lined in the darkness, although it was 
20-odd miles away. 

I believe this fire ran loose all that 
night, something that seldom hap
pens except when the humidity is 
quite low. The next day it swept over 
a second and larger mountain 
known as Reconnaissance Peak, the 
following day over still another 
known as Bald Rock, and so on. 

At that time there must have been 
a few hundred men on the miles of 
fire lines, all of which were built by 
hand . That was some time before the 
technique of bulldozing fire lines 
had been given much thought. What 
few tractors may have existed were 
small and narrow-tracked, with high 
centers of gravity-not suited for use 
on terrain that sloped to any extent. 
Pumper trucks had hardly come into 
use; had any sizable number been 
available, they would have been of 
little use, since virtually no roads 
penetrated the area to make it pass
able to machines. 

The fire split into two main heads. 
The smaller one, pushing due east, 
was controlled perhaps 10 days later 
on what is known as Little Last 
Chance Creek. The larger head, 
continuing northeast, swept over the 
mountainous terrain down into an 
area known as Frenchman Cove, and 
was finally controlled along the 
upper reaches of Little Last Chance, 
in a valley that now forms the basin 
of Frenchman Lake, a reservoir built 
some 20 years later. Today those 
who camp or fish at Frenchman 
Lake may still see scars of this old 
1931 burn. 

I have no figures on the amount of 
timber that may have been de
stroyed, but I do know that this fire 
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B ndary lines that last so 
Ion they may have to be 
pain ed over to get rid of, 
but rdly ever to keep. 
That' the kind of durability 

expect from 
oundary Paint! 

E PAINT is a 
heavy-bodied paint mad from specially 
formulated high solid material. It 
brushes easily, produces ~·ght-colored 
line free from sags and ru s, remains 
stabilized in the can and a ost never 
needs repainting. 
Available in round gallons and uarts for 
brush; square gallons and q rts for 
Nel-Spot guns; 16 oz. aeroso cans; 
six colors. 

NELSO 
PAINT COMPANY - P.O. BOX 9 
IRON MOUNTAIN, MICHIGAN 4980 

Three Plants to serve you! 

SHREDDER-CH 

Why would you consider 
any other sprayer 

The PS 322T features a poly
ethylene tank which will never 
corrode or scale out, a twin 
piston pump, 3 h.p. engine and 
develops up to 300 psi tor 
spraying tall trees. Are you 
tired of constantly refilling your 
old sprayer, constantly clean
ing rust out of the interior, only 
spraying the lower tree E!Jf= 
branches . Go Mighty Mac, 
available in 22 or 50 
gallon capacity, a 
quality sprayer . 

r------------
FREE 
To Gardeners! 

This Beautiful, 
Big NEW BOOK 

About Gardening 

• 

If you own a rota-tiller (or 
ever rent or borrow one) 
we want to send you 
FREE our new full color, 

112-page book about a whole wonderful 
new way of gardening that can double, 
even triple, your yields from the same 
amount of space. 

We manufacture the "Tines-in-the
rear'' Troy-Bill Tiiier-the one gardening 
machine that makes gardening a joy 
rather than the chore it has been for so 
many folks. 

So, If gardening is an Important and 
joyous part of your life (or you'd like it to 
be) and you really care about improving 
your garden skills, send coupon below for 
your free copy of The Joy of Gardening 
the Troy-Bilt Way. 

TROY-BILT TILLERS 

h c/o GARDEN WAY MFG. CO., TROY, N.Y. 12180 I ------------TROY-Bill" Roto Tiiier-Power Composters 

I Dept. 80895 I 
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I 
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consumed vast tracts of mature pine 
and cedar, that it raged for fully 
three weeks before final control was 
accomplished, and that it burned a 
total of 22,000 acres, making it one 
of the largest fires in the state that 
year. This fire was officially desig
nated the Bonta Fire. 

As the season of 1932 approached, 
serious thought was given to the visi
ble coverage of the existing lookout 
system. The previous season had 
demonstrated on several occasions 
the lack of full visual coverage in 
some of the more vulnerable areas. 
This was a big problem on Mt. El
well , mainly because it is a little too 
far from some of the more highly 
rated fire-danger areas. Another 
reason lay with the North Point of 
Mt. Elwell itself. The North Point is 
about half a mile from the main 
peak , almost at the same elevation, 
blocking from view much of the 
areas most susceptible to fire. 

Intensive studies were carried out 
that summer, and visibility maps 
were made from a number of differ
ent peaks. It was finally determined 
that too few lookout stations existed 

to give adequate coverage, th at one 
or two of those existing should be 
abandoned, and that new sta tions 
should be established elsewhere. Mt. 
Elwell was one of those sta tions 

Commission 
Abolished 

timber, that 

,.~• - ,..,.. ..... 
chosen for aband onment. · 

It was decided that Mills Peak, sev
eral hu ndred feet lower but more 
prominentl y positioned, could bet
ter serve the purpose of early fire 
discovery in certain immediate 
areas, such as along the high ways 
and the railroads, around certain re
sort areas, and at other places of 
habitation. 

In 1934 I was transferred to the 
lower edge of the forest, and another 
man took my place on Mt. Elwell. He 
would then move to the new station 
when construction was finis hed, 
perhaps by midseason. He would be 
the last to serve on Mt. Elwell and the 
first on- Mills Peak . 

Today Mills Peak is still a primary 
lookout post, being one of 18 or so 
on the Plumas Forest. Mt. Elwell is 
no longer used, a "victim" of im
proved forest-fire control. The fire 
station I occupied during fou r su m
mers, in which I even spent a honey
moon with my new bride, is now 
abandoned and stands emp ty on the 
mou ntaintop . Bu t the mountain it
self, looming massively above th e 
Moh awk Valley, lives on. • 

Vermeer was here. 
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"Instant Shade" from Vermeer ... with any one of 8 
easy-to-operate hydraulic Tree Spades. Lets you trans
plant trees and shrubbery in minutes. Quickly. Easily. 
Economically. Exceptionally low maintenance. 
Used by landscapers, tree farms, nurseries, · 
rental yards and tree service firms every
where. Ideal for large tree packagi ng or 
massive tree-moving operations. Interested? 
Contact "The Diggin' Dutchman" for 
complete information today. 

Vermeer 
6905 NEW SHARON RD • PELLA. IOWA 50219 • (515) 628-3141 

THEDIGGIN' 
DUTCHMAN 
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