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WILDFIRE HISTORY IN JEFFERSON COUNTY

Je�co Incident Management Team
In 2000, the Hi Meadow �re 
threatened historic Baehrden 
Lodge (Pine Valley Ranch 
Lodge), designed by J.J.B. 
Benedict and owned by Je�er-
son County Open Space. �at 
�re burned 58 other structures. 

A Category B FEMA disaster 
for Je�co and Park counties, 
the Hi Meadow �re led to the 
formal establishment of the Jef-
fco Incident Management Team 
(IMT), a group initially created 
in 1992. �is was the �rst IMT 

to be certi�ed by the state of Colorado and the �rst organized 
by a Colorado county. By 2006, they had been called out to �res 
eleven more times (the original group had also responded to the 
1996 Bu�alo Creek �re).  
Source:
Je�co Sheri�’s o�ce. Incident Management Team, at http://je�co.us/sheri�/sheri�_T62_R104.
htm; see Table 1. Retrieved July 23, 2012. Photo courtesy of Je�erson County Sherrif ’s O�ce.

There are accounts of other 
major wild�res in Clear 
Creek Canyon in the 1870s, 

as well as major wild�res in Clear 
Creek and Bear Creek Canyons in the 
early 1890s. Edward Berthoud con-
cluded that the resulting vegetation 
loss contributed to the magnitude 
of the Great Flood of 1896 through 
both areas, and his conclusion proba-
bly would mean the same for Golden’s 
�ood of 1894 as well. Combined with 
the Bu�alo Creek �ood of 1996 there 
have been 23 deaths by �oods that ex-
perts have concluded were contribut-
ed to by wild�res, around two-thirds 
of Je�co’s total of those lost in �oods.

�is is a letter from Edward L. Ber-
thoud, acting in o�cial capacity with 
the Colorado Forest Association, 
published in the Transcript on August 
12, 1896.

Do you know of any historic sites, 
especially endangered places, that 

should be recognized and preserved? 
�e Je�erson County Historical Commission invites you to 
participate in the county’s Landmark Designation Program 
dedicated to the preservation of a wide range of historic sites, 
including private and public structures; cultural and commer-
cial sites; historic districts; archaeological sites; and time-hon-
ored features of natural history.  

Information and criteria for Landmark Designation may be found at 
HistoricJe�co.org. Also you may contact Dennis Dempsey in Je�co 

Planning and Zoning: ddempsey@je�co.us, 303-271-8734.

Historic Consequences of Early Fires
“To Our Farmers
�ere is no disguising the fact the wholesale destruc-
tion of the former vast pine forests that clad the slopes 
of the mountains on Bear, Clear, Ralston and Boulder 
creeks, and the continuance of the wholesale destruc-
tion by saw-mills and by �res, and the utter and com-
plete want of protection to the forests of our mountain 
reserves, is the immediate cause of the destructive 
�oods which all these streams entail upon every one 
living near them, from the too abrupt and sudden 
drainage of large rain-storms on the denuded slopes 
and valleys of our mountain ranges. Accompanying 
this sudden e�usion of water, where no forest area re-
mains to absorb and slowly give them out is the denu-
dation and loss of rich soil, which yearly strips our best 
mountain farms of millions of tons of rich earth, and 
leaves in the valleys, bare rocks or else vast amounts 
of gravel and broken stone bars. It is a fact that no 
�t soil is left to nourish a new forest of coniferous or 
deciduous trees. To the farmers in the valleys of Clear 
and Bear creeks the �oods of July 24, 25 and 26 are 
an object lesson of no uncertain measure, protect the 
forest of the central range, and you will have irriga-
tion water in season. Let this measure go, in less than 
ten years you will have no water when required.”

Note: Berthoud foretold the 
concerns we have today in re-
cent burn areas, and we did 
lose 2 more at Bu�alo Creek 
in 1996 (a century later) due 
to this ourselves. �e storm of 
1896 was immense so I can’t 
give the burn areas sole credit 
for the �ood as Berthoud does, 
but de�nitely agree the wild-
�res increased its magnitude. It 
was a 1,000-year event by mea-
surement, which must have 
made it even more apocalyptic 
in sheer scope. I consider the 
wild�res as contributing to the 
1894 Clear Creek �ood which 
wreaked havoc on Golden as 
well. Berthoud was fortunately 
mistaken that the slopes could 
no longer support forest, as the 
forested areas have recovered. 

by Richard Gardner

The Yellow Barn - 27051 Barkley Rd, Conifer  
a JCHC  landmarked building, 2003

Home
Reprinted from Historically Jeffco magazine, 2012 ,Issue 33, p 29. All rights reserved; Jefferson Co. Historical Commission..     


