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On March 26, 2012, the Lower North 
Fork �re claimed three lives in Je�erson 
County, those of Sam and Linda Lucas 

and Ann Appel, making it the �rst lethal wild-
�re in Je�co in 152 years. It sadly brings back 
to attention the only previous lethal �re, which 
burned into the upper Golden Gate Canyon area 
in 1859. �at wild�re also claimed three lives, 
three men who were miners, who didn’t start 
the blaze but were quickly overtaken by it. In a 
grim irony, this �re likely also 
started from a “prescribed” 
burn that got out of control, 
of another kind: Some early 
miners, all recent arrivals from 
the east not knowing the dan-
gers of this dry climate, de-
liberately set �res to burn o� 
underbrush while they were 
looking for gold. 

A prospector along the original road to the gold 
�elds encountered the miners’ remains eight 
miles east of “the mines,” that is, the Black 
Hawk-Central City area. �is places the deaths 
in a ravine along Guy Gulch in the area west 
of Booten Gulch and today’s Centennial House, 
within Je�erson County. Burned beyond recog-
nition and without the aid of modern technol-
ogy to identify them, they were given a proper 
burial at the place where they perished. Here is 
the Rocky Mountain News report provided by 
Capt. Richard Sopris, foreman of the investigat-
ing committee:

“On Wednesday, June 15, Mr. John N. Sapp, a 
miner, while prospecting, came upon the bod-
ies of three men having the appearance of min-
ers on a prospecting tour, burned to death, their 
features so destroyed by �re, that even their own 
relatives could not have recognized them. Mr. 
Sapp, without removing the bodies or making 
any examination, returned to the mines, some 
eight miles, and reported the news of the sad dis-
covery. �e miners at once appointed a Commit-

The front page of 
the Rocky Mountain 
News carried the 
headline of Je�erson 
County’s �rst major 
wild�re, which was 
also its �rst lethal 
one.

Je�co’s First Major Wild�re
By Richard Gardner

WILDFIRE HISTORY IN JEFFERSON COUNTY

In 1999, the Colorado State Forest Service conducted a wild�re risk assessment. Je�erson County was 
considered the most vulnerable in the state, by far, with 56.8% of its area at risk from wild�re. 

tee or Jury to proceed to the place, accompanied 
by Mr. S., to examine the bodies and report the 
cause of their death. �e Jury consisted of twelve 
men: Mr. R. Sopris, Dr. Joseph Casto, J.H. 
Turner, William C. Squires, Edward �ompson, 
Charles A. Walker, �omas Robison, �omas 
McDermit, James Addington, Argent Cansdell, 
Nelson Welker, and Marvin Welker. �ey were 
accompanied by the following who assisted in 
burying the bodies, etc.: P.S. Mathews, Nathan 
Welker, Norman Welker, T.J. Reel, B.F. Whita-
ker, James Bamneil, Wm. Atkin, Harmon Leply, 
and S.K. Forsythe.

In 1999, the Colorado State Forest Service conducted a wild�re risk assessment. Je�erson County was 
considered the most vulnerable in the state, by far, with 56.8% of its area at risk from wild�re. 

View of the Indian 
Gulch �re from 
residences in Golden 
area. 
Chuck Haraway
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“Upon a careful examination of the bodies, no 
marks of personal violence being found, the de-
cision of the Committee and all present was that 
they came to their death by being caught in a 
mountain �re of the most destructive charac-
ter. �e bodies were found laying on their faces 
with their heads up the mountain and but a few 
rods from each other on an old trail. At a short 
distance from them was found a pony and also 
a dog, supposed to be a pointer or greyhound, 
burned to death. In the vicinity of the dead bod-
ies were found the following articles: Colt’s eight 
inch revolver No. 5553; the clasp of a belt with 
letters U.S. raised; one dark knife; two tin gold 
pans, double runs; the barrel of a double barrel 
shot gun, �ne London double twist and silver 
mounted; one ri�e barrel, brass mounted, of 
large size; and one long handle shovel, No. 2, 
Ames; one pick of Simmonds’ manufacture; one 
hatchet; remnants of blankets both white and 
blue; one tin camp kettle; one sheet iron dip-
per; one Spanish pack-saddle; one U.S. cartridge 

box; and various other articles such as miners 
out�t would consist of. On the trail, between the 
�rst two bodies, was found $15.00 in gold coin 
and $1.93 in silver coin. �e articles found were 
brought in by the Committee, and deposited 
with Capt. R. Sopris, in Mountain City, to be 
exhibited to all who may wish to examine them, 
which, it is hoped, may lead to their identity.”

In 1864 the Colorado Territorial government 
outlawed miners’ �res of this kind, in the process 
expressing their wish that future o�enders would 
be hung. Unfortunately, these three men remain 
unknown to this day. Reports varied to as many 
as 100 people dead, but Dr. Casto con�rmed 
to the News in November that there were only 
these three. In the future, new evidence might 
be found to �nally identity them, as even this 
report itself is a new piece of evidence that has 
very recently been rediscovered.  
Sources:
John Gregory Country by Charles and Mary Ramstetter, and the 
Rocky Mountain News issues of 6/25/1859 and 11/10/1859. 

WILDFIRE HISTORY IN JEFFERSON COUNTY

“Warm winters, hot, dry summers, severe drought, insect and disease infestations, 
years of �re suppression, and growth in the wildland-urban interface continue to 
increase wild�re risk and the potential for catastrophic wildland �res in Colorado.”  

—Colorado Wild�re Mitigation Plan, 2010 Draft

Slurry bomber 
dropping retardant 
on the Snaking Fire, 
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Mike Quaintance. 


