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WILDFIRE HISTORY IN JEFFERSON COUNTY

Wild�res have been an ever present 
danger to the citizens in the dry 
climate of Colorado and Je�erson 

County. Over time they have �ared in all parts 
of the county, caused by lightning strikes, aban-
doned camp�res, cigarettes thrown from vehi-
cles, explosions, sparks from railroads, and more. 
Some, unfortunately, have been intentionally 
set. Historically �res have occurred throughout 
the year, with major �res possible regardless of 
the date on the calendar; realistically every sea-
son has been �re season in Je�co. Some years and 
some seasons stand out, however. Even early in 
the year, 2012 appeared to be one of those for 
the Front Range and the state as a whole. Jef-
fco residents have learned that disasters come 
as triplets: drought leads to �re leads to �oods. 
�ese three “brothers” have been regular visitors 
throughout our history. �e year 2002 has been 
called the “worst �re season ever” in Colorado, 

but this distinction is a moving target. Certainly 
2012 will rival it. In 1980, a �re called “Emerald 
Lake” in the White River National Forest burned 
9,000 acres and was called the “worst �re ever” 
(Rocky Mountain News, June 28, 1980). Sadly, 
that award too has been withdrawn many times 
over in the last two decades. 

Fires become personal, with names that stick in 
our collective memory for decades: Bu�alo Creek 
(1996), Hi Meadow (2000), Hayman (2002). 
Further a�eld, we remember Lefthand Canyon 
(1988), Black Tiger (1989), Storm King/South 
Canyon (1994), and Snaking (2002). Older �res 
slowly drift away as our memory moves on, but 
it is the job of historians to remember. What 
often goes unrecorded as responders deal with 
emergencies is what wild�re can mean to histor-
ic structures and historic preservation. 

We thought this year was a good time to review 
the history of wild�res in Je�erson County. Re-
search continues on this important aspect of 
county history, but here we provide some back-
ground on several signi�cant �res and summa-
rize what is compiled to date. 

“A century of aggressive �re suppression, combined with cycles of drought 
and changing land management practices, has left many of Colorado’s forests 

unnaturally dense and ready to burn. At the same time, the state’s record setting 
growth has driven nearly a million people into the forested foothills of the Front 
Range and along the West Slope and central mountains – the same landscapes 

that are at highest risk for large-scale �re. This movement of urban and suburban 
residents into the wildland-urban interface (WUI) signi�cantly increases the 

values-at-risk from wildland �re – the most critical of these being human life.”   
—Colorado Wild�re Mitigation Plan, 2010 Draft

Bu�alo Creek burn 
area in June 2011, 
15 years after the 
devastating �re. 
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