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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that award too has been withdrawn many times 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. 
Sally L. White

Home
Correction: Hi Meadow fire area, 2000, 11 years after.  

Home
Reprinted from Historically Jeffco magazine, 2012 ,Issue 33, p 25-30. All rights reserved; Jefferson Co. Historical Commission..    
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Oxyoke Fire 2008

Schoonover Fire 2002

Hayman Fire 2002

Snaking 
Fire 2002

Pine Valley 
Fire 2006

Lower North 
Fork Fire 2012

Bu�alo Creek 
Fire 1996

Hi Meadow 
Fire 2000

Wadsworth Ridge 
Fire 2010

Murphy Gulch 
Fire 1978

Black 
Mountain 
Fire 2002

Dakota Ridge 
Fire 2010

Dinosar Ridge Hogback 
Fire 12/20/1994

Red Rocks Fire 2000

Indian Gulch 
Fire 2011

North Table Mountain 
Fire 1988

Fountain 
Gulch Fire 
2002

Rocky Flats Fire 2006

Pike National Forest

WILDFIRE HISTORY IN JEFFERSON COUNTY

1859, June Miners Fires (Upper Golden Gate Canyon)
1869, Nov. 20 Jarvis Hall Fire (South Golden Valley)
1870, May Turkey Creek Fire (Turkey Creek Canyon)
1874, June Floyd Hill Fire (Floyd Hill)
1874, June 13 Beaver Brook Fire (Clear Creek Canyon)
1898, Oct. Crawford Gulch Fire  

(Head of Crawford Gulch & Belcher HIll)
1901, July Evergreen Pine Grove Fire  

(Between Evergreen & Pine Grove)
1902, June 24 Bu�alo Creek
1902, July 31 Foothills Fire (Between Coal & Ralston Creeks)
1905, July 4 Clear Creek Canyon Fire (Clear Creek Canyon)
1907, Jan. 8 Leyden Fire (Leyden)
1908, Jan. 7 Northeast Golden Fire (Northeast Golden Valley)
1908, June Deer Park Fire (Deer Park)
1908, June Crossons Fire (Crossons)
1910, July Coal Creek Fire I (Coal Creek Canyon)
1910, Oct. Carter Lake Fire (Standley Lake)
1910, Oct. Coal Creek Fire II (Coal Creek Canyon)
1919, June 24 Lookout Mountain Fire (Lookout Mountain)
1919, June 30 Creek Fire (Southern Je�erson County)
1920, Oct. 10 Downes Fire (4 Miles West of Evergreen)
1922, June 25 Gates Fire (Bear Creek Canyon)
1924, Aug. 19 (west of Evergreen and Conifer)
1925, May 2 Moonshine Fire (Standley Lake)
1930, June Watershed Fire (Beaver Brook)
1930, July 11 Funicular Fire (Lookout Mountain)
1976, Aug. 30 North Table Mountain Fire (North Table Mountain)
1977, May 19 (5 miles north of Deckers)
1978, Oct. Murphy Gulch Fire (west of Ken-Caryl)
1988, Sept. 7-8 North Table Mountain Fire 
1990, June 12 Bu�alo Creek 
1994 Roxborough Fire
1996, May 18 Bu�alo Creek Fire (Bu�alo Creek)
2000, June 12-20 Hi Meadow Fire (Park County Border)
2002, June 8-July 18 Hayman Fire (Southwest Je�co)
2002 Blue Mountain Fire (North Je�co)
2006 Plainview Fire (North Je�co)
2006 Upper Bear Creek Fire
2011, March 20 Indian Gulch Fire (Mt. Galbraith)
2012, Mar 26-Apr 2 Lower North Fork Fire  

(Lower North Fork South Platte)

Fire map and list are works in progress. Please help us 
add to this record. Send additions and corrections to 
je�cohistory@gmail.com or add comments online at 
HistoricJe�co.org.

Sources:
This map was compiled from Je�erson County GIS
data,  and various internet resources. It is considered 
preliminary and subject to correction. Circles indicate 
an approximate location and not a speci�c perimeter.

Je�erson County Fires
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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, 

April 26, 2002. 
Mike Quaintance. 
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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
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Farewell to the Lamb School
By Milly Roeder

On Monday, March 26, 2012, 
a �re storm, soon to be 
known as the Lower North 

Fork �re, swept through the forest 
near Reynolds Ranch Park, jumped 
Long Gulch, and crept up steep rocky 
terrain toward Critchell and Kuehster 
Road. �e �re was named after the 
area north of the North Fork of the 
South Platte River between Foxton 
and South Platte, where a prescribed 
burn had been conducted. Believed 
to have been put out, its purpose—
to aid �re prevention by burning to 
reduce fuels—seemed to be ful�lled. 
Unexpected strong winds rose from 
the southwest during the afternoon 
of March 26. A hotspot exploded 
into the ferocious �re that spread over 
1,400 acres or 4 square miles and de-
voured 23 houses and a barn. Not 
only that: the �re tore the lives of Ann 
Appel and Sam and Linda Lucas from 
our midst. 

Besides these tremendous losses, we 
also lost the beloved, historic Lamb 
School, a traditional schoolhouse 
in an open meadow along Kuehster 
Road. 

Frederick and Caroline Kuehster had 
married in Central City in 1872. 
�ey homesteaded southeast of 
Critchell in Je�erson County in the 
mid 1870s and built their home from 
logs. In 1886, nine families, includ-
ing the Kuehsters, Huebners, Lambs, 
Dudleys, Greens, and others who had 
settled nearby, became school board 
members and organized School Dis-
trict 36. �ey built a log structure in 
the large meadow on today’s Kuehster 
Road or “Green Ridge.” 

�e Lamb School opened in 1887, 
named after David Lamb, a home-
steader who presumably donated the 

land. It was furnished with a stove 
and �xtures that cost the community 
$9.40; six double desks were bought 
for $19.40 plus freight. It is not clear 
exactly what teacher Stella Dudley 
was paid to instruct her �rst 19 stu-
dents: $40.00 a month or $400 for 
seven months. In 1919, the Lamb 
School was destroyed by �re for the 
�rst time. �e cause of this �re has 
not been recorded. 

�e community constructed a new 
one-room frame building three years 
later. �e one-story gabled structure 
had a rectangular composite stone 
foundation and a steep pitched roof. 
�ree double-hung windows with 
four-over-four panes on each long side 
lit the interior. White painted shutters 
protected the school from bad weath-
er and uninvited guests, though not 
from the �re out of the tops of near-
by trees last March 26. �e roof was 
covered with grey composite shingles, 
and a brick chimney sat on the north-
ern end of the ridge. Before entering 
through the door on the south side, 
one passed a porch built of a concrete 
platform supported by rough stones. 
Two rectangular posts (4x4) support-
ed an awning covered with the same 
light grey composite shingles as the 

roof. Two wooden railings kept kids 
and visitors from falling o� the sides 
of the porch. Horizontal wood siding 
was painted red. Ironically, only two 
boys and one girl were taught in the 
rebuilt school by 1924, and by 1942 
it was closed entirely. �e Sampson 
Community Club rented the building 
in 1955 and purchased it four years 
later. 

In August 2000, my husband and 
I, with friends from the Je�erson 
County Historical Commission, were 
invited by the Sampson Community 
Club to their pig roast on the meadow 
of the Lamb School. We spent a won-
derful afternoon with delicious food 
and delightful company. On March 
26, 2012, nothing—not even the few 
aspen trees that surrounded the school 
and seemed to be dancing for the kids 
and visitors—could resist the fero-
cious �re. We will forever miss it.  

Sources:
Moynihan, Betty, and Helen E. Waters. Mountain 
Memories, From Co�ee Pot to Medlen Town, 
Limited Publications, Lakewood, Colorado: 1981

Bentley, Margaret. The Upper Side of the Pie Crust, 
An Early History of Southwestern Je�erson County, 
Conifer—Pine—Bu�alo Creek, Colorado. Je�erson 
County Historical Society, Evergreen, CO: 1978, 1990.

Granzella, Phebe. A Century of Je�erson County 
Mountain Area Schools. Je�erson County Historical 
Commission, Golden, CO. June 1993

Milly Roeder 2000




