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The 1836-1929 Fire History in Angeles National Forest 
 
Mendenhall.	  W.	  M.	  1930.	  Angeles	  National	  Forest:	  
History	  of	  past	  fires.	  Unpublished	  report	  on	  file	  at	  the	  
USFS	  Supervisor’s	  Office,	  Angeles	  National	  Forest.	  	  
	  
By	  listing	  all	  the	  known	  Angeles	  National	  Forest	  
fires	  between	  1836	  &	  1929,	  William	  Mendenhall’s	  
laundry-‐list	  document	  accidentally	  captures	  the	  
popular	  change	  in	  attitude	  toward	  picturesque	  
mountain	  fires.	  As	  people	  witnessed	  incredible	  
erosion	  and	  flooding	  over	  the	  years,	  the	  direct	  
result	  of	  conflagration,	  they	  overwhelmingly	  
demanded	  government	  intervention	  and	  got	  it.	  	  
	  
Most	  all	  of	  the	  fires	  were	  the	  direct	  result	  of	  
human	  ignitions,	  things	  like	  hunters’	  campfires,	  
smokers,	  well	  rig	  sparks	  and	  sheepherders	  
clearing	  for	  forage.	  The	  first	  conviction	  for	  
accidently	  starting	  a	  fire	  is	  listed	  in	  the	  text	  as	  
1901	  from	  a	  campfire.	  Information	  sources	  
include	  Dana’s	  book,	  Twenty	  Years	  Before	  the	  
Mast,	  The	  Hartford	  “Courant”	  (1869),	  the	  L.A.	  
Evening	  Express	  (1872),	  the	  S.	  F.	  Bulletin	  (1881)	  
and	  the	  San	  Francisco	  Chronicle	  (1892),	  as	  well	  as	  
the	  Angeles	  National	  Forest	  records	  after	  1905.	  
	  
Early	  on,	  the	  fires	  of	  the	  1870’s	  were	  remembered	  
somewhat	  fondly.	  The	  “tongues	  of	  flame	  licking	  
the	  Sierra	  Madre”	  were	  considered	  beautiful	  at	  
night	  and	  not	  of	  much	  concern.	  Typical	  of	  the	  
period,	  two	  Texas	  cattlemen	  were	  known	  to	  
annually	  ignite	  big	  fires	  without	  consequence.	  
This	  continued	  until	  a	  very	  wet	  winter	  in	  1884,	  
when	  the	  Southern	  Pacific	  Railroad	  lost	  its	  entire	  
infrastructure	  to	  flooding.	  In	  response	  to	  the	  
disaster,	  purposeful	  burning	  was	  discouraged,	  
and	  even	  accidental	  ignitions	  punishable.	  

	  
In	  the	  particularly	  dry	  year	  of	  1896,	  the	  
lightening-‐ignited	  Arroyo	  fire	  took	  six	  weeks	  to	  
burn	  11,000	  acres.	  Two	  other	  campfire-‐ignited	  
fires	  burned	  as	  well.	  All	  of	  these	  led	  to	  flood	  
damage	  in	  both	  Arroyo	  and	  Dalton	  Canyons	  for	  
the	  next	  two	  years.	  The	  damage	  created	  “a	  storm	  
of	  protest	  regarding	  protection	  of	  the	  reserve.”	  In	  
response,	  the	  federal	  government	  appointed	  B.F.	  
Allen	  as	  Special	  Forest	  Agent	  for	  Arizona,	  New	  
Mexico	  and	  California,	  and	  gave	  him	  a	  fire	  
suppression	  budget.	  	  	  
	  
Mendenhall’s	  record	  is	  particularly	  spotty	  before	  
1905	  while	  the	  Forest	  was	  still	  known	  as	  the	  San	  
Gabriel	  Timberland	  Reserve.	  1905	  was	  the	  year	  
the	  Reserve’s	  name	  was	  changed	  to	  Angeles	  
National	  Forest	  and	  it	  became	  a	  Federal	  Bureau	  
managed	  by	  the	  United	  States	  Forest	  Service	  
under	  the	  Department	  of	  Agriculture.	  	  

Management Implications 
 

These	  historic	  Angeles	  National	  Forest	  fires	  
were	  almost	  all	  caused	  by	  people.	  At	  first,	  
these	  ignitions	  were	  tolerated,	  but	  as	  
people	  witnessed	  more	  flooding	  &	  erosion,	  
they	  clamored	  for	  government	  
intervention.	  
	  

B.F.	  Allen	  was	  federally	  appointed	  Forest	  
Agent	  for	  Arizona,	  New	  Mexico	  and	  
California.	  His	  appointment	  was	  in	  
response	  to	  the	  people’s	  outrage	  at	  erosion	  
and	  flooding	  after	  three	  fires	  denuded	  
chaparral	  slopes	  in	  1896.	  	  
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The	  Angeles	  National	  Forest	  
“Serious	  Fire”	  record,	  1905-‐1919	  


