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Fire season hits close

The Silver Creek Fire burning in a remote area of Silver
Falls State Park isn't a particularly big fire — estimates
have placed it at about 27 acres.

But even though the fire is located in a spot in Marion
County that’s a couple of hours from Linn County, this fire
— in a place that is well-loved by mid-valley residents —
still feels too close to home.

Last week, as if to drive the point home, the Substation
Fire erupted southeast of The Dalles, and — in a matter of
hours — grew to 50,000 acres, killing one person, destroy-
ing a number of buildings (including the historic Charles
E. Nelson farmhouse) and forcing residents to evacuate.
It's now burns close to 80,000 acres.

So, welcome to the 2018 fire season.

Linn County has been reasonably fortunate over the
last few fire seasons. Although fires have raged in the
county’s eastern portion, and even though the mid-valley
has filled with smoke from fires elsewhere, most of the
county has been generally spared from the large, destruc-
tive fires that have ravaged other parts of the state.

In part, this is thanks to hardworking and skilled
firefighters who do everything possible to stop small fires
before they can grow bigger.

But, let’s be honest — part of this is luck. And, sooner or
later, our luck is likely to run out.

The Silver Creek Fire is an excellent example of the sort
of blaze that might strike in some portions of Linn County.
The fire started in the Howard Creek drainage, a remote,

steep, timbered area more than a mile from the park’s
boundary. Early estimates of the fire’s size were hampered
because of dense canopy, extensive understory and Limited
visibility due to smoke; improved mapping over the weekend
allowed fire managers to more accurately gauge its size.

The area where the fire is burning is particularly chal-
lenging for firefighters, due to its remote location and
steep slopes. The fact that the fire is burning in a mature
forest with thick undergrowth adds to the challenges, and
to the potential hazards: Falling snags have been known
to severely injure or kill firefighters.

The fire has not had a big impact on activities at Silver
Falls State Park. (If you're planning a trip to the park,
though, remember to check frequently for updates, since
conditions can change quickly.)

The story is different on the Substation Fire, which trig-
gered evacuation of the towns of Moro and Grass Valley,
and the closure of U.S. Highway 97 from Biggs Junction
to near the highway’s junction with U.S. 197. The person
killed was reportedly found in a burned tractor and
apparently was trying to build a fire line to protect a
nearby home. The fire also prompted Gov. Kate Brown
to declare a statewide wildfire emergency.

The cause of the Substation Fire is not yet known.
Officials on the Silver Creek Fire finally determined that
a lightning strike — most likely from a storm that passed
over the area nearly a month ago — ignited that blaze.

Although lightning can be a fierce enemy of firefight-
ers (and a lightning strike can smolder for weeks before
bursting into flames), the fact is that most wildfires are
caused by humans. Data from the Oregon Department of
Forestry suggest that more than 75 percent of wildfires
are human-caused.

Blazes across Oregon and the West will likely keep fire-
fighters busy over the next eight weeks or so. There seems
little chance that the weather will offer much of a break.
Restrictions already are in place for state and federal
forest lands; be certain you know which restrictions are in
effect whenever you go out into the woods.

Keep this in mind as well: Careless actions by humans
can cause fires. It's happened nearly twice a day in Oregon
since the start of this year. Those fires endanger struc-
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who asked me if the trailer
had a license. It did not, but
I gave him a description of

under a cover, even painted
the exposed tongue. Due to
some very diligent police
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The Observer
welcomes letters to
the editor. Letters
are limited to 350
words and must be
signed and carry the
author’s address and
phone number (for
verification purposes
only).

Email your

letters to news @
lagrandeobserver.
com or mail them to
La Grande Observer,
1406 5th St., La
Grande, Ore., 97850.

work by Officer Rogers and
others from the LGPD, the
thieves were outsmarted.
Many kudos to Officer

Rogers and all the men and
women of the La Grande Po-
lice Department for protect-
ing us all from the bad guys.

Dick McClellan
La Grande
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State Rep. Greg Smith (57th
District): Salem office: 900 Court St.
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Oregon Legislature: Legislative
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City of La Grande: Mayor Steve
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tures and puts lives at risk. Don’t add to that risk.
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