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Fire ...
Continued from A-1

Fire did jump across the 

river around 5 miles up Illinois 

River road and firefighters 

concentrated resources to 

suppress more than a square 

mile of fire now established on 

the river’s south side. (The size 

of that spot fire at the time this 

paper went to print.)

“We had fire backing 

down the mountain toward 

Mike’s Gulch and toward 

the MacGyver property. ... It 

backed down vigorously all 

night long,” said night branch 

director Robert Bertolina 

Tuesday morning.

Fire managers had hoped 

to contain the Klondike north 

of Illinois River Road, as a 

good defensive position to 

protect both Selma and the 

rest of the Illinois Valley, and 

also, to keep flames away from 

private properties and nearby 

communication towers that 

serve many Valley residents.  

“The spot fire got away 

and ran up the hill, we cannot 

do anything about it,” Long 

said, explaining that with 

“heavy fuels” and “steep 

terrain” that the next best option 

is to utilize local knowledge, 

south of Selma and down 

toward Cave Junction, where a 

new line will be burned out. 

“We’ll keep up with the 

fire until we find a place to 

chase it back up toward the 

Chetco ridge,” he said, referring 

to a location where an old 

fire line was very successful 

during the Biscuit fire and was 

reopened in the Chetco fire. 

“We feel very confident about 

this line.” 

Long also said hotshot 

crews are ordered to do burn 

out operations in tricky spots 

on the Klondike as needed, 

where it’s desirable to burn 

out judiciously, creating low-

severity backing fires that do a 

nice under burn but that mostly 

stays out of the trees. 

The Klondike is now 

over 58,000 acres and 569 

firefighters are working to 

increase containment levels 

beyond 15 percent.

Regarding the northwest 

perimeter of the Klondike fire, 

Long said there’s been “a large 

amount of activity” adding 

how “this is one of the toughest 

places you could possibly ever 

go to fight a fire” and that brush 

through some of the Biscuit fire 

area is “so thick and dry, you 

cannot even walk through it.”

Complicating matters, 

Long explained how the fire 

simmers down under heavy 

smoke - but that smoke also 

grounds aircraft. Then, when 

winds clear things out, bringing 

opportunities to fly again, the 

fresh oxygen also kicks the fire 

back up. “We get the good with 

the bad.” 

Also, to prepare for 

“worst case scenario” in that 

northwest corner of the fire 

where coastal residents are 

watching closely, Long said 

plans are underway to put in an 

additional fire line “far out to 

west.”

Fire Behaviorist Chris 

Moore reported that fire 

“spotting and roll outs” are an 

additional problem throughout 

whole fire, and that “of course, 

anytime there’s alignment with 

winds, slope and fuels, that’s 

where the problems occur.”

“They [firefighters] 

are doing what they can,” 

said longtime Valley resident 

Suzanne Vautier. “The problem 

is that these fires got started 

so early in the summer, and 

we’re not due for the rains for a 

while yet, so that’s scary. I am 

glad that we have the Selma 

Center though, where we can 

have these important public 

meetings. There are a lot of 

concerned people. Looking 

at the maps, the fire is pretty 

close.” 

Go to https://inciweb.

nwcg.gov/incident/5998/ to 

get the latest on evacuation 

levels and for links and phone 

numbers to contact county and 

state resources that can help 

people cope with the fire. 
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Seasons on 
El Capitan

Only a few small patches of 
snow remain on the higher slopes of 
El Capitan, the massive, magnificent 
mountain that stands guard over 
Young’s Valley.  Just a short distance 
to the east its 6,800’ face looms 
impressively high and handsome 
above this great flowery mountain 
meadow that the Gardner gang 
(which includes me) considers their 
favorite summer stamping ground, 
an irresistibly attractive area that 
we’ve almost come to look upon as a 
miniature mountain Valhalla.

At the 6,000 feet level on El 
Capitan’s west face, where great 
boulders lie embedded in the deep 
covering of crumbled loose rock 
clinging to the steep slope just above 
timberline, a surprising number 
of rare alpine flowers grow in this 
apparently hostile environment.  
Some of them are large and showy, 
others small but none the less 
beautiful.

This is the fascinating alpine 
flower garden that draws us like 
a magnet several times during 

the summer months. Every time 
we make the steep rough climb 
to admire and study its botanical 
treasures we make new and exciting 
discoveries.

This year, because of an 
unusually mild preceding winter and 
a hot and dry spring, most of our 
wildflowers at all elevations seemed 
to come popping nervously out of 
the ground and rushing to maturity 
as though they expected a wicked 
winter to be lurking just around the 
corner.  Two weeks ago we made 
our favorite pilgrimage up the side 
of El Capitan only to find the great 
mountain pasque-flower garden 
still buried beneath the snow. In the 
short intervening time the deep snow 
cover has melted, the lovely huge 
white and gold flowers have come 
and gone, leaving the rocky slope 
studded with the attractive 2-inch 
silvery heads of the little Old-Men-
of-the-Mountains – the feathery, 
nearly spherical seed-heads of this 
showiest of the alpines.

Last weekend my gang came 
up from the beach and joined me in 
Young’s Valley for another 2-day 
session of our favorite pastime, 
casing the hideaways of the 
mountain wild plants that we can 
hear whispering tantalizingly on the 
peaks all around but that become 

suddenly silent and seem to slip into 
hiding as we approach.

Early Saturday I drove the 20 
miles up into the mountains, set up 
my little tent and then staked out a 
campsite for the gang, who showed 
up some time later.  Their little Volks 
bus was bulging with homemade 
pies and all the other delicious foods 
and drinks that make picnicking and 
camping in the mountains one of 
America’s best-loved outdoor sports.

Sunday was our big day.  After 
an early breakfast of bacon, eggs, 
toast, fruit and coffee we lined out 
on the trail that eventually, after a 
couple of hours and some heart-
pounding scrambling, deposited 
us in our rocky alpine garden.  We 
spent much of the day mountain-
goating about at the more that 6,000 
feet altitude, enjoying the marvelous 
view all around that this high 
elevation affords.  We were looking 
for new acquaintances among the 
wildflowers and having a pleasant 
reunion with those we’d met on 
previous occasions.

In Velalova Swale we found 
to our surprise a small colony of the 
tiny pink-faced Brewer’s mimulus, 
a new location for this diminutive 
figwort family member.  Beside 
pocket-sized Puff-puff Lake, we also 
noted a new location for the rare 

buttercup-leaved Hemieva, an oddly 
attractive white-flowered mountain-
loving member of the Saxifrage 
family.

The day was filled with other 
interesting discoveries and events, 
including our brief sojourn in 
beautiful Cracker Meadow, just 
west of Young’s Valley.  It was there 
we found the wee bunchberry and 
the violet-flowered butterwort in 
bloom, plus a colorful saprophyte, 
Hypopitys, coming up bottom-first 
through the forest mold. We had 
our last scramble of the day up into 
a scenic fairyland above Stevens 
Camp.

Then it was time to go, and a 
fleeting feeling of regret at having to 
leave so soon was tempered by the 
rosy picture of another longer such 
outing we’d just planned for the very 
near future.

Business and home demand 
much of our time and attention of 
course, but when we’re up in the 
mountains things down below seem 
to lose for a time some of their 
wearisome importance.  And that 
is one of the very good reasons for 
packing up your camping gear and 
climbing up among the lovely peaks 
and high meadows now and then. A snag on El Capitan.


