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View of the Goff Fire with Red Butte on the far horizon 

 For those of us who love the Red Buttes Wilderness, this past summer came with some anxiety. 

On August 5
th

, 2012 a thunderstorm echoed through the deep canyons, and lightening crashed down 

upon the rocky ridges. Little to no rain fell during this storm and three small fires were ignited within 

the Red Buttes Wilderness and the unprotected Kangaroo Roadless Area. The three fires, the Goff Fire, 

the Hello Fire, and the Lick Fire became known collectively as the Fort Complex.  

 

 All summer, as smoke poured over the ridgeline, I was consumed by the fires: Where are the 

fires burning? How are the fires burning? Are firefighters using Minimum Impact Suppression Tactics 

(MIST)? At what cost are these fires being suppressed? Where is fire retardant being dropped? How 

many miles of dozer line are being created? How many old-growth snags are being felled?  How many 

helipads cleared? How many slopes are being backburned, and to what effect? Will the place I know 

and love recover from this fire naturally, “unsalvaged,” as it has for millennium?  

 

 While the fires burned there was little accountability, little way of knowing what may be taking 

place inside the “closure area” or fire perimeter. It was hard to get questions answered, even when 

asked directly. It was like having a loved one in the emergency room and you don’t know what is 

going on inside. Yet now, in the aftermath of this great natural and unnatural disturbance, I can hike 

the trails as before, through a world of soot and ash, through a landscape forever marked by the fires of 

2012. I can now see the wild patterns of fire on the landscape; I can begin to piece together what took 

place, and try to account for suppression tactics gone awry.  

 

 



The Fires 
  

The fires themselves were spectacular and productive. They cleared out undergrowth, thinned 

dense canopies, recycled biomass into mineral rich charcoal and ash, rejuvenated thickets of montane 

chaparral, and in some places burned stands of timber, leaving ghostly snag fields. This is the mosaic 

of fire in the Klamath Mountains, a mixture of high, low, and moderate severity fire mixed with islands 

of unburned forest, woodland, rock outcrop, and montane chaparral.  

 

 Much of the region’s canyon bottom, old-growth forest burned at low severity, sheltered 

beneath a canopy of ancient, well spaced trees. As is typical of fire in the Klamath Mountains, the 

lower third of the slope burned in the understory. The forest canopy was generally left unscathed, 

despite the occasional torching of large old trees, hardwood stands, or chaparral fields. The canyons of 

Fort Goff Creek, Portuguese Creek, Canyon Creek, and the Butte Fork retained impressive fire scarred 

forests. The mid slopes are more mixed, with small sections—often vertical strips—of stand replacing 

fire. On the upper third of the slope, on the flank of the Siskiyou Crest and near the summit of Devils 

Ridge, the fire burned hot through a mosaic of brush and montane forest.  

 

 
Fire opens knobcone pinecones reseeding the burned area 

 Prior to the fire on these steep and rugged ridgelines, south and west facing slopes contained 

chaparral and knobcone pine. The fire scorched the resin sealed, serotinous cones of the knobcone 

pine, opening them, allowing for the dispersal of seeds for regeneration. A month or so after the fire 

many shrub, hardwood, and other fire adapted species have already begun to sprout: Sadler’s oak, 

huckleberry oak, chinquapin, madrone, maple, black oak, and beargrass to name a few.  

 

 
Post-fire sprouting 

 Much of the face of Devils Ridge burned in a mosaic of hot fire, with burned areas next to 

unburned areas. Strips of fire killed brush are now adjacent to dense stands of live, young chaparral, 



much of which was burned 25 years earlier in the Rattlesnake Fire. The ridge’s scattered timber was 

burned in a mixed fashion, some stands torched while others suffered little mortality. The pine 

woodland on the lower slopes burned in a mixed mosaic, including hot sections. I presume the fire in 

this section will maintain the forest’s open character, favoring pine species and hardwoods such as 

black oak and madrone. At higher elevations, the ridge’s few red fir groves did tend to burn hot, some 

stand replacing, others nearly so. 

 

 On the Siskiyou Crest and Boundary Trail the same mosaic of hot fire crept up the southern 

face, but often came to a sudden halt on the rocky cliffs on the Siskiyou Crest’s northern face. In 

places you can find communities adapted to hot fire, such as chaparral and knobcone pine growing on 

the south face; these habitats generally burned in a stand replacing fashion. On the other hand, species 

such as Alaska yellow cedar, mountain hemlock, and Brewer’s spruce, cling to cliffs and rock faces on 

the adjacent north slope, entirely unaffected by the fire. Many of the ridge’s largest Brewer’s spruce 

stands either did not burn or burned in mixed severity. Generally the Brewer’s spruce was located in 

areas that either avoided the fire, or in areas where the fire slowed and dropped to the forest floor, 

consuming some, but not all of the trees.  

  

             Of special interest to 

me was how the ridgeline’s 

many open form Jeffery pine 

fared. I am happy to report that 

they burned in a pleasant 

mosaic, opening stands into 

savannah form groves on rocky 

peridotite substrates. Numerous 

stands of white fir burned off in 

upper Portuguese and Fort Goff 

Creeks, as well as in the upper 

Butte Fork adjacent to 

Lonesome Lake. Also of 

interest is the rare Baker’s 

Cypress on the West Fork of 

Seiad Creek. Protected as the 

Seiad Baker’s Cypress 

Botanical Area, this large 

population of Baker’s Cypress 

is one of only eleven found 

worldwide.  
                               

  

In 1948 dendrologist Oliver Matthews visited here, stating in his journal that the area had “not 

over a few hundred trees.” The area burned in 1951 and again in 1987; the area now has thousands of 

Baker’s Cypress trees, in dense fire generated, dog-hair stands. They grow in a habit much like 

Lodgepole pine, but in a sea of chaparral and rocky peridotite. Only the trees on the south side of the 

drainage, on the northeast slope of Cypress Ridge, burned in the Goff Fire. They appear to have burned 

in a stand replacing mosaic, torching with the brush fields, while “stringers” of Doug fir  remain, lining 

the steep, shallow gulches. The fire on Cypress Ridge was intentionally set by firefighting personnel as 

a “backburn,” or “tactical firing.” In this case the backburn was responsibly conducted and the fire 

burned in a natural mixed pattern. The fire should encourage regeneration of Baker’s Cypress, creating 

a healthy population with mixed age classes, varying stand structures, and successional stages.     

 

                                          

                                         Siskiyou Crest near Goff Butte; Red Butte in the background 



          

  The Goff Fire was the largest and hottest of the Fort Complex fires, burning 22,735 acres, 

mostly within the Kangaroo Roadless Area above the Klamath River. The Hello Fire burned in a 

mixed severity mosaic on 975 acres in the Butte Fork of the Applegate River, entirely inside the Red 

Buttes Wilderness boundary. The Lick Fire was the smallest and least intense of the fires, burning 402 

acres on the Middle Fork of the Applegate River; 348 acres within the Lick Fire either did not burn at 

all, or burned at low severity. The Lick Fire was by and large a low intensity understory fire burning 

on the south, west, and north slope of Abney Butte. The total fire area for the Fort Complex was 

roughly 24,112 acres 

 

The Suppression  

 
 The Fort Complex fire of 2012 created very few substantial environmental impacts, burning in 

patterns that are considered beneficial for the health of the area’s forests and the development of 

sustainable forest patterns and mosaics. Significant impacts associated with the Fort Complex are by 

and large a construct of industrialized fire suppression. Below is an account of the impact of fire 

suppression on this wilderness landscape. 

 

 

 
Hundreds of Old growth trees were felled within riparian areas 

 

The Goff Fire 
 

 It appears, unfortunately, that the Klamath National Forest has little regard for the wild, 

roadless nature of the Kangaroo Roadless Area and the outstanding natural values the area represents. 

In the course of fighting the Goff Fire, firefighting personnel did great damage to some of the region’s 

most intact ancient forests. In an attempt to contain the fire to as few acres as possible—a goal which 

proved futile—the agency aggressively fought the fire in wilderness canyons rather than from more 

defensible roadside, or sparsely vegetated ridgeline locations. In some areas the attempt was not only 

ineffective, but incredibly damaging.  



 

Fort Goff Creek 

 

 On Fort Goff Creek the agency used the trail, located within a riparian reserve, and the stream 

itself as a fire line. They cut roughly three contiguous miles of old-growth snags in the riparian area 

(up to 6’ + DBH), amounting to the felling of literally hundreds of dead standing trees. They also cut 

and severed all large wood within the stream channel itself for roughly three miles. No longer are there 

large logs crossing over or through Fort Goff Creek creating pools, filtering sediments, or stabilizing 

the lower three miles of the stream—some of the stream’s most productive fish habitat. Firefighters cut 

logs on either side of the creek, at least cutting out one chunk in the middle and pushing it away from 

the log, in order to sever the fuel connectivity across the creek. This irrational and destabilizing 

response will impact pool habitat, bank stability, fisheries, movement of wildlife, etc. I would presume 

that the combined effect of cutting the large wood within the stream channel, and cutting down the 

long term recruitment (i.e. big snags), will put the stream back a few hundred years in regards to large 

wood. This is a significant impact, 

especially since Fort Goff Creek 

had the highest pool frequency, 

and the second highest level of 

instream cover, for all eight 

watersheds analyzed in the 

Thompson/Seiad/Grider 

Watershed Analysis, a Forest    

Service document from 2000. 

 

 Another major impact was 

the creation of three helipads, two 

of which are in the riparian 

reserve of Fort Goff Creek. All 

helipads were cleared from old-

growth forest, meaning roughly 

one to two acres of old-growth 

forest was clearcut for each 

helipad site. All helipads are 

directly adjacent to the trail, 

impacting the wild character of the area.  Slash from tree felling operations was left on site, creating a 

fuel hazard for future fire events.  

 

             The significant impacts along the riparian area of Fort Goff Creek are especially frustrating 

because the fire itself was a beautiful underburn. This underburn maintained canopy cover, recycled 

nutrition, consumed fuels, restored historic structural conditions, natural processes, and landscape scale 

mosaics.  

 

             Burning in a fairly isolated area, the fire could have been allowed to burn to the ridgeline, west 

of Fort Goff Creek, where containment lines could have been less damaging and more effective. The 

ridgeline near Tim’s Peak and Four Mile Butte was ultimately where the fire was contained, regardless 

of the agency’s efforts in the Fort Goff Canyon.  

 

 The response of fire personnel in the drainage was highly disproportional, and the tactics used 

far more damaging then the impacts of the fire itself. All too often we see overly aggressive 

suppression tactics creating long lasting impacts to the forests that fire personnel are fighting to “save.”  

    Helipads (small clearcuts) were constructed within riparian zones 

 



 

Portuguese Creek 

 

 This portion of the fire does include one noticeable helipad which cleared an entire river terrace 

of old-growth trees. Although not as severe as in Fort Goff Creek, many large snags were also felled 

along the fireline in Portuguese Creek. The most long term impacts to the Portuguese Creek watershed 

are from a hastily built dozer line located on the ridge between Bittenbender and Portuguese Creek, 

and the uncharacteristic hot fire in the drainage’s lower canyon that appears to have been a 

purposefully set “backburn.”   

 

              The creation of dozer line in the Kangaroo Roadless Area is not only a significant impact, but 

it appears to have served no purpose, as the fire burned on all sides of the line and it did not ultimately 

serve as a fuel break. The assumed backburn on lower Portuguese Creek was a very hot, stand 

replacing event, yet to date the Forest Service has refused to confirm or deny that this was an 

intentionally set blaze, even though the question has been asked on numerous occasions. This leaves us 

only to wonder why they would refuse such a simple request. FOIA documentation will soon provide 

us with information regarding the location of “backburns” on the fire perimeter and shed some light on 

the issue.  

 

Devils Ridge 

 

Impacts along Devils Ridge 

are fairly benign and are 

limited to small areas of 

fireline construction—all 

hand line—and snag felling. 

By and large it appears that 

the fire was not intensively 

fought along Devils Ridge, 

or at least not in the vicinity 

of the PCT. This has left a 

fairly natural fire mosaic and 

will hopefully make for a 

natural transition and 

“recovery.” The eastern face 

of Devils Ridge consists of a 

mosaic of natural lightening 

caused fire and areas 

“backburned” from Seiad Creek Road to protect residents in Seiad Valley. The backburn operations 

west of Seiad Creek Road were conducted responsibly and appear to have burned in a mixed severity 

mosaic that is natural for the region.  

 

                                            Knobcone pine: A fire-adapted species 



 
Underburn                                                                                           Natural Fire Mosaic 

Seiad Creek 

 

 Much of lower Seiad Creek, adjacent to the homesteads and residences on private land, was 

backburned by firefighting personnel on August 29, 2012. The fires were conducted responsibly and 

burned in a healthy mixed mosaic. One area of interest is along Seiad Creek as it enters public land. 

Prior to the Goff Fire, the Forest Service approved the Thom Seider Project, a vast “fuel reduction” 

timber sale with numerous commercial thinning units along Seiad Creek Road. Logging operations 

were in progress when the fire started; slash piles and “activity fuels” were scattered across the thinned 

slope. In response to this unnatural fuelbed the fire burned much hotter and with higher mortality 

within the logging units, than within adjacent unlogged areas.  

 

 With the exception of these Forest Service fuel reduction units, the fire was mostly a nice 

mixed severity mosaic. Impacts along Seiad Creek Road due to backburning and fireline construction 

are relatively minimal. Areas on private land that were previously thinned by the local Fire Safe 

Council burned in the understory, creating a pleasant underburn along Seiad Creek Road. These areas 

were backburned nicely and thinned from below, retaining the largest trees. The “fuel breaks” worked 

well and were enhanced by the burn.    

 

Tim’s Peak/ Four Mile Butte Ridgeline 

 

 This is the only section of fireline that I have not personally monitored for post fire impacts. 

The Forest Service did create a number of new dozer lines in the area, both west and south of Tim’s 

Peak. Dozer line was also created from Thompson Ridge into Thompson Creek in sections 35 and 12. 

If anyone has info regarding the impacts of suppression in this area, please let us know by providing a 

comment on this site. 

 

The Hello Fire  

 
 The Hello Fire burned entirely within the boundaries of the Red Buttes Wilderness, and 

thankfully, Minimal Impact Suppression Tactics (MIST) were utilized in fighting the blaze. You can 

see the impact of suppression on the landscape, but it was largely mitigated by the implementation of 

MIST. It is clear that attempts were made to retain large snags within the fire and adjacent to the 

fireline. It is also clear that the agency tried to use natural barriers such as the rocky outcrops of Fruit 

Mountain and its adjacent ridgeline as fire breaks. In some cases no fireline was actually constructed, 



the agency just burned or allowed the fire to burn into the rocky slopes on the fire’s northwest flank, 

providing containment. Handline was created on the northern and eastern perimeter, while the Butte 

Fork Trail was utilized as a fireline on the southern boundary.  

 

 

 
Natural Fuel Reduction                                                                            Hello Fire Mosaic 

 The agency did create a few helipads, but utilized open, rocky ridgelines where little tree 

removal was required. The largest impact from suppression was the falling of large, old-growth snags, 

mostly on the southern perimeter along the Butte Fork Trail. Without a doubt some large snags were 

felled, yet it is also evident that attempts were made to retain snags where and when possible. Many 

large snags were treated by creating “scratch lines” around the base of the tree to clear away fuel and 

reduce the opportunity for ignition. I saw some trees that were felled only after attempts to remove 

burning, dead material from the stump failed, as well as attempts to put out burning “cat faces” in large 

old trees.  

 

Other large snags appear to have been allowed to burn out naturally. The felling of large, old 

snags in the area is sad and unfortunate; however, the attempt to minimize impacts while suppressing 

fire is a hopeful sign for the Rogue River-Siskiyou National Forest. Perhaps more of these tactics 

should be utilized in the broader landscape, not just within designated wilderness. The use of natural 

features as fuel breaks can make suppression more efficient, effective, and less costly in terms of 

financial resources and environmental impacts. The agency should be applauded for these efforts. Let 

the Rogue River-Siskiyou National Forest know that you appreciate their efforts to minimize the 

impacts of fire suppression in the Red Buttes Wilderness. 

 

The Lick Fire 
 

 Impacts in the Lick fire were similar to the Hello Fire. It appears that to some extent MIST 

tactics were employed, although some large snags were felled along the Cook and Green Creek Trail 

and on firelines throughout. The lower flanks of the fire adjacent to the Middle Fork of the Applegate 

River were backburned responsibly and to good effect.  

  

Salvage? 
 

 Although some folks along the Klamath River are pressing for salvage logging, others oppose 

these attempts to industrialize the natural fire disturbance and negatively impact the area’s wild 

character. The question of salvage logging is as of yet unanswered. Stay tuned on developments 



regarding these proposals by the Klamath National Forest. In the meantime, tell the Klamath National 

Forest you oppose such post fire salvage logging.  Additionally, it would be good to let them know that 

aggressive firefighting in wild, roadless areas is disagreeable and detrimental to the environment.  

 

The Future of Fire 

 
 The last remaining wildlands in the Klamath-Siskiyou Mountains need comprehensive fire 

plans that will outline acceptable techniques and strategies to be used during wildfire events. These 

plans should focus on the protection and preservation of important ecological values; they should 

include Minimal Impact Suppression Tactics (MIST), and take into account conditions under which 

prescribed, natural fire may be used to enhance resource values and the region’s wild character. Issues 

involving fireline construction, helipad construction, back firing, felling of old-growth snags, creation 

of dozer line, and the use of fire retardant 

should be analyzed and addressed. Having 

well thought out plans and minimal impact 

strategies already defined and in place, 

would greatly improve efficiency while 

protecting resource values. Identifying 

important ridgelines, roads, and other 

containment lines would also help to 

streamline the decision making process and 

provide for more effective containment, 

with a smaller environmental footprint.   

                                    

                                            

 
 

Conclusion 

 
  Go out and enjoy this wonderful natural event and appreciate its diversity and dynamic ability 

to transform and sustain ecosystems. The soot, flame, smoke, and ash of 2012 will leave its mark on 

this wild landscape, hopefully it will also leave a mark on the human culture of the region as well. We 

in the Klamath-Siskiyou live in a land of fire and must become people of fire if the land is to retain its 

diversity and grandeur in the future. We must find a way of living with fire while allowing it to play its 

vital role. The place we love was shaped by this agent of change, perhaps the human culture and 

development of the area should be as well.   

A diverse landscape creates diverse fire behavior 
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Brief Biography of Luke Ruediger 

  
 Luke Ruediger lives in a remote, off-grid homestead beneath the Siskiyou Crest and the Red 

Buttes Wilderness. He is an environmental activist, restoration ecologist, and naturalist. He owns and 

operates Black Oak Forest Restoration, a forest restoration company based out of southwest Oregon. 

Luke is currently working on a book titled “The Siskiyou Crest: Hikes, History, and Ecology,” a 

natural history and hiking guide for the Siskiyou Mountains, due out in January, 2013. 
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About MIST 
(Minimum Impact Suppression Tactics) 

 http://www.wildfirelessons.net/documents/GB_Mist_Guidelines.pdf 

 

 http://archive.org/details/gov.nwcg.nfes.2916 

 

 http://www.nifc.gov/PUBLICATIONS/redbook/2003/AppendixU.pdf 

 

 http://www.wilderness.net/toolboxes/documents/fire/MIST_implementation.PDF 
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