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The fires of nort cez-n Idaho and we st e rn Montane" whi dh on Saturday and Sunday,

August 20 and 2)~ 1910, 'burned together into one huge conflagration, burning over

an area of more than a million acres, destroying approximately two billion feet of

timber, 81 huraan Eves, 30 horses, nnd thousands of fish, birds and wild animals,

may well be c.lacaed as one of' tho 7i 0:;:" ld "s CTeC'.test fires.

Northern Idaho IL'.J (~X':":n::.':;21Cod one (If :lle driest seasons known to the pioneers

of that regio:.1; with the' except Ion of a few lifht SilO'.'iOrS no r-am hs.d f'e.Ll.en since 1

the early sumaer , thus drVinC cut the fore st smo.re than usual.

Forest fires cegan CH1I'l1i:::l8OD ;:'1'3 lower slopes early :Ll M,ay, which was two montihs

in advance of tho usual, dr:;" season, 'Ona their number- ral1idl~' in0I"eased thrOUgl1 May and

;rune j but the forest l';:C(~Z8:r'5Si th '" 6:;1a11 amount of' help succeeded in o:x:tinguishing

all of the fire 8 up to .,...,*' .•.-•.-!~
, f_'_'. L DU.1'in.c Jul:" , the .fires be-

came so numerous tll{lt it was difficDl t to J:.:3.ntL.GI:i. ':J.Ilddo.tc~.l th3t1 d'ter they vlere

pan ied by rain, passed over the Goeur d 'Alene l~.'ltion.al F'J~'82t. 'I'l.e rar-'8rs and all

others on the forest having anythiIl(o' to do ;Ji t.h firl),'3 ';''101'0 i:n.llBrUatoly busy looking

for lightning fires, and dU1'inf the -lGXt t)'roG clays after the s.orm fift:r-!:;V/o licht-

n i.nr; fires were discovered and oxi;Ll[:~L3hed R'.1d~:lc.n,/ others found that could not

twenty-two large fires on the Cc eur- d 1,Alene E'3,tio:n.al For-est e Long, and by Au[Ust 14

we had sli[ntly over lC:OOmer: fi(':'ri:;inc these fires, i:::cluding two comparu es of Fed-

eral troops stationed near Wallace, with only a ver~r smal.I supply of equipment and

pack horse s at hand.



To feed and provide bedding for 1800 men, scattered fora distance of more

than 100 mii~B along the 8101185of rugged mountains, where there were no roads,

few telephone lines and but fevi trails, and many of the crews being Locat ed from

25 to 60 miles from the nearest supply station, Was more of a job than the unin-

itiated may think. 'l'here was very little sleepins done by the forest officers on

the Coeur d'Alene National Forest during the terrible month of August, 1910. Pack

horses were gathered in from allover the adjacent region. Supplies were concentt

trated in warehouses that were kept open all night so that pack trains would not

n.4'!;;~:t:b. On account of bhe absence of telephones, runners were provided for

all the big fires to keep the sup8rvi50r'~ office in touch with the character ot

the fires and needs of tho crews. The railroads of the rsgiorl favo us all the

assistance they could, frequently stopping between stations to let runners and

men off at advantageous places.

The strenuous fire situation on the Coeur d'iuene forest called for super-

human efforts, but by AUgust 18 we had control li:uon Braund pr actd ca.Ll.y all of

the big fires and condi tiona looked as though we would be abl e to hold t nom, And

with the usual weatner conditions we would have heLd t.hem, but August 19 was a bad

day with the fires br0al~iilg over the lines in many places. Suct conditions at the

present time would tell us that we had a very low humifii ty, but in 1910 vre wer-e

not so~iliar with tho relation existing between 10·." lm,:,j.dity and i'iref}. The

Weather Bureau records, however, show an except Lona.l Ly low humidity for AUe;ust 19,

20 and 21, 1910, which explains the cause cf tho UL.u8u&1fh'ee (l.lj that time.

August 20 started out bad in ·~1emorning with a very heavy wind blowing to-

ward the Northeast. This dry wind increased in velocity during the day, carrying

burning bark for long distances, stal'tinl?, many "18VI fires allover the forc!3t. On

the morning of August 20 the nearest fire was five "liles in a straight line from

the town of ~'[allace, yet the high i\ ind canr t ed burn i.ns; tamarack bark over this

distance and set avmings on fire in Wallace in mmer-ous places. During the late

afternoon of August 20 the dry wind reached the velocity of a hurricane, spreading



all of the fires over the lines that had been placed around them, and starting new

fires allover the adjacent country. 'Ite men bad to abandon their camps and fire

lines and try to protect their lives.

AIthough the wind was stimulated by the fires, it was not of local origin but

crossed the wheat fielcls of Southern Washington 1"'.11d Vias heavily Laden wi th fine

particles of so i.L, so much so that it was easily visible and produced mud wherever

The rangers in charge of' the various crews were real woodsmenwho knew their

it struck a wet surf.ace. Its velocity increased nuring that late afternoon to the

extent that it blew downor broke off thousands of acres of timber. This occurred

immediately preceding the fire. There wer-e thousands of acres wbere pract t cakLy

every tree was down, and b10>"11 d0~I,'Tl EO sudden.Ly that t he trees practically all lay

in the same dtr ect Lon , or Jarallel to each other. Meny l:.tr!2:etree;:; ';;;3ro picked up

business and were well .acquaLrt ed wit: 'i:;~l_e count r-y , rtad it not baen so the loss of

lif'e would have bean f2.T p'eatel'i;han it was.

Ranger Pulaski, one of ~l~e bast all-around woodsmen ths t I have ever met, had

a crew of nearly 100 men <!tationed about 8 miles sout h of dullace. On account of

the fires spreading SO l·e.pidly, Pulaski, 1'6" of his men and two horses were eeparated

from the remainder of the crew. ?Ulas~i realized that t.hey had to Got ou ; of that

place qui ckly or be burned to death. Conditio11S Looked faY02'uble ill the direction

of Wallace, so they started -for the 'Gown. Thoy wou£d havo been able to have kept

ahead of the fire following then, 'out +hey ran into a new fire thL.~ had started

during t 11eday.

This new fire cut 01'1' their avenue 0::' escape toward ~allace. Pul askd b oine:

thoroughly acquainted Vii tl: the country knew of a tunnel about 100 feet long on the.I

// "War Eagle" pr-ospoct , about three ""iles south of flallace, vrh i ch apiear-ed to be the
-i

only way to safety. Tbe~r t :.ought if they could reach this tunnel they would be
,-

sa.!'e. They started for the tunnel and al though they had to pass through the fire in



numerous places, made possible by protecting.,!l$heir faces with wet coats and blank-
'!"y?"

eta, they finally reached tte tunnel and the fi:,o got tl~ere about the same time; in

fact, one of the crew who had lacged b0Lind was cap,~t "by the fire before he reached

the turUlel and was burned to death. The tunnel had suffic1ent space for 40 men

and two horses, but the terr1fic fire on the outside caused the cold air in the

tunnel to rush out end the smoke and hoat ed air co take it s place, 'which suffocated/~-

five of the men;

Arter the men went into the tunnel, Pluaski tried to protect them from the

moke and heat by hanging wet blenJtets at the mouth of the tunnel but the terrific

heat on the outside soon burne~o;tl1e'lJ];a~ets and the timbers caught fire. The smoke

rushing in ne8.rl~· lJuffocntod tho ~ter,. Pu lasl; ; comnanded tho men to lie down in the

tunnel ~Nihhfaces tc the ground as there "JaS less smoke on tho floor of the tunnel

than anywhere eLse , Cne rum at;'t;o.,.,-,:;)todt.o ru oh cut of tbe tunnel wht cr would have

meant almost instant death. At the IJoilIt of a revolver Pulaski conmandcd him to 11e

down, which he d.id.".ftAT the w,:.~t b.l.ar.ke t a [.;.t. t.!!e U0Ut!l of the +unno l 1:01'e burned

Ranger Pul.a skl used hl s h2G to ,set water rr-om a emal L atr-eam or, the bottom of the

tunnel which he t breVi 0:1till) 'uHr:ll:l~:t. jn'_~ers, Wticll ret arded tho fir" sufticiently

to prevent the ground f'allinc in to C~,t')SG up -!;jjo'lou~h 0:" 'c:1(; t un.ieL, lie continued

to do this until he fell over exhausted, near-Ly sur ro cat.ed, 2ld cadlj turned.

One man who had kept his face on t he ground ell the the :.-~e3;all1ed CG2sciou:3118SSand

crawled out of the +unne.l over what he thou~ht tv be the dead b odies 01' tile other

men, who were eithor dead or un consctoue . 'I'h e worst Jf t~le fire vraa over. lie stag-

gared into Wallace and reported the location of the ''18n and statO:l tll..a:t he was the

only one of the 40 who had survived.

He reached Wallace about 3 a.IT. )2.Jl2Ct~ :',';13 tl'-(~'Ylon fire. I immediately or-

ganized a r-escue party 'N110 went cut to ulie tunnel, the fire by t)~is time having

burned cse: t ae 'Jihole valley Imd died down, so that it Was .io t difficult to reach the

tunnel, Just as soon as the rescue par t y arrived theJt got the men out of the tun-

nal , many of them by this time having regained consciousness. After getting out into



the a1r ,they all regained ecnsetcusneae exoept tive, who ware dead. Those who were not

dead were takell in to the Wallace hospital where most of them recovered in a short time.

while others remained in the hospital tor several weeks. The two horses that had been

taken into the tunnel were so badly burned that they were ehot by the rescue p1!1rty.

The remainderot :Pulaski's men went up on a steep mountain peal above the heavy

timber and were sate, where they watched below tham one of the !!lost speotacular displays

ot oleared land in the midst of the hea.vy timber. While he knew t', is was 8, po~'r place, it

ot fire that ever took place.

J(anger Bell had a. crew ot 50 men on Big Creek, about 17 miles south of Wallace. When

Bell learned that he and h1s men were entirely surrounded by the flaming forest he gathered

h1s men in to the Beauchamp homestead f whioh consisted ot a cabin a.nd about one-halt acre

was the best that could be had. Before the fire reached the little cabin a loree white
';

The wall ot roaring tlames closed in on the lit- .1;;

tle homestead, burning the cabin and burning to death the homesteader and S$ven of Bell f 8 1
m

l~f

on their heads and necks. As their olothing caught on fire they wriggled into the shallow .,i

water and extinguished the fire. At tho same time that they ware being sizzled by the fire 1l!

they were being mentally and physically tortured by large numbers of burning trees talling i
Ierise-cross over the stream where they were lying, only the low banks preventIng them from I
i:t~~
~

Although the trails were all closed by thousands of fa len tress, one of Bell ts men whot
~
jf<.~.least injured worked hie way over hot al3hes and fallen timber fQr 17 miles into Wallace f

tree blew dC8n. killing three ot his men.

crew, The remainder ot the crew got into the creek and lay with their faoes burled in the

water, while the hair burned ott of the hack of their heads and burned to a crisp the skin

being crushed to death.

and reported ccn.i i tiona. t~e ir:Jmedia.tely eeeured two doctors and a 'crew of men who shouldered

packs of medical supplies, blarlkets and provisions and made their way to the burned men. A

day and night crew ware immediately set to rork cutting out the trail leading from 'Nallace

to Big creek, which was completed in four days, when the injured man were brought to the

hospital on horses~
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Ranger Hollingshead had a crew ot 60 men on .Dig creek. about 22 miles southwe~ ot

Wallace. On the afternoon ot AUgust 20, newfires were starting all a,round him and he

gathered his man together and told them that it was tim.e they were getting into a Bater

place and that it would be safer tor them. to travel through the recently burned over area
;

south to the St. loe river than it would be to go north into the green timber, on account· I
~

of the possibil1ty of rire spreading over the unburned region north ot them. FortY""'one I
ot his m.en accept@d his advice and followed him. through the burned area and while there was i

, ~
stlll great danger :from the fires and falling snags, with the exception ot having badly

the cabin wit~ which they hoped to keep the cabin from burning. '{iben tluJ fire neared I,}'i
i~~

!
M:I

j
.1
'Ithe flames but some.•

burned t'eet and being nearly dead from exhaustion they arrived 8a1"ely at the st. loe river

the next morning. The 19 menwho refused to tollow ~he ranger's instructions went mrth

",;".*Q. wllat was locally known as the Dittman Cabin, where there was a small cleared urea a-
.:" .. 1, "

round the cabin in the midst of heavy timber. nere they decided to make their stand as

there was a wall of fl00l9S in every direction. 'I'hey ce.:rried tubs and pails Of water into

the cabin the heat bec~e so intense the men were compel ad to go into the cabin. which

soon caught on f1re and the small amou.rit of water whioh they had stored was of little

The men reained in the eabfn until the burning root tell in, when they rushed

out hoping to find somemeans Of esciOpe. but 18 out of the 19 perished wi thin 100 teet

of the eabIn, where their bodies were sO severoly burned that they could not be recog-

nizad. iihon the 'Jodies were f'Jund a tew days later tbe 18 dead men, ii ve horses and two

black bears wore all close together.

One man happen4d to find a weaker place in the wall of flames than the other 18 and

made a miraculous escape , lie stated the. t he stl.l"'ll.bled and fell right in

howrelled out. After getting t.hrough the tire he rolled on the ground to extinguish his

burning clothing. His appearance after spending six weaks in the st. 10e hospital indi-

cased tha'~ practically all of the skin had been burned off of his hands and face. 'iHth-

out any·thing to eat he wandered through tho burned are~1 in a southerly direction fortr.ree

days, coming out near 5t. Joe mere nearly dead then alive.



Hanger Debitt had a oral'i of 100 raen working on setzer oreek, north or the st. Joe

river. 11ewarned them of the great danger they were in end instructed toom to go out to

the st. 10e river. All of the man tut 28 went cut and were sefe, The 28 man who re-

mained were all burned intoan-unreoogn1zable mailS and were later tEmpOrarily buriu4

where they tell.

Ranger Rock cad a crew of 125 men~tween Wallaoe and the St. Joe river. When thq

round they wore surrounded by tire thGy located in what they thought was a suitable :place

and baekt1recl and burned. over Ii large area around them. Whenthe main tire ap})l'Oache4.

the 1'1ro again passOd over the area that had been bacld'1red. but the first fire had taken

much of tho ruel, thereforo the second tite mu) not sufficiently Bovers to do great hal"m.

P.angers Danielson and Myers had a crew about 10 mUes east Of Wallace near the Idaho-

The crew were all 86ved but one man, who ~hot himself presunably on aocount ot an wane

tear or burning to death.

Montana line, wBo aleo thought they would protect themselves from the flames by bac1D-

firing. But when the main tire approached it came with such torce tbat it swtPt right

over the recently burned arGa and soon re:ached the men. They had blankets and quilts

with thav. fLiQh they threw over their heads a.nd whioh more or less protected them trom.

"the flames tor the 1nstant. but the quilt seea caught fire and burned.. One ot the men

had two woolen blankets which ho separated and used to cover tho whole crew. which eon-

.ai.tad of 18 men. 'l'boae 'WOolenblankets served ae SUfficient protection to save their

11V85, with the exception of one who bad evidently inhaled the flame3 a.nd who fell dead

on the spot where they had made their desperate staDel. These men were so badly injured

that they were carried out to the Northern Pacific railroad on stretchers. it. special

train awaited them. and carried them to where a large treatle had burned out. They were

carried around the trsiltle to another speoial train whiall brought them to the hospital

at 'iallaca. JUthoueJl the7 wero all vGry badly burned thoir chief distress W3.a in their

lungs. They all finally recovered.
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A large cfew of men fighting that sectionpt the fire near the Bullion mine on the

idihO-Montana line between Wallace and Sa! tese sought shelter from the roaring furnace
: ',3-',.'
. . ....
. "

in one of the tunn~js of this abandoned mine. Those of the menwho went in the tunnel

sufficiently far to get beyond a ventilating shaft had little difficulty in surviving,

the fire, but the remainder of the cre, consist ing of eight men, who tailed to pass the

ventilating shatt were all suffocated.

The large crews of men under Japuty Supervisor Haines and Ranger Allen, Derrick,

from the citizans and railroad officials, I went up Placer creek about 4 p.m. WhenI

Kottkey, Fearn and Balm protected themselves through this terrible night by getting into

the river or by backfiring.

Even though August 20 gave signs early in the morning 1t was going to be a very bad

fire day, the fire which tor several days had been held in check about five miles south ot ~

Wallace did not break over the lines to any extent until about 4 p.m.
.;

~
Irailway officials, at the r-equesf of the citizens of Wallace and on account of infomation 'I~,:'

given by the Forest Service relative to the hazardous situation of Wallace, because of

i
!
ill

I
~

i
.~

I
!'i

~"-l
j
:1~

The O.W.R.& N.

the raging fires near •..by, kept a train in readiness allatternoon 80 that at a signal to

be given, of which the people were all familiar, the womenand children could be removed

from the city on short notice.

To becomemore familiar with the aotion ot the tire on account of frequent requests

got about five miles up the canyon I noticed the fire had taken on newlife and was

burning at a terrific rate. (Great columns of black pine smokeabove the tops of the

trees would explode into flame and send a swirling, swishing columnof fire hundreds ot

feet into the air.) A newfire was nowraging on the hill close t~ Wallace, which in-

dicated that the town was in great danger. I started downthe canyon to notify the town

that it was time tor trie womenand children to go. About three miles out of town I met a

manwhowas driving up the canyon to get is family, who lived on a little homestead about

a mile farther up the stream. His progress was stopped Qy trees that ha,i recently been

b.Lownacross the road. He was ill and scarcely able to walk, therefore he implored me



to help him save his family. On account of the fallen timber I had left my horse on

the ';wallace side, so I ran back to the homestead, hoping to bring his family downto him.

But when I reached the plaoe several of my man bad sought shelter there from the fire and,

al though the barn ~d already been burned, they were pouring water on the house. I knew

from this and with the cleared space about the house that his family was .ate, so I im-

mediately returned without them. Before I reached the manwho was waiting for his family.

however, the fire bad swwopeddo\VTIthe mountain with a roar that oould be heard for

miles, Great tongues of flames crossing the road cut me off from the man with the rig

and my horse. Being well acquainted with the region, I knew of a S!I1all tunnel on a pros-

pect about a half mile up the oanyon from where the fire had crossed the road. I ran back

as quickly as possible and entered the tunnel, the fire reaching the tunnel less than a

minute after I entered. The heavy debris of brush and logs just outside of the tunnel set

the tunnel timbers on fire and as they burned out tte ground fell in, which, together with ,

the strangling smokes led me to believe I would be sarer outside. There beiLg a 11ttle

water on the bottom or the tunnel I soaked my clothing thoroughly, held mywet hat over

my face and rushed out between the burning timber s.

I quickly scratched a hole in a pile of sand just outside of the tunnel, in which I

lay my face down, which gave myface protection, but my neck ahd back and part of my head

were badly burned. .By midnight the fire had burned downsufficiently to permit travel

toward Wallaoe. I foUlld the bridges all burned out and many pplaees so hot that it was

difficult to pass through. iVhenI reached the city reservoir I found that a large pile ot

debris adjacent to the water main had set the outside of the wood stave pipe on f&re.

Believing that there was grave danger of the fire weakening the pipe sufficiently to cause

a break, I carried water with my hat until the fire on the pipe was extinguished. My
ho~se had torn loose but he had fallen in the fire a short distance from where I had left

him and was dead. I reached Wallace at 2 avm, and found the town on fir 5. Fully a third

of the town had burned with ~ loss of more than a million dollars. Whenthe hills ad-

jacent to «a.l Iace became a seething furnace and the town caught on fire, the womenand

children were loaded on the special train held in ~~iting, and taken out of town for the
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night. and brought back the next day. Another special train Of box cars carried the

patients tram the >:Jister'5 haspi tal. As they were taken out hurriedly many of them Vlere

taken without sufficient clothing to protect them, some being carried on stretchers.

The two companies of federal troops who had been sent to ~Jallaea to Help fight fire ren-

dared splendid servioe in helping to get the womenand children on the train and in po-

'licing the town.

The results of AUgust20 and 21 were disheartening, but th6 fire was still burning in

manyplaces. Newcrews had to be immediately recruited. not only to fight fire but for

re seue .work, This was the hardest task of all. The menwere afraid to go into the woods.

,,~'.

OnAugust 21 a fire was reported in the little north fork of the Coeur d'Alene river which

contained a billion feet of white pine. A crew had to be Bent there at onee , By hard

work it was secured and they had good luck in extingui shing the fire. Crews had to be

organbed to cut out the fallen timber from the trails, bury the dead, and bring out the

injured. Runners had to be sent long distances to look up crews from which no report

One of these crews was led b Ranger Balm 75 miles up the st. Joe from Avery. The

had been received.

stations of Superior and Iron Mountain, Mont., on the Northern Pacific railway, were the

nearest points to where this orewwas working and these places were about 60 miles by

trail. Three crews had been sent in from Superior and Iron Mountain Sunday, Mondayand

~c:ulayt but they all returned without finding them, saying they could not get through

phe fire.
I
Il
~
~
~Deputy Supervisor Eosco Hatnes , who had originally taken the men to the head of the St ~
;~,

We had learned that their entire pack train and one man had burned to death.

Joe river, was the only manwho thought he knew howto get through the fi?es that were

still burning and find Halm's crew. So Haines, with two other men, started on Wednesday

morning, August 24, for the head of the St. Joe. ~~ey traveled on hcrse~aok to the divide

at the.il:3dar creek cro sedng, wher-ethey left their horses and started downthe river on

foot, frequently shooting as a signal to a~~~ne needing help. The third day out, Friday

afternoon, Haines shot a grouse, and Frank Mills, one of the crew, heard the shot, and

the crew was found. On account of the thousands of fallen trees they were cutting their



way out and had iHready come 20 miles. The crew had survived a terrible fire by getting

on an island in the st. Joe river. Haines cut across country through fallen timber and

burning snags, and after a long, strenuous trip reached a telephone that same night and

phoned me at;;'-allace of the sufety of Balm r s crew--a more pleasing message hasne"!'er been

received.!

The severity of the fire can be well known on account of the fact that in many places

much of the Green tiJ1i.oer was actuclly consumed, This 1/:wasespecially true of the cedar.

Also, a few days after the fire oc cur-red , thousands of dead trout were found along Big
i
I

1

creek and other streams where the fire was especially severe, this being caused, without

doubt J Chiefly by the large quantit ies of ashes t;etting into the streams, by the raling

of burning logs, and the very hea~J winds at the time of the fire.

By .:~ugust 25 we had more than 100 men in the hospttals of Wallace and st. Joe. Many of

them were in on account of smoke injury to their lungs, and only remained a few days,

while others who ':mre bndlj- burned were in the hospital for as long as six weeks.

Up to 1910 the government had lnade no provision for the expenses of emergencies of

this kind, therefore there was no way to pay with govermnent funds the hospital bills which

amounted to Gore than $0,000. The Red Cross was good enough to furnish ~n.ooo and the r e-

mainder Vias paid in full by donations from the forest officers throughout the service.

The following wint'3r congress passed an act appropriating a small amount which was used in

making small payments to those of the fire-fighters who were most severely injured and to

the dependents of those who were burned to death.

The dead bodies were sewed up in heavy canvas and buried where they fell, as soon as

possible, and later they were r-emoved to St. Meries, Ida., and the plot of grou,'ld containing

their graves permanently mar-ke d ,

The difficulties to be overcome in paying off the men , many of whomwere working under

assumed namea , identifying the dead men and finding out the n&JnGSand location of their re-

lati vas and dependents, represented by pr-act t oaLl.y all (if thE; states and many foreign coun-

tries, culling out the false representations, and answer-Lug letters of inquiry i':rom thousands

of persons who had a t some time lost track of an acquaintance or relative _ TlrOdllCed a voluw~

of work which took sever a.l ye er-s to el.esn up.


