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Incident Name: 

Kings Canyon Fire 

Sometimes referred to as the Clear Creek Fire 

Incident Date & Time: 

09/28/1926 late in the afternoon or evening 

Incident Location: 

Clear Creek Canyon, Toiyabe National Forest 

west of Carson City, Nevada 

Incident Size: 

8,000 acres 

Type of resources involved: 

U.S. Forest Service firefighter, civilians, prison guards and inmates 

# of Fatalities/injuries: 

5 fatalities 

Reason this fire was selected for the 100 Fires list: 

➢ 3 or more firefighter fatalities by entrapment 

Conditions leading up to the event: 

The Kings Canyon Fire took place on the east side of the Sierra Nevada mountains near Carson City, Nevada in the fall of 1926.  At the 

time of the fire there was increased fire activity throughout the east and west sides of the Sierras. 

 

Brief description of the event: 

At 04:00 on September 28, the Kings Canyon Fire started on the Jack Smith Ranch at the base of Clear Creek Canyon.  The fire first 

burned upslope in the Clear Creek drainage pushed by terrain and upslope winds.  When the fire got near the top of Clear Creek 

drainage it became established in the top of Kings Canyon Creek just to the north.  In the early afternoon of the same day, the wind 

began to run downslope, which is common for winds on the eastside of the Sierras.  This wind shift pushed the fire down the Kings 

Canyon drainage towards Carson City throughout the afternoon. 

 

While the fire was being pushed downslope that afternoon, a group of five firefighters comprised of a prison guard, two inmates, a 

railroad worker, and a Forest Service fire patrolman were attempting to contain the upper perimeter of the fire in the Kings Canyon 

drainage.  As these downslope winds abated later in the day, the fire began to run back upslope in the Kings Canyon drainage.  This 

upslope run trapped these five firefighters on the road to Glenbrook (near the present day Highway 50). 

 

When the fire ran up canyon, the five firefighters dashed up the hill as the flames pushed up from below.  They attempted to take refuge 

in a rock rim above the road but were trapped on the road.  Three of the men perished on the spot, the other two men also suffered 

intensive burns, were hospitalized, and died later. 

 

Those who gave their lives were: 

➢ George Brown - inmate 

➢ J.E. Mitchell - inmate 

➢ Ross E. Morres - Virginia & Truckee Railroad section worker 

➢ Arthur Sunday – Toiyabe National Forest fire patrolman 

➢ Bryant Whitmore - prison guard 

 

This being 1926, there was not an investigation as there would be today to get this fire’s history.  Below are some excerpts from the 

local newspaper recounting the event: 

 

“The fire spread so rapidly that it was but a short time before the entire mountainside was a seething mass of flames.  The high wind 

carried the fire toward Carson and hundreds of men were called out to fight the fire.  Art Sunday, fire patrolman and Bryant Whitmore, 

a prison guard, were caught in the fire on Kings Canyon Road, where they were endeavoring to check its spread, and have but little 

chance of recovery.” 

 

“Killed outright in the fire were V&T section worker Ross E. Morres and inmates George Brown and J.E. Mitchell”. 

 

“Both Brown and Mitchell would have been paroled shortly for good behavior.  They volunteered to give assistance at the fire and went 

into the mountains unguarded”. 

 

“Morres had been employed by the railroad for many years and was a Native American who left a widow and several children”. 

 

“According to a statement by James Scrugham, the Nevada Governor at the time, Bryant Whitmore had reached safety when he turned 

to assist Arthur Sunday who was still entrapped.” 
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Fire behavior factors that were present during the event: 

The east side of the Sierra Nevada mountain range is noted for strong downslope winds during the day (often referred to as Zepher 

winds in the Lake Tahoe area) which will most often overpower the effects of terrain and create strong downslope runs throughout the 

daylight and evenings hours. 

 

When these downslope winds abate in the late evening and at night, fires will often make very strong upslope/up canyon runs well into 

and completely through the night depending on the size of the canyons involved. 

 

Operational lessons available for learning from this incident: 

Seek out local knowledge when in new locations; knowing the local fire behavior patterns is essential to firefighter safety and 

operational success. 

 

This area, sometimes referred to as the Sierra Front, has a long dangerous history as a result of these strong downslope daytime winds.  

They are often followed major upslope runs when the winds abate at night.  For more information on the unique wind/fire interaction 

found on the eastside of the Sierras, a review of newspaper articles related to the Acorn Fire in 1987; Cottonwood Fire in 1994;  

Chrystal Peak Fire in 1994; Tamarack Fire in 2021; and Dixie Fire in 2021(as it came into the community of Janesville) can be quite 

informative.  Most of these fires don’t have investigations, but the newspaper accounts can give an experienced firefighter a clear 

picture of this fire behavior anomaly. 

 

Notable impact or historical significance for the wildland fire service from this incident: 

The Kings Canyon Fire was not historically significant nor did it have a notable impact on the wildland fire service.  However, it is one 

of the many multi-fatality fires during this Historical Era that have been forgotten to history.  If this fire had occurred today, it would 

have been considered a major tragedy prompting an extensive investigation process and most likely a number of directed safety action 

items. 

 

Links to more information on this incident: 

Newspaper article: 

➢ Nevada State Journal ~ October 1, 1926 

 

The 1990 Eagle Fire case study provides a training source regarding this fire behavior: 

➢ https://www.btutraining.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/EagleFire.pdf 

➢ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Tw19zzEAhKc 

 

This summary page was proudly provided by: 

Jim Cook & Kurt La Rue 

 

June 2024 

https://www.btutraining.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/EagleFire.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Tw19zzEAhKc
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Memorial at the Carson Valley vista point alongside Highway 50 between Carson City and Lake Tahoe 



Incident Summary Page for the 100 Fires Project 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 



Incident Summary Page for the 100 Fires Project 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Incident Summary Page for the 100 Fires Project 

 

 


