Incident Summary Page for the 100 Fires Project

Incident Name: Incident Date & Time:

Kings Canyon Fire 09/28/1926 late in the afternoon or evening
Sometimes referred to as the Clear Creek Fire

Incident Location: Incident Size:

Clear Creek Canyon, Toiyabe National Forest 8,000 acres

west of Carson City, Nevada

Type of resources involved: # of Fatalities/injuries:

U.S. Forest Service firefighter, civilians, prison guards and inmates |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
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Nevada State Joutnal, Oct 1, 1926

Condition of Forest
Fire Victims Serious

Arthur Sunday, Seriously Burned, Chews
Tobacco As He Battles With Death

Their bodics covered with wounds
cut deep by the flames which'swopt
thoe mountaing near Carson  City
this week and for a thme threatened
Novadn's  capital, Bryant Whit-
more, a prison guard, and Arthur
Sunday, n forost patrol, are lying
in St, Mury's hoapital where they
are making n fight for thelr lves
with the odds all against thom,

Condition Serious

Their condition last night \wan
serlous. Whitmore was semli-de-
Airious and appenred to he-suffer-
Ing Intensely, and Sunday, . while
resting easily and uble to take a
keen Interest in all that went on
about him, s still not out of
danger. Dr. Donald MoLean, who
Ix attending them, was hopgful last
night of thelr ultimate rocovery
bu he added that thelr condition
was still eritical.

In n shect-shrouded room In the
hospital, the two men are receiving
cvery possible nld In thelr fight
against tho burns caused by flames
which have already taken three
lHiver, Nurses aro with them wvery
minute of the day and night and
tho latest treatmoent medienl selence
hag devised for burns Is belng
usad.

Thelr haads are bandaged and
soaked with o healing préparation
and covered with olled sacks. “I'helr
legs, tho moxt gerlously blurned
portions of their bhodies, In addl-
tion to thoe blunkets which covered
them, are enclosed in a specinlly-
bullt chamber In  which eleatrie
lights of high candlepower . hurn
continuously, In the cloth enclogure
which cevers thelr legs n heat of
100 degrees In malntained’ con-
stantly, But the men do not feel
thig artificin) warmth which beats
down upon them,

Nevada State Joutnal, Oct 1, 1926, 2

Sunday, o large, weall-built man,
66 years of age, his gray hair
singed by the five and his, gray
whiskers protruding through the
many burng on his face, waa ablo
1o tallt Inst night to o reporter from
The Journal,

Sunday Cheerful

o was cheerful and confident
of his recovoery. But he did not
think he had n chance whon the
flnmes  onclreled  him  Tuesday.
“God, 1 thought 1 was n goner,"” he
said, ;

Sunday and Whitmore were near
the “double barrel” gection of the
Kings Canyon road swhen the fire
cropt upon thom unawares Tues-
any. Noar them were George
Brown, J. E. Mitchell and Ralph
Morse, whose bhodies were found
Wednenday,

The two men were working on
the side of the hill with the flre
nhove and at the _gide of them
whoen, suddenly, the wind brought
n gheet of flame to their rear,

They started to run up the hil,
Sut the golng wasg terribly hard
and they had progvessed but a few
vords whgn Sunday gave up.

I couldn't go any further!' he
eaid. Tho youn~ feller (Whit.
morn) grabhad held of mo and
triet ta po!l me along., But |
rouldn’t make it. God, | thought
| was » goner, | told him to go
ahead. 'Go on up/' | shouted at
him, ‘You can't help me,'"”

The flimes were lapping at the
clothing of* the men when Whit-
more, unable to help his heavy
compunion on the slopes of the
steep mountain side, stuggled on
ahend, Simday  slumped on  the

ground ar the fire yvoached his
clothing but he continued to fight,
erawling on hila hands and kneos
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in a vain
flames,

attempt to evade the
Starts for Road

In n moment the flames had
swoept over him and on up the hill
toward Whitmore. With his cloth-
ing ablaze, hig eyes blinded by the
smoke and fire, Sunday then start-
od back to the rond, Hig trousers
waere practically burned off but the
clothing on the upper part of his
hody was still & meager protection.
11i8 shoes protected his feet and
through the burning brush, glow-
Ing embers and red-hot ashes, he
fought his way bnck down the hill
to tho road,

Reaching the road, Sunday quick-
Iy located the two barrels of water,
fed by o spring which flows from
the mountains to the rpadside, and
there he extingulshed thoe fire which
sUll was eating away his clothing,

“lI sut down In one of the tubs,"”

he sald, “But it wasn't blg enough.
Then I Inld down in the mud and
water from the overflow of the
barrels,

“I felt pretty good then.'"

Rescue Comes

Then Kindly hands came to his
rescue and he was romoved to
Carson where first-nld treatment
was glven him,

Meanwhile, Whitmore struggled
on up the side of the mountain with
tho flames at his heels. Soon, he,
too, was overcome and the fire
dragged him down. Later he was
found by meombers of o searching
party and e two men were
brought to Rono and placed in the
hospltu),

“How many chews of tobacco did
you have today, Art?" his physician
asked him.

“Three,” Bunday sald.

Then he grinned as he shifted
& huge cud to the other alde of his
mouth,

Nevada State Journal, Oct 1, 1926, 6

GRANTED PARDONS

CARSON CITY, Sept, 30.—When
the hbodies of CGeorge RBrown and
J. E. Mitchell are committed to
their fimal rest In dargon cemetery
tomorrow they will carry with
them to thelr graves a certificate
of worldly absclution in the form
of n pardon document duly slgned
and bearving the Great Seal of Ne-
vada, The documents were made
out today and dated one day in
advance of the day when both mea
perished in the fire that menaced
Ccarson City on Tuesday,

This posthumous honor
thought only just, in view of the
heroism of the men, prisoners ant
the state prison, in voluntarily
periling and sacrificing their lives
for the sarfety of the community.

Flornl offerings will also signal-
ize the gratitude of the people and
citizensg prominent in c¢jvic and of-
ficial lfae will serve as pallbearers.

Brown, 41, was a nativoe. of 1l-
nois, n teamster by occupation, He
has a mother llving In  I1llinois,
Mitohell, 48, was born in Kansas
and was o miner. Fle was n resi-
dent of Scarchlight, Nevada, for 14
YOurs,

WILS

If T wore elther of these men
Who now lay side by side—
And, serving to the uttermost,
Huad suffered much—and dled;
And § could have one st request
e granted by your State—
Quite humbly, I'ad beg of Thew,
“Beoe just—nnd wipe the slate,
-—Fedearal 23319,
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TATE CAPITAL IS
THREATENED WHE
FIRE SWEEPS H

Three missing men are believed dead, two are in St.
Mary’s hospital suffering from perhaps fatal burns, and
a dozen others received minor burns as the result of a
forest_ and brush fire near Carson City yesterday whicn
last night swept up the hills near the Kings Canyon grade
after destroying two ranches and taking a heavy toll in
timber and property.

Arthur “Art” Sunday, fire patrol for Lake Tahoe resorts,
ag:d Bryant Whitmore, a prison guard, were caught in a
fn:e trap qhortly before noon yesterday. Both men are
alive, but little hope is held for Sunday, whose entire body

Al
V)

SHITHTOREND
TGKET N Y

Democrats Again
Give Nomination |
toGovernor I

SYRACU. . Y., Sept. 28.—(®)

—Alfred 1. Smith of New York
was unanimously and enthusiasti-
cally nominated for a fourth term

as governor by thit New York state
democratic convention here today.

His associates on the state ticket
all were nominated by acclamation.
Edwin Corning of Albany as
nommniated for lieutenant governor
and Robert F. Wagner, New York,
for United States senator.

The mention of Governor Smith's
name was always a signal for dem-
cnstrations throughout the se
He was alluded to repeated] e
“the mext president of the United
States.”

Indication of his hope for politi-
cal advancement was seen in his
successful insistence against pro-
nounced opposition that the party
platform contain a plank declaring
for American adherence to the
world court. The text of the plank
furnished the only real fight in the|
resolutions committee. As finally
accepted, the plank was a com-!
promise between the two divergent
views, It follows:

“As the senate of the I‘nnmll
has by its action voted that this|
nation adhere to the world court,|
with provisions intended to safe-|
guard our national sovereignty, we
trust that, if these reservations are
accepted, our participation will}
promote the elimination of future
wars and the solution of all inter- |
national disputes.” {

A liberalization of the Volstead
act was urged by the platform smd!
hope was expressed that the elec- |
tors of the state would vote “yes”
on the referendum at the fall elec-!
tion to determine the will of the
voters on a memorial to congress
to amend the Volstead law by per- '
mitting each state to determine for
itself what constitutes “intoxicating
liquor.”

NEW YORK, Sept. 28—(®)—|
Ogden L. Mills of New York City

%!
vigorous opponent during the past
(Continued on Page 2, Col. 5)

WESTERN PACIFIC
SUES 1-G-0 LINES

SAN FRANCISCO, Sept. 28.—(#P)
—The Western Pacific Railroad
company today filed a damage act-
ion for $504,689 in the United States
district court against the Nevada,
California and Oregon Railfoad
company, a Nevada corporation, al-
leging breach of contract.

The complaint said that.an agree-
ment entered into on March 24, 1917,
for the exchange of passengers and
freight, was cancelled by the Ne-
vada company in October 1922 and
that the Nevada company also fail-
€d to turn over certain amounts to
the Western Pacific under the

agreement.

was seared.

ieorge Brown of  Churchill
county and J. E. Mitchell of Clark
county, state prisoners of a con-
tingent of two truckloads who vol-
unteered to fight the flames, have
been missing since noon yesterday.

An Indian working with a V. &
T. train_crew also is missing.

. Believed Dead

It ig believed that time will re-
cord that ‘these fhree men sacri-
ficed their lives in the flames.

The sea of flames surged north-
ward down on the Muldoon ranch
on the outskirts of Carson City
early yesterday afternoon, destroy-
ing the ranch house and outbulld-

ings; the IId Walsh premises to
the east were destroyed in the
sweep of the fire, and the Fettic
haystack and outbuildings were

ashes in a few moments.

Most of the Muldoon goods were
saved but those in the Walsh home
were consumed, while livestock
from both ranches fled in terror
before the onrush of fire. These
places are ahout a mile west of the
state capitol on King street.

The flames started at 4 o'clock
yvesterday morning in Clear creek
canyon near the Jack Smith ranch
about six miles from the capital.
The first alarm was given at 6
o'clock and when fire fighters from
the Truckee River Power company,
under the direction of Norman
Brown reached the scene, they
found the fire raging in the canyon
to the west of the Smith property
with the wind blowing at a terrific
rate.

Barn Destroyed

After fire had been extinguished
four times on the Smith barn, the
flames at last were successful and
the hay-filled structure was razed
in a few minutes. .

Harry Sweetland, one of the
erew, escaped from the flames by

leaping from the barn roof. He
was uninjured.
A sudden change in the wind

drove the fire around Big C hill
and plenty of fuel was found . in
the dry sagebrush and small tim-
ber.

It was near here that August
Pedroli was burned about the face
and rendered unconscious. He was
carried by a passing motorist to
Glenbrook for treatment.

After the destruction of the Mul-
doon and Walsh ranches, the blaze
Jjumped the highway, worked dewn,
and began to follow the bed of the
Clear creek canyon and with ond
wing turned toward the Fradsham
ranch south of Carson City and
the other flank resting on the road
to Lake Tahoe.

When within a mile of the city,
the wind veered from northeast to
due east and was kept on the south
side of King street.

- Heroic Deeds

Heroic tales were told of the
early events. 3

Sunday and Whitmore, workin
together, were caught in a bend of
the road at the “Two Barrels.
They had separated from the main
party and scaled the steep hill in
the inside of the turn.

Sunday fell but Whitmare got
away.

He returned to rescue Sunday
and, after pioking him up, fell ex-
hausted. >

F. N. Dondero ran back for Whit-
more and got him-up but later was
overcome by smoke. He crawled
under a rock ledge and saved his
life. Physicians ordered him to bed
on account of his smoke-filled

lungs.
Sunday Badly Burned
Sunday’s sides, flanks, hands and
feet were literally roasted and his
face seared, but he managed to walk
*

’




