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Incident Name: 

Bandon Fire 

Incident Date & Time: 

09/26/1936 

Incident Location: 

Bandon, Oregon 

Incident Size: 

118,000 acres (estimated) 

Types of resources involved: 

Entire community 

# of Fatalities/injuries: 

10 fatalities (some estimates are higher) 

Reason this fire was selected for the 100 Fires list: 

➢ Civilian mass casualty event 

Conditions leading up to the event: 

As the long and dry summer of 1936 drew to a close, the first rains of autumn passed through the Oregon coast in the middle of 

September.  With these rains the local framers, ranchers, and loggers began, as they did every year after the first “wetting” rain, to burn 

a summers worth of harvested fields, logging slash, and new fields for future farms.  Unfortunately, these rains had been spotty in 

coverage and there was no follow up moisture to fully wet the wildlands. 

 

The town of Bandon, Oregon was established by newspaperman George Bennett, who had emigrated from Ireland in 1873.  In an 

attempt to bring a touch of home with him and his family, they introduced an ornamental shrub (Ulex europaeus).  It is known variously 

as gorse, Irish furze, or Irish hedge; and it soon became a common sight in the new town.  While the hearty plant was welcomed into the 

town for its soil holding properties, it was not native and its interaction with wildfire, a seldom seen occurrence in Ireland, was largely 

unknown at the time. 

 

Brief description of the event: 

Sunrise in Brandon on September 26 brought light smoke and ash from the burning which had been slowly and harmlessly taking place 

for several days back in the hills east of town.  There was no feeling of uneasiness that hot morning in the seacoast town as the 

temperatures climbed into the 70’s with a relative humidity reading of 8%. 

 

The Brandon Fire Department made two late morning runs to the high school building near the edge of town where grass and brush had 

leapt into flames.  Around noon Fire Chief Woomer received word that the city’s main waterline was in danger.  The fire, which was 

burning in the slash outside of town and had been slowly creeping toward town, began to increase in intensity.  Knowing that he must 

save his waterline, the Chief moved out along the line a short distance outside city limits.  An afternoon of hard work yielded little 

results, and the fire continued to creep towards the edge of town. 

 

Suddenly on the southeast end of town, in the residential district, flames shot up.  So sudden was this blast of fire rising to a great 

height, roaring and crackling, for a moment folks thought a home had exploded.  The firemen rushed to stop the flames and found the 

source of the intense fire was the gorse vegetation amongst the homes.  Hydrant and hose were coupled in an instant, but the water 

seemed to have absolutely no effects on the clumps of oily gorse.  They had never faced a fire so hot and blistering as those clumps of 

gorse. 

 

Later a resident told a Coos Bay reporter  "That Irish hedge was the worst thing, When the fire hit it right across from my house, the 

flames shot up high into the air. It was just as though there had been gasoline poured on the fire.  And water was just no good against it 

-- wouldn't touch it! The stuff seemed just full of oil." 

 

Sometime between 20:00 and 21:00 Chief Woomer hurried to the town’s theater.  The show was stopped for a moment while the Chief 

asked all able body men present to report and help fight the fire.  There was no panic; women, children, and it is said, a number of the 

men remained to see how the movie would come out. 

 

As fire companies from Myrtle Point, Chiquita, and Marchfield were rushing to help the stricken town.  The Bandon Fire Department 

began making a last stand to keep the fire from getting down into the business section.  Five hours later the city, and its tentacles of 

gorse, was a smoking ruin. 

 

Fire behavior factors that were present during the event: 

Western Oregon was undergoing a long duration drought as witnessed by the massive Tillamook Burns of 1933 and 1939 which 

bracketed this Bandon Fire event. 

 

Unregulated burning throughout the Oregon coast during the onset of an “Indian Summer” led to multiple human-caused starts in what 

amounted to summer conditions. 
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Diagram from the Sunday Oregonian, October 4, 1936, Page 70 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The town was home to a solid covering of a non-native species with an unknown resistance to wildland fire.  An early example of 

highly flammable vegetation fueling a wildfire as it moves into an interface and urban setting. 

 

Operational lessons available for learning from this incident: 

The separation between “fire” season and “burning” season is rarely ever a clean, quick, single storm transition. 

 

The volunteer firemen worked hard but were losing ground for the entire day.  In these situations, order early and order often until you 

have a handle on your fire. 

 

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

This is a historical example that wildfire conflagrations can visit any geographic area, even coastal temperate forests.  It is easy to 

under-estimate the lush forests of western Oregon regarding fire behavior potential.  These forests have a notable history of supporting 

multiple year periods with massive long-duration forest fires going back to the period of 1845-1868; then again during the 1930s 

including this event; and in more recent times from 1987 to 2020. 

 

Links to more information on this incident: 

https://www.oregonlive.com/history/2017/09/fire_is_the_story_of_oregon_ba.html 

 

This summary page was proudly provided by: 

Jim Cook & Kurt La Rue 

 

March 2025 

https://www.oregonlive.com/history/2017/09/fire_is_the_story_of_oregon_ba.html
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Memorial plaque affixed to the town bakery's chimney, one of the few remnants of the inferno. 
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Editorial from the Topeka Capital Journal, September 29, 1936, Page 5 
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Article from the Coos Bay World, September 28, 1936, Page 3 


