
324

Introduction

31. Wilderness Fire Management
in Yosemite National Park
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Yosemite National Park encompasses a broad range of vegetation
types, from chaparral stands at 2,000 feet to alpine fell-fields at
13,000 feet. Not only tlie vegetation varies; also included within
this range are variations in the nature of fuel and, consequently, the
probability of fire as well. In these varieties of vegetation, natural
fire plays different roles—from a dynamic force in the chaparral and
mixed conifers to an insignificant factor in certain alpine types. The
National Park Service recognizes these differences and is managing
each type so that fire can play its natural role. This has not always
been the case.

Evolution of a Fire Policy

Historical Conditions

Before national parks were established, natural fires were pre\^alcnt
in many of the parks that later joined the park system. Lightning has
been the primar)' source of natural fire ignitions, particularly in tlie
mountainous West (Komarek 1967). These fires burn with varying
intensities and periodicities depending on the nature of the vegeta
tion and climate. Among the important roles played by fire in these
vegetation types a^c the recycling of nutrients, the removal of under-
Vowth, and the perpetuation of flrc-adapted species. Dominant trees
such as pondcrosa pine {Pinus ponderosa Laws.) evolved with a
regime of periodic surface fires and were favored in many areas.
Lodgcpolc pine {Pinus contorta Dougl.), through adaptations such as
serotinous cones, was able to reproduce in areas subject to less
frequent high intensity fires.

Cultural burning by Indians was also a factor in some park areas.
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