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As the Nation's principal conservation agency, the Depart­
ment of the Interior has responsibility for most of our nationally 
owned public lands and natural resources. This includes fostering 
the wisest use of our land and water resources, protecting our fish 
and wildlife, preserving the environmental and cultural values of 
our national parks and historical places, and providing for the en­
joyment of life through outdoor recreation. The Department asses­
ses our energy and mineral resources and works to assure that their 
development is in the best interests of all our people. The Depart­
ment also has a major responsibility for American Indian communi­
ties and for people who live in Island Territories under U.S. 
administration. 
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PREFACE 

The La Mesa Fire occured in 1977, over twelve years ago, and this report was 
essentially completed two years later. With 90 percent of the edi tor ia l work 
completed, funding apparent ly ran out, the staff dispersed, and the work was 
put on the shelf. It remained there for over ten years. 

This is not to say that the study did not meet its or iginal goals. The 
draf t manuscr ip t was widely dis t r ibuted and served as a foundat ion for later 
al terat ions in Nat ional Park Service fire management policy. 

Since the time of the manuscr ip t ' s creat ion, there has been a small but 
steady series of requests for copies of a completed report - with figures, 
tables, paginat ion, and appendices intact . 

In 1990, the Southwest Region's Branch of Cul tura l Resources 
Management under took the task of reviving and publishing the study. Much 
of this suppor t ing documenta t ion was still in raw form, some of the 
appendices only existed in hand wri t ten form - but all of it still existed. The 
staff considered updat ing the manuscr ip t , but opted, instead, to present the 
study as it was originally formed in 1978. While some ideas have matured 
since the time of the report , much of the work remains fresh and thought 
provoking today. With so little work to be found on the effects of fire on 
archeological sites, it is hoped that this "late" but still t imely volume will help 
to fill the void. 

Rick Smith 
Associate Regional Director 
Resources Management 
Southwest Region 
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The La Mesa Fire Study: 
An Investigation of Fire and Fire Suppression Impact 

On Cultural Resources in Bandelier National Monument 

DIANE TRAYLOR 

LYNDI HUBBELL 

NANCY WOOD 

BARBARA FIEDLER 

INTRODUCTION 

On June 16, 1977, the La Mesa Fire began, burning uncontrolled for 

7 days through Bandelier National Monument, National Forest Service, and 

Department of Energy (DOE) lands. More than 15,000 acres were burned, 

impacting both natural and cultural resources. 

The fire started on Mesa del Rito, just west of the Monument in the 

Santa Fe National Forest (Fig. 1). From the early stages of the fire, it was 

clear that variable weather conditions and differing fuel loads, combined with 

Bandelier's complicated topography, would compel diversified fire suppression 

approaches. Slurry (chemical retardant) drops began within 2 hours after the 

fire was reported and continued until nightfall. Fire crews also constructed 

a line all the way around the fire. However, the fire reached a sheer cliff 

where no lines could be built. During that night, the flames dropped down 

into Alamo Canyon, and with shifting canyon and slope winds, burned back 

up the sides of the canyon outside the area of containment. From there, a 

number of factors contributed to the fire's increasing destructiveness. Fuel 

1 
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FIGURE 1. Smoke column rising above Mesa del Rito on the first day of the fire. 
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moisture was critically low after a dry spring and early summer, and many 

forested areas had not burned for years, leaving considerable amounts of 

downed fuels. Daytime winds gusted to 40 miles per hour and, while 

somewhat changeable, tended to blow from the southwest. Unfortunately, this 

carried the fire into regions of high fuel loads. Hand crews, bulldozers, 

slurry bombers, water tankers, and helicopters were quickly dispatched to the 

area. Fire suppression activities expanded during the next week making 

continuing increases of manpower and equipment available to battle the fire. 

Despite the efforts of the fire fighters, the fire moved rapidly, fanned 

by variable wind and fed by dense fir and ponderosa fuels. When the fire 

swept northeast towards top priority areas such as the City of Los Alamos, the 

outlying Los Alamos Laboratories, and the residential areas of Bandelier, 

substantial firebreaks had to be constructed equally swiftly. Bulldozers were 

used to clear large fire breaks. Within the Monument boundaries, catlines 

were constructed on Frijoles, Burnt, and Escobas Mesas, and at Apache 

Springs. On Burnt and Escobas Mesas, existing fire roads were widened, while 

fresh cuts were made on Frijoles Mesa and Apache Springs. Hand lines were 

also constructed on the steep bluff between Escobas Mesa and Apache Springs, 

in a rugged drainage between Burnt and Frijoles Mesa, and on the extreme 

northwestern periphery of the fire, connecting a line across Frijoles Canyon. 

A two-lane, paved highway, State Road 4, was considered an existing fire 

break which would protect Los Alamos. During La Mesa, however, the fire 

swept so rapidly and unpredictably toward the northeast that it exploded 

across State Road 4, forcing fire fighters at one point to abandon their 

equipment. However, the fire line constructed on Frijoles Mesa (Catline "C") 

successfully deterred the fire's advance toward Bandelier Monument 

Headquarters and the Mesa housing area. Actions on DOE land also checked 

the fire's advance before major property damage was done. 

In the backcountry, hand lines were constructed between Capulin, 

Alamo, Lummis, and Frijoles Canyons. During La Mesa, as during any fire, 

time was in short supply, hence crews and equipment were often helicoptered 

into areas accessible otherwise only by several hours walking. Numerous 

helispots were quickly constructed by clearing brush and trees from flat, open 

areas of the backcountry mesa tops. Supplies were flown in and spike camps 
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were set up to give crews much needed rest at the end of their 12 hour shifts. 

In the predominantly ponderosa areas in the upper reaches of Capulin and 

Alamo Canyons, the fire burned intensely, and both slurry and water drops 

were used to supplement the fire lines. Southwestern winds retarded the fire's 

spread toward the southern perimeter of the burn. Suppression activities 

continued until the fire was declared under containment on June 23. 

During a fire, cultural resources are threatened both by the fire itself 

and by related fire-suppression activities. This was clearly documented 

during a severe wild fire at Mesa Verde National Park in 1972 (Switzer 1974). 

In some cases, it appeared that the impact of suppression activities could be 

far more damaging to archeological resources than the fire. While little can 

be done to protect sites from fire damage once a fire has broken out, damage 

resulting from fire suppression can be more selectively controlled and in many 

cases totally avoided. 

Much credit is due Dr. Milford Fletcher, NPS Regional Biologist, who 

in the beginning stages of the La Mesa Fire recognized the potential danger 

to Bandelier's archeological heritage and recommended the use of archeologists 

to minimize fire suppression destruction. Despite initial skepticism from fire 

officials about the compatability of archeological preservation and fire 

suppression, Bandelier acted on Dr. Fletcher's suggestion and took an 

important first step in mitigating damage to its cultural resources by sending 

archeologists out during the initial constructions of the fire lines. Although 

Santa Fe National Forest personnel have in past years been cognizant of 

cultural resource preservation during fires, this was the first time in the 

history of park and forest management that archeologists were included in the 

fire fighting scheme. 

Archeologists from the Southwest Cultural Resources Center in Santa 

Fe, in conjunction with park rangers from Bandelier, worked along with fire 

crews to help protect the Monument's archeological resources. Other 

archeologists from the Laboratory of Anthropology, School of American 

Research, and the Office of Contract Archeology supplied extra manpower as 

back-up crews. Archeologists worked individually, or in pairs, in front of 

bulldozers and hand crews, guiding them away from sites. Others hiked or 

were helicoptered into backcountry areas by line, mop-up, and sawyer crews 
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