If You Go For A Hike inthe Jemez Today -

You're Sureto Havea Surprise
by CharlesR. Mansfield ~ (C) 2001

Thisisthestory of ashort afternoon hike in a part of the burned arealeft by the Cerro Grandefire. The
photographic record of this hike demonstrates the extreme variability of the burn patterns of awildfire. The area
of the hikeis just west of SR 501 between Valle Canyon and Pajarito Canyon. Thetopography of thisareais
dominated by the gentle eastern down slope of the Pajarito Plateau and by a pair of earthquake faults that have
created two benches (relatively flat areas) above SR 501.

The Cerro Grandefire broke out of Frijoles Canyon on the evening of May 7, 2000 and made an advance
on nearly a mile wide front toward Los Alamos National Laboratory. This advance was driven by winds and
directed to some extent by a set of man madefirebarriers. Thebarriers consist of roads, fire breaks, logging areas
and thinned aress. In addition the fire was contained to some extent by the regrowth left by awildfirein this area
inabout 1955. A map of the area showing the route of travel, roads, firebreaks, logging areas and thinning areas
is presented as Figure 1. The approximate location and direction of each photograph is also shown.

Figure 1. Route of a Hike west of State Road 501. The fire burned in all areas west of SR 501.
Thinning and logging was done on both sides of SR 501 after the La Mesafirein 1977.
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Thehikebegins at the
head of the Pgjarito Canyon
truck trail on SR 501. This
point is about 0.5 mi South of
the Two Mile Mesa entrance to
LANL technical areas. The
southern branch of this road
ascends the ridge on the south
side of Pgjarito Canyon. This
road has been used for multiple
use accessto the area. Theroad
has not been maintained and
has been blocked in several
places to reduce erosion. SR
501 can be seen in the right
background in Photo 1. SR 501
served as amajor firebreak.

Photo 2 Truck trail to thinning and logging operations.
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Photo 1 Pgjarito Canyon truck trail near SR 501. The Highway can be seen

in the left center.

At a point about
200 yards South West of
thefirst photo location the
truck trail begins to climb
steeply up theridge on the
north side of a small
drainage to a series of
logging aress. These
logging areas and the road
probably helped to blunt
the initial advance of the
crown fire into Los
Alamos County. Photo 2
shows this road where it
climbsthrough an area that
was thinned after the La
Mesa fire. Low intensity
ground  fires  burned
throughout this area and
removed alarge amount of
fuels.



Photo 3 was taken from a point a few feet to the south of photo 2. This photo is representative of the

state of the forest near SR
501 after the Cerro Grande
fire. The stumps remain
from the thinning operations
after the La Mesa fire. A
large amount of firewood
was gathered from the trees
that were felled during the
thinning operations. Note
that many of these trees do
not to seem tohave sustained
major injury during the
Cearo Grande fire. A few
trees in the left background
have died as evidenced by
thereddish brown needles on
the trees. These trees may
have died astheresult of fire
induced damage.

Photo 3 Thinned forest after the Cerro Grande fire near the truck trail.

A hiking trail begins near photo location 3. Thistrail dimbsasteep hillsideto what | call thefirst bench
(relatively leve area). On this hillside the fuels were denser and there were occasional flareups of the fire that
burned individual trees. Thetrail meets aroad, that originates in Water Canyon, at the edge of the bench. This

Photo 4 Lighty burned area on the first bench

road has been here for
many years and has
provided access for a
multitude of uses. In some
areas the forest has been
thinned for firewood and
logging in this area. The
Cerro Grande fire burned
across this bench with
generally low intensity. In
a few instances there were
flareups that were confined
toindividual trees. Photo 4
was taken in a North West
direction. A few fire
destroyed trees can be seen
in the upper right center of
thescene. Thesetrees mark
the edge of the heavily
burned area on the north
end of the second bench.



Theroad leads through a park like areathat is the result of logging operations several years ago. The
fire did open up vistas in the park by burning the Gambles Oak, small Ponderosa Pine and other small brush.
This park like aspect will only last afew years as the brush and oak have sent up several shoots to replace each
above ground stem burned by
thefire. Inaddition there will
probably  be increased
sprouting of pines and mixed
conifersthroughout this area.
A number of low cut stumps
resulting from the logging
activities can be seen in
Photo 5. The ability of
deciduous plants such as oak
to resprout from roots leads
to the normal fire recovery
sequence. The broad brush
description of firerecovery is
that deciduous plants (brush
and trees) and grasses will
first fill afirearea. Asthese
plants mature, pines and
mixed conifers begin to grow
in  spaces with enough
sunlight to allow them to develop. The climax forest that eventually develops in the western U.S. generally
consists of pines and mixed conifers. Without the intervention of man, this process can take several hundred
years.

Photo 5 View of the forest 200 yards south of the Photo 4 location.

A branch road leading
from thefirst bench may have
been built for access during a
fire in the 1950's. Photo 6
shows a scene on the steep
hillside along this branch of the
road. Thefire burned through
this area with such low
intensity that the fire potential
is still high on this hillside.

Photo 6 Brush thicket on the hillside between the first and second benches.



