Archeology and History in Your Back Yard – The History of the Manzano National Forest & Escaping the Trigo Fire

Hello Everyone, this is Archaeology and History in Your Back Yard and my name is Dixie Boyle. KXNM 88.7 FM and the Torrance County Archaeological Society are pleased to bring you a series of programs designed to acquaint you, our listening audience, with little known people, places and events that took place in the past, right here in your own back yard. For the most part, we will be covering interesting facts, stories and legends about the past, and the people that lived right here in the Estancia Valley and surrounding areas here in central New Mexico. Our goal is to inform, educate, and possibly enlist your help in preserving and protecting the past. 
Our show today will focus on the history of the original Manzano National Forest and the dangers of working as a fire lookout at Capilla Peak Fire Lookout in the Manzano Mountains.

At the turn of the twentieth century, the Manzano Mountains consisted of an unsettled wilderness area with no developed campgrounds and only primitive wagon roads and hunting trails traversing the isolated terrain. Resources were being used indiscriminately by early settlers and in an attempt to manage the land the Manzano Forest Reserve was established in 1906. The following year the name was changed to Manzano National Forest.  The name would be changed one last time in 1931 to Cibola National Forest. 
In 1909, ranger stations were constructed in Mountainair, Tajique and Hells Canyon on the present-day Sandia District. These first ranger stations were not much more than a primitive log cabin with a phone line strung to it for communications and corrals for the ranger’s pack string. It was not an easy job for these first rangers, as they were required to provide their own horses and gear and were responsible for a vast acreage of land managed by the U.S. Government for the first time in its history.
For a decade, Bosque Peak or El Bosque as it was called in its earlier history was the main observation point for the detection of forest fires in the Manzano Mountains. By 1912, officials on the Manzano National Forest had an operational phone line in service between Bosque Peak and the Tajique Ranger Station. In this pre-radio era, rangers strung primitive phone lines between the ranger stations and lookout points and communicated by phone and flashing mirror signals in Morse code.

Additional fire observation points utilized by the Manzano National Forest during the early years were: Manzano Peak on the south end of the range where a canvas tent was set up for the ranger on duty. A pole tower was constructed on Guadalupe Peak on the opposite end of the range and another canvas tent kept ready for the ranger’s cooking and sleeping needs. A large, old growth ponderosa pine tree was used for fire observation on Capilla Peak. The fire lookout or observer patrolled from one end of the mountain to the other on horseback looking for wildfire.

Material for a phone line was transported seven miles from the Tajique-Bosque line and a phone line installed at the new lookout cabin on Capilla Peak.

The cabin built in 1922 was replaced with the steel tower presently residing on the peak in 1963. The fire lookout remains staffed each fire season by a U.S. Forest Service employee.

Juan Chavez from Torreon was the first ranger/patrolman assigned to Capilla Peak. He provided his own horse and rode from Torreon each week to patrol the mountain range. He glassed for fire while sitting atop the large, pine tree and located and extinguished the fires he found from his lookout perch. He stayed in the canvas tents provided by the U.S. Forest Service at Manzano and Guadalupe Peaks when he was in the area, and he was the first to staff the small, lookout cabin on Capilla Peak built in 1922. 

I have staffed Capilla Peak Fire Lookout for over a decade and have had to leave my post five different times when wildfire threatened the lookout. The most terrifying time for me was in 2008 when the Trigo Fire jumped its containment lines and made a run for the fire lookout tower.

The wind had gradually been increasing all morning and by one o’clock in the afternoon gusts erupted at 40 to 60 mph. The fire spontaneously exploded and started racing up the canyon to the top of the mountain and the lookout tower. In an amazingly short time, it started to crown leaping from the top of one ponderosa pine to the next as flames shot hundreds of feet into the air, and my heart sank when I saw it cross my only road out as black plumes of smoke shot up from the canyon bottom.
I left the tower and hiked into the Anderson Burn, a fire that had caused me to evacuate a couple years earlier. From there I could see the fire continuing to build and move in my direction, it was creating its own wind and sending sparks all around me. Air Attack requested Helicopter 312, stationed at the Sandia Ranger Station, to evacuate me as soon as possible.

I sprinted back to the top of the ridge and waited for the helicopter. The noise of the roaring fire was so loud I barely heard the helicopter overhead. I waved to make sure the pilot could see me. The helicopter circled my location three times, but the winds were too strong for it to land safely and lift off again. The helicopter pilot and crew had to back off and leave me alone on the mountain as it was becoming too hot for them. 

By this time, I could feel the heat of the fire and smoke obscured my view. I had nowhere to go but back to the fire lookout. I knew it was my best bet, as it sits on a rocky perch and is made of cinderblock and steel.

From the lookout tower, I watched the smoke and flames move in my direction. The temperature steadily rose inside the tower. Outside, the smoke resembled a mushroom cloud after an atomic explosion. Before the fire reached the campground, less than a quarter mile from the tower, there was a slight shift in the wind direction. This caused the fire to skirt my location and move in the direction of Sherwood Forest.

By morning, the winds had decreased and the fire less intense. Fire crews cleared the road to the lookout, and I was able to slowly drive down the steep grade as debris burned in the road and there small fires burning along both sides. Overnight, the landscape had become unrecognizable.

This has been Archaeology in Your Backyard, a series that will take you through our area’s history in future episodes. This program was written by Dixie Boyle and produced by Bill Simms. Thank you for joining us today. 

The Torrance County Archaeological Society meets at 7 PM the first Tuesday of every month from March through November. We meet at the East Torrance Soil and Water Education Building at 700 S. 19th Street in Estancia. Please come and join us.
You can listen to Archaeology in Your Back Yard Monday at 1 PM, Tuesday at 7 PM, Friday at 10 AM and Saturday at 4 PM. 
KXNM Archives all locally produced shows as MP3Audio Files. So, you can listen to all of the “Archaeology in Your Back Yard” shows whenever you choose. Just visit our website at KXNM.org. Thank you for listening. 
