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My  w o r k  w i t h  t h e  Na t u r e 
Conservancy this summer has helped me 
see the difference between forests of pre-
white settlement and those resulting from 
fire exclusion. Standing under a thick grove 
of medium-size Douglas firs in the cool 
shade of a northern hillside in Star Gulch, 
I find the massive rotted stumps of oaks, 
madrones and pines that once covered 
the same hillside when stands had fewer, 
bigger trees more resistant to fire than the 
ones we see now. There are remnants of 
old-growth fir, too, but in pre-settlement 
times most of their prolific saplings would 
have regularly burned in low-intensity fires. 
Without these wildfires, dense fir saplings 
have grown and shaded out the old-growth 
oak savannas. The forests became thicker, 
more combustible, and younger, as most of 
the large sugar and ponderosa pines were 
logged long ago. While our forests may 
still look natural, they are the product of 
human fire suppression.

Big trees often scar when a 
low fire sweeps through, burning past 
their bark on the uphill side of the trunk 
and leaving a blackened triangle. Cutting 
into any old fire-scarred snag on a ridge, 
I find chronological scarring for every 
year a fire came through—every decade 
or so. Many of today’s stands haven’t seen 
fire in over a hundred years. When a fire 
starts, it burns the accumulated “fuels” 

Applegate forests: 
A product of human tinkering
by jaKob shocKey

and denser trees so hot that 
nothing survives. Old-growth 
trees no longer scar in today’s 
fires—they die. 

This valley’s ridges 
are not the only ecosystem 
that we have dramatically 
altered—our waterways, too, 
have changed. Our free-flowing 
cobbled creeks used to be a 
saturated system of beaver ponds 
and shifting stream beds. Diverse 
communities of maple, ash, cottonwood, 
willow, elderberry, cascara, yew and 
conifers have given way to red alder, the 
riparian tree that heals disturbed areas. 
Blackberries and reed canarygrass have 
pushed out native shrubs, and finer 
spawning gravels have been washed away in 
less complex streams that flow faster than 
they historically ever did. 

Much of this change is because 
we trapped out the beaver. That one 
simple human action, like fighting fires, 
has caused the ecosystem to pitch forward 
into something it never was. Much as a 
Roman arch holds up around a keystone, 
these wild places were dependent on these 
ecosystem “keystones”: beaver and wildfire. 

Like a ship without a rudder, these 
places still look whole and functional at 
a glance, and they are familiar. What we 
see right now and over the course of our 

lifetimes influences what we think a forest 
or creek “should look like.” This is our 
baseline, from which we call “old-growth” 
stands healthy and “clear-cuts” unhealthy. 
We are used to our forests being thick and 
young, just as we are accustomed to this 
new version of a stream without beaver. Yet 
even as I write this, the Oregon Gulch fire 
is turning a forest into a moonscape and 
our valley’s creeks and ponds have gone dry 
earlier than many remember. In the face 
of climate change, our rudderless ship is 
being drawn into a dangerous storm, and 
we are all aboard together. The question 
becomes, how best do we guide our ship 
through the storm?

Jakob Shockey  •  541-890-9989
Riparian Program Manager
Applegate Partnership & 

Watershed Council
riparianprogram@apwc.info

Old–growth madrones—watch for fairy rings 
Conifers have coevolved with wildfire, building up impressively fire-resistant bark. 

Madrones, in comparison, seem shockingly ill prepared for a fire with their nude trunks 
and gently peeling bark. Yet they, too, have a strategy for living through wildfire. Much as 
willows and cottonwoods re-sprout after a beaver cuts them down, madrones will re-sprout 
in a tight ring around the fire-killed trunk. This ring of sprouts grows from the same roots 
as the dead stem—they are the same tree. As the old trunk decays, these new stems become 
a “fairy ring” of trunks. In the next wildfire, this ring of stems will die, and the cycle repeats 
with a new set of re-sprouts, thus expanding the circle’s diameter. The wider the fairy ring, 
the older the tree, the more wildfires survived. Oaks have the same strategy, and we can’t 
really know how old some of these trees are. So next time you’re out cutting firewood, pay 
attention—you might be taking down a tree many hundred years your senior.

—Jakob Shockey

Fire suppression of a 2013 lightning strike on
 Humpy Mountain. Photo by Jakob Shockey.


