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Lolo Peak firefighters are “trying to take 

control of the beast out there” but 

warned Thursday night that they expect 

more extreme fire activity on Friday. 

The Lolo Peak fire exploded to 15,090 

acres Thursday, after making a four-mile 

run in the Mormon Creek area 

overnight. And Stuart Turner, a fire 

behavior analyst, warned that Friday “is 

going to be a big weather day.” 

“We’re going to have a red flag warning, which means there will be extreme conditions that are 

right for large fire growth,” Turner said at a Thursday night meeting. “That’s why you’re seeing 

all of these activities and evacuations.” 

In just a few hours Wednesday night, westerly winds moved the fire about four miles to the east 

on the ridge north of Carlton Lake and into the top of the Mormon Creek drainage, fire managers 

reported on InciWeb, the U.S. Forest Services' Incident Information System. 

That area remains a significant concern to fire managers. 

“We’re trying to seal off the mouth of Lolo Creek,” Mark Goeller, the operations manager, told 

the crowd gathered Thursday evening at the Florence Baptist Church. “We saw, with the Roaring 

Lion fire last year and the Sawtooth fire, is that fire tends to want to come roaring out of the 

canyons and cause havoc on the valley floor.” 

They’re trying to check the fire where they can in rocky terrain, and also have laid fire lines and 

hoses to try to stem its movement. In addition, on Thursday three Hotshot crews worked 
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Motorists on U.S. Highway 93 South pass through a plume of 
smoke Thursday evening from the Lolo Peak fire as flames 
from the fire, and from backfiring operations pushed toward 
the valley floor between Lolo and Florence. KURT WILSON, 
Missoulian. 
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downhill building hand lines and burning out brush and understory along the northernmost and 

southernmost ski trails of the failed ski area west of Florence. 

By midday, the uncontained fire edge had reached the highest elevations of the ski runs. 

Using drip torches filled with a mixture of diesel and gasoline, the Hotshots plan to bring the fire 

down to the primary containment line, which runs parallel to Highway 93. By burning out the 

lighter fuels below the trees, the crew plans to decrease the intensity of the fire as it approaches 

the containment line. 

Hotshot crews plan to move the fire from McClain Creek on the southern edge, and from 

Mormon Creek on the northern edge, to meet in the middle. 

From Drop Point 80 near McClain Creek Road, helicopter motors echoed out of the surrounding 

drainages and large tanker planes could be seen dropping retardant down Carlton Ridge. 

According to Public Information Officer Mike Martin, Lolo Peak is labeled a priority fire, which 

means more resources will be assigned to it. 

A Type 2 initial attack crew from northwestern Alaska watched the Hotshots moving down the 

slope, ready to provide assistance at any moment. The supporting crews at drop points provide 

regular weather assessments to the Hotshots using field kits to measure temperature, wind speed, 

and relative humidity. 

Fire managers said they’re also closely monitoring the Mill Creek Road area. 

“We haven’t removed our focus and understand there’s still potential for that to become very 

active,” Goeller said. 

Throughout the day Thursday, torching trees were visible from Highway 93, with fire behavior 

described as "very active due to the hot and dry weather. According to the Forest Service, people 

can expect to see "single tree and group torching, short uphill crown runs with spotting" between 

a half mile and a mile. 

Despite the quick movement of the fire Wednesday, the mood around the incident command 

center and on the fire line was calm Thursday. Firefighters have had a month to create their 

strategy for fighting the Lolo Peak fire, and were ready to implement it. 

Martin noted that for the past month, the fire had been in terrain too dangerous for firefighters. 

“Down here, in the lighter fuels, is where we can catch this fire,” Martin said. 

Back on Highway 93, the fire information trailer at the junction of Highway 93 and Highway 12 

buzzed with activity all day long. Martin, said between 15 and 20 people at a time had been 

stopping at the stand since 7 a.m. 

Many of the people stopping at the fire information stand were evacuated either Wednesday 

night or Thursday afternoon. John Peterson, one of the public information officers, assured wave 

after wave of people of the safety of their home and explained how firefighters are acting to 

control the fire. 

Now that the fire is visible and established on Carlton Ridge, a new information stand will be set 

up in Florence at the community bank. 



Greg Poncin, the incident commander, told the crowd at the gathering in Florence Thursday 

night that his team is happy to be back at the Lolo Peak fire after a two-week resting period. He 

noted that they put in 30 miles of primary containment lines before leaving, and that they want to 

come back to see this through. 

"That’s how we are going to do this — together,” he said. 
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The Lolo Peak fire exploded 

to 15,090 acres Thursday, after 

making a four-mile run in the 

Mormon Creek area overnight. 

"In just a few hours, westerly 

winds moved the fire 

approximately 4 miles to the 

east on the ridge north of 

Carlton Lake and into the top 

of the Mormon Creek 

drainage," fire managers 

reported on InciWeb, the U.S. 

Forest Services' Incident 

Information System. 

Throughout the day Thursday, torching trees were visible from Highway 93, with fire behavior 

described as "very active due to the hot and dry weather.  According to the Forest Service, 

people can expect to see "single tree and group torching, short uphill crown runs with spotting" 

between a half mile and a mile. 

Despite the quick movement of the fire last night, the mood around the incident command center 

and on the fire line was calm. Firefighters have had a month to create their strategy for fighting 

the Lolo Peak fire, and were ready to implement it. 

Mike Martin, a public information officer assigned to Lolo Peak fire, said that for the past 

month, the fire had been in terrain too dangerous for firefighters. 

“Down here, in the lighter fuels, is where we can catch this fire,” Martin said. 

Three Hotshot crews worked downhill building hand lines and burning out brush and understory 

along the northernmost and southernmost ski trails of the failed ski area west of Florence. By 

midday, the uncontained fire edge had reached the highest elevations of the ski runs 

Using drip torches filled with a mixture of diesel and gasoline, the Hotshots plan to bring the fire 

down to the primary containment line, which runs parallel to Highway 93. 
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A wall of flames hundreds of feet high burn on a ridge above Rowan Road 
south of Lolo early Thursday morning. About 400 homes south and west of 
Lolo were ordered to be evacuated in August because of the proximity of the 
Lolo Peak Fire. By KURT WILSON, Missoulian. 
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By burning out the lighter fuels below the trees, the crew plans to decrease the intensity of the 

fire as it approaches the containment line. Hotshot crews plan to move the fire from McClain 

Creek on the southern edge, and from Mormon Creek on the northern edge, to meet in the 

middle. 

From Drop Point 80 near McClain Creek Road, helicopter motors echoed out of the surrounding 

drainages and large tanker planes could be seen dropping retardant down Carlton Ridge. 

According to Martin, Lolo Peak is labeled a priority fire, which means more resources will be 

assigned to it. 

A Type 2 initial attack crew from northwestern Alaska watched the Hotshots moving down the 

slope ready to provide assistance at any moment. The supporting crews at drop points provide 

regular weather assessments to the Hotshots using field kits to measure temperature, wind speed, 

and relative humidity. 

Back on Highway 93, the fire information trailer at the junction of Highway 93 and Highway 12 

buzzed with activity all day long. Martin, said between 15 and 20 people at a time had been 

stopping at the stand since 7 a.m. 

Many of the people stopping at the fire information stand were evacuated either Wednesday 

night or Thursday afternoon. John Peterson, one of the public information officers, assured wave 

after wave of people of the safety of their home and explained how firefighters are acting to 

control the fire. 

Now that the fire is visible and established on Carlton Ridge a new information stand will be set 

up in Florence at the community bank. 
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Ravalli County Sheriff Steve Holton was looking forward Saturday to the arrival of the expected 

140-person contingent of Montana National Guard that will provide some relief for local law 

enforcement staffing 23 roadblocks on the Lolo Peak Fire. 

Holton expected that they would show up sometime toward evening on Saturday. 

"That's going to be awesome," Holton said Saturday afternoon. "We've been preparing for this 

fire for the last three weeks and we're getting tired. It will be good to get our guys home so they 

can get some sleep." About half of Holton's crew of sworn officers was manning checkpoints 

Saturday afternoon. 

A firefighter suffered a broken arm at about noon Saturday when a rock hit him and he fell near 

the ski area at McClain Creek, according to InciWeb, the national fire reporting service. The 

firefighter was taken by a ambulance to a Missoula hospital. 
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Five-year-old Hayden O’Leary watches the Lolo Peak fire from the back 
of her grandfather’s truck Saturday evening while parked on a ridge 
overlooking Lolo and the Bitterroot Valley from the Miller Creek area. 
As of Sunday morning, the fire has burned more than 30,000 acres and 
fire officials are expecting calmer weather to begin the week. By KURT 
WILSON, Missoulian. 
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At 3 p.m., Holton said nothing had changed as far as evacuations and, beyond the two homes and 

several outbuildings that burned Thursday night, there were no new reports of homes being lost 

to the fire. 

 "It's been truly amazing that 

no more homes have been 

lost," he said. "These 

firefighters have done some 

really good work, with much 

of it happening at night. The 

work they accomplished last 

night will benefit us today." 

Firefighters expected 

Saturday to be a "bad burn 

day," Holton said, with a Red 

Flag Warning in effect until 9 

p.m. Saturday. "The inversion 

has lifted and the fire intensity 

has really picked up." 

Local officials already know 

the incident command team. 

That same team worked on 

the last year's Roaring Lion 

fire just outside of Hamilton 

that burned more than a dozen homes. 

"Besides the chaos that occurred because the fire came down the hill so quickly, this operation 

has been really smooth," he said. "They deserve a lot of credit." 

Unlike the Roaring Lion fire that leapt to life over the course of hours, Holton said the incident 

command team had time to plan, build contingency lines and develop evacuation action points 

before the fire burned down into the valley. 

"They had a great plan in place and their predictions on what the fire would do were right," he 

said. "I think they are doing very well for the conditions that they are facing right now. 

"We think the next few days will tell the tale on this fire," he said. "It is going to be with us for 

awhile until we have some kind of season-ending event." 

An additional 50 personnel were brought in to help with the fire, bringing the total number up to 

655 on the fire that grew by nearly 9,000 acres — to an estimated 27,906 — on Friday. 

"It was a wild afternoon," said fire information officer Mike Cole on Saturday, of the previous 

day when winds whipped flames and smoke high into the sky, visible from Missoula. "We were 

pretty nervous for a few hours." 

With the Lolo Peak fire continuing to burn hot, Lolo, Florence and the south end of Missoula 

may see increased smoke in the area Sunday, said Sarah Coefield, air quality specialist with the 

Missoula City-County Health Department. 

The aftermath of the Lolo Peak fire on Friday after it blew up to 18,896 
acres and consumed two homes. Photo courtesy of the Missoula County 
Sheriff's Department. 



"There is a wall of Lolo Peak smoke south of Missoula," she wrote. 

Air quality could drop to unhealthy or very unhealthy conditions by Sunday morning, Coefield 

said in a news release Saturday afternoon. Air quality will generally be worse in the mornings 

and evening hours, Coefield said. 

When air quality is unhealthy, people with heart or lung disease, smokers, children and the 

elderly should limit heavy or prolonged exertion and limit time spent outdoors. Anyone 

experiencing symptoms of heart or lung disease due to prolonged exposure to unhealthy air 

should contact a health provider, Coefield said. 

As a cold front moved through Friday afternoon, its winds blew up a plume from the Lolo Peak 

fire that could be seen for miles. This picture was taken from the Wye on Interstate 90. 

Visibility concerns as well as the need for engines to be able to get through to the fire line 

prompted Highway 12 to be closed at the east and west junctions of Highway 93. That closure 

remained in effect Saturday, but authorities are monitoring the closure on an hourly basis and 

will reopen it as soon as it is safe, said Lisa Keibler, a Lolo Peak fire public information officer. 

A drone reported in the fire area Friday caused fire managers to shut down air operations near 

Highway 12 during a time of heightened concern the fire would jump the highway and endanger 

more Lolo residents’ homes. That incident is still under investigation, Keibler said. 

An evacuation order issued 

Friday evening included the 

north side of Highway 12 west 

of Stella Blue, but not including 

Stella. The order includes 

Sleeman Creek Road. The 

Missoula County Sheriff’s 

Office issued a statement Friday 

evening clarifying that residents 

east of Travelers Rest are not 

under an evacuation order and 

Highway 93 is not closed down.  

In Ravalli County, evacuation 

orders are in place for all homes 

west of U.S. Highway 93 and 

south of West Carlton Creek 

Road to the Missoula-Ravalli 

County line. The evacuation 

order was expanded to west of 

Florence Carlton Loop all the way South to Holloway Lane, including north to Tie Chute Lane, 

Holton said. 

Evacuation warnings have been issued south from Holloway Lane to Bass Creek Road. 

Old Highway 93 at Rowan Road to Long Avenue is closed to the public for fire operations.  

Montana Highway patrol officers Sean Finley, left, and Shawn 
Smalley stop motorists on Highway 12 Friday night after the 
highway was closed because of spot fires from the Lolo Peak 
fire. Wind and heating in the afternoons continue to cause 
problems on the fire. By KURT WILSON, Missoulian. 



For safety reasons, re-entry to evacuated homes is indefinitely postponed until conditions 

improve. The hope is that once firefighters get through Sunday and Monday, there might be an 

opportunity to allow some of the residents who have been evacuated to go back into their homes 

for at least a short time, said Holton, the Ravalli County sheriff. 

Gov. Steve Bullock has declared a fire emergency for Montana, which authorizes the Montana 

National Guard to support wildfire efforts as needed. 

The lightning-caused Lolo Peak fire was discovered July 15. 

 


