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Abstract 
Local newspaper accounts of wildfires in southeastern 

Arizona between 1859 and 1890 demonstrate that during 
that period, 1) wildfires were much larger in areal extent, 
especially in the grasslands, than they are at present; 2) the 
occurrence of large grassland fires declined after 1882, 
probably as a result of overgrazing; 3) the cessation of major 
grassland fires preceded the "brush invasion" of the 1890s; 
4) Amerinds, especially the Apaches, set wildfires; 5) 
wildfire suppression was favored by the early Anglo set- 
tlers; 6) wildfires occurred in all of the major vegetation 
communities, including desert scrub; and 7) wildfires were 
fairly frequent. 

Introduction 
Although some ecologists consider wildfire to play an 

important role in the evolution of the coniferous forests, 
evergreen woodlands, and grasslands of southeastern 
Arizona (Fig. 1), few primary historical sources are cited to 
document the occurrence and scale of 19th century 
wildfires in the region. This lack of primary documentation 
has led some to question the role of wildfire in the evolu- 
tion of the grasslands (Hastings and Turner, 1965). The 
purpose of this investigation is to present descriptions of 
wildfires in southeastern Arizona gleaned from local news- 
papers published between 1859 and 1890. 

It is widely recognized that more than a half century of 
wildfire suppression had an effect on the montane forests of 
the American Southwest (yogi, 1971a; 1971b; Dodge, 1972; 
Wright and Bailey, 1982; Pyne, 1982). However, the effect of 
fire suppression on the plains and desert grasslands of 
southeastern Arizona remains unclear. Near the turn of the 
century, those grasslands were invaded by scrubby trees 
(mostly Prosopis and Acacia) and brush. This invasion is 
thought to have resulted from wildfire suppression, 
brought about by overgrazing in conjunction with drought 
and fire suppression by the early Anglo settlers. According 
to the supporters of the fire hypothesis, recurrent wildfires 
swept the grasslands before Anglo settlement. These fires, 
ignited by Amerinds or lightning, resulted in little perma- 
nent damage to the grasses. Although most of the grasses 
emerged the following season as vigorously as ever, the 
fires periodically killed off the woody seedlings that had 
become established since the preceding fire. Hence, a 
grass -forb association was found. However, the introduc- 
tion of large numbers of cattle in the late 1870s and early 
1880s led to severe overgrazing and the removal of the fine 
fuel load, thus checking the possiblity of widespread 
wildfire. The removal of the grass relieved the brush and 
tree species of root competition and fire damage. Therefore, 
the climax grassland was replaced by a shrub community 
(Tourney, 1891; Thornber, 1907; 1910; Griffiths, 1910; 
Wooton, 1916; Leopold, 1924; Branscomb, 1956; Hum- 
phrey, 1958; 1962; Chew and Chew, 1965; Martin, 1975; 
Bock, et al., 1976; Wright and Bailey, 1982). 

Hastings and Turner (1965), opponents of the fire 
hypothesis, examined the journals of the early travelers 
through southeastern Arizona and did not find "the 
slightest historical justification for applying the fire 
hypothesis to the desert grasslands of the region." They 
found no evidence that wildfires occurred at either the 
requisite scale or frequency to explain the brush -free grass- 
lands of the region before the 1890s. Moreover, they ques- 
tioned whether the Amerinds commonly set fire to the 
grasslands historically (Hastings and Turner, 1965). These 
views were repeated by Cooke and Reeves (1976). To date, 
only Dobyns (1981) has presented new materials on the fire 
history of the region. Dobyns, using some information from 
early Spanish and Mexican records and early contact 
ethnographies, concluded that wildfires set by the 
Amerinds, especially the Apaches, were both common and 
large in areal extent before Anglo settlement. 

Methods and Materials 
All of the newspapers enumerated here are stored in the 
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Bancroft Library at the University of California, Berkeley. 
The Bancroft contains the most complete collection of 
newspapers published in southeastern Arizona between 
1859 and 1890. Newspaper coverage for the region, how- 
ever, is extremely spotty, largely because publication was 
irregular and many issues have been lost. The most com- 
plete daily and monthly coverage is for Tucson and 
Tombstone, and then only after 1879; before 1879 the 
coverage is extremely poor with no newspapers for the 
entire period of 1860 -1869 and only limited coverage be- 
tween 1870 and 1878. The poorness of the coverage before 
1879 is due in part to the fact that before 1878, Tucson was 
the only large settlement in southeastern Arizona. In 1860, 
only 57 people were counted in the region that now encom- 
passes all of Cochise County as well as Santa Cruz and 
Pima counties east of Tucson and the Santa Cruz River 
(U.S. Dept. of Interior, Census Office, 1864). In 1880, only 
1783 people were listed in the same region, of which 1473 
lived in Tombstone and its mill towns (U.S. Dept. of Inte- 
rior, Census Office, 1883). 

Newspapers for other towns in the region were also 
examined but their publication was too erratic and entire 
years were missing. For example, I encountered only one 
issue of the Arizona Bullion, published in Harshaw, and 
five issues of the Weekly Arizonian, from Tubac. 

Issues of the following newspapers were read for the 
period between 1859 (the year the first newspaper in south- 
eastern Arizona was published) and 1890: Arizona Silver 
Belt (Globe), Arizona Bullion ( Harshaw), Pinal Drill (Pinal 
City), Daily Tombstone (Tombstone), Daily Nugget 
(Tombstone), Tombstone Epitaph (Tombstone), Tomb- 
stone Prospector (Tombstone), Weekly Nugget (Tomb- 
stone), Weekly Arizonian (Tubac), Arizona Daily Star 
(Tucson), Arizona Daily Journal (Tucson), Arizona Star 
(Tucson), Weekly Citizen (Tucson), Arizona Weekly Star 
(Tucson), Tucson Daily Citizen (Tucson), Tucson Daily 
Record (Tucson), Weekly Arizonian (Tucson), Weekly 
Arizonan (Tucson), and the Southwestern Stockman 
(Willcox). 

The largest number of wildfires were recorded for the 
mountains surrounding Tucson -the Catalinas, Rincons, 
and Santa Ritas- because that city had the most complete 
coverage. Generally, only wildfires that could be seen from 
Tucson or Tombstone or that were extremely large or 
threatened personal property were recorded. In almost 
every case, wildfires were given minor coverage. 

Results and Discussion 
Table 1 lists the number of major wildfires per year in 

southeastern Arizona reported in local newspapers from 
1859 to 1890 and indicates the major vegetation -type(s) in 
which each fire occurred. The number of fires recorded in 
Table 1 had to be estimated for several years because in 
some cases the same fire was reported many times (e.g. 
Arizona Weekly Star, June 19, 1879; Arizona Daily Star, 
July 30, 1879) or an unspecified number of fires were noted 
in several different mountain ranges (e.g. Tucson Daily 
Record, June 4, 1880). Futhermore, the newspaper accounts 
do not always describe the vegetation -type(s) in which the 
fires occurred. For example, many fires are noted only to 
have occurred in certain mountain ranges, and it is not clear 
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Figure 1. Southeastern Arizona showing localities men- 
tioned in the text and distribution of woodland, forest, and 
scrub desert and grassland. 

whether the fires were in the coniferous forests, oak - 
juniper woodlands, or both. Because the former vege- 
tation -type makes up only 1% of the vegetation cover of the 
region and occupies only the highest elevations, it may be 
overrepresented in Table 1. 

For a more thorough perspective on the nature of the 19th 
century fires, the following complete newspaper descrip- 
tions are included in chronological order: 

Fires have been raging south and southeast of here [Tucson] during 
the past week. Millions of acres of excellent grass land have been 
burned over but thanks to the abundance of our grazing lands we 
have plenty left. As soon as the rainy season sets in, which will be 
about the first of next month, the whole country will again be 
covered with green grass. -Weekly Citizen, June 13, 1874. 

For the last month the country north, south and east of Tucson has 
been in a constant blaze. The grasses on the mesas, mountains 
and in the valleys, have been eaten up by the flames; during the 
last two days the fire has traveled over the Santa Catarina 
[Catalina] mountains and is burning now miles beyond. It has 
climbed almost to the summit of the Santa Rita, after devouring 
most of the pastures below, and bids fair to continue its course 
until the grass of the whole country has been licked up in flames. 
At first thought, these fires might appear to be of little or no harm 
to the country or people, but a moment's reflection convinces us of 
our error. We lay claim (and justly) to great and extensive grazing 
facilities in southern Arizona; and large herds of stock are con- 
stantly coming in to eat up these fine pastures; but let these 
grasses be burnt off two or three years in succession during the hot 
dry season and not only grass but all kinds of vegetation must 
disappear, the roots will be destroyed by the penetrating heat. The 
shrubbery and trees will be consumed in the same way, wherever 
the fire touches. The timber in the Santa Rita mountains now 
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being destroyed, ought to have brought us in the future millions of 
feet of lumber; the small fuel timber on the mesas, which ought to 
have supplied us for years to come is snatched away by the same 
element... Arizona Star, June 23, 1877. 

Fires have been raging in the mountains east and south of here 
[Tucson] for some time past, and much valuable timber and grass 
have been destroyed. We are not favored with such a superabun- 
dance of either of these articles that they should be maliciously or 
carelessly destroyed. There is a law with heavy penalties against 
setting fires of this kind; but it is practically a dead letter, owing to 
the difficulty of procuring a conviction under it. -Arizona 
Weekly Star, May 22, 1879. 

Forests fires are raging in the Whetstone and Huachuca moun- 
tains and also on the northside of the Santa Catarinas [Catalinasi 
Acres of fine grass and timber are being destroyed. Ranchmen and 
prospectors are much annoyed by the carelessness of campers in 
allowing these fires to get underway. Grass through these moun- 
tains is now in its best condition and it is a pity to have it 
destroyed. -Tucson Daily Record, May 15, 1880. 

For the past two weeks fires have been burning on the Santa 
Catalina, Santa Rita, Pajarito and Oro Blanco mountains; during 
that time over 100 square miles have been burned over, destroying 
not only all grass but also all the trees and timber in the burned 
districts. The grass alone destroyed is an important item, but the 
value of the timber it is impossible to compute. These fires are 
nearly all caused by careless prospectors; we say careless because 
we cannot believe that anyone could be mischievous enough to 
set these fires. If these prospectors would only think for a moment 
and realize the immense damage they do, not only to their fellow 
prospectors and miners but the whole country... Whatever the 
name Arizona will be derived from is immaterial, but this is true, 
that this is an "Arid zone" caused almost by these carelessly or 
designedly set fires. Fires have destroyed and are destroying our 
trees and timber, and where they are more existent rains and 
moisture will not be attracted, and where moisture does not exist 
herbage cannot. Is it then surprising that this is an "Arid zone ", 
and is it not plausible that from this fact the name Arizona was 
derived? The name will probably exist as long as time lasts, but 
the cause which gave birth can be removed, by care on one hand 
and the rigid application of the laws on the other. - Tucson Daily 
Record, June 4, 1880. 

... the grass over areas that were burned over this season is now 
knee high and everything looks as fresh as spring time in this 
locality [Patagonia] ... -Arizona Daily Star, Sept. 2, 1880. 

The sky in the west was brilliantly illuminated last night, which 
indicates a great fire raging far beyond this place [Tucson]. Both 
Maricopa and Casa Grande telegraphed here as to the cause. The 
light from the clouds was reflected with brilliancy on the city. - 
Arizona Daily Star, March 17, 1882. 

Prairie and wood fires have been raging in southern Arizona and 
western New Mexico recently. The territory burned over is re- 
ported to cover forty miles square [1,022,000 acres], and the 
damage done is immense. The origin of the fire is attributed to the 
Indians. -Arizona Daily Star, April 16, 1882. 

Immense forest fires are still prevailing in some parts of western 
New Mexico and southern Arizona. They are believed to have 
been set out by Indians. Next to the pleasures of killing, burning 
appears to be the favorite amusement of the savages. -Arizona 
Daily Star, May 21, 1882. 

The Patagonia mountains are on fire and the country between the 
Patagonia and the Huachucas, a distance of twenty miles, is 
covered with smoke. The tall grass and the pine timber is burning 
furiously, the noise being like a rushing storm. The heat is so great 
that one cannot approach within a distance of it. An area of 
country about five miles square is now burning. It was set on fire 
by the Indians, the day they murdered poor Grace. -Arizona 
Daily Star, June 14, 1887. 

A large fire is raging in the Santa Catalina Mountains. A party 
who has been at the scene states that is has gone over an area of 
about ten miles square and that it is making its way toward the 
valley on this side [Tucson], - Arizona Daily Star, June 22, 1889. 

The newspaper accounts clearly demonstrate that 
wildfires occurred in nearly all of the major vegetation 
communities of southeastern Arizona. They also indicate 
that wildfires were generally large in the 19th century. By 
comparison, in the past 60 years the largest fire in the 
grasslands covered only 2000 acres (Bahre, 1977), and the 
largest fire in the coniferous forest and oak -juniper wood- 
lands was the 9800 -acre Huachuca Burn in June, 1977 
(Gehlbach, 1981). 

Wildfires were roughly twice as frequent in coniferous 
forest and oak -juniper woodland as in grassland, and about 
three times as frequent in grassland as in desert scrub (Table 
1). Except for the grassland fire between the Patagonia and 
Huachuca mountains in 1887 (it is not clear whether that 
fire burned the grassland of the San Rafael Valley or the 
woodland -grassland mosaic of the Canelo Hills), major 
wildfires in the grasslands appear to have declined signifi- 
cantly after 1882, a year that corresponds with the begin- 
ning of heavy overgrazing of the grasslands (Wagoner, 1961; 
Bahre, 1978). By 1893, overgrazing and drought led to the 
worst cattle die -off ever in southeastern Arizona (Hum- 
phrey, 1958; Wagoner, 1961). In 1891, Toumey, when de- 
scribing the overgrazed grasslands of southeastern Arizona, 
wrote: "There are valleys over which one can ride for 
several miles without finding mature grasses sufficient for 
herbarium species without searching under bushes or in 
other similar places." Shortly thereafter, the "brush inva- 
sion" of the grasslands began. A map of southern Arizona 
by Robert in 1869 shows extensive grasslands all along the 
west side of the Dragoon Mountains and the east side of the 
Huachuca Mountains in areas now covered completely by 
brush. 

Wildfires also occurred in desert scrub communities 
during the 19th century. In fact, they may have been more 
common than now thought. Although lightning storms are 
frequent during the summer in the desert, it is generally 
believed that the production of annual and perennial herbs 
is usually too low to provide a fuel load capable of sustain- 
ing wildfire (Humphrey, 1963; 1974). However, after sev- 
eral years of greater- than- normal precipitation, the fuel 
load may be such that fires can occur. This is substantiated 
by the occurrence of the Granite Burn, which burned about 
28,000 acres of desert scrub south of Florence in June 1979 
(McLaughlin and Bowers, 1982). 

The newspaper accounts clearly indicate that the 
Apaches set wildfires. This Apache habit is also well 
documented in early Spanish accounts and in the ethno- 
graphic record (Dobyns, 1981; Pyne, 1982). The Amerinds 
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Table 1. Wildfire frequency in the major vegetation -types of southeastern Arizona from local newspapers, 1859 -1890.1 

Year 

Total No. 
of 

Wildfires 

Day and 
Month 

Reported 

Major Vegetation -Types 

Coniferous 
Forest 

Oak -Juniper 
Woodland Grassland 

Desert 
Scrub 

1859 1 6/2 X X X 
1870 1 5/28 X X 
1874 1 6/13 X 
1877 2 6/21 X X X X 

6/23 X X X 
1879 3 5/22 X X X 

6/19 X X 
6/26 X X 

1880 7 5/1 X X 
5/15 X X 
5/15 X X 
6/2 X X 
6/3 X X(?) 
6/4 X X 
6/4 X X X 

1882 7 2/24 X X 
3/17 X X 
4/3 X 
4/16 X X X 
6:27 X X 
7/19 X X 
9/27 X 

1883 3 6/9 X 
6/23 X X 
6/23 X X 

1886 3 4/7 X 
5/12 X 
7/7 X X 

1887 4 5/17 X X 
6/9 X X 
6/14 X X X(?) 
6/15 X X 

1889 1 6/22 X X 

'Complete references to the wildfires noted here can be found by matching the dates with the newspapers in Literature Cited. Information 
on the date, location, areal extent, and cause of each fire may be obtained by writing the author. 

were notoriously careless with fire and the historical 
ubiquity of wildfires set by Indians in the grasslands, 
savannas, and the forests of the New World is widely 
reported (Pyne, 1982). No doubt the Apaches were blamed 
for more wildfires than they set because of the animosity 
that existed in Arizona between them and the Anglos 
during the late 19th century. However, the newspaper 
descriptions show that the Apaches set wildfires: 

On the 11th of the present month three companies of Indian 
scouts on their way from Fort Cummings, New Mexico to the San 
Carlos Indian Reservation when passing through the stock ranges 
on the upper Gila. ..set fire to the grass. ..thereby doing great 
damage to the stock raisers. -Arizona Daily Star, March 24, 1882. 

Last night the crest of the Santa Catalinas Mountains was ob- 
served on fire in different places, probably fired by the 
Apache. - Arizona Daily Star, June 9, 1887. 

Every mountain over which the Indians have recently passed has 
been fired. There is method in this business. -Arizona Daily Star, 
June 15, 1887. 

Hastings and Turner (1965) placed too much emphasis on 
fire drives for hunting by the Amerinds as the only source 
for man -caused wildfire in the grasslands during the pre - 
Anglo period. Surely abandoned campfires, mescal roasting 
fires (Brady, n.d.; Weekly Arizonian, June 9, 1859), and 
smoke signals (Chalmers, n.d.; Weekly Citizen, July 5, 

1873), and the setting of fires during warfare could just as 
easily have led to wildfires. Pyne (1982) noted that 
"Apaches were said to burn off miles of mountain land- 
scape in the 'delusion that the conflagration would bring 
rain'." 

Furthermore, the 19th century newspapers indicate that 
fire suppression not only was advocated by early Anglo 
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settlers but was an early wildlands- management strategy in 
the region. The rangers for the National Forest Reserves 
(the first National Forest Reserves in southeastern Arizona 
were established in the Santa Rita and Chiricahua moun- 
tains in 1902) and the U.S. General Land Office actively 
tried to suppress wildfires. Leopold (1924) pointed out that 
overgrazing was practiced by forest administrators in 
Arizona at the turn of the century to reduce fire hazards and 
promote the growth of trees. Arthur Noon, one of the first 
rangers in the Huachuca National Forest Reserve, noted 
that "the Huachucas were so full of cattle and cattle trails 
that the trails served as good fire breaks" (Winn, n.d.). 

It is curious that some ecologists, while recognizing the 
effects of fire suppression on the montane coniferous 
forests of the region, do not acknowledge fire's effects on 
the grasslands. This is in spite of the fact that before heavy 
overgrazing in the 1880s, both lightning and man -caused 
wildfires were fairly common in the grasslands. 

Humphrey (1958), Cable (1967), and Bock, et al. (1976) 
have demonstrated that the native plants and animals of 
the plains and desert grasslands of southeastern Arizona 
evolved under conditions of frequent fires in the past and 
were left unharmed by their occurrence. At present, some 
range managers are advocating controlled burning in the 
grasslands to destroy brush (Martin, 1975; Wright and 
Bailey, 1982). However, because of overgrazing, the fuel 
load in many areas is too low to sustain controlled burns. 

More information on the 19th century fire history of 
southeastern Arizona awaits careful examination of 
Spanish and Mexican archival materials, and the records of 
the United States General Land Office. The wildfires re- 
ported here probably represent only a small number of 
those that occurred in the region between 1859 and 1890. 
There is no doubt, however, that 19th century wildfires in 
southeastern Arizona were larger in areal extent than re- 
cent fires and that grassland fires declined in number and 
size with the onset of heavy livestock overgrazing in the 
1880s. 
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