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coyote at chilao flat august 21, 2014. Corina Roberts was the 
photographer. See page 2 for more information.

The devastating Station Fire of 2009, which burned more than 
160,575 acres and damaged 250 miles of trails, was nightmarish in 
intensity and extent. This massive fire, which burned through chap-
arral shrubland, oak woodlands, and up-elevation mixed pine forests, 
threatened major national assets such as the Mount Wilson Observa-
tory and the Jet Propulsion Laboratory. It was caused by an arsonist 
who was never found. 

Homes were lost as well as forest infrastructure and assets, including 
the 1935 Vetter Mountain fire lookout tower, restored by volunteers 
in 1998. An untold number of forest mammals, birds, amphibians, 
and fish were killed. The fire engaged more than 4,800 firefighters 
from 14 states. Two tragic deaths resulted: Los Angeles County Fire 
Department Captain Ted Hall and Firefighter Specialist Arnie Qui-
nones died on August 30, 2009, when their truck was overcome by 
the advancing fire and veered off a dirt roadway near Mount Gleason 
and plunged 800 feet down a canyon. 

The effects of a fire of such magnitude are far-reaching. It impacted 
important watersheds and riparian and terrestrial ecosystems. Sedi-
ment discharge was increased during the following rainy months, 
with damage to creekbeds, riverbeds, and sensitive habitat. Angeles 
Crest Highway was not re-opened until June 2011.

The U. S. Forest Service, with the support of dozens of volunteer or-
ganizations, has been working on reforestation, trail rebuilding, and 
the removal of invasive non-native plants. The National Forest Foun-
dation, TreePeople, the Student Conservation Corps, the Los Angeles 
Conservation Corps, and many other groups, including trail-building 
organizations, even mountain bikers, have supported restoration 
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Mount Wilson Observatory Is Open to Visitors
Come on up to the mountain this fall to enjoy the beautiful weather and uplifting surroundings! The Cosmic Café is open 
Saturdays and Sundays, 10 a.m. to 5 p.m., offering a variety of fresh-made sandwiches and other treats to visitors to the 
Observatory. Here is where you may purchase tickets for the weekend walking tours or a National Forest Adventure Pass. 
The Cosmic Café is located in the Pavilion overlooking the large parking lot at the entrance to the Observatory. Members 
of Friends of Mount Wilson Observatory enjoy a 10 percent discount on food as well as memorabilia. 
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and clean-up efforts. Southern California’s long-running, profound 
drought has dried out the landscape so much that replanting was sus-
pended for 2014. 

In 2014, the Forest Service announced that all roads closed since the 
fire would reopen, though some areas of the forest are still off-limits 

And of course, fire danger remains extremely high.

Starting on page 4, you will find excerpts of Director Hal McAlister’s 
Diary of a Fire. The original blog had more than 310,000 hits. Mount 
Wilson Observatory survived the Station Fire intact, though there was 
damage, and some 200 donations totaling more than $47,000 were 
gratefully received by the Observatory. 

The coordinated efforts of thousands of firefighters, the encourage-
ment of many civilians and well-wishers, and the support of the  
Observatory’s own cadre of volunteers, will not be forgotten.

A Look Back (and Forward)

Retrospective
Station Fire
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page one banner photographs

The Mount Wilson Institute operates 

Mount Wilson Observatory on behalf 

of the Carnegie Institution for Science. 

Mount Wilson Institute is dedicated to 

preserving the Observatory for scien-

tific research and fostering public appre-

ciation of the historic cultural heritage 

of the Observatory. Reflections is pub-

lished quarterly by the Friends of Mount 

Wilson Observatory (FOMWO). 

news + notes
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Star-forming regions in the Witch Head nebula 

in Orion, just off the hunter’s knee, imaged by 

NASA’s Wide-Field Infrared Survey Explorer. 

(Inset) Edwin Hubble at the Newtonian focus 

of the 100-inch Hooker telescope on Mount 

Wilson, circa 1923.

For the use of historical photographs 
of Mount Wilson, we thank the Obser-
vatories of the Carnegie Institution for 
Science, the Huntington Library, Don 
Nicholson, and other sources as noted.
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FOMWO Membership
Friends of Mount Wilson Observatory offers a variety of tax-deductible membership levels and 
benefits. For information on how to become a FOMWO member, visit www.mtwilson.edu. Page 8 of this 
issue of Reflections lists ways to support the Observatory. We welcome donations and volunteer efforts of 
all kinds, and we thank you. 
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INFORMATION

For information about the Observa-
tory, including status, activities, tours, 
and how to join the Friends of Mount 
Wilson Observatory, visit our website 
at www.mtwilson.edu.

REFLECTIONS STAFF

FOREST RECOVERY IN BEAUTIFUL PHOTOGRAPHS

Following the Station Fire of 2009, it seemed that every image featured a bleak, burned landscape. Corina 
Roberts (www.RedbirdsVision.org) has been continually photographing the recovering forest. It’s quite a treat 
to see these superb photos and realize that as the forest recovers, so do the birds and other denizens. Visit 
Corina’s website and enjoy — forest-recovery-project.smugmug.com/FireEcology/Feature-Gallery-the-best-of-th/
Forest-Recovery-Project

COSMIC C AFÉ HOURS EX TENDED

This year, Observatory visitors will have an extra hour in which to enjoy the mountain and refresh them-
selves after an active day, as the hours for the Cosmic Café are extended to 5 p.m. There are new menu 
items and a very cool new sign as well. For updated information, visit the Observatory website at www.
mtwilson.edu, or our Facebook page (link from the website). The Observatory has added a second tour to 
its weekend walking tour schedule. The regular two-hour tours, beginning at 1:00 p.m. on Saturdays and 
Sundays, will continue as before. However, for those who prefer a shorter walk, a one-hour tour will also 
be provided, beginning at 2:00 p.m. Participants for all walking tours should assemble at the Cosmic Café 
(the food pavilion above the main parking lot).

HELP THE FOREST RECOVER

The USFS–Angeles National Forest is in need of volunteers to help rebuild trails, remove invasive species 
that compete with native species, and otherwise help in restoring forest lands damaged by the Station Fire 
of 2009. The website is www.fs.usda.gov/angeles for more information and how to volunteer. 

VIEW BEAUTIFUL CELESTIAL OBJECTS THROUGH THE HISTORIC 60-INCH TELESCOPE

Mount Wilson Observatory’s 60-inch program has spaces available in the coming months for groups to 
sign up for viewing through this wonderful historical instrument. Astronomy clubs, or any other kinds of 
clubs, may sign up for a half-evening or full evening, and individuals may want to form a temporary group 
to split the cost. To reserve time on the 60-inch telescope:

• Visit www.mtwilson.edu for complete information on how your group can reserve time on the telescope. 
Viewing fees are $900 (half-night) or $1700 (full night) for groups of 1–25 persons.

• You may also arrange to have an excellent box supper prepared by the Observatory’s Cosmic Café await-
ing your arrival on the mountain. See www.mtwilson.edu/BoxedMeals.pdf for a menu.

JPL OPEN HOUSE IS  OCTOBER 11 AND 12, 2014, 9  a . m . TO 4 p . m .

NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory invites the public to its annual Open House. The event, themed “Wel-
come to Our Universe,” will take visitors on a “ride” through the wonders of space. Highlights include a 
life-size model of the Mars Science Laboratory rover, Curiosity; demonstrations from numerous space mis-
sions; JPL’s machine shop, where robotic spacecraft parts are built; and the Microdevices Laboratory, where 
engineers and scientists use tiny technology to revolutionize space exploration. For more information — 
www.jpl.nasa.gov/events/open-house.php
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Reflections by the Director

Harold A. McAlister, Director  
Mount Wilson Observatory

Hal

This issue of Reflections focuses on a five-year lookback at the 
Station Fire, which engaged us so momentously for nearly a 
month and severely impacted Observatory operations for well 
over a year afterwards. The fire was started by an act of arson on 
August 26, 2009, and was not declared 100 percent contained 
until October 16. In my e-book, Diary of a Fire, I recount the ex-
traordinary threat the fire posed to Mount Wilson Observatory 
starting with the status as of August 29.

That particular day is described in some detail in my e-book, 
with the criticality of events building a later entry reporting that 
firefighters had been ordered to retreat from Mount Wilson back 
to Red Box in fear of a potential massive burnthrough and the dif-
ficulty in communicating with firefighters stationed at the Obser-
vatory. Thus, approximately 100 firefighters including 10 engine 
crews would leave the Observatory and broadcast towers to their 
fates so as not to risk human life.

Before the crews departed, a fire chief on site told me via tele-
phone that the Observatory grounds were highly defensible and 
that the 100-inch telescope dome offered a very secure and safe 
refuge in place for firefighters. We had 750,000 gallons of water in 
our storage tank system and scores of skilled fire crew members 
determined to save this historic site. He suggested that while 
they were under orders to leave I might consider this a time to 
get political. And so, I did. I contacted Georgia State University 
President Mark Becker, who immediately had his Vice President 
for External Affairs, Tom Lewis, who had visited CHARA facilities 
on Mount Wilson many times, contact the Georgia and California 
congressional delegations to ensure that firefighting agencies 
had all the resources they needed to protect Mount Wilson.

As it turned out, the buildup of fire in the Red Box area forced 
firefighters back to the Observatory and it was thereafter clear 
that they were there for the duration of the crisis. At a post-fire 
briefing, Mickael Dietrich, who had served as Incident Com-
mander during much of the fire, reported that approximately 
25 percent of the more than $90M spent on the Station Fire was 
expended in the effort to successfully save Mount Wilson. In ret-
rospect, it does seem apparent that several California and Georgia 
senators did indeed ensure that resources adequate to this task 
were made available to those who battled the Station Fire on 
Mount Wilson.

My wife Susan and I were on site during September 3 through 10. 
During our drive up the Angeles Crest Highway under police es-
cort, Susan filmed the fire’s astonishing devastation. You can still 
see that video on YouTube by searching on “Angeles Crest High-

burning off fuel. Backfires set to burn off potential fuel created smoke 
and glowing areas east of Mount Wilson. The dome in the foreground is 
CHARA’s W2 telescope, one of six in the CHARA Array.

way after the Station Fire.” That week on the mountain was one 
of the greatest honors of our lives as it enabled us to talk with so 
many firefighters and witness their courage, determination, and 
sheer stamina — especially exhibited by the men and women of 
the Hotshot crews — in fulfilling their mission. 

Susan and I were subsequently honored by the Los Angeles 
Astronomical Society, who in early 2010 presented us with their 
“Double Star Award” at their annual banquet. This not only ac-
knowledged Susan’s role in helping me report the Station Fire in 
near real-time, but also her extensive work as coordinator of our 
60-inch Telescope Program, which grew to be a primary income 
stream for the Observatory under her leadership. We are both 
stepping down effective October 31, 2014, from our voluntary 
service to the Observatory. After 12 years of stewardship as di-
rector, it is time for me to move on. I am very proud of what has 
been accomplished during these years — perhaps most visibly 
paved roads, painted domes and towers, Friends of Mount Wilson 
Observatory (FOMWO), the Cosmic Café, ticketed weekend and 
special guided tours, and enabling a new public program at the 
Hooker Telescope that should blossom next year. And, I am proud 
that the Mount Wilson Institute is being left in a far more favor-
able financial position compared with what we found in 2002. 

I am deeply grateful to all those who have, through their own 
volunteer efforts, played crucial roles in bringing the Observatory 
to where it is today.
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Saturday, 29 Aug 09, 7:45 pm PDT: Atlanta, Georgia. Just got off the phone 
with Dave Jurasevich* who had arrived at Wrightwood after he and 
Larry [Webster]** finally left the mountain. They both desperately 
wanted to stay, but yielded reluctantly to my insistence. The fire spread 
from 5,000 acres at the start of the day to 20,000 acres at last report. 
It is expected to back off tonight with cooling temperatures and then 
revive in the heat of the day tomorrow. 

Monday, 31 Aug 09, 7:50 am PDT. At 6:25 this morning, fire crews were 
instructed to withdraw from Mount Wilson. Larry Webster and Dave 
Jurasevich left the mountain with them. It is not clear why the with-
drawal decision was made nor whether or not the fire crews will 
return. Those firefighters joined other crews deployed at the Red Box 
turnoff to Mount Wilson, 5 miles from the Observatory. So, they are 
still within close proximity for redeployment.

Tuesday, 1 Sep 09, 10:10 am PDT. Some good news. U. S. Forest Service Fire 
Dispatch has informed us that as of 9:40 this morning ground crews 
were back at the Observatory. As of 8:00 a.m., air tankers were back in 
operation. The humidity is up and the temperature is a bit lower, so, all 
in all, things are looking more promising than they have in the last few 
days. 

Tuesday, 1 Sep 09, 7:21 pm PDT. Much to report! I just got off the phone 
calling Larry Webster’s office on the mountain. Instead of Larry, the 
phone was answered by L.A. County Deputy Fire Chief Jim Powers, 
who is in charge of protection for structures at the Observatory. When 
I identified myself, Chief Powers asked if I would like a briefing. You 
can imagine my answer. Here’s what I know. 

Firefighters arrived earlier than I previously reported and by 8:00 a.m. 
they had started their prep work. They began at the northeast corner 
of the Observatory using drip torches all along a line from that point 
traversing the northern perimeter to the boundary of the antenna 
areas. They are currently applying the same treatment to the east and 
southern boundaries of the site and expect to complete that this eve-
ning. These fires will clear ground debris and burn downslope with the 

ordeal by fire AUGUST 29 – SEPTEMBER 25, 2009

The Station Fire — the largest fire in the recorded history of Los Angeles County — burned for more than a month  
and came close to destroying Mount Wilson Observatory. Here we provide excerpts from Observatory Director Hal 
McAlister’s day-by-day accounting (a longer version was published in the September/October 2009 Reflections), which was 
published as Diary of a Fire: The 2009 Station Fire Threat to Mount Wilson Observatory and is available as an e-book on 
Amazon.com. Royalties from sales of the e-book go to Mount Wilson Observatory.	

* Observatory Superintendent. Dave took the photos and supplied the captions 
used in this story, except for the Martin Mars photo.

**Site Manager for the CHARA Array.

intention of meeting any approaching fire with depleted fuel. Many 
of you watched the Super Scooper drop a major load of water, which 
was deposited downslope from the backfires and not on the Obser-
vatory grounds. That has been supplemented by other aerial tankers 
and helitankers. The goal is to slow down encroaching fire, disperse 
it, and make it more manageable. 

Chief Powers expressed his absolute confidence that they will save 
the Observatory. There are now 150 firefighters on Mount Wilson. 
Not only are the crews from Calaveras County (Cal Fire) back up 
there, but there are Los Angeles County firefighters and even a crew 
from Helena, Montana. They have eight engines equipped to spray 
fire retardant on structures in addition to the crew engines. 

The fire is slowly coming up to the mountaintop through the canyon 
containing the remnants of the old Strain’s Camp. Mountain water 
wells are located above the old tourist camping site. The flames are 
also anticipated as coming up the steep eastern canyon located be-
tween the Berkeley ISI facility and the CHARA machine shop — due 
east of the 100-inch telescope. The backfires will burn all the way 
down this canyon to disable this approach. 

Wednesday, 2 Sep 09, 9:19 am PDT. The situation on the mountain 
remains stable with very good prospects. No more backfires were  
set last evening, so only the long defensive backfire on the northern  
perimeter was lit. Additional backfires on the east and south slopes 
will be set only if deemed necessary. 

setting the ground back-
fire. A Cal Fire crewman with a 
drip torch in his hand and flares 
in his belt pouch is initiating 
backfire operations near the 
100-inch dome. The purpose 
of the backfire is to consume 
ground duff and deny the main 
fire the needed fuels to sustain 
itself. The drip torch fluid is a 
mix of 3 parts diesel and 1 part 
unleaded gasoline.


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Friday, 4 Sep 09, 5:00 pm PDT: Mount Wilson. My wife Susan and I arrived 
on the mountain yesterday afternoon at about 3:00 p.m. The current 
status is that no damage to any structures has occurred on the moun-
tain. Much of the press coverage, from what I can tell, has declared 
the Observatory saved, but the situation is far more complex. The 
danger is still there in that there has been extensive burning off to the 
east–northeast, and the Towercam has been displaying a spectacular 
pyrocumulus cloud that developed from the tremendous energy be-
ing released from the massive fuel supply in that area of the Angeles 
National Forest. 

Fire officials here on site tell me that Mount Wilson remains in a pre-
carious situation depending upon what happens to this current very 
impressive burn. But, the wind remains favorable while a crew of tre-
mendously impressive Hotshots from Helena, Montana, this morning 
started down the northeast point of the mountain cutting a fire line 
down the steep slope to attempt to meet a dozer crew at lower eleva-
tion. The very fact that the Hotshots haven’t returned here to the sum-
mit is a good sign that the fire is not turning back on us. I should add 
that fire is still burning on the slopes of the north ridge of the moun-
tain, but a massive effort involving firelines, tree thinning and cutting, 
fire retardant and water drops to increase the moisture content in the 
upslope fuels is providing an excellent buffer on that front. 

Friday, 4 Sep 09, 10:05 pm PDT. After supper this evening, a group of us 
(Dave, Larry, Jake Hodge, Susan and I) walked out from the Kapteyn 
Cottage to Echo Point to inspect the activity off to the northeast. 
Things are looking really good tonight. There were some bright fire 
runs off in the distance and glows and smoke nearer to us, but the 
monster pyrocumulus outburst from that area collapsed hours ago, 
and the inferno producing it seems spent. 

While at Echo Point, we had the good fortune to have a nice visit with 
Fred Thompson, Superintendent of the Helena Hotshots. I had listened 
to Fred brief his 23-person crew, 18 men and 5 women, this morning 
before they headed off to their day’s work. We could see them coming 

back up to the summit from their flashlight beams at about 9:00 p.m. 
During this long day, those people cut a mile of firebreak — using 
chainsaws, rakes, and shovels — that was 30 feet wide and 18 inches 
deep. The terrain they were on is incredibly steep and treacherous, 

The Helena Hotshots are bunking down tonight, as they have for the 
last several nights, on the ground floor of the 100-inch telescope 
dome. I asked several of them why they chose that location, and they 
said it was great — indoors and relatively quiet. They told me that 
they often have to dig a shallow grave-like trench on the side of some 
steep mountain so as not to roll down the mountain during the night, 
and the 100-inch’s concrete floor sure beats that. 

Saturday, 5 Sep 09, 11:00 am PDT. Things are quieter this morning on 
Mount Wilson — a good sign. There are no fire engines on the 
grounds, whereas for days almost every driveway or pullout had a rig 
stationed there. 

Dave just read me the weather forecast from the morning’s incident 
report that calls for winds blowing to the north and northwest in the 
morning switching to south and southwesterly winds, with gusts up 
to 25 mph in the afternoon. There is a risk that if the fire transitions 
across the West Fork of the San Gabriel River it could make rapid 
upslope runs, although ridge-top winds are expected to limit pen-
etration across the containment lines. 

Saturday, 5 Sep 09, 9:20 am PDT. As many of you know, Mount Wilson 
Observatory is operated by the Mount Wilson Institute. Our income 
derives primarily from site fees paid by the scientific projects here 
and some outreach activities. In normal years there are budget short-
falls that we cover out of a slowly diminishing reserve. As a result of 
the events of the last week, we are going to be sorely pressed for re-
sources to take care of cleanup and further preparation and mitigation 
activities. Any assistance you can provide Mount Wilson Observatory 
at this remarkable time in its history will be deeply appreciated. 

Saturday, 5 Sep 09, 5:45 pm PDT. As I write this, a massive aerial tanker 
action is underway to paint the newly cut fire line along Newcomb’s 
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water drop. 
The participation 
of the Martin Mars 
(vintage ~1945, 7,200 
gallon capacity) 
prompted this head-
line in the Pasadena 
Star-News: “Mount Wil-
son Observatory Gets 
Help from Mars.” 

painting the line. A Lock-
heed P-2 Neptune is captured in 
this photograph as it starts its 
bank near Echo Rock en route 
to a Phos-Chek drop on the 
east ridge of Mount Wilson. The 
Neptune is a unique aircraft 
with both conventional piston 
engines and jet engines for 
turbo-assist. Dave Jurasevich 
was given special permission 
to document the aerial assault 
from Echo Rock under strict 
supervision by the agency  
personnel located there. 
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continued from page 5



Ridge, which connects to the northeast corner of Mount Wilson, with 
fire retardant. Four or five large tankers are being directed into their 
drop positions by a lead plane that lays smoke over the drop zone.

About 15 drops have been made thus far involving some of the most 
astonishing aerial acrobatics I’ve ever seen. The operation is probably 
only about 60 percent finished at this time. 

The resources being expended to protect this mountaintop are ex-
traordinary. It is impossible to imagine that more could be done than 
has been done. This operation follows a two-day effort involving per-
haps 60 Hotshots as well as Ventura County firefighters to lay in the 
fire line in steep territory of Mount Wilson to connect with the dozer 
line brought in along the more horizontal ridge top. 

Sunday, 6 Sep 09, 12:15 am PDT. A last look for the night. Off in the dis-
tance, there is a glowing wall of flame, diminished in brightness by 
smoke blown towards Mount Wilson, climbing to the summit of 
Mount Waterman. Closer to Mount Wilson, Big Santa Anita Canyon 
and more distant terrain are filled with smoke with an area in the far 
distance glowing from active fire below. 

Sunday, 6 Sep 09, 9:55 am PDT. The plan for the day, which I got from sev-
eral Helena Hotshots, is for “plumbing” the fire break installed over 
the last couple of days along the northern perimeter of Mount Wilson 
and heading out Newcomb’s Ridge to the power lines supplying com-
munities well east of Pasadena. About 6 miles of firehose, delivered 
by helicopter slings, will be laid along this line in preparation for the 
backfire that is likely to be set today or tomorrow on the north side of 
the break. 

The air tankers are staging again now, most likely to finish painting 
fire retardant along the south side of the fire break to discourage the 
fire from jumping the break. This is all being done to keep the fire 
out of Big Santa Anita Canyon and threatening Monrovia and Sierra 
Madre. Mount Wilson is, of course, a beneficiary of this amazing  
effort.

Sunday, 6 Sep 09, 11:15 pm PDT. Susan and I just took a last walk around 
the central grounds to inspect the view of the local fire center to the 
northeast. Mount Waterman continued to be lit up by fire, including a 
glow from the north slope otherwise invisible to us. We hope the best 
for the ski areas of the Angeles National Forest. 

Monday, 7 Sep 09, 7:50 am PDT. It’s a beautiful morning on Mount Wilson 
with crystal skies and temperature in the high 60s. This may be D-Day 
up here. It appears to be a perfect day for the backfire operation. The 
plan as I understand it is to complete the laying of about 20,000 feet 
of firehose along the break they cut from the mountain out along 
Newcomb’s Ridge to continue outward along the dozer break. It will 
take about 1,840 gallons just to charge the hose line. They will either 
use water from our large tank or bring in “pumpkins” and supply 
them by water tenders coming up the mountain. 

They will then light the backfire either with Hotshots on the ground 
using drip torches, phosphorous grenades, and other hand-lighting 
devices (the fuel for the drip torches is a 3-to-1 ratio of diesel fuel to 
unleaded gasoline) or, alternatively, they may use a helicopter with 
a torch on a long sling that dispenses a napalm-like material. Either 
way, the fire will be lit methodically and will burn for days before the 
area is an effective, completely controlled burn and declared “black.” 

running the gantlet. Helena Hotshots on the east ridge of Mount Wil-
son between the CHARA E1 dome and Cogswell Reservoir lighting a back-
fire to keep the main fire from jumping the line and getting into Big Santa 
Anita Canyon. The Hotshot crews are the elite of the fire-fighting agencies. 
They are the ones who bear the brunt of danger on the front line of a fire 
and play the key role in containment. The Helena Hotshot crew consisted 
of 23 firefighters, 18 men and 5 women. They carried packs ranging from 
40 to 55 pounds on their backs plus chainsaws and axes. 

pyrocumulus over the observatory. Firefighters with 20 to 30 years 
of experience on wildland fires we spoke with at Mount Wilson were awed 
by the frequency of pyrocumulus clouds generated by the Station Fire. This 
fire truly created its own weather patterns and posed a grave threat to all 
those brave souls charged with fighting it in the rugged terrain of the San 
Gabriel Mountains. This image was taken from the lower parking lot at 
Skyline Park near the Don Benito memorial plaque.



september 2014reflections 77

Thursday, 10 Sep 09, 9:00 am PDT. Dave Jurasevich reported to me that 
the fire operation will go forward this morning according to the plan 
briefly described in my last post. We fly back to Atlanta this morning 
with a feeling that Mount Wilson will officially and finally be out of 
danger this evening from the Station Fire, started 15 days ago by an 
arsonist. 

Saturday, 12 Sep 09, 9:00 am PDT: Atlanta, Georgia. Dave reports that today 
is mostly a demobilization day, after which the Helenas will remain 
with some additional crews arriving for structure fire protection. 

The weather continues to be highly favorable for the completion of 
the backfire. The Observatory’s well housings are brick with metal 
roofs, but two other wells, one belonging to the Forest Service, have 
been wrapped with fire-resistant blankets to prevent their ignition. 

Friday, 18 Sep 09, 4:45 pm PDT. There is concern that conditions on 
Mount Wilson may be going south over the next few days. A dozen 
or more smoke centers are still active low on the north slope of the 
mountain, and the forecast is for Santa Ana–like wind conditions 
turning on by Tuesday. This could result in reactivating fire from the 
smolder centers that would be blown upslope on the mountain. 

Tuesday, 22 Sep 09, 9:00 am PDT. From reports this morning, I learned 
that the Santa Ana event has not yet kicked up and the NOAA weather 
forecast for the mountain has reduced the predicted wind gusts to 
23 mph. Very extensive helitanker activity has taken place to wet 
down the hot spots on the north slope. Fixed-wing aircraft yesterday 
reinforced the fire retardant laid down two weeks ago on the fire line 
off the northeast of the mountain. Limbing and some tree cutting 
has continued around structures, particularly the CHARA telescopes, 
and reflective materials applied to building windows and propane 
tanks. During the night, class-A foam was sprayed on the eastern and 
western CHARA telescope enclosures as well as on the north-facing 
side of the long CHARA laboratory building. 

hal and the helena hotshots. Observatory 
Director Hal McAlister (far left) with the superb 
Helena (Montana) Hotshots. Their official name is 
Helena Interagency Hotshot Crew. Their superin-
tendent, Fred Thompson, is at back right. Hotshot 
crews started in Southern California in the late 
1940s, the name referring to being in the hottest 
part of the fires. Hotshot crews have to be avail-
able 24/7 during fire season, and can be away 
from home base for 21 or more days at a time. 
The Helena Hotshots have existed since 1971, with 
a primary purpose of wildland fire suppression. 
This dedicated group is now part of the history of 
Mount Wilson Observatory.

Wednesday, 23 Sep 09, 8:35 am PDT. We continue to be lucky that the 
winds are not as bad as forecasted. Firefighters reapplied gel (not foam 
as reported earlier) to selected structures and made great progress in 
spraying Phos-Chek along a broad line starting behind (north of) the 
Museum and presently extending to the area north of CHARA tele-
scope W1, the most remote of the two telescopes on the west arm of 
the CHARA Array. 

Friday, 25 Sep 09, 9:00 am PDT. I believe we can finally declare Mount Wil-
son free of any further danger from the Station Fire. Structure defense 
has now ended and firefighters are rolling up the hoses that had been 
laid out along roads three weeks ago. A helicopter-flown infrared cam-
era has shown that there are no longer hot spots on the north slope 
near the Observatory. 

We will now focus on cleanup in order to resume routine science op-
erations as soon as possible. The protective spraying of fire retardant 
gel on four of the six CHARA telescope domes and selected other 
structures during the recent Red Flag/Santa Ana combination will 
require a good deal of work to remove the residue which, when dry, 
turns into fine flakes that are amenable to being blown onto telescope 
mirror surfaces by even light winds. So, that will delay CHARA’s re-
start for a few days. 

Each of the science programs at the Observatory is likely to have its 
own restart problems, but I am optimistic for a quick recovery. At that 
point, we will initiate a vigorous program of fire danger mitigation 
made possible by those who have so kindly and generously donated to 
our Fire Recovery Appeal Fund. 

While we have work ahead of us that we never anticipated one month 
ago, I can only reflect on the unimaginable alternative of a catastrophic 
outcome on Mount Wilson from the Station Fire. We will always be 
indebted to the firefighters who have worked so vigorously to ensure 
the Observatory’s preservation.
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Mount Wilson Institute

P. O. Box 1909

Atlanta, GA 30301-1909

FRIENDS OF MOUNT WILSON OBSERVATORY MEMBERSHIP

Please visit www.mtwilson.edu/join.php for information on FOMWO membership and benefits.

o b s e r v a t o r y  s t a t u s 
The Observatory and Skyline Park are open for the season from 10:00 a.m. 
to 5:00 p.m. daily until November 30, 2014, weather permitting. The Cos-
mic Café at the Pavilion, offering fresh-made sandwiches and Observatory 
memorabilia, is open Saturdays and Sundays from 10:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m.

g u i d e d  w a l k i n g  t o u r s
Two-hour docent-led weekend tours of the Observatory are held on Sat-
urdays and Sundays at 1:00 p.m. Meet at the Cosmic Café at the Pavilion to 
purchase a ticket. Guests on these tours are admitted to the telescope floor 
directly beneath the historic 100-inch telescope. New this summer (2014): 
a 1-hour tour starts Saturdays at 2:00 p.m. 

s p e c i a l  g r o u p  t o u r s
Group daytime tours are available. Reservations are required and a mod-
est fee is charged. Groups can also place orders in advance for box lunches 
from the Cosmic Café. For information, please visit www.mtwilson.edu. 

l o o k  t h r o u g h  t h e  6 0 - i n c h  t e l e s c o p e
Mount Wilson’s 60-inch telescope provides incredible views of some of the 
most beautiful objects in the night sky, and is among the largest in the world 
accessible to public viewing. Visit www.mtwilson.edu for information.

p a r k i n g
The U.S. Forest Service requires those parking within the Angeles National 
Forest (including Mount Wilson Observatory) to display a National Forest 
Adventure Pass. It can be purchased for $5 (one day) or $30 (season) at the 
Cosmic Café at Mount Wilson, or at Clear Creek Ranger Station, Red Box 
Ranger Station, or major sporting goods outlets. Passes are also available 
for purchase online at National Forest websites. Display of a National Parks 
Senior Pass or Golden Age Passport is also acceptable.

HOW TO SUPPORT MOUNT WILSON OBSERVATORY 

Mount Wilson Observatory receives no continuing state or federal support. You can help ensure the continued operation of this science heritage site with your tax-deductible 
gift —
H Join the Friends of Mount Wilson Observatory (FOMWO) to receive a variety of member benefits and stay informed on the latest scientific and other activities from the 
mountain. All levels receive a membership packet, a one-year subscription to Reflections, a Mount Wilson—Window on the Skies video, and a 10 percent discount at the 
Cosmic Café as well as on Observatory merchandise purchased at the Café.
H Contribute to our Second Century Campaign. As Mount Wilson continues into its second century, a capital campaign is being developed to preserve this great Observa-
tory for future generations. The major element of the Second Century Campaign is a wonderful new Visitor Center that will transform Mount Wilson into an important Southern 
California destination. 

Please visit our website at www.mtwilson.edu for more details. Your support is deeply appreciated and is essential to the preservation of this world-class treasure of science and 
engineering. We thank you!
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how to get to mount wilson observatoryv i s i t o r  i n f o r m a t i o n

Follow the map below to get to the Observatory. From the 210 freeway, follow Angeles 
Crest Highway (State Highway 2 north) out of La Cañada Flintridge to the Mount Wilson–
Red Box Road; turn right, go 5 miles to the Observatory gate marked Skyline Park, and park 
in the lot below the Pavilion. Walk in on the Observatory access road (far left side of parking 
lot) about 1/4 mile to the Observatory area. The Museum is opposite the 150-foot solar 
tower. 

Welcome hikers, bikers, star-gazers, visitors of all interests!


