Wind-Whipped Fire Burns Near Yosemite
by Will Kane
June 18, 2013 - The charred oak leaves drifting into Samantha Weber's Mariposa County yard on Monday underscored 2 things, the conservation biologist said.  #1, the 1,600-acre Carstens wildfire that has forced dozens of evacuations was barreling southeast toward her home.  #2, every piece of vegetation around was so dry it might as well be kindling.
"I saw entire leaves that are blackened and blistered just floating through the air - they looked like birds," she said from her home in Midpines, an unincorporated area in the rugged Sierra foothills about 35 miles west of Yosemite.  "It is kind of always dry here in the summer," Weber said.  "But it was an especially dry spring, so things are really dry."
That's why state and federal firefighters across California are preparing for what they say could be one of the most violent fire seasons in decades.  Already this year, 2,600 fires have burned 51,000 acres of state and private land, said Daniel Berlant, a spokesman for the California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection.  In all of 2010, 5,300 fires burned only 33,000 acres, Berlant said.
"We've seen about a 75% increase in the number of fires we've responded to this year, compared to an average year," Berlant said.  "We're seeing these fires just exploding when they break out.  These are conditions you would see in late August and September."
2 years of low rainfall have combined with wind and dry lightning strikes to wreak early havoc on California's forests, said Steve Leach, a forecaster with the Bureau of Land Management who monitors fire weather across Northern California.  "The fires that have occurred, they are burning with greater intensity than they should at this time of year, so it is taking a lot of effort to fight those fires," Leach said.
Already this year, 2 medium-size brush fires have burned near Interstate 80 in Crockett.  Scores of tiny blazes were ignited in Sonoma, Napa and Solano counties, after a dry-lightning storm blew through in May.  All were easily contained.  But last week, a 28-year-old U.S. Forest Service smoke jumper died when a tree fell on him while he was fighting a wildfire in the Modoc National Forest (Lassen County).
The heaviest fire burning in California on Monday was the 1,600-acre Carstens Fire near Highway 140, one of the 3 main entrances into Yosemite Valley.  More than 2,200 firefighters are battling the blaze, which ignited at 2 p.m. Sunday and has triggered the evacuation of at least 150 homes as a precaution.
Teri Scott was sleeping in her Midpines-area home when firefighters banged on her door early Monday.  "They told us that the fire looked like it was coming our way and we needed to move," Scott said while she waited at the Red Cross evacuation center in Mariposa.  "They told me I had a half hour to pack up and get out.  Of course I took longer than that."  Officials said no houses had yet been destroyed by the blaze.  The fire was burning east toward Yosemite and into the Sierra National Forest, but crested a ridge and was burning downhill toward a few homes Monday afternoon, Berlant said.
Weber lives about 3 miles from the fire and was told to be ready to evacuate on a moment's notice, she said.  She and her husband spent most of Sunday night clearing an area around their home as a firebreak.  "He was weed-whacking all night," Weber said.  "We turned on the light so I could keep raking the stuff away from the house.  Normally he weed whacks around the California poppies, but not (Sunday).  It is funny how your priorities change."
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