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YARNELL
The Yarnell Hill Fire left a pockmarked 

landscape in Peeples Valley and a Yar-
nell neighborhood, with the erratic, wind-
driven blaze torching some houses while 
leaving others untouched.

A house and truck were saved in the 
Yarnell neighborhood of Glen Ilah when 
they had the good fortune of getting hit 
by by an air drop of red fire retardant. 
But the random nature of the damage 
will leave some residents wondering why 
they were lucky or unlucky.

The Yavapai County Sheriff’s Office be-
lieves 114 of the area’s 500 homes were 
damaged or destroyed by the fire.

Chief Deputy John Russell said deputies 
have been unable to go house-to-house to 
check on homes because of heat from the 
fire.

“As soon as we can get in there, we will 
and start checking residences,” Russell 
said.

Firefighters on Wednesday had achieved 
45 percent containment of the blaze that 
killed 19 of their brothers.

As investigators began piecing together 
the events that led to the catastrophe, an 
Arizona Republic reporter ventured be-
hind the fire lines with a resident whose 
property sustained heavy damage.

“Look at the cars. There’s nothing left 
of them,” said Gordon Acri as he drove 
down what he said was Lakewood Drive 
in Glen Ilah, on the southern fringe of 
Yarnell. Acri, a contractor, was just be-
ginning to build his dream home, was 
granted access to the area to retrieve his 
grader, a piece of heavy equipment used 
to smooth out land.

When Acri got to his land, his grader ap-
peared untouched, but it wouldn’t start. 
A cement mixing truck he owned was 
torched.

“This was like Disneyland before,” he 
said. “It was a paradise.”

He surveyed what is still a spectacular 
view of the Valley framed with a magnifi-
cent blue sky, south of his property.

“Not a damn thing left,” Acri said.
Acri visited another home that was 

scorched a couple of days earlier to re-
trieve a friend’s medical supplies. He said 

a house his friend was working on was di-
minished to “a stack of bricks.”

A cat somehow survived the blaze and 
was hiding in an adjacent lot, even though 
metal tool sheds had melted into what Acri 
described as a “puddle of aluminum.”

“It’s incredible the heat that was in that 
fire,” he said. “I don’t see how anything 
could survive.

“The town was just like Roman candles 
going off everywhere and flare-ups from 
propane tanks. There had to be at least 15 
propane tanks that I heard. And you hear 
the gas go and then you hear the explo-
sion, and you see the ball of fire.”

Acri said he was on a hill east of the 
town when he saw the wall of fire move 
through.

“When the wind changed, it just stopped 
that wall of fire that was heading right for 
Main Street,” he said. “You can’t imagine 
that much force just being redirected by 
(the) changing direction of the wind.”

“It was just total fire everywhere,” he 
said. “I can’t even describe it.”

The glimpse of a random damage pat-
tern comes as sheriff’s officials expressed 
concerns about whether residents could 
have been injured or killed if they re-
fused to evacuate.

Residents were asked to call a hotline 
to check on whether their property was 
damaged, but the line also serves as a 
way for sheriff’s deputies to account for 
those residents.

Jim Whittington, a spokesman for the 
Southwest Incident Management Team, 
said the team hoped to get residents home 
by Saturday. Those who live to the north, 
in Peeples Valley, could move back soon-
er than those who live in Yarnell.

Jim Karels, the Florida state forester 
who is leading the national investigation, 
said he understood what it was like for 
the residents, particularly in light of the 
19 firefighters who were killed.

“I feel for this community and I know 
what it’s like,” he said. “Our hearts and 
prayers are out to them.”

Karels said he lost two firefighters in a 
burnover incident about two years ago in 
Florida. He said the group is just getting 
started on the investigation but hopes to 
release some information this weekend.

“Our goal is to see what happened and 
make sure it doesn’t happen again to fu-
ture firefighters,” Karels said

SCENES OF SORROW
Community reeling from tragedy gets 

first glimpses of  homes reduced to ashes
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Mike Dudley, acting director of coop-
erative forestry with the U.S. Forest Ser-
vice, said the panel will provide a prelimi-
nary report to the state in 60 days.

Firefighters coped with the loss of the 
fallen firefighters by focusing on their 
jobs, driven by their sense of duty, said 
Ben Plumb, a Kaibab National Forest su-
pervisor working on the fire.

Firefighters working on the blaze would 
pause and remember the fallen firefight-
ers during breaks by discussing the trag-
edy.

“Everyone feels it all the way through,” 
said Todd Pederson, a division trainee of 
the Price Valley Helicopter Repel Crew. 
“We feel like we’re winning,” with crews 
thinning trees.

Aerial images on Wednesday showed 
random damage on the western side of 
the boulder-strewn community on the 
lower heights of the surrounding moun-
tains. Some homes and other buildings 
were burned to the ground, while others 
nearby appeared to be untouched.

The landscape in much of Glen Ilah was 
surreal. Much of the undeveloped areas 
looked almost lunar. Many residential lots 
were diminished to blackened patches of 
ground with a few sticks still standing 
where homes once were located. On many 
of the adjacent plots of land, homes were 
completely untouched.

The damage was just as random in Pee-
ples Valley, where the smell of burned 
trees hung heavy in the air.

The Shrine of St. Joseph, a popular at-
traction in Yarnell, was partially dam-
aged. A chapel appeared to be intact, but 
buildings used as a retreat center were 

burned. Some of the shrine’s concrete 
statues were visible from overhead, but 
others were obscured by trees.

Yarnell, a hamlet of fewer than 700 
people, most of them 45 or older, has been 
evacuated since Sunday as fire crews 
worked to construct fire lines and sup-
press the blaze.

According to the latest updates, crews 
working the northwestern side of the fire 
were pulled from fire lines Tuesday after-
noon as a precaution after thunderstorms 
developed near Flagstaff and moved to-
ward Prescott. The storms did not end up 
affecting the fire.

Two hotshot crews scouted the western 
flank until the threat of thunderstorms 
prompted them to move to safer areas. 
Some areas around structures are still 
holding enough heat to be a concern.

The Yarnell Hill Fire, which was 
sparked by lightning, has burned 8,400 
acres, but the acreage has not grown for 
days. A spokeswoman said 675 firefight-
ers were working on the blaze.

Officials are working on a plan to re-
store utilities and infrastructure in the 
area.

Whittington, the Southwest Incident 
Command spokesman, said crews would 
work to link fire lines built on the fire’s 
northeastern flank and around Yarnell. 
The lines are separated by about 4miles.

He said crews are working on the 
ground to identify and put out hot spots. 
Some are deep within boulder formations 
around the town, he said, and finding 
them requires “a lot of walking around, 
eyeballing things, touching things.”

An aerial photograph taken Wednesday shows some of the
aftermath of the Yarnell Hill Fire in Yarnell. More than 100 
of the area’s homes have been destroyed, although damage 
throughout the affected region has been described as 
random. TOM TINGLE/THE REPUBLIC




