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What Happened in Gatlinburg, Tennessee?

By Henri Grissino-Mayer

n November 28, 2016, the
Oumhinkable happened. A hu-

man-set wildfire on a remote,
rocky mountain called Chimney Top in
Great Smoky Mountains National Park
began what can only be described as
an unprecedented northward race that
only lasted several hours but covered
5.5 miles, until eventually reaching the
border of the national park. Unfortu-
nately, this particular portion of the park
border happened to be occupied by the
scenic mountain village and well-known
tourist destination and ski resort of Gat-
linburg, Tennessee. Beginning at 5:00
p.m., the wildfire would march uncon-
trolled through and around Gatlinburg,
burning more than 1,700 structures, in-
cluding private residences, businesses,
resorts, and churches.

But the wildfire did not stop in Gat-
linburg. The fire jumped farther north-
ward, burning the landscape around the
scenic parkway that led to Pigeon Forge,
home of Dollywood family amusement
park. Neighborhoods along the south-
ern periphery of Pigeon Forge were
all but consumed, adding another 300
structures to the total. The final toll of
the 2016 Gatlinburg wildfire and other
nearby fires was more than 2,400 build-
ings destroyed and 14 lives lost, with
some estimates of damage by insurance
companies totaling more than $500 mil-
lion to date. Some insurance experts are
predicting that the covered costs of the
damage from this wildfire could rival
the still-increasing recovery costs asso-
ciated with Hurricane Katrina in 2005.

Why was this wildfire so unusual?
The wildfire started on November 23
on the south slope of Chimney Top, a
well-known hiking trail destination for
visitors to the national park. For three
days, an inversion kept the wildfire fair-
ly localized due to cooler temperatures
and higher humidity near the ground
surface, which also created a fairly sta-
ble atmosphere and little chance for fire
growth. By November 26, the fire had
reached only about six acres in size. This
was nothing to worry about, because
such innocuous fires are fairly common-
place in the park. On November 27,
however, the inversion lifted, bringing
warmer temperatures, lower humidity,
and a more unstable atmosphere, which
caused the fire to expand to 35 acres. At
this point, visitors to the park took no-
tice of the wildfire and the large amount
of smoke being produced, and users of
social media were soon posting photos
of the wildfire. An incident management
team (IMT) brought in three helicopters
to begin bucket drops, but they had to
fly considerable distances to find water
sources, and this eventually proved in-
effective at preventing the spread of the
wildfire. An order also was placed to
bring in firefighters and engines to be-

gin attempts at containing the wildfire.
By nightfall, the wildfire was still within
the containment area, still so unevent-
ful and unspectacular that no firefight-
ing staff was charged with monitoring it
overnight.

Then things changed again. On the
morning of November 28, the wildfire
was still located in this more remote lo-
cation of the park, although it had spot-
ted outside the containment area a half
mile to one mile to the north. The IMT
took action. Firefighters and engines
were sent to protect structures within
the park in close proximity to the wild-
fire. Nearby fire departments outside the
park were alerted to monitor for addi-
tional spot fires and wind-blown embers.
Air support was suspended because of
increasing winds and poor visibility. But
the real danger was fast approaching
in the form of a weather system from
the west, and with this weather system
would come a shift to southerly, warmer,
drier winds with wind speeds predicted
to be 40 to 50 mph.

Between noon and 1:00 p.m. on
November 28, the winds shifted di-
rection and increased dramatically in
speed, causing the wildfire to literal-
ly race northward downslope toward
Gatlinburg, following the Newfound
Gap Road (Highway 441). The fire
soon reached the Twin Creeks area of
the national park, just 1.5 miles from
Gatlinburg. By 5:00 p.m., the fire had
reached the southern city limits of Gat-
linburg near Minatt Park. Within the
next hour, homes and businesses began
burning as the winds drove the fire into
the city, ultimately burning the slopes
and neighborhoods to the east and west
of downtown Gatlinburg. Even by 8:00
p.m., however, many residents were still
unaware the wildfire had reached the
city. No evacuation warnings were sent
by emergency personnel via television
or cell phones, and residents soon found
themselves opening their front doors
only to be confronted with fast-mov-
ing flames that were already consuming
their neighbors” houses.

By 10:30 that evening, fires had
erupted near Pigeon Forge and several
other locations, again catching residents
off guard. By about 2:00 am., as the
weather system kept approaching, light
rains began and would eventually help
in containing the wildfire, but not until
after 90 percent of Gatlinburg had been
burned off the face of the Earth and 14
residents and visitors had lost their lives.
In total, more than 17,100 acres would
be consumed by this one wildfire, an
amount of acreage comparable to the
total acres burned in the entire state of
Tennessee during a more-intense year of
fires.

Drought was certainly a contribu-
tor to this high-intensity wildfire. Be-
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ginning in March 2016, the Southeast
had seen one month after another with
little rain and increasing drought con-
ditions, which helped dry out fuels in
all size classes. By September, wildfires
were breaking out in many locations
throughout the southeastern US, even-
tually burning a total of 119,000 acres
across eight states. By October 2016, the
Southeast was in “exceptional” drought
conditions, with a drought index of
-3.8. By November, the drought index
had precipitously dropped to -4.06, but
drought experts also knew that worse
droughts had occurred as recently as
2007 and 2008 in the Southeast with
even lower drought index values (e.g.,
-5.15 in November 2007). Curious-
ly, the fall fire season in 2007 was not
particularly noteworthy. Southeastern
forests also have a reputation among
fire experts as being fairly resistant to
high-intensity wildfires because of the
generally wetter conditions and prev-
alence of what many call “temperate
rainforests” in the national park. No one
could have predicted the speed and in-
tensity with which the Gatlinburg wild-
fire spread. This wildfire literally caught
everyone, including the expert fire ecol-
ogists and highly trained firefighting in-
cident teams, by surprise. In the short-
term picture, little could have been done
to present this level of destruction.

Future WUI Fires

But what about the long-term picture?
Gatlinburg and Pigeon Forge exist in
what is perhaps the best example of the
wildland-urban interface (WUI) in the
southeastern United States. The city
limits of Gatlinburg are literally bound-
ed by the National Park Service’s Great
Smoky Mountains National Park. In
fact, Gatlinburg is nearly surrounded
by the park, which means that the sur-
rounding forests are replete with fuels
ready to burn. Residents of these two
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A home destroyed by a wildfire in Gatlinburg, Tenn., in November 2016. Photo by Henri Grissino-Mayer.

tourist destinations must understand
that they are surrounded by forests that
burned repeatedly up until the 1930s,
when the park was established and fire
suppression became the norm. These
fires were ignited by both humans and
lightning, but the conversion of more
than 500,000 acres into a national park
meant completely different fire-manage-
ment plans for these forests. Because no
widespread fires have occurred since the
1930s, the federal lands around Gatlin-
burg have had more than 80 years for
fuels to build up on the forest floor, for
trees to increase densities to unprece-
dented levels, and for flammable under-
story shrubs (such as rhododendron)
to grow and expand spatially across all
portions of the landscape.

What does this mean? It means that
the wildland areas around these moun-
tain villages are now more contiguous
with fuels, both vertically and horizon-
tally, stretching from the highest eleva-
tions of the park to its drier, lower ele-
vations. This literally forms a direct line
of fuels to the urban interfaces, what 1
call the “fuels railroad,” and with the
right long-term climate conditions and
the right short-term weather conditions,
the urban areas at the interface will face
increasing risks from wildfires.

Can anything be done in the mean-
time, before the next wildfire? (And
yes, there will another wildfire in the
near future.) The people of Gatlinburg
and Pigeon Forge must become better
educated about the risk of wildfire—as
must the residents of other WUI com-
munities throughout the region and the
nation. The risk is real, and it is increas-
ing with each year in which ever-warm-
er temperatures globally will contribute
to drier fuels and longer fire seasons.

City planners and administrators
should be thinking about changing
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fore there’s a wildland-urban-interface fire
are critical,” he said. “Many years ago, it
was looked at as kind of an ‘us versus them’
problem—its that agency’s problem, not
our problem. Now its everybody’s prob-
lem. Tt takes a huge collaborative effort to
have a strong, strong awareness program
in any community or any county. Having
working relationships between agencies,
so that you know one another before the
smoke gets in the air, has got to be the big-
gest benefit and the big success that I know
of in the Southeast.”

Despite the close collaboration and
success of the various education and out-
reach efforts, much remains to be done,
said Prevette.

“There’s so much work to be done
with landowners to get the message out,
to be prepared for wildfire, because we're
going to have fires, and not just in the Ap-
palachians,” he said. “It’s a matter of where
drought hits next. When we have severe or
extreme drought, we know we're going to
have fires. We've always struggled to reach
landowners, and thats true nationwide,
but especially in the Southeast, where
most of the land is controlled by private
landowners. Some of them are eager to be
contacted and want to respond, and some
of them just want to be left alone. Some
of them are absentee landowners. We con-
tinue to work to figure out new and better
ways to engage landowners and get them
to raise their hands and say that they want
to be part of the solution.”
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building codes and teaching the public
better ways for living in a fire-prone land-
scape. Unless this happens, both towns
will continue to build structures close to-
gether—I call them “fire dominoes.” The
homes and businesses will be rebuilt with
the same flammable wooden materials as
before, whereas fire-resistant composite
building materials are commonplace and
strongly recommended. Education is key
here. Everyone must know more about
the forests in which they live, play, and
work, and the role wildfire has played in
them for millennia. Unless this happens,
and happens soon, both Gatlinburg and
Pigeon Forge soon may see a repeat of
what happened on November 28, 2016.

Henri Grissino-Mayer is a professor in
the Department of Geography at the Uni-
versity of Tennessee. His primary area of re-
search involves studying the history of fire by
examining fire scars on and in trees.

Editor’s note: According to officials with
Great Smoky Mountains National Park, an
interagency review of the fire is underway
and may be completed this month. The re-
view team will include representatives from
the US Fish and Wildlife Service, the US For-
est Service, the National Park Service (from
outside the GSMNP), and a local fire agency.
Look for information about the report in a fu-
ture edition of The Forestry Source.—Steve
Wilent
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Call for Contributions of Essays for:

193 Million Acres:

Toward a more healthy and resilient US Forest Service
A book to be published by the Society of American Foresters

This collection of essays by a wide range

of observers will examine the state of
the US Forest Service from a variety of

viewpoints and propose solutions to the

challenges the agency faces. Overall,

the book will look at the internal policies
and management strategies of the agen-

cy itself, including its National Forest
planning regulations, as well as the role

of Congress and the executive branch,
existing federal laws, legal challenges to
resource management, economic op-
portunities and challenges within and
outside the agency, social and political
support for the agency, the need to
adapt forest management as the climate
changes, and other topics. The purpose
of the book is not to criticize the agency,

but rather to offer concrete proposals for
how, ultimately, the agency’s operations
might be made more efficient and effec-
tive and its land-management activities
maintained, expanded, and improved.
In short, the objective of the book is to
examine paths toward a more healthy
and resilient US Forest Service. Project-
ed release: August 2018.

Steve Wilent

SOUrCES. COMMmunities.

Editor, 193 Million Acres
503-622-3033
wilents@safnet.org

Decadline to submit proposals for essays: May 1, 2017

To submit a proposal for an essay or for more information, contact the editor:

Project Manager: Jennifer Kuhn

SAF Director of Publications

301-897-8720, x170
kuhnj@safnet.org

New link to the call for proposals and schedule: tinyurl.com/j26nuv8
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