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PINNACLE MOUNTAIN FIRE
A FIVE-YEAR RETROSPECTIVE OF
THE LARGEST WILDFIRE IN UPSTATE HISTORY

— Photo courtesy of John Gunther
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PRELUDE
As Hurricane Matthew approached the South Carolina coast in early October 
2016, the South Carolina Forestry Commission issued a State Forester’s Burning 
Ban for all counties Wednesday, Oct. 5. After consultation with Gov. Nikki Haley 
and other emergency response organizations the day before, State Forester Gene 
Kodama declared the ban as a precautionary measure because of  a trough of  
extremely dry air ahead of  the storm that had settled over most of  the state.

TO DISASTER

The ban also freed up Forestry Commission 
personnel and local fire departments to focus on 
evacuation and other emergency operations; in fact, 
the agency deployed about 40 firefighting and law 
enforcement personnel to coastal regions to support 
the state’s coordinated evacuation procedures in 
anticipation of  the storm’s landfall.
The Forestry Commission lifted its statewide burning 

ban Tuesday, Oct. 11, a day before the agency’s 
Type 2 Incident Management Team was deployed to 
Dillon County to assist local officials with emergency 
response and relief  operations in the wake of  
hurricane-related flooding in the Pee Dee.
Despite the record rainfall on the coast, the 

Piedmont region stayed largely dry, extending an 
extreme drought that had been affecting the Upstate 
all year. The dry conditions were most pronounced in 
Anderson, Oconee and Pickens counties, according 
to the South Carolina Drought Response Committee, 
which had recently listed their status as “severe.”
The extremely low humidity, combined with high 

winds and leaf  fall, made conditions ripe for wildfire 
in the northwestern corner of  the state. What’s 
more, all of  South Carolina’s neighbors were already 
dealing with a more-active-than-usual wildfire season, 
as more than a dozen large fires raged in Georgia, 
North Carolina and Tennessee.

Against this backdrop, Kodama and SCFC Fire 
Chief  Darryl Jones were weighing the decision to 
issue another burning ban and whether to implement 
it statewide or on a county-by-county basis. Only 
once in the previous 30 years had the agency issued 
two burning bans been in the same month.

Drought status, week of Oct. 24, 2016

Index
 Normal
 Incipient
 Moderate
 Severe
 Extreme

Most of South Carolina’s Piedmont region had been in a 
moderate drought – some counties severe – for most of 2016. 
Those conditions persisted in the northwest corner of the state 
even after Hurricane Matthew made landfall near Myrtle Beach 
Oct. 8. The retreat of the hurricane actually exacerbated the arid 
conditions in the southern Appalachian Mountains, pulling drier 
air farther south and east than usual.

source: SC Drought 
Response Committee
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The irony of  a hurricane 
contributing to the cause of  
a major wildfire is not lost 
on the countless firefighters, 
law enforcement officers, 
incident management 
teams, emergency response 
personnel and volunteers 
who worked the month-
long incident at Table Rock 
State Park in late 2016.
The Pinnacle Mountain 
Fire was the largest, longest 
and costliest blaze in 
Upstate history.
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ORIGIN
OF THE PINNACLE MOUNTAIN FIRE
First report
The Forestry Commission’s Piedmont Dispatch 
Center received the first call of  a fire about a half-
mile southwest of  the summit of  Pinnacle Mountain 
at 8:30 a.m. Wednesday, Nov. 9.
A group of  youths with two adult chaperones who 

had been hiking overnight around Table Rock State 
Park in Pickens County reported that their campfire 
had escaped, and they eventually spoke directly with 
SCFC Pickens/Greenville County Supervisor Ray 
Cassell. The group had been trying to beat out the 
fire, but Cassell told them instead to do everything 
they could to scratch and dig a line around it and 
extinguish any flames, which by then had spread 
beyond the original perimeter.
He said the campers did a good job of  putting a line 

around the fire, considering they had no tools, but 
their line was ultimately unable to hold. Embers from 

the fire eventually spilled over the southern edge of  
the line and down to the forest below.
Cassell and his men arrived on scene that same 

morning and described about a two-acre fire; 
however, the unforgiving terrain and the inability 
to get bulldozers all the way around the perimeter 
allowed it to grow, beginning what would become a 
month-long firefighting effort.
That same day, coincidentally, Kodama issued 

another State Forester’s Burning ban for Anderson, 
Greenville, Oconee, Pickens and Spartanburg 
counties only. Forecasts for the aforementioned five 
counties over the following week included strong, 
gusting winds and very low relative humidity.
Those conditions, combined with dry fuels on the 

ground, created very high potential for outdoor fires 
escaping easily and spreading rapidly, as evidenced 
by the scene playing out that morning on Pinnacle 
Mountain.
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This incident map from Thursday, Nov. 10, shows the fire, symbolized by the red 
semi-circle, at about 25 acres and expanding uniformly from its origin just southwest 
of the peak of Pinnacle Mountain. The jagged red lines on each side depict the original 
firebreaks that hand crews and bulldozers attempted to construct around the blaze. 
Firefighters planned to tie in these lines to the Saluda River to the north, hoping to use 
the natural barrier to prevent the fire’s spread.

A strike team of specially trained wildland 
firefighters from local fire departments 
ascended the mountain Thursday, Nov. 
10 to scout the blaze.

— Photo courtesy of Franklin Reynolds of 
the Pickens County Fire Department
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SPREAD
OF THE PINNACLE MOUNTAIN FIRE

What are incident 
management teams?
Incident Management Teams 
play an essential role in the 
management of, and response 
to, local/regional/national 
emergencies, natural disasters and 
public events.
The South Carolina Forestry 
Commission manages the only 
Type II IMT in the state, with 
dozens of agency personnel 
filling the full spectrum of Incident 
Command System (ICS) positions.
ICS was developed in the 1970s 
following catastrophic wildfires in 
California. The purpose of ICS is 
to:
• Improve accountability
• Track resources from all 

agencies
• Establish clear chain of 

command
• Improve communication
• Create an orderly, systematic 

planning process that is scalable 
to meet the needs of the incident

• Create a common, 
predetermined management 
structure that allows 
commanders to delegate 
responsibilities and manage 
workloads efficiently

Type II IMTs are self-contained, 
all-hazard or wildland teams 
whose personnel meet the 
National Wildfire Coordinating 
Group (NWCG) training regimen at 
the Type II level for their specific 
positions.
ICS is now widely adopted as 
the most effective organizational 
structure for both emergency 
situations and planned events.

Agency mobilization
A 20-person hand crew of  SCFC 
wildland firefighters and Pickens/
Greenville-area fire service 
personnel ascended the mountain 
again the morning of  Thursday, 
Nov. 10 when the fire was still only 
about 25 acres to scout the area 
and dig hand lines around the 
perimeter.
An additional crew of  about 20 

SCFC firefighters were placed on 
standby later that afternoon to assist 
if  the fire continued to grow or if  
other ignitions occurred in the area.
The agency’s Type 2 Incident 

Management Team was deployed 
to the scene that Thursday and set 
up an incident command post (ICP) 
at Holly Springs Baptist Church in 
Pickens three miles southwest of  the 
fire. Over the next two days, dozens 
of  additional agency firefighters, 
IMT members and support 
personnel joined the effort.
As the situation grew increasingly 

serious and more resources were 
sent to Pickens County, Kodama 
expanded the five-county burning 
ban Nov. 10 to all 19 counties in the 
Forestry Commission’s Piedmont 
region, which included Abbeville, 
Anderson, Cherokee, Chester, 
Edgefield, Fairfield, Greenville, 

Greenwood, Laurens, Lexington, 
McCormick, Newberry, Oconee, 
Pickens, Richland, Saluda, 
Spartanburg, Union and York 
counties.
The South Carolina National 

Guard joined the firefight Thursday 
also, sending a Black Hawk 
helicopter to make water drops on 
the fire, dipping from two lakes 
at nearby Table Rock State Park.

Coordination between firefighters 
on the ground, remote IMT 
operations chiefs and SCNG pilots 
is an activity both agencies practice 
routinely every year.
A Forestry Commission airplane 

pilot dispatched to monitor the 
growing blaze and provide size-up 
information estimated the fire had 
expanded significantly – at least 200 
acres – by Friday morning, growing 
evenly outward from its original 
circular perimeter. It would be 
quintuple in size in just the next 24 
hours, despite the assistance from 
the helicopter drops.

A SC National Guard helicopter dips 
water from one of two lakes at Table 
Rock  State Park to drop on the fire.
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INITIAL ATTACK
ON THE PINNACLE MOUNTAIN FIRE
Tactics
Incident command officials’ original plan was to 
contain the fire by constructing firebreaks around its 
still-circular footprint. A combination of  hand crews 
and bulldozers worked their way up from the base 
of  the mountain in two teams that diverged when 
they reached the south side of  the fire, one going 
to the east and the other to the west. They were to 
dig and doze “lines” around the perimeter, clearing 
accumulated fuels, and converge on the north side 
along the Saluda River, ultimately encircling the 
blaze, which it was hoped would burn itself  out in a 
day or two.
The mountainous terrain was too steep and 

treacherous in certain spots for the bulldozers to 
work, so much of  the line construction was done by 
hand, particularly on the western side of  the fire. The 
forested mountain had not been burned – prescribed 
or otherwise – for as long as anyone could remember, 
however, so the duff was at least a foot deep in most 
places, providing an abundance of  seasoned tinder 
on the already dry forest floor. With the long-term 
drought, leaves falling from hardwood trees, and 
lower-than-usual relative humidity, the danger to 
firefighters was very high, since spot fires can occur in 
unburned fuel well away from the flaming front.
The crews encountered very heavy smoke as they 

created firebreaks, felled snags and scouted the 
boundaries; as was feared, they reported numerous 
spotovers – too many to deal with – from embers 
landing outside of  their cleared lines. Both teams 
worked into the night to deal with the spot fires 
that continued to jump the firebreaks, but with 
little effectiveness. Increasing darkness prohibited 

any further work that could be done safely, so they 
returned to the command post to rest in anticipation 
of  making another indirect attack – this time much 
wider – the following day.

The growing threat
As the fire grew – nearly 200 more acres Friday night 
alone – so did the number of  support personnel. 
Scores of  fire departments, emergency management 
agencies, medical services professionals, Red Cross 
volunteers and media outlets had descended upon 
the church’s parking lot. Realizing both the fire and 
the associated resources dedicated to fighting it were 
growing faster than the church-turned-command 
center could accommodate, the IMT moved the ICP 
to Table Rock Wesleyan Camp Saturday, Nov. 11 at 
the base of  Pinnacle Mountain because of  its greater 
capacity and closer proximity to the fire.

Evacuation
The rapid swelling of  the fire overnight, running 
toward residential areas along Highway 11, prompted 
incident command officials to call for evacuations 
of  several hundred homes west and south of  the 
mountain Saturday morning. While residents were 
not in imminent danger, SCFC officials called the 
evacuation a precautionary measure in case the fire 
continued to grow at its current pace. Pickens Fire 
Department personnel, assisted by other nearby 
fire services, performed structure protection in and 
around all the neighborhoods affected as well as 
assisted with the evacuation process. Midway Baptist 
Church in Pickens served as a shelter for evacuees, 
though local media reported only a very small 
percentage of  residents actually left their homes.

Hand crew members make way for a 
Forestry Commission firetrack, an all-
terrain tracked vehicle eqeuipped with a 
500-gallon water tank.
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THE GROWING THREAT
OF THE PINNACLE MOUNTAIN FIRE

How do you fight fire with 
bulldozers?
Since most wildfires occur
in remote areas and
often far from water
sources, the primary
way that wildfires are
suppressed in South Carolina is 
by the creation of firebreaks – 
removing vegetation and debris to 
expose bare mineral soil. The width 
of the break depends on the type of 
fuel in which the fire is burning and 
the weather conditions.
The primary tool to create 
firebreaks is a tractor plow unit, 
consisting of a modified bulldozer 
that is equipped with a fire plow 
and blade. These units allow 
firefighters to rapidly create 
firebreaks near the fire, while 
protecting the firefighter from direct 
contact with the heat and flames.

What are hand crews?
Hand crews are diverse, multi-
skilled teams of career and 
temporary firefighters. When 
bulldozers are not feasible in 
mountainous terrain, particularly 
in the Western U.S., hand crews 
do the dirty and dangerous work 
of fighting on the front lines of 
wildland fires.
They work side-by-side in 
20-person teams, constructing 
“firelines” around wildfires by 
clearing flammable materials from 
the ground and digging down to 
mineral soil.
There are 5 levels or types of 
crews, based on their level of 
experience. Most SC Forestry 
Commission teams are classified 
as Type 2- Initial Attack (IA) hand 
crews.

Early progress
Crews made such good progress 
on creating and reinforcing lines 
around the now-2,100-acre fire 
Saturday, however, that officials 
decided to lift the evacuation and 
allow residents to return to their 
homes Sunday morning. “The 
firelines we’ve constructed so far 
are holding very well, particularly 
those on the lower portions of  the 
left and right flanks of  the fire,” said 
SCFC Incident Commander (and 
Piedmont Regional Forester) Mike 
Bozzo. “These are the areas we 
were unsure about yesterday, which 
is what prompted the voluntary 
evacuation.”
While the firelines on the west 

and south were halting the spread 
of  the fire into populated areas, 
the lines being put in around 
the other “sides” of  the fire, 
particularly on the north, were still 
not complete, were still far from the 
expanding blaze and had not been 
tested. Firefighters had also been 
performing small, but successful, 
“burnouts” – fires set between 
firebreaks and the advancing edge 
of  the fire – wherever they could 
that weekend, giving hope that the 
containment lines would hold.
A light rain the morning of  

Sunday, Nov. 13 – the first rainfall 
in more than a month – offered 
a glimmer of  hope, but it did not 
dampen the fire appreciably. The 
precipitation actually hindered 
suppression efforts that day, 
particularly on the steeper, rockier 
parts of  the mountain, because 
firefighters could not get to the 
firelines for the slippery, unsafe 
conditions.

Burnout and second evacuation
The fire had burned all the way to 
neighboring Table Rock Mountain 
by Wednesday, Nov. 16 and had 
averaged 350 new acres a day 
since Friday, Nov. 11, including 
some minor spotovers, but it was 
still considered manageable by 
operations and incident command 
staff. Confident that the newly 
constructed firebreaks, which 
would ultimately tie in to the 
natural boundary of  the Saluda 
River on the north side of  the 
mountain, would hold, officials 
called for a large-scale burnout 
Thursday, Nov. 17. Wanting to 
get ahead of  another cold front 
that was forecast to bring high 
winds and extremely low humidity 
the following weekend, incident 
command decided to burn the 
remaining 2,000 acres inside the 

SCFC Fire Chief Darryl Jones, center, and 
SCFC Incident Commander Mike Bozzo, 
right, study satellite imagery showing the 
growth of the fire.
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THE SECOND ESCAPE
OF THE PINNACLE MOUNTAIN FIRE
lines before the expected wind shift could possibly 
push the fire down the mountain and threaten homes 
and businesses along Scenic Highway 11. 
Realizing early on that the fire had the potential to 

overwhelm the agency’s ability to contain it quickly, 
Forestry Commission officials had made official 
requests of  the US Forest Service for additional hand 
crews from other states, but they were unavailable 
because of  so many other fires in the region.
Knowing the burnout – initiated by “ping pong 

balls” filled with potassium permanganate and 
dropped by a U.S. Forest Service helicopter – would 
produce a tremendous amount of  smoke, officials 
called for a second evacuation, this time of  86 
vulnerable homes on the eastern and northern sides 
of  Table Rock Mountain.
The burnout went according to plan, as best could 

be determined by the next morning, consuming most 
of  the intended acreage – now more than 5,000 
acres total – and generating the expected volume 
of  smoke. Pockets of  intense heat were still detected 
by aerial infrared imagery flown overnight, but the 
lines around the fire appeared to be holding. Incident 
command reported Friday that about 90 percent of  
the area inside the firebreaks – about 5,100 acres – 
had been burned out. With the apparent success of  
the burnout, some crews turned their attention to 
mop-up operations inside the fireline, designed to 
shore up firebreaks to prevent the fire from spreading 
when Saturday’s predicted high winds were to arrive. 
Others continued to patrol the lines and work as far 
as 50 feet inside to put out hot spots. Helicopters 
continued to drop water on hot spots throughout 
the day; however, the containment was still being 
estimated and reported at 35 percent.

That same Friday, the South Carolina Forestry 
Commission announced it would be expanding 
its burning ban – in place for Piedmont counties 
only since Nov. 10 – to every county in the state, 
effective at 6 a.m. Saturday. The higher winds and 
lower relative humidities across the state, combined 
with so many of  the agency’s resources devoted to 
the Pinnacle Mountain Fire, prompted the ban. 
The National Weather Service also called for a Red 
Flag Alert Saturday morning because of  the cooler, 
windier and dryer weather approaching.

A Forestry Commission technician pumps from a mountain stream to 
supply water to other firefighters through long hoselays.
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EXPANSION
OF THE PINNACLE MOUNTAIN FIRE

Firewise® principles
A registered 
trademark of 
the National 
Fire Protection 
Association, 
Firewise USA® is a collection 
of techniques that include 
minimizing the risk of home 
ignition by carefully landscaping 
around residential structures such 
as thinning trees and brush and 
choosing fire-resistant plants, 
selecting ignition-resistant 
building materials and positioning 
structures away from slopes.
These tools and resources are 
particularly important in what is 
known as the Wildland-Urban 
Interface (WUI), a term describing 
a zone of transition between 
wilderness (unoccupied land) 
and land developed by human 
activity, an area where a built 
environment meets or intermingles 
with a natural environment. Human 
settlements in the WUI, including 
many of those in South Carolina’s 
mountain communities, are at a 
greater risk of catastrophic wildfire.
The Forestry 
Commission’s Fire 
Prevention team 
uses the Firewise 
USA® program to 
educate communities 
and homeowners in 
high-risk areas about ways they 
can take ownership of protecting 
their homes from potential wildfire 
damage or destruction.

More than 70 firefighters on hand 
crews, bulldozers, fire engines 
and off-road tankers were on the 
mountain Saturday, continuing to 
mop up the back-burned areas, 
patrol the firelines, monitor for 
spot-overs and chainsaw burnt/
smoking trees. Two task forces of  
about 70 law enforcement and 
fire service personnel canvassed 
residential areas around the fire 
to perform structure protection, 
assist with road closures and traffic 
control, and educate residents about 
the importance of  protecting their 
homes with Firewise principles. 

A break in the lines
Pickens County emergency 
management officials’ decision 
not to lift the second evacuation 
because of  the expected low 
humidity and high winds turned 
out to be serendipitous. From the 
beginning of  the operation, the 
Saluda River was the geographic 
feature into which all firelines 
surrounding the blaze would be 
tied; it was assumed the natural 
barrier would serve well as the 
northern perimeter.
But by Saturday afternoon, the 

fire, which had crept to the water’s 
edge the day before, took advantage 
of  ripe, dry fuels – primarily dead 

and dying hemlocks – scattered 
along and overhanging both banks, 
essentially jumping the river. While 
it was known that the Saluda tapers 
to some of  its narrowest stretches 
through the valleys north of  Table 
Rock Mountain, the extended 
drought across the Piedmont had 
drastically reduced the flow of  
water in the river, which by then 
was narrow enough to simply step 
over in many places.

Expansion of the fire and resources
The breach allowed the fire to 
spread quickly up the nearest peak, 
Rocky Mountain, by Sunday, Nov. 
20, prompting incident command 
officials to request additional 
air assistance. The Forestry 
Commission called in two CL-415 
amphibious water scooping aircraft, 
which arrived that afternoon; the 
planes dipped from Lake Jocassee 
until nightfall, dumping up to 1,600 
gallons of  water with each drop. 
Varying combinations of  Black 
Hawk and/or Chinook helicopters 
had been dropping water daily 
on the fire’s spreading front since 
Nov. 10. Forestry Commission 
airplanes continued to perform 
reconnaissance all the while, 
providing ground crews with aerial 
observations. Air operations weren’t 
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EXPANSION
OF THE PINNACLE MOUNTAIN FIRE
the only resources being bolstered with this new 
advance of  fire to the north. Upon request, a Type 3 
IMT from Utah joined the incident command staff 
that Sunday to provide planning, logistics, operations 
and information support.
After surrounding Rocky Mountain Sunday evening 

and growing another 244 acres overnight, the fire 
continued to meander northwest, this time to Buzzard 
Mountain. Nearly half  of  the 89 hand crew members 
on the mountain Monday, Nov. 21 – the largest count 
to date – were devoted just to the northern division 
whose mission was to focus on containing this new 
section of  the fire. Despite the fire’s growth in the 
north, crews were reporting much more confidence 
about the ability of  the western, southern and eastern 
containment lines to hold, so much so that the 
evacuation was lifted at noon.
Incident command staff ordered two more hand 

crews from out of  state as well as another Chinook 
and Type 3 helicopter to remain on standby if  needed 
for additional water drops. The expansion of  the 
fire and the number of  resources being requested 
made the Pinnacle Mountain fire the second-highest 
ranking incident in the Southern Area Coordination 
Center’s priority list by Monday afternoon. SACC 
is the organization that determines how, when and 
where orders for personnel, equipment and other 
resources are deployed to agencies making such 
requests. Additionally, the incident management 
team’s finance chief  estimated the total cost of  the 
firefighting effort, including personnel, time and 
resources, now exceeded $2 million.
By Tuesday, Nov. 22, the new front had inflated the 

fire’s expanse to 6,000 acres as it crossed into the 
northwestern sliver of  Greenville County and up 

against the western side of  Table Rock Reservoir. 
Although announced to be at 35 percent containment 
– mainly because of  the reinforcement of  the lines 
around the much larger, already-burned area south of  
the Saluda River – the fire was still spreading rapidly.
That same day, Gov. Nikki Haley issued a state 

of  emergency for Pickens and Greenville counties. 
That declaration not only put into effect the South 
Carolina Emergency Management Division’s 
Emergency Operations Plan and placed the South 
Carolina National Guard on active duty, but 
also enabled the Forestry Commission to request 
additional resources from adjoining states through the 
Emergency Management Assistance Compact.
Meanwhile, in a matter of  24 hours, the fire grew 

by more than 1,000 acres and was spreading toward 
the North Carolina state line. As it moved closer to 
the Tarheel State, personnel from the North Carolina 
Forest Service, which was already heavily taxed from 
several other large wildfires within its boundaries, tied 
in with Pinnacle Mountain firefighters to execute a 
second large-scale burnout that incident command 
staff were planning for Thanksgiving Day, Nov. 24.
Negligible rainfall overnight did little to subdue the 

fire; in fact, it was the winds, not the precipitation, 
that prevented the 500-acre burnout operation from 
proceeding. The light rain actually held crews back 
from making greater progress with line construction 
and smaller burnouts because it made the terrain 
just slick and dangerous enough not to allow work. 
Two more days would pass, and another 2,000-plus 
acres burned, before the second major burnout could 
be conducted. Crews working on the northeastern 
perimeter were able to burn back to previously cut 
lines from the North Carolina border eastward in 
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GAINING THE UPPER HAND
ON THE PINNACLE MOUNTAIN FIRE
Greenville County. The strategy 
was working, as officials now 
estimated containment at 47 
percent.

The final push
The next week saw firefighters, 
whose ranks by now were bolstered 
by the addition of  professional 
hand crews ordered from out-
of-state, gain the upper hand 
on the blaze, as they continued 
to extinguish hot spots, conduct 
smaller burnouts, reinforce 

firebreaks and patrol lines to keep 
them clear of  leaf  litter. The 
fire surpassed the 10,000-acre 
mark Nov. 28, and although it 
was still very active in places, it 
had reached nearly 60 percent 
containment because of  the ever-
smaller hot spots in previously 
burned areas and the redoubled 
efforts at line fortification on the 
north.
The additional manpower was 

enhanced greatly as well by more 
favorable weather conditions, 

including lower wind speeds, 
higher humidity and more – and 
more frequent – rain.
The area received more than 

an inch of  rain that night, 
providing much-needed relief  
for the drought-stricken area, 
for firefighters and for the blaze 
itself. Several days of  continued 
rain prevented work on the fire 
until Dec. 2; by the next day, 
officials reported the containment 
percentage had risen to 92 percent.
While the firelines appeared to 

SCFC firefighters from all three of the 
agency’s administrative regions came 
together to fight the Pinnacle Mountain 
Fire.
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CONTAINMENT
be holding well and the weather helping to keep the 
fire activity at a minimum, incident command officials 
continued to emphasize that the incident is still not 
over.
Even as frontline firefighting resources would be 

scaled back over the coming days, line improvement 
and “mop-up” operations would continue for weeks. 
Some of  this work also entailed improving the Table 
Rock State Park trail system, much of  which had been 
closed since the first days of  the fire.
Table Rock State Park partially reopened Tuesday, 

Nov. 29

Containment and control
Finally, 26 days after an escaped campfire ultimately 
consumed 10,623 acres and would be forever 
known as the Pinnacle Mountain Fire – the longest, 
largest and costliest fire in Upstate history – incident 
command announced the fire had been 100 percent 
contained. That decision followed another heavy 
shower that moved through the area the day before, 
the fourth day of  significant rainfall in the preceding 
week. Crews would continue mop-up work for another 
week-and-a-half  before officials would finally declare 
the fire controlled Friday, Dec. 16.

OF THE PINNACLE MOUNTAIN FIRE

Personnel from SCFC’s IMT, along with 
members of the Type 3 Utah IMT, take a 
well deserved break for a group photo at 
the conclusion of the fire.
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VOLUNTEERS
OF THE PINNACLE MOUNTAIN FIRE
Community and volunteer support
One thing the South is known for is its hospitality. 
It’s safe to say the residents of  Pickens County and 
surrounding communities made sure all the personnel 
working the Pinnacle Mountain Fire experienced 
Southern hospitality at its finest.
About 350 volunteers spent countless hours making 
sure the firefighters and command personnel received 
home-cooked meals three times a day. A typical day 
for volunteers began with preparing breakfast at 4:30 
a.m. and ended around 10:30 p.m. after cleaning up 
from dinner.
Tammy Anthony took time away from her restaurant, 
Heidi’s in Pickens, to serve as the impromptu food 
coordinator. The amount of  food volunteers prepared 
for breakfast alone was mind-boggling. Anthony 
estimated they served 900 pounds of  bacon, 500 
pounds of  sausage, 200 pounds of  dried grits, 1,000 
dozen eggs and 500 gallons of  coffee during the fire.
“The firefighters, law enforcement and other workers 
were very appreciative of  everything,” Anthony said. 
“Many of  them had never experienced Southern 

hospitality. It was just 
amazing. With me 
being in the culinary 
industry, preparing 
food was easy 
compared to what 
they were doing.”
Personnel from all 
over South Carolina 
and surrounding states 
and as far west as 
Oregon, California 
and Washington 
traveled to Pickens to fight the fire.
With an average of  200 personnel on scene each day, 
finding a place to house and feed that many people 
was no easy task.
However, Table Rock Wesleyan Camp director Greg 
Hayes made sure that was the least of  the command 
staff’s worries. Hayes offered the camp’s facilities for 
the entirety of  the fire, saying there was no hesitation 
on his part to do whatever it took to make firefighting 
personnel feel at home.
One of  the highlights for Hayes was being able to help 
provide the firefighters a special Thanksgiving feast 
since they were spending the holiday away from their 
families.
“It was really neat to see how the firefighters treated 
this the way they did as far as our community was 
concerned,” Hayes said. “It made us feel like they were 
a part of  us. That’s why we wanted to do what we 
did to help them feel at home. They were away from 
their homes over Thanksgiving. It just felt like the right 
thing to do.”

2

Community members around 
Table Rock State Park erected 
signs thanking emergency 
responders for their efforts.

Greenville, Oconee and Pickens county schoolchildren made 
thank you cards for the firefighters who came from across the 
country to fight the Pinnacle Mountain Fire.
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AFTERMATH
In the wake of  the devastation caused by the Pinnacle 
Mountain Fire, Forestry Commission officials sought 
to strengthen the State Forester’s Burning Ban, which 
theretofore had not included campfires in its purview. 
The following legislative session saw the passage of  
House Bill 3719, which added campfires and other 
recreational fires to the list of  activities that can be 
prohibited under such a ban. The legislation also 
raised the fines levied on those convicted of  violating 
the ban to up to $200 for first offenses and at least 
$500 for second and subsequent offenses.
Previously, campfires, bonfires and open-fire cooking 

were conspicuous exceptions to the burning restriction 
imposed by such a ban, which the State Forester is 
given the authority by state law to declare in fire-, 
weather- and/or resource-related emergencies. The 
only outdoor burning that may be allowed when 
a State Forester’s Burning Ban is enacted now are 
“fires used for non-recreational purposes such as 
those for human warmth or for the preparation of  
food for immediate consumption.” With this change, 
however, citizens are not required to notify the Forestry 
Commission when building a campfire or bonfire.

OF THE PINNACLE MOUNTAIN FIRE

Fire departments and emergency management organizations that worked on the Pinnacle Mountain Fire
No telling of the story of the Pinnacle Mountain Fire would be complete without the acknowledgment of the roughly 75 
emergency response organizations listed below, most of them local fire departments, who in conjunction with the SC 
Forestry Commission and the Utah Type 3 Incident Management Team, worked around the clock for more than a month 
to contain and control the fire, coordinate evacuations and provide invaluable support in managing the incident.

• Abbeville County Fire
• Anderson City Fire
• Batesburg-Leesville 

(Lexington Co)
• Belmont FD
• Boiling Springs Fire 

(Spartanburg Co)
• Boiling Springs FD 

(Greenville Co)
• Canebrake FD
• Cheddar Fire
• Cherokee Creek Fire
• City of Central FD
• City of Columbia Fire
• City of Easley FD
• City of Greenwood
• City of Mauldin Fire
• City of Pickens FD
• Clemson University FD
• Cleveland FD

• Cold Springs Fire
• Corinth-Shiloh Fire
• Crossroads Fire
• Crosswell FD
• Dacusville FD
• Donaldson Center Fire
• Duncan Fire
• DurbIn Creek Fire
• Edgewood Fire
• Fair Play FD
• Fountain Inn Fire
• Gantt District Fire
• Glassy Mountain 
• Gray Court 
• Greenville City
• Greenville Hospital System 

(provided medical staff to 
assist on the fire lines)

• Highway 34 FD
• Hodges Fire

• Holly Springs FD
• Iva FD
• Keowee Ebenezer Fire
• Keowee Fire (Abbeville Co)
• Keowee Fire (Oconee Co)
• Keowee Springs FD
• Lake Cunningham Fire
• Liberty FD
• Lower Lake Greenwood 

Volunteer FD
• McCormick County Fire
• Midway Fire Rescue
• Norris FD
• Oakway FD
• Oconee County Fire
• Pelham-Batesville Fire
• Pendleton FD
• Pickens-Rural FD
• Pickett Post Fire
• Piedmont Park Fire

• Piercetown Fire
• Powdersville FD
• Promise Land Fire
• Pumpkintown FD
• Ridge Springs Fire
• River Falls Fire (Chester Co)
• Sandy Springs FD
• Shady Grove FD
• Simpsonville Fire
• Six Mile FD
• Slater Marietta Fire
• South Greenville FD
• Townville FD
• Tyger River Fire
• Vineyards FD
• Ware Sholes Fire
• West Union Fire
• Western Laurens Fire
• Whitefield FD
• Wren FD
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SCFC Firefighter Anthony 
McAlhany, a warden in the 
agency’s Coastal region, 
was one of many Forestry 
Commission personnel who 
traveled to the Upstate to help 
fight the fire.
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PINNACLE MOUNTAIN FIRE
A FIVE-YEAR RETROSPECTIVE OF
THE LARGEST WILDFIRE IN UPSTATE HISTORY


