
Audio Tour, Stop 10, Spinning Wheel 

From the Spinning Wheel lookout you begin to see some of the mosaic burn pattern of the Rim 
Fire.  In some locations, you can tell the fire burned hotter whereas in other locals a less intense 
fire left more vegetation remaining.  On some of the hotter, dryer south facing slopes you can see 
where chamise burned but like many plants native to California, a variety of species are readily 
springing back following the fire.  Chamise, manzanita and yerba senta, which is also known as 
the herb of the saints, are rebounding powerfully here.  Yerba senta has long been used 
medicinally to treat respiratory ailments and is quite noticeable along this roadside.  Look for the 
2-3 foot tall plants that have waxy, long, lance-shaped leaves that may appear shiny in the sun.   

Aside from recovering vegetation, the Pilot Peak fire lookout is also visible from this location.  It 
is one of two staffed fire towers on the Stanislaus.  Trained lookouts watch for lightning strikes 
and human caused fires from these lofty perches.  Once a smoke is sighted, they triangulate from 
the fire to known landscape features to pinpoint the exact location of the fire.  From this vantage 
point they can also keep an eye on the spread and behavior of the fire, thus providing managers 
with important data needed for decision making. 

For example, if you look across the way, you can see that the Rim Fire burned at least one home 
in this area.  The home itself has already been rebuilt, but you can tell by the charred trees 
leading up to the residence that the burn severity was high.  Unfortunately, with such a massive 
flaming front, it is not always possible to save every home from the flames.   

Fire lookout personnel can help to keep residents safe by informing managers on the fire’s 
movement and current location.  When key trigger points are reached, evacuations may be 
initiated.  Likewise, a change in strategy may be needed as the fire approaches pre-identified 
areas of concern. 

Though fire-prone, the beauty and variety of the land is one of the things that has drawn visitors 
to this area for many years.  Spinning Wheel has a rich cultural background beginning with 
Native Americans who used the area for thousands of years prior to the period where European 
settlers began staking claims in California.  By the mid 1800’s miners panned for gold in the S. 
Fork of the Tuolumne River under the auspices of the South Fork Big Creek Gold Mining 
Company.  Little wealth was to be earned from these mining activities but it did not stop a 
variety of people from trying. 

Cabins and a barn were built on a tract of land known as the Jones-Seals Ranch in 1912.  Over 
time, the area was subdivided into lots and a lodge was built.  Construction workers tasked with 
building the Cherry Oil Road, in the 1950s, had a base camp on the Spinning Wheel property but 
unfortunately, a fire in 1952 damaged the property.  In 1955, the Lodge itself had burned as well.  
The Union Democrat, a local newspaper, touted headlines regarding the lightning caused fires.  
A fire atlas kept at the Groveland Ranger Station also details 9 major fires in the area between 
1908 and 1959, clearly showing that wildland fires are no stranger to this landscape.   

Prisoners from the Salinas Valley State Prison in Soledad camped in the area in 1956 and were 
charged with replanting the burned forest with trees.   Even today, hand selected inmate crews 
are used by CalFire to help extinguish fires throughout the state.   



Though the U.S. Forest Service won’t be using prisoners to replant trees this time around, they 
will hire contract crews to replant a portion of the area burned by the Rim Fire, pending the 
outcome of the reforestation EIS. 

The Rim Fire of 2013 caused enough damage to the watershed that the Spinning Wheel area was 
not reopened when the Forest Closure Order was lifted a year after the passage of the fire.   As 
soon as the area has healed enough to stabilize some of the badly burned slopes in the region, 
visitors will once again be able to enjoy Spinning Wheel.  

  


