
Audio Tour, Stop 5, Carlon Falls 

Walking to Carlon Falls reveals a forest that is cool, moist and shady during winter months.  
Understory plants are vibrantly green at this time of year.  If you walk the trail in the evening 
hours, you may see bats flying along the river to catch insects.  Certain species such as pallid and 
fringed myotis bats may even be using snags near the waterway to roost. 

Last winter I saw a small colony of lady bugs piled up on a log near the trail.  Even in the 
summer, the area provides refuge from the heat for the trail winds along the S. Fork of the 
Tuolumne River.  Towering Sugar Pines, Douglas Fir and Incense Cedar line the foot path.  No 
matter what season you choose for exploration, a walk to the falls provides a great opportunity 
for you to see some of the effects of the Rim Fire first hand. 

Though everyone tends to focus on the areas where the forest burned intensely, that is not the 
whole picture.  In some areas a mosaic pattern emerges and this is very evident along the Carlon 
Falls trail.  Though many trees were charred, the vast majority of the trees survived the passage 
of the flames.  A close inspection of some tree trunks reveals insect activity, indicating that trees 
may have been weakened by the fire.  Trees can successfully ward off pine beetles if they are 
healthy enough to exude some sticky sap as the insect tries to bore its way into the trunk.  This 
creates pitch tubes on the trunk of the tree.  These tubes are a combination of the hardened sap 
combined with the sawdust created by the boring beetle.  Frass, on the other hand, shows up as 
tiny piles of sawdust on the tree trunk indicating that the tree was too weak or lacking in 
moisture to ward off the invasion.   

As of the winter of 2015 there wasn’t a great deal of evidence of insect attacks amongst these 
moderately burned trees.  Forest-wide that is not, however, the case.  Aerial surveys conducted in 
the spring of 2014 revealed that roughly 109,000 acres of forested land on the Stanislaus are 
suffering from insect infestations.  Mortality on these acres was light to moderate but they do 
paint a picture for forest managers.  The long term drought is beginning to take a toll.   

Pine Beetles aren’t targeting trees killed in the Rim Fire though there may be incidental cases of 
that.  Instead, they are selecting live, stressed, green trees as a better target and host for their 
young.  If the attack remains light, healthy trees can keep a more wide-scale infestation from 
happening, but if the trees start succumbing to the long term-drought,  a mass attack could ensue.  
Invading beetles recognize when a forest is teetering health-wise and will release chemicals 
called aggregating pheromones to attract other beetles to the site.   

A walk through this forest to the falls takes approximately 45 minutes one-way.  Should you 
decide to explore the area more fully, consider visiting the Carlon picnicking spot, located in the 
day use area.  Here you will see the historic Carlon Station, a home once used to house Forest 
staff who lived in the woods and administered timber sales and provided fire protection for the 
area.  The Civilian Conservation Corp built the cabin during the Great Depression.  Its shake 
roof, porcelain sink and tub, and tongue and groove structure cost $3,675.81 when it was erected 
in 1934.  Today it is eligible for the National Historic Register of Historic Places.   

When a fire hits, firefighters work at breaking the fire triangle which consists of fuel, oxygen and 
heat.  All three of these elements are needed for a fire to burn. At Carlon Station, the historic 
structure was wrapped to help protect the building from radiant heat, thus breaking the heat part 



of the triangle.  Foam is another tool firefighters use to save buildings.  By starving the fire of 
oxygen, the fire triangle is also broken.  It is common to see foam sprayed on rooftops for this 
very reason.  In the case of this notable building, firefighters chose to wrap the building with 
protective foil.   It was worth the effort to preserve the rich history of the area. 

Carlon Station is near the area where the old Carl Inn Resort once existed.  Hundreds of guests 
stayed at the Inn during its heyday but the resort’s history is speckled by several disasters.  After 
being open for only four years, most of the buildings were burned to the ground by fire in 1920.  
Donna Carlon rebuilt the structure only to have a kitchen fire destroy the inn once again a few 
years later.  During the 1930’s, lumber companies began eyeing the large tract of Sugar Pines 
surrounding the resort.  Yosemite National Park bought the land where the Inn resided for $112 
million dollars, in 1939, and removed all but two of the structures.   

From the Lower Carlon parking area, you can actually walk into Yosemite National Park by way 
of an old paved road.  That indicates just how close the boundary is that separates the Stanislaus 
National Forest from the park.  Though adjacent to each other, each of these land management 
agencies has a different focus and mission.  The National Park Service focusses on preservation 
whereas the Forest Service is devoted to caring for the land and serving the people using a 
multiple use concept, which includes logging, cattle grazing and recreation.  Conservation 
measures and the wise use of resources over time are a Forest Service theme. 

  


