
Audio Tour, Stop 3, Rainbow Pool 

Natural resources become the focal point following any wildland fire.  Many people focus on the 
damage done to trees because that impact is so visible following an intense fire.  What may not 
be seen are some of the more subtle connections that link all of the resources on the landscape 
together.  Forest health is impacted by the density of trees.  Long term droughts can stress trees, 
which weakens them, making them susceptible to insect infestations such as Mountain Pine 
Beetles.  Patches of these dead trees create more fuel which can feed future fires.  Changes to the 
climate over time cause normal weather patterns to shift, and this has resulted in longer and 
hotter fire seasons.    

Rainbow Pool, a popular waterfall and day use area, brings some of these interconnected 
resource issues to the forefront.  Though this pool is inviting to the eye right now with its crisp, 
clear water, that was not the case following the Rim Fire.  The South Fork of the Tuolumne 
River as well as Rainbow Pool was muddy brown following the fire.  When steep slopes burn 
intensely, large swaths of trees may be killed.   Plant cover that stabilizes hillsides and soil is 
lost.  Cast off pine needles, dead leaves and small, partially decomposed logs and twigs rest on 
the forest floor.  That forest litter slows down raindrops allowing them to slowly soak into the 
soil.  When all of these things are removed in a fire, especially over a broad landscape, water can 
move rapidly down the slope causing erosion, sedimentation and debris flows.  That’s why the 
water in Rainbow Pool ran dark brown for a while following the fire. 

So as you can see, fire can have severe impacts to water resources on the Forest.  This is a 
statewide concern for fifty percent of the surface water in California flows from National Forest 
lands.  That makes the Forest Service the largest supplier of municipal drinking water in the 
country.  Sedimentation problems and water quality are something we all have a vested interest 
in, not only because we all need a clean supply of drinking water but because it is costing us 
money.  In the past five years, large wildfires have cost municipal water users over $300 million 
dollars in their effort to clean out ash and debris from the drinking water.   

Resources are all linked on the landscape.  As part of the Rim Fire restoration effort the Forest 
Service is diligently working on ecologically restoring meadows.  This is important because 
meadows are a key component of a healthy watershed.  Meadows act like big sponges.  They 
absorb, store and slowly release water.  When steep hillsides are left bare following a fire, the 
danger of water rapidly running off the mountains increases dramatically.  When meadows are 
healthy they serve as a buffer, not only helping to recharge ground water but in allowing for a 
slower, steadier release of water over time.  Healthy meadows also help to purify water by sifting 
out debris.   There are other equally compelling reasons to protect meadows and the waterways 
that feed into them. 

Rainbow Pool and the South Fork of the Tuolumne River have an intrinsic value.  Not only do 
these areas bring us solace, but pools, meadows and streams all play a part in a healthy 
watershed, one that benefits us all.  As you enjoy this area, please be respectful.  If you love 
wildlife, pack out all of your garbage.  Litter can get wrapped around bird beaks and feet and it 
makes the area unsightly for the next visitor.  Garbage also pollutes our drinking water.  We are 
not the first travelers here, nor will we be the last. 



History tells us that many have visited this very area before.  In 1886, John Heardin operated a 
sawmill on what is now known as the Harden Flat Road.  With the help of two oxen, he cut wood 
used in constructing flumes to transport water for the Golden Rock Water Company.  Gold and 
lode mining also brought people here, and as far back as 1922 hundreds of cattle were grazing in 
the Sawmill area.   Our presence is yet another entry onto that historical timeline.  To preserve 
the area for future generations, we need you to help care for and be mindful of the land, 
meadows and waterways within this Forest. 

  


