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1910 Fires Commemoration Sites— Montana  

Day Trip #4—Wallace Idaho to Missoula Montana. From Wallace, Idaho head east on I-90 toward 
Lookout Pass and the Montana border. 
  
For Further information on sites along the I-90 corridor, please contact Mineral County Museum & 
Historical Society at 406-822-3543 or mchs1976@blackfoot.net  

Traveling up over Lookout Pass and entering Montana, pull out at about 1.5 miles down the east side of 
Lookout Pass. Looking to the south and west, you will see Sohon Pass, the original Montana state entry 
point in 1859, now called St. Regis Pass. This entire area was engulfed in flames during the firestorm on 
August 20 and 21 1910. The stumps and burned dead trees are visible on the hillsides.  

Continuing down the east side of Lookout Pass, Exit 5 leads to the Taft area. Originally built as a 
railroad town during the 1907-1910 construction of the Milwaukee Railroad, this town burned at least 
twice before the fires of 1910. Driving through the area, all around is the second growth timber that grew 
after the 1910 Fires. Even after 100 years of recovery, effects of the fires are still evident. The only 
building in town that survived the 1910 Fires was a hotel/bar.  

One of the last people to leave Taft was William McKay who stayed to watch for looters but was severely 
burned in the fires. Reporter W.G. Ferguson from the Missoulian newspaper wrote about McKay’s 
particularly unfortunate story.  
 

History Note: “Two men remained in Taft when the people fled, “ Ferguson continued, “They 
were to watch some property which had been buried. The fire came upon Taft when they were in 
their shack. Just as they rushed from the door, the rear of the building caught fire. The sheet of 
flame from the timber enveloped William McKay, who was behind his companion, and burned 
him from head to foot. His comrade returned, himself uninjured, and dragged McKay to safety. 
As soon as possible, medical aid was brought from Saltese and McKay’s awful burns were 
dressed. He was left in charge of a fried who got drunk and dropped a match upon McKay’s 
bandages which caught fire at one aggravating the previous injuries so that the man died shortly 
after being brought to Saltese.  
 

Five miles further east, the town of Saltese retains its historical character. In 1910 Forest Service Ranger 
Haun called from Saltese and reported the hills were ‘all afire’ and he had kept 200 firefighters there 
trying to save the town. Because of their efforts, Saltese survived the fire as hot embers fell on the 
hillsides, amongst the men.  
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Saltese Train Station.  

 

 
 

“In the meantime, a relief train from Wallace arrived from Saltese and there were several empty 
boxcars at Saltese, and we gathered up all the women and children and sent them on toward 

Missoula, keeping all the men that would stay to fight fire in Saltese. The fire did not arrive at 
Saltese until the evening of August 21, although it had been smoky all day and we had to pack 

lanterns around there same as night.” Ranger Frank Haun  

Traveling east on I-90 take Exit 16 to the small town of Haugan which was destroyed in the 1910 Fires. In 
Haugan, explore the historic Savenac nursery started in 1907 and also burned in 1910. The nursery was 
replanted in 1911 and went on to fulfill its mission by furnishing millions of seedlings and young trees to 
replace areas of deforestation. Savenac Visitors Center offers entry to a scenic walk through the memorial 
trees to a rock monument honoring the firefighters that lost their lives in the 1910 Fires.  

Continue on the frontage road in Haugan, about 3.1 miles to DeBorgia. Historic sites with markers along 

the way offer more interesting insights into this area. On this route the rugged terrain is close by. Consider 

how difficult fighting fires were for the men and equipment of the early century.   
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Savenac Nursery Trail.  
 
 

 
 

“There was no reserve of fire equipment at that time. As new crews were put out, new equipment 
was purchased from hardware stores. Axes, mattocks, shovels, crosscut saws, wash boilers, tubs, 
coffee pots and frying pans were bought as needed until the supply in most of the local stores was 

exhausted. The standard bed for a firefighter that year was one shoddy blanket or one cheap 
sougan.” 1942 - Elers Koch, Lolo Forest Supervisor in 1910  

 
Continuing in to DeBorgia, the DeBorgia Cemetery is located on the east side of the road. During the 
1910 Fires, most of the grave’s wooden markers were burned. In DeBorgia itself, three buildings survived 
the fires: the DeBorgia Hotel, the school and Louie Gagnier’s Saloon.  

From here either follow the road to its end to view Cantonment Jordan or return to I-90.  
 
At road’s end turn around and return to Exit 18. When turning, look north to view Cantonment Jordan 
built by explorer John Mullan for his men during the difficult winter of 1859 – 1860. Captain Mullen’s 
diaries describe the area as “a dense bed of timber that furnished both building material and fuel, had 
many fine springs and was securely sheltered by the winds by friendly rims of mountains.”  

The next stop on the I-90 corridor is Exit 22 to the town of Henderson also destroyed by the 1910 Fires. 
The next 11 miles is known as Old Highway 10 or Camel’s Hump Road leading to St. Regis and tracing 
the original Mullan Road.  
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Town of Henderson. 

Tip: St. Regis is also accessible off I-90 at Exit 33. This route was bypassed in 1976 by I-90.  

Along the Camel’s Hump Road route notice the old growth timber. On this road between Henderson and 
St. Regis the whole canyon was on fire in 1910 and trains loaded with people escaping the fires had to 
make it through this tunnel of flame.  

 
 

Camel’s Hump Road route. 
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At the western end of Camel’s Hump road and the far end of St. Regis canyon the impacts of the 1910 
Fires are no longer visible from this route.  

Historical Note:  After the fire the Mann Lumber Company did most of the timber salvage. 
According to estimates the amount of timber lost would have been used to construct about 55,000 
four-room houses.  
 

At Exit 33 the town of St. Regis comes into view. The fires of 1910 did not make it to St. Regis. The town 
was a staging area for the evacuation for people who could make it to the depot. Trains from as far away 
as Mullan, ID came through the canyon loading passengers and baggage for their escape to Missoula.  

 
St. Regis Train Station. 

 
Ninemile Ranger District: Lolo National Forest Clearwater Crossing, Great Burn Proposed Wilderness: 
Continuing along I-90 towards Missoula, travel to the Fish Creek Exit 66 approximately 37 miles west of 
Missoula. Follow Fish Creek Road 343 south to West Fork Fish Creek Road 7750. Turn on to Road 7750 
and follow it to Clearwater Crossing located one mile past Hole in the Wall Lodge.  

Description: A Forest Service campground, trailhead, administrative site and Clearwater Crossing Guard 
Station are located here. The fires of 1910 burned much of the area in the drainages above Clearwater 
Crossing including the North Fork of Fish Creek and Straight Creek. Hikers will see the results of 100 
years of regrowth since the 1910 Fires and a few remnant burned trees. The 1910 blaze did not burn 
through the wet lower reaches of the West Fork drainage. Hikers on this trail will see old growth cedars 
that survived the fires of 1910. Burned areas along the main Fish Creek drainage viewed from Forest 
Service Road 343 were primarily owned by Plum Creek Timber Company and part of the Fish Creek 
Complex wildfire of 2003. These areas resemble the skeletal landscapes that existed over nearly three 
million acres after the 1910 Fires.  
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The Clearwater Crossing Guard Station is used today as a base camp for trail crews to access the 
backcountry and the Ninemile Wildlands Training Center to teach backcountry packing and stock 
handling. The main buildings were CCC cabins in the 1940’s and were moved to the site from Quartz 
Flats.  
 

!!Adventure seeking : Major hiking trails begin at Clearwater Crossing including the North 
Fork, Straight Creek and West Fork trails. This area is considered the gateway into the 
Great Burn Proposed Wilderness. Remember to assess your physical condition, take plenty 
of water and Pack It In – Pack It Out (no facilities or garbage receptacles).  

 
Clearwater Crossing Station. 
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Historic Ninemile Remount Depot: Continue this trip by returning to I-90 and traveling to Exit 82 
approximately 23 miles northwest of Missoula. Drive northwest on Old Highway 10 for 1.4 miles. Turn 
north on to Remount Road and proceed 2.7 miles to the Ninemile Ranger Station.  
 

 
 

Ninemile Remount Depot Visitor’s Center. 

Historical Note: The Ninemile Remount Depot was established in the early days of firefighting 
as a response to severe fires in the west. From 1930 until 1953, the Ninemile remount Depot 
provided well-equipped pack and riding stock, experienced packers and transportation for 
firefighting efforts in the rugged mountains of the Northern Rockies. The site is listed on the 
National Register of Historic Places for its unique role as a Forest Service Remount Depot and for 
its distinct Cape Code style architecture. Most of the original buildings, corrals and stock 
facilities are used today and are visible on the walking tour of the Remount Depot.  

 
The Remount Depot is home to the Ninemile Ranger Station, the Ninemile Wildlands Training Center 
and Northern Region Pack Train which provides pack support for backcountry projects throughout 
Montana and Idaho.  
 
The self-guided walking tour brochure of the Remount Depot is available at the Visitor Center and at the 
Ranger Station front desk. The walking tour explores the working features of the Remount Depot and the 
history of the area. The walking tour takes 30-45 minutes.  

     Ninemile Remount Station employee.  
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A Final Note: The 1910 Fires started as hundreds of small fires that were reportedly whipped into one 
giant conflagration by severe winds gusting to 70 mph to create the Big Burn. Today, ranger Ed Pulaski’s 
tool is still used to build fireline and many areas are only slowly recovering from the intensity of fires. 
Today we know that the forests in north Idaho and western Montana need fire to work as part of the 
natural cycle of ecology in these forests. The Forest Service, the Idaho Department of Lands, the Montana 
Division of Natural Resources and conservation and the Bureau of Land Management work to help 
nature’s balance by using fire to reduce fuels and keep devastating fires from completely destroying 
landscapes.  
 
Fire prevention, Firewise for homeowners in the wildland-urban interface and an increased understanding 
of fire behavior help land managers, property owners and firefighters stay safe and restore functioning 
landscapes. Thank you for commemorating the deep history, great loss, and lessons learned in the fires of 
1910.  
 
Please: 
  Honor Wilderness protocols. 
  Prevent wildfires. 
  Help others to learn to live with fire. 
  Recycle this guide.  
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