Missoulian, Sunday, August 1, 2004 ��One year after fire Black Mountain is springing back to life �By SHERRY DEVLIN of the Missoulian ��The mother junco scolded from a blackened tree as the young researcher made his way through the fireweed, nearing the hidden nest. ��Carefully, he parted the chest-high wildflowers, revealing the nest below - mud, twigs and fluff. ��Bruce Robertson's visit was brief, so as not to interrupt the feeding. He needed but one piece of information this morning: How many baby juncos remained in the little palm-sized nest? ��Three fuzzy babies snuggled amid the fireweed, two fewer than on Robertson's last visit. "The chipmunk's been here," he said. ��The mother junco complained louder, insistent on delivering a tiny green worm to her brood. ��"Chip, chip, chip," the bird warned. "Go away." ��And Robertson was gone, off to check another nest built this summer in the forest burned by the Black Mountain fire. ��A year ago this week, when lightning set fire to Black Mountain, all eyes were on the neighborhoods at risk: hundreds of homes on Horseback Ridge, O'Brien Creek, Lyon Gulch and Cedar Ridge Road. ��Three homes eventually burned - late on the afternoon of Aug. 16, 2003 - when high winds blew the Black Mountain fire on a 5-mile, 5,000-acre run. ��Within hours, nearly 1,000 firefighters were throwing water and dirt at hot spots all across Black Mountain and its sister to the south, Blue Mountain. ��By the time the last of three incident command teams left town Sept. 15, the Black Mountain fire had burned 7,061 acres and created a black-stick forest on Missoula's western edge. ��A year later, homes have been rebuilt and neighborhoods are back about their workaday routines. Now, the forest and its renewal is the story - one that University of Montana professor Dick Hutto describes as "incredible." ��Careful not to downplay the fire's initial threat to homes and lives, Hutto encourages visitors to celebrate the Black Mountain fire. ��"I cannot imagine anything more beautiful," he said one morning last week, surrounded by a mountainside of wildly blooming fireweed. "This is the most biologically amazing thing we have going. It is absolutely unique." ��A three-toed woodpecker hammered on a blackened snag, hunting beetle larvae. Fledgling juncos flitted from branch to branch, testing their just-sprouted feathers. ��Hutto and his students, Robertson among them, have counted 100 species of birds in the burned area this spring and summer. Ninety-five percent of them use the dead trees for homes or food. ��The other 10 percent, including the black-eyed juncos, build their nests on the ground in a veritable forest of wildflowers: fireweed, spirea, yarrow, wild geraniums, showy asters and bluebells. ��Ninebark and snowberry are thick, and tall. Finger-high larch trees stand delicately, but resolutely, alongside their burned ancestors. ��"We always seem to think we need to restore the forest after a fire, but this is the restoration," Hutto said. "Some of these plants have been waiting 100 years for this event to occur." ��In 1988, after the much-publicized wildfires in Yellowstone National Park, Hutto and others set out to look at the effects of fire on a forest. What happens next? ��The answer came quickly: "There is a lot that you find in a burned forest that you don't find anywhere else," Hutto said. "There are birds you only find in burned forests and flowers and shrubs and other critters. ��"If you take away the fires, then you lose those birds and plants and critters. If you take away the fires, where are you going to find a morel mushroom? Or a black-backed woodpecker? ��"If you want to maintain the diversity of life on this planet, you need fire." ��The more he looks at burned forests, the more Hutto understands their complexity. His work on the Black Mountain fire, in fact, is focused on some of those subtleties: ��Are there species found only in severely burned forests? In moderately burned forests? In low-intensity burns? And what effect did the pre-fire condition have on the post-fire response? And what about salvage logging? How does that affect the fire-dependent species? ��Robertson, a doctoral student at UM, is studying the burned area's booming population of juncos, which nest on the ground and in holes left by burned-out tree roots. ��In three months, he has watched the forest floor transform itself: from black ash to green to a pastel rainbow. Along the way, he's seen himself change as well. ��"I started out like everybody else, talking about how much acreage the fire destroyed," Robertson said. "Now I see the renewal and restoration. There's something new - something amazing - every day." ��This day, he finds a chipping sparrow nest perched ever so delicately on the auburn branch of a little fire-killed Douglas fir tree. ��And a dozen long, long caterpillars munching their way up 4-foot-high fireweed plants. ��And baby juncos a few days from leaving the last of 70 nests he's monitored since May. ��"I called this territory 'The Land of Broken Dreams,' " Robertson said, "because the male and female had three failed nests before this one finally succeeded. They just never gave up." ��Juncos, chipping sparrows and western tanagers seem to prefer medium-severity burns, where the forest is a mix of standing dead and green trees. ��In the burned area, juncos averaged 1.7 successful nests this summer, a reproductive boom. ��Black-backed woodpeckers and three-toed woodpeckers seem to thrive in the most severely burned forests, honing in on post-fire beetle infestations. ��"They'll just go through the roof next year," Hutto said. "Years two through four are the big years for black-backed woodpeckers." ��And for beetles. ��"What I am left with, again and again, is the realization of how unique this is," Hutto said, "and how much more we need to know." ��That's why Hutto and others, including UM's Avian Science Center, the Lolo National Forest and the Montana Natural History Center, have sponsored dozens of field trips to Blue Mountain this spring and summer. ��"Public land is the only hope for these burned ecosystems," he said. "These are the only places left where we can let fire play its natural role." ��The education will take a while, Hutto conceded, at least in part because some of the needed fires must burn severely. ��"We need the catastrophic fires," he said. "Of course, we don't want to see houses burn down or lives lost, but some of these species only live in severely burned forests. They need the toasted stuff." ��And they're loving life on Blue Mountain these days, Robertson said. Just watch the junco parents tend their young, relentlessly delivering worms and ants and daddy longlegs to the nest. ��"I counted six deliveries every 30 minutes," he said. "Imagine that. It's a huge job feeding those chicks, but they're really, really committed to it." ��The mother junco hopped along a charcoal tree branch, chipping at Robertson and waving her latest catch at the babies. ��He went about his way, carefully picking through the fireweed so as not to leave a trail for would-be predators. ��A calliope hummingbird zipped by, showing off. The sun broke through the early morning haze, setting the wildflowers ablaze. ��"What a paradise," Hutto said. "What a celebration." ��Reporter Sherry Devlin can be reached at 523-5268 or at sdevlin@missoulian.com �


