The old guard
Retired fire towers
bring memories of a
lost tradition
By Nick Werner
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A clear and crisp autumn night provides the
backdrop for Brown County State Park’s fire tower
near the park office. The 100-foot tower stands
atop Weed Patch Hill at a height of 1,058 feet.
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t’s lonely at the top.
Just ask Dennis Goen.
For three years in the 1960s, Goen
staffed the Mason Ridge fire tower at
Morgan-Monroe State Forest outside
Martinsville. On some days, Goen—who was
in his early 20s—climbed the tower and didn’t
come down for 14 hours.
On weekends, curiosity seekers kept him company, and some were more memorable than others.
“I remember one day I lifted the trap door and there
was a yellow polka-dot bikini,” he said. “I was trying to
concentrate on looking for a fire. It was quite a deal.”
But for the most part it was just Goen in the 7-by7 foot cabin, 85 feet above the forest floor with little
entertainment outside a bird’s-eye view of southern
Indiana. He sat on a stool in front of his Osborne
Fire Finder with a C.B. radio and telephone that
were strictly for work and emergencies.
People like Goen staffed Indiana’s towers during periods of high fire danger, which typically ran
from early spring through fall. For a stretch in fall
1964, one of the driest, most dangerous fire seasons
in state history, Goen was on duty at Mason Ridge
tower every day for six weeks straight.
The solitude was difficult to endure. You just had
to tough it out, Goen said. Decades after his tenure
as tower man, Goen looks back on his sky-high solitary confinement with sentimentality.
“I was just a kid then,” Goen said. “I’d love to get
back up in there.”
Goen was the last person to staff the Mason Ridge
tower before it went out of service. When he descended the wooden staircase for the last time at the end of
the 1965 fire season, it represented the end of an era
in Indiana and the demise of fire towers in general.
For almost 40 years of the 20th century, towers and
their watchmen served as the main method of wildfire
detection in the United States. The tower building boom
was born out of circumstances created by the Great Depression. In Indiana, the Department of Conservation
(DNR’s predecessor) built 26 towers, starting with the
Henryville Tower in Clark State Forest around 1930. The
U.S. Forest Service built seven in Hoosier National Forest.
The Mason Ridge tower is one of only 16 still
standing in Indiana.
Stripped of their antennas and other equipment,
the survivors serve as tall reminders of a lost tradition.
They represent a time when dutiful Hoosiers endured
days that were long and lonely and survived others
that were dangerous and dramatic, all to protect the
lives, property and natural resources of Indiana.
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Some towers have fallen into disrepair, the victims
of weather, age and vandals. But just as hard times
led to the development of the tower system, the most
recent economic downturn prompted the restoration
of the Mason Ridge tower and another in JacksonWashington State Forest, helping preserve history
and restore some glory to these former sentinels.
“The only constant is change,” Goen said. “It’s like
old barns. When they’re gone, they’re gone. (Fire
towers) should be preserved for the history of it. A
lot of kids don’t even know what a fire tower was.”
A DEPRESSION-ERA INITIATIVE
When the economy crashed in 1929, farmers in
Indiana abandoned worn-out and marginal ground.
The state and federal government acquired much of
the land to return it to forest. But a culture of burning among the scattered farmers that stuck around
threatened restoration efforts.
Scottish and Irish settlers brought with them to
North America the tradition of burning grass and
brush in the spring. The settlers believed burning increased grazing plants for their livestock and killed
unwanted pests. The burning tradition was passed
down through generations and still practiced into
the Depression, according to Teena Ligman, public
affairs specialist for Hoosier National Forest.
Today, the DNR uses prescribed fire as a management tool. The prescription takes into account many
factors, including fire behavior, weather, smoke, and
resource management objectives to either promote
or maintain parcels of Indiana’s natural heritage.
Unlike these fires, the settlers’ blazes often got out
of hand.
In 1936, for example, Indiana recorded 986 forest
fires that burned more than 24,000 acres. By contrast, in 2012, Indiana recorded more than 2,000
wildfires, but they only burned about 3,600 acres.
The overwhelming majority of wildfires in Indiana

A budding forest springs to new life around the Willow
Valley tower in Martin State Forest. The tower provides a
breezy 100-foot-high view to the horizon.
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The sun of late fall in southern Indiana casts a
shadow of a fire tower on to colorful Clark State
Forest near Henryville. This state forest was
established in 1903, making it Indiana’s oldest.
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“The whole fire was burning in a raging fire that
defied all of man’s puny efforts to control it ...”

— Clarisse Carroll

were and are man-made. To this day, lightning accounts
for less than 1 percent of wildfires in the Midwest.
“As long as people continued to burn the land, we
weren’t going to make any headway in restoration,”
said Ligman, who also chairs the Indiana Chapter of
the Forest Fire Lookout Association.
Building fire towers was not only essential to protecting Indiana’s expanding second-growth forests,
but also an opportunity to put men back to work
during the Depression. Many of Indiana’s fire towers
were built by the Civilian Conservation Corps and
the Works Progress Administration, two of the era’s
public work relief programs.
In the three decades after the Depression, Indiana’s
towers helped identify some of the largest blazes in
state history, and their lookouts coordinated the firefighting efforts. In 1952, the Dutch Ridge fire, the largest wildfire in Indiana history, burned more than 4,000
acres in Lawrence and Monroe counties. In the fall
drought of 1956, a 3,749-acre fire swept across the Jasper-Pulaski Game Preserve (now a fish & wildlife area).
Then there was the Georgia fire of 1964, a blaze
that kept Goen busy and almost trapped one of his
colleagues in her tower.
“That’s the big fire everybody talks about,” said
Bev Stout, a fire prevention specialist with the DNR
Forestry division who has researched Indiana’s wildfire and fire tower history.
“LIKE A SMOKED HERRING”
Shortly after sunup on Nov. 11, 1964, the forest fire
that started the day before was out of control, riding
roughshod through southern Indiana on 35 mph winds.
“Yesterday’s fire is going to be all over the place,”
Clarisse Carroll wrote in her logbook.
Carroll worked the DNR-owned Georgia fire tower
in southwestern Lawrence County. She was one of
at least two women who served as regular lookouts
in Indiana. She acquired the position from her husband Clinton in 1950. After a few days on the job,
Clinton couldn’t take the solitude and was haunted
by the work left undone at his farm. So he talked his
wife into taking over tower duty.
By the time DNR discovered the swap, the agency
didn’t mind. Clarisse was doing a good job.
Most days were peaceful. From her perch 100 feet
above the forest floor, Carroll watched dogs chase rabbits, once wrote a poem about a bumblebee that buzzed
the tower, and spied on a quail raising her brood.
Nov. 11, 1964, however, was shaping up to be historic.
The area had been in drought for several months.
Rain hadn’t fallen in 13 days. All the leaves were off
the trees, piled like tinder on the forest floor.
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As the day progressed, Carroll watched from her
lookout with the phone in one hand and a C.B. radio
mike in the other. Fire roared through timbered land
heavy with downed treetops and other debris from
logging. By noon flames had nearly reached the fire
tower, putting Clarisse’s life in danger and threatening to destroy the Carrolls’ nearby home.
She abandoned the tower in smoke so thick she
could barely see the stair steps. She says she felt
“like a smoked herring.
“The whole fire was burning in a raging fire that
defied all of man’s puny efforts to control it,” she
wrote in a letter years later. “I was nearly trapped.”
The Georgia fire burned about 3,000 acres before
rain helped fire crews extinguish it on Nov. 15.
“Teardrops from heaven,” Goen remembered telling another towerman from his post on Mason Ridge.
The Georgia tower survived the 1964 fire, but not
the changing times. It was dismantled in 1972.
END OF A TRADITION
By 1972, DNR was staffing only 10 towers. The
agency had agreed with the U.S. Forest Service to
provide aerial detection for forest fires. Paying pilots
to fly planes when fire danger was high was cheaper
than paying watchmen, Ligman said.
Eventually, rising fuel prices made aerial detection
too expensive as well.
Now, with more people living in rural Indiana and
most of those people carrying cell phones, both the
DNR and U.S. Forest Service rely on residents to call
in fires. The method works well in Indiana where
blocks of forest are more fragmented by private
property than in some other states.
“There’s probably a thousand percent more people in these outlying areas,” Goen said. “They know
a fire as soon as it comes in.”
No longer used for detection, the towers have become destinations for tourists and curiosity seekers,
offering virtually unparalleled views of Indiana from
their bare bones cabins. Fourteen DNR towers and the
Hickory Ridge Tower in Hoosier National Forest remain open to the public. Another former DNR tower is
owned by Indiana University and is off-limits.
The 100-foot tower at Ouabache State Park was
built in 1935 by the CCC. According to property
manager Scott Crossley, around 100 visitors climb
the tower on busy weekends. Some of them make
the steps a part of their workout routine.
One of only three towers in northern Indiana, the
Ouabache tower offers something unique compared
to its southern counterparts—a flat, mostly agricultural landscape.

A spring moon is framed in the structure of the fire
tower at McCormick’s Creek State Park. The tower
stands along Trail 4 at 90 feet tall.
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Mark Sobecki of Rolling Prairie, Brenna Sobecki of
Huntington, Sienna Crews of Lincoln City, and Sammy
Combs of LaPorte climb the Lincoln City tower during
a naturalist-led hike at Lincoln State Park.
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“A lot of difference 50 years makes ...”

—Dennis Goen

“Most towers are in the hills and woods,” Crossley
said. “Here it is flat and open, so you get a good perspective of what’s around the park. You can look out
and see the bison and look the other direction and
see the courthouse in Bluffton.”
A RECESSION-ERA REVIVAL
Eighty years after the stock market crash of 1929,
desperation struck the U.S. once again. And again,
fire towers became an opportunity to put the unemployed back to work. This time, however, the workers weren’t building fire towers but restoring them.
The Young Hoosiers Conservation Corps was established by former governor Mitch Daniels in 2009
using $24 million in federal stimulus money. The
two-year DNR program put hundreds of Hoosiers
ages 16 to 24 to work on projects ranging from trail
maintenance to invasive plant removal.
Before the restoration at Mason Ridge, the tower
had become a disappointment for Morgan-Monroe
State Forest visitors. It stood condemned along the
property’s main road, within view of the heavily used
campground, placed off limits to visitors behind a
chain-link fence. Forest officials were worried the
deteriorating wooden steps and landings could no
longer support weight, said Jeremy Kolaks, assistant
property manager from 2008 to 2010.
“Visitors just thought it was a shame that it was
there and you couldn’t go up and see the view,” Kolaks said. “You know it had been open in the past
and a lot of people had that memory and they’d bring
kids and grandkids back, and it wasn’t available.”
Unlike Mason Ridge, the 90-foot tower on Skyline
Drive in Jackson-Washington State Forest remained
open to the public. Standing on a high, forested ridge
that overlooks the nearby community of Brownstown, the Skyline Drive tower has been a popular
destination for years. But four years ago it also was
in serious need of a makeover, according to property
manager Brad Schneck.
“We were constantly replacing one board here,
one board there,” Schneck said. “We could have
kept up, but we would have had to put a lot more effort into it. It just worked out that the YHCC was in
place that year to help.”
The Recession-era YHCC carried forward the tradition of the Depression-era CCC, which built the
Skyline Drive tower in the 1930s.
State officials wanted the YHCC to tackle “high
profile” projects, Schneck said. And, although it’s
not quite what they meant, you can’t get much more
high profile than a fire tower.
The YHCC used a crane to disassemble both the
Mason Ridge and Skyline Drive towers. The work-
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ers then sandblasted each one, primed it, repainted
it, bolted on new step planks and wooden platforms,
and then reassembled it.
On the Mason Ridge tower, the original metal windows were lost, so the DNR had new 16-pane, hinged
wood windows fabricated, Kolaks said. The cab was
renovated with a white oak ceiling and floor using
materials donated by Pike Lumber Company and
milled for free by Indiana Hardwood Specialist. The
decking and stairs were replaced with treated pine.
Both towers reopened in 2010. According to Schneck, more visitors are climbing the Skyline Drive
tower now than before. Keeping fire towers in good
shape, Schneck said, enhances a property’s appeal.
“They add to the history,” he said.
The Mason Ridge restoration made Goen happy, he
said. It proved people cared about the tower again. On
July 6, 2012, almost two years after the tower reopened,
Goen finally got the opportunity to return to his old post.
BACK IN THE TOWER AGAIN
By noon, the temperature at Morgan-Monroe was
104 degrees, and Indiana was in the throes of the
worst drought in at least 24 years (see page 26). Less
than one-tenth of an inch had fallen on central Indiana during a span of more than a month.
It was a fitting day for Goen to climb the tower again.
“It’s still got its old bounce,” he said.
From the cabin, Goen surveyed the view and reflected
on his time up there almost five decades earlier. When
he was young, all he wanted to do was help fight fires. He
didn’t give much thought to the long-term significance
of being a watchman. But 50 years later, he was seeing
the fruit of his labor—a healthy, well-established forest.
Nearby trees were twice as tall as Goen remembered. And to the east, a few blocked the view of a
distant ridge. In the forest, just as in the civilized
world, the only constant is change.
“A lot of difference 50 years makes,” Goen said.
Something else was different, too. He was at the
top again, but it wasn’t as lonely. Three DNR employees witnessed Goen’s return, but he said he would
have been just as happy on his own. The cabin and
his memories were enough to keep him company.
“It’s just like visiting an old friend,” he said.
n
Nick Werner is OI’s senior writer.

The DNR’s Winamac Tower juts through the forest canopy
along Tippecanoe River State Park’s Sand Ridge hiking
trail. Fourteen DNR towers and one Hoosier National
Forest tower remain open to the public in Indiana.

Watch a fire tower video at youtube.com/
idnrvideos under the Outdoor Indiana playlist.
Learn about tower preservation at FireLookout.org.

John Maxwell photo

OutdoorIndiana.org

n

May/June 2013

25

