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MEET THE FIRE LOOKOUT VOLUNTEERS WHO KEEP 
WATCH OVER OUR LOCAL MOUNTAINS.   
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EYES  
on the 

FOREST

H
igh in the San Jacinto Mountains, Ron DiFelice steps out onto a metal 

catwalk and brings black binoculars to his face. Riverside County 

stretches out before him as he scans for smoke. This is his routine 

atop Black Mountain Fire Lookout: to spot fires before they become a 

blaze. ¶ The La Quinta resident is one of  nearly 300 volunteers who staff  seven Southern 

California fire lookouts, through a program coordinated by San Bernardino-based 

nonprofit Southern California Mountains Foundation. Their mission is to “preserve the 

lookouts, increase public awareness, and inspire visitors to conserve and care for public 

lands,” according to the organization’s website. “I do it because I love this mountain,” 

says DiFelice, who has worked at the tower since 1998. ¶ “We’re the eyes on the forest,” 

says Program Coordinator Pam Morey. “We spot that smoke when it’s a little puff 

instead of  being a million-dollar fire where it’s just blazing that becomes news on TV.” ¶ 

Volunteers work a minimum of  eight-and-a-half  hours each month in the tower of  their 

choice – and attend a mandatory refresher course every April. To become a lookout host, 

they must attend three mandatory classes as well as an eight-hour in-tower shift with an 

experienced trainer. “We have several volunteers that have been with the program for 20 

years, 15 years,” says Morey, who started working at Strawberry Peak lookout in Twin 

Peaks with her husband, George, nearly 25 years ago. “They’re long-timers like we are. 

It kind of  gets in your blood … It’s kind of  an addiction.”
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Richard Hart has been driving to Black 
Mountain from San Diego since 2003. 
He schleps all his supplies in with him – 
hosts typically bring headlamps, warm 
clothes and coolers with food and water. 
The 74-year-old retired teacher says he 
enjoys when he “gets the kids up here,” 
since each lookout is considered a visitor 
center and hosts welcome wanderers who 
pass by. Small libraries inside the towers 
contain material on birds and plants so 
volunteers are familiar with local terrain and 
vegetation. “They ask questions and they’re 
very interested in it, and you can do some 
work with fire prevention,” he explains. 
“But our first concern has to be fire.”

In the morning, lookouts put up 
their flags, then document the weather 
(wind direction, wind speed, ambient 
temperature and relative humidity) and 
call it in to the U.S. Forest Service. This 
may happen again mid-day or if  the 
weather drastically shifts. At closing, they 
take the flags down and go out of  service.

Every 15 minutes, Morey says, hosts 
are trained to move along the catwalk 
and scan for smoke. If  they spot some, 
they use an Osborne Fire Finder to determine distance and 
bearing. Knowledge of  nearby terrain is a must so they 
know exactly where it’s located. 

DiFelice, for example, knows where nearby campgrounds 
are. “There’s lots of  kids, kids with matches, free campsites, 
the yellow post sites along the road,” he explains. The host 
also watches “along the highway for the cigarette guy.” In 
the case of  a fire, this can also prove helpful for boots on 
the ground. During a blaze near Lake Fulmer, DiFelice says 
firefighters called him with their location when they couldn’t 
see the smoke. “I actually led them in to where I could see 
the smoke going,” he explains. 

But volunteers have to 
make sure that what they’re 
seeing is truly a smoke. 
“When there’s lightning 
going on, we get these 
things called water dogs,” DiFelice says. “You just saw lightning 
hitting the area and these little puffy clouds come up and then 
they disappear.” Dust devils can also be easily mistaken for 
smoke, Hart explains.

The key is accuracy then timing, DiFelice says. “You want 
to be as early as possible, but you don’t want to do anything 
that causes the boots on the ground, an aircraft to mobilize 
or anything like that,” DiFelice says. “Be accurate, make sure 
it is what it is. You know the bearing, you know the distance, 
then get your call in.”

In some states, you can rent fire lookouts overnight – Morey 
says the association is working on permitting and may open 
Morton Peak Lookout in the future. Until then, you can stop 
by as a visitor, or volunteer yourself. On a clear day, you can see 
all the way to the Pacific Ocean from Black Mountain, and the 
Salton Sea from Tahquitz Peak in Idyllwild. The latter view is 
earned, however, as the hike to get there is 4.5 miles.

Lookout volunteers will be welcoming, but may at 
times seem distracted. “When there are people up here, 
we’re looking through them,” Hart explains. He and other 
volunteers keep their eyes on the forest – maintaining steady 
watch to spot smoke before it becomes a blaze.  

HOW YOU 
CAN HELP 
Pam Morey says the 
Southern California 
Mountains Foundation 
is always looking for 
donated items to 
refurbish fire lookout 
towers, such as:

» Paint
» Wood
» AA Batteries

For more information, 
please visit mountains 
foundation.org/ 
fire-lookouts or 
contact Morey at  
909-225-1025.
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