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Joe Stehling asked me to write something for the newsletter after I finished pestering him for a letter of 
recommendation for yet another Collaborative Forest Restoration Program application by our company, 
Old Wood LLC.   
 
Forestry, fire, sawmills, grants, and fire AGAIN, grants seem to be a large part of the cycle of our life here 
at the Viveash Ranch.  I have been critical of the ‘gentleman farmer’ aspect of Tree Farming over the 
years from our business driven perspective, but as a citizen ranch owner, I see no higher calling than to 
manage a bit of God’s wild country for the benefit of environment, beast and man. 
   
Let me begin on June 1st, 2013, the day the second large fire in thirteen years came roaring up the steep 
slope from the Pecos River below us.  I was at the USDA office signing papers for a Value Added 
Producer Grant for marketing of flooring from our ‘small family farm or ranch’.  My son called as I 
walked out into hot, mid-afternoon Albuquerque sun.  “Dad, this is the one you’ve always been afraid 
of.”  Sinking heart.  “Fire” I asked?  “It’s coming straight up from Tres Lagunas and the wind is blowing it 
straight at us, we’re in the smoke plume right now.”  Matter of factly said.  This 24 year old has been to 
a ridiculous number of fires in his few years.  I will choke up for the rest of my life thinking of that 
moment.   
 
We lost over 17 million board feet of timber, and saw over 1200 acres heavily burned in the Viveash 
Fire, 13 years ago to the day, in 2000.  That fire came at us from the south and when it was done had left 
us with an entirely incinerated valley called Chaparito Creek.  That fire burned on up and over Elk 
Mountain clear to the Gallinas Watershed above Las Vegas, over 30 miles away.  This fire, the Tres 
Lagunas Fire, burned ‘only’ about 850 acres on our land, some 11,000 acres altogether, relatively small 
by these recent, enormous fire standards. 
  
Year before last, our little volunteer wildland firefighting crew, (we call ourselves the Viveash 
Volunteers), was called up suddenly to go and help our friends the Mulanes who were busy being 
burned down over at their family’s Dixon Apple Orchard.  That fire at the south end of the Las Conchas, 
wiped them out but worse than the fire was the flood that ensued.  That video can be seen on the video 
tab at our websites; http://www.douglasfirfloors.com or http://www.woodblockfloors.com 
We were asked by the State Land Office to help them clean up dangerous pine trees in the canyon after 
that fire.  That large timber became a remarkable floor you will see at our new website: 
http://www.oldwood.us it’s the blue-stained pine floor with the pond and the tree over it! 
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You will have gathered we have a bit of a recurring problem with fire in our family.  Oh, did I mention 
our newly built, 50,000 board foot, bio-mass fired dry kiln in Las Vegas burned down in July of 2012?   
 
This is getting ridiculous.     
 
So what is a tree farmers to do?   In the Tres Lagunas fire, guess what burned the hottest and first?   One 
hundred acres we had just thinned!!!  We were in the process of cleaning up ‘stems’ off the ground, 
mostly small diameter Doug fir when the fire came.  When it hit, all that material on the ground burned 
really well.  Where we had not thinned, in some areas, the wind blew the fire straight upslope through 
the needles so fast that the bottom of the trees was left nearly untouched.  Not where we thinned 
though. That burned HOTTER than the rest of it.   
 
The take aways are that when a bad fire comes, on a windy day with high temperatures and near 
drought conditions, the best thing to do is run.  The other take away for me is that we didn’t thin nearly 
enough or clean up soon enough.  No canopy touching would be a hard rule.  Some would say ‘it will 
blow down’ but I say, better some blow down than all burned down. I would also advocate for post 
thinning controlled burning.  Not easy in this day and age but I’d say very necessary.  Areas where we 
had piled brush and slash over a decade ago, also experienced high ground temperatures when the fire 
came.  I was counseled years ago, to make ‘nesting for turkeys’ in this manner.  I think I was the only 
turkey!  Never saw a bird and the trash was ‘in piles’ instead of spread around. If I had carefully burned 
those in snowy winter weather, I think it might have helped. 
   
I won’t go into ‘clumps and clusters and cigar shaped openings’ except to say that I think a good looking 
and fire resistant mountain would look a lot like the Santa Fe Ski Basin where they opened up a lot of 
mountain, leaving shaped dense pockets in some area and nicely opened ‘glade’ skiing in others.  If you 
haven’t been there, take a ski trip or hike up in summer under the ‘old triple’ chair and the new Quad to 
see what I mean.  I think they did a great job of building a fire-proofed forest while making for some 
great skiing as well. Good hiking too! I’d bet the wildlife like it a lot.     
 
I guess my ranch is now the poster child for ‘what to do after the fire’.  We did an aggressive clear-cut 
after the Viveash Fire but that was on easier ground.  This current fire was on a lot of very steep ground, 
which will be hard to get to and besides, there are precious few markets for timber nowadays.  After the 
Viveash Fire, I immediately had a contract for some 6 million feet of burned timber from Rio Grande 
Forest Products.  Now, I am struggling to find a single buyer besides my own flooring enterprise.  If any 
of you know anyone interested in helping me simply pay for the cleanup, meaning cheap timber, please 
let me know.  I can be reached at:  505-983-5454 and feel free to call.  
 
That’s enough rambling about forest, fires and us for now.  I’d love to get going about the value of value-
added, the marketing value of Tree Farming and you could get me on a rant against FSC anytime.  I hear 
the Green Globes program intends to include us and I hope we will hear more about that soon.  Thin 
more than you are inclined to, cleanup by all means, take kids out in the woods whenever you can.   Try 
to remember, they are only trees and your family are people!  Love them both but hold your family very 
near.  Fire has taught me that.    

 
David J. Old of the Viveash Ranch and Old Wood LLC  

 
     



  

 

 



  

FROM THE CHAIRMAN:  I would like to thank David Old for his write up featured in this month’s bulletin 
and apologize to him for the delay in publishing.  As I mentioned previously we would like to feature a 
tree farmer more frequently in the bulletin.  So please send to me your input.  We can make it read good 
if you are concerned about your literary abilities. 

Our next Committee meeting is scheduled for Wednesday 12 August in the Department of Agriculture 
building on Jefferson Street in Albuquerque.  Please plan on attending.  

Also plan on attending our Tree Farmer of the Year celebration currently set for 10/18/2014.  


