How U.S. Forest Service personnel responded to the 1906 San Francisco earthquake
During a recent research project, a historian at the Stanislaus National Forest found a letter written one week after the 1906 San Francisco earthquake by Ranger Edward T. Allen in which he reported his first-hand observations of the disaster response to the Forester, Gifford Pinchot.

The historian writes: Allen would have known that Pinchot valued direct field reports and that he would be keenly interested in how his field officers responded to the calamity. Pinchot took opportunities for his new, national agency – the Forest Service – to prove itself useful and dedicated to public service. The earthquake occurred before the general reorganization of the Forest Service that established a District (Regional) Office in San Francisco. Allen was stationed in Sacramento and was in that city when the quake hit.

The letter provides a wonderful window into the past of how the fledging Forest Service perceived and began to shape its role in disaster response on land it did not manage.

Some explanatory notes:

The “Mr. Marshall” referred to by Allen was undoubtedly Col. Robert Bradford Marshall. Marshall later became Chief Geographer for the USGS. In that post, in 1919, he proposed a plan to build storage reservoirs along the Sacramento River system, and transfer water from the Sacramento Valley to the San Joaquin Valley through two large canals on both sides of the Sacramento River.  Marshall pitched his plan to California’s governor, believing that the state needed to embark on a comprehensive water plan. Marshall is, therefore, referred to as "The Father of the Central Valley Project."

“Cox” was probably William T. Cox who, by 1910, was an Assistant Forester.

At least two men associated with the Stanislaus National Forest are mentioned in Allen’s report: Stuart J. Flintham and Robert W. Ayres.  Both were to be Forest Supervisors on the Stanislaus: Ayres following Flintham in that post in 1908.
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Mother’s relatives and to consult a physician about my father’s condition, and naturally my first concern was about them, especially because of my father’s tendency to become excited.  I therefore took the first train the morning following and, after all sorts of delays, succeeded in getting a pass through the military lines and into the city about an hour before dark.  All that night and the next day I spent finding my people and getting them through the ruins to the ferry and to Sacramento, where I arrived late Friday night.  Finding the town overrun with refugees, destitute, starving and utterly exhausted, I went home only long enough to put the old folks to bed and went to work with the local relief committee for the rest of the night and most of the time since.


In the meanwhile, I was in San Francisco, Mr. Marshall who has charge of the Geological Survey locally, had volunteered his help to the Governor’s office, suggesting an expedition to San Francisco to help the destitute to make themselves comfortable.  Food shortage was inevitable for a time but this was the least serious feature.  The streets, burned ground, and vacant lots were swarming with homeless of all ages and conditions, distracted and exhausted.  Many were unclad, most had no bedding, and few knew how or had the strength to fix up anything like shelter or places to cook the little food available.  It was Mr. Marshall’s plan to help this class make camps or shelters.  He found that it was impracticable to try to get into the city independently, so he arranged with the Sacramento Relief Committee to get his part in by boat from here on Saturday.  Saturday morning I consulted with him about our entering the same work.  He said his arrangements were made and that the boat was about to start, and that the thing for me to do was to take it up with the Committee to secure passports to follow when the men should arrive.
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I therefore went to the Committee and told them we had six to ten available trained campers, at least, and that I would wire you to permit them to volunteer, provided

(a)
That the Committee would insure getting them where they could work.


(b)
That the Committee would ask me for their assistance, since I did not want to take the responsibility of getting them in unless they were needed.


It seemed to me there were two main points to consider—could we get into the city and work without interference from the military and, if not, were we needed badly enough anywhere else to make it pay.


The committee jumped at the offer, but turned the proposition in effect.  They said all advices indicated that from 10,000 to 15,000 refugees would be dumped in Sacramento within the next two or three days, and that this city would be swamped.  No soldiers were available, all being ordered to the bay cities, and that Sacramento would be without tents or camps to handle the crowd; all this making it imperative that we get every possible man who could be of use in camp work.  The Committee wanted the men to be brought here and the, if not needed, to be sent on to San Francisco.


I had my doubts about this, but thought it well enough t mobilize here anyway, so wired you to authorize the men.  I knew there was work in the city if we could get there, and this they insured.  Bear in mind, that all this time it was impossible to communicate with anyone in San Francisco by wire or Telephone, and that the Committee was the official source of information.


All looked encouraging, then, until about three Sunday morning, when to my horror, the Survey party sent a man back to report that the expedition had failed and was returning.  He hardly knew what the trouble was, except that the military authorities at the presidio had turned them back.  I went at once to the telegraph office and wired all
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the men to stop for further instructions, but this message failed to catch any of them before they had started.  Later we found that Marshall had landed at the Presidio wharf, left his steamer load of tents and provisions in charge of a guard and the Captain, and gone to the military headquarters to report and get authority.  The officers in charge told him the army was running things to suit itself and efficiently and there was no need for civilian help, and that he had better go back to Sacramento.  Finding that he could do nothing in this way, he started back for the boat with the intention of trying some other scheme, only to find that the soldiers at the wharf had forcible confiscated his entire outfit.   He barely got enough provisions for a lunch and had to see the rest shipped out all over the city to the military camps.  Then there was nothing to do, of course, but to come back.  He was homeless like everybody else.


Then our men began to arrive.  Cox had been here all the time, working night and day with the refugees here.  The outsiders ho came were Kent, Hatton, Lull, Ayres, Von Wernstad, Wheaton, Smith, Wilson.  The Committee here was still having a hard time with the refugee crowd, but so far managing to house everybody in halls, pavilions and churches.  Seeing danger of being swamped any hour, it called on me to establish a camp at Sutter’s fort.  I agreed on one condition, that they would pass two men into the city for me to report on the chance of doing independent work there by sneaking in singly through the regular ferry with Red Cross or other passes, and, if we could do more this way, we were to help with the Sacramento camp only as much as we wanted to.


This went, and Kent and Lull went to the city, while I arranged to fit a camp with commissary, sleeping quarters, laundry, baths, etc., to go at it the next morning.  The next morning, however, a local
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man who wanted the glory, persuaded the Committee that he was the only man to handle the thing and they told us they didn’t want us to take charge, although they would like to have us help out generally.  Next Kent and Lull, got back, after a very hard trip, and reported that the conditions in the city were improving rapidly, and the difficulty of working independently of the army so great, that they did not advise tying to go in.  I saw no use in our staying ere to do messenger work for the Sacramento Committee, so I sent the men back into the field, all getting away last night or this morning.  Flintham came in last night, having received the call late, and is here today.


The tents are coming in today, perhaps 10 or 12 of them, and are in great demand, but I shall not let them go unless I know what is to become of them.


The whole plan has failed utterly. It has been somewhat expensive, although not so much so as you would expect, because many of the men were to pass through here anyway soon and Kent managed to make a great deal out of seeing them here.  Yet I do not see that anyone is at all to blame except the Sacramento Relief Committee and the Army.  There was, and is yet, a great deal of suffering which we could do more than any other class of men to alleviate.  There was every reason to believe it would grow worse instead of better, as it has.  So far as Marshall or I could learn from the authorities, they not only would give us a chance, but wanted us badly.  But the friction between civil and military, and the general lack of organization in the relief work, kept us from reaching the city where we were most needed, and the Sacramento situation did not become as serious as everyone expected it would.  Anyway, it was better to do our best then to do nothing, and it is always better to take precautions which may not be needed than to need them and not be ready.

Very respectfully,
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