Structure of an Aermotor Fire Tower

Aermotor, a company from Chicago Il., was the prima-
ry manufacturer of fire towers throughout the U.S.
They produced the “derrick style fire tower” by retool-
ing their iconic windmill. Windmills with the Aermotor
fan blade stamped on it can be found all over lowa
(and in fact in this Forest near this fire tower). The Aer-
motor Company still manufactures windmills in San
Angelo, Texas. The production of fire towers ceased in
the 1950’s but many can still be found in nearby states
including Minnesota and Wisconsin.

Yellow River’s Aermotor 39 rises nearly 93 feet, then is
crowned by a 7 foot by 7-foot cabin, totaling 99 feet, 9
inches tall. The height is achieved by a set of 9 nine
flights and 134 steps. The flights go up in a zig-zag
pattern with landings at each juncture. The steps,
landings, and cabin floor are oak. The cabin is accessed
by a drop-down door/floor panel, which is now gone.
The cabin would have been lined with wainscoting.
Most towers had a flag, a phone and a sighting device.
This one would likely have had the compass like ali-

dade. Above the
wainscoting each FIRE PROTECTION
TOWERS

side had a pair of
OF GREAT STRENGTH

windows; one big
tilt window and one AND DURABILITY
VNGO Wit~ RS s,

”ons The I’nu||i0n5 shelter and security for

the observer and his in-

h b h struments,  Capable t:{
resisting fire, storm an

aret ere’ Utt € high  wind. .‘i(m‘ll p;\rul
2 i ot process  galvanized
glass is gone. The tilt after Fabelcating, Stand-
ard equipment in many

stales,

EASY TO ERECT
Towers are assembled by
g up fram foun-
A piece at a
L All connections are
seuved  with palvanized
bolts furnished by us,

window is gone. But
of course, the mag-
nificent view re-
mains; the 360-

EXCELLENT
degrees of the sur- PORTABILITY
. Towers are shipped
round|ng forest, a koocked down in p?ccgs
amd hundied in conveni-
ent o sizes  to transport

bit of the Mississip-
pi, and birds eye
view of the Driftless
Region’s bluffs and
beauty.

and handle,
Write for speeific infor-
wittion on towers (o
meet your needs.,

; MANUFACTURED BY.

AERMOTOR ¢O.
" 2500 ROOSEVELT ROAD/
" CHICAGO 8, ILL.

The fire tower is
situated on an east-

west axis at an elevation of 1,047 feet.

The tower is made of galvanized steel. Galvanizing re-
fers to a process in which steel is coated with a layer
of zinc to prevent corrosion. The steel is braced with
an X-bracing system all the way to the top with addi-
tional T-bracing. The entire structure sits on four mas-
sive concrete footings each extending six feet below
grade. The tower is designed to withstand 100 mph
winds. A few years ago
the tower was inspect-
ed by a fire tower ex-
pert from out east.
After examination he
said there is very little
rust and very little dete-
rioration to the tower.

The Friends Group, es-
tablished in 2018,
worked earnestly to get
the fire tower designat-
ed on the National Reg-
ister of Historic Places
and that goal was ac-
complished in 2021.
Friends of Yellow River State Forest hope to someday
restore the fire tower, but there are no plans in place
at this time.

Rylan Retallick

Now, it is up to the Friends and other concerned visi-
tors to help educate and inform the public about lo-
wa’s only fire tower.

Funding for this brochure provided by Friends of Yellow River
State Forest, ia not-for-profit 501(c)3 dedicated to enhancing the
use of YRSF while protecting the flora, fauna, soil and water.

Our member volunteers countless hours to make improvements
and raise funds. All funds are reinvested into this amazing place.

To learn more go to friendsofyellowriverstateforest.org,
or follow our Facebook page

Contact us at friendsofyrsf@gmail.com or
PO Box 171, Harpers Ferry A 52146.

New members, volunteers and donations
are always welcome!
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 lowa’s only fire tower

-Yellow River State Forest
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History of the Yellow River
State Forest Fire Tower

This proud structure, reaching high
into the sky on top of a woodland
knoll in the Paint Creek Unit of the
Yellow River State Forest, is an Aer-
motor MC-39 fire tower. It has been
in its current location since 1963
when the state of lowa erected it
after having acquired it from the U.S.
Forest Service some years earlier.

The fire tower is a worthy addition to
the National Register of Historic Plac-
es (2021), and the National Historic
Lookout Register (1995) because of ) -
both its one-time common design and its present-day
uniqueness. At one time (eighty years ago or so) fire
towers were the main tool of state and federal Forest
Services to spot forest fires and as such they were fre-
quently erected in forests all over the nation. This one
stood by itself in lowa. In fact, there were never any
other fire towers in all of lowa. It is unique in this.

The history of all fire towers began with the commit-
ment to prevent forest fires. At this site the story is a
little different. There certainly was some mature forest
to protect, but not the vast stands of forests as in Wis-
consin, Minnesota, Michigan and out west. Nor were
there many people to protect. In 1935, through a pro-
gram G. B. MacDonald began within the lowa Conser-
vation Commission (ICC), four thousand acres were
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Todd Moon

purchased consisting primarily of cut-over timber and
rough farmland. This became part of The Yellow River
State Forest. In the 1940’s and 1950Q’s the ICC (later
DNR) planted tens of thousands of trees yearly in Yel-
low River Forest. Along with help from the U.S. Forest
Service, the cooperation between the two was intend-
ed to increase lowa’s timber reserves and to demon-
strate to landowners good woodland management sys-
tems and boost wildlife habitats.

roads were established.

But by 1959 the ICC decided the Paint Creek Experi-
mental Forest (now called the Paint Creek Unit) should
be a place to accommodate lowan families that want
to camp, picnic, fish, hike and horseback ride in the
Yellow River Forest. Therefore, the Paint Creek Unit
became the focus of such recreational objectives. With
the influx of visitors it was felt that there needed to be
forest fire protection and observation. The “Increased
Manning Experiment,” in the late 1950’s and early
1960’s, was one impetus that resulted in the fire
tower’s erection in 1963. The Manning Experiment
was a U.S. Forest Service initiative but many state for-
ests followed suit. In 1963, the same year the Paint
Creek Unit opened for recreation alongside conserva-
tion, the fire tower was erected with the purpose of
protecting both people and forest.

In a few short years the fire tower’s main purpose be-
came obsolete. It was rarely climbed. It was never used
for fire detection. Why? [t took three manned fire tow-
ers and their compass-like tool (called an alidade) to
correctly triangulate the location of a fire. There were
never three towers available for triangulation in Yellow
River and any fire that did occur could be easily seen
and driven to. Also, the entire

This reforestation lasted until
about 1961. Today large tracts of
evergreens which were planted

nation moved away from the
use of manned fire towers. New

a0

4

during this time period still exist.
However, the forest itself is pri-
marily an oak-hickory forest.

In 1947 the lowa State Conserva-
tion Commission (ICC) and the U.S.
Forest Service’s Central State For-
est Experiment Station in Ames,
lowa, agreed on the establish-
ment of the Paint Creek Experi-
mental Forest in which the fire
tower stands. In order to accom-
plish the goals of the ICC Annual
Forestry, Field Days were held in
Yellow River. A sawmill was built,
timber sales went on, and several
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The fire tower today stands as a
symbol in the Forest that it was
initially meant to protect. It is a
symbol of fire protection in a
bygone era, yet an era that is
worth understanding and being
I | educated about. It is the senti-
nel that we literally and figur-
ately look up to.
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