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The proposed site is located at the intersection of Steamboat Road and the Rogue-Umpqua 
Scenic Byway (Hwy 138) about 38 miles east of Roseburg, Oregon (Lat/long: 43.345904, 
-122.736261). The road and property are owned and maintained by Umpqua National Forest.

The primary use of the land is for recreation. The parking area at the proposed marker site is 
at the trailhead for the River View Trail (#1530), which follows a segment of the original 1926 
North Umpqua Highway. This old segment of highway would have been the route used when 
Malvin Brown was transported out of the backcountry in 1945.   

Malvin Brown died in the upper part of the Steamboat Creek watershed. His body was carried 
out on trails to the nearest road, which was in the vicinity of Steamboat Creek Falls about six 
miles up stream from the proposed historic marker site. 

The proposed marker site has existing parking and is located adjacent to the Rogue-Umpqua 
Scenic Byway, a popular and well publicized tourist travel corridor to Crater Lake National 
Park. Traffic on Steamboat Road includes campers (Steamboat Campground), tourist traffic 
going to Steamboat Falls, fishing enthusiasts, and rock climbers going to McKinley Rock, 
located about a mile northwest of Lemon Butte.   
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Malvin Brown is the first smokejumper death in American history. He was a member of a segregated 
African American military unit, the 555th Parachute Infantry Battalion, assigned to fight forest fires 
in the western states during World War Two after it was discovered that the Japanese were launching 
balloons that carried incendiary bombs intended to ignite forest fires in the United States. Brown died 
on August 6, 1945 when he parachuted along with nine other African American firefighters to fight a 
forest fire on Lemon Butte. 

Smokejumpers are firefighters who use 
parachutes to access remote wilderness 
areas to fight fires. The objective was 
to get firefighers to forest fires when 
fires were small and easy to extinguish 
with a small crew of firefighters who 
used shovels and axes to contain the 
spread of the fire. Prior to this time, fire 
crews needed to respond to remote fires 
by hiking on trails carrying equipment 
by hand or using pack animals, which 
needed to be transported to trailheads 
and loaded with supplies before heading 
into the back country. In most cases, 
firefighters who hiked into the wilderness 
arrived exhausted and were unable to 
fight fires effectively. Often, by the time 
firefighters arrived small fires had several 
hours to grow into an uncontrollable size. 
The smokejumper program reduced the 
time and energy needed for firefighters 
to respond to fires and delivered them 
before fires had time to grow in size. 

The 555th was the only military 
unit in American history to work as 
smokejumpers.     555th soldiers parachuting into the Oregon forest to fight a 

wilderness fire (smoke seen in lower right). 
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This vicinity map shows 
the marker site in relation 
to other features in the 
immediate area. Mott 
Bridge was established 
in the 1930s. Steamboat 
Inn was established in the 
1950s. The River View 
Trail is the old Umpqua 
River Road (1926). The 
Steamboat Bridge Guard 
Station was located at the 
intersection of  Steamboat 
Creek Road and Highway 
138, the Rogue-Umpqua 
Scenic Byway. 

Maps showing the location of the proposed historic marker

The proposed marker site is located on the Rogue-Umpqua Scenic Byway (also known as the Waterfall Highway). This 
is a major travel corridor for visitors going to Crater Lake National Park or campgrounds at Diamond Lake. The site is 
located about 38 miles from Roseburg. 
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Site details
The site is at the trailhead for the River View Trail, a six mile segment of the original 1926 Umpqua River 
Road, and includes a paved parking area with seven parking places as well as turnouts suitable for RVs or 
vehicles towing trailers. 

The site has parking and is located at the River View Trailhead.
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The enlarged view of the River 
View Trail interpretive sign 
(right) tells the history of road 
construction in 1926. At that time, 
the road ended at the Steamboat 
Bridge Ranger Station. The Malvin 
Brown Historic Marker would be 
next to this sign. 

At the east end of the parking 
area, a separate interpretive exhibt  
(below) has two panels explaining 
the importance of the Steamboat 
Creek watershed as a spawning 
habitat for ocean-run steelhead 
trout. A map on one panel includes 
Cedar Creek on the southwest side 
of Lemon Butte and the site where 
Malvin Brown died. 
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A short history of Malvin Brown
Malvin Brown was one of 10 soldiers from the 555th Parachute Infantry Battalion who parachuted into the 
forest to fight a small wildfire near Lemon Butte in the upper watershed of Oregon’s North Umpqua River. This 
was one of many fires that were started by lightning during a severe storm that passed through southern Oregon 
on August 5, 1945. 

This was a time in American history when the use of parachutes to deliver humans from an airplane to the 
ground was a relatively new concept. The first official military test jump happened on August 16, 1940 and it 
was about this same time that tests were being done to determine the feasibility of using parachutes to deliver 
firefighters into the wilderness to fight wildfires. By the time the 555th Parachute Infantry Battalion arrived in 
Oregon, the use of parachutes was still a new technology barely five years old. 

When the 555th Parachute Infantry Battalion received their military training, it involved being dropped into 
open fields using parachutes with no maneuvering capability. This style of delivery changed when the 555th 
Parachute Infantry Battalion arrived in Oregon where they were given their first training using a new type 
of parachute that had limited steering capability. In  a very short time, they had to learn how to control these 
parachutes so they could land in specific sites, often a small meadow surrounded by dense forest.  

A high level of inexperience was also likely 
among the guides who flew along with the 555th 
to provide advice on the best places for them to 
land in rugged mountainous terrain. Most of these 
were Forest Service employees who may have 
had some experience with making low elevation 
cargo drops out of planes but no experience making 
high elevation deployments of parachutes carrying 
humans. Higher deployment required the parachuters 
to jump upwind from the landing site and without 
careful calculation of wind speed there was a risk 
that they jumped too far away to reach the target or  
be too high and over shoot.

There is no eye witness account explaining how 
Brown died but it appears that he missed the target 
landing site, a meadow about two acres in size, 
and his parachute snagged a tall tree located in a 
nearby ravine. While attempting to get down, he fell 
approximately 150 feet into the rocky ravine where 
he is believed to have died instantly from head 
injury.  

Brown was carried approximately 15 miles over 
trails through rugged terrain to the Steamboat Bridge 
Guard Station, the proposed site for the historic 
marker. Malvin was then transported by vehicle to 
an airfield in Roseburg and flown to Walla Walla, 
Washington for an autopsy. After that he was returned home to Narberth, Pennsylvania.

A 1989 interview with Rex Wakefield, a forester who had been involved in the retrieval of Malvin Brown on 
the day after his death, provides the best description of terrain in the upper Steamboat Creek watershed. He was 
sent with some mules to help carry Malvin and probably equipment out from the back country. Rex recalled the 
terrain to be steep and rocky and at one point the steep terrain caused a mule to lose its footing and roll down 
a ravine and into a creek, probably Cedar Creek. He found several of the crew members with Malvin Brown 
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and was told that some of the others crew members had already started to make their way to the nearest road 
with the “Lieutenant” who had injured his back after falling about 30 feet from where his parachute became 
entangled in a tree. They made their way down Cedar Creek following deer trails and may have traveled for 
3-4 miles in this type of terrain before arriving at the main trail along Steamboat Creek. Once on this trail, they 
hiked another twelve miles to the Steamboat Bridge Guard Station. 

The Steamboat Bridge Guard Station was the central junction for all ground-return telephone lines in this area 
so the call regarding Brown’s death may have been made at this station or came through from the Johnson 
Creek Guard Station. 

After Brown’s body was returned to his family in Pennsylvania, the records of where he had been buried were 
apparently lost. His status as the first smokejumper death in history prompted an effort by Mark Cobert at the 
Redmond Smokejumper Base to locate his final resting place. Others joined in the search and in 2014, his grave 
was located in a Baltimore cemetery (Mt. Calvary Cemetery). On August 6, 2015, a ceremony was conducted 
at his grave site to give him full military honors. There was no one representing the State of Oregon at the 
ceremony. 
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This 1939 Umpqua National Forest map shows the approximate location of the Lemon Butte Fire and the trails (yellow) 
that were likely used to bring Malvin Brown’s body to Steamboat Bridge Guard Station, the site of the proposedhistoric 
marker. It is possible that members of the 555th were able to make a call for assistance using Forest Service phone lines 
from the Johnson Creek Guard Station but there is no documentation that has been found to verify this. 




