‘Total Devastation’ as New Year’s Eve Wildfire Charges thru Towns near Denver
by Ari Schneider, Jennifer Oldham, Marisa Iati & Emmanuel Felton, with Timothy Bella
Dec. 31, 2021: Boulder County, Colorado (abridged0 – More than 500 families may enter a new year having lost their homes, after runaway grass fires bore down on the region northwest of Denver on Thursday.  But others were returning to their neighborhoods Friday and no deaths had been reported.
Approximately 34,000 residents of the towns of Superior and Louisville, in Boulder County, fled the “life-threatening” situation Thursday, as 100-mph-plus winds acted like a turbine fanning the flames.
Police in the neighboring city of Broomfield lifted all mandatory evacuation orders late Thursday, after the area was deemed safe.  Residents remained barred from some adjacent municipalities, as the Colorado State Patrol warned that flames were still present.
No one had been reported missing as of Friday morning — a fact that Gov. Jared Polis (D) called “nothing short of miraculous.”  But officials warned that the extent of the damage caused by the Marshall Fire and the smaller Middle Fork Fire is unknown.
“If people chose not to evacuate, didn’t hear the knocking from the deputies, I’m afraid that we are going to learn of some fatalities in these homes, because people literally had minutes to get out,” Superior Mayor Clint Folsom told the Washington Post on Friday.
The estimate from Boulder County Sheriff Joe Pelle, that more than 500 homes burned, means the blaze may have destroyed the most property of any fire in Colorado history, local tallies suggest.  Pelle said the total may surpass 1,000 homes and several commercial buildings.
“In many of those neighborhoods that are currently blocked off, it’s still too dangerous to return,” he told reporters Friday.  “We saw still-active fire in many places this morning.  We saw downed power lines, we saw a lot of risk that we’re still trying to mitigate.”
Long lines of cars formed Thursday, as people upended their plans to evacuate during a traditionally quiet holiday week. Photos showed houses ablaze and clouds of smoke climbing high into the air as the fire mushroomed to about 6,000 acres.  As it began to snow Friday, officials said that they did not expect fire growth and that they downed power lines probably sparked the fires amid winds of up to 115 mph.
Gusts that strong are not uncommon in Colorado, said Greg Hanson, a meteorologist in the National Weather Service’s Boulder office.  But, he said, the fallen electrical lines created an “unprecedented” situation.  “In that kind of wind, once the fire gets started, it’s off to the races,” Hanson said.
The blazes come amid a calamitous year of wildfires in the West, fueled by drought, heat and dry vegetation.  The colder months have been unusually dry — a condition that, combined with strong winds, appears to have made this week’s infernos mushroom quickly.
Wildfires pose an increasing threat to Colorado, with 4 of the state’s largest fires occurring since 2018, according to state records.  Colorado’s top 20 largest recorded wildfires have happened since 2001.
The scene in Superior on Friday was one of “total devastation,” Folsom said, and further challenges were ahead.  An approaching cold front and snow threaten to freeze pipes in the homes still standing, and the entire town is without gas, he said.  A boil water advisory remained in effect in Superior and Louisville....
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