Maryland #1 2004 Fire Assignment


On Tuesday, August 17, 2004, MDS#1 was dispatched to Northern California as part of a five-crew module (Type 2 IA).  Chris Smith and Shannon Wolfe served as Crew Boss and Crew Rep, respectively.  Upon landing in Redding, CA, MDS#1 was sent to the El Dorado National Forest, Amador Ranger District in Pioneer, CA, east of Sacramento.


Our assignment was as an initial attack crew for the Amador Ranger District.  As with most IA forces not committed to fires, we were assigned project work on the District.  This work consisted of thinning out the forest along a corridor of Highway 88.  The corridor was being used as a demonstration to show what the forest should have looked like without 100 years of fire suppression.  The work wasn’t exciting, but it did acclimate the crew to working at altitudes of 4000+ feet.  To further acclimate us, the crew took physical training (PT) hikes in the nearby wilderness areas.  Elevations ranged from 7000 to 8000 feet.  


While the work was boring, our assignment did not lack in excitement.  Long bus drives and poor directions had us driving back and forth for an hour trying to locate our dinner on the first night.  Wildlife abounded as well.  Scorpions, tarantulas and “meat” bees were a constant source of entertainment (or irritation, depending on how you looked at it).  


However, our best moments of excitement came on the bus.  Our driver, Bear, bless his soul, must have been a magnet for other objects.  On the third or fourth day, while driving to our project area, a flying turkey smashed into the front of the bus.  Unbelievably, the bird appeared OK and flew off.  The bus sustained no damage.  However, the bus did not last the entire trip without some damage.  A few days later our bus was rear-ended by a minivan while we were turning into a parking lot.  The driver of the other vehicle fell asleep at the wheel and did not see the bus turning.  No one was severely injured, however, a few crewmembers had sore necks for a few minutes.  


We made good progress on our project work and received excellent comments from the District staff, however n Tuesday the 24th, we heard the word that no firefighter wants to hear – demob.  For unknown reasons, our module was going home early.  California did not experience the amount of fires that they had anticipated and the decision was made to send us home.  Saddened, we packed all our gear for the return trip to Redding and turned in for the night, expecting a 0730 hour start on Wednesday.


0430 hours Wednesday morning the crew was awoken by our crew bosses.  We were being requested for a fire.  Campers had not properly extinguished a campfire next to a lakeshore campground and high winds off the lake kicked up the ashes and started a 0.25 acre fire.  It wasn’t much, but it was our fire.  By 0600 hours, however the fire was contained and we hiked into the fire just in time to see the last flames being extinguished by two engine crews (USFS & CDF).  Mop up was needed, as the fire burned deep and the surrounding rocks kept in the heat.  The good news was that the lake was nearby, providing an endless supply of water via a Mark III pump.  We mopped up the fire for four hours and then headed north to Redding.  On Thursday, August 26, MDS#1 boarded a Sierra Pacific flight bound for Harrisburg, PA and from there to Madonna for final demob.


While the trip was short and fires were minimal (for all crews), the crew’s morale was very high.  This is undoubtedly due to the high amount of experience and friendship among the crewmembers.  Even though this assignment was short, I consider it one of my best trips.  Its trips like these and both the new and old friends I worked with that keep me coming back year after year.  

