Sidebar: National Guard Task Force AXE 

When Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger activated the California National Guard to assist the state and federal wildland fire agencies during the 2008 lightning fire siege, many of the affected guard personnel probably had never heard of Boonville, and Boonville residents probably weren’t expecting to see the National Guard, except perhaps in the Veteran’s Day parade.


But the small, rural community in southwestern Mendocino County was to become the temporary duty assignment for the first brigade of National Guard troops deployed as firefighters. After receiving three days of intensive classroom training in wildland fire behavior, suppression techniques and safety, the 200 members of Task Force “AXE” deployed to Mendocino County for two days of on-the-ground, hands-on, realistic, dirty and tiring on-the-job training at the already-contained Table Fire on Albion Ridge Road.


Normally stationed at ____________ and assigned to ___________ duties, these members of the _______________ were divided into 20-person crews, each led by an experienced Fire Captain. Immediately, these soldier/firefighters engaged in a spirited, ongoing competition to be the first, fastest or best at every task they encountered.


Following their field training, they then deployed to real fires and took over the necessary but unglamorous job of “mopping up” along hastily constructed firelines. Mop up involves making sure every smoldering root, log, stump and ember is completely extinguished so that the fire cannot flare up and cross over the containment line. In this case, each crew was assigned two water tenders and a passel of “pencil hose” (small diameter, lightweight, flexible fire hose used only for mop-up), and set about the daunting task of putting out fire under logs as big as buses, and in stump holes the size of bulldozers.


After each shift they returned to the Incident Base at the Anderson Valley Fairgrounds way beyond tired and dirty. Even combat veterans admitted they had “never worked this hard” before. After a hot meal and showers, the soldier/firefighters retreated to their pup tents for a little shut-eye before the next shift.


These National Guard crews worked effectively and were an important asset, allowing regular fire crews to be redirected to more difficult assignments. Several fire officers commented that the performance, attitude and conduct of these citizen soldiers were outstanding.

NOTE: insert pictures of National Guard troops at work on fireline and their camp at Anderson Valley Fairgrounds.
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