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Old-timers might remember me as 
the “missing hiker” or “lost hiker,” 
but I was never lost.
On May 10, things were getting back to normal in 
Los Alamos. The morning was calm. LANL was 
closed, but other businesses were open. 

At noon, I set out to get a look at the fire. I parked 
at the Mitchell Trailhead on Arizona. I hiked up 
Mitchell to Guaje Ridge Trail to Pipeline Trail 
and down to Quemazon Trail. From there, I saw 
the fire in Los Alamos Canyon. A little further, 
I found that the fire had crossed the canyon and 
was burning on the Quemazon Trail! I had to let 
people know, but I had no way to do so.

It was 3 PM. Of course, everyone in town already 
knew; the town was being evacuated. I was the last 
person to find out. 

Having my route blocked by fire, I went back: up 
Quemazon, up Pipeline, and down Guaje Ridge 
toward Mitchell. From the ridge I saw the fire 
running east towards Arizona. When I reached 
Mitchell, I sprinted down. Unfortunately, when I 
arrived, the Mitchell Trailhead was on fire.

Going back up was terrifying. The fire was also 
climbing towards Guaje Ridge. It was spreading 
through blowing embers that started spot fires, 
and that’s what I was running through on my way up. I thought I might not make 
it to the top.

Finally, I reached Guaje Ridge. Instead of going up Guaje, I continued on Mitchell 
down to Guaje Canyon. When I had gone about ¼ mile, I heard a four-engine 
slurry bomber right over my head, very loud. I looked up and it was not a slurry 
bomber at all. It was the fire, also cresting Guaje Ridge, now also heading down the 
other side. I started running again.

I reached Guaje Canyon at 7 PM. I spent the night in the open area in front of the 
dam. I saw the fire in the trees above the canyon on the south side. When the wind 
blew, it flared up. I didn’t know if it would come to the reservoir in the night.

It didn’t. In the morning, I walked down Guaje Canyon to Rendija Trail and then 
Rendija Canyon, where a county worker picked me up.

Submitted by  
JEFF FAVORITE
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FIRE CHRONOLOGY 
by Douglas R. 
MacDonald, Fire 
Chief, Los Alamos Fire 
Department

From CERRO GRANDE: 
CANYONS OF 
FIRE, SPIRIT OF 
COMMUNITY. Los 
Alamos National 
Laboratory : 2001.
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It started like any other day as a 
full-time technician for the New 
Mexico National Guard. 
I was working, tools in hand, when our sergeant 
walked in and said something that changed 
everything: “Put away your tools, gather your 
things, and load up in the van.” A fire was raging in 
Los Alamos, and we were being sent to help.

With nothing but the clothes on our backs and 
my empty lunchbox, we hit the road. The sky 
darkened with thick smoke. Traffic poured down 
from the hill—families fleeing, vehicles packed, 
some towing trailers. We were heading straight 
into it.

At the checkpoint, we were waved through without question. Full-time 
Guardsmen from different units, united by duty. We arrived at the Los Alamos 
Police Department and were assigned to assist local officers and the Air National 

Submitted by  
TRAVIS JUNIOR
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Guard. We were met with gratitude and treated 
well.

That first night was surreal—keeping watch, 
listening for looters or flames. Sleep was near 
impossible. Though I grew up not far from 
Los Alamos, I didn’t know the streets well. We 
navigated through smoke and past homes reduced 
to smoldering shells.

The sun rose on a changed town. The devastation 
was gut-wrenching. I called my wife just to hear 
her voice and say we were okay. For days we 
worked long hours—patrolling, cleaning, fire watch. Though we had food and 
supplies, I was still in the same clothes I left work in. My wife met me off the hill 
with clean ones, and I offered to bring supplies for others too.

I had never seen such destruction. Cars melted into pavement. Aluminum wheels 
ran down the road. The fire didn’t just destroy—it erased.

After about a week, residents returned by bus, hoping to find something left. Some 
homes stood, but many didn’t. Even survival felt bittersweet. I remember the 
sadness in their eyes.

Eventually, we were called off duty and returned to our families.

The town may have healed, but the experience never left me. It wasn’t just a fire—it 
tested who we were. We left with memories etched in smoke.

US—Russian Cooperation on Fire 
Fighting & Emergency Response
During those fateful days in May of 2000, amidst 
the smoke, the hasty departures, and the horrific 
images burning across TV screens, there were 
phone calls and messages from the other side of 
the world. Friends and colleagues in Russia – a 
very different Russia from today – reached out 
to inquire about our well-being and to offer help. 
Fortunately, our immediate emergency was over 
inside a week.

Barely a month later, Los Alamos scientists and 
engineers were in Sarov, our Sister City, for a pre-
planned technical meeting at our ‘sister laboratory,’ 
Arzamas-16. On the margins of that ‘official’ 
gathering, and to an overflow audience of Russian lab and Sarov townspeople, 
John Ruminer gave a presentation summarizing the Cerro Grande fire. Out of 
that hastily arranged session was born a DOE-sanctioned program of technical 

Submitted by  
PAUL WHITE
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exchanges and cooperation involving fire-fighters, 
police and laboratory emergency responders. The 
focus of this effort was on methods for preventing 
and responding to fires near nuclear facilities. 
After surmounting the many bureaucratic hurdles, 
the first full-scale seminar in this series was hosted 
in Sarov, in August 1991, by the city’s Fire Chief 
Anatoli Kravchenko. In addition to Lab scientists, 
Los Alamos was represented by Chief Douglas 
MacDonald, Deputy Chief Doug Tucker, and 
Police Captain Wayne Brownlee. These technical 
interchanges proved very productive, and a 
reciprocal exchange was hosted in Los Alamos 
in 2003. Later meetings included successors to 
the original community leaders, including Chief 
Vladimir Rosanov of Sarov, and Los Alamos Chief 
Troy Hughes and Deputy Chief Justin Grider.

While relations between the US and Russia have 
soured over the past decade, this early 21st century 
period of cooperation demonstrated how experts 
from our respective cities and laboratories once 
joined forces to our mutual benefit – kindling 
warm friendships out of the tragedy of Cerro 
Grande.

I was a LAC firefighter and also 
lived in Los Alamos from 1990-
2014.
This anniversary of the Cerro Grande Fire is, as 
you can imagine, conjuring a flood of memories 
and a few emotions. 

Sharon Stover and Larry Walkup hired me for my 
first position with LAC supervising the student 
summer hires at parks and recreation. ... At some 
point (I’m a little fuzzy on exact dates) during that 
first night, Captain Conrado Ruiz was of course 
rather dejected with our lack of effectiveness stopping the flames, and the question 
was, “How are we going to face the people “ when this is over?

Did you know the kind citizens of Los Alamos donated money to the LAC 
firefighters?  The money collected by the citizens was used to buy commemorative 
watches. ... Los Alamos was a great place for us and our family, we have many 
friends there and I miss the place and era.”

Submitted by  
SCOTT LUCIDO
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Submitted by  
NANCY BOUDRIE

“I am submitting an article 
that was published in the 
X-Windows magazine at 
LANL in 2000.  

This is one story of many. 

As a reminder to us all 
that life goes on was a 
birth of a foal, baby goats, 
and numerous litters of 
kittens, whose new homes 
were horse trailers.”
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Thank You cards sent to 
the Los Alamos Police 
Department

From Los Alamos County 
Records
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FIREFIGHTERS 
DESCRIBE THE 
INFERNO by Danica 
Tutush 

From LOS ALAMOS 
MONITOR, CERRO 
GRANDE FIRE SPECIAL 
EDITION. June 18, 
2000.


