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Rubicon Trail 
2020 Annual Report 

 
 

2020 what a year, we have all been through a lot this year.  It is hard to know where to 
begin.  The Rubicon had a lot of visitors as everyone was trying to get outdoors. The 
trail saw closures due to fires and maintenance activities.  Thankfully we did not close 
due to COVID.  There were many events that canceled due to the virus but the trail 
never closed because of it.   

Whereas, it was a crazy year, it was a good year.  A year that really was the same for 
the county.  Parks completed maintenance and operations activities for the Rubicon 
Trail.  This is our division’s direction from the Board of Supervisors and we have done 
exactly that.  

In this annual report the goal is to document and inform the public of the 
accomplishments of the volunteers, users, county and other agencies and departments 
in our efforts to fulfill the direction from the board.  Whether it is good, bad or ugly I like 
to document the season so we have a record and history.  There have been 
achievement this year that are monumental and some thought would ever happen.  But 
as your support as a community and the support of the Board of Supervisors you made 
it all possible. 

It was a year of impacts to the trail including late snows stopping our maintenance 
project in May, fires, and lots of use.   The county had three seasonal employees 
besides Justin who were either working on the trail providing maintenance activities or 
at the kiosk where they provided educational information.  We were very fortunate to 
have a great team this year and I appreciate all of them and their efforts. 

Adopt a Trail Program  

We did not push this program this year because of COVID.  We could not ask groups to 
perform work as it would be difficult to social distance.  There were groups however who 
did provide maintenance to their sections and we thank you for your efforts.  It is 
appreciated and it shows your dedication to the trail.  

Fifteen different segments were established in 2014 and adopted. As of 2019 there are 
now sixteen segments in El Dorado County. Although the season was a little weirder 
than any other year our Adopt a Trail groups did the best they could with the season. 
Hopefully 2021 will be a better year for the Adopt a Trail groups and the rest of the 
community. 
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Most segments did not have an official inspection this year by the Adopt a Trail groups. 
With what has happened this year in the world as a whole it was understandable. In the 
spring we will be contacting all of our groups to confirm whether they would like to 
continue their obligation to the Rubicon Trail and the County Adopt a Trail program. 
There are some segments available, if you or anyone you know is interested in possibly 
adopting a segment please contact our office. 

ADOPT-A-TRAIL 2020 
Segment 
Number Segments 

Length of 
Segment Adopted by 

1 
Francis Cow Camp - Airport Flat Turnoff to 
Wentworth Springs City 6.07 miles Mud Suckers 4WD 

2 
Wentworth - Wentworth Springs City to 
Junction Loon Lake Intertie 1.84 miles Madhatters 4x4 

3 Loon Lake Intertie #1 - Kiosk to Whale Bone 1.64 miles   

4 Loon Lake Intertie #2-Whale Bone to Tie-in.   Auburn Jeep Club 

5 Ellis Creek - Intertie to 1.6 1.0 miles   

6 Ellis Creek B- 1.6 to Below Walker Rock   Ruffstuff 

7 
Walker Rock - Walker Rock to Benchmark 
above Walker Hill .70 milies   

8 
Soup Bowl - Crest above Walker to Winter 
Camp .40 miles 

ElDorado Rock Crawlers (EDRC)/ Daystar 
Products 

9 
Little Sluice - Winter Camp to Property Line - 
Spider .5 miles SLO Crawlers 

10 
Arnold's Rock - Property Line - Spider to Egg 
Rock (Indian Bypass) .78 miles Russ and Janet Watkins/MTA 

11 
Old True Big Sluice - Old Sluice turnoff to Egg 
Rock .60 miles Placer County Crawlers 

12 Mechanic's Pit - Egg Rock to Buck Island Dam .72 miles  ECV 86   

13 Buck Island - Buck Island Dam to Dive off .53 miles   

14 Big Sluice - Dive off to Sawtooth .48 miles Jeep USA 

15 Rubicon Bridge - Sawtooth to Rubicon Bridge .32 miles MetalCloak/NorCal 4 wheelers 

16 
Rubicon Springs - Rubicon Bridge to Property 
Line 1.02 miles Jeepers Jamboree 

 

The sediment removed in 2020 was 5.95 cubic yards which was the result of 238 
buckets worth of sediment removed by volunteers. You can see the history below. 

Year Number of 
Buckets 

Cubic Yards of Sediment 
Removed 

Year Type 

2014  5.51 Drought year 
2015 620 15.52 Drought year, warm temps, 

lack of snow pack 
2016 436.5 10.91 Average snow pack, large 

rainfall amounts in fall 
2017 678.50 16.96 Well above average 
2018 556 13.90 Below normal  
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2019 321 8.93 Large snow pack, late melt. 
Late snow November. 

2020 238 5.95 Low snow pack with late snow 
in May 

 

Below is a recap of all sixteen segments as reported by the Adopt a Trail volunteers. 

1. The Francis Cow Camp segment was adopted by Mud Suckers 4WD. This segment 
of the trail is from Airport Flats turn off to Wentworth Springs camp ground. All BMP’s in 
this segment were inspected by EDC. This segment is in good shape but there were a 
few BMP’s that will need attention next season. These areas that require work were not 
identified as “red”, meaning they did not need to be addressed immediately.  In 2021 
they will address the areas of concern and are very excited to get the work done.   

The assessment for this segment was completed El Dorado County Parks, Justin 
Williams (EDC). 

                                                    No new photos available. 

2. The Wentworth Springs segment of the trail was adopted by Madhatter’s 4X4 club. 
This segment of the trail is from Wentworth Springs campground to the Intertie. The 
improvements on this segment of the trail are functioning as designed.  The assessment 
for this segment was completed by EDC. 

No new photos available. 

3. The Loon Lake Intertie #1 segment was a segment that was not adopted this season. 
With some rock drops from the previous helicopter project, the top end of this segment 
was in great shape. There is a rock energy dissipater (RED) toward the top that is 
usually full of sediment and this year it was virtually empty.  We also dropped more rock 
in the area this season and look forward to seeing the results in the spring.  

The assessment for this segment was completed by EDC.  

No new photos available. 

4. The Loon Lake Intertie #2 segment from the Whale Bones to the Intertie with the 
Rubicon Trail.  This segment was adopted by Auburn Jeep Club.  AJC was able to get 
to the trail this season for an assessment but the sediment count and assessment 
details were not given to EDC in time for this report.  

No new photos available. 
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5. The Ellis Creek segment of the Rubicon Trail is from the Intertie to what we here at 
the County call 1.6.  This segment was another segment that was not adopted this 
season. EDC removed 85 five gallon buckets that equate to 2.13 cubic yards.  

 

6. The “new” segment is known as 1.6 to Walker and was adopted by Ruff Stuff. This 
segment was split from the original Ellis Creek segment. Ruffstuff was able to get to the 
trail this season for an assessment but the sediment count and assessment details were 
not given to EDC in time for this report. 

No new photos available. 

 

7. The Walker Hill segment is from below Walker Rock to the Benchmark above Walker 
Hill. This segment was also given up this year.  

The RED’s were cleaned out this season and 86 5 gallon buckets equaling 1.52 cubic 
yards of sediment were removed.  The assessment for this section was completed by El 
Dorado County Parks, Justin Williams.  

No new photos available. 

8.  The Soup Bowl segment is from the crest above Walker Hill to Winter Camp.  

The assessment for this segment was completed by El Dorado County Parks, Justin 
Williams. All BMP’s in this segment are functioning as designed. 

                                                      No photos available. 
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9.  The Little Sluice segment goes from Winter Camp to the property line at Spider 
Lake.  SLO Crawlers adopted this segment of trail and have performed maintenance to 
this area for several years.  Winter Camp is in this segment.  SLO Crawlers were able to 
get to the trail this season for an assessment but the sediment count and assessment 
details were not given to EDC in time for this report.  

No new photos available. 

10.  The Arnold’s Rock segment is located from the property line at Spider Lake to Egg 
Rock (Indian Bypass) and was adopted by Russ and Janice Watkins with the help of 
MTA (Mountain Transit Authority). Janice and crew were able to get to the trail this 
season for an assessment but the sediment count and assessment details were not 
given to EDC in time for this report.  

No new photos available. 

11.  The Old True Big Sluice segment is from the Old Sluice turn off to Egg Rock was 
adopted by Placer County Crawlers. There are no RED’s in this segment. This segment 
of the trail looks great and all BMP’s are functioning as designed.  

The assessment was done by EDC. 

No new photos available. 

 12. The Mechanic’s Pit segment is from Egg Rock to the Buck Island Dam and was 
adopted by ECV 86 of Georgetown. The BMP’s to this section are functioning as 
designed. Bio-response was also applied to areas as needed. After 20 hours of 
volunteer work all BMP’s were identified and improvements done and ready for winter. 

The assessment and maintenance for this section was completed August 16, 2020 

No new photos available. 

13.  The Buck Island segment is located from Buck Island Dam to the Dive Off. We 
made a few changes to this segment this season. We added some rock in areas and 2 
gabion baskets were also installed. The assessment for this segment was completed by 
El Dorado County Parks, Justin Williams. 

No new photos available. 

14.  The Big Sluice segment is located from the Dive Off to Sawtooth and was adopted 
by Jeep USA.  This season we were able to get the rock breast wall at Hairpin rebuilt by 
volunteers. We flew in an excavator to get the work done in a timely manner. With the 
excavator on the trail the operator was able to reestablish some water bars and other 
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BMP’s. The assessment for this segment was completed by El Dorado County Parks, 
Justin Williams. 

No photos available. 

15.  The Rubicon Bridge segment is from Sawtooth to the Rubicon Bridge and has been 
adopted by Metal Cloak.  Amy Sagraves was able to get to the trail this season for an 
assessment but the sediment count and assessment details were not given to EDC in 
time for this report.  

                                                 No new photos available. 

16.  The Rubicon Springs segment is located from the Rubicon Bridge to the County 
Line and it was adopted by Jeepers Jamboree. Jeepers Jamboree was able to get to 
the trail this season for an assessment but the sediment count and assessment details 
were not given to EDC in time for this report.  

No new photos available. 
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2020 Project List 

The 2020 project list was on our website and projects were claimed by groups, clubs 
and individuals. The highlighted projects were completed. 

EL DORADO 

  Project Project Description Justification 

Adopt a 
Trail 

Segment 

Project 
Claimed 

By 

1 Kiosk Volunteer 
Volunteer at any of the Trailheads 
to provide education to the users Education EDC   

2 
Bathroom Door springs 
(kiosk) 

Install springs to Loon Lake 
restroom  

Door are caught in the wind and 
are being bent. EDC AJC 

3 
Walker Hill upper 
delineation around rocks 

Add rock and logs to stop 
widening in this area 

Vehicles are widening the trail in 
this area and driving on 
vegetation.  

Hangtown 
Crawlers/Rusty   

4 2- Waterbars on Big Sluice Install Waterbars 

Install Waterbars to help with 
drainage.  Reinforce rock breast 
wall at hairpin. Jeep USA 

Jeep 
Jamboree 

5 Trail Delineation 

Delineate the trail, working with 
county staff to delineate the trail 
in areas. 

To keep the trail users on the 
trail and not creating new trails. Ongoing   

6 Restroom at Lower Walker Paint the restroom shell Maintenance 
Hangtown 
Crawlers/Rusty AJC 

7 Restroom at Upper Walker Paint the restroom shell Maintenance 
Hangtown 
Crawlers/Rusty AJC 

8 Restroom at Soup Bowl Paint the restroom shell Maintenance SLO Crawlers AJC 

9 2-Restrooms at Little Sluice Paint the restroom shell Maintenance SLO Crawlers   

10 Restroom at Arnolds Paint the restroom shell Maintenance SLO Crawlers   

11 
First Restroom at Buck 
Island Paint the restroom shell Maintenance ECV 86   

12 

Second Restroom at Buck 
Island (Before stream 
crossing) Paint the restroom shell Maintenance ECV 86   

13 

Third Restroom at Buck 
Island (Other side of the 
dam) Paint the restroom shell Maintenance EDRC EDRC 

14 Axle Rock  Add boulders to ledges Maintenance Slo Crawlers FOTR 

15 Sawtooth Gabion 

Add rock to existing gabion, build 
a new gabion above existing 
gabion 

Maintenance / Preventive 
Maintenance Jeep USA FOTR 

 

El Dorado County had several site visits to the Placer County side of the trail but was 
not involved in any planning, organizing or completion of any project on the Placer Side 
of the Trail.  Some of the projects on this list may have been completed. 
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PLACER COUNTY 

  Project Project Description Justification 

Project 
Claimed 

By 
1 Gabions on 

Cadillac Protect trail and prevent erosion 
Install gabions with 
the assistance of the 
helicopter 

Jeep Jamboree 

2 Shovel Brigade Shovel Brigade: three well equipped rigs going out in early spring 
to shovel down snow drifts on the trail  

to prevent people 
from driving off trail to 
get around them 

  

3 Drainage clearing Log blocking drain ( 39 2.182 by 120 13.130): remove log from 
the natural drainage, harden low spot with nearby rock To clear drainage   

4 Hardening edges Harden edges along paved road: boulders need to be relocated 
(slightly)  

to prevent people 
from parking off of the 
trail along the paved 
section 

  

5 Rock line edge of 
trail 

Boulder move: Placer County supplied rock for the old Mud Hole 
project. There are still boulders piled a mile north of the 
intersection with 03-04, on 03-04, that could be placed in the 
ditch just west of the Ellis Peak Trail (03-04-12) on the north side 
of the trail.  

This would allow safer 
passage in winter as 
that section gets very 
off-camber and 
people slide in to that 
ditch anyway. Lots of 
trailer work. I can get 
GPS coordinates 
once the trail is safely 
passible and the side 
trails open. 

  

6 Clearing 
Drainages 

AZ Crossings: Clear off all Arizona crossings and the drains 
under them (if applicable). Number eight has quite a bit of 
sedimentation in it. I think John Briggs has all the coordinates. 

    

7 Signage 

Mile Markers: RTF had an Eagle Scout put up mile markers on 
the trail but stopped before reaching 03-04. If RTF can supply the 
markers, a volunteer could finish putting them up all the way to 
the staging area 

Markers have been 
requested    

8 Drainage     Water Bars before Morris Rock line water bars 
installed by FS   

 
Volunteers 
 
With COVID we did not have any volunteer project on the trail.  We did have a few 
volunteers during the helicopter project.  Tim Green and Mike Elrod were on 
communications at the Gerle Addit and Simon Huber was on the trail assisting during 
the project.  
 
We had several volunteers at the kiosk handing out information to the users.  Once 
again we thank you for your time and efforts.   

  
 

County Activities 

Staffing 
The County hired three extra help employees this year.  Alan and Mackenzie provided 
educational materials, spill kits, WAG Bags, maps and educational information at the 
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Loon Lake kiosk.  They also cleaned the restroom.  We tried to have staff every day at 
the kiosk.  I hope you had a chance to meet them.  It was great to have them available 
and they did an awesome job. 
 
Jonathon Grant was on the trail most days with Justin assisting with the pumping and 
maintenance activities.  
 
Pumping 
The County took over the task of pumping the toilets this year.  Justin did a great job, 
pumping every week.  This was twice as much as years past.  It was a very busy year.  
The pumper truck was under construction so the pumping was done with the backup 
method the County developed last year, the pumper trailer.  Whereas it took two days to 
do the job it worked great.   

 

The County took delivery on October 30, 2020 of the pumper truck.  Thanks to all of the 
users, organizations, agencies and community for all the support to build this truck.  We 
will have capacity to pump all the units on the trail and have room for more if needed in 
the future.    

 
 
You may have noticed a couple of other changes regarding restrooms on the trail this 
year.  One is that there are two additional reststops at Buck Island that were installed by 
Sacramento Municipal Utility District (SMUD).  This was a condition of the FERC license 
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and we have been working on it for a few years.  The reststops belong to the Forest 
Service but they have contracted with the County to service the units, unfortunately this 
contract was not completed until November.  They will be open next season. 
 
The other thing you may have noticed is that seven of the ten reststops have been 
modified with new siding and paint.  Unfortunately this was done without authorization 
and does not meet the conditions of the Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) 
completed in 2012.  Once the County discovered that modifications made to the 
restrooms the County contacted the Forest Service for approval. The County was 
informed that this did not meet the conditions of rustic and primitive under the EIS 
therefore the siding will have to be removed and restored to original.  The Forest 
Service Landscape Architect also commented on the color of the facilities and has 
requested everything to be repainted to meet the new color requirements.    
 
When the County was unable to get approval a Cease and Desist Order was issued to 
stop any further work.  The County holds the easement with the Forest Service so all 
work needs to be done with approval from the County.  The County would seek 
approval from the regulatory agency.  Otherwise the County could be issued a violation 
or we can lose them altogether.  Whereas All Coast Builder did a beautiful job and we 
appreciated all of the work they have done, they were unfortunately completed the work 
without authorization.  The County recognizes All Coast Builders did not complete this 
work intentionally without authorization.  The work was done as a donation through the 
Rubicon Trail Foundation (RTF) and the Foundation is the responsible party.   
 
The County provided two options to RTF to correct the situation: 

A. Restore the siding and repaint within 30 days 
B. Paint the seven restrooms within 30 days to the designated color and restore the 

siding and repaint them in the designated color by July 1, 2021. 

RTF took option B, so you may have noticed they are painted and they will be restored 
by July 1, 2021.   

The County will need to repaint all other structures to the designated color since this 
activity occurred.  Look for these activities to be on the project list for 2021 which comes 
out in January 2021. 

Maintenance 
May 15-17, 2020 – Helicopter Project. 
Simon Huber provided support for the drops on the trail at various locations.  Tim Green 
and Mike Elrod were communications and did an amazing job keeping everyone 
informed and the rock deliveries moving.  Rubicon Trail Foundation provided meals for 
the volunteers working on Cadillac Hill. 
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The helicopter project was a huge success but we were only able to complete half the 
work due to weather.  Jeepers Jamboree built a 70’ gabion on Cadillac Hill, resulting in 
113,000 lbs. of rock.  The County had an excavator dropped at Hairpin and Bob 
Sweeney rebuilt the wall at hairpin, dug 6 water bars on Big Sluice and provided 
drainage at Scout Hole.   
 

 
Excavator at the Top of the Bowl 

 
There were various locations where rock was placed.  The table below provides a recap 
of locations and amounts. 
 
Rock amounts and locations 
Location Amount in LBS. 
Climb before the Bowl 69,500 
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Axle Rock 21,500 
Soup Area 70,000  
Wintercamp 37,500 
Thousand Dollar Hill Area 18,500 
Watkins Gabion (Before Arnolds) 11,000 
Arnolds 56,500 
Buck Island Gabion 19,200 
Hairpin (Breast Wall) 11,200 
Hairpin 18,000 
Property Line 27,000 
Green Bridge 10,500 
Springs 18,000 
Cadillac 113,000 

 
Soup Bowl Area 

October 16-19, 2020 
Same volunteers as in May.  This project would not have been a success without them. 
Couple of things I want to say first; thank you to all of you who respected the closure.  I 
really appreciate it.  Whereas private property owners can access their property we had 
many on the trail that weekend.  This makes it difficult for the pilots and staff when users 
are moving around on the trail and adds an additional concern.  So thank you to those 
of you who stayed off the trail.  Second, many of you have seen the posts of the work 
done on the Tahoe side.  I want to be clear that El Dorado County had no involvement 
in those projects.  We were not involved in the activities on the Tahoe side this season.  
Those where done with Jeepers Jamboree, FOTR and RTF working with the Tahoe 
National Forest.  Thank you to all the volunteers who have contributed.  I just wanted to 



  

13 
 

be clear on the counties involvement on those projects.   
 
We added lots of large rock to the climb before the bowl.  This area has changed a lot.  
If you take the line to the right we put some very large boulders in this section and could 
be a challenge.  On the left line we added large rock to armor the section.  The line to 
the right is in the photo below. 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The photo below is looking down from the tree towards gatekeeper.  You see the small 
breast wall that we need to build off to the right to protect the hillside and to stop the trail 
from growing wider.  We will build the wall next season and spread the rock if it has not 
already been done. 
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The next location we focused on was Walker Hill.  This is one of the inspection locations 
and it has needed attention.  You will see at this location very large boulders off the trail 
on the left.  These will be used to build a breast wall on the right side of the trail to 
protect the hillside.   If we have too many large boulders we will place them in the trail..  
This section will get more rock next time after the wall is built. 

 

Large rock was dropped in the trail to reduce sediment in this section.  We will spread 
this rock if needed.  Usually just vehicle traffic on the trail will move the rock around.   
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At Buck Island we repaired a gabion that was failing.  It was installed many years ago 
by volunteers who did a great job.  We just needed to give it some attention. 

 

The SMUD bypass had another gabion added and additional rock. 

 

Then we tried something we never tried.  As many of you have seen there were many 
large trees taken down at Lower Walker.  We moved these trees to Buck Island and 
used them as trail delineators.  We moved six trees and hope that in the future this 
would help to define the trail boundaries and block the trail where we have no trees to 
use.  This also opened the area back up for camping.  I would rather do this then adding 
signage or carsonite delineators. 
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I cannot go without mentioning and thanking the volunteers for all that they do.  We 
could not do it without you.  Communications were awesome and the ground crew 
worked so hard moving rock and building gabions.  Thank you so much.  Thank you to 
the volunteers on the Tahoe side of the trail, even though we were not involved there is 
a lot that goes into planning a project and executing it.  I am sure Tahoe National Forest 
appreciates all the effort. 

You can see we have gone to bigger rock and boulders to help reduce sediment.  In 
years past smaller rock was used, but the county has discussed rock size with the 
community and we have moved to adding large rock and we have not used the small 
rock in years.  We always add rock to sections that need it.  Example, the hole at the 
climb before the bowl, very large boulders were added to the hole which has filled it in.   
It may make it more difficult for some and easier for others.  But we try to always keep it 
interesting.   

Location Amount in LBS. 
Walker Breast Wall 130,000 
Walker   80,000 
Buck Island Gabions 150,000 
Climb before the Bowl 200,000 
 
I have attached an article written by Jason Jorgenson for the Heliops magazine.  He did 
an amazing job and this is a great article if anyone missed it.  I have attached the article 
to this report. 
 
Whereas the Parks Division is responsible for maintenance and operations, there are 
many County departments that assist the division on the trail.  DOT, Planning, Building, 
Surveyor, Environmental Management, Assessor, County Counsel, and Sheriff’s Office, 
the Chief Administrative Office and the Board of Supervisors all work together for the 
good of the trail.  I mention these because there are many departments working behind 
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the scenes for the trail.  The community has a team supporting the trail.  Most you will 
never see, but the help they give my division is so appreciated.  Thank you to all of you. 
 
 
Placer County  
 
The memorandum of understanding (MOU) with Placer County, State Parks OHV 
Division, Tahoe National Forest, El Dorado National Forest and The Lake Tahoe Basin 
Management Unit (LTBMU) was executed in March of 2020.  With the agreement in 
place, El Dorado County took several site visits to various locations of concern.  
 
El Dorado County was informed by Tahoe National Forest in May that another 
agreement needed to be signed, a non-cost share agreement.  El Dorado County did 
not enter into this agreement therefore any work with or for Tahoe National Forest was 
not performed by El Dorado County on the Tahoe National Forest section.  All work was 
planned, completed and organized by Tahoe National Forest. 
 
El Dorado County has been working with LTBMU on the paving of the staging area in 
Tahoma.  Trees have been removed from the parking lot and grading has been 
completed.  A new kiosk was installed also.  This work was completed by LTBMU.  El 
Dorado County will be working on the paving portion of the project.  This project is 
funded through a grant from State Parks OHV Division. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Bef 
County Contracts 
 
The County had a contract with Siller Helicopter Service in the amount of $422,050, to 
provide delivery of rock to various sites on the Rubicon in May and October.   
 
Doug Veerkamp General Engineering provided the water trucks for dust abatement and 
loaders for the rock buckets.  The contract amount was $46,482.80. 
 
Contract with WFO to build the pumper truck in the amount of $71,000.  
 
Sweet Septic is the commercial septic hauler that pumps the septic vault located behind 
the Ellis Creek restroom; the Ellis Creek vault restroom and the Loon Lake restroom 
vault.  The amount spent by the County for this service in 2019 was $2,750. 
 
Inspections 
 
Inspections are done as conditions warrant.  Since 2012 when the inspections began 
staff can read the conditions very well.  Knowing when a melt may occur, monitoring the 
amount of snow and temperatures to calculate potential melt.  This potential melt would 
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be the reason for meeting the conditions of closure per the easement agreement.  The 
monitoring season runs December 1st through June 1st as conditions exist.  These were 
the following inspection dates for last season: 

April 24, 2020 
 
There were no closures due to trail conditions during this season.   
 

Hazardous Material Removal 
 
El Dorado County’s Environmental Management Division has hazardous material sheds 
located at the three staging areas for the Rubicon Trail.  In 2020 30 lbs. of material was 
removed from Loon Lake, 15 lbs. from Wentworth and 15 lbs. from Tahoma. Just as a 
side note 50 lbs. was removed from the Ice House and Union Valley units.  Thank you 
to everyone who has taken responsibility for spills.  We all appreciate your efforts. 
 
Education 
 
The 2020 educational campaign will be spills.  Message is the same with just a little 
change to the design.  
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In 2021 the campaign is safety and I will change the message to fire safety 

 

 

Law Enforcement 

OHV Unit Recap 

The El Dorado County Sheriff’s Office used State OHV Grant monies to patrol the 
Rubicon Trail as the primary focus but also patrolled the Barrett Lake Trail and other 
OHV areas within the County. Most of the large events which are typically held on the 
trail were cancelled this year due to the COVID Pandemic.  During 2020, the OHV Unit 
spent 620 hours patrolling the trails. We contacted approximately 6263 trail users and 
2788 vehicles.  This is a significant increase from prior years, possibly due to larger 
numbers of people seeking outdoor recreation in light of the ongoing pandemic.  The 
primary issues encountered included illegal fires, vehicle registration violations, lack of 
helmets in ATV’s, and off-trail travel. We responded to several calls for service which 
ranged from a lost firearm, to over-due and missing persons and disabled vehicles. 
Deputies issued 138 warnings, and 7 citations - 2 citations for lack of helmets, one for a 
concealed weapon, and 4 citations for illegal campfires.  Deputies of the OHV Unit also 
patrolled the area of the Lake Fire in order to assist in enforcing forest and trail closures 
in order to ensure public safety. 

Rubicon Trail- 14 miles  
Hours patrolled- 596  
Warnings- 126   
Citations-7 
Barrett Lake Trail- 6 Miles   
Hours patrolled- 24 



  

20 
 

Warnings- 12  
Citations- 0 
 

Season Major Events Stats 
  Vehicles Persons Warnings Cite/Arrest 
2013: Tim Peterson 
solo Deputy 

 3,846 7,803 187 0 

2014: Tim 
Peterson/Steve 
Wunschel 

Helicopter Crash, Small fires, 
King Fire, Rollover on Big 
Sluice, SAR 

4,199 8,879 140 1/1 

2015: Tony 
Broadfoot/Jeremia
h Hamon 

7 SAR’s, 7 Veh. Rollovers, 5 
M.A., Dis. Veh’s, Illegal 
shooting, fires, attended 
multiple event 

7,146 15,846 46 1/1 

2016: OHV OT by 
committee 

Citations for 
Registration/Resource/Parking 
3 medical aides/1 death 
Problems: 
Trespass/Alcohol/Illegal 
Camping/Abandon Vehicles 
 

2,654 7,158 90 7/1 

2017  Off-Road Travel & Resource 
Damage 

2,156 5,005 102 4 

2018-Tim Peterson Citations-1 vehicle code 
expired registration, 4 Illegal 
Fire. 

4,557 7,640 87 5 

2019Tim Peterson Citations were for registration 2,722 5,400 61 10 
2020 Tim Peterson 
 

Citations for lack of helmets, 
concealed weapon, 4 illegal 
fires 

2,788 6,263 126 
Rubicon 
12 Barrett 

12 
Rubicon 
 

 

Grant 

The Rubicon Trail, Operations and Maintenance (O&M) expired on 10/31/2020.  This 
grant was for routine maintenance activities in the amount of $753,296, $564,972 in 
grant with $188,324 in match.  The O&M grant funded helicopter services and 
operations, refuse disposal, restroom cleaning and pumping and staff.  The O&M grant 
for 2020/2021 is in the amount of $199,057 grant amount $142,706 with $56,351 in 
match.  
 
The Education grant expired on 9/30/2020 in the amount of $101,908, $67,189 in grant 
with $34,719 in match.  The Education grant for 20/21 is in the amount of $111,324 
grant amount of $76,353 with $34,971 in grant match.  These grants provide staffing at 
the kiosk and educational materials. 
 
There is still an active restoration grant which expires in 9/4/2022 to be used for areas 
where travel is prohibited.  The grant amount is $50,920, grant amount $41,395 with a 
grant match of $9,525. 
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The Planning Grant expires on 9/4/2022 also which was to fund a study for a re-route 
on the Tahoe side of the trail.  It has not been determined if this study will take place or 
not.  We are working on the grant match requirement. 
 
In 20/21 we received a development grant for a maintenance yard for the County 
pumper truck storage.  The grant amount is $255,998, grant amount $186,875 with a 
match of $66,123. 

We also received a development grant for the parking lot paving at the Tahoma Staging 
area.  The grant amount was $626,187, grant amount $463,868 with a grant match of 
$162,319. 

Board of Supervisor Actions in 2019 

In 2020 the Board of Supervisors took the following action for the Rubicon Trail: 

• January 28, 2020 the Board approved the OHV grants. 
• March 10, 2020, the Board approved a contract with Siller Helicopters 
• May 5, 2020, the board accepted the $32,000 donation from RTF for matching 

grant funds. 
• May 12, 2020, the board approved the addition of the Septic Pumper tank to the 

fixed asset list. 
• July 21, 2020, the board approved the addition of the Septic Pumper tank to the 

fixed asset list.  (new fiscal year) 
• August 25, 2020, the board approved an amendment for Siller Helicopters 

contract. 
• November 10, 2020, the board approved the Participating agreement with the 

US Forest Service for maintenance of the restrooms on the Rubicon Trail. 
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Rockin’ the  
Rubicon with  
a Skycrane
STORY BY JASON JORGENSEN 

PART ONE



141



142

In a remote section of the Sierra Nevada 
Mountains in Northern California, 
volunteers, county officials and construction 
crews joined forces with Siller Helicopters 
to conduct a major maintenance project on 
one of the most famous off-road routes in the 
world, the Rubicon Trail. Jason Jorgensen 
visited the gravel yard which served as the 
base of operations and landing zone.

H
ere I met with air and ground crews to learn 
more about the significance of the Rubicon 
Trail, why helicopters were contracted for 
the project and how in just three days’ time, 
the mighty Sikorsky S-64E Skycrane helped 

complete work that used to take hand-crews more a month 
of working 10-hour days.

Historic - but not in the Julius Caesar sense 

Named after the Rubicon River which the route crosses, 
near Lake Tahoe, CA, the Rubicon Trail is a 22-mile route 
that runs between Georgetown and Lake Tahoe in Northern 
California and is frequently listed among the top five off-
road vehicle (ORV) trails in the world. Each year, this difficult 
four-wheel drive route is used by more than 15,000 people 
who take the challenging 16-mile off-road portion of the 
trek which begins next to Loon Lake, traverses through the 
wilderness across the rugged Sierra Nevada Mountains, 
ending near Tahoma, along the shores of Lake Tahoe. 
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The trail began as a trading and annual migration route 
for the local Native American tribes. By the mid 1800’s gold 
had been discovered in the foothills on the western edge 
of the Sierra Nevada Mountains and the Rubicon Trail had 
become a popular stagecoach route and was envisioned as 
becoming one of the primary routes from the foothills near 
Sacramento, CA to Lake Tahoe. Because of this, the Rubicon 
Trail was declared a Public Highway by the El Dorado County 
Board of Supervisors in 1887. Shortly after In the 1890s the 
trail was developed into a loosely defined “road”, in order 
to reach the Rubicon Mineral Springs Resort and Hotel. A 
second resort which opened at Wentworth Springs served to 
guarantee a flow of traffic into the area. In 1908 the first car 
drove the trail and through the late 1920’s the Rubicon area 
was a popular tourist destination for those wishing to enjoy 
the remote area and its popular mineral springs.

The fad of bathing in the area’s mineral springs began to 
fade as the roaring ‘20’s came to an end and as the Rubicon’s 
resorts closed, the trail fell largely into disuse through the 
1930s. With the focus on the world at war during the 1940s, 
the trail remained primarily vacant. It was in the early 1950’s 
when owners of WWII Jeeps began to regularly frequent 
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the now eroded and rugged trail to put their vehicles to 
the test and enjoy some off-road recreation. This became a 
pastime that exploded in popularity after the first off-road 
rally of its kind; the ‘Jeeper’s Jamboree,’ was held in 1952 
as an effort to draw tourists back to the region and improve 
awareness of off-road vehicle activities. Today, 68 years later, 
the “Jamboree” is still alive and well. The highly organized 
annual event draws thousands of participants from around 
the globe to take part in the two-day traverse of the Rubicon 
Trail complete with expert trail guides, mechanics, camping, 
catering, entertainment, vendors and more.

Though the route is most widely known because of the 
“Jamboree”, the trail’s fame also ensures it plays host to 
several other smaller organized events and guided treks each 
year as well. Since it is by definition a public road, the trail 
is open year-round to any and all who can make the diverse 
and difficult off-road journey through the backcountry. All 
of these factors mean that the Rubicon Trail sees a very 
high volume of traffic every year which is responsible for 
bringing in more than $50 million in revenue annually to 
nearby local economies, but every tire and footstep has an 
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impact on the environment. Because of this, alongside its 
throngs of supporters, the trail has its fair share of opponents 
and controversy, especially since it is located in a state that 
is notoriously steeped in strict environmental laws and 
‘protective’ activism. 

BMPs: Protecting the Rubicon Trail and the 
environment

The forces of nature which continue to sculpt the 
beautifully rugged landscape of the High Sierras is further 
magnified by the mechanical forces of the tens of thousands 
of tires passing along the trail every year. This combination 
creates an ever changing and technically challenging course 
which must also be constantly maintained by its official and 
unofficial stewards. The trail’s early dedication by the county 
as a public highway is largely the single most important 
factor that has kept the Rubicon Trail open to date, but 
for decades the trail has faced staunch criticism and fierce 
opposition seeking its closure citing the trail’s negative 
impacts to the natural environment.

  >  H e l i c o p t e r  S a l e s  &  L e a s i n g

 >  E n g i n e  &  P a r t s  S a l e s

 >  H e l i c o p t e r  M a i n t e n a n c e  &  R e p a i r

 >  R e b u i l d s  &  R e f u r b i s h m e n t s
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Keeping this historic and famous trail open for the public 
to use and enjoy for decades to come, falls on the shoulders 
of a small group of volunteers and county officials who 
work tirelessly behind the scenes to keep the trail passable, 
safe and maintained in a highly regulated, environmentally 
responsible manner. This is accomplished through the 
use of what are known as “Best Management Practices” 
(BMPs). These BMPs are ultimately designed to protect the 
waters of the state by adhering to the Saturated Soils Water 
Quality Protection Plan as the guiding document for the 
trail’s maintenance. Implementing and maintaining these 
protective measures along a trail which spans across the 
jurisdictions of multiple government agencies has in the 
past, proven easier said than done. To the benefit of all, 
in late 2019 these agencies came together and signed a 
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) for the Rubicon Trail. 

This pivotal document illustrates that the Rubicon’s 
jurisdictional agencies; the State Parks Department, El 
Dorado County, Placer County, Tahoe National Forest, Lake 
Tahoe Basin Management Unit (LTBMU) and El Dorado 
National Forest, all agree that the Rubicon Trail is important 
and historic and that all users of the trail should have a 
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seamless experience while on the trail. Through this MOU, all 
involved agencies are working together to achieve that goal 
and in doing so, have given over much of the responsibility 
and direction for maintaining the trail to the Park Manager for 
El Dorado County, Vickie Sanders.

The work done by Sanders’ office typically includes 
servicing the restrooms on the trail, providing staff to 
educate users at the Loon Lake kiosk on spills, sanitation, 
sedimentation and safety. Her personnel also monitor 
the trail through the wet season to meet the conditions of 
the easement with the U.S. Forest Service as well as work 
with agencies and groups on trail activities be it volunteer 
or agency work. Vickie’s department also is in charge of 
installing, maintaining and monitoring the 475 individual 
BMP’s that have been installed on the trail so far; such as 
water bars, rolling dips, rock armoring, breast walls,  
energy dissipators, log corduroys, gabion baskets for  
slope protection, restoration projects, planning projects  
and re-routes. 
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It’s faster and cheaper to do it with a Skycrane

Due to the extreme scale of the forces at play, every 
couple of years, areas along the trail require more extensive 
maintenance, including the addition of hundreds of 
thousands of pounds of rock to maintain the necessary BMPs 
and install new ones. That’s when the county calls in Siller’s 
Skycrane to do the heavy lifting. Sanders usually writes 
grants every other year for the projects that will utilize the 
helicopter. This is because she needs to have enough work 
across enough sites to make the project worth the ‘mob and 
demob’ fees, as well as having the time to find the sources 
for matching funds that the grants require. It’s a big endeavor 
and requires a lot of work and planning to make it happen, 
but there are areas that they simply cannot get the rock to in 
any other way.

In 2010, ground based hand-crews completed similar 
projects along roughly 2 miles of the trail. For more than a 
month, the crew lived on the trail during the work week and 
worked 10-hour days. At some locations, like Buck Island 
Lake, it took the workers nearly five hours to get to the job 



152



153



154

site because they would have to walk in and out. Once they 
were at the site they slept in tents and had a camp cook, 
but overall, the entire evolution was very taxing on the 
employees. Today, the same amount of work is completed 
in about three days using the helicopter. While Sanders 
does not know the direct costs of that 2010 project, after 
completing her first project using the S-64E; the Deputy 
Director of Transportation told her that the hand-crew 
project was three-times more expensive than the Skycrane to 
do roughly the same work.

Sanders describes the preparations for the rock lift 
project with Siller Helicopters, Inc. as intense, in regard to 
the amount of planning that goes into it. “We look at our 
problem areas and rate each of them. Each site has to be 
assessed for its needs. Will it need fencing, if so how much? 
What size rock should go there? If it is on a slope how will 
we secure the rock from just washing down, do we need 
to install a corduroy? Things of that nature... Once the list 
is completed, I arrange it in priority order and give each 
site a number. Then when we’re out there, there has to be 
someone on the ground at each site when the helicopter 
arrives, to provide direction as to how many loads for the site 
and where to drop each load.” 
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As the work at one site is completed, the Skycrane is 
already maneuvering to pick up another load, so there must 
also be someone at the next worksite ready to receive it. 
Meanwhile, the person from the completed site moves on 
to yet another site. Continuing through the whole project in 
this manner; Vickie, her Trail Lead, and the rest of the ground 
crews have to always be thinking ahead, staying a few steps 
ahead of the helicopter in order to not waste valuable flight 
time. “You also have to be ready to move on to a different 
site and abandon one if something comes up, sometimes 
situations arise at one site that push another off the schedule 
entirely.” she explains, “The reality is that the helicopter is the 
only way to get some of the work completed. Without it, we 
would not have the ability to complete the work needed to 
armor the trail and protect the resource.”

Off to an early morning start

The first day of the rock lift began as all of the ground 
personnel mustered together at the gravel yard, located near 
the Gerle Creek Reservoir, just after sunrise. Upon arrival, 
Vickie Sanders and her Trail Lead, Justin Williams, met 
with the communications volunteers, personnel from Doug 
Veerkamp Engineering as well as with Siller’s ground crew; 
lead by Eric Daeumler, Siller’s Project Lead. Soon after, the 
ground personnel made short work of preparing the LZ at the 
gravel yard (“rock-pit”), and a few minutes later, the sound 
of helicopters approaching up the densely forested valley 
announced the arrival of Siller’s helicopters. First to over-
fly the LZ was Pilot Curt Daggy in the company’s lovely and 
sporty Hughes 500D, followed smartly by Pilot Don Anderson 
and Co-Pilot Steve Livingston in the massive S-64E Skycrane.

Once both aircraft had landed and shut down, greetings 
and introductions were exchanged. It was already time to 
start briefing for the operation ahead because daylight was 
burning, and now bad weather was being forecasted to arrive 
midway through the multi-day operation. After the safety 
and planning briefings were completed, Chris Whitman, 
Siller’s Truck Boss unloaded the helicopter’s rigging so that 
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TimberlineAerospace.com

Helicopter Crew Chief, Aaron Dent and the two Mechanics; 
Humberto Castro and Jay Calderon could begin the process 
of rigging the Skycrane’s hook with the longline and lower 
hook while Lupe, Siller’s Fuel Truck Driver, made sure that 
the Crane’s Jet-A was topped off. 

Trail crews split into teams and Pilot Curt Daggy began 
flying them out to their respective work locations on the 
trail using the Hughes 500D. Flying the 500 in support 
of the Rubicon project is something that Daggy greatly 
enjoyed. Throughout the entirety of the operation, he 
was always available to shuttle crew members, and items 
like replacement radios, food and water from location to 
location. This proved to be a challenging task at times, not 
only in simply locating where the personnel were among the 
tall trees and large rocks along the trail, but also in finding 
a suitable place nearby in which to land the nimble Hughes. 
Most importantly, Daggy was always on standby to provide 
medivac if needed. A task which frequently meant that once 
he found a safe landing site near where the crews were 
working, he would often stay out on the trail with the crew 
so as to be available at a moment’s notice, at least until he 
and the 500 were needed elsewhere on the job. Curt is also 

http://www.timberlinehelicopters.com
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an experienced Command Pilot in the S-64 as well, so his 
knowledge and insight as to what the pilots in the Crane need 
from the ground crews could also at times prove useful as 
well. At the end of each day it was up to Daggy to ensure that 
everyone was recovered safely from the trail and returned to 
the LZ, a responsibility that he also enjoyed and took great 
pride in having. 

Those are some BFRs!

Once the trail crew teams were out in place and 
communicating back to the gravel yard, the Skycrane took 
to the air and positioned itself to start hauling rock in cycles 
that lasted from 60 to 70 minutes between fueling. Each 
project site along the trail would take at least one, to as many 
as six or more loads of various sizes of rock - small, medium, 
large and ‘Big F-ing Rocks’ (BFRs)… loads of these different 
sizes of rock were specifically called for by the crews for each 
work location along the trail. The three to five trail-crew 
teams located along the route decide where best to place the 
rock and if the pilot was “on his game” he could quickly and 
precisely place the rock exactly where it was needed.

For this project Siller’s S-64E was configured with a hook 
and a 150-foot longline with a “double nubbin” lower hook 
that weighs 170 pounds. Hooking up to the lower hook, would 
be one of the two steel rock buckets, each of which was 
rigged with four cables. The two front cables attached to the 
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front of the bucket were hooked into one side of the lower 
hook and the bucket’s two back cables were hooked into the 
other side of the lower hook. Each bucket holds up to 4 yards 
(3 cubic meters) of material and alone weighs 2,400 pounds. 
When combined with the weight of rigging this brought the 
tare (unladen) weight to about 3,000 pounds. The target 
weight of each lift was between 10,000 and 12,000 pounds, 
which meant that even in these high-density altitude 
conditions, in each load, the powerful S-64E was delivering 
between 7,000 and 9,000 pounds of rocks to the crews on  
the trail.

It would be too violent on the aircraft and dangerous for 
the ground personnel to drop nearly four and a half tons 
of rock from an airborne bucket. Thus, the filled bucket is 
actually ‘set’ on the ground where the erosion has occurred 
or where problem areas need to be corrected. As the 
Skycrane arrives at the drop location, a company spotter 
on the ground talks the pilot through flying the bucket into 
the ‘set’ position. There is a lot of information that is being 
relayed from the ground to the pilots ‘on a set,’ including any 
hazards on the ground or in the air. Things look very different 
from the spotter’s perspective than from the pilot’s point of 
view, so they work together over the radio to identify any 
and all potential hazards. HO
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In a remote section of the Sierra Nevada 
Mountains in Northern California, 
volunteers, county officials and construction 
crews joined forces with Siller Helicopters 
to conduct a major maintenance project on 
one of the most famous off-road routes in the 
world, the Rubicon Trail. Jason Jorgensen 
visited the gravel yard which served as the 
base of operations and landing zone.  
Part 2 continues the story.

The experience is way different at ground level

According to Siller’s Project Manager Eric Daeumler who 
was also one of the company personnel out on the trail 
spotting the set locations for the Crane, “Elevation from the 
load to the ground is extremely important to the pilots. It’s 
very difficult to judge that from nearly 200 ft in the air, so we’re 
constantly relaying the changes in elevation to the pilots as 
they descend to the ground with the load. It is also important 
to make sure that the load is placed exactly where the 
customer needs it on the trail.” All of this information is relayed 
via radio as well, in addition to any trail markers or other visual 
cues the crews have placed on the ground for the pilots.

For the crews on the ground, every load that is placed 
is a visceral and heart-pounding event as the spotter and 
pilot work together to get the rock bucket into the correct 
set position. The deafening noise of the Skycrane directly 
overhead is eclipsed only by experiencing the intensity of the 
rotor wash, which not only kicks up vast amounts of dust, dirt 
and even pebbles; but is also vigorously whipping around the 
tall pine trees that line many parts of the trail. Everyone at 
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the set site needs to have their head on a swivel, especially 
in an environment like Rubicon. Keeping an eye on the 
helicopter’s load is priority number one, watching for falling 
branches, toppling dead trees and blowing debris is priority 
number two.

Like a flying dump truck

In the cockpit of the S-64E, the pilot has two release buttons 
on the collective to control the lower hook, one for the front of 
the rock bucket and the other for the back of the bucket. Once 
the spotter relays that the load is on the ground and set at the 
proper location, the pilot releases the two front cables of the 
bucket. This allows him to pull up, thus spilling the rock out of 
the front of the bucket. After a few drops a pilot can learn how 
to spread the rock by leaning or pulling the bucket in certain 
directions as he pulls up - similar to how a dump truck would 
spread a load by moving while dumping. (This technique 
greatly helps the ground crew volunteers because the rocks 
have to be moved and placed by hand if they didn’t spill out of 
the bucket in the right spot to begin with.)
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The rear cables are retained in the lower hook and the 
empty bucket is flown back to the rock staging where it is 
then set on the ground and completely released to be refilled. 
The 170-pound lower hook is too heavy for one man to pick 
up or handle by himself so three crew members were enlisted 
for this task, one to hold the hook while the other two 
inserted the cables attached to another rock bucket, which is 
already filled and waiting. According to Pilot Don Anderson 
“While in the rock-pit, flying the double hook and keeping it 
at chest height for the loader to easily hook up the cables is 
the most difficult and stressful part of the entire process. It 
is of the utmost importance to be able to safely control the 
hook so the loader can safely hook up the bucket.”

Longline flying in a Crane

Anderson, typically spends most of his time flying the 
S-64E as a Helitanker Pilot on wildfires in California and 
other western states. For him, flying the Skycrane on the 
Rubicon Trail rock lift project is one of the more challenging 
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and gratifying jobs he’s flown, remarking that it provides 
a nice opportunity to practice those longline skills that 
he doesn’t have the chance to fly as often as he once did. 
Anderson recalls that someone once told him. “Flying a 
longline is like welding, you’ve gotta do a lot of it to be any 
good at it.” adding that, (for him) “Gone are those long days 
of production flying when we were ‘dialed in.’ But, those old 
sayings I learned long ago like ’Relax son,’ and ‘Slow down to 
go fast’ came right back to me.”  

According to the pilots, flying vertical reference longline 
for up to eight hours in a day can also be very fatiguing. One 
needs to be well rested, relaxed and comfortable in the left 
seat. Many S-64 pilots will lean into a ‘sling,’ a strap that 
hooks behind the seat to allow the pilot to lay into it to help 
prevent straining his back or neck for long durations. Leaning 
out all day like this while flying a longline is demanding in the 
best of circumstances but can also quickly become frustrating 
when the wind comes up or is switching directions, as it often 
did in the mountainous region of the Rubicon. In Anderson’s 
experience, the Crane is probably the most difficult helicopter 
to fly with a longline. Stating that this is largely due to the 
aircraft’s rolling tendency vs. hook relation to the pilot’s seat, 
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elaborating that, “one needs to ‘stay off the pedals’ so as not 
to induce a ‘wowee’ in the longline.”

The sheer physicality of longlining in the Skycrane was 
not the only challenge experienced by the crews either. 
While the lift job on the Rubicon was not the most complex 
form of construction flying that Siller’s crews do, it had its 
own unique logistical challenges. Radio communications 
from the trail crews back to the rock loaders at the pit also 
presented issues as well. Normal FM Radio was ineffective 
in the Rubicon due to distance and terrain obstructions. 
To counter this, volunteers Tim Green, Mike Elrod and 
Simon Huber, all owners of off-road vehicles and regulars 
on the Rubicon, provided comms assistance by relaying 
communications between the rock-pit and the trail using 
their own HAM Radios over the region’s repeater network. 
These volunteers proved invaluable to the entire project not 
only for communication but also by providing a vast degree 
of local knowledge of the trail and experience in reading the 
local weather patterns.

The weather also decided to provide its own challenges 
in the form of ever changing winds, ahead of an incoming 
front. At density altitudes of greater than 8000 feet, the High 
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Contact Airwork (NZ) Ltd for more information

E: sales@airworkgroup.com    P: +64 9 295 2111

www.airworkgroup.com

NEED CAT A / PC 1?         
The BK117-850D2 offers you an economical way to meet  

Category A/PC1 requirements while dramatically enhancing  
the performance, safety and capabilities of the helicopter

Sierras experience frequent moderate to high winds and the 
mountainous area is notorious for having weather that can 
change rapidly from mild sunny days to low clouds or rain. 
Even in the warm summer months, freezing temps and snow 
can pretty easily happen in the Sierras. Given the forces at 
hand, all involved in the Rubicon project had to pay close 
attention to challenges presented by the changing weather 
conditions as the cold front drew closer.

Rinse and Repeat

While the Crane delivered rocks to the trail and the trail-
crews set the rocks in their needed locations; back at the 
rock-pit, the rest of the ground crews were also constantly 
at work. There was a smooth, professional orchestration 
between the crews from Doug Veerkamp Engineering 
gathering and sorting rocks into piles to be loaded, loading 
the buckets and keeping the dust to a minimum at the site 
with their water trucks and the Department of Transportation 
personnel running the hook. Over in the LZ, the helicopter 
ground crew were also regularly receiving the Skycrane and 
500D for hot fueling throughout the day between lift cycles 
and also performed any needed rigging changes for when 
items other than the rock bucket needed to be flown.

http://airworkgroup.com
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Having completed more than was originally expected on 
the first day, the day came to a close at the nearby Ice House 
Resort. The resort’s owners graciously provided meals for all 
of the crews and accommodations for the pilots and county 
personnel, during the project. ”The owners of the resort really 
went well above and beyond...” States Daeumler, “opening up 
five rooms and providing meals to the crew and lodging for the 
pilots at a time when most hotels and motels are not open due 
to the pandemic was greatly appreciated. The rest of us chose 
to stay close to the aircraft in travel trailers. This was the first 
year we have done this and it all worked out great.” 

Day Two - Rocking out at Cadillac

The next morning began before the sun rose with a 
predawn, preflight of the Skycrane by its ground crews 
preparing the helicopter for the long day of flying ahead of 
it.  Shortly after the S-64E was prepped, a quick safety and 
planning meeting followed. Not long after sunup, Daggy 
fired up the 500 and started taking the trail crews out to their 
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respective work locations while Anderson and Livingston 
began to get the rotors turning on the big Skycrane. Much like 
the day before, this day would prove to be quite similar to 
the rinse and repeat rock-flying cycles of the first day with the 
addition of an extra volunteer crew, which had spent more 
than four hours on the trail already, four-wheeling in from the 
Lake Tahoe side.

This additional volunteer crew arrived early in the morning 
at Rubicon Springs, a location about halfway through the trail, 
which is the typical overnight camping spot for people who 
are crossing the Rubicon. Without seeing the terrain of the 
Rubicon Trail in person it is hard to imagine that a location 
which is only about 8 miles from the trailhead, takes almost an 
entire day to get to and that the entire trail takes two days to 
drive through. But, when the difficulty of negotiating the trail 
means that the average speed of vehicles driving on it is about 
1.2 miles per hour - the math makes it clear.

The Rubicon Trail Foundation donated the necessary 
matching funds for a grant which allowed for some of the 
work to be done on the Placer County side of the trail, and 
these additional volunteers had just arrived to assist with 
one of the single most rock and labor intensive locations 
of the entire project, - Cadillac Hill. The Jeeper’s Jamboree 



148

donated the labor needed to install a gabion on Cadillac, 
which will not only help to control some of the extensive 
erosion encountered there, but will also make the trail 
significantly safer in that location. More volunteers were also 
on hand at the Springs to cook for the crews working on the 
Cadillac portion of the project. All of those volunteers stayed 
out on the trail overnight in order to continue working early 
the next morning, getting as much done as possible prior to 
the storm’s arrival.

Cut short due to weather

As the morning progressed, the pilots and ground crews 
out on the trail settled into an efficiently synchronized cycle of 
calling in rock size requests, getting one bucket filled while the 
other bucket was being flown out, then hiking or being flown to 
the next work site, as work in each area was completed. During 
the course of the day, the project’s tempo also increased. 
Crews on the ground and in the air got as much of the work 
done as they could before they ran out of daylight. And, after 
a restful night, everyone started off the third morning just as 
early, working right up until the storm forced the aircraft to 
cease operations partway through the day.

Given this rhythm and the distances flown by Siller’s 
Skycrane; during the 14 hours of flying completed on the 
project, the S-64E was able to haul 55 loads, totaling nearly 
515,000 pounds of rock distributed among 13 separate 
locations before the late-spring ‘winter storm’ ended the 
project early on day three. Additionally, during those three 
days of flying, the helicopter also flew out a prefab building to 
Rubicon Springs which will be used for public safety. A Mini-
Excavator operated by volunteer Bob Sweeney was also flown 
out by the big Crane to work on water bars and set the final 
placement of BFR’s at a couple of different sites as well.

According to Pilot Anderson, the success of any job like 
this is mainly due to the ground crews that truly make 
it all happen. “They are the ones that make it look easy. 
Besides, us pilots have the easy job, we are along for the 
ride… and what a beautiful ride it was.” As Siller’s Project 
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Lead on the ground, a large part of Daeumler’s job was 
simply that - making it look easy. There are a multitude of 
different moving parts during an operation like Rubicon, 
according to Daeumler, but working with a group of adaptive 
professionals and volunteers helped the operation go very 
smoothly, which made his job a lot easier. Stating, “I’m 
fortunate to have a job I really enjoy, I get to see and do some 
pretty amazing things most people never get to see. I love 
the crew aspect of the job, the camaraderie. The people we 
work for and with have made working the Rubicon one of my 
favorite jobs that we do.”

It’s the people that make the Rubicon what it is

While trail is indeed an important, and historic, recreation 
resource, in Vickie Sanders’ opinion, it is really the people 
that make the Rubicon what it is. “The user community is 
absolutely amazing.” The dedication exhibited by the trail’s 
user community is not only reflected by the numerous 
volunteers which made this project possible, but also by the 
hundreds of volunteers from dozens of off-road and four-



154



155

wheel drive clubs and organizations around the region. These 
dedicated enthusiasts donate their time, money and labor to 
dozens of additional, organized, trail-work projects that take 
place every year to assist in maintaining the Rubicon Trail.

Gary Lefler, President of the Lake Tahoe Hi-Lo’s, a 4-Wheel 
Drive club based in nearby South Lake Tahoe, CA, recently 
drove his Jeep into Rubicon Springs along with several of 
his fellow club members to help conduct another volunteer 
maintenance project. Along the way, the Hi-Lo’s crossed over 
the areas of Cadillac Hill that had received the extensive work 
that was only made possible by using the Skycrane. Lefler 
stated that, “Even though they had to stop the project early, 
the amount of work accomplished by the helicopter and 
volunteers out at Cadillac was really impressive to see. It’s 
still a challenging spot, but the new gabion will really help 
control the erosion there and make that portion of the trail 
safer.” Many, if not most, of the trail’s user base appreciates 
the vast amounts of effort put forth into maintaining the 
Rubicon. There are others though, that believe extensive 
projects like flying rocks in by helicopter, make the trail too 
easy and therefore, should not be done at all.

“The trail has a lot of politics. People are passionate about 
their pastimes… “Sanders explains, “There are issues and 
opinions everywhere. Some want the trail difficult, others 
want it easy, some want more regulations, others want the 
government gone from the trail entirely. We overcome all of 
that by simply staying the course - doing what’s right for the 
Rubicon Trail to keep it open well into the future by educating 
users, being transparent and always talking to and engaging 
the Rubicon’s amazing community of users.” Despite the 
weather bringing an early end to the rock-lift project, Sanders 
feels that what was completed was highly successful, and  
she intends to ‘stay the course’ and finish the rest of this 
project in the fall, using the remaining flight time on the 
Skycrane’s contract. HO
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