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Allen Johnson

Retired

Groveland
firefighter
dies from
COVID-19

By ALEX MacLEAN
The Union Demacrat
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deadly virus, the
said. U
Johnson _speé :

California prior to his re-
tirement doing fire sup-

pression and fuels man- -

agement on the Angeles,
Cleveland and Stanislaus
national forests.

. Sands said he met

- Johnson in 1999 soon af-

ter starting his own career

-with the Forest Service.

* “He was somebody that

- we all looked up to,” Sands

said. “I got to know him
and started learning the
rules of the job. He was a

“mentor to me.”

Johnson was not only a

. good boss to Sands as bat-
" talion chief and later divi-

sion chief of the Groveland
Ranger District, but the:
two also bhecame friends

. outside of work,
. Sands said that John-
- son was really open with

people who worked un-

‘der him and would in-r

vite them to his longtime
home in Groveland, where

. he enjoyed gardening and

cooking meals for col-.
leagues and friends.

. “T'would go fishing with
‘him every once in a while;
- and my daughter learned

to drive a boat with him,”
Sands said. “One thing I'm
really going to miss is his
voice, getting phone calls
from him and seeing him
in person and what not.
He had a really distinct
voice.” .

Johnson also was known
within -the firefighting
community for developing
“staff rides” to teach sea-
sonal firefighters lessons
learned from the death
of Cal Fire firefighter
Eva Schicke on Sept. 12,
2004, while battling the
Tuolumne Fire outside of
Groveland.

Barry Rudolph, a re-
tired battalion chief from
Cal Fire in Twain Harte,
said Johnson was the in-
cident commander for
the Tuolumne Fire and

hat happened out of
.was a commitment
le to the family (of
hicke) to teach fire be-
vior training to season-
firefighters, which was
really something that had
never been done before,”
Rudolph said.

- Thousands of firefight-
?ers ‘from local, state and

federal fire agencies par-
ticipated in the staff rides
led by Johnson over the
years. 3 : ¢

Rudolph said he can't -

remember a year in which

Johnson did not:lead the
staff ride, adding that

Johnson’s generosity with
his time to impart his
firsthand experience with
the Tuolumne Fire was a
“real gift to the firefight-
ing community.” g
“That’s a huge loss to
lose a person like that,
who was intimately in-
volved with the incident
and can share all kinds of

_ perspectives and feedback: -
and  things that are not

gathered in reports,” Ru-
dolph said.

Robert Laeng, who re-
tired as division chief of
the Stanislaus National
Forest’s Mi-Wok Ranger

- District in 2016, said. he

viewed Johnson as both a
friend and mentor.
. Laeng, who on Friday
was in the Shasta-Trinity
National Forest helping
with the River Complex
Fire, said he and John-
son were each promoted
to division chiefs of their
respective ranger districts
within the same month in
2000.

“He was outgoing in
many of our conversations
at the workplace that car-
ried -that into our social
lives,” Laeng said. “We
talked about our travels
and compared experi-
ences around the country
and different parts of the
world. We both had an in-
terest in gardening and
shared seeds back and
forth.”

Johnson was  also
known as an avid fisher-
man, whom Rudolph said
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Allen Johnson, a retired U.S. Forest Service firefighter who lived in Groveland and died Aug. 31 of COVID-19

complications, leading a staff ride up the road to the west of Rim of the World at another USFS memorial on
the old Highway 120.The fire was called Walton Spur and it killed two firefighters in 1949.

would always first show
- off photos of his catch of
the day before any meet-

. ing they attended.

. The Forest Service put’
out a news release on Fri-
day announcing Johnson’s
death to COVID-19, which
also described longtime
Groveland resident’s con-
tributions to the commu-
nity following his retire-
ment as coordinator of
the Southwest Interface
Team, or SWIFT.

“This group provided co-
ordination and leadership
in fire safety issues with
the Highway 108 and Yo-
semite Fire Safe Councils
and all fire agencies, orga-
nizations, and local com-
munities in Tuolumne and

northern Mariposa coun--

ties,” Glenn Gottschall,
president of the Highway
108 Fire Safe Council,
said in the release.
Johnson’s longtime
friend Jerry McGowan,

retired fire management
officer for the Stanislaus
National Forest, described
Johnson as a “good fire-
man, good fisherman, and
good friend,” in the news
release.

Jim Junette, the Grove-
land district ranger for the
Stanislaus National For-
est, also said Johnson was
a “perfect example of a fan-
tastic human being” and a
natural leader in the world
of fire suppression and fu-

_els management.

“The agency was a bet-
ter place because of him,
and those in the com-
munity will continue to
benefit from his tireless

_efforts to protect our com-

munities,” Junette said
in the release. “Godspeed
brother.” '

Anna Payne, a Forest
Service ©  spokeswoman,
said it was unknown if the
White House was aware
of the longtime federal

firefighter’s death to CO-
VID-19, but both the Sec-
retary of Agriculture Tom
Vilsack and Forest Service
Chief Randy Moore had
been notified.

Payne said it was not
known when Johnson was

fully vaccinated. She also

said his family was un-
available to comment on
Friday.

Johnson’s memorial is
scheduled for Sept. 26,
with more details to fol-
low. An “Allen Johnson
Memorial” Facebook page
has also been created for
people to share memories,
condolences and pictures.

His obituary stated that
he is survived by his wife

of 46 years, Martha John-

son, and brothers Steve
and Raymond Johnson,
in addition to his in-laws,
nephews, nieces, and six
exchange students.
Letters of condolence for
the family can be sent to

Martha Johnson, in care
of: Stanislaus National
Forest Supervisor’s Office
at 19777 Greenley Road,
Sonora, CA, 95370. Flow-
ers for Allen Johnson’s
Sept. 26 can also be sent
to the supervisor’s office.

Another way the Forest
Service said people can
honor Allen Johnson’s leg-
acy is through contribut-
ing to a GoFundMe page
for his memorial at https:/
gofund.me/8b6002a3.

Items needed by Sept.
23 for the memorial in-
clude ice, bottled water,
masks, a photographer,
videographer, and finger
food to offer family and
Honor Guard. To help, call
the Stanislaus National
Forest Supervisor’s Office
at (209) 288-6279.

Alex MacLean
at amaclean@
uniondemocrat.com or
(209) 768-5175.
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