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SAN DIEGO (May 7, 2003) – “Great training.”  For soldiers from the Arizona National Guard’s 257th Engineer Detachment, these words summarized two weeks of well drilling in a rugged southern California hillside. 

These citizen soldiers, based out of Phoenix, conducted their two-week annual training here from April 26 to May 10 in support of the Border Barrier Project, California’s long-term border reinforcement mission along the nation’s most southwestern edge.

While here, the nine man unit drilled a water well along the California and Mexico border.  This natural source of water will be used by Army Reserve and National Guard engineer units in construction projects.

For this mission, water, is an essential ingredient for success.  For example, many of the construction sites along the border are in rugged terrain and remote locations far from all-weather roads.  Without water from this well, construction crews can’t mix concrete for building more paved roads, extending fences and constructing lighting foundations as well as erosion-preventing drainage ditches, just to name a few.

At first glance, drilling may look simple, but this skill is a scientific form of art.  

“This is a very technical job,” said Spc. Hersel Allen, a 33-year-old Phoenix native.  Allen, a recent graduate of the military’s well drilling school, mentioned technical terms and phrases such as “pull down,” “holdback,” “viscosity” and “mud 
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properties” in his description of the drilling process.

“Using mud,” Allen explained, “is the most common method to drill.”  Other methods include air drilling, foam drilling and laser drilling, he added.

Sergeant Hector Cervantes, from Phoenix, started explaining how the whole system works.  

“This process began with a geological survey of the potential site,” Cervantes said.  

Once the water table is located, the well drillers set the drilling rig over the “pocket.”  After preparing the site by digging two drainage pools, the well drillers put the selected drill bit in place.  Cervantes said the shaft is drilled by using a hollow 20-foot drill rod with an attached bit.  Water is pumped through the shaft and that creates a smooth mixture of mud.  This near-liquid mud is forced up the shaft carrying the  “cuttings” from the earth below, he said.  This combination of mud and cuttings flows down into the first reservoir where the cuttings, which are heavier than the mud, drop to the bottom.  The lighter mud flows into the second reservoir and is eventually pumped back through the shaft and reused.

“As the drill bit progresses deeper,” Cervantes said, “more drill rods must be added.”  Adding drill rods is responsibility of the soldier operating the rig’s “derrick.”  The pump for the mud is stopped while another drill rod is hoisted into place and secured by the derrick using a large pipe wrench.  After the bit reaches the water table, the hole in the ground is “cleaned” so that the well is smooth.  Sections of strong plastic casing are 
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pieced together and lowered into the shaft.  One of the bottom sections of the casing is made of rust proof screening, allowing water to flow through the screen.  A submersible pump and hose are placed inside the casing and are lowered into the water table.  Gravel and grout are poured into the shaft outside of the casing, sealing it and completing the process.


“This water could be used for irrigation of new plants, for a chlorination plant for drinking water, for (mixing) concrete or dust control” along the patrolled border roads, Cervantes said.

Sgt. 1st Class Ben Coley, the detachment’s supervisor from Mesa, Ariz., called this mission a training opportunity of a lifetime.  “Here, we actually get to start up the drill and do our job.  At home, we can only set it up and go through the motions,” Coley explained.  Before breaking the surface, drilling crews must first have government drilling permits, the Environmental Protection Agency’s approval and go through a number of other procedures.

One of Task Force Grizzly’s operations supervisors said he allows the subordinate units to perform their missions without interference or “micro-management.”  This official added that he doesn’t set unrealistic objectives and permits soldiers to operate without deadlines.  This lowers stress levels while allowing inexperienced soldiers to get technical training.  “I’ve never been disappointed about how much they got accomplished,” he added.
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“This has definitely been an experience for me.  (Well drilling) is so much different from my civilian job,” said Allen, who works as an insurance adjuster.  “I get to do a lot of unique things.  I’ve experienced all kinds of problems (while drilling) and it is fun trying to overcome them.”

“I enjoy being out in the elements, and I get to put what I recently learned in school into practice,” Allen said.

Cervantes concluded by saying that he has enjoyed “doing something for the community of San Diego, working with the Environmental Protection Agency and the Border Patrol as well as working with other people from Guard units.”
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