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Surveying damage in Guerneville
GUERNEVILLE

The sidewalks in front of  the his-
toric River Theater on Thurs-
day were covered with thick 

mud washed up from the bloated 
Russian River. 

Inside, props, chairs, balloons and 
other debris floated in a deep pool 
of  river water in front of  the perfor-
mance stage. The sound equipment 
and walls in the theater showed signs 
of  water damage — a clear finger-
print of  the worst flood to hit Sonoma 

County in almost 25 years.
“It’s the only theater I know with an 

all-year swimming pool,” said owner 
Jerry Knight, as he stepped carefully 
on the muddy floor in front of  the bar. 
“Three times this place has flooded 
but this is probably the worst.”

Knight, 72, who said he had no 
flood insurance, was among numer-
ous business owners and residents 
surveying flood damage in lower 
Guerneville on Thursday, as the sun’s 
rays broke through patchy clouds for 
the first time in days. The river was 
steadily dropping from its Wednesday 
night crest of  45.4 feet.

Much of  the town, however, 
remained flooded and inaccessi-
ble. Roadways remained closed, so 
residents trudged through water on 
foot or used kayaks, canoes and small 
boats. Authorities are planning to 
reopen Guerneville area roads Friday 
at noon for residents and business 
owners. 

Annie Boutelle, 45, manager of  
Johnson’s Beach, borrowed a friend’s 
kayak to get to her cabin on River 
Road, just east of  Old River Drive. She 
found the place filled with up to 5 feet 
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A resident in a 
kayak sits by a 
car gradually 
becoming 
uncovered as 
floodwaters 
recede in 
Guerneville  
on Thursday. 
Authorities 
are planning 
to reopen 
roads Friday at 
noon to river 
residents.
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A wait to return home

Monte Rio takes latest flood in stride
MONTE RIO 

Three days after floodwaters ma-
rooned hundreds of  people in 
rural communities that dot the 

Russian River, Monte Rio Fire Chief  
Steve Baxman climbed up the rickety 
wooden stairs of  a modest home to 
check on an elderly resident. 

The 82-year-old man hadn’t an-
swered his phone since the rainstorm 
and flooding overtook his river 

enclave, causing friends to worry. But 
he opened the door when Baxman 
knocked Thursday afternoon to check 
on him, finding the man warm and 
dry in sweats and slippers.

“Are you doing OK, buddy? Every-
body’s worried about you,” Baxman 
said to the man, who in his younger 
years used to paint the community’s 
fire trucks. 

Jolly and bemused anyone might 
worry about him, he seemed to be 
just fine. 

“That’s how I like it to end up,” said 

Baxman, a river stalwart for almost 
half  a century, as he descended the 
stairs and got back into the heavy- 
duty highwater truck — a 1989 AM 
General — he uses to ford flooded 
roads. “He’s OK. He’s having a blast.”

The treacherous, swirling currents 
of  the Russian River had swallowed 
what was once Monte Rio’s expansive 
beach and subsumed all but the top 
floors and roofs of  most of  its water-
front homes and inns, including the CHRISTOPHER CHUNG / THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

Water from the Russian River surrounds Highland Dell 
Lodge in Monte Rio on Thursday.
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Storm-weary Sonoma County saw a welcome 
break in the weather Thursday, with flood-
waters receding, thousands of  displaced res-

idents awaiting a chance to return home and Gov. 
Gavin Newsom uncorking much needed financial 
relief.

Yet even as the Russian River retreated from 
Wednesday night’s crest, 
the highest level in more 
than two decades, murky 
brown water blanketed vast 
expanses of  the county and 
continued to make boats a 
primary means of  trans-
portation in Guerneville, 
Monte Rio and even part of  
Sebastopol.

The flood’s onslaught 
drove people from their homes along the Russian 
River from the county’s north end to the river’s 
mouth at the Pacific Ocean, damaging about 
2,000 structures and inundating dozens of  coun-
ty roads. It made much of  human endeavor seem 
puny by comparison.
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Flooding in Guerneville left the area a virtual island, but by Thursday the worst seemed over. Now, residents of the areas most affected must wait for the waters to subside.
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Emergency 
declared as 
waters recede


