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A ‘HELLISH’ SCENE

KENT PORTER / PRESS DEMOCRAT

The Clayton fires leaves a home off Winchester Street in Lower Lake in ruins Sunday.

LOWER LAKE — One day after it started, a 
wildfire in southern Lake County exploded Sun-
day, driving flames into Lower Lake, where it de-
stroyed homes and downtown businesses before 
it moved to the edge of  Clearlake, the county’s 
largest city, and prompted the evacuation of  thou-
sands more people.

An estimated 4,000 people were evacuated 
during the day as wind-driven flames revived 
fears of  last year’s nightmare, when three large 
wildfires ravaged this drought-withered region.

Firefighters, water tankers and helicopters 
arrayed against the blaze were unable to save 
commercial buildings along Lower Lake’s Main 
Street, as the wind-driven flames advanced on a 

LOWER LAKE — When the sun set on Lower 
Lake Sunday evening only two things prevent-
ed the tiny downtown from plunging into total 
smoky darkness: the orange flames consuming 
dozens of  businesses and homes, and the flashing 
red lights of  the fire engines struggling in vain to 
save them.

Firefighters from engine companies across 
the region — St. Helena, Santa Rosa and Susan-
ville — waded through smoke thick from burn-
ing tires in Lower Lake’s downtown, saving 
most buildings but losing many. The post office, 
Maynard’s Sports Bar and Small Town Ceramics 
survived. The Habitat for Humanity Office, doz-
ens of  cars near 4 Star Auto Repair and the his-
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Residents Daniel Reneker, 72, left, and homeowner Phaedra 
Phelps, 35, were holding out to try to save their home and sev-
eral animals on their property on Bonham Road in Lower Lake.

Blaze hits Clearlake after  
devastating Lower Lake

Lower Lake residents  
desperate for good news

By GUY KOVNER AND CHRISTI WARREN
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT
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3,000 ACRES 
AREA BURNED:  Primarily off  
Highways 29 and 53

$1.5 MILLION
INITIAL COST ESTIMATE: 10 buildings in 
Lower Lake plus many homes destroyed

1,044 RESPOND
FIGHTING THE BLAZE: 122 engines,  
22 dozers, and 7 helicopters

4,000 FLEE
EVACUATION ORDERS: For up to 4,000  
in Lower Lake and parts of Clearlake

CLAYTON FIRE

EVACUATION CENTERS ESTABLISHED
Kelseyville, Middletown and Lakeport take in victims of the fire / A2

Venezuela’s misery revives old foe: Malaria

THE ALBINO MINE, Vene-
zuela — The 12th time Reinaldo 
Balocha got malaria, he hardly 
rested at all. With the fever still 
rattling his body, he threw a 
pickax over his shoulder and got 
back to work — smashing stones 
in an illegal gold mine.

As a computer technician 
from a big city, Balocha was 
ill-suited for the mines, his soft 
hands used to working key-

boards, not the earth. But Ven-
ezuela’s economy collapsed on 
so many levels that inflation 
had obliterated his salary, along 
with his hopes of  preserving a 
middle-class life.

So, like tens of  thousands of  
other people from across the 
country, Balocha came to these 
open, swampy mines scattered 
across the jungle, looking for 
a future. Here, waiters, office 
workers, taxi drivers, college 
graduates and even civil ser-
vants on vacation from their 
government jobs are out pan-
ning for black-market gold, all 
under the watchful eyes of  an 
armed group that taxes them 
and threatens to tie them to 
posts if  they disobey.

It is a society turned upside 
down, a place where educated 
people abandon once-comfort-
able jobs in the city for dan-
gerous, backbreaking work in 
muddy pits, desperate to make 
ends meet. And it comes with a 
steep price: Malaria, long driven 
to the fringes of  the country, is 
festering in the mines and back 
with a vengeance.

Venezuela was the first nation 
in the world to be certified by 
the World Health Organization 
for eradicating malaria in its 
most populated areas, beating 
the United States and other de-
veloped countries to that mile-
stone in 1961.

By NICHOLAS CASEY
NEW YORK TIMES

Jobless seek fortunes  
in mining, return to 
spread disease in cities
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One of the watery pits of an illegal “Cuatro Muertos” mine outside Las Claritas, 
Venezuela.


