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VALLEY FIRE DESTROYS AT LEAST 1,000 HOMES
ONE REPORTED DEAD; 19,000 EVACUATED

DEVASTATION

Photos by KENT PORTER / The Press Democrat

The site of the historic Hoberg’s Resort near Cobb is shown Sunday after it was destroyed, along with dozens of homes in the area, by the Valley fire on Saturday.
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CALISTOGA — Shock and
sorrow were met with countless
acts of generosity and kindness
this weekend at the Napa County Fairgrounds, where evacuees
101
flocked for refuge from
a disaster many described in apocalyptic terms.
Throughout the day at the
evacuation center, Lake County
residents from various communities devastated by the massive
Valley fire sought food, clothes,
pet food, toiletries, a cot to rest
on or a shady spot to pitch a tent.
But what they wanted most
were answers to questions for
which there were no immediate
answers: Was this or that street
spared, could they go back to get
their horses or other farm animals, when could they go back
to their homes?
They cried and consoled each
other. Some walked around the
fairgrounds dumbfounded, recalling how they fled under the
terrifying pressure of approaching flames.
“It wasn’t even a fire. It was
like fluorescent evil,” said Whispering Pines resident Bill Gavin,
65. “I saw sections like football
fields go up in four seconds.”
Gavin said he was able to save
his neighbor’s dogs before leaving his home for Middletown on
Saturday afternoon. He estimated the fire was traveling 35 miles
an hour because it got to Middletown before he did.
“There were flames on the
road,” he said. “That’s the closest I ever got to death, and it was
scary.”
Like hundreds of other evac-
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50,000-acre fire ‘worst tragedy
Lake County has ever seen’
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Source: Cal Fire

Acres: 50,000
Containment: None
Structures: Up to 1,000
homes destroyed; 9,000
homes and 150 commercial
buildings threatened
Deaths: One reported
but not confirmed

Injuries: Four
Evacuations: 19,300
Firefighters: 1,000
Cause: Under investigation
ONLINE: For video, more
photos and updates, go to
pressdemocrat.com

A catastrophic wildfire that tore
through southern Lake County — destroying as many as 1,000 homes and
sending more than 19,000 residents fleeing for safety — appeared Sunday to have
killed at least one person as it continued
its rampage, expanding in every direction and advancing into remote, rugged
areas of neighboring Sonoma and Napa
counties.
Cal Fire was still trying Sunday night
to confirm a report of a fatality related
to the fast-moving fire, though no details
were available.
The Valley fire had blackened more
than 85 square miles by Sunday night,
wiping out large swaths of several communities with a speed that public officials described as the worst-case scenario
many in drought-ravaged California had
feared.
Lake County Sheriff Brian Martin

called the 50,000-acre blaze “the worst
tragedy Lake County has ever seen.”
“This fire is of historic proportions,”
state Sen. Mike McGuire said from Lake
County, where he’d been up all night observing the fire and meeting with firefighters, public officials and victims of
the blaze. “It’s been absolutely devastating.”
Gov. Jerry Brown on Sunday declared
a state of emergency in Lake and Napa
counties, where the fire crossed over
near Aetna Springs and prompted evacuation in parts of Pope Valley as it moved
eastward.
The fire — which cast a smoky haze
over the North Coast and, in some locations, wafted ash — also extended across
the Sonoma County line near The Geysers geothermal energy complex, causing what Sonoma County Fire Chief Al
Terrell described as “significant damage” to three Calpine cooling towers.
The fire was still wholly uncontained
Sunday night, however, despite more
TURN TO FIRE, PAGE A8

Middletown neighborhoods left in ruins
By PAUL PAYNE
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Firefighters from Suisun City try to keep the Valley fire from
spreading to another structure in Middletown on Saturday.
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MIDDLETOWN — As daylight broke through the smoke
and ash Sunday in Middletown,
devastation wrought by the catastrophic Valley Fire came into
horrifying view.
The central business district
along Highway 29 was mostly
untouched, but the surrounding
residential neighborhoods for
blocks in each direction were
destroyed.
The once-quaint side streets
of the town of 1,300 people just
north of Napa County were
reduced to smoldering ruins,
the charred foundations and
burned-out cars a grim testament to the firestorm that raged
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the night before.
Dozens of homes were lost, including at least one large apartment complex on Highway 175,
in view of Cal Fire station No. 60.
Monte Rio Fire Chief Steve
Baxman, who led a strike team
from Sonoma County, said windwhipped flames raced through
the area, taking everything in
their path.
“Half of Middletown is gone,”
Baxman said Sunday. “It was
unreal last night.”
Residents were ordered to
evacuate late Saturday as the
blaze advanced from the west.
They joined other evacuees
from Hidden Valley Lake and
Cobb, fleeing south along Highway 29 to Calistoga in a proces-

SANTA ROSA
High 70, Low 50
THE WEATHER, B8

TURN TO MIDDLETOWN, PAGE A7

©2015
The Press
Democrat

