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Santa Rosa firefighter Tony Niel and his son Jordon, 13, sift through the debris of their home Wednesday in Larkfield. Niel and his family evacuated 
from their home as the Tubbs fire bore down on their neighborhood last week.

Laura and Matt Krebs drove 
up to their home on Branch Owl 
Place in Santa Rosa’s Skyhawk 
neighborhood, honking their 
car horn and cheerfully waving 
at other neighbors also arriving, 
minutes after state fire officials 
lifted a five-day-old mandatory 
evacuation on their neighbor-
hood.

Laura Krebs cringed slightly 
at the sound of  her car horn. 
Early Saturday morning, some 
of  her neighbors had driven 
through Skyhawk honking their 
horns to warn others of  the om-
inous orange glow of  fire in the 
mountains to the south.

“We’re so thankful to be 
back,” she said. “We are just 
so thankful that we have our 
house.”

The Krebs were among thou-
sands of  residents forced from 
their homes after a wildfire 
started in the hills east of  Oak-
mont late Friday night, five days 
after the fast-moving Tubbs 
fire caused massive destruction 
in northern Santa Rosa. That 
evacuation was for residents 
in neighborhoods along High-
way  12, between Calistoga and 
Adobe Canyon roads.

Evacuated 
residents 
relieved to 
go home
By MARTIN ESPINOZA
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Assistant Santa Rosa Fire Marshal 
Paul Lowenthal was in what sounded like 
a hailstorm of  embers and ash that bat-
tered his truck as he tried to find a way 
through the fire burning above the city.

He’d been dispatched to St. Helena the 
night of  Oct. 8 to help manage a Napa 
County wildfire that started near Tubbs 
Lane just north of  Calistoga. But driving 
east on Porter Creek Road, he was forced 
to turn back before he reached the Na-
pa-Sonoma county line.  

Returning west along Mark West 
Springs Road sometime after midnight, 
Lowenthal saw “fire moving everywhere” 
outside his pickup. Flames were keeping 
pace with him, churning through rural 
estates and closing in on northern Santa 
Rosa even as he reached city limits.

He was certain Santa Rosa faced grave 
danger and called Fire Chief  Tony Goss-
ner to tell him he planned to order an 
evacuation that would ultimately cover 
almost the whole northern half  of  the 
city. 

It would be hours before Lowenthal 
realized that his own Larkfield home 
was likely in the path of  the sprawling 
firestorm that tore through town with 
unprecedented speed and ferocity. 

At about 2:40 a.m., after making his 
way down from the burning highlands of  
Fountaingrove, Lowenthal drove north 
on Old Redwood Highway, buildings on 

both sides aflame, to check on the Oxford 
Court home he shared with his 9-year-old 
daughter. That evening, after a day spent 
together, she’d returned to stay with her 
mother. 

“I got to the mouth of  my neighborhood 
and just saw nothing but fire,” Lowenthal 

said Wednesday, “and there was nothing 
I could do.”

So he went back to work for six straight 
days that passed in a frenzied blur amid 
the county’s worst natural disaster on 
record.  

A 20-year veteran of  the fire service, 
Lowenthal is among dozens of  local first 
responders who lost homes to the Tubbs 
fire and several other blazes that ravaged 
the region last week. 

A total of  26 firefighters working in the 
greater Bay Area lost homes in Sonoma 
and Mendocino counties, including sev-
en active duty Santa Rosa firefighters 
and five retirees, said Santa Rosa Fire-
fighters union president Tim Aboudara.

At the Sonoma County Sheriff’s Office, 
20 active duty and retired deputies and 
about 10 active and retired corrections of-
ficers lost homes, as well. In all, 166 Sono-

County’s first 
responders 
lose homes, 
keep going
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Tony Niel holds the Calistoga Fire 
Department badge from his stint there 
20 years ago that he found Wednesday.
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Santa Rosa Fire Department firefighters Tony Niel, from left, Ray Spradlin and Alex Serrano 
play with a dog that they rescued from a backyard of a Fountaingrove area home Monday.

Firefighters entered the final 
stretch Wednesday in their bid 
for complete containment of  the 
deadly wildfires that have raged 
across the North Bay, getting the 
most destructive blazes almost 
entirely under control as thou-
sands more evacuees returned 
home and local officials laid the 
groundwork for letting residents 
revisit burned neighborhoods. 

Ten days after California’s 
deadliest and most destructive 
fires began in Wine Country and 
other areas of  Northern Cali-
fornia, a Cal Fire official said 
about 42,300 residents have been 
allowed to return home, most of  
them in the Santa Rosa area.

Overall, the Northern Califor-
nia fires have claimed at least 
42 lives, 23 of  them in Sonoma 
County, including one victim 
whose remains were found 
Tuesday in Santa Rosa’s Foun-
taingrove neighborhood. 

Firefighters 
closing in on 
containment
By J.D. MORRIS
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT
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would like to extend our heartfelt appreciation and gratitude to the Red Cross, First Responders and Cal Fire
for working to keep our friends and families safe during the wildfires.

As our community comes together to serve all those affected by the fires, here at Twin Pine we hope to be a place of refuge.
The Middletown Rancheria and Twin Pine Casino are an integral part of our community.

The community is our extended family and we will do everything we can to support our family during this time of need.
Our thoughts are with our guests, friends and families affected by the fires.


