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WEATHER Law aims to resist 
court order to repay 
mortgage fund

SACRAMENTO — 
California Gov. Jerry 
Brown signed legislation 
Monday that attempts to 
circumvent a court order 
requiring the state to pay 
back $331 million to a 
special fund related to the 
mortgage crisis.

The bill concerns a 2012 
settlement between all 
50 states and the major 
mortgage services related 

to the Great Recession. 
States were awarded a 
collection $2.5 billion, 
with California bringing in 
$410 million.

The Legislature passed 
a law in 2012 to set that 
money in a special fund. 
Lawmakers and Gov. 
Jerry Brown then drew 
$331 million out of the 
fund for a variety of other 
programs, including to 
service debt on housing 
bonds.

— Associated Press
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From left, Dominic Halleib, 6; Jacob Halleib; Dakota 
“Koda” Halleib, 2; and Demitri Halleib, 4.

Lives ruined

Jacob Halleib was just 
months away from his 
five-year anniversary 
when he died.

Halleib met his wife, Ni-
cole, at 16. They married 
and had three children, 
with whom Halleib spent 
much of his free time.

“He was a really hard 
worker and a really good 
dad,” Nicole Halleib said. 
“The worst part is the 
kids. They’re going to have 
to grow up without a dad.”

Halleib, 25, was shot 
unintentionally Satur-
day in the 15000 block 
of Niels Meade Drive in 
Grass Valley. Authorities 
pronounced him deceased 
at 11:15 a.m. Sunday at a 
Roseville hospital, Chief 
Deputy Coroner Mike Sul-
livan and reports state.

Joshua Aaron Crook, 

26, faces a charge of will-
fully discharging a firearm 
in a grossly negligent 
manner in connection 
with the shooting. Arrest-
ed after officers inter-
viewed witnesses, Crook 
remained Monday in the 
Nevada County Jail under 
$10,000 in bond, author-
ities said.

“I would anticipate you 
would see an increased 
charge coming,” Sullivan 

Broken gas main 
closes roads in 
Brunswick Basin 

Traffic in the Brunswick 
Basin came to a stand-
still Monday afternoon 
when a natural gas main 
was severed on the site 
of the Mobil gas station 
at Brunswick Road and 
Plaza Drive. 

The leak resulted in 
the closure of Brunswick 
Road from Nevada City 
Highway to Old Tunnel 

Road and Sutton Way. The 
on and off ramps from 
Brunswick Road to the 
Golden Center Freeway 
were also closed for a time 
during the afternoon.

According to a press 
release issued by Grass 
Valley Fire Chief Mark 
Buttron, the leak was the 
result of a construction 
accident. The release also 

Wife, boss of Jacob Halleib 
praise his skills as father, worker

‘Like a locomotive, 
ocean and the wind’

A couple watches the 49er Fire burn near Highway 49 and Reeder Ranch area, 
shortly after the fire broke out on Sept. 11, 1988.

Marty Nelson was just 19 
when, as a California 
Youth Authority inmate 
at Washington Ridge, 

he was assigned to fight what became 
the 49er Fire.

A Sacramento native, he had been 
on the fire crew almost two years by 
then and had fought several fires. But 
nothing could have prepared him for 
that fire, he said.

In the last few years, California has 
seen some devastating mega-wild-
fires. But 30 years ago, when the 49er 
Fire swept through Nevada County, 
few in Northern California had ever 
seen that kind of wind-whipped mass 
destruction.

30 YEARS AGO TODAY
The 49er Fire started a little after 

9 a.m. on Sept. 11, 1988. By the time 
it was contained on Sept. 13, it had 

burned 
33,700 acres 
—  52 square 
miles — and 
destroyed 
312 struc-
tures, 89 
vehicles and 
17 boats.

The mem-
ories still 
loom large 
for many in 

Nevada County, especially for those 
who fought the fire.

“It was the biggest one I’d ever 
been on,” Nelson said. “It was pretty 
scary.”

What he remembers most clearly 
was the noise the fire made.

“That roar — it was like a loco-
motive and the ocean and the wind, 
all at the same time,” Nelson said, 
the awe he felt still reverberating 30 
years later. “It would come through 
like a rush, this heavy beat, like 

Three decades ago, 49er 
Fire proved a harbinger of 
fire seasons to come

INSIDE
A4 - Mike Dobbins remembers pro-
viding live coverage, via landlines, for 
KNCO Radio.
A4 - Charles Schmidt, like many local 
residents, sought out ways to help with 
the 49er Fire.
A6 & A7 – Community members share 
their memories of how they heard 
word of the fire.

ONLINE
Photo galleries of staff/submitted photos 
from 30 years ago this week
Timeline of events with 49er Fire, as re-
ported by The Union on Sept. 12-19, 1988
Through the lens: Photographer John 
Hart shares his 49er Fire memories, 
photos
Flashback: Man charged in 1988 49er 
Fire released from custody in 2002

SUBMITTED TO THE UNION

THE UNION FILE PHOTOS/JOHN HART

By Alan Riquelmy
Staff Writer

By Liz Kellar
Staff Writer

The Union staff

“It was 
pretty clear 

it was going to be 
a major fire.”

— Tony Clarabut, 
California Department 

of Forestry battalion 
chief at time  

of 49er Fire

A fire engine burned during the 49er Fire when it 
wrapped around West Wildwood Drive, near Lake 
Wildwood.

More than 300 structures, including many homes, burned 
to the ground during the 49er Fire in western Nevada 
County.

49ER FIRE, A10

“He was a really 
hard worker 

and a really good dad. 
The worst part is the 
kids. They’re going 
to have to grow up 
without a dad.”

— Nicole Halleib,  
Jacob Halleib’s wife
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1297 2197
Blacktop Driveway 
Asphalt Coating
• 4.75 gal.
• 250 - 500 sq. ft. coverage
•Recommended for
  sealcoating blacktop
100062

E-Z Stir Asphalt  
Filler & Sealer
• 4.75 gal.
• 250 - 500 sq. ft. coverage
• Fills surface cracks up to 1/8”
100189 

REG. 22.99 REG. 32.99

GRASS VALLEY  •  530-273-6171                COLFAX  •  530-346-8685

BEST HOURS IN TOWN!
Hours: M-F 7am to 7pm

Sat 8am to 7pm • Sun 8am to 5pm 

897
Elastometric  
Crack Sealer
• 0.89 gal
• Seals cracks  

up to 1/2" wide
115746

REG. 16.99
SAVE 47%

Driveway Coater Brush
• 48" handle
777072

SAVE UP TO 58%

499
REG. 11.99

777072
18"

799
781220

REG. 16.99

24"

SAVE 43% SAVE 33%

Ken & Sabrina Robinson 

530.615.1655  
BRE# 2014669

650.291.5123  
BRE# 2014894

Ken@teamrobinsonC21.com
Sabrina@teamrobinsonC21.com

Or email:

Call Team 
Robinson 
to buy or 
sell your 

home

#00533083
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Saturday is the 21st Yuba River Cleanup.
SUBMITTED PHOTO

Environmental effort

F
or the 21st year, the 
South Yuba River 
Citizens League will 
hold its annual Yuba 

River Cleanup on Saturday, 
according to a release. 

The Yuba River Cleanup 
is one of the largest of its 
kind in the Sierra region, 
and it relies on the power of 
800 volunteers to work at 
dozens of sites from Don-
ner Summit to the Lower 
Yuba. 

Hundreds of volunteers 
are expected to embark on 
a watershed-wide hunt to 
rid the river of everything 
from micro-garbage like 
cigarette butts, bottle caps, 
shards of glass and dog 
waste, to large and outland-
ish items such as washers, 
trailers and cars.

According to Melinda 
Booth, executive director 
of the South Yuba River 
Citizens League, “This year 
is particularly significant 
because we’re celebrating 
SYRCL’s 35th anniversa-
ry in addition to our 21st 
cleanup. For 21 years, 
SYRCL has been uniting 

Submitted to The Union

South Yuba River Citizens League 
celebrates 21st Annual Yuba River Cleanup

KNOW & GO
What: SYRCL’s 21st Annual 
Yuba River Cleanup & 
Volunteer Appreciation 
Party
Where: Cleanup at Dozens 
of sites in the Bear and 
Yuba River watersheds; 
Volunteer Appreciation 
Party and SYRCL’s 35th 
Anniversary Celebration 
at Pioneer Park in Nevada 
City
When: Saturday, 
September 15, 2018
Schedule: Cleanup from 
9 a.m. to 1 p.m.; Volunteer 
Appreciation Party from 1 
to 5 p.m.
How: Register online at: 
www.yubariver.org 
Music: The Heifer Bells 
and Red Dirt Ruckus

“The Yuba has 
received a lot of 

love this summer and 
it’s time to give back.”— Melinda Booth, executive 

director of the South Yuba 
River Citizens League

Husband, wife sentenced 
for unrelated crimes

A Nevada County judge on Monday 
sentenced a woman once facing a murder 
charge to three years in prison on lesser 
accusations, a prosecutor said.

Desiree Hayden, 38, is expected to 
spend under four months in prison, as 
she’s already served most of her sen-
tence. Arrested in June 2017 and initially 
accused of murder in the death of her 
ex-husband Brian Sharp, Hayden pleaded 
no contest in July to willfully inflicting 
corporal injury resulting in a traumatic 
condition, assault with a deadly weapon, 
child abuse and DUI, reports state.

“She was actually probation eligible,” 
Deputy District Attorney Jennifer Ho-
taling said, adding Hayden will instead 
serve the rest of her sentence in state 
prison.

Defense attorney Larry Montgomery, 
who represents Hayden, said he’s trou-
bled by the prison sentence. He’s said that 
Sharp’s autopsy showed he died of acute 
methamphetamine toxicity.

“She has no criminal history,” Mont-
gomery said. “It was not an act of hers, 
per se, that caused Mr. Sharp to die.

“Given the circumstances, it was a good 
resolution for what she was facing,” he 
added.

MICHAEL HAYDEN
Hayden’s husband — 

43-year-old Michael 
Hayden — was sen-
tenced Friday on unre-
lated accusations.

Authorities accused 
Michael Hayden in 
December of trying to 
punch a 16-year-old 
skateboarder and then 
driving a vehicle toward 
the teen. In July he 
pleaded no contest to 
threatening a crime, and 
was sentenced last week 
to four years in prison.

Both Haydens re-
mained incarcerated 

Monday, records state.
“I feel like they’re both fair,” Hotaling 

said of their sentences. “They’re both 
what (prosecutors) wanted.”

Deputy Public Defender Mi-
cah Pierce, who represents Michael 
Hayden, said the sentence was an 
agreement between his client and 
the prosecutor. He declined further 
comment.

To contact Staff Writer Alan Riquelmy, 
email ariquelmy@theunion.com or call 
530-477-4239.

By Alan Riquelmy
Staff Writer

the community to clean 
the Yuba. … The Yuba has 
received a lot of love this 
summer and it’s time to 
give back.”

After the cleanup, vol-
unteers are invited to the 
Volunteer Appreciation 
Party at Pioneer Park in 
Nevada City, from 1 to 5 
p.m., to enjoy music by The 
Heifer Belles and Red Dirt 
Ruckus, and a no-host beer 
garden. Registration is at: 
YubaRiver.org.

The Heifer Belles began 
as friends getting together 
for some casual picking and 
singing. 

Fusing bluegrass, reggae, 
rock and funk, Red Dirt 
Ruckus is known for filling 
dance floors and keeping 
hips shakin’.

This is an historical-
ly high impact event 
with a large community 

involvement. Last summer, 
880 volunteers participat-
ed and removed 13,000 
pounds of trash and 
recycling from 80 miles 
of river, creek and lake 
shoreline.

Fore more information 
contact Daniel Belshe, 
community engagement 
manager, at 530-265-5961 
ext. 201, or email daniel@
yubariver.org. 

Source: South Yuba River 
Citizens League

Desiree Hayden

Michael Allen 
Hayden

Stolen vehicle, suspected 
drugs found in Truckee

A West Virginia man 
spotted by police in a sto-

len vehicle 
— a truck 
containing 
suspected 
burglary 
tools and 
a clown 
mask — 
remained 
Monday 
in the 

Nevada County Jail under 
$16,000 in bond, authori-
ties said.

Kenneth Wayne Sher-
man, 33, faces a felony 
vehicle theft charge and 
three misdemeanors: pos-
session of burglary tools, 
possession of a controlled 

substance and possession 
of paraphernalia, reports 
state.

According to Truckee 
Police Sgt. Danny Ren-
frow, an officer on patrol 
around 9 p.m. Sunday 
spotted a man later iden-
tified as Sherman at a 
Deerfield Drive shopping 
center. 

The officer thought it 
odd that the person was 
sitting alone in a 2003 
Ford F150, the sergeant 
said.

“The officer’s keeping an 
eye on him,” he added.

He then checked the 
vehicle’s registration when 
he saw Sherman leave the 
truck and quickly walk 
away, Renfrow said.

The check revealed the 
vehicle had been stolen 

from the Vacaville area. 
More officers then re-
sponded to the center and 
found Sherman, he added.

A search of the vehicle 
revealed suspected meth-
amphetamine, a pipe and 
other items. Police are try-
ing to link any stolen items 
to their owners, Renfrow 
said.

“There’s cell phones,” he 
said. “There were pry bars, 
bolt cutters, collapsible 
slim-jim tools.”

Additionally, officers 
found iPads, an Xbox 
and surveillance camer-
as, along with clown and 
Freddy Krueger masks.

To contact Staff Writer 
Alan Riquelmy, email 
ariquelmy@theunion.com 
or call 530-477-4239.

By Alan Riquelmy
Staff Writer

Kenneth Wayne 
Sherman

IN BRIEF
Florence strengthens 
to Category 4, takes 
aim at Carolinas

RALEIGH, N.C. — Florence 
exploded into a potential-
ly catastrophic Category 
4 hurricane Monday as it 
closed in on North and South 
Carolina, carrying winds up to 
140 mph (220 kph) and water 
that could wreak havoc over 
a wide stretch of the eastern 
United States later this week.

Communities along a 
stretch of coastline that’s 
vulnerable to rising sea levels 

due to climate change pre-
pared to evacuate the storm, 
which forecasters expect 
to be close to Category 5 
strength by Tuesday. The 
South Carolina governor 
ordered the state’s entire 
coastline to be evacuated 
starting at noon Tuesday 
and predicted that 1 million 
people would flee. And 
Virginia’s governor ordered 
a mandatory evacuation for 
some residents of low-lying 
coastal areas.

— Associated Press

Kevin Orth loads sandbags into cars on Milford Street 
as he helps residents prepare for Hurricane Florence, 
Monday in Charleston,S.C. 
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Wolf Mountain Nursery 
18251 Retrac Way, Grass Valley
(from Hwy 49, turn at Lime Kiln, go 1/2 mile)

OPEN 9am TILL 5pm

Some Exclusions Apply

END OF SEASON 
S A L E

Wolf Mountain Nursery

OPEN 
WEDNESDAY 
Thru SUNDAY 

ONLY20% Off 
Already Low Prices

Sept. 5 -10 & Sept. 12-16

521 Searls Ave., Nevada City • Dr. Susan Murphy, DVM 
        265-3722 Compassionate Care for Cherished Companions

Back By Popular Demand

EXPIRES 9-30-18

Anesthesia
Ultrasonic
 Cleaning

& Polishing 
(extractions &

 medications extra)

$199
Pet Dental Special

Includes:
Physical Exam

Full Dental 
Exam

IV Catheter
& Fluids

 

“A Fresh Start”
FREE CONSULTATION

BANKRUPTCY

Best Lawyer

265-3279
George A. Roberts, Esq.

11786 Tree Top Circle, Nevada City 
ga.roberts@sbcglobal.net

This office is a debt relief agency as defined by the Bankruptcy Code.

At the Cedar Ridge Y 

273-6844

From the mildest 
to the wildest!

& MORE!
The Nun Demian Bichir                                    R
Mon.-Thurs. 1:15, 4:15, 7:15

Kin James Franco Dennis Quaid                   PG13
Mon.-Thurs. 1:00, 4:00

Mission Impossible:  

Fallout Tom Cruise                        PG13
Mon.-Thurs. 12:45, 3:45, 6:45

The Meg Jason Statham Ruby Rose            PG13
Mon.-Thurs. 7:00pm Only

Peppermint Jennifer Garner                      R
Mon.-Thurs. 1:20, 4:20, 7:05

Juliet, Naked                               R
Mon.-Tues. & Thurs. 1:00, 4:00, 6:55

Wed. 1:00, 6:55

Blindspotting Daveed Diggs                    R
Mon.-Thurs. 7:15pm Only

Crazy Rich Asians                   PG13
Mon.-Thurs. 12:45, 3:45, 6:45

Christopher Robin                     PG
Mon.-Thurs. 12:30, 2:45, 5:00

NATIONAL THEATRE LIVE IN HD!
Julie
Wed., Sept. 12 • 3:30pm ONLY

Operation Finale Oscar Isaac          PG13
Mon.-Thurs. 1:15, 4:00, 6:45

Alpha Kodi Smit-McPhee                             PG13
Mon.-Thurs. 1:30, 4:15, 7:00

       
 

                              CINECAFE   

840-C East Main St. GV

399 Sutton Way , GV

in the Brunswick Plaza

530.477.9000
www.sierratheaters.com

165 Mill St. 

Downtown Grass Valley

Which movie is playing downstairs?  

Accessibility questions: 

call 272-1646

www.TheUnion.com
Great People Connecting Communities

No cost to opt in.
Msg & data rates may apply.

GET A  
TEXT 

MESSAGE  
WITH THE  
HOTTEST 
NEWS!

If you would like  
to know what’s  

happening  
as it happens

BREAKING
NEWS!
BREAKING
NEWS!

 text: UnionNews
to: 86677

Nevada County’s Best in Estate Plans
Living Trusts, Wills & All Necessary Documents

Law Office Of  dward B. atista

Free Notarization
No-Obligation First Visit

Check me out at: 
www.EdwardBatista.com

$900

Thousands Served
Since 1998

Over $2,500 Value
Expires 10/19/18

470-8984

Peace of mind for your family!
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I operated Charles 
Tractor Service in 
Grass Valley back 
then. I thought I 

could be of some use with 
my Kubota and special 
brush rake I’d made, that 
even some Japanese people 
came here to look at. 

My tractor was small but 
I moved a lot of Manza-
nita commercially with it, 
and I could carry and stack 
it, unlike a dozer that just 
piles it up. But Cal Fire felt I 
would just be in the way and 
turned me down.  

So I reported to the base 
camp at the fairgrounds, 
with my brush rake on and 
nosed around for things to 
do. Right away, pallets of 
generators, food, parts, fire 
clothes, tents bags and all 
manner of stuff to support 
firefighters was dropped 
anywhere off of trucks. I’d 
find out where the pallets 
needed to go, my brush rake 
would fit in the pallets and 
off I’d go to the appropri-
ate staging area in the base 
camp and deliver the pallet.

Getting there, staff would 
have me look out for some-
thing they needed quickly. 
So I’d track that down at 
the drop pile, and deliver it. 
I worked out of the Admin 
table with a team from 
Redding, to get dispatched 
to solve other problems. Big 
crews came down from Red-
ding to put this thing out.

I was a HAM operator and 
had my pickup with a tall 
steel camper on the back. A 
terrific antenna platform.  
Communications between 
Cal Fire units, though not 
known as Cal Fire then, 
were pretty poor with just 
handhelds. And the battal-
ion chiefs knew the name of 
some place to report in the 
woods, but not how to get 
there. There weren’t many 
places in the county I hadn’t 
been and worked. So they 
used me as a taxi to get them 
to the fire scenes; and my 
steel roof and mag-mount 
antennas to improve radio 
reception. 

HAMs had repeaters all 
over the place, and I could 
get info out of a hole and re-
lay it back to command, that 
way for them. The Amateur 
Radio Club here had “Shad-
ows” with the fire captains, 
Red Cross and a number of 
people in charge.

Then as the firefighting 
took its toll on equipment, 
the Redding repair trucks 
would be dispatched, but 
had no idea where to go. So 
they would follow me into 
the fire zone to reach a dead 
truck. 

My most memorable one 
was when I left the utili-
ty truck and crew up in a 
meadow on Jones Bar at 
Owl Creek. It was a real 
inferno down Owl Creek. 
An engine with brake failure 
was reported down in Owl 
Creek. I knew the road got 
quite narrow down there; 
hence leaving the utility guys 
up on top.  

I’d driven in fire before 
somewhat. As a kid in Mon-
tana, my father was United 
States Forest Service, and 
we used to bring strange 
things to staging areas and 
fire lines. So I felt confident 
enough to go down, since 
there was no wind apparent 
and the flames were going 
straight up. So I went down 
there to the bottom and 
couldn’t find that engine. 
I got back out with flames 
on either side of the road 
30 feet in the air. We called 
around and finally found the 
dead truck towards the end 
of Jones Bar, on Yuba Trail, 

if memory serves.
Towards the mop-up 

phase I would guide engines 
to smoke calls from civil-
ians. Most of these were 
unnecessary as in many of 
these places there wasn’t 
anything left to burn. But 
homeowners were jumpy 
then. We were sent over to 
Personeni’s land on Jones 
Bar and Bitney Springs 
area. Some kids showed up 
and were running around 
the burned-over hill there. 
There was a lot of “skunk-
ing” and “skunk-holes” 
there. Since the engine was 
there, the crew killed a few 
hot-spots and they had me 
warning the kids to stay out 
of there. Well, adults are 
always warning kids of dire 
disasters waiting for them; 
so they pretend to pay atten-
tion but take their own way 
when they get a chance. I 
knew they would be running 
around there as soon as we 
left.  

So I gathered the six or 
so of them up and showed 
them how to approach an 
area downwind, using their 
nose to detect “fresh” smoke, 
through the acrid burn smell 
that pervades. And how to 
walk with a sound stick, 
the longer the better. When 
I detected a “skunk-hole” 
smoke, we all stopped to see 
that everyone got it. And 
we approached slowly and 
used the stick out ahead to 
listen for the hollow “lid” on 
the hole. These are under-
ground burned-out tree root 
holes 3-6 feet deep and have 
a crust “lid”over them that 
looks just like the forest floor 
to the untrained, and often 
trained, eye.  

I spread them out so they 
could all see what I was 
talking about, and told them 
of the inferno that waited to 
toast them alive two steps 
in front of them. To add to 
the warning, I told them 
that if they fell in they would 
instantly be paralyzed and 
burnt to a crisp in seconds.

Disbelief on their fac-
es, but not so much now. I 
broke the crust with the stick 
and they all jumped back as 
the white-hot pit growled 
at them and singed some 
eyebrows. Soon they were 
able to work their way back, 
nearer the edge to look down 
into iron-melting heat; and 
learned a lesson, I’m sure.

When I wasn’t on the 
road somewhere, working 
at the Admin desk at the 
Fairgrounds fire camp, I 
got the constant updates. I 
remember having 72 dozers 
in the staging or on the line, 
from all over the West. I 
learned that some operators 
make their living following 
the fires. They often defy 
death doing the things they 
do with that machine. And 
death takes some of them.

While I was working 
there, volunteering to help 
them however I could to 
help out my town and 
county; they got my name 
address, phone and social. 
They needed all that in case 
I got killed they said. 

Unbeknownst to me they 
had other motives in mind. 
In the winter when things 
are wet — this is when 
things were wet and cold — 
tractor work was scarce, as 
is therefore money. Pleased 
and surprised was I to find 
an $1,800 check in the mail. 
I had been hired on without 
knowing it.  

Charles Schmidt lives in 
Grass Valley.

Helping on the 
fire, however 

we could

49ER FIRE SEPTEMBER 11, 1988

Memories of the 49er Fire
I remember it was hot.

Even by late morn-
ing, one knew it was 
going to be a burner ... 

maybe up past 90 degrees. 
(Yes, in 88 that was con-
sidered a hot day. My how 
things have changed)

It was Sunday, and noth-
ing better to do than wash 
the car when my wife came 
out and asked if I could see 
the smoke.

At the time I lived at the 
end of Jones Bar Road, 
near the Yuba Canyon’s 
ridge and set back from the 
cliff about a hundred yards.

It was a clear day, blue 
sky with a slight breeze. I 
looked to where she was 
pointing and saw a column 
of smoke rising from the 
area I knew to be near the 
Highway 49 bridge.

It was close, but I wasn’t 
too worried. The thin 
smoke column was rising 
straight up. Like I said, 
“slight breeze.” (We later 
learned the fire was start-
ed by a burning piece of 
toilet paper, dropped by a 
presumably homeless man 
near river’s edge.)

Shortly thereafter, I 
heard a number of sirens 
responding on near-
by Highway 49 and was 
convinced it would be out 
shortly, so continued with 
my chores.

But, the more I thought 
about it, the fact I was 
director of the news oper-
ations at KNCO radio, I de-
cided better safe than sorry 
and called the station. 

Because it was Sun-
day, the only staff at the 
station was a weekend air 
personality who ran and 
monitored a pre-recorded 
religious Sunday morning 
program.

I suggested he simply 
announce the location of 
the fire and that emergency 
responders were on the way 
and to be aware of the po-
tential traffic problems. 

Within the next 30 
minutes, I realized the 
wind was picking up and 
the smoke was no longer a 
plume, but a rather large 
mass sweeping west and 
down the Yuba River valley.

I called the station and 
was told the phone was 

“ringing off the wall.” I told 
him to alert the station 
manager and other staff 
to help, and I moved to 
a neighbor’s house that 
overlooked the canyon and 
river. From there I filed 
continuous updates as the 
flames marched down the 
canyon.

It wasn’t long before a 
CDF (Cal Fire) truck and 
two fireman pulled up 
to the neighbor’s house 
with orders for everyone 
gathered there to evacuate. 
Apparently, the fire was 
doubling back and rapidly 

crawling up the slope.
I ran home, grabbed 

all the “important” stuff,  
— wife and dogs, etc. — 
and drove out as flames  
reached the ridge’s crest. 

We were forced to leave 
two horses and a goat in the 
upper meadow. I opened 
the corral gate, hoping they 
would naturally escape the 
flames (They did). 

The fire was roaring 
down the canyon and 
heading for Rough and 
Ready and Lake Wildwood, 
consuming everything in its 
path, burning so hot that 
Manzanita trees ignited, 
exploded and turned into 
mere empty holes in the 
ground. Gone! Not even 
any ash. Just a smoldering 
black hole.

After securing the 
family and furry friends, 
I returned to the threat-
ened areas and, knocking 
on doors, was given access 
to landline telephones by 
frightened homeowners. It 
helped that I was driving 
the station’s van. I was wel-
comed to use their landline 

to update listeners. By 
this time, the entire news 
staff had descended on the 
station and were updating 
listeners non-stop. 

We’d suspended all pro-
graming and simply linked 
callers to the air and let 
them report observations 
and announce locations 
for evacuees to find shelter. 
Advertisers called and vol-
unteered to suspend run-
ning their ads so as not to 
interrupt the flow of infor-

mation to listeners ... that 
continued for three days.   

Until that event, KNCO 
was a 5 a.m. to midnight 
broadcast operation. That 
changed the first night. 
We went 24 hours and 
remained that way each day 
that week with coverage 
and reports from the fire 
scene, reporting on the lev-
el of destruction.

By Thursday, the winds 
died and the fire had 
moved on, eventually burn-
ing itself out in the vast 
Spenceville Wildlife area 
near Beale Air Base.

In its wake, 33,700 
scorched acres and 312 
destroyed homes and out-
buildings. Two houses on 
my street were burned to 
the ground, nothing left but 
white dust. 

The way the communi-
ty came together, remains 
in my mind, as the most 
moving experience for 
me. As an example, at one 
point early in the week, 
Red Cross called the station 
announcing its need for 
blankets, food and clothing 

for the victims and evacu-
ees, as well as food for pets 
and livestock. “If anyone 
has anything to spare ... we 
would put it to good use.”

The response was almost 
instantaneous. It literally 
brought tears to the eyes.

Hours and hours into the 
night, car after car pulled 
into the station’s parking 
lot, only slowing enough to 
pass food, water, blankets, 
clothing or cash out the 
car’s window.

The line backed up nearly 
a mile in both directions on 
East Main Street. KNCO’s 
sales manager Jay Cooper 
found himself acting as 
a traffic control officer help-
ing coordinate the contin-
uous outpouring of love 
and concern for neighbors, 
friends and, more often 
than not, people unknown.

A week later, the com-
munity gathered at the 
fairgrounds to thank and 
honor the men and women 
of all our local and state 
fire agencies. A huge crowd 
showed up to just say 
“Thank You!”

To be part of that was 
life-changing for me. To 
witness that love for others 
in distress and danger — 
well, it is still hard to put 
into words the sense of 
gratitude and pride I felt.

To see this community 
come together like it did, 
it remains the highlight 
of a four-decade career 
of reporting the events of 
western Nevada County. 
Much has changed in that 
time, that has not!

Mike Dobbins, former 
KNCO radio news director, 
is editor of The Wildwood 
Independent. Contact him 
at mdobbins@theunion.
com.

Housing homeless 
prevents fires

I was there too, first on 
the scene as a volunteer of 
the Forty Niner Fire De-
partment. It was ignited 
by a homeless man. I’m 
sure this memory plays a 
large role in why I keep 
writing about the need to 
not force the homeless to 
camp in the brush where 
they regularly light fires. 
It’s also just common 
sense.

The fire danger increas-
es every time they break 
up a camp as it drives 
them deeper into the 
woods. There is only one 
way to reduce the dan-
ger of a homeless person 
causing a fire, provide 

safe places for them to 
camp.

Wouldn’t it be smarter 
to do this now rather than 
wait for the inevitable fire 
and then wish we had?

Greg Zaller
Nevada City

First started at 
‘Four Corners’

I was at work and we 
heard via law enforcement 
that there was a fire at 
Highway 49 at the Birch-
ville/Tyler-Foote Crossing 
roads. Those of us who 
lived in the area knew it 
as “Four Corners.”

It didn’t take long to see 
the smoke. Yes, a home-
less fellow tidied up after 
he had relieved himself, 

and to be very tidy, he lit 
his toilet paper on fire.

There were winds that 
day, the fire just kept 

moving closer and closer 
to Lake Wildwood.

E Christina Dabis
Nevada County

The way the community came 
together, remains in my mind, as the 
most moving experience for me. 
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49er Fire memories

REMEMBER WHAT’S IMPORTANT
What you think is important in an emergency evacuation 
often isn’t. 
I was lucky to learn that. 
It wasn’t until returning three days later that, to my horror, I 
discovered I’d left some of the most precious, irreplaceable 
things — family portraits, photos and other momentos 
overlooked in the panic to get out. 
Insurance papers and such are important too, but replace-
able. That photo of your first-born blowing out the candles 
of her first birthday cake isn’t. 
Take heed, gather them or know where they are, now.   

— Mike Dobbins

MIKE DOBBINS
Columnist
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49ER FIRE

49er Fire memories
Editor’s note: The Union 
asked area residents to 
share their memories, in-
cluding how they first heard 
word of the 49er Fire that 
burned through western 
Nevada County on Sept. 11, 
1988 — 30 years ago today. 
See this story at TheUnion.
com to share your own 
memories of the 49er Fire.

‘Better set up for 
the big one’

As I have many, many 
recollections of this fire, 
this one sticks out the most. 

The fire started. The 
call came over the radio 
about a fire on Highway 
49 and Sweetland Road. I 
will never forget what Ira 
Townsend, the Air At-
tack Officer for CDF said. 
His words were “Got your 
smoke in sight and you bet-
ter set up for the big one.”

The pyro cumulous cloud 
was growing bigger than 
ever. Strike teams and task 
forces were assembled from 
all local fire districts in the 
County. Cal Fire (CDF at 
the time) sent resources 
from throughout the state. 
Other local government fire 
departments from as far 
away as San Diego respond-
ed to the 49er Fire.  

I was a task force leader 
on this incident. I was 
assigned to the Jones Bar/
McKitrick Ranch area. The 
wind was blowing out of 
the canyon so hard it was 
sending sheets of corru-
gated metal roof 100 feet. 
We saved multiple houses 
in the area. At the end of 
Jones Bar Road, near the 
Yuba River, a hand crew 
was attempting to tie in 
and blacken a part of a fire 
line. It was 5:30 a.m. on 
Monday, Sept. 12, when 
I received a frantic radio 
message from engine 5372.  

E-5372 was protecting 
a house at the very end of 
the road. I had noticed the 
fire activity pick up rapidly. 
I positioned myself as a 
lookout for the crew and 
engine. Earlier that day I 
requested a dozer in the 
area build a large football 
size safety zone for the 
protection of the personnel. 
A good move! Because the 
fire came flying out of the 
canyon.  

The crew’s headlamps 
looked like fireflies as they 
were running out of the 
canyon and to the safety 
zone. E-5372 was staffed by 
a husband and wife team 
along with the 15-year-old 
son of the assistant chief of 
Penn Valley. As we talked 
through the ordeal, things 
calmed down. As you can 
imagine, this was a very 
tough time for all involved. 
The safety zone worked and 
thank God all were safe. 

If this same footprint of 
this 33,500 acre fire hit 
anywhere in Nevada Coun-
ty the devastation would 
be massive. Lives would 
be lost! Provide us with a 
chance and clear next to 
your structure. I am just re-
turning from the Mendoci-
no Complex on Ophir Hill 
water tender 52, as part of 
Cal Fire Task Force 9239. 
These fires are not getting 
any better!

David Ray
Nevada City  

No rest for the heroic
I was a young battalion 

chief for Cal Fire in the 
Butte Unit when the 49er 
Fire broke out. 

I had just spent 17 days 
in Yellowstone Nation-
al Park on the fires there. 
I had been back one day 
and was already on a fire 
in Butte County due to the 
extreme fire conditions. 
My fire management team 
had come up on call and 
was dispatched to the 49er 
Fire to help the local Cal  
Fire Unit with organizing 
and managing the fire. My 
position on the team was 
Operations. 

One of my many memo-
ries of the fire was meeting 
up with the local battalion 
chief, Ed Waggoner. Ed and 
I got into a helicopter and 

flew the fire. When we got 
up over Lake Wildwood 
all I could see were houses 
burning and boats on fire 
floating around randomly. 
It reminded me of some 
war scene. Both lanes of the 
road leading to Lake Wild-
wood were full of trucks 
and cars full of belongings, 
pets and horses heading 
out to Highway 20. It was 
almost impossible to drive 
into Lake Wildwood.

I have many more 
thoughts and memories of 
the fire, such as the Linda 
Fire Department engine 
burning up and the crew 
being rescued by a Cal Fire 
crew.  

Bill Holmes
Cal Fire region chief, retired

Baptism by fire
I had just started the 

8th Butte Fire Academy in 
Chico and was hired as a 
seasonal firefighter by Chief 
Grueneburg that sum-
mer. Never will forget that 
fire and all the damage it 
caused in Lake Wildwood 
and Rough and Ready. 
Seems like a million years 
ago today!

Christopher Satterfield
Bullion Fire District Station  

#1 in Alta Sierra

Heroes ... every 
one of them

We lived on Starduster 
and our power lead that 
came across the pasture 
went down almost as soon 
as the fire jumped the Yuba. 
No water to fight fire.

Evacuation orders came, 
the kids and grandparents 
left for friends on Indian 
Springs and Cliff stayed 
with properties, using a big 
yellow, Massey Ferguson 
diesel, to run over fences 
and cut firebreaks, on top of 
firebreaks. Charlie Jakobs, 
communications liaison 
for the multiple fire units, 
personally insisted that Cliff 
leave for his safety. When 
Cliff refused and said he 
would keep fighting with 
the tractor. (Charlie and he 
had graduated USF in the 
same class) Charlie asked, 
“How good are you on that 
thing”? To which, Cliff re-
plied “We’re about to find 
out.” A couple weeks later 
Charlie led the FEMA team 
and had the helicopter land 
in the pasture behind our 
house, bringing them over 
the fence.

Charlie explained the 
funny story about the fire 
and the guy on the yellow 
tractor, who in a last-ditch 
effort to save something, 
threw the china in the pool.

After the fire burned the 
barn, close to the house, 
Charlie went on to say he 
could have been such a 
hero but the wind came up, 
moved the fire wall away 
from the house and it was 
saved. 

Just want to say, during 
the three-day siege, with 
fire all around and winds 
blowing flames in all direc-
tions, KNCO (Ron Monet, 
live reporting from the 
truck) provided a lifeline 

to the outside world. If it 
hadn’t been for their con-
tinuous reporting on the 
fires’ location and road clo-
sures we would have been 
bereft of civilization, not 
knowing what was beyond, 
what was left, where the fire 
crews were. Fire crews, vol-
unteers and our local media 
earned their pay 100 times 
over and a huge amount of 
gratitude from all of us and 
an entire community for 
their dedication. Heroes ... 
every one of them!

C.J. Bryant
Rough and Ready

Lost a lot, but not our lives
Having just purchased 

property and beginning 
building, literally from 
below ground (septic sys-
tem) up, we were caught 
completely off guard believ-
ing that the fire had been 
stopped at Highway 20 
below Penn Valley.

On the property when 
the fire raced up and over 
us, I literally thought we 
would die as fire explod-
ed all around us! Quick 
thinking by my husband 
saved my life, his life, and 
our almost 3-year-old 
son’s life as we took cover 
under a running sprinkler 
in a patch made green 
as we de-chlorinated our 
well. 

Once the fire storm 
passed we ran around 
putting out hot spots 
threatening the trailer we 
planned on living in as we 
built! We lost a lot that 

day, but we didn’t lose our 
lives, and yesterday our 
once-upon-a-time 3-year-
old was visiting us with his 
own little 3-year-old boy. 
I delight in telling him 
the factual story about 
his dad, hose in hand to 
fill our makeshift buck-
ets, helping us put out the 
49er Fire. 

Hard to believe it was 
30 years ago!

Sherry Balow
Nevada County

Evacuation scarier 
than the fire

My husband was at work 
at Grass Valley Group 
and I was home in Lake 
Wildwood.  

His final call to me was 
“get the heck out of there – 
it’s coming your way!”  

I had already loaded the 
car just in case and as I 
pulled out of my driveway, 
security came down our 
street telling us to evacu-
ate. The scariest part was 
not the fire – it was the 
traffic jam trying to exit 
at the main gate. The fire 
engines were entering in a 
steady stream and no one 
could get out. We stood 
outside our cars for a long, 
long time before we finally 
got out the gate.  

My neighbors on the cul 
de sac above my house lost 
their homes, but thanks to 
the firefighters, my home 
was spared. They are truly 
my heroes forever!

Ann Craig
Nevada County

Our firefighters do 
incredible work

I also worked at Grass 
Valley Group at the time of 
the 49er Fire. We had been 
unable to go to work at the 
Bitney Springs location for 
several days. Finally my 
husband, Ron, and I were 
given permission to go to 
Building 2 and get a few of 
the computers so we could 
work from home. We were 
given 10 minutes. 

When we got there you 
could see the smoke off in 
the distance. As we made 
our third and fourth trips to 
our vehicle with the equip-
ment, the wind generated 
from the approaching fire 
made it very hard to open 
the double doors for that 
last trip out. As we were 
going down the long drive 
at GVG’s front entrance to 
Bitney Springs Road, the 
fire had gotten surprisingly 
close. 

Across the road was a 
pond and a home beyond 
that. The flames that were 
coming over that hill were 
much higher than the tall 
pines behind the house. 
I remember thinking we 
better book it out of there 
before the fire jumps Bitney 
Springs Road. As we head-
ed out, there were many 
fire trucks heading towards 
GVG. I looked back at that 
house by the pond think-
ing it was surely a goner. 
Thinking too that I proba-
bly wouldn’t have a place to 
work at anymore.

Days later when the dan-
ger had passed and we were 
allowed to return to the 
Bitney Springs site, I was 
amazed to see that house 
across the street from Grass 
Valley Group still standing. 
Our firefighters do incredi-
ble work.

Obviously the fire did 
cross Bitney Springs Road 
because some of the build-
ings on the Grass Valley 
Group site were burned 
down. The flames came 
very close to my Building 2, 
the art department. I will 
forever be grateful to those 
brave people who fought 
that fire.

Beverly Martling
Grass Valley

Heard word in Europe
I was in Germany with 

Jimmie Haskell and David 
Byrne (Talking Heads), 
recording David’s ballet 
for the German govern-
ment when the fire was 
happening. 

Tried to call home for 
firsthand information and 
the call was not allow to go 
through. 

“All calls to this area are 
not allowed at present.” 

Had to wait until getting 
home to get the details.

David Ward
Nevada County

 
‘This wasn’t going 
to be a good day’

As some would say, “I was 
there.” I lived out on Indian 
Springs road back then, 
and a member of the Penn 
Valley Fire Department.

I recall walking to our 
kitchen, l looked out the 
window and saw the smoke.

Then I noticed the wind 
on the water of our lake. It 
was from the north.

No, this wasn’t going to 
be a good day.

I grabbed my fire gear 
and headed to the station. 
Word spread fast, and most 
of our crews were there 
just waiting for the call. We 
didn’t have to wait long. My 

Aerial view of home destroyed by the 49er Fire.
THE UNION FILE PHOTOS/JOHN HART

Residents evacuate livestock on Bitney Spring Road. A plane makes a drop on the 49er Fire. 

Area residents watch the fire fight in September 1988.

FOR MORE 
INFORMATION
For more on the 49er Fire, 
visit the Fire Safe Council 
of Nevada County’s 
website — http://www.
AreYouFireSafe.com — 
where you’ll find the 
maps, photos, video and 
memories of area resi-
dents and firefighters who 
fought the blaze, as well as 
retrospective “The Faces 
of the 49er Fire,” written 
by Dian Schaffhauser in 
2008.
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engine was sent to Jones 
Bar to help Rough and 
Ready.

We were assigned to 
guard one home, and we 
could see the fire, still on 
the north side of the river. 
It had a long way to go 
before it got here. So we 
thought.

As soon as the fire dis-
appeared below the lower 
ridge line, it crossed the riv-
er. All in five or so minutes. 

The owners did a great 
“fire safe” job. They saved 
their own home. The fire 
came through in minutes,  
we gave the place a good 
once over and headed to 
regroup.

That was just our first 
two hours!

Walt Branson
Penn Valley

Welcome to the 
neighborhood

Ah yes, like yesterday. We 
had just arrived in Neva-
da County a few months 
before and that day was our 
moving in day. 

We lived just off of Mc-
Courtney, and as we stood 
from the deck of our new 
home, watching the smoke 
and fire we didn’t know 
whether we should go or 
stay. Decided to stay and 
then ... take this into the 
house and leave this in the 
car, if we have to make a 
quick get-away.

We quickly learned the 
kindness and warmth of the 
community. No one cared 
about your race, religious 
or political affiliation ... just 
“Do you need help?”

Sitting in our car with the 
radio on, strangers would 
appear in our windows to 
listen to the updates.

“Need Gatorade ... OK 
enough Gatorade, bring 
blankets,” we heard from 
the broadcasters at KVMR.

We literally had a warm 
welcome to our new com-
munity, and we have never 
regretted the move.

Marilyn Nyborg  
and Georgia Dow

Nevada County

An emotional three days
It had been a long hot, 

dry summer and like every 
September we were fearful 
of fire.  

On this Sunday morn-
ing, my mother-in-law was 
visiting us from out of town 
for a few days. My wife and 
her mother went to church 
and I decided to go into 
town to catch up on some 
bookkeeping at our store.  

As I left Owl Creek Road 
and turned onto Jones Bar 
Road, I could see a big 
column of smoke in the di-
rection of North San Juan. 
Then fire trucks began 
appearing headed toward 
Jones Bar. When I got to 
Highway 49 at the Willo, 
I saw that they had closed 
the highway to traffic and I 
knew this was serious.  

I nervously returned 
home and turned on KNCO 
news radio and called 
neighbors on the Yuba 
Canyon ridge to monitor 
the fire’s progress. I cleaned 
pine needles off the roof 
while I waited. By 1:30 
p.m., CDF was ordering 
evacuations. I took about 
an hour to load my truck 
with clothes, paintings, 
photos, contents of the 
safe, and a few key carpen-
try tools in case I had to 
rebuild. 

I left as the flames began 
cresting out of the Yuba can-
yon and heading my way.  

Jones Bar Road was 
a beehive of activity as 
neighbors were leaving with 
animals and possessions. 
I came across my wife and 
her mom on Hughes Road 
as they were heading home. 
We rented a room at the 
Best Western, where we 
had an emotional three 
days of ups and downs as 
the fire raged and changed 
directions. We were for-
tunate that a fire crew 
stopped the fire just a few 
yards from our house. They 
bulldozed a break between 
us and our next door neigh-
bor’s burning house. How 
grateful we were!  

After several more evac-
uations we finally decided 
to abandon the country life 
and moved to town.

Wayne Teague
Nevada County

Surreal, scary and 
lessons learned

We lived on Mooney Flat 
Road, a mile east of Highway 
20 during the 49er fire. 

That morning we were 
going to attend an art show 
in North Columbia and 
noticed a plume of smoke 
coming from that direction. 
We tuned into KNCO and 
heard that a large wildfire 
had erupted. 

Later, the fire department 
notified us to be ready to 
evacuate as the fire was ex-
pected to head our direction 

that night or the next day. We 
packed our two cars “to the 
brim” with clothes, photos, 
valuables and important 
documents, leaving room for 
our two dogs. That night the 
northern horizon was a band 
of red fire that was heading 
west at a slow pace. Very 
unsettling. 

We then learned that Lake 
Wildwood had been evac-
uated. As dawn broke we 
were using yard hoses and 
our land lord’s water tanker 
truck to soak the immediate 
areas around our house and 
the roof. The fire was pro-
gressing down Mooney Flat 
Road near Lake Englebright 
by late morning. About an 
hour later we heard trees 
exploding and suddenly 
saw what looked like a tidal 
wave of flames come over 
a ridge down the road and 
it was time to get the heck 
out of there. We headed to a 
friend’s home in Yuba Coun-
ty for shelter. 

Since there were no cell 
phones or laptops at the time, 
our only link to fire updates 
was KNCO on the car radio. 
We did not know for two 
days whether our house had 
survived. Fortunately, the fire 
traveled the opposite side of 
our road and miraculous-
ly there were no structures 
damaged. The stress of 
dealing with a wildfire and 
evacuation was surreal, scary 
and taught us that anything 

can happen at any time. 
Susan Healy-Harman 

Nevada County

Saw smoke on the water
On Sept. 10, 1988 I was 

cutting weeds on my vacant 
lot in Lake Wildwood in ac-
cordance with the require-
ments of Lake Wildwood 
Association.  

The next day I returned 
from my home in Sacramen-
to with my ski boat and my 
oldest son and several cadets 
who graduated together from 
the Sacramento Sheriff ’s 
academy. We launched my 
boat into Lake Wildwood 
and began water skiing. The 
security patrol boat was the 
only other boat on the lake.  

We saw the smoke to the 
north of Highway 49 and saw 
unburned pine cone petals 
float down into the lake but 
were not very concerned. 
Then my boat motor stopped 
dead in the middle of the lake 
and the cadets dove into the 
water and towed the boat to 
shore at Vista Park. By then 
the patrol boat had left.  

I found the problem was 
oil in the distributor and was 
able to clean it and get the 
engine going.  

By then a huge wall of 
flames came over the hill to 
the north and we saw motor 
homes being evacuated out 
the north gate. We quickly 
pulled the boat out and left 
the north gate just before the 

main evacuation took place.  
The next week I sat in my 

truck and listened to reports 
on KNCO. 

Herb Reinl
Lake Wildwood

Crazy, sad days, for sure
I know exactly where I was 

when the 49er broke out.
I had been on the Sacra-

mento River with my parents 
fishing when I got the call. I 
was coming home across the 
valley and saw tons of smoke 
climbing into the sky in the 
direction of Penn Valley!

As I was climbing Pet Hill 
they were stopping everyone 
and cars were pouring out of 
Lake Wildwood at the Pleas-
ant Valley intersection.

I can’t even remember 
why I had our stock trailer 
but they asked if I could start 
hauling livestock.

I went home, put the cattle 
and horses in the arena in 
case it got to our house, load-
ed pictures and some keep-
sakes (we’ve had our house 
burn down so knew what we 
couldn’t replace) and headed 
out to save others’ animals.

That’s how it went for the 
next few days. Almost got 
caught by the fire when haul-
ing out of Rough and Ready, 
as it came up the canyon from 
Grass Valley Group. Brad 
Prowse was my boss at GVG 
back then and my husband 
at the time ended up fighting 
fire on GVG property as well.

It did end up jumping 
Highway 20 and getting close 
to our place in Penn Valley. 
Crazy days and sad for a lot of 
people for sure.

Tanya Foster
Penn Valley

Fire trucks pulled 
out of parade

It was the 22nd annual 
Constitution Day Parade 
and I was lined up on Broad 
Street as a part of the Daugh-
ters of the American Revo-
lution (DAR) Captain John 
Oldham Chapter’s entry. 

I was the Constitution 
Week Chairperson that year 
and we all were very excited 
about the parade, Nevada 
City being one of only a few 
cities in the county that cele-
brated Constitution Day. 

It had been getting smoky 
and we began wondering 
where the fire was. There 
were rumors that the fire 
started outside Nevada City. 
The members of DAR started 
to get alarmed when all the 
fire trucks entered in the pa-
rade started pulling out of the 
parade lineup and leaving.  

There was a wind that day 
and by the time our entry 
drove through the streets of 
Nevada City and finished 
the parade route, the one 
thought on my mind was that 
I was anxious to get to my 
car and turn on the radio so 
I could listen to KNCO and 
find out how close the fire 
was. Little did we know that 
first afternoon that the fire 
would sweep across the coun-
ty several times and spread 
in several directions before it 
was finally contained and the 
fire completely out. 

Many friends from church 
and from where I worked lost 
their homes. Two generations 
of one family from First Bap-
tist Church lost two homes, 
outbuildings and all the 
contents, including all fam-
ily photographs. This was a 
wake-up to those of us in Ne-
vada County to be prepared 
and have an evacuation plan 
and a to-go bag ready.

My husband Jim and I 
were both HAM Radio oper-
ators and we volunteered at 
Nevada Union High School 
that was set up as an evacua-
tion center.

Maria E.  Brower
Grass Valley

Husband was witness 
in Parris trial

Woke that morning to very 
high winds. My husband 
worked in fire for the Forest 
Service. As he went off to 
work we said goodbye know-
ing there was a possibility a 
fire could break out (Septem-
ber and wind).

As he drove north on High-
way 49 to his duty station in 
Camptonville, he saw smoke 
and pulled off the road. He 
observed Gary Wayne Parris 
running around with a buck-
et trying to put out the fire. 
Bob continued up to Peter-
son’s Corner to call in the fire 
(before cell phones). He pro-
ceeded to the Camptonville. 

I did not know the fire had 
started until later that day, 
while sitting on Broad Street 
watching the Constitution 
Day parade. Looking up 
Broad Street we could see a 
huge plume building. That 
was when I first heard/saw 
the start of the fire. 

The following days were 
apocalyptic. From the smoke 
and inversion it looked like 
doomsday for a week. Bob 
was subpoenaed as a witness 
to testify at the trial (against 
Gary Wayne Parris).

Barbara Kuvet
Nevada County

49ER FIRE

Site of a home destroyed by the 49er Fire. Firefighters pause in their efforts to stop the 49er Fire. 

Firefighters take break while an air tanker makes a drop on the 49er Fire.

A home that was saved from destruction from the 49er Fire. A helicopter makes a water drop on the 49er Fire.



A10 | Tuesday, September 11, 2018 | The Union

crashing waves.”
Nelson remained at 

Washington Ridge another 
eight months before his 
release, then moved out of 
state. When he returned to 
California a few years ago, 
he chose to make Nevada 
County his home.

“I go up there every now 
and then, to look around,” 
Nelson said of the site of 
the fire’s origin. “It was a 
big part of my life.”

‘REMINDED ME OF 
SOME WAR SCENE’

Even veteran firefighters 
were stunned by the speed 
and ferocity of the blaze.

“It reminded me of some 
war scene,” said retired 
CDF Region Chief Bill 
Holmes, remembering his 
first view of Lake Wild-
wood from the air. “All 
I could see were houses 
burning and boats on fire 
floating around randomly. 
... Both lanes of the road 
leading to Lake Wildwood 
were full of trucks and cars 
full of belongings, pets 
and horses heading out to 
Highway 20. It was almost 
impossible to drive into 
Lake Wildwood.”

The heat and the wind 
already were a concern that 
morning, said Tony Clar-
abut, a battalion chief with 
California Department of 
Forestry at the time. After 
all, he said, firefighters had 
to knock down a 35-acre 
fire the night before.

He was sitting with Capt. 
Gary Sweet, a longtime 
county resident and fire-
fighter, when Sweet made a 
prediction.

“Gary said, ‘Tony, we’re 
going to get a fire today,’ 
meaning a major fire,” 
Clarabut said. “Not 10 min-
utes later, we were toned 
out for a fire off North 
Bloomfield, it was a tree 
into a power pole.”

As soon as they got the 
quarter-acre fire under 
control, Clarabut said, they 
heard the Oregon Peak 
Lookout calling fire traffic 
in the North San Juan 
area.

“That was the begin-
ning,” he said.

Clarabut was the first 
chief officer on scene, 
arriving after a North San 
Juan engine and a CDF fire 
engine.

The fire was already at 
three acres, he said, adding, 
“It was pretty clear it was 
going to be a major fire.”

Back then, a vacuum of 
fresh resources led to many 
of the firefighters working 
48 hours or more before 
getting a rest.

“When you’re in the thick 
of things, even a catnap is 
not happening,” Clarabut 
said.

THE NEW NORMAL
“One interesting com-

parison ... is that 30 years 
down the line, fire agencies 
do a lot of things better, 

there’s more coordination 
of resources and more 
mutual support, and more 
resources, more personnel 
available,” Clarabut mused, 
adding that a number of 
the fire stations back then 
weren’t staffed with paid 
personnel. 

Another change for the 
better?

During the 49er Fire, 
Clarabut said, the Lake 
Wildwood evacuation was 
a “disaster,” with residents 
who were trying to flee the 
fire getting stuck in long 
lines.

“Pleasant Valley Road 
at the time was just two 
lanes, and it was a major 
problem,” he said. “Now 
there’s a third lane for 
evacuation purposes. There 
also is now a connector 
road between Alta Sierra 
and Lime Kiln.”

One major issue in 1988? 
A lack of defensible space. 

According to the Fire 

Safe Council of Nevada 
County, of the 148 homes 
destroyed during the 49er 
Fire, 80 percent were not 
in compliance with the 
required clearance around 
homes.

This is an issue that has 
not gone away, Clarabut 
said — and is one that gets 
ever more important as the 
county’s population has 
continued to grow.

“We have always had a 
fire problem in California,” 
he said. “The more people 
we put out in the wild-
lands, the more we allow 
fuels to build up, and with 
the (climate) changing. 
I don’t think we should 
be surprised our fires are 
getting bigger and more 
damaging.”

And, Clarabut said, the 
more homes get built in 
the wilderness, the more 
the responsibility for pro-
tecting homes becomes a 
greater and greater burden 

on the local fire agencies. 
“In 30 years, people have 

moved further and further 
out. You can see it,” he said. 
“When you have to focus 
on protecting property and 
evacuating people, fires 
continue unabated.”

Clarabut also points to 
climate change and drier 
seasons, saying, “The fuel 
component out there is ex-
traordinary — it gets worse 
every year.”

In much of California, he 
said, residents aren’t get-
ting the message to  
be good stewards of  
their land and manage the 
fuels. 

“Driving around Neva-
da County, to our credit, a 
lot of people are making a 
better effort to clear their 
land,” Clarabut said.

Contact reporter Liz Kellar 
at 530-477-4236 or by 
email at lizk@theunion.
com.
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This map shows the timeline of the 49er Fire’s growth over three days in September 1988.
SUBMITTED BY FIRE SAFE COUNCIL OF NEVADA COUNTY

A Sacramento TV news truck surveys the scene of several homes that burned to the ground.
THE UNION FILE PHOTO

Community members make sack lunches for firefighters.
THE UNION FILE PHOTO/JOHN HART

Flames flicker above a ridge amid clouds of smoke from 
the 1988 49er Fire.

THE UNION FILE PHOTO

49ER FIRE
From page A1

IN BRIEF
State utility proposes 
wildfire safety measures

A California utility plans 
to replace 3,400 miles of 
overhead power lines with 
insulated wire to reduce 
the risk of them sparking 
when hit by tree limbs or 
other objects, the company 
announced Monday.

Southern California 
Edison aims to replace 
the lines by 2025 to align 
itself with legislation that 
California lawmakers have 
sent to the governor to sign 
to prevent wildfires.

Sparking power lines are 
one of the leading causes 
of California’s wildfires. The 
wildfires have killed dozens 
of people and destroyed 
thousands of homes in 
recent years.

The legislation sparked 
debate because it also 
will allow another utility 
company — Pacific Gas & 
Electric — to raise electric 
rates to cover the costs of 
lawsuits from last year’s 
deadly wildfires amid 
fears it could go bankrupt 
otherwise.

The bill also requires 
investor-owned utilities to 

safeguard their equipment 
to reduce the risk of fires.

Interstate 5 reopens after 
blaze forces closure

SHASTA-TRINITY 
NATIONAL FOREST — A 
major interstate that 
connects California and 
Oregon reopened Monday 
after a wildfire roared along 
the roadway and forced 
a six-day closure while 
burned trees and charred 
vehicles were removed.

One lane in each direc-
tion of Interstate 5 near 
the Oregon border was 
reopened with restrictions 
and warnings of slow traf-
fic, California Department 
of Transportation spokes-
woman Denise Yergenson 
said.

With the fire still burning, 
vehicles carrying flamma-
ble materials, including hay, 
wood chips, lumber and 
logs, will not be allowed 
along the 17-mile stretch 
in Shasta-Trinity National 
Forest.

“Motorists should 
anticipate long lines of 
vehicles and long delays,” 
Yergenson said.

Sentencing in arson 
fire at landmark in 
Joshua Tree park

RIVERSIDE — A man has 
been sentenced to five 
years in prison for setting a 
fire that damaged a histor-
ical landmark in Southern 
California’s Joshua Tree 
National Park

Federal prosecutors  
say George William Graham 
was observed watching 
flames rip through palm 
trees in March at the 
Oasis of Mara and told 
park rangers he started the 
fire. The oasis was set-
tled by Native Americans 
who planted the 29 palm 
trees that inspired the 
name of the nearby city of 
Twentynine Palms.

City News Service says 
Graham was sentenced 
to prison Monday and 
ordered to pay $21,000 in 
restitution.

The 26-year-old is a  
parolee with a prior arson 
arrest. His public defend-
er told the judge in June 
that her client has mental 
issues.

— Associated Press
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