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Local hospitals and clinics 
have reported an increase in 
patients complaining of respi-
ratory problems, paralleling 
the onset of smoke from 25 
major wildfires that continue 
to burn throughout California.

Although the uptick in 
these visits cannot be defini-
tively distinguished from the 
effects of COVID-19 or other 
illnesses, CEO of Mark Twain 
Health Care District and inter-
nist Randy Smart, MD, says 
he’s seen a notable increase in 
patients at his own practice in 
Valley Springs he believes are 
affected by smoke.

“I can’t give you hard num-
bers. I just know it’s happen-
ing,” Smart told the Enterprise 
on Tuesday.

Passive smoke inhala-
tion exacerbates symptoms 
in patients with pre-existing 
respiratory conditions, like 
emphysema, and increases the 
rate of heart attacks in individ-

uals who are already at-risk, 

Smart said.

While there are currently 

no fires burning in Calaveras 

County, drift smoke from 

across the state has resulted in 

unhealthy levels of air pollu-

tion in the area.

On Monday, Calaveras 

County Health Officer Dean 

Kelaita, MD, and the Calaveras 

County Air Pollution Control 

District issued a joint air 

quality advisory to notify 

the public of potentially 

hazardous conditions.

Kelaita warned of a “com-

plex mixture” of gases and 

small particles made from 

burning organic materials that 

By Noah Berner
noah@calaverasenterprise.com

Editor’s note: This is the 
final part in a four-part series 
taking an historical look at the 
Spanish flu pandemic in 1918.

Large gatherings to celebrate 
the end of the First World War 
in mid-November of 1918, 
coupled with massive move-
ments of returning troops, led 
to spikes in influenza cases 
across the country, from large 
cities to small towns.

On Nov. 18, an article 
appeared in the Stockton Daily 
Evening Record titled “The 
‘Flu’ in Angels Camp Keeps 
Everybody on the Jump.”

“The Red Cross has had to 
open three different places for 
influenza patients as there were 
up to Saturday evening at 8 
o’clock 65 cases in Angels, 
50 in Melones, and the Red 
Cross is trying to take care 
of all,” the article reads. “A 
state health attache came to 

Angels on Saturday evening 
to take charge of the hospitals 
of which there are three in full 
swing. The high and gram-
mar school teachers are acting 
nurses and are commended for 
their efforts. Dr. Weirich, the 
city health officer, is a very 
busy man and is on the go day 
and night.”

With flu cases on the rise, the 
authorities arrested several people 
for violating the mask ordinance.

“Bob Rafolovich of Angels 
Camp was sentenced to ten 
days in the county jail by Judge 
McClory, Friday morning, for 
failing to wear a mask as provid-
ed by law,” a Calaveras Prospect 
article reads. “Constable 
O’Connor brought him down 
this afternoon, and he now lan-
guishes in duress vile. Sheriff 
Cosgrave made a whole-sale 
catch at Copperopolis Thursday 
when he arrested ten violators at 
that place.”

On Nov. 30, the Prospect 
reported that the flu situa-
tion was rapidly improving in 

Calaveras County.

“The prevailing epidemic 
of so-called Spanish influenza 
in this county is pretty well 
under control,” an article reads. 
“Mokelumne Hill reports all its 
cases out of danger and no new 
ones. San Andreas is entirely 
free from the disease. The situ-
ation at Melones and Angels 
Camp is most encouraging and 
the doctors have the epidemic 
well in hand. Copperopolis has 
a few cases. The (worst) place 
now is Campo Seco where the 
malady has taken a new hold 
and there are quite a few cases 
there. The large cities of the 
State have suspended the wear-
ing of masks and no new out-
breaks are reported.”

In the same issue, a headline 
reads “Death Claims Promising 
Young Man At Copperopolis.”

“The death is one of extreme 
sadness in that the young mar-
ried couple had just furnished a 
new cottage at Copperopolis and 
had scarcely moved into the little 
home about eight days ago when 

he was stricken with illness,” the 
article reads. “The young hus-
band had the care of two trained 
nurses and a physician who were 
constantly in attendance, but not-
withstanding all that could be 
done for him, he passed away 
during the night.”

A correspondent from 
Mokelumne Hill chafed at the 
continuing mask ordinance.

“The flu is now a thing of 
the past in so far as this town 
is concerned,” an article reads. 
“The quarantines were raised 
Monday, and the public school 
was opened. We had ten cases 
in the town, but we nipped 
the epidemic in the bud by a 
strict quarantine. We can see 
no (reason) why the board of 
supervisors should not rescind 
the Mask Ordinance in so far 
as this town is concerned.”

Most county schools began 
to reopen their doors, but 
the school in Rail Road Flat 
remained closed through the 
end of the year.

“Last Friday the trustees 

decided to keep the school in 
this district closed until after 
the holidays,” an article reads. 
“There have been no cases of 
influenza among us yet, and we 
are taking every precaution to 
not have any.”

On Dec. 5, the Spanish flu 
claimed another victim, Grover 
Fischer, a 33-year-old man with 
a wife and two small children.

“Grover died at the Angels Red 
Cross hospital,” an article reads. 
“(He) was a trusted employee of 
the Utica Mining Company of 
Angels and was stationed at the 
Ross Reservoir, one of the sta-
tions on the big water ditch.”

The Prospect carried a report 
from State Health Officer Edward 
A. Ingham on the flu situation in 
Angels Camp on Dec. 7.

“The influenza situation in 
Angels Camp has improved 
rapidly during the past week 
and City Health Officer, 
Weirick, has had no reports 
of new cases for three days,” 
Ingham wrote. “At a meeting 
of the City Board of Health, 

Wednesday night it was decid-

ed that in view of the improve-

ment in conditions the bars 

should be allowed to open.”

On Dec. 13, Angels Camp 

rescinded its mask ordinance, 

though the board of health still 

“recommended that the mask 

shall be worn by all person 

at public gatherings in closed 

rooms,” and ordered the pro-

prietor of the Angels Theater to 
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Calaveras had several hospitals ‘in full swing’ at height of 1918 pandemic
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By Davis Harper
davis@calaverasenterprise.com

A long-awaited habitat conserva-
tion plan for threatened Central Valley 
steelhead on the Calaveras River was 
approved by the National Marine 
Fisheries Service (NOAA Fisheries) 
Monday. Conservation groups say the 
plan was pushed through with mini-
mal restrictions on Stockton East Water 
District (Stockton East), whose opera-
tions on the river have impacted fish 
populations for decades.

The plan, required in the district’s 
application for an Incidental Take Permit, 
addresses the anticipated “take” – kill-
ing, injuring and capturing, among other 
actions – of any endangered or threatened 
species as a result of activities or develop-
ment. It also lays out solutions for how to 
minimize or mitigate those impacts. 

NOAA Fisheries has authorized a 
50-year Incidental Take Permit to allow 
Stockton East to operate and maintain its 
facilities on the river in compliance with 
the Endangered Species Act (ESA). That 
includes the impoundment and non-flood 
control operations of water from New 
Hogan Reservoir, along with operation of 
the Old Calaveras River Headworks facil-
ity, Bellota Diversion facility and instream 

flashboard dams. Also protected from alle-
gations of ESA violations under the permit 
are operations and improvements of pri-
vately owned diversion facilities, channel 
maintenance on instream structures and the 
district’s fisheries monitoring program.

The first to be completed by NOAA 
Fisheries in the Central Valley, the plan 
has taken 13 years to come to fruition 
following negotiations among compet-
ing water interests. 

Stockton East says the plan will protect 
threatened steelhead in the Calaveras River 
while meeting the needs of agricultural and 
municipal water users through 2070.

With a service area spanning approx-
imately 143,000 acres between the 
counties of San Joaquin and Calaveras, 
Stockton East serves 358,000 water users 
in the greater Stockton urban area and 
about 6,373 agricultural parcels. 

Stockton East requested a “small 
amount of annual take” of federally listed 
fish that may incidentally be harmed by 
its operations on the lower Calaveras 
River from New Hogan Reservoir to its 
confluence with the San Joaquin River. 

In return, the district has committed to 
various conservation activities to benefit 
fish populations over that period, with 
semi-annual, annual, five-year, 10-year 
and 15-year benchmarks to meet.

Stockton East, since 2001, has volun-
tarily implemented various fish passage 
improvements, some of which include 
fish ladders, temporary fish screens and 
barriers to prevent juvenile entrainment 
(where fish end up outside their normal 
habitat, such as an irrigation canal). 

Per the plan, the Calaveras River can 
support a “viable” steelhead population in 
optimal spawning habitat between New 
Hogan Dam and the Bellota Weir, a flash-
board dam that pools water to be diverted 
for irrigation. Taken down annually for 
seasonal fish migration, the weir has his-
torically been a large obstacle for fish to 
navigate on their journey upstream – when 
there is a stream. River diversions for com-
peting consumptive uses during drought 
years inhibit anadromous fall run salmon 
and steelhead that migrate between the 
ocean and freshwater habitat for spawning.

Although the plan is primarily focused 
on conserving steelhead populations, 
opportunistic Chinook salmon may also 
benefit from various improvements.

Still, the Calaveras River’s “utility 
as a salmon-supporting stream is highly 
limited” due to the district’s operations in 
the Mormon Slough flood control chan-
nel, Old Calaveras River channel, and its 

Steelhead conservation plan on Calaveras 
River draws concern from fisheries advocates

see Fisheries, A5

Employees cite 
negligence in 
handling of 
COVID-19 
outbreak

By Dakota Morlan
dakota@calaverasenterprise.com

Employees at Avalon Health 
Care in San Andreas have 
alleged negligence in the pre-
vention and management of an 
ongoing COVID-19 outbreak 
that has infected more than 
half of the nursing home’s 100 
residents and left 11 dead.

The two employees, who 
wish to remain anonymous, told 
the Enterprise that most staff 
members at the facility have 
displayed a “nonchalant” atti-
tude toward the use of personal 
protective equipment (PPE) 
before and during the outbreak.

Both sources believe the 
recent deaths at the facility could 
have been prevented.

“People are dying and suf-
fering unnecessarily,” the 
first source said. “How much 
longer could they have made 
it, as healthy as they could be, 
if it wasn’t for the negligence 
of staff members bringing 
corona to them?”

Salt Lake City-based 
Avalon Health Care Group 
maintains that its facilities 
have been following state and 
federal COVID-19 guidance, 
including that of the Centers 
for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC). However, 
the San Andreas facility and 
others managed by the private 
health care company have 
come under scrutiny in recent 
weeks due to concerns about 
preventative practices.

One Avalon-managed vet-
erans home in Hilo, Hawaii 
is under federal review at the 
request of U.S. Senator Brian 
Schatz (D-Hawaii) due to a 
COVID-19 outbreak at the facil-
ity that has claimed the lives of 
14 residents. A U.S. Department 
of Veterans Affairs disaster 

response team is expected to 
arrive at Yukio Okutsu Veterans 
Home later this week. 

In a letter to Avalon Health 
Care Chairman Charles “Randy” 
Kirton, obtained by the Hawaii 
Tribune Herald, Schatz urged 
the company to review staffing 
and infection control practices 
at each of its facilities, which 
provide care to more than 6,800 
patients throughout the Western 
United States. 

At Avalon’s San Andreas 
facility, sources say the past 
few weeks have been “one big, 
nonstop violation” of COVID-
19 safety guidelines.  

According to Avalon admin-
istration, it is suspected that 
an asymptomatic staff mem-
ber introduced the virus to the 
nursing home – a situation 
which would not have occurred 
with proper use of PPE, the 
first source said. 

The source also stated that she 
observed a staff member feeding 
a resident “with her (face shield) 
up and her mask down,” while 
telling another staff member 
that she herself was experienc-
ing COVID-19 symptoms and 
“probably has it.”

According to the second 
anonymous source, N95 masks 
were first distributed in early 
September to employees during 
the peak of the outbreak, which 
has infected at least 58 residents 
and 21 staff members. The source 
stated she has witnessed staff 
members working with their N95 
masks dangling from their faces.

The source also recalls watch-
ing a staff member stow a protec-
tive gown required for contact 
with COVID-19-positive patients 
in a resident’s personal clothing 
drawer for later reuse, which is 
reportedly against protocol.

Both sources say a lack of 
PPE training has left them feel-
ing inadequately prepared dur-
ing the outbreak. Most infor-
mation regarding COVID-19 
protocol and the general situ-
ation at the facility has been 
received informally “by word 
of mouth” and through the 
news, they said.

San Andreas 
nursing home 
death toll rises

see Avalon, A5

see Air, A5

Poor air quality taking a toll on Calaveras residents
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Safety concerns raised with 

local administration before 

and during the outbreak were 

allegedly disregarded, dis-

couraging the two employees 

from taking further action.

Yet their anxiety increased in 

early September as COVID-19 

patients who were initially out-

sourced to other facilities were 

returned to a dedicated COVID 

unit at the San Andreas loca-

tion. Some of those patients 

were placed back in a non-iso-

lated wing after being deemed 

“recovered,” though a few still 
displayed symptoms, they said.

Residents who test positive for 
the virus or display strong symp-
toms are being placed under iso-
lation with their roommates prior 
to being moved to the designated 
unit, the sources said. Yet when 
the infected patient is removed, 
the remaining occupants are no 
longer under quarantine.

The sources believe weekly 
COVID-19 tests performed on 
all residents and staff have been 
largely ineffective in preventing 
the spread of the virus due to 
a several-day lag in receiving 
results. Meanwhile, staff mem-
bers move between isolated and 
non-isolated rooms, dispensing 

used protective gowns in a uni-
versal laundry bin. 

“One resident in my wing, 
who shared a room with a posi-
tive case and is currently a sus-
pected case, got in a wheelchair 
and spent all day wandering up 
and down the hallway, talking to 
everybody with no mask (on),” 
the first source said, adding that 
she was recently coughed on 
by another symptomatic patient 
who was not in isolation.

In response to these allega-
tions, Avalon Health Care has 
stated that CDC guidance is 
being followed in clearing mild 
to moderate COVID-19 patients 
as “no longer contagious” 10 
days after the onset of symp-
toms, rather than implementing 
a test-based approach. 

“Facility leadership has 
conducted a review of pro-
tocols and has not identified 
any instances where staff were 
failing to properly follow 
PPE guidelines. However, we 
encourage any staff that thinks 

there are areas for improve-
ment to talk with their team 
leaders so it can be addressed. 
The safety of our residents 
and staff are paramount and 
we will do everything we can 
to keep them safe,” Avalon 
spokesperson Allison Griffiths 
wrote in a Sept. 16 email. 

Presently, Avalon Health Care 
has reported COVID-19 cases 
among residents at more than half 
of its 10 facilities in California, 
resulting in at least 29 fatalities. 
An Avalon facility in Sonora has 
reported six cases, five of whom 
tested positive upon admission 
and were transferred back to their 
original facility.

On Tuesday, Calaveras 
County Public Health con-
firmed the three latest deaths 
of residents from Avalon’s San 
Andreas facility, though the 
nursing home has only publicly 
reported eight deaths since last 
updating its website on Sept. 12. 

“The current outbreak 
within Avalon has accelerated 

our increased rate of COVID-
19 infections for the whole 
county,” Health Officer Dean 
Kelaita, MD, stated in a Sept. 
8 press release. “Addressing 
this situation is our top priority. 
Calaveras County is still among 
California counties where the 
county risk level is substantial.”

Kelaita told county supervi-
sors during a Sept. 8 meeting that 
Public Health has been working 
closely with Avalon adminis-
tration during the outbreak and 
that state resources were being 
deployed to aid the facility. 

The state Department of 
Public Health (CDPH), which 
regulates skilled nursing facili-
ties in California, stated that they 
have also “worked closely” with 
such facilities to ensure proper 
infection control protocols are 
in place and to ensure necessary 
corrections are made. However, 
CDPH could not confirm wheth-
er an investigation has been initi-
ated regarding complaints at the 
Avalon San Andreas facility. 

Throughout California, the 
death toll among the most 
vulnerable continues to rise, 
with more than 4,300 nurs-
ing home residents constituting 
roughly 30% of the state’s total 
COVID-19-related deaths. 

A statement from CDPH on 
Tuesday read, “(All) nursing 
homes in California are required 
to have plans in place for infec-
tion control, testing, and response 
to COVID cases. This testing is 
critical to managing COVID-19. 
CDPH conducts surveys to check 
on compliance. Nursing homes 
have both regularly scheduled 
surveys, and unscheduled surveys 
which are the result of complaints 
filed by residents, employees or 
family members. Additionally, 
CDPH currently has strike teams 
with experts from the Healthcare 
Associated Infection Program 
who are being deployed through-
out the state in an effort to assist 
healthcare facilities with prevent-
ing and improving infection con-
trol, while taking enforcement 
action as warranted.”

Avalon
continued from A1
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“post notices requesting all 
patrons of his establishment to 
wear the regulation mask while 
in attendance.”

But the second wave of the flu 
would claim at least one more 
victim in Calaveras County.

“The Indians from Railroad 
Flat have been scouring the hills 
here looking for Ike the Indian 
that had the ‘flu’ and was in the 
hospital at Angels, but while 
(delirious) wandered away,” an 
article reads. “Up to the present 
no (trace) has been found.”

Over a month later, the man’s 
body was located in a grove of 
pine trees east of Los Muertos, 
“still clothed in the night shirt 
that he wore when he escaped.”

Mountain Ranch, which 
closed its school and canceled 
public gatherings before the 
virus had reached the commu-
nity, seems to have avoided the 
second wave of the flu entirely. 
On Dec. 18, a Prospect cor-
respondent reported that there 
were still no cases in town.

“No cases of ‘flu’ but the 
mask is still a feature,” the 
correspondent reported. “No 
delinquents Sheriff.”

On Dec. 21, the Prospect 
carried a letter from a reader 
in Melones.

“It is well to let the outside 
world know how we attended 
to the sick during the recent 
epidemic here,” the letter reads. 
“We fitted up two house for 
hospitals and kept most all the 
patients there. Had a doctor from 
Sonora to stay here and hired a 
trained nurse from Stockton. All 

the ladies of the town assisted 
in one way or another; some 
helped the nurse, others cooked 
for the sick and the help. Mrs. 
Stevenot of Carson Hill, who 
formerly was a trained nurse, 
was a faithful worker until she 
contracted the disease and was 
compelled to go to her bed. 
All worked harmoniously and 
accomplished good results. We 
are now free from the ‘flu’ and 
are congratulating ourselves on 
the efficient work done in such 
a short time. In all 100 cases of 
influenza were treated.”

The county’s mask ordinance 
was rescinded a few days before 
Christmas after having been in 
effect for almost two months.

“The Calaveras Mask Law 
was declared null and void,” 
an article reads. “The Sheriff’s 
office was instructed to inform 
the public that evening that the 
(masks) could be taken off.”

While the worst was over, 
the third wave of the Spanish 
flu would hit the county in early 
January, bringing with it more 
illness and death. During this 
time, the Prospect makes no 
mention of ordinances, masks 
or business closures due to the 
flu. In Calaveras County, the 
third wave persisted until the 
end of May, significantly longer 
than the second wave, which 
was also the case throughout 
much of the United States.

“Is there anything to be 
gained from the havoc caused 
by the epidemic?” an edito-
rial in the Feb. 15 issue of the 
Prospect reads. “There surely 
would be if it made us get 
at the causes behind it. They 
might teach us how to avoid 
such a calamity in the future.”

Flu
continued from A1

facilities, all of which make providing “year-
round” flows downstream of Bellota to support 
salmon “impossible.” 

Per the plan, the district is bound to a mini-
mum instream flow requirement of 20 cubic feet 
per second (CFS) or greater year-round in “key 
fish habitat” – between Bellota and New Hogan. 
The district gets a pass with minimums lower-
ing to 10 CFS during “critical water storage 
periods” – when conservation storage has fallen 
below 84,100 acre-feet.

Other conservation measures include screen-
ing water diversions, improving fish passage 
over structures, implementing water conserva-
tion measures and continually researching and 
monitoring Calaveras River fisheries to inform 
management strategies.

Stockton East has invested $5 million into 
the plan with a mix of ratepayer revenues and 
state grants.

Under the plan, the district will commit about 
$200,000 to $400,000 annually to implement the 
conservation strategies, including fish screens and 
other improvements, the costs of which will be 
borne by municipal and agricultural ratepayers.

Although the conservation plan has been 
long-awaited, not all stakeholders are happy 
to see it rubber stamped.

 “It is very difficult to negotiate such a com-
plex agreement that all interested parties can 
live with,” General Manager Scot A. Moody 

told the Enterprise in an email Tuesday. “There 
is give and take from all parties.”

One conservation group said the plan doesn’t 
do enough to help fish pass through stretches 
of the river below Bellota, an often-dry stream-
bed offering minimal quality habitat, depend-
ing on the water year.

Bill Jennings, executive director of the California 
Sportfishing Protection Alliance (CSPA) called 
the plan a “capitulation” by NOAA Fisheries that 
protects the resident rainbow trout between Hogan 
and Bellota, but ignores the anadromous fall run 
salmon and steelhead migrating from the conflu-
ence of the Calaveras and San Joaquin rivers.

“It basically memorializes a dewatering of the 
river 24 miles from Bellota to the confluence of 
the San Joaquin,” Jennings said in a phone inter-
view Monday, adding that that stretch of the river 
is only fed by dam overflows in wet years. 

Jennings also took issue with Stockton East 
being the fisheries manager of the Calaveras 
River, likening it to “putting an embezzler in 
charge of the bank account.”

The latest approval from NOAA Fisheries 
was another instance of the agency’s “vast 
weakening of fisheries protection under the 
Trump administration,” Jennings said.

Litigation may be on the table for the CSPA, 
who has in the past alleged that Stockton East 
has violated numerous state and federal laws.

“We fought on the Mokelumne for decades to 
finally get a stream flow regime that enabled fish-
eries to be restored there,” Jennings said. “Kudos 
to East Bay MUD, but we’re not going to give up 
on the Calaveras.”

Fisheries
continued from A1

can penetrate deep into the 
lungs and cause a range of 
health problems.

“The Highway 4 corri-
dor from Murphys through 
Copperopolis and the entire 
Highway 49 corridor are 
currently experiencing very 
unhealthy levels of smoke,” 
the advisory reads. “Other 
areas of the county are also 
experiencing substantial 
smoke pollution. These con-
ditions may persist for sev-
eral days.”

Smart classifies current 
smoke exposure in the county 
as “short-term” and says it 
should not have any lasting 
effects on otherwise healthy 
adults, though some might 
experience acute bronchitis, 
irritated airways and red eyes 
during exposure.  

“For the most part, the 
experts agree if you’re having 
short-term exposure like we 
are now, it’s just not enough 
of a cumulative effect that you 
or I would get lung cancer or 
develop heart disease because 

of that,” he said.

However, studies have 
shown that children in smoky 
environments are at higher 
risk of developing asthma as 
an adult, and pregnant women 
are more likely to deliver 
infants that are underweight, 
Smart said.

Other effects on otherwise 
healthy individuals are the “very 
real” mental health impacts, 
especially in the compounding 
conditions of COVID-19, pub-
lic safety power shutoffs and 
societal stress.

Smart says he’s seen an 
increase in patients experienc-
ing panic attacks, breathing 
anxiety and claustrophobia.

“People right now are pretty 
stressed, and they’re using all 
their reserves to get through 
the day. And I don’t mean 
physical reserves, I mean emo-
tional reserves,” Smart said. 
“So these people who are kind 
of borderline depressed or bor-
derline anxious or borderline 
angry, when you throw in the 
smoke, it just kind of tips them 
over the edge.”

Fortunately, air pollution 
increasing the risk of con-

tracting COVID-19 is one 
thing people don’t need to 
worry about – especially if 
they’re staying inside and uti-
lizing an air filter as experts 
have recommended.

“I don’t think I would 
expect to see an increase of 
COVID due to smoke in nor-
mal people. Maybe in more 
vulnerable people, respiratory 
patients could get worse. But 
I have not seen any objective 
data,” Smart said.

Cloth face masks are not 
effective in limiting smoke 
exposure, according to experts, 
and therefore should not be 
relied upon for protection. 

In addition to following the 
county’s recommendations 
of staying inside with doors 
and windows closed, turning 
off air conditioning units that 
bring smoky air inside and 
avoiding activities that would 
cause indoor air pollution, 
Smart highly recommends 
installing high-efficiency par-
ticulate air (HEPA) filters in 
home HVAC systems.

“Whatever folks are telling 
you about taking protective 
measures, those are really good 
ideas,” Smart said.
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