
A DC-10 drops fire retardant near Lyons Valley Road during the
second day of the Valley fire on Sept. 6. More than 600,000 gal-
lons had been dropped by Wednesday.
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Aerial firefighting has come a
long way since the 1930s, when pi-
lots in Ford Tri-Motors kicked wa-
ter-filled beer kegs out the open
doors of their planes and crossed
their fingers. 

Witness the coordinated attack
from the sky that went on for a
week against the Valley fire south-
east of Alpine. 

As many as 22 aircraft — from a
lumbering 747 to darting helicop-
ters — have been deployed daily in
a tricky ballet. From sunrise to
sunset, they dropped hundreds of
thousands of gallons of chemical
retardant and water to help slow
the flames while crews on the

ground protected houses and cut
and bulldozed a containment pe-
rimeter.

At least 30 homes and almost
two dozen other structures were
lost, but fire officials said it could
have been worse without an aerial
approach that’s become common-
place in San Diego County: Go
early, and go hard. “It used to be
that a fire had to get pretty big be-
fore you’d see the large tankers
show up,” said Cal Fire Capt.
Thomas Shoots, a 17-year veteran.
“Now we understand the difference
it can make if we start using all the
resources right away. It buys us
time to get the other pieces in place
to put out the fire.”

That approach worked three
years ago on the Lilac fire near
Bonsall, which started next to In-
terstate 15 and consumed more
than 4,100 acres and destroyed 105
homes in less than a day. A massive
assault by tankers, fixed-wing

planes and helicopters helped halt
its advance. Two days later, it was
100 percent contained.

The Valley fire, which started
Sept. 5 in Japatul Valley in 100-de-
gree weather, chewed through
10,000 acres in two days, added an-
other 7,000, and then got stopped in
its smoky tracks by crews in the air
and on the ground. They were
aided by cooler weather and ligh-
ter-than-predicted Santa Ana
winds.

Thursday afternoon, a U.S. For-
est Service official, Mike Milkovich,
called it “nothing short of amaz-
ing” that the fire had not done
more damage.

County Supervisor Dianne Ja-
cob, who represents the area where
the fire burned, said, “We got lucky
on this one.”

Sometimes you can buy your
own luck, though, and local agen-
cies have invested hundreds of mil-

AIR ATTACK KEY TO FIGHTING VALLEY FIRE, BUT AT A PRICE
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Up to 22 aircraft used,
some costing thousands
an hour to operate
BY JOHN WILKENS
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The COVID-19 pandemic has cost local businesses
more than $3 billion, with no end in sight. C1
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Rallying in the center of
Santee’s busy shopping dis-
trict on a recent Saturday,
men, women and children
waved signs condemning
the sexual exploitation of
children.

“Standing 4 children”
read one, and “End human
trafficking” another. They
received honks of support as
drivers passed by.

There were other signs,
though, that raised fears
among some child-victim
advocates that their long-
standing efforts to fight traf-
ficking are being hijacked
and radically politicized by
backers of conspiracy theo-
ries.

The Santee rally included
hand-lettered support for
“WWG1 WGA,” an abbrevi-
ated version of the slogan
“Where we go one, we go all,”
adopted by those who as-
cribe to the belief system
known as QAnon.

One man carried the
message: “FBI FBI FBI. IN-
VESTIGATE PIZZA-

ADVOCATES
CONCERNED
QANON
SIDETRACKS
AID FOR KIDS
BY KRISTINA DAVIS
& JOSHUA EMERSON SMITH
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A vending machine
stocked with books? In the
lobby of a library? On a
campus teeming with
STEM students hooked on
smartphones?

It seems like the last
thing you’d find at UC San
Diego’s Geisel Library,
whose futuristic facade in-
spired a key scene in the sci-

fi movie “Inception.”
But the grab-and-go

dispenser will soon be put
in place, one of many efforts
large and small to serve the
growing masses and keep
things moving on a campus
that’s become far bigger
than anyone imagined. 

The question is: When
will students get to use it?
Or to even be allowed to
roam the stacks of a library

that resembles an inverted
pyramid rising out of a can-
yon? UCSD is experiencing
a bittersweet moment. As it
prepares to turn 50 on Sept.
29, Geisel ranks among the
top 25 public research li-
braries in the nation. It just
finished creating a digital
reconstruction of the an-
cient Temple of Bel in Syria,
which was destroyed five 

The Geisel Library at UC San Diego marks its 50th anniversary on Sept. 29.
The library is among the top 25 research libraries in the country. 
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GEISEL LIBRARY TURNS 50 AS
PLACE TO WONDER AND THINK
BY GARY ROBBINS
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Most people dying of
COVID-19 have chronic
health problems, a fact
that has generated endless
skepticism as the number
of deaths attributed to the
disease climbs closer to
200,000 nationwide. 

From the beginning,
some have repeatedly
noted that there are few
“pure” COVID-19 deaths
where no other contrib-
uting conditions present.
The vast majority who
have died are struggling
with chronic health condi-
tions such as hyperten-
sion, diabetes, heart dis-
ease and obesity.

There has also been a
growing mantra that
deaths said to be caused by
COVID-19, because they
occur so often among
those with other serious
health problems, were in-
evitable. 

Ousted former Fox
News host Bill O’Reilly, for

example, said on a radio
show in early April that
“many people who are dy-
ing, both here and around
the world, were on their
last legs anyway,” suggesti-
ng that, had it not been for
the coronavirus, their
chronic illnesses would
have done the job soon
enough.

But the numbers tell a
different story.

The National Center for
Health Statistics tracks
“excess deaths” associated
with COVID-19, releasing
weekly totals of all deaths
observed in the United
States alongside totals of
the number that would be
expected given the num-
bers observed during the
same weeks in previous
years.

Though the dataset is
perennially incomplete
due to processing lags for
the newly issued death cer-
tificates that are the main
data source, information 

COVID-19 IS NOT
FATAL TO ONLY THE
CHRONICALLY ILL
Experts dispute
discussion of ‘pure’
coronavirus deaths
BY PAUL SISSON
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STUDY RESUMES
A6 • Paused AstraZeneca

coronavirus vaccine trial
cleared to continue.

Wildfire smoke that posed a
health hazard to millions choked
the West Coast on Saturday as fire-
fighters battled deadly blazes that
obliterated some towns and dis-
placed tens of thousands of people,
the latest in a series of calamities
this year.

For people already enduring the
coronavirus pandemic, the result-
ing economic fallout and political
tensions evident in the Black Lives
Matter protests and far-right
counter protests, the fires added a
new layer of misery.

“What’s next? You have the pro-
tests, coronavirus pandemic, now
the wildfires. What else can go
wrong?” lamented Danielle Oliver,
40, of Happy Valley, southeast of
Portland.

The death toll from the fires in
California, Oregon and Washing-
ton stood at 31 and was expected to
rise sharply. Most of the fatalities
were in California and Oregon.

Dozens more people — includ-
ing at least 50 in Oregon’s Lane
County — were reported missing.

Oregon’s emergency manage-
ment director said officials were
preparing for a possible “mass fa-

DOZENS MISSING AS BLAZES RAGE
Death toll rises to 31;
wildfire smoke chokes
states across the West

Lori Gladfelter makes her way across the fire-scorched terrain to inspect her Lawson Valley rental home Saturday. Gladfelter had
to walk the last 300 yards because work crews with large utility trucks were repairing the power lines after the Valley fire. 

NELVIN C. CEPEDA U-T

BY ANDREW SELSKY 
& LINDSAY WHITEHURST

CLEANING UP, REGROUPING
AFTER THE VALLEY FIRE

A12 • Residents return to East
County homes to assess losses. 
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