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Fire Unexpectedly Worsens; Big Sur Is Ordered to 
Evacuate  

Smoke billows from the wildfires on Wednesday in Big Sur, Calif. More Photos >  
 
By JESSE McKINLEY 
Published: July 3, 2008 

BIG SUR, Calif. — Facing a stubborn fire, California officials ordered 
the evacuation of Big Sur on Wednesday as flames flared on nearby 
mountaintops and moved steadily toward this coastal retreat. 

Firefighters have been attacking a fire 
near Big Sur for 11 days and had been 
helped in recent days by fog, moist 
conditions and lighter winds. 
Seventeen homes have been lost here — more than half the 
total destroyed statewide from the first major wildfires of 
the season — but many residents had been allowed to 
remain as the fire stayed to the east and south.  

But overnight Tuesday the fire unexpectedly intensified, 
prompting mandatory evacuations of residents on both 

sides of Highway 1, the scenic coastal byway that runs through the Big Sur valley.  

“It’s tough to move out of your home; we understand that,” said Gov. Arnold 
Schwarzenegger, who visited the town with federal emergency officials on Wednesday, 
“but do it.” 

Yellow smoke and ash mixed in the air as a procession of possession-laden cars, trucks 
and vans streamed north out of town. Horses, goats, cats and dogs were also being 
trucked out by animal welfare workers, as helicopters ferried back and forth to the ocean, 
drawing out water to dump on smoldering hillsides east of town.  

One of those evacuating was Erica Sanborn, 28, who was living with her husband and 
their dog in a hotel in Big Sur, having already been forced out of their home, farther south

Vern Fisher/The Monterey County Herald, via Associated Press
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on the coast.  

“I’m kind of numb,” said Ms. Sanborn, an emergency room nurse who awoke to an 
evacuation order after a night shift. “I would never think that Big Sur could burn.” 

Statewide, more than 19,000 firefighters and other workers have been fighting fires since 
June 20, when a line of storms and lightning sparked hundreds of blazes across the 
northern and central parts of the state. The blaze near Big Sur — known as the Basin 
Complex — is just one of some 1,100 confirmed fires on federal and state lands in 
California, according to CalFire, the state fire agency, though exact figures were hard to 
confirm. Hundreds of others have been contained or put out. 

Costs were also rising. State officials have spent more than $50 million on the current 
fires, according to CalFire. On Tuesday, Mr. Schwarzenegger had ordered around 200 
National Guard troops to provide ground support to firefighters.  

The major culprit in the blazes is a persistent drought that has made for volatile fire 
conditions. Steep terrain was also complicating firefighting efforts. Tina Rose, a 
spokeswoman for the fire operation, said that about 20 miles of Highway 1 along the 
coast were closed, shutting down access to famous — and currently shuttered — resorts 
like the Ventana Inn and the Post Ranch.  

One local celebrity, the Beach Boys’ guitarist Al Jardine, said he had loaded up a trailer 
with musical equipment on Monday night, and was hoping to hold out before the 
evacuation order came. 

“It’s depressing,” Mr. Jardine said. “People are walking around like zombies.” 
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