Loss, memories counted
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MOORPARK - It took the LaPerches 28 years to build Bon Fyre farms and a firestorm about 28 minutes to reduce two homes on the site to rubble. 

A day after the Shekell Fire swept into their 26-acre horse ranch Sunday, all that was left were blackened bird cages and the remains of their pet pigeon. 

"It's an absolute shock," said Dorann LaPerch, 45, whose home, along with her mother's up the hill, went up in flames.  "I can't believe this is my house."
As the 75 mph Santa Ana winds that had fueled the blaze died down Monday, more than 1,500 firefighters from across the state kept the fire at bay. 

By late afternoon, the winds had dwindled by half and all that was left of the Shekell Fire was a gray

Wisp of smoke west of Moorpark. 

While blackening more than 13,600 acres - more than 21 square miles - the wildfire had gutted five homes, damaged five others and destroyed two warehouses of commercial and farm equipment. 

By Monday, the fire was 70 percent contained as firefighters employed helicopters, bulldozers and brush crews to halt its march across Highway 118, upwind from Camarillo. 
"We're feeling a lot more confident today," Capt. Barry Parker of the Ventura

County Fire Department said Monday. "But until these winds stop, there's always a chance this fire could poke out somehow.  "We're not out of the woods, yet." 
No additional homes in Ventura County were immediately threatened by the second-largest fire to sweep through Moorpark since the 100,000-acre Simi Fire of October 2003. 
Firefighters hoped a moist ocean breeze forecast by meteorologists would neutralize the hot Santa Anas that had turned heavy hillside brush into tinder.  At the height of the blaze, embers of burning brush blew like torches into hills covered with horse ranches, citrus and avocado farms, pepper trees and suburban tract homes.
Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger issued an emergency proclamation for Ventura County to beef up state assistance for fire damage and continuing danger from high winds and low humidity.
In all, more than 250 homes had been evacuated. 

A menagerie of animals were taken to safety, including 55 horses, one donkey, four pigs, an emu, a 600-pound turtle and four camels.
There were no reports of injuries.  "Considering how fast this fire grew and how many firefighters are here, it's miraculous we didn't have more injuries," said Firefighter Matt Streck, a California Department of Forestry spokesman.
Start of blaze 

The blaze began at 2:30 a.m. Sunday at Grimes Canyon and Shekell roads near the site of the old Egg City production plant, which subsequently burned to the ground. By 6:30 a.m., a second fire flared up in Happy Camp Canyon Park. By nightfall, both blazes had become one.
Authorities were still investigating the cause of the fires.  On Monday, Rob and Becky Frankle surveyed three holes firefighters knocked through their roof in order to save their 2,400-square-foot home.
"Everything's fine," said Rob Frankle, 36, who had evacuated his wife, 3-year-old son, Elijah, and two dogs before the shake shingles caught fire. "We're lucky - it could have been worse." 

Though powerful winds still buffeted the city of 30,000 residents, the eye-stinging smoke was gone. Sadness remained.  For LaPerch, it was like a nightmare that she waits to awaken from.
First there was the blaze, which forced her to evacuate her 81-year-old mother, birds and dogs.  Gone were the photographs of her late father, William, a World War II aviator who helped envision the ranch. Gone were his military medals.  Gone were his ashes, buried in the ashes of her mother's hilltop home.  Gone were the daughter's purse, her computer and the hand-printed Christmas shirts of dogs she'd just ordered on eBay. And gone was her pet pigeon Jonathan, which she'd rescued in the wild and nurtured back to health.
"I loved her so much," LaPerch said, crying. "She was injured and had become my beloved pet.  "We had all our brush clearance, so in our wildest dreams we never thought this would happen to us."
Moorpark Mayor Patrick Hunter spent much of the day visiting the LaPerches and residents who had lost their homes.
"We're grateful to the firefighters for limiting the loss of property and preventing the loss of life," Hunter said. 

Ranch in flames 

The 750-acre Leavens Ranch, which produces citrus fruit and avocados on both sides of Highway 23 north of Moorpark, was in flames throughout the night Sunday. 

Owner David Schwabauer, whose family has owned the ranch since the 1940s, was relieved Monday that his parents' homes had been saved.
"I feel really fortunate. I've lost trees, but I didn't lose my house," he said.
As the fire approached, his mother, Mary Leavens Schwabauer, looked out her window and saw balls of flame rolling past her home.  She set up sprinklers around the house, and her son spent the night there, using garden hoses to put out embers that kept falling in the shrubbery.
When he was finally able to leave for a little while, Schwabauer went to an In-N-Out Burger to get some food for the ranch employees who had helped keep the flames at bay.
"I bought 30 double-doubles and the kid was dumbfounded," he said. "He'd never had an order that big." dana.bartholomew@dailynews.com 
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