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Malibu is known as an earthly paradise of multi-million-dollar mansions, movie stars and
unimaginable natural beauty.But all that changed on November 8, 2018.Go deep behind the
scenes of the most destructive wildfire in Los Angeles history. Alongside his wife and son,
Robert Kerbeck battled the fire that threatened to take their home. He knows first-hand how the
Malibu fires affected everyone – from the rich and famous to the firefighters who often risked
their lives.Blending investigative journalism and personal memoir, Malibu Burning brings you on
the dramatic, life-threatening journey of real people fighting 2,000 degree flames to save entire
neighborhoods. You'll also read:How the massive blaze affected Julia Roberts, Bob Dylan, Nick
Nolte, and other celebrities.Hundreds of interviews with perspectives of locals ranging from the
Deputy Fire Chief and Malibu City Council members to residents who fought to defend their
homes.How people survived this tragedy through courage, kindness and unified
cooperation.This book takes you into the hearts and minds of those who fought for their lives
while the world watched Malibu Burning.

From the Back CoverAlors que le nombre de conversions religieuses augmente nettement, ce
phénomène est encore mal connu. Sur la base de nombreux entretiens avec des personnes
converties, de toutes les religions monothéistes - à l exception du judaïsme -, Henri Lasserre
met en lumière trois types de conversion : la conversion d opportunité, celle de « retour » et
celle de « rupture », qui se traduit par un changement d affiliation religieuse volontaire. Il met en
lumière un certain nombre d invariants communs à toutes les conversions étudiées. L auteur
montre que le converti recherche une nouvelle affiliation, inséparable d un contexte familial
fragilisé, compliqué ou déstructuré. Dans tous les processus de conversion observés, Henri
Lasserre met en avant 4 traits communs : - L existence d un mal-être de la personne, voire
d une crise identitaire ; - Une rencontre avec un tiers avec lequel le converti se sent « compris et
reconnu » et qui fait office de « déclencheur » ; - L existence d une communauté sachant
accueillir la personne en souffrance ; - Un travail sur soi au travers de la lecture, la méditation,
l autoévaluation dans la prière, étant entendu que ce livre ne se prononce pas sur le mérite de
ces pratiques
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mass shootings. We’ll think about it for a day, and then move on. Not really addressing it.”—
Stephen Pyne, a native Californian and professor of history at Arizona State University“In
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spraying our house with Phos-Chek as the fire approached.photo Robert KerbeckPrologue:The
Accidental FirefightersFew things in this world will forever change you like the terror of thinking
you’re about to be burned alive in front of your kid. But at 11:44 on the morning of Friday,
November 9, as the flames of the Woolsey Fire barreled across our yard, I was gutted by the
possibility. The fire had been burning since the day before, but all at once it crashed down into
my Malibu Park neighborhood, and somehow there were more children fighting the blaze than
there were firefighters. My sixteen-year-old, Davis, was one of them. Garden hoses in hand, legs
braced against the searing winds, he and I were pushing the very edge of judgment and safety
in our desperation to protect our home. As fireballs pelted the yard around us, it hit me that I’d
made a horrific mistake.Teaching risk assessment was one of the most important jobs of a
parent, and I was imparting this lesson to my son in the worst possible way.My wife, Gardia,
jumped into her car and ripped out of the driveway. She’d known from the beginning. She’d
sensed the danger in a way I hadn’t. That morning, she was up at six o’clock tracking the fires on
the other side of the Santa Monica Mountains as well as the extreme Santa Ana winds in the
forecast. Known as “devil winds,” Santa Anas blow in hot and dry from the desert and pick up
speed in the canyons and arroyos of Southern California until they hit Malibu with hurricane
force. At best, these winds are an annoyance, creating itchy skin and short tempers. In fire
season, however, they are life-threatening.By the time Gardia received confirmation that the fire
had hopped the 101 Freeway, the last major firebreak before it would plow into western Malibu
where we live, she’d woken up Davis and put him to work packing family photos and videos.I
was still asleep when the mandatory evacuation order came by phone call, text, and email at
7:30 a.m. I’d popped up, thrown on a pair of jeans, and hustled to the toolshed that served as my



home office to get the only possession that mattered to me: my laptop.By the time I came back
out into the sun, the smoke was already throwing a low scrim across the sky. I could smell it, feel
it on my skin.I grabbed Davis and a couple of garden hoses, and we started watering down the
foliage in front of our all-wood Victorian home. Davis had spent his whole life there. We’d bought
it in 2000 during a rare lull in the housing market. The height notches on the kitchen wall. The
swing set and sliding board in the backyard. My late father’s piano in the living room. We damn
sure were going to give the place a fighting chance.Within half an hour, the sky had gone from
grayish to black, though over the ocean to the south I could still see a stretch of blue. The
severity of these signs convinced me that more serious measures were required. So I jogged
into the garage and dragged out the fire pump.A surfer buddy, Tim, once told me what gear to
buy for the inevitable wildfire. A lifelong local, Tim had also warned me that there would be no
firefighters when the time came, that if I wanted to save my place I would need to stay and fight
for it myself. Being from Philadelphia, I couldn’t imagine firefighters not showing up. I wasn’t sure
I believed him, but it couldn’t hurt to be prepared. He explained that the hydrant water would run
out, so it was essential that I have a pump and my own water source. I glanced toward our hot
tub and hoped it would be enough.I wheeled the pump down toward it and attached the fire hose
while Davis drenched the house. I risked a look around. Many of our neighbors had highly
flammable eucalyptus and pine trees on their properties. Some had entire groves, with individual
trunks extending more than a hundred feet high. Everywhere around me, the brush was dry and
brittle. California had been in drought conditions regularly since 2012, and suddenly everything
looked like kindling.I yanked the cord and the pump’s engine sputtered on. When Davis was
little, testing the pump was the highlight of summer. Blasting water hundreds of feet in the air
from a fire hose was, to us, the definition of a good time. As much fun as it was, I could never get
out of my mind that one day we might have to use the pump for its true purpose. And that my
only child might be operating that hose.I increased the idle and braced for the water pressure.
But there was none. The engine ran, but the pump wasn’t pulling water out of the spa. I shut it off
and started it again. Still nothing.My wife is the repair person in the family, so I ran to the house
to get her. But she couldn’t figure out the problem either. Frustrated, we stood in the yard and
looked skyward. The dark, smudgy air seemed to have lightened, as if the sun had come out
after a rainstorm. On the ridge above us, an orange glow pulsed.“Get the Phos-Chek,” Gardia
said, pointing to the garage. “Take the hose up to the hydrant.”Over the years I’d acquired other
gear: Masks, nozzles, a specialized wrench to access the hydrant at the top of our driveway, and
a flame-retardant chemical called Phos-Chek. But I’d never used any of it. And as I grabbed the
wrench and chugged to the hydrant I realized I didn’t know what to do with it.“Unscrew the cap,”
Gardia said, arriving seconds behind me. “Then attach the hose.”I followed her instructions but
still had no idea how the thing turned on.“Use the wrench now.” She pointed at a bolt I’d missed.
“Lefty loosey,” she added before I went too far in the wrong direction. I yanked the wrench the
other way and immediately the hose flushed with water.“Where’d you learn that?” I
asked.“YouTube,” she said. “Last night.”I wanted to hug her, but a change in the ridgeline drew



our attention. Fire was pouring over it the way water was flowing out of the hose. It was no more
than a third of a mile from our house.“Come on, get the Phos-Chek,” she shouted.In the garage, I
grabbed the giant blue jug that had sat untouched for years. I poured a bunch of the liquid into
the canister that we’d attached to the fire hose. Gardia turned on the nozzle and blasted our
house with foamy water while I rejoined Davis to keep wetting down the grounds with garden
hoses. In that moment, the three of us moving in sync—Gardia sweeping the fluming spray back
and forth across the siding and windows, Davis arcing water onto the plants, my own spray
attacking the trees—I felt a surge of pride and exhilaration. We were doing it. Together. We were
going to beat this thing. My family was kicking ass.That’s when the fire left the ridgeline and
lunged at us. It didn’t crawl or creep down the hillside, didn’t roll forward in a fluid motion. It flew,
the flames accelerated by the super-heated Santa Ana winds. One moment it was up there, the
next it was right fucking next to us. It may as well have teleported.“We gotta go,” Gardia shouted.
She dragged the heavy hose down the driveway behind her, dousing every last inch of the
house as she ran. She dropped it and jumped into her car. Go go go go go, I yelled to her in my
head.I threw my hose down next to Davis, and fire exploded onto the ground between us as if it
had been thrown. In seconds, we were in my car ready to follow Gardia. Through the windshield,
I saw that I’d left the garden hose on. A sprinkler once broke on our property, and the water bill
was astronomical. Only later would I be able to take the full measure of my stupidity. But in the
moment, Davis mute with confusion beside me, I jumped out of the car and started toward the
driveway to turn off the water.Embers and debris bombarded me before I could go ten feet. The
blistering force of the wind nearly knocked me over, and I could feel my balance slip, the hairs on
my forearm crackling along my skin. I bent to turn off the water and in a whoosh, like a blazing
genie materializing from a giant lamp, a tornado made of fire appeared in front of me. At the far
edge of the burning world, I heard my son scream, “Dad!”And that was when I knew he was
going to watch me die.Tucking instinctively, I felt the flames whisk above me without touching
down. I only avoided catching fire because I happened to be so low to the ground. In a half-
crawl, I made my way toward Davis without looking back.I was in the car and about to drive off
when something cracked above us. We looked up to see a power pole falling. It missed the car
by mere feet. I pulled forward and carefully maneuvered around the wires dangling
overhead.Even in my stunned daze I knew we were doing the worst thing you could do in a
wildfire, which was to evacuate in the midst of the firestorm. We should have taken shelter inside
our house until it passed, then knocked down the spot fires on the property. We’d also gotten into
a car. If we got trapped, we would burn to death. But I knew if we could make it to Zuma Beach,
only minutes away, we’d be safe—the water wasn’t going to burn, or the sand, or the asphalt
parking lot.And anyway, that’s where Gardia was. My wife. I had to bring her son to her,
unscathed.I drove down the hill in shock and pulled into the parking lot at Zuma, just on the other
side of the Pacific Coast Highway. Davis and I slowly emerged from the car to survey the scene.
The lot was packed with the vehicles of those who’d fled the fire. Horses and other large animals
stood among the cars. Llamas were tied to lifeguard towers. An elderly man stumbled by,



moaning. His face seemed to have been melted by the flames. People wandered around looking
lost, as if they’d forgotten where they parked their cars. It was a waking nightmare, humans
processing disaster in real time.Tim turned out to have been right. No firefighters had showed up
at my home. Or on my street. Or in my neighborhood.I found Gardia and told her and Davis to
wait in the cars while I went looking for firefighters. But as I moved west across the lot, the smoke
grew thicker. I’d left my mask in the car and thought about going back but figured I could handle
the discomfort. I was wrong. My eyes began to water, and I started to cough. The air itself
burned. Soon I was hacking and couldn’t breathe. Eventually, it was too much and I turned back,
stumbling, then running to the relative safety of the car.Through the haze, I finally caught my first
glimpse of those officially tasked with fighting the fire. Gathered on the blacktop was a group of
firefighters standing by a quintet of idling engines, seemingly waiting to be told where to go. If
only they had turned to the mountains over their shoulders they would’ve seen what the rest of
us had already fought to survive: beneath a thick, drifting black cloak of ash as long as the sky,
the hillsides and canyons of Malibu were being eaten alive by fire.Our home standing amidst the
smoke and wreckage of our neighborhood.photo Matt SaverThe burned gate, truck, and home
of my neighbor.photo Robert Kerbeck1:Frontier DaysThe Woolsey Fire, which burst alive in the
mountains above Malibu in the early morning on Friday, November 9, 2018, turned out to be the
worst fire LA County has ever seen and one of the most destructive blazes in California history.
The fire burned 100,000 acres, forced more than 250,000 people to evacuate, cost $6 billion,
and killed three people. It’s some kind of miracle that the number is that low given the speed,
reach, and aggression of the fire and the initial lack of firefighting support. But even so, tens of
thousands suffered smoke inhalation from the toxic soot and ash, putting them at risk of
complicated, long-lasting heath issues. Animals in the area, of which there are many,
domesticated and wild, suffered far greater losses. Nearly 2,000 homes and structures were lost.
In my neighborhood of 275 houses, approximately 180 were destroyed, and seventeen of
nineteen homes on my street alone burned to the ground.Ours was one of the few to survive.At
the time the fire advanced on my house, there wasn’t a single fire engine on site, let alone
planes or helicopters dropping water or fire-retardant chemicals. Resources were spread thin,
and the state of California was being tested as never before. Two days earlier, there’d been a
mass shooting at the Borderline Bar in nearby Thousand Oaks. Twelve people were murdered.
That site was only minutes from where the Woolsey Fire started. A second fire, the Hill Fire, was
also burning nearby. At the same time, the Camp Fire further north was decimating the town of
Paradise.The stories of those who survived that test—and those who failed—illustrate one of the
central misconceptions about Malibu and the 13,000 people who live there. They are not, for the
most part, rich or famous. There is a whole social structure in Malibu that most outsiders don’t
even know exists. For every Barbra Streisand zealously guarding her cliffside estate, there are
scores of residents who struggle to make ends meet. These men and women—teachers,
working couples, broke surfers, students, families with kids, the elderly living on fixed incomes—
banded together during the Woolsey Fire to save hundreds of homes, sometimes entire



neighborhoods.In a number of cases, firefighters refused to fight the fire. Water often ran low and
then sometimes ran out. A couple in their mid-eighties used buckets to save their home and
other homes nearby. Children manned hoses. And, every once in a while, a celebrity pitched in.
If not for the heroic actions of these individuals, Malibu would have been completely
decimated.Still, for all its destruction, the Woolsey Fire wasn’t unusual. Fall is fire season in
Malibu. Wildfires have been periodically raging up and down the coast since the first recorded
one in the early 1800s.My family had already had small tastes of fire and nature’s devastating
potential. Not long after Gardia and I moved into our home in 2000, the Santa Anas alone
destroyed our gazebo and snapped a flagpole in half. And we had a brush fire on the hillside
above our house almost exactly a year before the Woolsey blaze, in late 2017. On that
December day, I’d been writing in the tool shed when I heard honking. A truck was speeding
back and forth on my street.“Fire,” the driver yelled. “Get out of here!”I emerged and saw a small
fire on the street above ours. The Santa Anas hurled flaming tumbleweeds toward me, and just
like that another section of the hill caught fire, this one closer. Gardia ran inside to pack
valuables while Davis and I grabbed garden hoses and began watering the house. I wanted to
get out the fire pump but there wasn’t time. The fire was practically on our street. I remembered
my surfer buddy Tim’s warning about the lack of firefighters, and as the brush fire crept down the
hillside, I prayed he was wrong.Over the shrieking wind, I suddenly heard a siren. Less than a
minute later, two engines pulled up and began to fight the fire. I heard a rumble in the distance
and glanced up to see a helicopter swooping in. When it was over the flames, it released a
deluge of water, dousing them completely. Davis and I might have cheered if we thought the
firefighters could hear us. I couldn’t believe the fire had come so close and that we were rescued
at the last moment. The entire event had taken less than half an hour.That experience explains
why, as the Woolsey Fire approached, I was thinking I might sleep through it. By then I had
learned that while many residents left right away when they received the evacuation notices,
most longtime Malibuites did not. After all, no one is going to force you to leave your home, let
alone arrest you if you don’t.But the hard truth is that by late morning on the day the Woolsey
Fire attacked my home, I’d come obscenely close to being killed along with my son. And for
what? A house? I hadn’t packed a single personal item, so it’s not as if objects and possessions
mattered much to me. It was more that I loved our home, as if it too, were a part of our family, and
I wanted to give it a chance to survive.It’s hard to explain to people why you would ever take
such a risk. But I’ve come to believe that the key to understanding why Gardia, Davis, and I,
along with so many others, decided to stay behind to fight a massive wildfire is this: today’s
Malibu isn’t that far removed from the frontier it was a hundred years ago.One of the last links to
Malibu’s Wild West days, Millie Decker, died only a month after the Woolsey Fire at the age of
ninety-eight. Millie’s husband, Jimmy, was a descendant of Marion Decker, the first Decker to
settle in the hills above what the Spanish had named Rancho Topanga Malibu Sequit. Over the
years, the area became known as Rancho Malibu and then just Malibu—or if you were new in
town and thought yourself cute, “The ’Bu.”Marion Decker came to the area in the late 1800s as a



homesteader. The Homestead Act of 1862 guaranteed 160 acres to anyone who made a claim
on open land, then built a house, planted crops, and lived there for five years. Marion and his
descendants never left. Millie’s ranch, located in the northwest corner of today’s Malibu, is all
that remains of Marion’s original land parcel in a canyon now named after the family: Decker
Canyon.The Woolsey Fire marked the first time Millie was ever evacuated. As a child, when a
blaze would come through the fire-prone canyon, she filled the water barrels scattered around
the property. She would hike through heavy brush in search of creeks, fill her buckets, and lug
them back in the hot, dry Santa Ana conditions. Family members would then wet burlap
gunnysacks and whack them against the fires. The combination of the wetness and the force of
the slap was usually enough to put out the flames, or at least prevent them from getting too big,
always the key to protecting your home. Millie fought numerous fires during a lifetime that
spanned nearly a century and not once had her house burned.The other family most associated
with Malibu is the Rindges. As an example of how connected Malibu still is to those early days,
the Rindges were listed in the paperwork when Gardia and I bought our home in 2000 since they
had once owned our land.If the Deckers were examples of hardscrabble Westerners who lived
off the land, Frederick Rindge and his wife, Mae, were the opposite: New Englanders with a
taste for luxury. Frederick was a wealthy Bostonian who had attended Harvard with Teddy
Roosevelt. He wanted the perfect paradise in which to live and raise his family, and discovered it
in the former home of the Chumash, the Native peoples who’d lived in the area from
approximately 500 BC. The “Sequit” in Malibu’s original name comes from the name of the
largest Chumash village in the area, now known as Leo Carrillo State Park, about five miles west
of Zuma Beach and Point Dume. Artifacts and burial grounds of the Chumash are discovered in
Malibu to this day.The Chumash began to be displaced from their home in 1802, when the
Spanish granted the Rancho Malibu parcel to Jose Bartolome Tapia, who was part of an earlier
expedition to California. The Tapias used the land for grazing cattle, and in 1848 a Frenchman,
Leon Victor Prudhomme, bought it from Tapia’s widow for 400 pesos—200 in cash—the
remainder in groceries and wine. Prudhomme didn’t last long. He sold the 13,000-acre property
for 10 cents an acre to Matthew Keller, an Irishman with a penchant for winemaking. Keller’s
wines were the first California wines to be sold on the East Coast. His name was also listed in
the papers Gardia and I signed when we purchased our home. When Keller died in 1881, his
son Henry took over. And in 1892, Henry sold the entire parcel to Frederick Rindge for $10 an
acre.In 1893, Rindge began building a home for his family. It was a Victorian like ours, and
constructing it was a tremendous challenge since there were no roads. All supplies had to be
brought in twenty miles from Santa Monica on horseback or by wagon at low tide via the hard
sand of the beach. A tide log told the workers when they could go and when to return.Land is at
a premium in Malibu today, but even back then it was contentious. The shortcut homesteaders
like Marion Decker took to get into and back from Santa Monica for supplies was on Rindge’s
property. At first, the two men got along. They even collaborated to improve the path into town,
which benefitted them both. Rindge paid for the men and the material; Decker supervised the



work.But in 1895, Rindge put up locked gates at Las Flores Canyon to prevent squatters and
trespassers from entering his private Malibu. (Gates like these exist today in the Point Dume
area to prevent outsiders from surfing the waves there.) Rindge staffed his gates with armed
guards on horseback—Point Dume hasn’t quite resorted to this yet—and gave keys to the
homesteaders, explaining that he had no intention of preventing the families from accessing the
road.But Decker discovered that if he and the homesteaders agreed to the arrangement and the
gates stood for five years, Rindge could claim the road as his private property. If the mood struck
him—or any of his descendants—Rindge could deny the homesteaders the easement. Taking
the treacherous mountain passes would then be the only way for homesteaders to reach their
land from Santa Monica. This put the men at odds and into the courts for what would become a
decades-long battle over the road, which eventually became the Pacific Coast Highway.Rindge
published a book about the beauty of his new home called Happy Days in Southern California. In
it, he wrote about his fear of fire and the dreaded Santa Anas, which he branded “death winds.”
In 1903, the Rindge family had its own brush with a wildfire when the coast was engulfed by a
wall of flames that stretched the thirty miles from Santa Monica to the Ventura County line. The
Rindges were at their home in Santa Monica when the fire occurred, and their foreman was
unable to save the Victorian. All that was left was the chimney and a scorched moonscape that
Malibuites, past and present, are all too familiar with. The source of the blaze remained a
mystery, but the bad blood with the homesteaders left the Rindges convinced that the fire had
been set as an act of revenge.Frederick Rindge died suddenly in 1905, putting his wife, Mae, in
charge. Over the next thirty-five years, her efforts to protect Frederick’s private Malibu, which still
had turtles in Santa Monica Bay, would go all the way to the Supreme Court. To fund her legal
battles—and prevent highways and railroads from going through her property—Mae made a
decision that would change Malibu forever.In 1927, she began leasing lots in an attempt to stave
off bankruptcy. A realtor had told her how much money she could make by selling, but the idea of
permanent neighbors was unpalatable to Mae. She leased the lots to the people who had the
most money at the time—silent movie actors. The first was a Swedish actress named Anna Q.
Nilsson, who predated Greta Garbo and Ingrid Bergman. To attract even more of this wealthy
sector of society, Mae created the Malibu Motion Picture Colony, a small strip of beach that
would become known as the Malibu Colony. Soon, dozens of movie stars, directors, writers, and
producers were living on the beach.Although the majority of people who live in Malibu today
aren’t high-profile Hollywood types, its reputation as a celebrity enclave started there.And it all
began with a wildfire.The dots indicate homes lost in my Malibu Park neighborhood.Welcome to
Corral Canyon signphoto Paul Morra2:Engine 271Paul Morra looks like the actor Paul Rudd and
lives in the upper part of Malibu’s Corral Canyon, an area known as the Malibu Bowl. Directly
below his community is the El Nido neighborhood. Together the two areas make up the 220
homes in Corral Canyon. Though the communities are minutes from the ocean, the road to
reach them is steep and filled with tight turns. El Nido translates as “The Nest.” The Malibu Bowl
is another 500 feet up on the hillside.Morra started building his home in 2006 after a six-year



process to get the permits. By mid-2007, he and his wife, Danielle, were ready to celebrate. Not
only were they moving into their new home, they were having twins due that November.But on
July 4, Danielle was admitted to Cedars-Sinai hospital with serious complications. The couple
had lost an earlier set of twins. This time the doctors were taking no chances. They put Danielle
on bedrest. On September 1, 2007, his twin girls were born two months premature. For the next
twelve weeks, Morra visited his daughters in the hospital’s neonatal intensive care unit, praying
they would make it.Because Danielle was in the hospital with the girls, he didn’t want to burden
her with the stressful final details of their home. Worried about living in an area known for
wildfires, he asked a plumber about putting sprinklers on the roof.“Great idea,” said the plumber.
“I could do it for three grand.”It was money Morra didn’t have. Building the home cost more than
he ever could have imagined. But he wanted to protect his girls, who’d already been through so
much. He agreed to the figure and when he told his wife what he’d done, she didn’t find it a great
idea at all.Indeed, she was furious.Fortunately, she quickly forgot about it with the news that the
girls were strong enough to go home. Their first dinner as a family was on Thanksgiving. Morra
went to bed that evening a grateful man.At three-thirty the next morning, Danielle was up feeding
the twins. She spotted flames on the hillside behind their home and woke up Morra. The house
began to shake from the Santa Ana winds as if a locomotive was driving down the hillside. It was
a homeowner’s—and parent’s—worst nightmare.Morra called 911, and they loaded the girls into
the car. He banged on their neighbors’ doors, only one of whom he’d met. He’d been so focused
on the health of his family and finishing his home that he hadn’t made time for introductions.
While he knocked on doors, Danielle drove the car down the streets honking her horn. Many of
their neighbors might have died if Danielle hadn’t been up with two newborn babies.Later, safely
evacuated, Morra and Danielle were watching news coverage to see if their home had made it.
Reports were saying over fifty homes in their neighborhood had been destroyed. A reporter
walking through the carnage said, “This home survived because of its sprinkler system.” The
camera panned to their house. The sprinklers on the roof were still pumping water. Morra had
remembered to turn them on before he left.Danielle apologized for ever doubting his
decision.For many of their neighbors, however, the 2007 Corral Fire didn’t have a happy ending.
At a meeting at Malibu High School, the Corral neighbors gathered to watch a PowerPoint
presentation from the fire department, which detailed what a great job the firefighters had done.
Many residents were incensed that the firemen were patting themselves on the backs when a
quarter of their homes had been lost. The room got loud, and conversations became heated.The
LA County Fire Chief at the time, P. Michael Freeman, seemed to recognize that the department
had erred in bragging when so many homeowners were in such pain. He stopped the
presentation. “I know we made mistakes,” he said to the residents in attendance. “Let’s work
together to determine what went wrong.” He spent the rest of the time taking questions from the
crowd and listening to their concerns.Shortly after the meeting, Freeman created a task force
called the Corral Canyon Working Group. Morra was one of seven Corral residents who served
on the group. As a result of the disaster, the residents became close and wanted to be better



prepared for future fires.Matt Haines was another resident on the committee. During the ’07 fire,
Haines used his own water tender (basically a water truck) to drive around the neighborhood
putting out fires and saving homes. He received a Citizen of the Year Dolphin Award from The
Malibu Times in recognition of his efforts.During their time on the committee, which met once or
twice a month, Morra and Haines became friends. Over a couple of beers at Malibu’s Barrel
restaurant, Haines pitched his idea of creating a volunteer firefighter program for Corral
Canyon.Morra had no desire to be a firefighter. He had a day job in the film business and twin
babies at home, but he agreed to use his producer skills to help get the program going. Together
they created the Corral Canyon Fire Safety Alliance and raised money to buy two beat-up,
twenty-year-old Ford fire engines for $3,500 each.At the first meeting for the volunteer program,
some fifty residents showed up to learn how to pull hoses and handle a nozzle. Many of the
volunteers were elderly, but they were determined not to be dependent on the fire department to
save their homes in future fires.One day, Chief Freeman visited Corral Canyon to check on a
brush issue the Working Group had identified as a concern. He was with his right-hand man,
Daryl Osby, who would be the fire chief in charge during the Woolsey Fire. On the drive up Corral
Canyon, Freeman spotted the two fire engines parked on Haines’ property.“What’s up with the
engines?” Freeman asked with a big smile when he met Morra and Haines at the top of the hill.
The men had kept the volunteer program secret since they weren’t sure how the real firefighters
would take it. Morra was momentarily nonplussed but threw on his producer hat and launched
into an explanation of what he and Haines were doing and why they felt it was so necessary. The
Calabasas Fire had burned Corral Canyon in 1996. And now there’d been the fire of 2007. It
seemed a major fire occurred every ten years and they wanted to be prepared for the next one.
With an engine onsite, they’d be able to get to a fire more quickly and put it out before it got out
of hand.“We’d like to start our own volunteer fire department,” said Morra, summing up his pitch
with a flourish.Osby appeared taken aback by the suggestion, as if the concept was ludicrous,
not to mention dangerous. In the ‘96 Calabasas Fire, a professional firefighter from Glendale, Bill
Jensen, was severely injured in Corral Canyon with burns on seventy percent of his body.But it
was Freeman who’d have the final say. Morra feared Freeman would side with Osby and forbid
the whole thing, but the men had built a rapport on the task force. Freeman had implemented a
number of Morra’s ideas. One was to allow Firehawk helicopters to fly at night, something the
task force felt might have stopped the 2007 fire at its ignition point. Another was to bring back
Smokey the Bear. As a result, the LA County Fire Department had installed three new Smokey
the Bear signs in Malibu warning people about the dangers of throwing cigarettes out the
window and reminding them to be more cognizant of their surroundings. (The ’07 fire began with
an illegal late-night campfire at a cave in the Corral Canyon Hills. A group of drunken men kicked
burning wood from the fire outside the cave where strong winds brought the embers into contact
with brush. The men involved were sentenced to a year in jail. They were just lucky Danielle was
up feeding her twins. Otherwise, the charge might have been murder.)“I’ll do better than that,”
said Freeman, after hearing Morra out. “Let’s create an LA County Call Firefighter program.”“We



haven’t had a call program in twenty years,” said Osby.From the look on his face, he seemed to
want to keep it that way.Because Freeman was close to retiring, he wasn’t worried about doing
something that hadn’t been done in over two decades. With Freeman’s blessing, Morra and
Haines began to recruit local residents. Over sixty men and women, old and young, came to the
first meeting for the LA County Firefighter Call Program. One of these was Morra’s neighbor up
the street, Steve Breese. With his glasses and gray-peppered hair, Breese looks like an English
professor—or the computer geek he really is. With a master’s in computer science from UCLA,
he ran a team of systems engineers at an aerospace company.The local captains at Malibu’s
Fire Station 71 on Point Dume were put in charge of the program, though they didn’t seem happy
about training a bunch of middle-aged recruits.The training started with physical agility tests. The
recruits were required to run a seven-minute mile, which most were able to do. It was Southern
California after all, and many of the Corral residents ran and hiked regularly in the mountains that
surrounded their homes. The next test was a different story. Candidates had to sprint seventy-
five feet while dragging 200 feet of fire hose, then make a ninety-degree turn around a barrel and
run another twenty-five feet to a taped red square on the ground. Dropping to one knee, the
candidate then had to pull the remaining hose into the red square. All in under forty-five
seconds.“If you fail to go around the drum or travel outside the marked path,” said the training
captain, David Leary, “you fail. If you go outside of the red box, you fail. If you don’t keep one
knee down at all times you fail. If the nozzle on the end of the hose does not finish in the center
of the box, you fail. If you do not complete the test within the allotted time, you fail.”The test
seemed designed for all of them to fail, which is why Morra let one of their fittest residents go
first. Morra figured he could watch how the guy passed the test.“That’s a fail,” Leary said when
time ran out before the strongest trainee had finished the course. “You’re out of here. There are
no second chances fighting a fire.”None of the volunteers had realized that they’d only get one
shot. By the end of the day, their group had been cut in half. Somehow, Morra made it
through.Then came the background test.The group was told to list any bad thing they’d ever
done starting in elementary school. If they stole a candy bar, Morra said investigators wanted to
know about it. The men were required to list the names of dozens of people throughout their lives
—employers, family members, teachers, coaches, friends—all of whom were contacted.“If you
don’t tell us something and we find out, you fail.”More people dropped out.Even tattoos were
questioned.“Why did you get a tattoo? What does it mean?”There seemed to be no element of
their lives the fire department didn’t want to know about. As the group edged closer to making it
into the training academy, which was the final step, one captain seemed to want to kill the entire
program.With his chiseled jaw, Fire Captain Steve Swiatek looked like Dudley Do-Right but with
the attitude of a Marine drill sergeant. He called a meeting with the trainees, a meeting Chief
Freeman was not invited to.“You can’t walk into a fire with a latte in your hand,” he shouted at
Morra and the others, as if that might get them to quit. “Running into a fire isn’t like taking a jog
with your dog at the beach.” He alternately tried to scare and intimidate the men into giving up.
Morra wasn’t sure why Swiatek was being such a hard ass. The call guys were giving up



significant time to train and be of service to their community. Why was there such hostility to the
program? But the secret meeting only made the men more determined to move forward.Next
came the medical tests.Their results had to be perfect. Eyesight needed to be 20/20. A number
of the recruits failed. Finally, there were ten men left to enter the academy.In the summer of
2010, these ten men spent every Saturday and Sunday training under the command of Swiatek,
who had started to come around about the group. He witnessed the commitment they showed
working full-time jobs, then leaving their families to train every weekend. They crawled into
burning buildings. They put out cars on fire. They cleaned latrines. They took written tests on
weather conditions and fire behavior. They learned how to drive fire engines, including an old-
fashioned stick shift.Morra struggled to get the pattern right since the lettering on the gear box
had been worn away. His difficulties earned him the nickname, “Clutch.”When the ten men
graduated and became the first (and only) volunteer firefighters in Malibu, a celebration was
held at Duke’s Restaurant. Fire Chief Freeman and Captain Swiatek attended, as did Captain
David Leary. They’d all become supporters of the men. Malibu fireboats did a water salute. A
Firehawk helicopter did a flyover. The men were now officially LA County Call Firefighters. They
were issued ID cards and beepers.All they needed now was a proper fire engine. The old ones
they’d purchased were so decrepit they were sold to a photographer, who used them as props in
his studio. Morra organized a benefit concert to raise the funds necessary to buy an engine, but
also to build a place to store it, something the fire department required. He contacted a friend,
famed rock photographer Henry Diltz, who knew members of the band America, known for hits
like “Ventura Highway” and “Sister Golden Hair.” The band agreed to do the concert for free.
Within three weeks, Morra put together the event, which raised over $65,000 for the Corral
Canyon Fire Safety Alliance.With $12,000 of the money, Engine 271 was purchased used from
the Orange County Fire Authority. Another $10,000 was spent for the construction of the storage
facility on Matt Haines’ property. LA County Fire supplied the equipment and communications
systems and leased the site (as well as the engine) for one dollar a year.Soon Morra found
himself being paged to go on calls. Originally, the men were supposed to only service Corral
Canyon; however, many in the department were impressed with the program and felt it would be
beneficial for Engine 271 to be called as needed. It was understood, however, that the engine
would never be taken out of Corral Canyon if fire activity was present in the area.When paged,
the men would race to the engine at Haines’ house in El Nido. As long as two men were present,
the engine was allowed to roll. Most of the initial calls were for medical emergencies, but
occasionally their firefighting skills were put to use. Morra and others rappelled down a hillside
off Kanan Dume Road to put out a brush fire, the result of a suicidal man driving off the road. As
Morra approached the car, he saw the bones of the man inside. When he enrolled in the
program to protect his wife and daughters, he had no idea he’d be seeing dead bodies.As the
years went on, there were no fires in Corral Canyon, but the training became more demanding.
Instead of working with the firefighters at Fire Station 71 for a few hours every other weekend,
the men were expected to go on weekend-long field trips. The additional time commitment



forced Morra to resign in 2015.Still, on the morning of November 9, 2018—even though he was
no longer a call firefighter—Morra felt confident that Corral Canyon was prepared, which is why
he had no problem with the waiver sheriffs forced him to sign when he stayed behind as his wife
and daughters evacuated.Like most in Malibu, he’d heard the reports of the approaching fire and
watched as flames appeared at 10:25 a.m. in the same location as the ’07 fire. Unlike that fire,
however, this one was moving slowly. The Corral Canyon Fire Safety Alliance had been awarded
over $300,000 in grants for brush clearance. They had met with the head of the Forestry
Division, J. Lopez, who was an expert in systematic analysis to protect neighborhoods from
wildland fire damage. Lopez had advised the alliance on exactly where to remove brush, and the
action was now helping to curtail the fire’s advance.Assessing the conditions, Morra called
Community Services Liaison Maria Grycan at the command center in Camarillo, asking her to
relay to the fire chiefs that the winds were around thirty miles per hour and approximately half the
speed of those in 2007. He also called 911 because he wanted the information recorded.Around
noon, low-flying planes began dropping the chemical flame retardant Phos-Chek to create
containment lines and prevent the fire from entering the canyon. Two of the planes were smaller,
but one was the size of a commercial jet. Right before the jet looked like it was going to crash
into the ground, doors on the bottom sprung open, and red retardant covered the hillside. In
some cases, the drops covered homes, turning them red.While Morra appreciated the drops,
many of them were off target. Others turned messy with the winds blowing the retardant away
from the fire’s path. He wasn’t concerned, however, as the call firefighters had built relationships
with the fire department. The chiefs weren’t going to let Corral burn the way it had in 2007.Steve
Breese got a call from one of the volunteer firefighters that Engine 271 had been ordered down
to Fire Station 71. Breese figured Engine 271 would pick up one of their local captains, who’d
hop on to act as their leader. Engine 271 would then head back up Corral. Breese helped his
wife, Kelly, and ten-year-old son load a few last things before they evacuated and headed down
to Station 71.
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R. Olson, “A very important time capsule of the pain and unplanned drama. I lost my house on
Birdview (on Pt Dume) and everything I own in the Malibu fire. Two careers as marine biologist
then filmmaker — all torched in one night while I was thankfully out of town. This is the first and
only time I will ever write about it in public, and only because this book is so well written.The
book is very honest, fair minded and objective. I wasn’t able to read all of it — it’s just too
painful. I wasted six months of my life dealing with my anger at the City of Malibu for it’s almost
complete lack of awareness and preparation for such a massive fire threat, despite just a year
earlier witnessing the record-setting Thomas Fire right next door in Ojai and Ventura. There
were simply no valid excuses for the City other than “we f-ed up,” which they proved largely
unwilling to admit.The pain ended up being everywhere. I got a final dose last June when I
spoke in a public symposium organized by LADWP in downtown L.A. I came on stage
immediately after Fire Chief Daryl Osby. He kept saying in his talk, “We ONLY lost three lives.”
I’m sorry, but that was the worst thing possible to say. Define “loss of life.”When a person loses
everything they own, late in life (and I’m not talking about myself, I’m talking about others I know
in Malibu), are they really still living? In the months after the fire there was at least one elderly
person who died who had lost everything in the fire. People said he “died of a broken heart.” To
brag about “we lost only three lives,” repeatedly … it was just so callous. I changed the first
couple minutes of my talk on the spot to mention the “zombie neighbors” I had in my new
location in Malibu — people who six months later still could talk only about one thing — the fire.
Their lives had lost meaning.Kerbeck’s book captures a good slice of this. He got right on the
job, documenting the personal devastation while it was still raw. It becomes a very important
time capsule. And this is all I can write about it. I’ve been “two months clean” of my anger over
the fire. Last year ended with lots of good news for me professionally that has helped me move
on. I’ve accepted that the mess created by the fire can’t be untangled in a world of too much
chaos as is.  That’s all.Excellent book that is half personal journey, half civic duty.”

Marco Polo the Cat, “A must read for Californians. Robert Kerbeck’s new book “Malibu Burning”
is a must read for anyone who lives in fire zones, particularly Californians. You need to know
what you may be up against, even if you live in tony Malibu, and decide what to do when local
officials tell you to abandon all without guarantees that help is on the way. In 2004 my husband
and I bought a home off Latigo Canyon and lived there until 2016. In 2006, to help family launch
what became a well-respected alcohol and drug treatment center, we bought a second, much
larger home on Corral Canyon which I own until today. Right after Thanksgiving 2007 a fire
swept through Corral Canyon bypassing the treatment center house. Policeman knocked on the
door ordering our staff and patients to evacuate. They complied. An hour later the fire jumped
across the mountain to Latigo Canyon where my husband and I were anxiously watching the
news. My husband sent me off to the relatives in Agoura Hills and promised to follow. He never



did. Instead he stayed behind and with a garden hose fought the fire from burning the property
of a neighbor who lived directly across the street. A single fire truck came to help, but there was
no water in the hydrant. My husband and some of our neighbors singlehandedly saved our part
of Ocean View Drive but I don’t think my husband ever recovered from that traumatic event.
Waiting for him to join me that afternoon my jaw dropped when I watched on television as the fire
doubled back to Corral Canyon and took the garage of that house. It would have taken the
house as well, but fortunately two fire trucks immediately came to the rescue. The crews
ferociously fought to save the house. Tragically many of our neighbors lost their homes entirely
and were never able to rebuild. To protect the Corral House in case of another fire, I installed a
“Fire Break” system to coat the house with retardant until the DC-10s arrived. I put in
professional fire hoses in case the fire trucks did not come. The community got together and
bought a used fire truck from the Central Valley. Some of the neighbors trained as volunteer
firemen. It gave me a sense of confidence that if there were ever another fire, the house would
be safe. As Robert Kerbeck tells in an early chapter of his book, my confidence was misplaced.
When the Woolsey Fire broke out LA county inexplicably expropriated the fire truck. The trained
firefighting volunteers fought valiantly but then the power went off and with it the Corral Canyon
water supply (surplus water would have been stored in the fire truck) and once again many
homes were destroyed. My house survived. The fire department attributed this to the extensive
(and expensive) brush clearance I do annually and the DC-10s that arrived in the nick of time to
repeatedly firebomb my home with retardant. There is no sign that any fire trucks ever showed
up, and for about a year there was a hand painted sign on the road leading to my home, that
said: “Neighbors saved this neighborhood.” This in fact, is pretty much the story of Malibu and
the Woolsey fire as we now know from Robert Kerbeck who blows the whistle in his well-written
and researched chronicle.”

Kimberly E. Ledoux, “A must read!!!!!!. I read this book in one sitting. I lost my home in this fire. I
was there yet this book told me so much I didn’t know . I couldn’t put it down!I got angry, sad,
grateful and hopeful. I can not recommend this book enough. Robert Kerbeck is a gifted writer
and this book is wonderful.”

Betty At The Beach, “Personal. Powerful. Highly recommended.. Historic and timely, brave and
terrifying, Malibu Burning tells it like it is, giving voice to a series of raw, first-hand accounts,
including the author's own. I felt like I was right there with them, tearing up on more than one
occasion; an intense page-turner of courage, loss and betrayal, each story connected by a
historically tragic, and many would say, largely preventable event.Kerbeck takes a journalistic
approach, allowing the community he calls home to speak freely through him as he pulls the
curtain back on the much larger, uncomfortable questions of why and what now.Personal.
Powerful. Highly recommended.”



Harvey Lowe, “Devastating Fire. This summer I went to California on vacation. On this trip I saw
the after effect of the fire that took place. I can remember seeing a lake that was beautiful. The
problem was that everything around it was black from the fire. I just finished the book Malibu
Burning. I have never been in a fire like the book read. I liked the book because it gave you the
history of the area. There was a lot of research about the fire in the book. I was there in 1969 and
the area had changed. It was more populated. I drove around and saw a lot of the area the book
talked about. It was devastating to see the houses that had burned to the ground. The book talks
about what the fire department did and what some of the people did to save their houses.
Congratulations on a very well written book.”

The book by Robert Kerbeck has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 153 people have provided feedback.
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