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ASHLAND, Ore. — Francisco Javier Torres came to Oregon’s Rogue Valley to plant
trees and fight wildfires. When his children were young, he began restoring old mobile
homes and renting them to the seasonal workers who pick pears, grapes and hemp. In
the mobile home community of Coleman Creek Estates, just north of Ashland in the
town of Phoenix, there were 14 trailers that Mr. Torres had rescued from the scrap heap
and transformed into a rare type of affordable housing for immigrants.

The Almeda Fire razed them all when it burned through the valley this month. It also
claimed Mr. Torres’s house, a two-bedroom, two-bath trailer that he had recently
adorned with new floors. He lost the counters he had bought to install in the kitchen, a
collection of tools and ladders and chain saws, his new truck, pictures of his children
and keepsakes he had carried over the border from Mexico 30 years ago. But his great
concern is for his neighbors.

“My entire life’s work all gone, ash,” Mr. Torres, 54, said. “My business was doing good.
| always have more people calling me who want to rent a place than | have to offer. Now
I’'m just worried about what will happen with the 14 residents who stayed at Coleman
Creek. | have nothing to offer them right now.”

The fire in early September ripped through two bedroom communities of the valley,
Phoenix and Talent, a short drive north on Interstate 5 from the California border, part of
a series of fires that have ravaged California and the Pacific Northwest since mid-
August.

The southern Oregon fire, one of the worst in a devastating fire season, destroyed
more than 2,000 homes, including large tracts of the mobile home parks and
apartment buildings that sheltered and sustained a large community of immigrant
farmworkers, house cleaners, carpenters and cooks who had slowly been
building stable new lives for themselves and their children.

For them and others, it destroyed much of the affordable housing stock in a region
where vacancy rates were already low and rent was a heavy strain on workers’
incomes. In the school district that serves Phoenix and Talent, nearly half the students
have lost their homes.

In a larger sense, though, the fire has revealed the closeness of the tightly knit
community, to a degree that many of them say they have never seen. Immigrants and
native-born residents alike whose homes were spared by the flames have opened their
couches and floors to displaced families. Donations of clothing, food and other



essentials have poured into relief centers. A largely white group of restaurateurs have
begun an ambitious effort to feed fire victims daily meals for months to come.

“You just really see your community light up for you,” said Estefania Ortiz, 17, a high
school senior. “I keep telling my teachers — it's a small community with a big heart.”

Migrant workers have traveled to the Rogue Valley for decades, to power the agriculture
and forestry industries here, starting with the Bracero program of the 1940s, which
provided Mexican workers for American farms. Some workers began settling in the
region permanently in the 1970s, and others have followed. Today, about 14 percent of
Jackson County — which includes Ashland, Phoenix and Talent — is Hispanic,
according to census figures. Nearly one in 10 residents of Phoenix was born outside the
United States.

. Erica Alexia, left, and Niria Alicia organized a
,.'zq GoFundMe campaign to support immigrants
| in communities destroyed by the wildfire.
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Ms. Ortiz has returned to her virtual classes

for her senior year at Phoenix High School,
but the fires have complicated her studies. Her family lost its home. So did her great-
grandmother and an aunt and an uncle. Her father has returned to work at Harry &
David, and Ms. Ortiz and her family are staying in a newly constructed home owned by
a woman who used to employ her father. It is not quite completed, and it lacks internet
access, so Ms. Ortiz must use her phone to connect to classes, sometimes walking
downhill to her aunt’s R.V. to get better reception.


https://www.roguefoodunites.org/
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In the fires, she lost her quinceafiera dress, childhood pictures and nearly all of her
clothes. “It definitely has been stressful, and it has been sad,” Ms. Ortiz said. “| didn’t
just lose my house. The town that | grew up in, the only town I've known — to see it in
ashes is just heartbreaking. It was my home. | felt safe there. | belonged there.”

Now, she said, her family may have to move elsewhere in the valley. “There are
no homes in Phoenix or Talent, so there’s no going back.”

Residents have expressed concern that the valley, which has endured a housing supply
crunch for years, might neglect affordable housing in its rebuilding efforts — replacing
mobile homes with high-end subdivisions.

A more immediate worry is food. Mr. Flores, who is now working as a high school
counselor in nearby Medford, starts every conversation — with fire victims and
community volunteers alike — with the same question: When was the last time you ate?
A group of restaurant owners and other food service professionals in wealthy Ashland is
trying to organize an $8 million relief effort to feed about 2,000 fire refugees three meals
a day for several months.

“We’re going to need to meet people’s immediate and long-term food needs with
the kind of food that heals and revitalizes a community,” said Adam Danforth, a
butcher and author who moved to Ashland from Brooklyn several years ago, and who is
helping to lead the effort.

Hundreds of displaced residents have started GoFundMe efforts to pay their bills. Ms.
Alexia and her friend Niria Alicia, Mr. Torres’s daughter, have organized a wide-ranging
fund-raising drive to help families survive while they return to work and search for new
homes. As of Tuesday, it had raised about $70,000, far exceeding their initial goal.

“A lot of things burned down,” Ms. Alicia said. “But who gets to recover and who
doesn’t? That's the question."



