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by Maggie Bignell

:04 pm, October 17th, 1989.
The lights flicker and a
poorly-balanced book falls
off the shelf. A woman yells
“Get under the tables!” just
as the room starts to visibly shake. The
next fifteen seconds seem like hours.
Ten miles northeast of Santa
Cruz, in the Forest of Nisene Marks
State Park, the San Andreas fault
shifted, causing a colossal earthquake
that killed 63 and left more than
30,000 homeless on the Central
Coast. Loma Prieta was the largest
quake in the San Francisco Bay
Area since 1906. It sent seismometer
needles scribbling with a magnitude
on the Richter Scale of 7.1, not to
mention more than 6,000 aftershocks.
In the morning edition of the San
Jose Mercury News, Kevin Cowherd
(a reporter for the Baltimore Sun)
had predicted the disaster. The World
Series was in progress — the Oakland
Athletics against the San Francisco
Giants. “These are two teams from
California and God only knows if
they’ll even get all the games in. An
earthquake could rip
through the Bay Area
before they sing the
anthem for Game
3, he reported.
Cowherd could
not have been more

correct. The third
game of the World
Series started

seconds before the
quake. It was the
first live broadcast
of an earthquake
on air — screens
flashed
colors, and
sportscaster
Al Michaels
exclaimed,
“I'll tell
you what —
we’re having
an  earth-”
before  the
screen
went black.
Those
watching the
screen from
elsewhere in
the country
learned soon
enough.
Latin teacher
Jefferds
Huyck had
family  in
Aptos,  his
hometown, but
was watching the World Series from
Michigan. “Suddenly,” Huyck recalls,
“the stadium was visibly shaking. |
called my parents’ home immediately
and managed to reach my mom, who
was, well, quite shaken.” Luckily,
no one in Huyck’s family was hurt.
Music teacher Drew Lewis
was twelve and living in Reedley,
California (a town near Fresno) when
the earthquake hit. “I remember
watching the game and knowing that
my cousins were there — [ was very
jealousofthat,” Lewis remembers. But
when the screen went dark, he became
concerned. “We found out later that
day that they were okay,” he adds.
Candlestick Park was built on
bed rock, so those in the stadium
weren’t as worried as they could have
been. According to an ABC report,
the fans cheered for the game to
continue when the shaking stopped
but were silenced by a booming
voice over the loudspeaker, telling
them to proceed to the nearest exit.
Farabove the stadium, however, a
Goodyearblimphadalsofeltthe quakes.
The Goodyear blimp was
the first airborne blimp over an

SHAKE,
RATTLE, AND
ROLL

Loma Prieta Earthquake left
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earthquake and, reportedly, felt the
same waves as those on the ground.
The sensors picked up the bumps
as well, providing the first concrete
evidence that the air column over
an earthquake is also affected.

The blimp also played a
prominent role in taking aerial shots

over San Francisco. Not only did it
keep television studios up to date,
it helped locate critical situations
in the area, including the partial
collapse of the Bay Bridge and
fires that started around the city.

Back in Santa Cruz,
destruction plagued the locals.

“The adrenaline kicks in, and
suddenly you are hyper vigilant,”
recounts  local  librarian  Sue
Graziano. Graziano was working in
the children’s section of the Central
Branch Library when books fell
off the shelves and the ceiling tiles
hung from their supports. “There
were teens, young teens,” Graziano
remembers. “I see one of them
occasionally — her name is Raquelle
—and it’s kind of interesting, because
we both go, ‘Hey!” If you were
there together under a table, you
kind of stay connected for a while.”

Kathleen Genco had two small
children at the time. “I had just fed
them dinner, and suddenly things
started shaking. My initial reaction
was to run and grab my son —both
kids were just looking at me,
like, ‘what’s going on?’” Genco

explained, “[The kids] were upset,
but they were looking to my reaction,
I think, to see how they should react.
[ was just trying to be calm.” Genco’s
house suffered no structural damage,
but her family slept in the dining
room together, just to be safe. “I
remember we dragged mattresses and

futons down into the dining room,
which seemed like the safest spot —
the closest to the front door. We had
[the kids] underneath the kitchen
table. It was almost like a little fort
for them, under the table, and my
husband and I were around the edge.”
She laughs at the memory. “So it was
obvious that things weren’t normal.”

Three deaths occurred on the
Pacific Garden Mall that evening —
Catherine Trieman, 75; Robin Ortiz,
22; and Shawn McCormick, 21.
Trieman was a long time customer of
Ford’s Department Store, searching
for a pair of slacks. Ortiz worked
in the Santa Cruz Coffee Roasting
Company. He and McCormick were
crushed under the building. Four
other Santa Cruz County residents
lost their lives, but McCormick and
Ortiz are the two pictured on the
beacon in downtown Santa Cruz.

Ortiz’s friends searched for her
hours after the quake, but her body
was not recovered until two days later.
In the meantime, police called off the
search. Those who refused to stop
searching were arrested, their story
making it all the way to national news.

Local History

Buildings downtown suffered
severe damage as well. About thirty
were in bad enough shape that they
needed to be demolished — historical
nameslike St. George Hoteland Cooper
House mean little now that they’ve
been gone for almost two decades.

All of downtown was fenced off.
Itwas “like a ghost town,” one resident
recalled in a National Geographic
article. The mall reopened for
shopping on the busiest day of the year
— Black Friday, after Thanksgiving.

While their buildings were being
demolished or judged for safety, some
shop owners set up tents, just to bring a
bit more life into downtown. Zocolli’s
operated out of a trailer, selling
sandwiches to passersby. Bookshop
Santa Cruz set up a tent, operating
in time for the Christmas season.

During the aftermath, the Civic
Center served the same function as
the New Orleans Superdome during
Hurricane Katrina — housing victims
who’d lost their homes, had no food,
and didn’t want to be alone. Many
residents refused to sleep in their
homes for fear of aftershocks and
unstable buildings, relocating to their
yards. UCSC students slept in groups
in the fields, conquering loneliness
and safety issues
with one stroke.

A “City
Quake
Report?”
published
in  December,
1989,  printed
letters from
across the states.
“Dear  Mayor
of Santa Crugz,
Calif.,” one

read, written
in a child’s
sloppy
handwriting.
“Please
accept  this
money to

help the
people  of
Santa Cruz

rebuild  the
town  back
after the bad
earthquake
that happen a
few days ago,
from Michael
Anthony
Jones/
Mildred M.
Jones.” Near
the bottom
of the note,
it continued.
“$0.70
in cash is
enclosed.” Other notes showed similar
concernsand wishes for good thoughts.

A family staying at the New
Brighton Middle School evacuation
site encountered the kindness of
others after their Summit-area home
slumped to the ground. Diane and
Steve Shapiro had four children, all
under the age of five, two of them
disabled. One baby was just two
months. “Some people came into
the shelter and asked if we needed
anything,” they told a writer. “We
told them we needed a portable crib
for the baby, and they went out and
bought a brand new one for us.” Red
Cross workers bought them a stroller.

The 1989 earthquake proved a
couple of things to California: the
state was prepared to deal with this
kind of situation, and that community
wasn’t dead. Father Michael Miller
was quoted in 5:04 pm: The Great
Quake of 1989, a commemorative
book on Santa Cruz’s devastation:
“When everybody gets shaken up,”
he said, “you have to figure out
what you want to hold on to, and I
think people here figured out they
wanted to hold on to each other.”






