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Outwitting thieves 
becomes a fine art 
Memorial from page C1 

The memorial, erected 
in 1993, has been seri
ously vandalized and 
stripped at least twice of 
its valuable metals. In 
October, thieves sawed 
off eight 6-foot bronze 
rods and bent two others. 

In 2008, thieves stole 
one ro·d, bent nine and 
made off with 25 stainless 
steel plaques bearing the 
names of firestorm vic
tims. Afterward, neigh
bors raised funds to fix 
the rods and replace the 
stainless steel plaques 
with granite. 

After October's in -
cident, more than $7,500. 
in donations poured in, 
$6,000 coming from 
AAA of Northern Cali
fornia. 

The insurer was deep
ly involved in the after
math of the firestorm, 
covering 239 homes and 
350 cars damaged or 
destroyed by the fire. The 
disaster cost AAA of 
Northern California $100 
million and remains the 
most expensive loss in 
the company's 100-year 
history, said company 
spokeswoman Jenny 
Mack. 

"The vandalism at the 

memorial really hit home 
for a lot of people here,'.' 
she said. "We were very 
touched by the story and 
wanted to help." 

The .all-volunteer Oak
land Landscape Commit
tee will pay the $55 
monthly security bills, as 
well as continue main
taining the half-acre 
native plant garden sur
rounding the sculpture. 

The sculpture features 
about so thin, tapered 
rods symbolizing euca
lyptus trees, a major 
contributor to the fire but 
also among the first trees 
to regenerate. 

Gail Fredell, the artist 
who designed the sculp
ture, and Berkeley black
smith Dan Dole collab
orated once again on the 
sculpture to plot its re
pair. 

Dole said that since the 
economy has imploded, 
metal theft from public 
artwork has skyrocketed. 

"This metal is like 
dangling an enticement 
to these desperate people 
who are grasping at 
straws to survive," he 
said. "They don't care at 
all about the artwork. All 
they care about is getting 
a few bucks." 

A few bucks is all 

they're getting. Each 
bronze rod would bring 
in about $30 from a scrap 
metal dealer, but cost 
about $500 to replace 
because of labor and 
installation, he said. 

Still, it's worth the 
effort, Piper said. 

After the latest vandal
ism, Piper said he 
thought hard whether to 
fix a sculpture that seems 
irresistible to thieves. 

"Do you quit or keep 
going?" he said. "I finally 
decided, life has its ups 
and downs, but you have 
to keep moving your feet 
forward." 

He was also concerned 
that as time passes, new
er residents might not 
remember the fire and 
might not know the crit
ical importance of disas
ter preparation. 

The memorial should 
be a constant reminder to 
all hills residents to keep 
brush away from their 
homes and have a disas
ter plan, he said. 

"This is the East Bay, 
and there are·a lot of 
dangers," said volunteer 
gardener Ed Strauss of 
Berkeley, who was help
ing Piper plant daisies on 
Tuesday. "We have earth
quakes, fires, mudslides, 
narrow roads. And. 
crime, too." 

E-mail Carolyn Jones at
caro!ynjones@
sfchronicle.com.
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