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F
or thousands of years, the gray whales of the eastern Pacific have undertaken one

of the longest annual migrations of any mammal — starting in the cold waters of

the Arctic, then down past the densely populated coasts and beaches of Califor-

nia before finally finding refuge in the warm, shallow estuaries of Mexico’s Baja

California Peninsula. Only to turn around and head back north a few weeks later.

Starting in December 2018, this magnificent migration took a fatal turn. 

The bodies of California gray whales began washing up along the protected in-

lets of Baja, where gray whales come every spring to nurse their young and mate. The first to die

was a young male, beached along the shore of Isla Arena, in Guerrero Negro Lagoon. Two days

later, the decomposing body of a young female was found sloshing in waves along a beach in Ojo

de Liebre Lagoon, just a few miles south of the first.

Then, on Jan. 4, 2019, three more young whales were found dead, all of them severely decom-

posed, in the same lagoon.

“We’d never seen anything like that before,” said Ranulfo Mayoral, 56, son of Pachico May-

oral, one of the earliest proprietors of the region’s whale-watching ecotourism businesses.

“This is a safe place for whales. It’s not where they die.”

What Mayoral was witnessing was the start of a leviathan die-off that, for 2½ years, has

alarmed legions of whale watchers and perplexed scientists up and down the western coast of

North America. Gray whales are known for being hardy and resilient — “the jeeps of the ocean,”

as retired U.S. National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration biologist Wayne Perryman

calls them — but something has gone badly wrong.

Something is killing gray whales.

Is it a sign of oceans in peril?

THE BODY of a gray whale washed ashore in Northern California’s Del Norte County in April 2020,
part of a trend of strandings that began in December 2018 along the west coast of North America.

Text by Susanne Rust |  Photography by Carolyn Cole
reporting from san ignacio, mexico

[See Gray whales, A8]

BUSINESS INSIDE: Auto shop tantamount to soul of SoCal’s car culture is up for sale. A17

BUTTE COUNTY, Calif.
— The nomads of Butte
County must hide or keep
moving — scope out a little
wooded draw to park a
trailer unnoticed, head
down the mountain to rotate
between driveways in Chico,
or bivouac in tents deep in
the Cascade foothills.

The Camp fire displaced
roughly 50,000 people in 2018,
and many are still living in
limbo, off the grid and out of
compliance, as the nearby
Dixie fire stirs up smoke and
the past all over again.

Inez Salinas, a single
mother, is raising her 5-year-
old daughter, River, in a 160-
square-foot “tiny house”
trailer. She owns her land
but doesn’t have a permit to
camp there. 

Even if she did, she’s on 

THE CLIMATE NOMADS
Thousands displaced by 2018’s Camp fire are still living in limbo

By Joe Mozingo

CAMP FIRE victim Inez Salinas is raising her daughter, River, in a tiny trailer
in Concow, Calif. She owns her land but doesn’t have a permit to camp there.

Gina Ferazzi Los Angeles Times

[See Nomads, A14]
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U.S. averaging
100,000 new
cases each day
The seven-day tally for
new coronavirus infec-
tions returns to levels in
winter surge. NATION, A5
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WASHINGTON — The
Senate cleared an impor-
tant procedural hurdle Sat-
urday as it inched toward 
final approval of an expan-
sive bipartisan bill to rebuild
the country’s aging roads,
bridges, rail and water sys-
tems, and electric grid — the
culmination of months of 
negotiation over the first
portion of President Biden’s
sizable infrastructure pro-
posal.

Called in Saturday after
failing to wrap up work late
Thursday on the Infrastruc-
ture Investment and Jobs
Act, senators voted 67 to 27
to advance the measure.

With passage nearly cer-
tain, Democrats had hoped
to expedite the process and
hold all remaining votes on
the bill Saturday. But that
effort also failed amid oppo-
sition from conservative Re-
publicans who either oppose
the bill or insisted on votes
on their amendments.

Republicans had sug-
gested a deal could come to-
gether later Saturday to
schedule more amendment
votes, and cited optimism
that 18 Republicans sup-
ported the latest procedural
vote, an increase from prior
votes.

“It’s subject to how much
time people want to keep
holding the bill out,” said
Sen. Shelley Moore Capito
(R-W.Va.). “The end is al-
ready predetermined.”

Democrats view the GOP
effort as merely obstruction-
ist and appeared to accept
by Saturday afternoon that 

Infrastructure
bill clears key
Senate hurdle
But conservative foes
delay ‘predetermined’
final passage of major
bipartisan package. 

By Jennifer Haberkorn

[See Infrastructure, A6]

TOKYO — Allyson Felix
stood on the medal stand,
closed her eyes and took in
the Olympic moment one
last time.

The most decorated ath-
lete in United States track
and field history had just
completed the second leg of
a gold-medal-winning 1,600-
meter relay in the final
Olympic race of her storied
career.

On the last night of com-
petition at Tokyo’s Olympic
Stadium, the Southern Cali-
fornia native claimed the
spotlight one final time,
eclipsing Carl Lewis by win-
ning her 11th Olympic track
medal and sixth as part of a
relay.

“For me, I just came out
really at peace and wanting
to soak it all in,” Felix said.
“It was really cool to come to-
gether and to get to close out
the Olympic Games, and for 

TOKYO OLYMPICS

Felix’s 11th medal
most in U.S. track
By Gary Klein

ALLYSON FELIX, left, Athing Mu, Dalilah Muham-
mad and Sydney McLaughlin won 1,600-meter gold.

Wally Skalij Los Angeles Times

[See Felix, A4]

For nearly two decades,
U.S. District Judge Roger T.
Benitez was a low-profile ju-
rist handling routine immi-
gration and drug cases in
San Diego federal court.

Then, in three consecu-
tive years, the 70-year-old
judge made a trio of rulings
that have upended Califor-
nia’s gun laws and launched
him into the intensifying 

national debate over guns.
In 2019, he blocked a ban

on magazines that hold
more than 10 bullets. The
next year, he knocked down
a voter-approved law that
mandated background
checks for ammunition 
purchases. And this sum-
mer, he overturned Califor-
nia’s long-standing ban on
assault weapons.

To many gun control ad-
vocates and victims of gun
violence, the last decision in 

A judge taking aim at
California’s gun laws 
By Laura J. Nelson 

and Kristina Davis

[See Benitez, A12]

U.S. women’s basketball wins seventh straight gold, plus
more coverage from our team in Japan in Sports, D1.

DIXIE FIRE: Blaze in Northern California continues to burn homes, businesses and acreage. CALIFORNIA, B1



SUNDAY , AUGUST 8 , 2 021 :: LAT IMES .COM/CALENDAR

CALENDAR

TAKING 

A STAND
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actor, director and
artist Lucy Liu. E2
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The buried treasure
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POP-UP
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A Good Used Book’s
long and rough road

to reopening. E7
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