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From right, Cymone Weddington, right, gives goodnight kisses to her children — Zachariah, 5 months; Jazzmariah, 4, center, and Noahmiah, 22 
months — before bedtime at a pop-up shelter at the Calvary Chapel of Santa Rosa on Wednesday night. Weddington and her family evacuated 
from the Extended Stay Hotel on Mendocino Avenue.

Out of  the smoke-filled night 
they shuffled in, some in slip-
pers and pajamas, loved ones 
and pets in tow, seeking refuge 
from a nightmare inferno that 
would upend their lives.

What they found at Sonoma 
County shelters during the re-
cent wildfires was exactly what 
they needed at the time: a place 
to lay their heads, charge a cell-
phone and figure out what to do 
next.

Now, more than 10 days later, 
the quest continues for hun-
dreds of  mostly low-income peo-
ple who remain at places like 
Santa Rosa’s Finley Community 
Center, the Sonoma County fair-
grounds or a handful of  small-

er shelters.
With an already tight rental 

market, they are faced with a 
daunting challenge to make the 
leap from an army cot in a gym 
to a bed in a permanent home.

“I’m trying every day,” said 
Cymone Weddington, 25, a sin-
gle mother of  three kids who is 
staying at the Calvary Chapel of  
Santa Rosa. “I know a door will 
open.”

Weddington is one of  an esti-
mated 435 people still living in 
shelters earlier this week, down 
from about 2,300 at the disaster’s 
peak. 

All told, more than  
100,000 Sonoma County resi-
dents were displaced by fires 
starting Oct. 8 that have killed 

435 people in shelters looking for space
By PAUL PAYNE
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT 

Cymone Weddington, background right, watches her daughter, 
Jazzmariah, spin in her dress while her son, Noahmiah, sweeps at a 
shelter at the Calvary Chapel of Santa Rosa. TURN TO SHELTERS » PAGE A8

Rain finally fell Thursday on 
fire-scarred Sonoma County 
and a growing number of  res-
idents were allowed to return 
home as the region’s focus shifts 
from crisis to recovery.

Cal Fire officials said crews 
have halted the advance of  dev-
astating fires that swept through 
the region over the last 12 days, 
consuming 87,382 acres in Sono-
ma County. Containment lines 
are approaching 100 percent, 
though some areas within the 
perimeters are still on fire.

There was welcome news for 
residents of  several fire-ravaged 
Santa Rosa neighborhoods, as 
well. Residents who lost homes 
in three neighborhoods — Cof-
fey Park, and the Journey’s End 
and Orchard Park mobile home 
parks — were given permis-
sion to visit what remained be-
ginning at 10 a.m. today and to 
check for any personal property 
they might be able to recover.

Despite profound loss, fire 
officials spoke of  growing opti-
mism.

“We’re getting close to the 
end,” Santa Rosa Fire Chief  
Tony Gossner said.

An unprecedented series of  
fires driven by extreme wind 
conditions have devastated sev-
eral counties in Northern Cali-
fornia over the past 12 days, kill-
ing at least 23 people in Sonoma 
County and destroying at least 
5,791 structures, though some 
estimates are much higher.

State Insurance Commission-
er Dave Jones said Thursday 
that the region’s fires account 
for most of  more than $1 billion 
in insured fire losses so far, ac-
cording to preliminary reports 
of  claims provided by eight Cal-
ifornia insurers. And the num-
bers are expected to climb.

“These numbers are just the 

Officials 
optimistic 
about 
recovery
By MARY CALLAHAN
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT
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Three areas of  Santa Rosa 
devastated by a deadly firestorm 
— Coffey Park and the Journey’s 
End and Orchard mobile home 
parks — will be reopened to res-
idents this morning, Santa Rosa 
Police Chief  Hank Schreeder 
announced at a community 
meeting Thursday night.

The three areas, nearly oblit-
erated by the Tubbs fire 11 days 
ago and closed since then, will 
be open to residents only from 
10 a.m. to 5 p.m., the chief  told 
a standing-room-only crowd 
of  more than 750 people in the 
Santa Rosa High School gymna-
sium.

Residents will be required to 

present identification at check-
points staffed by law enforce-
ment to enter the areas and 
must have passes allowing them 
to make return trips, Schreeder 
said.

Saturday, all entry restric-
tions at the two mobile home 
parks will be lifted, but Coffey 
Park will remain a controlled 
entry area. Sunday, Coffey Park 
will be open to the public.

The controlled-entry process 
today and Saturday at Coffey 
Park “is designed to allow only 
residents into their neighbor-
hood so they have protected 
time to assess and grieve,” 
the city said in a press release 
Thursday night.

The release also said the city 
would have more information 
about the opening of  the Foun-
taingrove neighborhood to resi-
dents this weekend.

Sheriff’s Capt. Mark Essick, 
speaking just before the chief, 

said he could not specify any fire 
areas that will be reopened in 
the county’s largely rural lands 
outside the nine cities.

“I don’t have an exact timeline 
for you,” he said, adding that in 
the next two days to a week there 
should be some reopenings.

Essick advised residents to 
check Nixle and the Sheriff’s 
Office Facebook page for infor-
mation on reopening areas like 
Wikiup and Larkfield, which 
also lay in the path of  the Tubbs 
fire as it roared into Sonoma 
County and Santa Rosa early on 
Oct. 9.

Reopening burned areas is a 
complex process, the two law-
men said, requiring thorough 
searches involving cadaver 
dogs, complete restoration of  
power, gas, water and telephone 
service, and elimination of  all 
known hazards.

Coffey Park, 2 mobile home parks to reopen

By GUY KOVNER
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT
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Dee Dee Bridges, left, embraces Phyllis Miller as she passed by during a 
community meeting Thursday at Santa Rosa High School.

COMING THIS WEEKEND
Saturday: The second in a series of 
stories about Coffey Park residents

Sunday: Santa Rosa faces many 
questions as it begins rebuilding

Residents urged to water 
down toxic ash and wait 
for free state cleanup 

TURN TO REOPENING » PAGE A10


