
z

SUNDAY, OCTOBER 22, 2017 • SANTA ROSA, CALIFORNIA • PRESSDEMOCRAT.COM

REASON TO CELEBRATE » Sonoma boy’s 
birthday feted at evacuee center.   T1

PROTECTING BALLPARK » Little League 
field in Rincon Valley has close call.  C1

SANTA ROSA
High 82, Low 47
THE WEATHER, C8

Business E1
Classified E4
Community B12

Crossword T6
Forum B13
Lotto A2

Movies D7
Nation-World B1
Nevius C1

Obituaries B4
Smith A3
TV T7

PARADE MAGAZINE:  Because of late delivery 
to our printing plant, this week’s issue has 
been included in the main news section today.

©2017 
The Press 
Democrat

Sonoma County and Santa Rosa 
will be forever changed by the most 
devastating wildfires in state history. 

At least 23 people are dead, 
6,800  buildings destroyed and thou-
sands of  residents displaced in the 
county. Untold more are grappling 
with emotional wounds and finan-
cial burdens left by what Gov. Jerry 
Brown called “a horror that no one 
could have imagined.” 

With the flames mostly con-
tained after an unprecedented 
firefighting effort and recent light 
rains, local leaders are now turn-
ing their attention to the arduous 
task of  recovery. 

How long will it last? Who will 

rebuild? And how will the city and 
county that emerge from the ashes 
be different? 

Local leaders are banking on 
the region rebounding quickly 
following a speedy cleanup effort, 
a streamlined rebuilding process 
and a support system generous and 
responsive enough to allow dis-
placed residents to stay or return. 

Others can’t see how the blow to 
the economy, deepening of  the ar-
ea’s chronic housing crisis, acute 
labor shortage and volatility in 
supply and cost of  building materi-
als, can lead to anything but years 
of  stagnation and exodus.

Some see the full recovery taking 
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“We have all the advantages of anyplace that’s ever existed on Earth that’s gone through a disaster,” says Santa Rosa Mayor Chris Coursey, who stands Friday among the ashes of a home 
destroyed during the Tubbs fire in Santa Rosa’s Hidden Valley neighborhood. “I don’t want to put a cap on expectations,” he said.
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Rick Serdin placed small American flags at every home on Jenna Place on  
Friday, the first day residents could return to in the Coffey Park neighborhood 
of Santa Rosa after the Tubbs fire tore through the city on Oct. 9.  

In wake of  
fires, stakes  
raised on 
big issues
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City, county step off  
on path to recovery

I’m ashamed to admit this, but 
when I was teenager I used to 
give the wrong cross street to the 

Domino’s pizza delivery guy, hoping 
he wouldn’t find my house in time 
and the pie would be free. 

When I walked up and down the 
smoldering ruins of  Aaron Drive 
just days after the deadly wildfires, 
looking at the basketball hoop lying 
torched and facedown on my old 
driveway, a bit of  dark humor hit 
me — the pizza guy will never find 
the place now. It’s unrecognizable.

That feeling has stayed with me as 

I’ve driven around and walked the 
streets of  Santa Rosa, a city that has 
been my home for nearly 40 years. 

It’s been a personal and profession-
al struggle to come to grips with what 
has happened here. The numbers 
are staggering: 23 dead in Sonoma 
County and more than 87,000 acres 

torched. The number of  structures 
destroyed stood Saturday at 6,800, but 
that count is expected to rise. 

The tragedy on a personal 
level for so many is unbearable. A 
lifetime of  memories gone. Now, 
multiply that by the thousands. 

The tragedy on a community level 
is unfathomable.

When I saw a video made by two 
guys, riding skateboards through 
their Coffey Park neighborhood the 
day before the fires broke out and 
then the day after, I wept. It showed 
the depth of  love and loss like nothing 

a professional could do, no matter our 
best efforts.

The video shows them stopping 
to talk to a boy of  about 12. He’s 
selling toys on a table set up on his 
driveway. The boy tells them he’s 
“just trying to get rid of  something 
I don’t want anymore.” Hours later, 
the home behind him would be in 
flames. There aren’t words for that.

It made me think of  riding my 
skateboard up and down Aaron 
Drive. The faded scar on the inside 

KERRY BENEFIELD

An unfathomable loss in hometown of 40 years
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Residents of SR’s 
Fountaingrove 
vow to rebuild

Jim Finn’s lavish home in the hills 
above Santa Rosa is gone. But his mil-
lion-dollar view remains the same.

Sort of.
As the 60-year-old doctor walked the 

rubble Saturday of  his 
Fountaingrove home — 
among the thousands in 
Sonoma County leveled 
by the most destructive 
wildfire in California 
history — he peered past 
charred treetops and 
other torched houses at 
a vista stretching clear to Sebastopol.

“It is a gorgeous view,” said Finn, who 
had lived in the 3,600-square-foot one-sto-
ry home on Rocky Point Way since 2000. 
“That’s why I bought the house.”

Finn was among hundreds allowed to 
return Saturday to the devastated Foun-
taingrove area, which boasted some of  
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INSIDE
See more photos 
of Fountaingrove 
community on 
their day back to 
view damage of 
Tubbs fire  / A10


