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In downtown Santa Rosa, roughly half  the 
customers at the women’s fashion shop S.H.E. 
formerly lived in the city’s upscale Fountain-

grove neighborhood.
The proprietors of  the Fourth Street boutique 

have heard story after story from clients who fled 
for their lives from a historic firestorm, leaving 
behind homes and possessions to burn in Foun-
taingrove and nearby areas of  Sonoma County.

“We’ve been crying and crying and crying,” 
said Deborah Cali, who owns the store with Nan-
cy Blasingame.

Sales at the 12-year-old store remained flat in Oc-
tober compared to a year earlier and have declined 
nearly 4 percent to date in November, the owners 
said. But many other local retailers are experienc-
ing far worse.

“They need clothes,” Blasingame said in 
explaining why customers with burned homes 
returned to the store. Even so, patrons generally 
have been cautious in their purchases, she said, 

and often are likely to restock their wardrobes 
with basic attire purchased at discount stores.

As the holiday season kicks off this week, busi-
ness and civic leaders are trying to understand 
how the county’s retail landscape has changed 
after the most devastating wildfires in U.S. 
history. Many are joining with Sonoma County 
merchants in urging residents to shop local, es-
pecially this holiday season, as a means of  saving 
jobs and helping retailers bounce back.

“This is such a critical time for so many small 
businesses,” said Ben Stone, executive director 
of  the Sonoma County Economic Development 
Board.

The fires that broke out Oct. 8 killed  
23 people and destroyed 5,100 homes in the 
county. In Santa Rosa alone, the blazes damaged 
or destroyed 29 businesses, including a Kmart 
discount store, a Trader Joe’s supermarket, three 
hotels and several restaurants.

A Kohl’s department store still stands on Airway 
Drive, but will stay closed until early spring as the 

Long before Oct. 8, when more 
than a dozen wildfires erupted 
across Sonoma County, includ-
ing a deadly blaze that would 
grow into California’s most 
destructive inferno, county 
emergency officials knew they 
had a tool that could force tar-
geted warning 
messages onto 
the cellphones 
of  people in 
harm’s way.

They did 
not, however, 
consider using 
that tool in the 
disaster, a new 
disclosure made 
last week by the 
county’s top 
emergency ser-
vices executive.  

Last year, 
when the 
county first 
evaluated the 
g o v e r n m e n t 
n o t i f i c a t i o n 
system, used to 
broadcast Am-
ber Alert mes-
sages and oth-
er emergency 
notices, Chris-
topher Helgren, the county’s 
emergency services manager, 
decided it had little use during 
local disasters. He said he wasn’t 
confident in the system’s ability 
to send geographically target-
ed messages to an area smaller 
than the whole county. 

So when the fires broke out 
last month within hours across 
Sonoma County, from Geyser-
ville to Lakeville, the county’s 
five staff members trained to 
send a forced message to cell-
phones didn’t even discuss 
whether to use the Wireless 
Emergency Alert system to 
warn people in the fires’ path, 
Helgren said in an phone inter-
view Thursday. 
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FBI, police raid saloon, home

Law enforcement officers led by the 
FBI surrounded a Santa Rosa bar where 
motorcyclists affiliated with the Hells 
Angels club had gathered on Saturday 
afternoon, part of  an extensive, daytime 
police action that also focused on a home 
in southwest Santa Rosa and resulted in 
arrests, authorities said.    

An FBI spokesman said the operation 
was conducted under a sealed federal 
warrant, but neither he nor local law 
enforcement officials would say who the 
operation was targeting or how many lo-
cations were involved. 

However, witnesses at the Wagon 

Wheel Saloon around noon said they 
saw motorcycles being seized and riders 
detained outside the bar on Mendocino 
Avenue.  

A tactical team from the FBI was on 
site, as were a number of  CHP officers 
and the armored SWAT vehicle shared 
by the Santa Rosa Police Department 
and the Sonoma County Sheriff’s Office. 
Some of  the heavily armed officers wore 
full tactical gear, including Kevlar hel-
mets and bulletproof  vests, and wield-
ed assault rifles. No shots were fired or 
physical altercations reported.  

Santa Rosa Police Chief  Hank 
Schreeder said there was a “signifi-
cant” number of  Santa Rosa officers 
and detectives who assisted the FBI in 
the operation, which later also involved 
an armed search of  an Antelope Lane 
home, 6 miles to the south in the city’s 
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Law enforcement officers from various agencies search motorcycles on Saturday outside 
the Wagon Wheel Saloon in Santa Rosa.
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The Kohl’s retail store stands, although closed for business, next to the burned-down Applebee’s restaurant in Santa Rosa on Thursday.   

‘A critical time’ for 
stores after wildfire

SR businesses bracing for future as buyers forgo luxuries for must-haves
By ROBERT DIGITALE
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“If your home 
is not livable, 
there will never 
be another 
Christmas like 
this, because 
you basically 
cut your buying 
down to bare 
essentials.”
BRITT BEEMER, CEO of 
America’s Research Group of 
Summerville, South  
Carolina on this season’s  
holiday shopping

Christopher 
Helgren
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