
In the early hours of  Oct. 
9, 2017, Hans Mattes and his 
partner, Carole LaRue, were 
awoken by branches falling 
on their home in Santa Rosa’s 
Fountaingrove neighborhood. 
As flames engulfed the land-
scape, they jumped into their 
car and drove through a wall 
of  smoke so thick that Mattes 
could hardly keep the car on 
the road.

They kept driving to Petalu-
ma, where they have friends 
who would shelter them in the 
initial aftermath of  the worst 
natural disaster to befall Sono-
ma County. A few days later, 
knowing that their home of  22 
years and everything in it was 
lost forever, the couple pur-
chased a house on Petaluma’s 
west side.

“We’re thinking of  this as a 
new chapter in our lives,” said 
Mattes, 75, a retired engineer, 
who worked at Bell Labs and 
Hewlett Packard. “We were not 
injured. We had insurance. Now 
we get to start over. We’re really 
enjoying life in Petaluma. It is a 
delightful place to be.”

Mattes and LaRue, 78, are two 
of  the thousands of  lives forev-
er altered by the firestorms that 

swept through the county one 
year ago. While Petaluma was 
spared the damage inflicted on 
Santa Rosa and Sonoma Valley, 
the fire’s impact was certainly 
felt in the city.

From newly resettled evac-
uees squeezing the housing 
market to an influx of  homeless 
people, Petaluma has absorbed 

Tolay Park set to open by month’s end

Tolay Lake Regional Park, 
the largest in the Sonoma Coun-
ty park system, will open for 
daily public use late this month, 
marking a much-celebrated 
occasion that’s been 13 years in 
the making.

The park opening on Oct. 27 

will lift the veil on hidden scenic 
treasures, miles of  trails, diverse 
wildlife and hallowed aboriginal 
healing grounds — all of  it most-
ly off-limits to the general public 
up to this point.

At 3,400 acres, “it’s a massive 
land base and an important eco-
logical preserve for the county,” 
Regional Parks Director Bert 

Whitaker said. “And it has 
amazing cultural history.”

Located off Lakeville High-
way about 8 miles southeast 
of  Petaluma, the park takes in 
swaths of  valley grasslands, 
rolling hills, creek canyon and 
oak woodland, as well as his-
toric ranch buildings and the 
seasonal 200-acre lake itself.

The public unveiling gives 
Whitaker an answer to relentless 
questions he receives from an ea-
ger public about the park’s status.

“The feedback I’m getting is 
unbelievable,” he said.

Management of  the park is 
being called a model of  coopera-
tion between the county and the 
Federated Indians of  the Graton 
Rancheria, whose ancestors 
occupied villages on the site for 
millennia.

Indigenous people from across 
the region regarded the area as 
a sacred place for prayer and 
curative treatments, after which 
“charm stones” deemed to be 

imbued with the sickness that 
afflicted them were cast in the 
lake to drown the disease.

When ranchers in the late 19th 
century blasted the natural bar-
rier that formed the lake, thus 
draining it, thousands of these 
charm stones were revealed. 
Some came from distant loca-
tions including Yosemite, Mexico 
and Canada, said Greg Sarris, 
chairman of the Graton tribe.

By MARY CALLAHAN
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

After 13-year process, full public access to 
largest county park to start on Oct. 27

Winning 
elections 
is more art 
than science
In Petaluma council race, 
well-funded candidates 
aren’t always successful

If  total money raised decided 
who won Petaluma elections, 
Teresa Barrett would be a shoo-
in for mayor. She has raised 
$56,574.54, according to her 
latest campaign finance report. 
That’s 40 percent more than her 
closest opponent, Mike Harris, 
who has raised $33,894.32 year 
to date.

But more money doesn’t al-
ways translate into more votes, 
political analysts say.

“If  you look at it purely 
on money, she’s got the lead. 
But that’s not how it works in 
Petaluma,” said Brian Sobel, 
a former city council member 
and longtime political analyst 
and consultant who studies 
elections all over the country. 
“Money is important, but there 
are other things at play.”

Historically speaking, money 
raised has had little correla-
tion to winning races. When 
Harris ran for mayor in 2014, 
he amassed a war chest of  
$50,469, nearly twice as much 
as his opponent David Glass at 
$25,322. Harris lost that election 
by 84 votes in a race so close, it 
was weeks before the Sonoma 
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Separation at second forum

With mail-in ballots arriving this week, Petalu-
ma voters got a closer look at their mayoral and 
city council candidates Tuesday night as they 
weighed in on some of  the issues facing the city.

Hosted the Petaluma Area Chamber of  
Commerce and the Argus-Courier, the hopefuls 
debated items including cannabis regulation, 
increasing minimum wage, banning fireworks, 
and the controversial Water Street art project in 
a forum at the Hotel Petaluma.

The three mayoral candidates — Teresa Bar-

rett, Mike Harris and Brian Powell — also got 
a chance to face a series of  questions separate 
from the seven members of  the city council race, 
who are seeking three seats. They were able to 
spotlight their leadership qualities, how they’d 
overcome partisanship, and their differing ap-
proaches to green-lighting development.

The conversation on possibly amending the 
city’s marijuana business policies, which cur-
rently allows for two delivery services, was one 
of  the more robust discussions of  the night, and 
helped differentiate candidates that have often 
been on the same side of  issues like housing and 
infrastructure. 

Most candidates believed overturning the ban 

By YOUSEF BAIG
ARGUS-COURIER STAFF

City council, mayoral candidates look to 
stand out as election season picks up

By YOUSEF BAIG 
AND MATT BROWN
ARGUS-COURIER STAFF

Housing to emergency 
preparedness, city forever 
altered by disaster 

Fire’s lasting impact on Petaluma

See Tolay, A3
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It was a packed house at a mayoral and city council candidates forum 
hosted by the Petaluma Area Chamber of Commerce and the Argus-Cou-
rier on Tuesday at the Hotel Petaluma.See Forum, A8

See Campaign, A8
See Fires, A4
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Hans Mattes and his partner, Carole LaRue escaped their Fountaingrove home in Santa Rosa as it 
burned down in the wildfires that devastated Sonoma County a year ago. They stayed with a friend 
in Petaluma and days later, they bought a home here.

By EMILY CHARRIER
ARGUS-COURIER STAFF
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The October 2017 
wildfires burned 
down Hans Mattes’ 
Fountaingrove 
home in Santa 
Rosa. He and his 
partner, Carole 
LaRue moved to 
Petaluma and are 
calling it “a new 
chapter.”

COME FLYWITHUS!
HELICOPTERTOURSOF SONOMA & NAPA
Schedule your flight today! butterflyaviationllc.com
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Scene In Petaluma 

While walking her dog at Helen Putnam Park, Caroline McCall took this photo of hors-
es on the distant hillsides at dusk. The longtime Petaluma resident loves the park’s 
beauty and the memories she has of going there with her young children and now 
enjoying it with her grandchildren. Want to see your favorite Petaluma scenic photos 
featured in “Scene in Petaluma?”  Submit your entries for consideration to crissy.
pascual@arguscourier.com. 

new residents in the wake of  the 
fires that destroyed 5,300 homes 
countywide. The fire was a learn-
ing opportunity for Petaluma first 
responders and city officials, who 
have been debriefing and refining 
procedures in preparation for the 
next big disaster.

The fire tested Petaluma’s trade-
mark spirit of  volunteerism and 
generosity as residents stepped up 
to help neighbors. And the fire has 
revealed lingering trauma, as the 
wounds are still fresh for many 
around the one year anniversary, 
and even the smell of  smoke can 
trigger worry. 

Housing challenges remain
Any vacancies that Petaluma had 

were quickly filled after the fires, 
said Sue Castellucci, the director of  
the city’s housing division. 

A major apartment complex 
vacancy survey in April found that 
only 2.1 percent of  the Petaluma’s 
3,136 total apartments were avail-
able, which was partially inflated 
due to the influx of  new units at 
Addison Ranch, Castellucci said.

Otherwise, the vacancy rate has 
remained relatively consistent, 
around 1 percent.

“Over the year, I’d say Petaluma 
has made some progress in getting 
units on the ground in both for-sale 
and rentals,” Castellucci said. “In 
the future, I think there’s projects 
that have been approved and waiting 
for financing … so there’s other 
apartment projects coming up.”

Altura Apartments, Brody Ranch 
and Marina Apartments will bring 
a combined 380 units to Petaluma, 
with the former two providing a 
total of  48 affordable housing units.

At the moment, housing projects 
providing more than 2,000 combined 

units are either in the planning pro-
cess, approved or under construc-
tion. Until those come to fruition, 
though, thousands of  residents 
across the county continue to be 
impacted by the chronic shortage of  
housing.

Sarah Quinto, chief  development 
officer at Petaluma’s Committee on 
the Shelterless, said approximately 
21,000 people remain precariously 
housed across Sonoma County, 
stuck in temporary housing situa-
tions. About half  of  that amount is 
due to the fires. 

“There are a lot of  people that 
are saying it’s just harder,” Quinto 
said. “(They say) ‘I can’t afford this 
community; I can’t find anything in 
this community.’ That challenge has 
gotten to be greater.”

While the demand for shelter 
and COTS services like its Rapid 
Re-Housing program have remained 
high, Quinto said applicants are 
becoming more amenable to more 
unique adaptations on housing – 
like families taking on roommates 
or homebuyers willing to pursue 
smaller spaces.

“It’s pretty incredible given what 
the housing market is like,” she said. 
“I say this over and over, but we 
wouldn’t exist if  people could do this 
on their own.”

Lessons learned by first           
responders

The Petaluma Fire Department 
had a tough decision to make during 
the early morning hours of  Oct. 9, 
2017, but there was little doubt for 
the on-duty battalion chief, Jeff 
Holden, what the right call was.

Assistant fire chief  Jeff Schach 
said the city had “never sent that 
many emergency resources out of  
the city as we did that night.” 

Usually fire departments deploy 
one engine to provide mutual aid 
since agencies from around the 

region will do the same, Schach 
said. But that night, with large-scale 
evacuations needed and the reach of  
the Tubbs Fire constantly growing, 
Petaluma Fire sent everything it 
could — down to one engine protect-
ing a city of  more than 60,000, fire 
officials said.

“When you hear firefighters 
screaming for help and they’re evac-
uating people, that’s a decision that 
has to be made,” Schach said. “We 
have internally realized that’s a risk 
we have to take when our neighbors 
are in need. We’ve never faced that 
challenge, but that’s one of  those 
things we have to do — and the right 
thing to do.”

As Petaluma firefighters worked 
long stretches to assist with con-
tainment, many were forced to do so 
with agencies from other cities. That 
experience underscored Petaluma 
Fire’s growing need for establishing 
a fully-equipped “reserve appara-
tus,” one that’s stocked with 100 
percent of  the gear it needs.  

Schach said the department is 
currently missing several key com-
ponents. The biggest hurdle to ob-
taining those resources is funding.

For the Petaluma Police Depart-
ment, the initial objective was to 
provide support for law enforcement 
helping with neighborhood checks, 
traffic control and every element 
of  large-scale evacuations, said Lt. 
Brian Miller. 

But the situation kept evolving, 
and response areas were often being 
overtaken by flames, forcing police 
to constantly move. It quickly be-
came a constant triage, with officers 
going wherever the most pressing 
issues developed.

“The unprecedented thing, there 
wasn’t a lot of  direction,” Miller 
said. “Things were coming in fluidly 
and dynamically.”

Fires Continued from A1
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Hans Mattes, a retired engineer who lived in his Santa Rosa home for 22 years, escaped with his partner, Carole LaRue, on 
the night the North Bay wildfires began devastating the area. Thankful to have photos saved on the cloud, he shows a pic-
ture of his Fountaingrove home before it was burned to the ground. The couple left with just the clothes on their backs as 
tree limbs fell on their house. They stayed with a friend in Petaluma and a few days later, they bought a home in the west 
Petaluma neighborhood they have come to love.

See Fires, A5

POLICE LOG
Here are some of the cases the Petaluma police 
responded to recently. The Argus-Courier pub-
lishes the names of people arrested for serious 
crimes such as those involving physical injury, 
property loss or damage of property, including 
burglary, battery, vandalism and drunken driving. 
People who are found innocent or who have 
charges dropped may contact the Argus-Courier 
to have follow-up information published.
Petaluma Police reported the following incidents.
Wednesday, Oct. 3

 ■ 9:17 p.m.: Robert C. Brusell, 62, of Petaluma 
was arrested at 104 Novak Drive for possession of 
a controlled substance, prohibited possession of a 
firearm or ammunition and violation of probation.

 ■ 9:53 p.m.: Solange E. Oerding-Pierce, 26, of 
Sebastopol was arrested at 23 Petaluma Boule-
vard N. for public intoxication and violation of 
probation.

 ■ 11:33 p.m.: Patrico C. Herrera, 40, of Petaluma 
was arrested on Joan Drive for domestic battery.
Thursday, Oct. 4

 ■ 1:39 p.m.: Brandon J. Vincak, 20, of Penngrove 
was arrested at 2999 Dillon Beach Road for false 
imprisonment and aggravated assault. 

 ■ 11:05 p.m.: Robert D. Garcia, 54, of Petaluma 
was arrested at 4986 Petaluma Boulevard N. for 
possession of a controlled substance and violation 
of probation. 

 ■ 11:14 p.m.: Shannon S. Mersch, 38, of Petalu-
ma was arrested on Greenbriar Circle for domestic 
battery.
Friday, Oct. 5

 ■ 12:30 p.m.: David C. Guisti, 63, of Fort Bragg 
was arrested at 100 Fairgrounds Drive for public 
intoxication.

 ■ 1:15 p.m.: Gregory E. Swimm, 55, of Petalu-
ma was cited at the corner of Erwin Street and 
Jefferson Street for violation of probation and 
driving with a suspended license due to a reckless 
driving charge.
Saturday, Oct. 6

 ■ 12:07 p.m.: Amy T. Mata, 44, of Petaluma was 
arrested on Petaluma Boulevard N. for two counts 
of domestic battery.

 ■ 8:37 p.m.: Michael J. Taylor, 53, of Mill Valley 
was arrested at 837 E. Washington Street for a 
felony bench warrant.

Sunday, Oct. 7
 ■ 12:25 a.m.: Nalani V. Felli, 48, of Rohnert 

Park was arrested at 120 Keller Street for use of 
a controlled substance and felony violation of 
post-release community supervision.

 ■ 2:49 a.m.: Rory E. Macdonaldsmith, 26, of 
Petaluma was cited at 120 Keller Street for pos-
session of controlled substance paraphernalia. 

 ■ 8:43 p.m.: Stormm A. Read, 24, of Rohnert 
Park was arrested at the corner of Vallejo Street 
and E. Washington Street for obstructing a peace 
officer, appropriating lost property, possession of 
controlled substance paraphernalia and a bench 
warrant.

 ■ 11:51 p.m.: Jessica D. Watts, 30, of Rohnert 
Park was arrested at 1368 N. McDowell Boulevard 
for felony burglary, impersonating to cause liabili-
ty and possession of a controlled substance.
Monday, Oct. 8

 ■ 1:22 a.m.: Paul J. Vanvinkle, 77, of Petaluma 
was arrested on Vista Lane for domestic battery, 
prohibited possession of a firearm or ammunition, 
possessing a firearm as a felon, manufacturing 
or selling a large capacity magazine, and causing 
harm or death of an elder.

 ■ 5:53 p.m.: Robert J. Wynne, 30, of San Mateo 
was arrested on Ventura Avenue in Santa Rosa for 
domestic battery and a bench warrant. 

 ■ 7:15 p.m.: Holly N. Lonzanida, 33, of Vallejo 
was arrested at 2777 Ventura Avenue, Santa Rosa, 
for impersonating to cause liability and providing 
false identification to peace officers.

 ■ 7:21 p.m.: Martin E. Conroy, 41, of Petaluma 
was arrested on Telford Lane for violation a 
domestic violence court order.
Tuesday, Oct. 9

 ■ 3:40 p.m.: Rolando Lucas-Neri, 29, identified 
as homeless was arrested at 430 Washington 
Street for battery causing serious bodily injury and 
possession of controlled substance paraphernalia. 

 ■ 3:59 p.m.: Maynor H. Mendozamendez, 28, of 
San Rafael was arrested at 430 Washington Street 
for driving under the influence of alcohol, driving 
under the influence of alcohol while on DUI pro-
bation, and driving with a suspended license. 

 ■ 4:10 p.m.: Joshua B. Mertz, 30, identified as a 
transient, was cited at 840 Hopper Street for petty 
theft.  

 ■ 9:41 p.m.: Nichaolas S. Dryden, 38, of Belmont 
was arrested at 981 Lakeville Street for fighting in 
a public place, public intoxication and trespassing.

6 dead in 3 collisions near city
Six people were killed 

on roads near Petaluma 
in three separate vehicle 
collisions in the span of  a 
week.

Two men died in a head-
on crash Oct. 1 on Valley 
Ford Road northwest of  
Petaluma. Carl Levine, 66, 
of  Santa Rosa, and James 
Wheelock, 57, of  Petalu-
ma, were killed after their 
pickup truck flipped and 

landed on its side when 
another driver pulled into 
their path, according to 
the CHP.

On Oct. 2, two people 
crashed into a eucalyptus 
tree off D Street south-
west of  Petaluma. Judith 
Shane, 79, of  Vallejo, lost 
control of  her Volvo and 
rolled down an embank-
ment before the vehicle 
hit a tree, CHP said. She 
and her passenger, Samuel 

Singer, 84, of  Tucson, 
Arizona, died of  injuries 
at Santa Rosa Memorial 
Hospital.

The third fatal crash 
occurred Oct. 7 on Bodega 
Avenue west of  Petaluma. 
Patricia Harris, 61, was 
headed home when her 
van moved into the path 
of  a pickup driven by 
Tom Mello, 64, according 
to CHP. Both died in the 
head-on collision.
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Francis Edgar “Fran” Burke,
age 96, of Petaluma, California,
passed away on September 20,
2018. Born on June 24, 1922,
in Santa Rosa, California, Fran
was a hardworking, faithful
family man who was dedicated
to the people in his life and the
endeavors he undertook. He
volunteered in the community and
helped many, but he always did
it his way!
Fran’s childhood took him from
Santa Rosa to Upper Lake and
back. His mother passed when
he was 13 years-old leaving him
alone to help his father with hunt-
ing, fishing, and a small bootleg-
ging operation in Upper Lake. In
Santa Rosa, when he was not in
his back alley demonstrating the
fundamentals of fighting to those
who foolishly thought they were
tougher than he, Fran attended
St. Rose Catholic Grammar
School, under the strict and loving
guidance of the Ursuline Sisters.
The sisters must have made a
little headway, since, Fran later
excelled in academics and sports
at Santa Rosa High School.
He played on the 1940 NBL
Championship football team
and the 1940 and 1941 NBL
Championship track teams where
he was selected as a high school
All-American in the shot-put. This
honor led to a track scholarship
at Washington State University,
where Fran also was a freshman
walk-on to the first-string football
squad.
During a quick trip home in early
December 1941, his life changed
forever. World War II had be-
gun. He enlisted in the U.S. Naval
Reserve and was accepted to the
United States Merchant Marine
Academy where he was a cadet
in the first graduating class of
the Academy. Fran served with
distinction throughout World War
II and was honorably discharged
in 1946, then continued to sail
commercially until 1949.
After the war, he continued to be
an avid athlete. “Frantic Fran”
played semi-pro football for both
the Santa Rosa Bone Crushers
and for his favorite team, the
Petaluma Leghorns from 1949 to
1954. Fran’s love of sports also
included a successful stint coach-
ing football for St. Vincent de
Paul High School. His team won
a title in 1955, and was inducted
into St. Vincent’s Hall of Fame.
This spirit of hard work, coupled
with education was of utmost
importance to Fran...although
it didn’t hurt if you also played
football and were 6’-5” and 280
pounds!
During his Leghorn days, Fran
met and married Helen Louise
Defilippis, his wife of 64 years.
He was very proud of their long
union and of the accomplishments

of his children and grandchil-
dren. He also took great pride in
the success of the people that he
helped along the way.
In his varied career, Fran
worked for Matson Navigation
Company, Petaluma Cooperative
Creamery, and Hillcrest Hospital.
He spent over 24 years as the
Director of Building & Facilities,
Environmental Services, and
Safety for St. Luke’s Hospital, San
Francisco. He finalized his work-
ing years at Santa Rosa Memorial
Hospital and Clover-Stornetta.
Fran is survived by his children,
Cherie Mitchell of Hidden Valley
Lake, CA, Rory Burke of Loma
Rica, CA, Nancy Burke Barr (Jay)
of Dongguan, China, John Burke
(Carla) of Nevada City, CA,
Michael Burke (Sherril) of Billings,
MT, and Gina Burke Tarke (David)
of Sutter, CA. He is also survived
by his sisters-in-law, June
Defilippis and Dorothy Defilippis.
In addition, he is survived by 12
grandchildren, Shanon Mitchell,
Kevin Mitchell (Tuy), Shona Burke
(Christopher Palbicki), Shay Burke
(Lauren), Jayme Barr, Sarah Barr,
Scott Barr, Don Gray (Amber),
Eugene Burke (Lauren), Michaela
Stevens (David), Franklin Tarke,
and Leighton Tarke. There are
seven great-grandchildren as well
as beloved nieces, nephews, and
cousins.
Fran was preceded in death by
his wife, Helen Louise (Defilippis)
Burke and his parents, Clarence
and Helen Burke.
Visitation will be Friday, October
12, 2018, from 3:00 p.m. to
6:00 p.m. at PARENT-SORENSEN
MORTUARY & CREMATORY,
Petaluma, with the Vigil Service
at 6:00 p.m. The Funeral Mass
will be celebrated on Saturday,
October 13, 2018, at 9:30 a.m.
at St. Vincent de Paul Catholic
Church, Petaluma. Reception will
follow.
In lieu of flowers, Fran requested
donations to: St. Vincent de Paul
Church, 35 Liberty St., Petaluma,
CA 94952; Santa Rosa High
School Foundation, P.O. Box
11006, Santa Rosa, CA 95406;
or Mustang Athletic Club, c/o
St. Vincent de Paul High School,
849 Keokuk Street, Petaluma, CA
94952.

Francis Edgar “Fran” Burke

Life Tributes
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BURKE, Francis Edgar
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Miller said the entire ordeal gave 
Petaluma Police a glimpse of  what it’s 
like managing a large crisis with state 
and federal support coming in. It took 
multiple days for the Red Cross to make it 
to Petaluma and, until they arrived, local 
police essentially provided that bridge of  
support.

Additionally, Miller said it fundamen-
tally changed how the department views 
things, and built chemistry exponentially 
for a group that was gelling at the time.

“For us, it was a really good learning 
experience here internally at the police 
department,” Miller said. “We have a 
new command staff with a relatively 
short experience in rank, and it was a 
good opportunity (for everyone to work 
together).”

What residents might notice most, 
however, is the renewed enthusiasm 
in Nixle alerts, which the department 
has wholeheartedly embraced as a tool 
for transparency and improving public 
safety.

“I think we’ve polished our procedures 
with getting things timely, being accurate 
and forecasting what they need to know, 
should know and want to know,” Miller 
said.

City emergency response training
On Oct. 18, city employees will per-

form their annual emergency operations 
center activation exercise. A key element 
at this year’s training will be the lessons 
learned from each section involved, 
specifically what worked, what didn’t and 
what to recommend going forward.

The city’s current EOC site is the 
briefing room at the Petaluma Police 
station, which gets transformed during a 
disaster, redeploying phones and trading 
computers for laptops since the city 
doesn’t currently have the capacity for a 
dedicated EOC, Schach said.

The city follows an incident command 
system, with designated tasks and de-
partments assigned to specific aspects of  
mitigating a disaster. 

City Manager John Brown and 
Assistant City Manager Scott Brodhun 
manage the entire center in 12-hour 
shifts. Operations is run by Police Chief  
Ken Savano, logistics is led by economic 
development manager Ingrid Alverde, 
planning is handled by Fire Marshal Jes-
sica Power and finances are overseen by 
financial director Corey Garberolio.

Each command chief  has a back-up 
and a team to help implement its objec-
tives, totaling 40 people, officials said. Pet-
aluma’s EOC would also receive support 
and resources from the county.

“The goal of  an EOC is to support field 
resources and support what the needs 
are of  incidents out in the community,” 
Schach said. 

With thousands of  evacuees providing 
a population swell within the city, last 
year’s fires provided Petaluma’s EOC 
with a legitimate test.  

City officials have uncovered a number 
of  areas that need to be improved, chief  
among them the various technology be-
ing employed. That’s something Alverde 
has been working on, Schach said.

If  the EOC is running smoothly, there’s 
continuity in the day-to-day functions of  
a city government. However, the toll of  a 
24-hour operation weighed heavily on the 
managing staff last October, indicating a 
greater need for depth so top officials can 
rest and deputy administrators can get 
more training.

“There was still business to be done 
and people that were high level directors, 
they needed time to do their normal 
duties as well,” Schach recalled.

Volunteerism extends beyond fires
In the immediate aftermath of  the first 

night of  the fire, 10 different shelters, 
inundated with donations and volunteers 
to the point they were turning both com-
modities away, popped up throughout the 
city.

City officials estimated as many as 
2,000 evacuees took refuge in Petalu-
ma, seeking food, shelter and medical 
treatment at local schools, churches and 
various community outposts. Local busi-
nesses and restaurants selflessly donated 
their time and resources, overwhelm-
ing each shelter with everything they 
needed.

Away from the shelters, support for 
fire victims took different forms. One 
example was by the Petaluma Mothers’ 
Club, which provided more than $45,000 
worth of  gift cards from donors all over 
the world, said Megan Cusimano, former 
president of  the nonprofit.

As shelters were at capacity for dona-
tions, a volunteer from the Mothers’ Club 
quickly realized displaced fire victims 
needed cash for gasoline or specific cloth-
ing, rather than used items or perishable 
food, Cusimano said. 

With some assistance from coun-
cilwoman Kathy Miller and Petaluma 
People Services Center director Elece 
Hempel, the Mothers’ Club was able to 
distribute the gift cards appropriately, 
giving immediate relief  to some of  the 
most sensitive refugees. 

“It was going right in their hands 
immediately. I would drop them off in the 
morning and they’d be gone by the eve-
ning,” said Cusimano, who also helped 
displaced residents find temporary hous-
ing for PPSC.

Since then, Hempel said Cusimano and 
club president Madeline Backman have 
embraced volunteerism for her organiza-
tion – part of  a bigger trend of  increased 
community involvement she believes is 
directly connected to the experience of  
helping others during the fires. 

Cusimano is just one example of  that.
“For me, at PPSC, the roles that I 

was given, I was able so quickly to have 
an impact,” Cusimano said. “Working 
the phones and hearing the cries and 
listening to the individual stories of  the 
victims, it was really powerful … it was 
really rewarding staying connected and 
giving back.”

The toll of being there for others
Sonoma County mental health officials 

described a “special kind of  stress” being 
experienced by Petalumans. Residents 
selflessly hosted and supported evacu-
ees, but that also meant they witnessed 
profound pain firsthand, which can leave 
an impression.

“Sometimes people forget that you 
don’t necessarily have to have lost a 
home to be emotionally impacted by the 
experience,” said Wendy Wheelwright, 
Sonoma County’s project manager for 
California HOPE.

As the training coordinator of  the 
county’s Behavioral Health Division, 
Wheelwright has helped bring the $3.4 
million in FEMA grant funding to life, 
providing free counseling for fire victims 
through four different organizations, 
including PPSC.

The program connects clients in three 
or less sessions to resources that are 
going to sustain them long-term, Wheel-
wright said. 

HOPE has averaged about 1,000 people 
per month, but saw a surge in July and 
August when the Mendocino Complex 
Fires clouded the region with smoky 
skies. In August alone, the program treat-
ed more than 5,000 patients, Wheelwright 
said.

Many victims had little opportunity to 
mourn. Identifying a new living situation 
or filing an insurance claim sent many 
Sonoma County residents into “go-
mode,” she said, internalizing the trauma 
until it manifested in physical symptoms 
much later, like headaches, stomach 
pains, random bouts of  crying or sleep 
loss.

“The emotional impact tends to last 
longer than the physical impact,” Wheel-
wright said. “FEMA and other disaster 
response agencies have learned through 
other experiences that if  you don’t tend 
to those needs, the recovery of  the overall 
community suffers.”

Finding the silver lining
Even through his ordeal of  losing 

everything and starting over, Mattes has 
remained upbeat, and he feels lucky to 
have landed in Petaluma. He said he has 
felt more connected to the community 
in Petaluma after one year here than he 
did during 20 years in Santa Rosa. He re-
flected on life one year removed from the 
event that he refuses to call a tragedy.

“The fire put things in perspective,” he 
said. “Things are transient. Relationships 
are far more important than the stuff 
that we have. Attitude is everything.”

Fires Continued from A4
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The Fountaingrove home that Hans Mattes built 22 years ago in Santa Rosa.

Hans Mattes and his partner, Carole LaRue 
escaped their Fountaingrove home in Santa 
Rosa as it burned down in the wildfires that 
devastated Sonoma County a year ago.
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