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CHICO >> Chico Christmas Preview 
and the Tree Lighting ceremony 
celebrated 41 years of tradition on 
Sunday, but this year’s joint event 
was less about shopping and more 
about uplifting the community af-
ter weeks of Camp Fire devastation.

Nearly 4,000 people, bundled 
up in jackets and scarves, lined 
the streets of downtown Chico 
and packed into the Chico City 
Plaza to watch the Christmas tree 
light up for the first time this year.

The city’s Public Works Depart-
ment installed more than 2,000 
LED lights on the 90-foot Red-
wood tree that towered over the 
City Plaza stage.

On the stage stood a few fa-
miliar faces since the start of the 
fire. Butte County Sheriff Kory 
Honea shared a few words and 
was joined by town of Paradise 
Mayor Jody Jones who donned a 
Santa hat.

Although attendees came to see 
the tree aglow, Santa Claus was 
once again a popular attraction.

Santa Claus gave his reindeer a 

break for the night and traded in 
his sleigh for a ride into town on 
an antique fire engine. The man 
in the red suit arrived with si-
rens on, in a post-World War II, 
1948 American LaFrance fire en-
gine dressed in twinkly lights and 
tinsel.

The engine, owned and oper-
ated by Robert and Marie Fick-
ert of Chico, has been in the cere-

mony since 1998. It was originally 
owned by the city of Chico and 
then was sold to the firefighters’ 
union before it landed in the Fick-
ert’s ownership.

Downtown businesses also 
stayed open late and debuted 
their holiday offerings. They 
decked their halls, painted their 
windows, hung string lights and 
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Christmas Preview, Tree Lighting uplift community after fire devastation
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CHICO >> Butte County Sheriff’s 
deputy Bobby Larson has been 
shot at before. He would take 
that any day over returning to a 
scene like what he experienced on 
Nov. 8.

That day he saw the deadliest 
and most destructive wildfire in 
California state history destroy 
his home and his hometown.

“After being through that, I’ll 
take being shot at any (expletive) 
day,” he said. “I’ll go out the door 
right now and be shot at if I don’t 
ever have to go back to some-
thing like up on that mountain 
ever again.”

Larson is one of the dozens of 
Sheriff’s Office employees who 
lost their homes in the Camp Fire, 
continuing to serve the commu-
nity through it all.

That morning, Larson had just 
about an hour of sleep after work-
ing a night shift when he received 
a call from his wife of 11 years, 
Tiffany Larson, a special victims 
unit detective with the Sheriff’s 
Office. She told him there was a 
fire in Pulga. It was all hands all 
deck, and he might get called in.

He went back to sleep. Shortly 
after, another call came — he 
needed to pack up the animals 
and get out of the house.

Larson rounded up their four 
dogs and got them in harnesses, 
threw on sweats and grabbed a 
pistol. He was only able to get 
one of their three cats. The oth-
ers bolted.

Like nearly everyone else fleeing, 
Larson got caught in gridlock traffic 
and witnessed cars ablaze. Know-
ing the town well, he was able to 
take a bike path to speed up his 
route to Chico. There he dropped 
their animals with a friend.
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PARADISE >> Gayle and David 
Lee’s home was gone, a pile of 
cold rubble was all that was left 
when they visited it briefly Sun-
day afternoon. But a few miles 
away, John Wilson returned to a 
house the Camp Fire left stand-
ing.

They were among a handful 
of residents, who, under law en-
forcement escort, were allowed 

into the fire ravaged Paradise on 
Sunday as officials slowly pre-
pare to reopen the town to res-
idents. The escort program be-
gan Saturday, with police taking 
people into the town currently 
only otherwise open to PG&E, 
tree cutting crews and public 
safety officers.

“Look, my washer and dryer 
are still there,” Gayle Lee, 72, 
said, pointing across debris of 
her home to what was left of the 
appliances — two gray, scared 

lumps that looked like the last 
teeth in an otherwise empty 
mouth. They’d lived in the house 
for 38 years.

“You have to be able to laugh 
about,” she said. The couple 
was in Las Vegas when the fire 
roared through the town on Nov. 
8, killing at least 88 people and 
destroying more than 14,000 
structures.

Somehow, Wilson’s home sur-
vived, as did those of a few of his 
neighbors.

“There’s no rhyme nor reason” 
to which homes and buildings 
survived, Butte County Sheriff 
Kory Honea said as Wilson, 74, 
a retired small business owner, 
hurried through his house, grab-
bing his computer, medications 
and papers. Honea escorted 
both Wilson and the Lees into 
Paradise.

But Wilson has theory about 
why his home is still standing. 
As he was trying to escape the 
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Gayle Lee is comforted by Butte County Sheriff Kory Honea as she sees the ashes of her home of 38 years for the first time on Sunday in 
Paradise. Law enforcement is beginning to provide escorts to residents displaced by the Camp Fire last month.

Have a great day, subscriber 
Stephen Hackney.
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• PROPER PRUNING, CORRECTIVE
PRUNING & TREE PRESERVATION

• TREE REMOVAL
• ARBORIST CONSULTATION
• STUMP GRINDING
• CRANE WORK
• ROOT COLLAR EXCAVATING AND

OR RESISTOGRAPH TESTING
• PEST & DISEASE CONTROL WITH

CORRECT PRESCRIPTIONS
TO MAINTAIN & PROTECT

• DEEP ROOT FERTILIZATION

Are your trees healthy?
Could you be experiencing any of the following
problems: Fire blight, pine bark beetle, oak wilt,

or anthracnose?
If so, we can help!

Education is everything when you are
selecting an experienced arborist.

M&S Wesley Tree Service holds
more certifications than any other tree

service company in the North State.

WE NOW OFFER

CUSTOM MILLING
CUSTOM MILLING

530-343-6809

EXPIRES 1/31/19

Must present at time
of estimate

$50OFF any

Tree Service
estimated
$250 or more

Ask us how
to trim your
trees less!


