
Then he got ready to 
work.

By the day’s end, Larson 
would think to himself “I’m 
going to die” an estimated 
15-30 times.

—
While her husband 

headed toward safety, Tif-
fany Larson was en route to 
evacuate a retirement home 
by Feather River Hospital. 
At this point, she knew this 
fire was an exceptionally 
bad one.

“We’ve always said we’re 
fine because they’re never 
going to let the flames get 
to the hospital,” she said. 
“They can’t. Our hospital 
can’t burn down.”

Larson arrived to a cha-
otic scene, with fire right 
up against the retirement 
home. She started running 
to get the residents into ve-
hicles.

“It was crazy,” she said. 
“It was so loud. It was 
windy. We got stuck in the 
wind vortex.”

Larson tried to get out of 
town in her unmarked SUV 
headed northbound but 
couldn’t make much head-
way. She was directed to 
turn around and go south.

“This sounds like a cli-
che but I see the wall of fire 
that we’re going to have to 
drive through, and I know 
that my car’s not that great, 
and I don’t know if we’re go-
ing to get through it,” she 
said, her voice growing qui-
eter.

Larson had an older man, 
an evacuee from the retire-
ment home, in her backseat. 
She turned around to face 
the stranger who had been 
riding with her for just 5-10 
minutes.

“I’m like, ‘Hey I know 
I don’t know you and you 
don’t know me, but I don’t 
know if we’re going to make 
it out, so can you just hold 
my hand?’”

She briefly told him all of 
the “little things” she has 
been taught to do — turn 
off the air, roll up the win-
dows, keep breathing, avoid 
touching metal because of 
downed power lines and 
have water ready. It was 
pitch black. She guesses she 
had about two feet of visi-
bility.

“The embers are pop-
ping off my car,” she said. 
“My windows are getting 
hot. We probably go, I don’t 
know, it felt like 10 miles 
but it was probably only 
maybe a quarter mile, and 
we got through the flames. 
It kind of opened up. It was 
super surreal.”

There she saw her part-
ner, standing with her ser-
geant. They were out of the 
worst of it.

—
When Bobby Larson 

dropped his dogs and cat off 
at his coworker’s house, he 
found that his friend, also 
a deputy sheriff, was suited 
up. Neither of them had or-
ders but they decided to go 
to Paradise on their own ac-
cord.

They drove through 
driveways, ditches and 
yards lining Neal Road to 
get to the Larsons’ home. 
Larson needed his uniform. 
When they got there, they 

found the neighborhood on 
fire.

“It was hot,” he said. “It 
looked like lava.”

With the power off, Lar-
son ran his hands over 
the familiar walls of his 
home to find the flashlight 
he knew was in the bath-
room. He grabbed his belt, 
two pairs of boots and his 
lunchbox out of habit. He 
could see his lawn on fire.

He paused to collect him-
self.

“Yeah I didn’t think we 
were going to make it,” Lar-
son said.

They made it to a clear 
parking lot, and he called 
his wife. The house was 
gone.

—
When she got the call, 

Tiffany Larson was on traf-
fic control.

“I could hear in his voice 
that things weren’t good,” 
she said.

She almost threw up. She 
told her partner the news. 
Then she had to get back to 
the job.

One of Larson’s col-
leagues asked her to drive 
his car to Oroville to gas 
it up. When she got to the 
gas station, she broke down. 
She started dry heaving — 
something she had never 
done before but has found 
herself doing over the past 
three weeks.

After exchanging cars, 
she helped her partner 
evacuate one of his family 
members. Then, they went 
to evacuate the remaining 
patients and staff at the 
hospital.

They were going back 
into the fire. Larson was 
slightly incredulous.

“It’s not like I was ques-
tioning whether we were 
going to do it,” she said. 
“I knew we were going to 
do it. There was no ques-
tion of us doing it. But I’m 
like, how many more lucky 
chances do we get?”

—
It was still bad. Power 

lines and trees were down. 
Transformers were in the 
middle of the road. But 
there wasn’t a “fiery tunnel” 
like there had been before.

It was around 2 or 3 p.m. 
when they got to the hospi-
tal. With other law enforce-
ment officers and nurses, 
Tiffany Larson and her 
partner loaded up a trans-
port bus and personal ve-
hicles to get the last people 
out. The nurses were cov-
ered in soot.

“They’re amazing,” she 
said. “The nurses are their 
own set of heroes. Their 
boots are melted. Their 
name tags are melted.”

After giving everyone a 
quick briefing to prepare 
themselves, Larson and 
her partner led a caravan of 
over 10 vehicles away from 
the hospital and headed 
south for Oroville Hospital. 
The fire started to flare up 
again.

“You didn’t know how 
bad it was until you were al-
ready too far into it,” Lar-
son said. “You didn’t have 
a choice to turn around. 
You had to just chance it 
and hope that there wasn’t 
something on the other side 
that was going to stop you 
and get you pinned.”

They made it through 
the flames and pulled off 
to the side before running 
out to catch the attention 
of the other drivers, so they 
would keep coming. Count-
ing each car, there was just 
one left, driven by a nurse 
who just wasn’t coming out. 
Finally she made it.

“Within 30 seconds, the 
flames overtook the road,” 
Larson said.

Around 10:30 p.m. she fi-
nally “tapped out” and went 
to her friend’s home where 
her dogs were.

Larson was back at work 
at 6:30 a.m. the next day. 
She was assigned to the 
coroner’s unit and has lead 
crews searching for bodies. 
So far, a total of 88 people 
have been confirmed dead.

Bobby Larson was as-
signed to the Magalia area 
for his night shift.

“It was like a war zone,” 
he said. “That’s the best I 
can describe it. Stuff you 
see on TV. These guys fight-
ing overseas … they drop a 
bomb and it just wipes (ex-
pletive) out.”

Driving through town, 
he said he “could not com-
prehend” what he was see-
ing. His hometown was be-
ing wiped out. He saw flames 
that seemed to be 300 feet tall.

While in Magalia, Larson 
received an assignment to 
evacuate the small unincor-
porated community of Stir-
ling City which has just a 
few hundred residents. He 
headed north, but then fire 
blew over the road. Voices 
on the radio kept telling 
him to go north but he 
couldn’t. He turned around 
to go south, but the fire had 
crossed that exit, too.

“I’m like (expletive) we’re 
trapped,” he said. “We’re go-
ing to die.”

Suddenly, a clearing ap-
peared. He was able to evac-
uate the communities of 
Lovelock and Stirling City.

Throughout the night, 
Larson evacuated people 
and updated the command 
post. He loves the adren-
aline of being a sheriff’s 
deputy, but he has never 
thought he would die so 
many times in one day.

His colleagues who have 
served in combat told him 
that their experience in war 
“had nothing” on this fire.

“Knowing that peo-
ple didn’t make it, that we 
could not get to them and 
save them, is horrible,” he 
said. “It was horrible.”

—
Now, Bobby Larson 

wishes he had taken some 
videos or pictures. He was 
wearing his body camera 
but didn’t turn it on.

“I never even thought 
to roll it at all,” he said. “I 
don’t think there was very 
many guys that did. I know 
one guy that did because he 
thought he was gonna die.”

Throughout the day and 
night, Bobby and Tiffany 
Larson heard their col-
leagues calling out for help. 
Their cars had caught fire. 
Officers were loading evac-
uees into fire trucks and 
bulldozers. Others were 
forced to shelter in place 
with citizens.

“None of us were think-
ing about us,” said Tiffany 
Larson. “We’re thinking 

about how many more peo-
ple can we get to the other 
side of this. We’re going to 
take these people and save 
them. And if we don’t, I’ll be 
going down with ’em.”

Larson remembers hear-
ing her partners in Concow 
on the radio screaming for 
air support because they 
were with about 50 citizens 
trapped by flames.

“We know we’re dealing 
with some (expletive) but we 
know that our partners are very 
close to being killed,” she said, 
getting emotional. “We can 
hear it all on the radio while 
we’re working. At that point I’m 
not worried about me.”

Another voice that sticks 
with her is that of an officer 
from a nearby city who was 
on Skyway.

He was stuck with about 
30 people surrounded by 
flames and was yelling for 
water. No one could get to 
him because he wasn’t fa-
miliar with the town and 
didn’t know where he was 
on the roadway. Think-
ing about it still gives her 
goosebumps.

“The amount of terror 
that I would have, having 
to be in that (expletive) and 
not knowing exactly where 
I was, I couldn’t even imag-
ine,” Larson said.

—
Nov. 8 was the most trau-

matic day of Tiffany Lar-
son’s life. Right now, she is 
grateful just to be alive and 
for her work.

“We’re pushing forward,” 
she said. “For me, a body in 
motion stays in motion.”

The couple’s days off are 
spent getting their lives 
back together. They are in 
escrow on a house in Chico.

“I will say, throughout all 
this, I’m homesick, and it’s not 
just for my home,” she said.

Larson worked for the 
Paradise Police Department 
for 5-6 years before trans-
ferring to the Sheriff’s Of-
fice about two years ago. 
She has lived in Paradise 
from age 3.

Bobby Larson was born 
at Feather River Hospital 
and has lived in Paradise 
his whole life. He married 
his high school sweetheart, 
who he met at Paradise 
High School. The couple is 
in their early 30s.

Tiffany Larson has some 
survivor’s guilt. Throughout 
the interview, she stopped 
herself several times, when 
talking about what they 
lost. She doesn’t want any-
body to feel sorry for them.

“How do we even have the 
audacity to be upset or com-
plain when we have these 
people who lost their lives?” 
she asked. “They didn’t just 
die of old age. They had 
the most hellish death you 
could ever imagine.”

Larson said she still 
couldn’t believe that her 
colleagues all made it out.

“Everybody prepared 
themselves for dying that 
day,” she said.

The two just celebrated 
their 11th wedding anni-
versary. Bobby Larson de-
livered flowers and choco-
late to his wife’s office for 
her to find when she came 
into work. They went out to 
dinner with friends.

“I tried to make things 
halfway normal,” he said.

“It was perfect,” she said.

Contact reporter Risa 
Johnson at 530-896-7763.
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Knowing neighbors, having friends,
and people we can count on...

like the Cosgrove family and staff at
Scheer Memorial Chapel.

Serving the families of Our Town
for more than 45 years.

20% Off

GRIDLEY LOCATION ONLY.
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FREE
Hour-Long Office Visit

INCLUDES
Consultation, Examination,
Hearing Screening, and
Screening Results Review

1 (888) 893-1352

Visit us online atwww.nsaudiology.com

15 Jan Court • Chico
Located off Forest Ave behind Raley’s Sky Park Plaza

• Diagnostics
• Protection plan
• Hearing aids

Offer expires December 31, 2018.

HEAR
for the holidays
RECONNECT. ENGAGE.

“Wouldn’t the upcoming holidays be somuchmore enjoyable if you
were connected and engaged with your family and friends?We can

help you with that…

Simply call my office today to be scheduled for a free 1-hour office visit,
which includes a consultation, an examination of your ears, a hearing
screening, and a review of the results. Availability of appointments is

limited, as this offer expires December 31, 2018.

Don’t let hearing difficulties cause you tomiss out on the holidays.
Call us today at1 (888) 893-1352…because hearing is a wonderful gift!”

—Crystal Chalmers, Au.D., Doctor of Audiology

Call to schedule your appointment!

Complete Hearing Care
• Balance
• 75-day trial
• Tinnitus

Crystal Chalmers, Au.D.
Doctor of Audiology
Owner, North State Audiological Services

3 Convenient Locations!
MODESTO

4800 Sisk Road
209-545-3222

SACRAMENTO
1701 C Street
916-446-8438

CHICO
703 Miller Avenue

530-895-1853
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