
its program beyond these 
three-day workshops to a 
full-time, dedicated treat-
ment center in Sonoma 
County.

The center will address 
the ever-mounting health 
crises in the public safety 
community, said First 
Responder Resiliency 
Founder Sue Farren.

“We put on our uniform 
and we pretend that we’ve 
got no problems,” said Far-
ren, a former paramedic in 
several Bay Area agencies. 
“But cancer, strokes, heart 
attacks, substance abuse, 
sleep deprivation, suicide 
— we’re dying out here.”

Many recent studies 
show that emergency re-
sponse personnel are at in-
creased risk of  mental and 
physical health problems 
such as addiction, depres-
sion, post traumatic stress 
disorder and cancer. 

Police o!cers and 
firefighters, for example, 
are more likely to die by 
suicide than in the line 
of  duty, according to 
research compiled by the 
Center for Disease Control 
and Prevention.

And as the emergencies 
get bigger — record-break-
ing wildland blazes, 
political unrest, a global 
pandemic — the well-being 
of  those on the front lines 
becomes more dire.

Currently, little occupies 
the 17.75-acre former golf  
course Farren recently 
purchased in Cotati for the 
center. But she has a plan 
— for classrooms, gardens, 
meditation sanctuaries, 
art studios, and spaces for 
group, individual and even 
equine therapy — that she 
is now pitching to busi-
nesses and philanthropists 
in the area for financial 
support.

"What better place to do 
it but here in Sonoma Coun-
ty,“ said county Supervisor 
David Rabbitt, whose dis-
trict includes the property. 

Rabbitt, whose son is a 
firefighter, said he made a 
personal donation to the 
organization. 

The First Responder 
Resiliency Center will be 

one-of-a-kind in multiple 
ways, Farren said. For one, 
the approach is preventa-
tive.

“Right now, there’s no 
place for us to go unless 
it’s a rehab center,” she 
said. 

With the help of  philan-
thropy and grants, Farren 
envisions the facility to be 
a free resource, for drop-
ins and long-term services 
alike.

The center is also 
unique, Farren continued, 
because everything it 
will o"er will be designed 
and provided by people 
who know firsthand how 
traumatizing emergency 
response can be. 

Most of  her sta" are 
former first responders 
whose lived experiences 
give them the cultural 
competence and credibili-
ty to help others beat back 
their troubles. 

“These will be peo-
ple that understand the 
work that they do,” she 
said. “We want people to 
feel safe with their own 
tribes.”

Farren said it was her 
own experience that led 
her to launch First Re-
sponder Resiliency. 

Born and raised in Sono-
ma, Farren was riding on 
ambulances as a volunteer 
by the time she was 18. She 
then made a 30-year career 
out of  it, serving as a 
paramedic in Santa Rosa, 
Oakland and elsewhere.

As a first responder, 
she dealt with the grue-
some and the macabre; 
as a mother and wife, she 
would shed her uniform 

when she returned home, 
but the day’s experiences 
stayed with her. 

The trauma she experi-
enced on the job eventu-
ally caught up with her, 
contributing to a divorce 
and major health issues 
that forced her into early 
retirement.

She beat a cancer diag-
nosis, although doctors 
initially gave her a year 
to live.

By the time she was 
53, Farren said, “I’ve 
gone through a divorce, 
a terminal diagnosis, a 
major surgery ... and I end 
up living in my trailer and 
despondent.”

The other instructors 
with the organization 
have similar stories of  
struggling with illness, 
addiction, suicide, or los-
ing peers far too young to 
those things.

“I watched guys retire 
out. I had friends take 
their lives,” said Ron 
Shull, who retired from 
the Santa Rosa Fire De-
partment in 2018.

Tod Ceruti, the brawny 
veteran-turned-yogiteach-
ing tactical yoga, said he 
lost a brother-in-arms to 
suicide.

“I could have gone down 
the same path,” Ceruti 
said,  but — before that 
happened— he fortunately 
discovered the cathartic 
power of  yoga. “If  it’ll 
work for me, it’ll work for 
somebody else.”

You can reach Sta! Writer 
Emily Wilder at 707-521-
5337 or emily.wilder@
pressdemocrat.com. 
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learning to do what you 
can, regardless of  your 
disability, and live as near-
ly as you can a full life.”

For the better part of  
the pandemic, like many 
other organizations and 
businesses, Earle Baum 
shuttered in-person 
services and activities 
and immediately started 
delivering services via 
conference calls and video 
Zoom meetings. That orga-
nizational shift was made 
a little easier, as the center 
already had a good deal of  
expertise in communica-
tions technologies.

“We didn’t have any 
outside vendor coming 
in telling us how to do it, 
we had the technology 
skill-set in house to figure 
it out,” said Bob Sonnen-
berg, the center’s CEO.

Founded 22 years ago, 
the center has been a haven 
for the blind and those with 
sight impairment, o"ering 
services such as a low-vi-
sion clinic, support groups, 
enrichment programs and 
social activities. The center 
was built on a 17-acre rural 
campus that contains a 
recreational field, a quar-
ter-mile rope trail, a 1-mile 
walking trail and a unique 
labyrinth accessible for 
people with sight loss.

Sonnenberg said that 
after the center resumed 
in-person classes over the 
summer, it became clear 
that many clients were 
still concerned about their 
health and safety and felt 
more comfortable with 
remote classes. At the 
same time, the center was 
reaching more people in 
more rural parts of  the 
North Bay, he said. 

In the fiscal year ending 
in June, the center added 
134 new clients and saw 
its hours of  service at its 
low-vision clinic increase 
by 46%. In the past year, 
Sonnenberg added, the 
center has served 6,932 
people in the area. 

James McCleary, 74, of  
Petaluma said he frequent-
ly taps into the center’s 
support group via confer-
ence call. McCleary, who 

used to live in Mendocino 
County, moved to Sonoma 
County with his wife to be 
closer to their grandchil-
dren.

McCleary, who is now 
retired, spent 27 years 
working for the Masonite 
Corporation at its Ukiah 
forestry division. After 

that, he worked 10 years 
for the Mendocino County 
planning and building 
department. 

He is now legally blind 
from genetic retinal 
deterioration. Though his 
peripheral vision is pretty 
good, he has poor central 
vision. 

“It began probably in 
my early 50s,” he said, 
adding that it’s advanced 
to the point where he can 
no longer drive.

McCleary said that 
before the pandemic, 
the group used to meet 
regularly, in person, at a 
retirement home kitchen 

facility. “We now are hav-
ing [a] telephone version 
of  the group,” he said. “We 
attempted Zoom contact, 
that was really not that 
popular with people who 
had low or no vision.”

During the calls, the 
group discusses a number 
of  topics with the help of  a 
facilitator, including cook-
ing ideas, tips on getting 
around, transportation 
ideas and entertainment 
ideas.

“We share technology 
innovations, availability, 
how to make use of  tech-
nology,” McCleary said. 
“We cover a number of  
topics and we share what 
we’re doing, how we’re do-
ing it … how to cope with 
life’s many challenges.”

Blind and vision-im-
paired residents of  
Sonoma County make 
up a small but tight-knit 
community. About 8,330 
people, or less than 2% of  
the county’s nearly 500,000 
population, experience 
some form of  vision im-
pairment.

The ongoing pandem-
ic has posed significant 
challenges for the Baum 

Center, which as a 501(c) 
(3) nonprofit organization 
is supported primarily 
through private donations, 
grants and foundation 
funding. 

About 75% of  the cen-
ter’s $1.6 million funding 
comes from individual 
donations, corporate 
events, grants and estate 
planning gifts, Sonnen-
berg said.

The center receives a 
smaller share from fee-for-
service income from the 
state Department of  Reha-
bilitation and a nominal 
amount from the federal 
government.

Hoby Wedler, chairman 
of  the Earle Baum Center 
board of  directors, said lo-
cal donors are “key to the 
work that we do and the 
work that we want to keep 
doing in our community.”

Wedler, 34, said he’s 
completely blind and 
understands the challeng-
es and di!culties experi-
enced by those with sight 
loss. He said that people 
“often call us who are 
ready to commit suicide. 
We tell them we can help 
you wade through this and 
help you cope with sight 
loss.”

For Wedler, in-person 
contact with other Earle 
Baum clients is what he 
prefers. But he said the 
hybrid model adopted by 
so many people, organi-
zations and businesses 
allows the center to bring 
more people together.

“I’ll be the first to tell 
you that a lot of  good stu" 
comes from in-person 
meetings,” he said. “But 
there is so much more 
that we’ve been able to 
do because we’ve been 
able to work remotely. In 
many cases, clients don’t 
have to drive to the center, 
instructors don’t have to 
drive to the center either. 
We’re able to serve more 
people.”

To help the Earle Baum 
Center with a holiday gift, 
visit https://donatenow.
networkforgood.org/earle-
baumcenter.

You can reach Sta! Writer 
Martin Espinoza at 707-
521-5213 or martin.espino-
za@pressdemocrat.com. 
On Twitter @pressreno.
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PHOTOS BY KENT PORTER / THE PRESS DEMOCRAT 

Susan Hirschfield, left, a therapist and living with visual loss instructor, greets Patricia Jefferson, a vision rehabilitation 
instructor at the Earle Baum Center in Santa Rosa, during a holiday party on Dec. 17. 

BETH SCHLANKER / THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

Sue Farren, second from right, practices yoga Wednesday 
during a retreat organized by First Responder Resilience LLC 
at Charles Krug Winery in St. Helena.

Dr. Hoby Wedler, right, board chairman of the Earle Baum Center in Santa Rosa, raises his 
glass in thanks to staff members for their service during the holiday party.
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FINAL DAY, TODAY!!

FINAL DAYS! FINAL DAYS!!
COME IN NOW! MANY FINE JEWELRY

ITEMS STILL AVAILABLE!

AFTER 40 YEARS

Diamond,
Emerald, Ruby,
Sapphire, Pink
Sapphire, Multi-
Color Sapphire,
Tourmaline,
Peridot, Tanzanite,
Aquamarine,
Amethyst, Citrine,
Garnet, Blue
Topaz, Opal,
Morganite,
Kunzite, Blue
Zircon
South Sea, Tahitian,
Akoya, & Fresh
Water Pearls
14K, 18KWhite-
Yellow-Rose Gold
and Platinum
Large Selection
Diamond Stud,
Halo, & Inside-out
Diamond Hoop
Earrings

(707) 528-0677
2401 Magowan Drive
Montgomery Village

Santa Rosa, CA

STORE CLOSING!

M!"#$!%&'( J&)&*&'+

70%

50%
TO

Custom Gemstone
Bead Necklaces
Diamond Tennis
Bracelets
3-Stone Diamond
Rings
Anniversary Band,
Stackable Rings,
Diamond Solitaires
Diamond Semi
Mountings
Diamonds by the
Yard Necklaces
and Bracelets
Fancy Yellow
Diamonds
Rings, Pendants,
& Earrings
14K Yellow &
White Gold Chains
And Much, Much
More!!

OFF
ALL FINE
JEWELRY!

EVERYTHING MUST GO!
INCLUDING FIXTURES AND SHOWCASES!

Holiday Hours
Wednesday, Thursday

and Friday:
10:00 am – 7:00 pm



The North Coast

By EMILY WILDER
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

Last-minute changes to al-
legations against a Sebastopol 
vintner accused of  vehicular 
manslaughter while driving 
drunk could endanger a possi-
ble resolution to the tragic crash 

that killed a man and maimed a 
boy earlier this year.

On Wednesday in Sonoma 
County Superior Court, Ulis-
es Valdez Jr. intended to plead 
guilty to killing Mark Graham 
Osborne and seriously injur-
ing 12-year-old Eric Tailon Mc-
Donell on May 12 in Sebastopol.

But the court proceedings 
were postponed to January 
because prosecutors filed an 
amended complaint against Val-
dez on Wednesday morning that 

is meant to comply with a new 
law taking e!ect Jan. 1.  

The amended complaint 
changes Valdez’s charges and 
potentially lengthens any future 
prison sentence.

“We have been waiting to 
plead guilty,” Valdez’s defense 
attorney Steve Gallenson said 
following Wednesday’s appear-
ance. “Now, there’s a possibili-
ty that he wouldn’t plead guilty 
and go to trial. ... We could have 
an adversarial hearing.”

The legislation guiding the 
changes relates to allegations 
called aggravating factors, 
which increase the severity of  
an accused crime. 

Beginning New Year’s Day, if  
prosecutors want the maximum 
sentence, they must prove ag-
gravating factors to a judge or a 
jury, or the defendant must ad-
mit to them.

Previously, judges could de-
cide whether to lengthen or re-
duce a sentence based on any 

aggravating or mitigating fac-
tors without a jury decision or 
admission of  guilt.

Authorities accused Valdez of  
driving into Osborne and Mc-
Donell last spring as the pair 
rode their bikes on the shoulder 
of  High School Road in Sebasto-
pol.

The California Highway Pa-
trol said Valdez, whose father 
founded the Sebastopol-based 

Deadly drunken driving case delayed
Sebastopol vintner set 
to enter guilty plea until 
complaint amended

By EMMA MURPHY
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

Following years of  failed at-
tempts to o"oad its Chanate 
Road property in northeast 
Santa Rosa, Sonoma County on 
Thursday completed the sale 
of  its 72-acre site to Las Ve-
gas-based developer Iyad “Ed-
die” Haddad.

The county announced the 
successful sale Thursday after-
noon. 

“It’s a sense of  relief  to have 
finally completed the sale of  
this property,” Lynda Hopkins, 
chair of  the county Board of  
Supervisors, said in a news re-
lease. “We believe that we have 
secured the best deal possible 
for Sonoma County taxpayers, 
and while we do not have con-
trol over future development, 
we do hope to see this property 
used to address Sonoma Coun-
ty’s housing shortage.”

The completed sale means the 
county is no longer responsible 
for the site’s future. Instead, 
oversight will fall to the city of  
Santa Rosa.

Haddad placed a successful 
$15.05 million bid on the proper-
ty during an online auction on 
Nov. 9. 

“We can now return this as-
set to productive use and place 
the property on the tax rolls,” 
Supervisor Chris Coursey said 
in the release. “We can’t direct 
what will happen here after 
the sale, but my hope is for re-
sponsible development that re-
sponds to the greatest needs of  

SANTA ROSA 

Sale of 
Chanate 
property 
complete
Oversight of land bought 
by Vegas developer now 
under city’s jurisdiction

KENT PORTER / THE PRESS DEMOCRAT 

Cathy Mulhern, an assistant technology instructor with the Earle Baum Center in Santa Rosa, stirs homemade ice cream Dec. 17 after liquid 
nitrogen was poured in. At left is Sienna Hornback, development support, and at right is board member Roberta Holleman. 

Tech helps expand reach
Group that serves people with sight loss adds clients during pandemic 
By MARTIN ESPINOZA
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

It’s been several years since Betty 
Green, 98, has been able to take the bus 
from Ukiah to Santa Rosa to attend 

in-person classes at the Earle Baum Cen-
ter of  the Blind. 

Both distance and age have made the 
trek increasingly di#cult for Green, who 
lost her sight years ago in a firearm acci-
dent when she was a high school student. 
The center, a regional facility in west 
Santa Rosa, serves people with sight loss 
in Sonoma, Napa, Lake, and Mendocino 
counties. 

That’s a big territory to cover, but pan-
demic-era communications technologies 
helped the center bridge the gap for people 
like Green. Since last summer, the center 
has returned to in-person services, but it 
continues with conference calls and Zoom 
sessions to meet a growing need across the 
North Bay. 

“They’re finding out that people like it, 
they like the conference calls,” Green said. 
“Some don’t, they want a local meeting 
in their town. But enough people like the 
conference calls that they’re eating them 
up.”

Green said she’s benefited greatly from 
the center’s support groups and tech-

nology classes that keep her from being 
isolated, particularly during the pandemic 
and especially now during the holidays. 
With conference calls for support groups 
and other classes, participants need only 
wait for a call that instantly connects them 
with others across the region. 

“I’ve made friends there, that’s import-
ant — being in contact with people who 
are coping with the same situation that I 
have coped with all my life, all my adult 
life,” said Green. “As they lose one faculty 
or another, whatever age people are, they 
have to learn to adjust. It’s the choice of  

SANTA ROSA ! EARLE BAUM CENTER OF THE BLIND

KENT PORTER / THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

April Fan and her husband, Darren, from Dallas wait as their flooded SUV 
is secured to a flatbed Thursday after the pair drove into floodwaters on 
Valley Ford Road and had to be rescued by firefighters.

By ETHAN VARIAN 
AND COLIN ATAGI
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

Sonoma County residents 
looking forward to a white 
Christmas will need to settle for 
a wet one unless they want to 
head to Lake Tahoe.

Rainfall that has drenched the 
North Bay this week is expected 
to take a break Friday before 
returning Saturday with up to a 
half-inch of  precipitation.

That’s less than the amount 
of  rain that fell Wednesday 
night into Thursday morning, 
which was the wettest period of  

this week’s storms.
“Today is where we got the 

bulk of  our accumulation 
that was forecasted,” National 
Weather Service meteorologist 
Eleanor Dhuyvetter said Thurs-
day evening. 

In and near the Sonoma Val-
ley on Thursday, flooding shut 
the roadway at Highway 12 and 
Highway 121, as well as High-
way 121 to 8th Street E in Sono-
ma, according to Napa Califor-
nia Highway Patrol. 

The status of  the closures 
wasn’t immediately available 
Thursday night.

The heavy wave of  rain 

dumped about 1.5 inches across 
Santa Rosa and other communi-
ties in the area. Hillsides were a 
little wetter with about 2 inches 
of  precipitation.

National Weather Service 
meteorologist Roger Gass said 
creeks near Sebastopol and 
Forestville were running high, 
and drivers in those areas were 
advised to be especially mindful 
and avoid large puddles that can 
trap a vehicle. 

He added that the current 
storm wasn’t expected to be 
strong enough to cause the 

Dreaming of a wet Christmas?

TURN TO CRASH ! PAGE A!

TURN TO CHANATE ! PAGE A!

TURN TO WET ! PAGE A!

TURN TO REACH ! PAGE A"
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Follow us on Social Media!

@LatinoServiceProviders
@LSP: Youth Promotores

@latinoserviceproviders
@lspyouthpromotores

@Latino Service Providers @latinoserviceproviders
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Thank you to our Celebrate Community Partner, Kaiser, for your partnership in
continuing to support the mission and vision of our organization.

-
In recognition of September being Suicide Prevention Awareness Month, Latino

Service Providers would like to continue to acknowledge and provide support to all
individuals experiencing mental health conditions.

-
Throughout the year, Youth Promotores will be developing projects and creative
material to bring mental health awareness to the the community with the goal of
initiating conversation. For more information and details follow LSP's Youth

Promotores on social media!

Latino Service Providers
The mission of Latino Service Providers (LSP)
is to serve as a bridge across generations in
the Latinx community. We do this by advancing
the development of young leaders, building
awareness about health and wellness, culture,
social issues, and advocating for equity.

#ReR conoce lal sa señeales

###RRReeeR cccoonnoocceellalaaasasl ssa s seeeññeñña
eñeaalllaleesss
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