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It’s that time of year when many of us watch the movie “It’s a Wonderful Life” for the umpteenth time.  For those of you who might not have viewed this movie starring the late Jimmy Stewart as George Bailey, it portrays how different a small town might have been if George had never been born.





There is much about Petaluma that would be different if some of our residents hadn’t been born. Things both physical and caring.  Here are some nominations I have for those who have stepped forward and filled a void, causing Petaluma to be what it is today.





At a time when homelessness and sometimes hopelessness were starting to be seen on our streets, two women stepped forward and did something about it. Laura Reicheck and Mary Isaac saw that some people needed temporary assistance to get over bad times. They provided help to those needy persons and their efforts became COTS.  This is now Petaluma’s basic local agency for helping the homeless and needy.  Two women with compassion and determination caused this to happen.





During the devastating floods of 1982 (the first El Nino, but we didn’t have a name for it then) many people in the Payran St. area were flooded out.  Churches and other facilities were made available for sleeping, but there was no organized program for feeding them.  A woman living in the area, name unknown now, began making sandwiches and passing them out to those who were hungry.  This resulted in the city’s surplus fire station on Payran becoming first a temporary then the present permanent facility for feeding those in need.  The efforts of one caring woman started this. 





The historic Petaluma we see all around us might be much different if it weren’t for the Heritage Homes organization and the tireless work of spark plug individuals like Debbie Riddle.  Debbie has come to be the symbol of preservation. Her efforts in bringing together people interested in preserving Petaluma’s past has resulted in not only the preservation of historic homes, but beautification projects in downtown and the designation of downtown as a national historic place.  Much that we see and love about Petaluma had Debbie’s hand in it.





The Petaluma Ecumenical Project (senior housing) was started by a group of Petaluma church leaders.  My recall is that Reverend Tim Kelgrin was the catalyst who got it moving and local architect Dick Lieb provided much technical support.  This became the foundation from which Petaluma’s program for both senior and affordable housing developed.   


 


Our downtown’s physical and economic development has been greatly affected by the efforts of Marcy Becker working with the original Main Street program, Bob Mattei as Kentucky Street’s mover and shaker for many years and Jeff Harriman through his leadership of the current Petaluma Downtown Association.





People like John Barella of North Bay Construction who did so much for Petaluma High School’s new track and field facilities, the aforementioned Dick Lieb who has contributed his expertise to the development of many local public projects and even the often vilified Peter Pfendler who was a major factor in the Casa Grande fish hatchery project; have all added to what this city is.





Dick Sharke, through his creation of the McDowell Drug Task Force, has done much to keep the needs of the youth in Petaluma in the public eye.  The youth tend to be the forgotten people except when they become seen and heard in negative ways.  Even Dick hasn’t been able to get them all the resources they need.





And we’re proud of ourselves even today because of what this community did and became during the Polly Klaas tragedy.  Let’s not forget it was one person, Bill Rhodes, who galvanized us into action.  Bill was also the spark behind the annual River Festival.  This festival was a prime factor i
