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been checking his wind-up radio for any 
evacuation news and hadn’t received 
any. 

On getting out of Berry Creek: “It 
was hell,” he said. “It was such a rush 
that even my grandma’s ashes got left in 
the fire.”

Bisping doesn’t mince words when 
talking about his views on the job that 
emergency responders did during the 
fire: “Those we count on to protect us let 
us down.”  

“There are a lot of people that do not 
have cellphones and the power was off, 
so there were many, many people that 
got no word of warning,” he said. 

Though the Butte County Sheriff’s 
Office equipped every patrol vehicle 
with high-low evacuation sirens in July 
2019, none of the residents the CN&R 
spoke with heard them during the North 
Complex Fire. 

Honea said that deputies used them, 
but he acknowledged that they couldn’t 
get through more remote parts of the 
foothills due to the rough terrain.  

“It was not for a lack of real effort 
on our part to get that message out,” 
he said. “There is no way to guarantee 
100 percent saturation of your message, 
especially in remote, difficult-to-reach 
localities. That’s why we have tried 
really to develop as robust a system as 
possible.” 

Honea acknowledged other com-
munication issues that transpired that 

day. He told the CN&R he found out 
about the danger to Butte County after 
receiving a call from the Plumas County 
sheriff, who’d attended a briefing with 
the Plumas County incident management 
team, which did not have a BCSO rep-
resentative. Honea said he immediately 
alerted his team, which worked in con-
junction with Cal Fire to communicate 
evacuation information to the public as 
quickly as possible.

“Our position is that the [Plumas] 
incident management team should have 
been keeping us better apprised of what 
was going on,” he said. “That was one 
of the frustrations we had. … We don’t 
feel they provided us with timely info.” 

Honea has since worked to improve 
inter-county communications by includ-
ing a representative from his department 
as part of the incident command team 
of fires in neighboring counties, starting 
with the Dixie Fire. That representative 
is still working with the team today, 
even though the fire is no longer active 
in Butte County. 

“We’re continuing to embed person-
nel, so I can be assured that we’re get-
ting info that we need in a timely fashion 
should the situation change and a threat 
to Butte County arrives again,” he said. 

The CN&R reached out to Plumas 
National Forest representatives, who 
did not respond to questions as of press 
deadline. A video update posted to the 

had been burning for weeks, the blaze 
became incredibly fast moving the day 
it made its run toward Berry Creek. The 
high winds that pushed it toward Berry 
Creek also grounded U.S. Forest Service 
planes, according to a video update shared 
on social media that day by the Plumas 
National Forest. In fact, Sjolund said that 
Cal Fire had to send out battalion chiefs to 
identify where the fire was in relation to 
Butte County, because it was progressing 
through areas outside their jurisdiction that 
were unstaffed. 

That morning, Sjolund was the incident 
commander of a contingency team tasked 
with preparing a response plan if the fire 
entered Butte County. His team received a 
notification from Plumas National Forest 
representatives at 9:30 a.m. that the fire 
had escaped its containment line. At that 
point, however, it was still way outside of 
Butte County. For most of the day, predic-
tions indicated the fire was headed toward 
La Porte, in Plumas County. 

“This fire was in Quincy, 23 air miles 
away. It wasn’t anywhere near Butte 
County. There was no immediate threat 
up until the point we started receiving 
calls that we needed to pay attention [from 
Plumas National Forest],” Sjolund said.

At noon, Cal Fire’s Butte unit posted 
on social media that fire was not burning 
in Butte County, and the sheriff’s office 
shared the post on its platform. While 
that info technically was true, just a few 
hours later the sheriff’s office sent out 
an evacuation order, having issued no 
warning ahead of time to the foothill com-
munities of Berry Creek, Brush Creek 
and Forbestown (only Clipper Mills and 
Feather Falls received a warning prior to 
an evacuation order). 

Sjolund said his team did not receive 
notification from the Plumas National 
Forest, the lead agency on the North 
Complex Fire, that the fire was coming 
toward Butte County until 2:30 p.m. The 
official evacuation order from the sheriff’s 
office went out about an hour later.

Dazed and confused 
Kyle Bisping, a fire survivor who now 

lives in Magalia, said the series of com-
munications was confusing. For those 
who didn’t continually check for updates, 
the message that the fire was not in Butte 
County may have given a false impression 
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that the region was safe.    
The fire didn’t arrive in Butte County 

until around 8:30 p.m., but many were 
still caught unawares. 

Berry Creek resident Ray Bartley and 
his wife, Teanea, were woken up at 11 
p.m. by a firefighter friend banging on 
their door. Their power had been out due 
to PG&E’s public safety power shutoff, 
so they had no television or internet. 

Bartley said his wife charged her 
phone with their generator, but they 
received no notice of the evacuation order 
earlier that day. They turned to social 
media to try to figure out what was going 
on “because we didn’t know,” Bartley 
said. That’s where they read in a foothills-
area Facebook group that there was no 
fire in Butte County.

That night, they had just enough time 
to grab some of their animals and flee. 
Like all of the residents the CN&R spoke 
with, the Bartleys lost their home.

“If he wouldn’t have come to our 
house, we probably would have been 
running out of the house with the back 
of it on fire … with just the shirts on our 
backs,” he said. 

Erik House experienced a similar 
abrupt awakening—a sheriff’s deputy 
pounding on the door and telling his fam-
ily to get out. Like the Bartleys, his 
power had been shut off. His phone 
was barely charged, but he never got 
an emergency notification, he said. He’d 

The afternoon of Sept. 9, a PG&E wildfire camera 
captured the full scope of the wind-driven North Complex 

Fire as it established a foothold in Butte County
SCREEN CAPTURE VIA ALERTWILDFIRE.ORG
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