Upgrade plan
approved in
Sunnyvale
is good, but
not perfect
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Awestruck: Two-year-old Jacob Wilcox of Sacramento checks out the soaring lights at the annual holiday display on
An affordable alternative to high-priced classiﬁeds

Tangerine Way in Sunnyvale.
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It may disturb local drivers to hear
that one of the most heavily trafficked
overcrossings in Sunnyvale—the
stretch of Mathilda Avenue above the
Caltrain tracks and Evelyn Avenue—
has been declared “functionally obsolete” by Caltrans.
But with two unanimous votes on
Nov. 28, the Sunnyvale City Council
approved a project to upgrade the
structure that could be completed
without significant costs to the city.
Because the bridge received a sufficiency rating of 79.7—just below the
80 point cutoff for adequate structures—by Caltrain, Sunnyvale qualifies for funding from several sources
that could pay for the majority of the
$17.5 million, 18-month project.
“We’ve been monitoring this one
for a long time, and in 2001, it finally
dropped below the line,” said Director of Public Works Marvin Rose.
One source of funds is the Safe,
Accountable, Flexible, Efficient
Transportation Equity Act: A Legacy for Users, commonly called “Safety-Lu,” signed by the president in
2005 to provide more than $244 billion for highway, safety and transportation projects.
And although the plan has many
critics, the available funding and existing compromises were the basis for
the approval.
“I’m not sure this is the right plan,
but I’m not sure we’re going to find a
better plan,” said Councilwoman
Melinda Hamilton, who said she
reluctantly supported each vote.
The project would make significant
changes to the overcrossing itself and
to its feeder roads. In place of the current unprotected walkways on top,
the west-side walkway will be
removed, and the east side will be
widened and given a barrier to prevent people from stepping or falling
into oncoming traffic.
Charles Street—at the southwest
base of the structure—will be turned
into a cul-de-sac without access onto
Evelyn Avenue, a change that
Charles Street 100 Association president Monica Draganowski-Davis
says her neighborhood has been
wanting for years.
To accommodate bikers and car
troubles, 5-foot shoulders will be built

www.sunnyvalesun.com
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Holiday Wonderland: The annual display’s bright lights and amplified music draw visitors from as far away as Sacramento.

Holiday Highlights
Thousands of lights—plus ampliﬁed music—have delighted visitors for years
By ERIN HUSSEY
Photographs by JACQUELINE RAMSEYER
n 1995, Sunnyvale neighbors Dave Severns and Andy Pease began stringing
white Christmas lights on the magnolia
trees in front of their homes. It was just the
beginning.
Over the years, the Severns-Pease
Christmas display on Tangerine Way has
grown and branched out to become a
must-see destination among the countless
displays in the South Bay. Nearly 60,000
lights shimmy and dance to music generated by a computer that runs partially on
solar power.
“A lot of people say this is like National

I

Lampoon’s Christmas Vacation,” said
Pease, referring to the classic holiday
movie, National Lampoon’s Christmas
Vacation. “I take a little offense to that
because we try and do it tactfully and discreetly, and we don’t have any blow-ups.”
Unlike the movie’s Griswold family,
Severns and Pease aren’t trying to outdo
their neighbors, or one another.
“It’s collaboration and not a competition,” Severns said. “We’re at the point
now where we have a meeting typically in
March to go over what we want to change
or do differently or add.”
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According to Pease, the display went
from small- to big-time in 1996 when Severns decided to make his own icicle lights.
“I saw them in a high-end catalog,” Severns said. “It was before they were very
common and I thought, ‘well, these are
really neat.’ ” But after measuring his roof
and calculating the cost of lights, which at
the time was $1 per foot, he decided spending close to $2,000 just wasn’t going to happen.
“I thought instead of ordering them, I
could make them. So I made a prototype
in September and brought it over to

Andy.” The following year Pease made his
own set of icicle lights.
“For the first two or three years, we were
offset at matching up,” Severns said. “I
would do something, then he would do
something, but we never envisioned we
would be where we are now.”
Some of the other homemade decorations Severns and Pease have created
together include rotating light globes, a
giant American flag and bundles of red
and white lights they’ve wrapped around
city streetlights. Their most recent addition is a giant Christmas tree. But before
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any these of creations were allowed in the
display, they had to receive the official seal
of approval from their spouses.
“The wives are what we affectionately call
the Tacky Committee,” Pease said. This year
Sharon Severns and Diane Pease approved
a machine that blows out mock snow, new
lighting software for the two magnolia trees
and a few strings of strobe lights.
“We only turn them on infrequently,”
Severns said, referring to the small but
powerful strobe lights. “But when we do,
it’s like you’re at the baseball game and
Barry Bonds just swung the bat; flashes go
off everywhere.”
The most time-consuming portion of
setting up the display isn’t making new
decorations, stringing the trees or using
the rented “cherry-picker” lift to wrap the
streetlights. It’s programming the music.
“You get so many possibilities when you
are programming a song, it’s almost like
gridlock,” Severns said. Although both
Severns and Pease are engineers and computer fanatics, they don’t rely on self-written software to coordinate the lights with
the music. They use a program called
Light-O-Rama, which allows them to control the lights to fade, shimmer or glow
brighter with a click of a mouse. “It literally takes about 10 hours per song, minimum,” Pease said. After they finish choreographing each song, Severns and Pease
make different playlists for different times
of the night.
Every night, Christmas songs, such as
“Wizards in Winter” by the Trans-Siberian Orchestra, play from 5:30 to 8 p.m.
Then the display switches over to nonChristmas “fun” songs, including “Dueling Banjos” and “We Will Rock You.” At
8:30 p.m. the display returns to Christmas
tunes and slowly starts to dim at 10 until it
goes completely dark at 11. “We could
leave for a week, and it should be able to
do its thing,” said Severns.
Although they put a lot of time, money
and effort into their Christmas display,
Severns and Pease said they’ve never considered charging people to view it.
“People were always saying, “You do
so much work, you should charge admission,’ ” Pease said, “but we said we’re not
going to do that. Then Dave came up with
the idea of tying in a food drive.” Onlookers are encouraged to bring both monetary
and food donations to be given to the Sec-

Strung Out: Dave Severns perches
high above his house to string holiday
lights around the pole of a street light.

Dancing Lights: Visitors watch the holiday lights, which move to computer-generated music that includes ‘Carol of the
Bells’ and ‘Boom Boom Boom Out Go the Lights.’
ond Harvest Food Bank. Last year, the two
collected close to eight barrels of food and
almost $22,500.
In February, Second Harvest honored
Severns and Pease with the 2005 Food
Drive Community Champion Award.
They also squeaked into the Blue Diamond donation category that includes
large companies such as Cisco and
Applied Materials.
“Our motto is, you give us the
food/money, we give you the lights,
nobody gets hurt,” Severns stated in a
newsletter email sent to the display’s fan
base. This year Severns and Pease are
hoping to surpass the donations they collected last year; with only two weeks of
running this year’s display, it looks like a
reasonable goal. On opening night alone,
which took place Nov.25, they collected
$12,534 and 21/2 barrels of food.
“It’s really a great community effort,
and it really brings the neighborhood
together,” said Donnis Stoner, who has
lived across the street from Pease and Severns for more than 20 years. “Plus, the
contributions that people make to the Second Harvest Food Bank are just wonderful and we are very supportive of that.”
Stoner’s husband, David, agrees, adding
the neighborhood would be boring without the annual display.
“It would bother us if they didn’t do it,”
he said. “You will always find some
naysayers, but I have to tell you, those people, they are in the minority.”
The Stoners are among the numerous
neighbors who visit the display more than
once during its holiday run. “When we

have guests we bring everyone down to see
the show,” said Donnis Stoner. “We are
very, very supportive of both families and
fortunate to live here and enjoy it.”
Spreading joy is what keeps Severns and
Pease spending time, money and energy
on their Christmas display.
“We make memories,” Severns said.
“Our display is something that people will
remember for the rest of their lives.”

The Severns-Pease Christmas display
will run every night until Jan. 1 from 5:30 to
11 p.m. at 1164 and 1168 Tangerine Way in
Sunnyvale. Onlookers are encouraged
bring their Second Harvest Food Bank
donations, park across street and tune their
radios to 104.1 FM to enjoy the lights and
coordinated music.
For more information on the SevernsPease display, visit www.severex.com/xmas.

Checking it twice: Andy Pease checks each light to make sure they’re all
working before adding them to the Christmas light extravaganza.
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