



	Solvang opens centennial celebration
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The annual Solvang Christmas Tree burn took place on the grounds of the Santa Inez Mission Friday evening, much to the delight of the hundreds who braved the chilly evening. 
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A man is silhouetted against a background of burning Christmas trees in Solvang on Friday night. 

January 8, 2011 9:10 AM

In 1911, three Danes from the Midwest searched all over California for the perfect spot to form a colony. They eventually purchased 9,000 acres of land for $75,000 in the Santa Ynez Valley. 

Thus was born Solvang, called the Danish capital of America. 

The small village soon flourished with agriculture, dairy, a folk school, creameries and bakeries. The Danish culture plowed the sunny fields of the valley with their language, folk-dancing, music and cuisine — allowing words such as "aebleskiver" and "smorgasbord" to become part of the Danish-American heritage now settled in the heart of the Central Coast for the past hundred years. 

The 2011 Solvang Centennial kicked off Friday night with a gala dinner at Hotel Corque on Alisal Road. The annual tree-burn at the Mission Santa Ines also came in conjunction with the program, and it became a brilliantly lit torch that will lead the community into the New Year. 

"It is just going to be a terrific year," said Mayor Jim Richardson. "What I'm most encouraged about is the response of the people that are here tonight. People really came together to show their support for the town. It's a great way to kick off the year." 

More than 260 people mingled, sampling glasses of local wine and plates of pumpernickel. The harmonic songs sung by the Samala dancers could be heard amid the chatter and laughter of the spirited crowd. The celebratory mood was palpable, especially when Danish dancers, both young and old, turned and hopped gleefully to the cheers of the audience. 

"That was really cute and amazing," said Das Williams, D-Santa Barbara, newly elected assemblyman representing the 35th District. "The centennial event is an important time to bring all the different cultures together — not only the Danish, but the Chumash Indians as well. I saw some handmade belts they made earlier. It's amazing to know that they preserved the way they make their clothing from thousands of years ago." 

An impressive display of "Horn of Plenty," or "Cornucopia" of desserts, created by fourth-generation local Danish baker Bent Olsen, was freshly made early in the morning. 

"I donated the Danish desserts in order to represent the hundred years of success and bounty that Solvang has gone through," Mr. Olsen said. "I've been here since 1970. It's the most beautiful place with the most amazing people. Why would I want to leave this place? I'm looking forward to the entire year. It's going to be better than before." 

Tickets for the event sold out earlier this week. Mary Harris, co-chair of the event, said people were turned away at the door. 

"That was the hardest part, to have to turn people away from the party that's going to jump start the New Year," Ms. Harris said. "This really is a party to get things started. We wanted to bring in all the different cultures and traditions around the area, bring them all together and it's great to see that people want to be a part of that." 

The Centennial Celebration Committee has been making plans for the city's birthday bash since 2008. Dedicated volunteers shared their visions and ideas to help organize and promote the rich history of the community. 

"This is really a great way for the residents and visitors to learn about Solvang," said Laura Kath, media relations director for the Solvang Visitors Bureau. "The city really started to grab attention when a reporter from the Saturday Evening Post magazine published an eight-page photo essay in 1947, calling the village 'Little Denmark.' That allowed people to realize they can come here and experience Danish culture." 

The Santa Barbara County Fire Department was also part of the celebration, not only to look out for fire hazards, but to supervise the annual tree-burn and educate the community with fire-safety demonstrations. 

"Before the annual tree burn, we showed how damages can be made from a tree that has been maintained, and a tree that hasn't been maintained," said Capt. Matt Farris of the Solvang Fire Department. "The trees should always be disposed properly." 

A massive throng of spectators gathered outside the Mission Santa Ines as they watched the firefighters prepare to light up the old Christmas trees with road flares. The moment orange light blazed across the large pile, a burst of "Ooos" and "Ahhhs" echoed across the chilly night air, contrasting the warmth coming from the fire. The annual tree-burn event started nearly 50 years ago. 

"We have about 600 trees this year," said Capt. Farris. "We're expecting it to burn pretty well into the night." 

Ms. Kath said this was definitely one of the events that people are willing to come out into the cold. 

"Just look at the crowd," she said with a laugh. "They love it." 

Solvang Centennial events will be going on all year. The next will be "Spirit of Solvang — Capturing the Past in Photographs," which will open at 3 p.m. Jan. 9 at the Elverhoj Museum of History and Art, 1624 Elverhoy Way in Solvang. 

For more event information, go to: www.solvangusa.com. 


