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Attorney & legal serviCEs Inside this week: A Special Section highlighting 
Monterey County’s outstanding legal professionals

The iconic silos of Spreckels lit at night barely compete with the flaming hillsides above them. The River Fire has prompted widespread 
evacuations and grew to nearly 34,000 acres Thursday morning.
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Three rapidly growing fires displace thousands, destroy homes

See FIRES page 31A

By MARY SCHLEY

A WILDFIRE near River Road sparked by lightning 
early Sunday morning and a blaze of unknown origin that 
started in upper Carmel Valley Monday afternoon swift-
ly erupted in all directions, burning tens of thousands of 
acres, destroying homes and driving thousands of resi-
dents out. Widespread evacuations for the River and Car-
mel fires stretched from just east of Carmel Valley Village 
south to Arroyo Seco, north to River Road and Highway 
68, and an area between San Benancio Canyon and Corral 
de Tierra.

With hundreds of wildfires throughout the state, Cal 
Fire resources were stretched thin as firefighters fought to 
gain control of the blazes, with very little containment of 
either. At a press conference Wednesday, Cal Fire Chief 
Nick Truax said crews from neighboring states and Na-
tional Guard troops are coming to help the state battle the 
fires that have started in the last few days. As of Wednes-
day night, the Carmel and River fires were less than 2 
miles apart, with winds pushing them in multiple direc-
tions, according to Cal Fire.

While fire officials reported just three structures burned 
in the Carmel Fire, which covered 4,285 acres as of Thurs-
day morning, residents in the Sky Ranch neighborhood, 
near the origin, have said most of the 20 or so houses there 
have been destroyed. Marco Flagg was allowed to drive in 
midday Wednesday and reported that “all residences” from 
the entrance to Sky Ranch off Cachagua Road and below 
had been “burned to the ground,” as had the water tanks 
supplying much of the subdivision.

“I know there are a lot of buildings and houses burned 
out at Sky Ranch — I don’t know the count right now, 
because you couldn’t see through the smoke, but it didn’t 
look good,” Jack Galante, whose family had a ranch in 
Cachagua for years, told The Pine Cone Wednesday. “It’s 
very hard to tell how far the fire has traveled along the 
ridge, because the smoke is so thick. There are still a lot 
of hot spots.”

Ranch, vines fine for now
Galante and his wife, Dawn, sold the ranch, vineyards 

and winery in June but are still in charge, and he spent part 
of Wednesday moving 30 pallets of wine from the building 
into the wine caves in order to protect them from heat, 
smoke and flames. “All of our barreled wine is aging in 
the caves, and the caves are really safe, so that’s the good 
news,” he added.

Motive in bakery 
shooting: jealousy

n Shooter held on $2M bail

By KELLY NIX

A 39-YEAR-OLD woman who shot another woman 
in the parking lot of a popular French bakery in Pacific 
Grove early Tuesday morning did so because she believed 
her estranged husband, an employee of the bakery, was in 
a relationship with his coworker, someone with knowledge 
of the crime told The Pine Cone. 

At about 4:40 a.m., Jennifer Razo, 39, shot the uniden-
tified woman in the rear parking lot of Patisserie Bechler 
at 1225 Forest Avenue. Scores of police officers from Pa-
cific Grove Police Department and numerous other law en-
forcement agencies rushed to the scene. Officers assisted 
the victim, and medical crews took her to a hospital.

But Razo wouldn’t give up, and “she put a gun toward 
her head and threatened to shoot herself,” the person, who 
did not want to be identified, told The Pine Cone. 

For the next two hours, police snipers had Razo in their 
crosshairs in the event she turned the gun on them, as a 
special police crisis negotiation team tried to convince her 
it was in her best interest to surrender.  

At 7:08 a.m., officers were successful at defusing the 

See SHOOTING page 20A

surveilling the area by air because the visibility is poor 
due to smoke.

The fire started at 8:15 p.m. in John Little State Re-
serve, a 21-acre site located just south of Esalen, and 
spread quickly. Esalen had its employees evacuated by 9 
p.m.

“It quickly went from about 100 acres to more than 
4,000 acres,” Madsen said. “It was extremely active 
throughout the night, literally burning in all directions.

Personnel from the United States Forest Service, Cal 
Fire, the sheriff’s office and Big Sur Fire quickly arrived 
on scene and kept the blaze on the east side of Highway 
1. By Thursday, more than 220 firefighters, including six 

Suspected arsonist arrested in Big Sur blaze
By CHRIS COUNTS

LESS THAN 24 hours after a wildfire erupted just 
south of Esalen Institute in Big Sur early Tuesday evening, 
the Monterey County Sheriff’s Office announced that Ivan 
Geronimo Gomez, 30, of Fresno was arrested in connec-
tion with starting it.

And that’s not all — word went out that Gomez claimed 
to have murdered five people, which the sheriff ’s office 
said it is investigating.

Gomez was booked into county jail on arson and other 
charges. His bail was set at $2 million.

As of Thursday afternoon, the fire had destroyed at least 
one home. Andrew Madsen of the United States Forest 
Service told The Pine Cone his agency has had difficulty 

In some cases it left behind dark streaks, and in other cas-
es, light ones. Jardine is saving some of it to give to law 
enforcement.

Two horses attacked with ‘caustic substance’
By CHRIS COUNTS

A PAIR of horses which have long occupied a mead-
ow along Sycamore Canyon Road in Big Sur were sense-
lessly attacked Saturday by someone with a caustic sub-
stance, and one of the horses, Caroline No, was euthanized 
due to her injuries.

According to Mary Ann Jardine of Big Sur, someone 
poured the substance, which she said looked somewhat 
like motor oil, on her two horses.  

Caroline No suffered third degree burns on her face and 
“had nerve damage, and couldn’t eat or drink,” Jardine told 
The Pine Cone. “Food fell out of her mouth when she tried 
to eat — it was really hard to look at.”

The other horse, Strawberry Fields, has chest burns, but 
is expected to survive. She is being relocated to Seastar 
Horse Sanctuary near Point Lobos.

Photographed by many
The two horses had been with the Jardines for 22 years. 

They became an iconic sight along the road, and they’ve 
been photographed by tourists countless times. “People 
loved them,” Jardine said.

It appeared that someone sprayed or poured the liquid 
on the horses from a considerable height — perhaps they 
were standing in a truck, Jardine speculated. She also sus-
pects that the horses were lured to the site where they were 
attacked, because Caroline No had an apple in her mouth.

Some of the substance was found in their grain feeder. 

See BIG SUR page 18A

This 22-year-old purebred Polish Arabian, Caroline No, was eutha-
nized this week after someone poured a caustic substance on her. 
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See HORSES page 19A


