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BACK TO SCHOOL

BY JULIO MORALES
HOLTVILLE TRIBUNE

HOLTVILLE — For the first two months 
of any given school year, Finley Elemen-
tary School Principal Lupita Perez could 
typically be found greeting the campus’ 
transitional kindergarten and kindergar-
ten students as they arrived each morning.

During those initial two months, her 
outreach efforts would also continue 
during the students’ recess periods, so that 
she could better memorize the young stu-
dents’ names and faces. 

However, because of COVID-19, Pe-
rez was prevented from continuing her 
longstanding tradition for the 2020-2021 
school year, as classes got underway in late 
summer/early fall via distance learning. 

On Tuesday, March 9, Perez finally got 
to greet some of those students face to 
face, armed with a pair of bright red pom-
poms, when she cheered the first 10 TK 
students allowed to resume in-person in-
struction at the campus since its closure 
about a year ago. 

TK, Kinder Students Return to Holtville Campuses

See SCHOOLS, PAGE 6

Finley Elementary 
School transition-
al kindergarten 
teacher Sandra 
Duran distributes 
hand sanitizer to 
TK student Abigail 
Salazar prior to 
the reopening 
of in-person 
instruction at 
Finley Elemen-
tary on Tuesday, 
March 9. 
JULIO MORALES 
PHOTO

TRAGEDY ON HWY 115

THE AFTERMATH

BY RICHARD MONTENEGRO BROWN  
& JULIO MORALES
HOLTVILLE TRIBUNE

When one of Guatemala’s ruthless 
street gangs promised to mur-
der Yesenia Magali Melendrez 

Cardona in late January if she didn’t join 
their ranks, she and her mother, Verlyn 
Cardona, knew this was no idle threat.

The single mother had nearly lost her 
younger brother, Rudy Dominguez, to the 
brazen violence and lawlessness of a coun-
try reeling in the aftermath of a 36-year 
civil war that only ended in 1996.

Yesenia Cardona 
Left Home to Find 
Freedom, Yet Only 
Found Death

Yesenia Cardona (right) and her mother, Verlyn 
Cardona, are shown in a photo from their native 
Chiquimulilla, Guatemala. | RUDY DOMINGUEZ 
PHOTO 

BY RICHARD 
MONTENEGRO BROWN 
HOLTVILLE TRIBUNE

IMPERIAL COUNTY — The iden-
tities of the 13 persons who died from 
the collision at the intersection of High-
way 115 and Norrish Road northwest 
of Holtville on the morning of March 
2 were released by the Imperial County 
Coroner’s Office on Monday, March 8.

Names already widely known to the 
media were Yesenia Magali Melen-
drez Cardona, 23, of Chiquimulilla, 
Guatemala, and Jairo de Jesus Dueñas 
Landin, 28, of Mexicali, whose relatives 
were interviewed by this newspaper late 
last week.

Coroner’s Office  
Releases Names, 
Ages of Deceased 
in Holtville Crash

BY JULIO MORALES
HOLTVILLE TRIBUNE

HOLTVILLE — It wasn’t that long 
ago that whenever firefighters would 
leave the scene of a particularly shock-
ing emergency, they were simply told 
to “suck it up” and move on, no matter 
how horrific the memories.  

The mass casualty incident that un-
folded the morning of Tuesday, March 
2 at the intersection of Highway 115 
and Norrish Road was unlike anything 
that Holtville Fire Department Chief 

Alex Silva said he has encountered in 
his nearly 30-year career with the de-
partment. 

Nor was it something that he could 
easily forget.

“This is by far the most horrific 
scene I’ve ever seen in my life,” Silva 
said on Thursday, March 4. “I never 
expected something like this.”

Immediately after being the first to 
arrive at the site of the two-vehicle 
collision, Silva observed one fatality 
in the intersection south of the wreck-
age that resulted from a tractor-trailer 

striking an SUV loaded with 25 occu-
pants, who authorities later revealed 
had illegally crossed the border east 
of Calexico through a breach in the 
fence.

As he walked in a circle around the 
collision, he was confronted by the 
sight of even more casualties strewn 
on the highway’s western shoulder, as 
well as individuals in varying states of 
injury and distress. 

Of the SUV’s 25 occupants, 12 
would be pronounced dead at the 

Mass Casualty Incident Prompts Intervention for Holtville Fire Department

El Centro resident Heather White (in purple shirt) organized a gift 
drive to recognize the Holtville Fire Department and its chief, Alex 
Silva, for their response to the deadly March 2 vehicle collision 
that claimed the lives of 13 people at the intersection of Norrish 
Road and Highway 115. | CATHI PHILLIPS LARIOS PHOTOS

Father Ed Horning conducts a service and says prayers on Thursday evening, March 4, at the 
crash site where 13 people died and 12 more were severely injured on Tuesday morning, March 
2, in what authorities say is a case of human smuggling. 
PHOTO USED BY PERMISSON OF ISABEL SOLIS

Photos released by U.S. Customs and Border 
Protection shows the 10-foot breach in the 
border fence where two SUVs entered the 
country on the morning of March 2. One of 
the SUVs was a Ford Expedition that crashed 
outside Holtville, killing 13 people and injur-
ing 12 others. | CUSTOMS AND BORDER PRO-
TECTION PHOTOS

See CRASH, PAGE 8

See YESENIA, PAGE 7

See FIRE DEPT., PAGE 6

COUNTYCOUNTY
ENTERSENTERS 

REDRED 
TIERTIER

COVID UPDATE:

SEE PAGE 2



PAGE 2 — Thursday, March 11, 2021 

BY JULIO MORALES
HOLTVILLE TRIBUNE

HOLTVILLE — The Holt-
ville City Council and Planning 
Commission held a joint pub-
lic hearing to discuss the city’s 
housing goals and objectives, 
known as its housing element, 
on Monday, March 8. 

Though no formal action was 
taken during the public hear-
ing, contract city planner Jeorge 
Galvan outlined the city’s pop-
ulation growth and the devel-
opment of housing units over 
the past four decades.

The city has experienced 
an average annual population 
growth rate of about 1.1 per-
cent since 1980, growing from 

4,399 to 6,359 residents and 
making it the slowest-growing 
city in Imperial County, a staff 

report accompanying the agen-
da item stated. 

Over the past 39 years, the 
city’s housing stock increased 
from 1,338 to 2,126 housing 
units, with 444 of them being 
classified as vacant, resulting in 
a total of 1,682 occupied units, 
the staff report stated.

“In 2028, the city could be 
close to 7,000 people,” said Gal-
van, who attended the hearing 
virtually. “So, there is some de-
mand (for housing) there.”  

The housing element is one 
of seven elements that com-
prise the city’s general plan and 
is required to be updated every 
eight years to coincide with 
the adoption of the Southern 
California Association of Gov-
ernments’ eight-year Regional 
Housing Needs Assessment.

The Regional Housing Needs 

Assessment determines the 
number and type of hous-
ing units to be created within 
SCAG’s jurisdictions, which 
consists of six counties and 191 
cities, the staff report stated. 

“With the proper planning 
and allocation, the city can ex-
pect to achieve its Sixth Cycle 
(Regional Housing Needs As-
sessment) Allocation Goals by 
October 2029,” the staff report 
said.

The deadline for the city to 
have a compliant housing ele-
ment update is October 2021. 

The housing goals for the Re-
gional Housing Needs Assess-
ment’s sixth cycle span from 
2022 to 2029. During that time 
frame, Holtville must create a 
total of 171 units, which is 38 
fewer than the 209 the city was 
required to create by October 
of the current 2014-2021 cycle.

“Holtville still has a total of 
97 housing units to create by 
October, but a number of res-
idential projects have been re-
cently approved that will meet 
the remaining very low, low, 
and above-moderate income 
categories,” the staff report stat-
ed.

Those projects include the 
Pine Crossing (43 low- and 
very low-income units), Sunset 
Rose (22 senior housing units), 
and Melon LLC Residential De-
velopment (98 dwelling units).

Within the city, a total of 29 
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HEALTH

Week of March 1

Grief During a Pandemic
The pandemic has brought grief to our community. Lost 
loved ones, lost freedoms, lost opportunities, lost social 
contacts, lost practices and habits all have resulted from 

the pandemic and its conditions. Join us as therapist 
Stephanie Ramirez acknowledges and validates the 

losses we’ve all suffered and provides both healing cop-
ing and a sense of when grief may be overwhelming and 

when support may be necessary for recovery.

Semana del 8 de marzo

Duelo Durante una Pandemia

La pandemia ha traído dolor a nuestra comunidad. La pérdi-
da de seres queridos, la pérdida de libertades, la pérdida de 
oportunidades, la pérdida de contactos sociales, la pérdida 
de prácticas y hábitos son el resultado de la pandemia y sus 

condiciones. Únase a nosotros mientras la terapeuta Ana 
Pesqueira reconoce y valida las pérdidas que todos hemos 
sufrido y brinda tanto un afrontamiento curativo como una 

sensación de cuando el dolor puede ser abrumador y cuando 
el apoyo puede ser necesario para la recuperación.

HOLTVILLE — The following 
reports were collected from the 
Imperial County Sheriff ’s Office 
call logs for the Holtville sub-
station from March 1 through 
March 8.

MONDAY, MARCH 1
11:53 a.m.: A Holtville resi-

dent called police to report her 
husband receiving calls threaten-
ing to arrest him due to money 
owed.  

4:09 p.m.: A resident near the 
intersection of Sixth Street and 
Chestnut Avenue reported a sus-
picious black vehicle in the alley. 
The caller said they were con-
cerned because of the ongoing 
drug issues at the park nearby. 

TUESDAY, MARCH 2
5:38 p.m.: A dog attacked a cit-

izen who was out for a walk near 
the corner of Cedar Avenue and 
Fifth Street. 

5:50 p.m.: A citizen called po-
lice to report that his white 2000 
cargo van was stolen while they 
were inside a local store. The re-
porting party’s cell phone and 
Queensland heeler dogs were in-
side the van when it was stolen. 
The car thief was described as a 
short male around 25 years old, 
wearing a green shirt and jeans. 

THURSDAY, MARCH 3
8:14 a.m.: An Orchard Road 

resident called police to report 

hearing possible gunshots in the 
area. Police investigated and dis-
covered that the sound was com-
ing from a nearby farming op-
eration that was setting off bird 
bombs. 

FRIDAY, MARCH 5
1:38 p.m.: An administrator at 

the Holtville United Methodist 
Church called police to request 
civil standby while exchanging 
keys with another member of the 
church. The caller advised police 
that the church’s members are not 
happy that the church has been 
closed and they expected that 
the exchange of keys may not be 
peaceful.* 

SUNDAY, MARCH 7
5:55 p.m.: A resident on Wool-

dridge Avenue called police to 
report that a large tree had fallen 
and was blocking the sidewalk a 
one lane of the street. A city pub-
lic works crew was dispatched to 
clear the tree. 

MONDAY, MARCH 8
2:56 a.m.: A Chestnut Avenue 

resident reported capturing a 
subject with a backpack on their 
security camera stealing an item 
from in front of their home. The 
subject was last seen walking 
south on Chestnut. 

*This item is likely related to a 
2020 lawsuit that forced the clo-
sure of the church. 

POLICE BRIEFS

For the first time since the 
COVID-19 pandemic took hold 

of Imperial County in spring 
2020 and seemingly never 

loosened its grasp, the area 
has emerged from the state’s 
most restrictive designation, 

the Purple Tier, as of Tuesday, 
March 9, and effective 

Wednesday, March 10, is now 
the “substantial” but more 

permissive Red Tier of the 
state’s roadmap to recovery.

The most noticeable differ-
ences is the ability for all K-12 

schools to resume in-person 
instruction, for restaurants to 

welcome back indoor dining, 
and for movie theaters to once 

again fire up the popcorn 
machines.

For a more indepth report, go 
online and read what the move 

to Red means for many.

Imperial County Progresses to Red Tier in Fight Against COVID-19

CITY

Holtville Housing Needs Discussed at Public Hearing

Construction remained ongoing at the Fern Crossing apartment complex on 
Fourth Street between Fern and Holt avenues on Tuesday, March 9. The 44-unit 
development has been designated as housing for farmworkers. 
JULIO MORALES PHOTO 

See HOUSING, PAGE 4
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Within seven hours after 
13 human beings were 
killed, 12 of whom 

died right there at Highway 115 
and Norrish Road outside sleepy 
little Holtville, a shaky cellphone 
video showing the carnage of 
the moment was sent out among 
“friends,” and then “friends” of 
“friends.”

The video was shocking, 
indeed, but not for the reasons it 
still sits with me today.

I was sent a copy around 1:30 
p.m. Tuesday, March 2, and in 
the heat of the moment to report 
the story and keep our readers 
updated, the video seemed like 
another source of information, as 
grotesque and troubling as it was, 
to build upon a story that had na-
tional import from a local stage.

It’s been in the wake of the 
crash itself, the time taken to 
consider the gravity of the events 
and the enormity of the issue, 
that this cellphone video, this 
rash decision by what was likely 
a first responder to record a very 
intimate, private moment, that is 
the most troubling.

Before you read any further, 
this is not the piece of writ-
ing where the first responders 
become villains. Those men and 
women who endured that scene, 
who had to respond to that 
bloodshed, checking for signs of 
life on each and every man and 

woman ejected onto the roadway 
or crushed within the confines of 
the twisted wreckage of that SUV 
itself, they are in my thoughts, 
just as much as that scene is in 
theirs, intractable, painful, night-
mare-inducing.

But that doesn’t excuse this one 
person who chose to take their 
cellphone — maybe their person-
al phone, maybe their work-is-
sued device, as if it matters — and 
film for 1 minute, 22 seconds the 
images of someone else’s suffer-
ing, glimpses of death and dying.

In that minute and a half, give 
or take a few seconds, we see what 
was clearly the 16-year-old boy 
referenced by California Highway 
Patrol as a survivor in the colli-
sion, barely conscious, writhing 
in pain, waiting to be rescued.

Most troubling of all, we see the 
body, eyes wide open, a trickle of 
blood on her forehead, of a wom-
an hanging out of the rear of the 
SUV, a moment the cameraman 
lingers on, however long a person 
can linger in the span of 1 minute, 
22 seconds.

To think, this person on the 
human end of that cellphone 
thought it a good idea to pull it 
out, walk up to the SUV, and take 
their phone and maneuver the de-
vice into the broken side window 
of that Ford Expedition.

To think, this person thought it 
an even better idea to share that 
snippet, to send it to a friend, 
who disseminated it to others, 
and so on.

On Saturday evening, March 6, 
I called Holtville Fire Chief Alex 
Silva and asked for his blessing to 
write this piece. He was first on 
scene, and he knows about the 
video. In fact, Silva, a member of 
the Holtville City Council, and 
Holtville’s city manager all met 
to discuss how this clip made 
the rounds, a video that rightly 
angered the council member.

Silva assured them, and assured 
me, that this video didn’t come 

from his guys; they are just as 
disappointed that it got out as 
anyone, as they, too, are dealing 
with the emotional and mental 
aftermath of an accident scene 
that is the worst in what Silva says 
is 30 years on the job.

It’s not clear who would have 
done such a thing, but this we 
know: one foolhardy first re-
sponder was not thinking clearly, 
and not thinking at all, at least 
on a humanitarian level, when he 
chose to click that send button to 
whomever was on the other end.

Dumb. Cruel. Careless. Where’s 
the empathy, the compassion, the 
decency?

Why weren’t you helping, in-
stead of filming? What made you 
think that holding your cellphone 
was more important than holding 
the hand of a scared teenage boy 
or girl with a tenuous grip on life 
at that point?

What in God’s name made you 
linger on that poor woman’s face 
for a split second, but more than 
enough time to be etched in my 
memory banks at least?

That woman, seeing her lifeless 
face, it was heartbreaking. All this 
talk about immigration, legal or 
illegal entry, and all the sur-
rounding conversations that have 
happened and are still to be had, 
it’s all just white noise when you 
look into those eyes.

That woman, that was some-
one’s daughter, sister, maybe 
mother or wife. Perhaps she left 
someone behind, never to be 
seen again, or was on her way to 
meet another, a destination to 
which she’ll never arrive. Infinite 
sadness, either way.

The fact of the matter is, there 
were already passersby on site, 
civilians who were driving along 
when the collision occurred, or 
just after, who got out of their 
vehicles and were milling about 
the scene. Silva saw them when 
he got there, but there’s no way 
that a civilian shot that video, not 

when firefighters in turnout gear 
and department blues are mere 
feet away, yanking on the passen-
ger-side door of the SUV to help 
free the injured.

Holtville officials weren’t the 
only ones steamed about the vid-
eo making its way around Face-
book land, this imaginary social 
media bubble we’ve all construct-
ed and bought into that makes the 
“sharing” of such horrific imagery 
possible, with zero accountability 
and maybe, just maybe a crumb 
or two of guilt if we’re lucky.

Heck, I’m guilty, too, right? I 
watched it, several times. I used 
it as a descriptor of the horror, 
shock, and sadness of the day, 
defensible because of its “news-
worthiness.”

There’s a man behind that 
cellphone, and one can almost 
make out a reflection in the glossy 
burgundy paint job of the man-
gled Expedition. Maybe that’s just 
wishful thinking.

For certain, all the parties in a 
position to know better and do 
something about it are invoking 
the “Kobe law” on this thing.  
I’m not delivering any informa-
tion the Internet has not already 
shoved in our faces, but just in 
case, the “Kobe law” I’m referring 
to is Assembly Bill 2655, named 
the “Kobe Bryant Act of 2020” by 
its author, Assemblyman Mike 
Gipson, D-Gardena, whose 64th 
Assembly District is in the heart 
of Los Angeles, smack dab in 
Laker country.

Signed into law in September 
2020, the act went into effect Jan. 
1, and makes it a misdemeanor 
crime for a first responder to take 
photos or video, “images” is the 
legal definition, for any purposes 
outside the realm of investiga-
tion and disseminate them to the 
public.

In the late Kobe’s case, it was 
cellphone pics of the bodies of 
the Laker legend, his 13-year-
old daughter, Gianna, and the 

remaining passengers on the heli-
copter they were traveling in that 
crashed on a Calabasas, Califor-
nia, hillside on Jan. 26, 2020.

Several Los Angeles County 
sheriff ’s deputies took photos of 
the scene, some were even found 
to be showing off the photos to 
people in a bar.

Kobe’s wife and Gianna’s mom, 
Vanessa Bryant, is suing Los 
Angeles County for damages and 
civil rights violations, and just 
last week petitioned the courts to 
release the names publicly of the 
deputies involved.

According to the law, first 
responders are subject to a $1,000 
fine for each offense if found 
guilty. The law is more ceremonial 
than punitive, but it makes its 
point: Don’t be callous and care-
less, and, for God’s sake, act with 
the responsibility and respect 
your job demands.

First responders, we value you, 
respect you, hold you up for the 
things you face and the lives you 
save. The public, we, me, I, just 
want you to act accordingly. And 
I believe 99.9999 percent of the 
time each and every one of you 
do.

For 1 minute, 22 seconds, 
however, and whatever time it 
took to share, one of you violated 
that trust and dishonored your 
brothers and sisters in a really 
awful way, and made a mockery 
of the lives of 13 dead men and 
women, and 12 severely injured 
survivors.

IMHO, short for “In My Hum-
ble Opinion” or “In My Honest 
Opinion,” will be the occasional 
opinion column from Calexico 
Chronicle and Holtville Tribune 
Editor Richard Montenegro 
Brown. Brown has worked in 
the newspaper industry for more 
than 25 years, many of those as 
an award-winning columnist and 
editor of news teams at both local 
and larger-market daily newspa-
pers. 

LOCAL NEWS

FAIR CEO THANKS KIDS, 
COMMUNITY, SPONSORS 
FOR COVID-ALTERED 
LIVESTOCK EVENT

Editor, 
We have just completed four 

days of our livestock judging 
competition. We had 230 ex-

hibitors who 
brought their 
market ani-
mals and had 
the opportu-
nity to show 
those projects 
in front of a 

live judge. The show was like no 
other show we’ve done before, 
and it took a lot of people coming 
together to make this a successful 
event for our youth.

I’d like to thank Elms Equip-
ment, Alford Distributing, the 
California Mid-Winter Fair Her-
itage Foundation and the Junior 
Fair Board and their advisers for 
their support for this show. A big 
thank you to Holtville FFA who 
made the grand champion and 
reserve champion awards which 
were handed out during the show.  

I’d also like to thank all of the 
livestock leaders and community 
members who have been partic-
ipating in meetings over the last 
few months for helping us plan 

this event. It took a lot of work 
and effort on everybody’s part to 
ensure the success of this event 
under the guidelines we were 
given by the County Health De-
partment.

This also extends to all of the 
leaders who have been working 
with exhibitors over the last few 
months helping them with rais-
ing and showing a livestock proj-
ect.

I’d like to commend the ex-
hibitors and their parents for 
choosing to raise a livestock 
project during these crazy times. 
It would have been very easy to 
skip this year with the uncertain-
ty of whether we would be able 
to have a normal fair in 2021, or 
whether we would be able to do 
anything, yet they chose to par-
ticipate.

Through it all, seeing our youth 
have the opportunity to actual-
ly be involved in something and 
have some semblance of normal-
cy was truly heartwarming.

We would like to invite busi-
nesses and community members 
to visit the add-on site where 
they can financially contribute 
to the exhibitors who have par-
ticipated in our grading show.  
Information can be found on our 
website at ivfairgrounds.com.

- Alan Phillips
Holtville

OPINION

Shocking Video A Shockingly Bad Move to Share

IMHO
BY RICHARD 

MONTENEGRO BROWN

Disney’s California Parks to Open by Late April

Check out the latest musings from 
editorial cartoonist Dave Garcia/Gilgar.

GILGAR

LETTER TO THE EDITOR

ALAN PHILLIPS
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DON’T BE
A VICTIM!

BEWARE OF
SCAMS

WHERE CUSTOMERS
ALWAYS COME FIRST.

DEAR IID CUSTOMER
IF YOU GET A CALL DEMANDING IMMEDIATE PAYMENT:

• DO NOT call the number back.
• Never give personal or financial information over             
   the phone when someone  calls you.

1

2

3

HANG UP

CALL IID
• Dial us toll-free at 1-800-303-7756.
• Check your account status.
• Report a fraudulent call.

REALIZE THAT YOU
ARE IN CONTROL

vacant sites have been identi-
fied as having the potential for 
residential development.

Seven of those 29 sites have 
the potential for the develop-
ment of single-family units 
that could potentially add a 
total of 25 above moderate-in-
come units to the city’s housing 
stock. 

Six additional vacant sites 
can be developed into 17 mod-
erate-income households, 
while the remaining sites can 

potentially be developed into 
multi-family projects of vary-
ing income categories, the staff 
report stated.

The proposed Melon project 
is situated at the corner of Mel-
on Road and Ninth Street and 
was initially slated to create a 
152-unit apartment complex. 

Those initial plans were 
scaled back recently after sev-
eral nearby residents expressed 
opposition to the proposed 
high-density housing project 
and the City Council voted to 
designate the parcels’ zoning 
as R-2, which allows for sin-
gle-family and medium-densi-

ty housing only. 
The site was within the coun-

ty’s jurisdiction but was recent-
ly annexed to the city with the 
approval of the county Local 
Area Formation Commission, 
John Hawk, the property own-
er, said during Monday’s public 
hearing.

Hawk informed the council 
that the seven-year-old project 
is moving forward at a “very 
slow” pace. During the City 
Council’s meeting on Nov. 23, 
it approved Hawk’s latest pro-
posal to establish a gated com-
munity at the site.

He also credited Holtville 

council member and Imperial 
Irrigation District water de-
partment manager Mike Pa-
checo for helping him reach an 
agreement with the IID to help 
cover the cost of underground-
ing a nearby canal.

“That breathed new life into 
the project,” Hawk said.

Despite the challenges associ-
ated with downsizing the proj-
ect’s level of occupancy, Hawk 
said he is committed to moving 
forward with the development.

“At this point, that’s what we 
need to do, and we’re willing to 
do that,” he said.

Besides Galvan, Hawk was 

essentially the only other per-
son to speak at length during 
the public hearing. The Plan-
ning Commission had hosted 
the city’s first housing element 
workshop on Feb. 16.

Another public hearing will 
be held in April to summarize 
the findings obtained from past 
public workshops and to pro-
vide the Planning Commission 
with additional information, 
the staff report stated.

City staff anticipates present-
ing a draft housing element to 
the Planning Commission in 
June for the City Council to po-
tentially act on in July.

HOUSING
From page 2
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BY MURRAY ANDERSON
HOLTVILLE TRIBUNE

HOLTVILLE — Short and sweet 
is the best way to describe the up-
coming uniqueness of a spring foot-
ball season in the Imperial Valley.

Opening night, Saturday, March 
13, features a matchup between two 
local teams that’s only been seen 
once in the last 60-plus years, and 
on the final night of April 16, classic 
rivalries will be renewed. 

Football games kick off on Sat-
urday, March 13, with the marquee 
matchup of Brawley Union High 
visiting Holtville. According to 
Holtville Head Coach Jason Turn-
er, the Wildcats and Vikings haven’t 
tangled since about 2000, and prior 
to that the two schools hadn’t played 
since the 1950s.

“It’s a mentality shift we’re try-
ing to make here at Holtville,” said 
Turner, now in his fourth season at 
the helm of the Vikings. “We want 
to compete with the big schools and 
we want to be in the IVL. We have 
to get better and playing these guys 
is how you get better.”

The other game on opening night, 

March 13, is Vincent Memorial 
Catholic High School of Calexico 
traveling to El Centro to take on 
Southwest in another cross-league 
showdown between the Desert 
League and the Imperial Valley 
League. 

“We’ve got two good games to 
start the season and that’ll set the 
tone for the rest of the schedule,” 
said Vincent Memorial coach Da-

vid Wong. “The second part of the 
schedule is going to be tough with 
Holtville and Calexico.”

League contests get under way 
the following Friday, March 19, and 
Calexico jumps right into the fire, 
traveling to Cal Jones Field in El 
Centro to take on defending three-
time defending IVL champion Cen-
tral Union. 

“It’s exciting and refreshing. How-
ever, it is also incredible considering 
that some thought just a few weeks 
ago that we may not have a season at 
all,” said Tyler Gentry, assistant head 
coach at Calexico High School. 
“This opportunity is great for the 
seniors, and all the kids are hungry 
to compete after being at home for 
so long due to COVID.”

Schedules by Week
Also on March 19, the other IVL 

matchup will see Southwest travel 
to take on Brawley. In the Desert 
League, Vincent Memorial travels 
to Mountain Empire of Pine Valley, 
while Holtville has another cross-
league game, this time traveling to 
take on Imperial. Palo Verde of Bly-
the has a bye on March 19.

BY MURRAY ANDERSON
HOLTVILLE TRIBUNE

SEELEY — A new personal record, a 
new school record, a new league record, 
and a new course record. Not a bad day 
at the office for Holtville High School 
senior Alan Jimenez.

With his time of 15 minutes, 42.90 
seconds on the Sunbeam Lake Park 
3.1-mile course on Saturday, March 6, 

Jimenez put himself in the record books 
as the fastest high schooler to run the 
Seeley-area course. The time also estab-
lished a new personal record for the se-
nior and a new school record for Holt-
ville High.

“Just before the race, I was talking 
to coach (Gerardo) Lara and we were 
saying I needed to go for the record, 
and he wanted me to push it at the 1½-
mile mark,” Jimenez said. “At 2½ miles 

I could see my coach and hear some of 
the people cheering for me, and I just 
went for it harder and harder.”

Jimenez has won each of the four dual 
meets the Vikings have had this season. 

“It feels great to have the records, but 
what I always wanted was to be a CIF 
champion,” Jimenez said. “So hopefully, 
we’ll be able to have a CIF meet and I 
can at least get a shot at it.”

CROSS COUNTRY

Record-Setting Run for Holtville Vikings’ Jimenez
Holtville High School’s 
Alan Jimenez set a new 
personal record, a new 
school record, a new 
league record, and a new 
course record on Saturday, 
March 6, as the Vikings 
beat Brawley in an Imperi-
al Valley League dual meet 
at Sunbeam Lake near 
Seeley. | CATHI PHILLIPS 
LARIOS PHOTO

BY MURRAY ANDERSON
HOLTVILLE TRIBUNE

EL CENTRO — The Imperial High School swim 
team easily scored a tri-meet victory over Holtville 
and Calipatria on Thursday, March 4, at the new 
Aquatics Center in El Centro.

The Tigers had plenty of swimmers in the boys’ and 
girls’ races, while Calipatria had limited numbers in 
both and Holtville only fielded swimmers in the girls’ 
races. 

Team scores saw Imperial’s girls’ team beat Holt-
ville, 107-48, and Calipatria, 113-34. Holtville’s girls’ 
team beat Calipatria, 87-43. On the boys’ side, Impe-
rial beat Holtville, 107-0, and beat the Hornets, 107-
6. Calipatria beat Holtville, 20-0.

Imperial’s Cheney Gomez had a banner day, earn-
ing four wins. She finished on top of the girls’ 50-yard 
freestyle, 100-yard butterfly, 200-yard freestyle relay, 
and 200-yard medley relay. 

Results from the girls’ races were:
200-yard medley relay: Imperial (Alyssa Luna, Em-

ily Phillips, Cheney Gomez, and Monze Landeros) 
2:23.07. Holtville (Melany Lopez, Bella Fusi, Audrey 
Lucero, and Skylar Hanson) 2:27.90. Imperial (Eliz-
abeth Vasquez, Haleigh Townsel, Valeria Ramos, 
Haidyn Ellison) 2:29.04.

200-yard freestyle relay: Imperial (Cheney Go-
mez, Alyssa Luna, Monze Landeron, Haidyn Ellison) 
2:03.99. Imperial (Emily Phillips, Haleigh Townsel, 
Megan Currie, Elizabeth Velasquez) 2:10.97. Holt-
ville (Skylar Hanson, Melany Lopez, Alyssa Enriquez, 
Audrey Lucero) 2:11.00.

400-yard freestyle relay: Calipatria (Audrey Ze-
ndejas, Zimri Ramirez, Sierra Siaza, Isabel Regalado) 
6:18.94. Holtville (Alyssa Enriquez, Abby Garewal, 
Jasmine Garewal, Kathryn Self) 6:22.58. Imperial 
(Jaiden Soto, Samantha Nix, Patricia Dagales, Nikki 
Marshal) 6:36.84.

200-yard freestyle: Isabel Regalado, Calipatria, 
2:57.58. Elizabeth Velasquez, Imperial, 3:05.00. Au-
drina Flores, Imperial, 3:27.82. 

200-yard individual medley: Audrey Zendejas, 
Calipatria, 2:56.26. Bella Fusi, Holtville, 3:02.25.

SWIMMING

Imperial High 
Dominates 
Opening Meet

FOOTBALL

Schedule Features 
New, Old Rivalries
Two Fans Per Athlete Allowed at Games

The Holtville High School football team hasn’t had a game under the lights since the 2019 season. The Vikings will open their 
COVID-shortened season on Saturday, March 13, when they host Brawley Union High at Birger Field. 
PHOTOS COURTESY OF HOLTVILLE HIGH

The Holtville High School football team 
takes the field for a game during the 2019 
season. For the first time in 15 months, 
the Vikings will take the field on Saturday, 
March 13, when they host Brawley Union 
High.

Holtville High School sophomore Skylar Hanson (left) launch-
es off the platform during the Vikings’ Imperial Valley League 
swim meet against Imperial on Thursday, March 4, at the El 
Centro Aquatics Center. | CATHI PHILLIPS LARIOS PHOTO

SeeJIMENEZ, PAGE 7

See SWIMMING, PAGE 8

See FOOTBALL, PAGE 6
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scene, while another would later 
succumb to their injuries at a lo-
cal hospital. The rest were trans-
ferred to local and regional hos-
pitals with serious and moderate 
injuries. 

The totality of the incident has 
weighed on Silva’s mind since 
then, but not as much as the sight 
and sounds of a mother’s desper-
ate pleas for first responders to at-
tend to her lifeless daughter who 
she had cradled in her arms.

“The moment we had to sepa-
rate the mother from the daugh-
ter was heartbreaking. I could still 
hear her the last two nights,” Silva 
said on Thursday, March 4. “Even 
last night I had issues sleeping.” 

Medics from AMR ambulance 
services were first to arrive after 
Silva’s initial radio call to report 
the mass casualty incident. They 
were quickly followed by Holt-
ville Fire Department personnel 
who had been with Silva minutes 
before at the scene of a separate 

report of a vehicle fire near the 
Hot Springs that later turned out 
to be related to the illegal vehicle 
incursion across the border. 

The assembled first responders’ 
immediate task was to perform 
triage, where they assessed the 
extent of every individuals’ inju-
ries so that arriving first respond-
ers knew who to provide care for 
first.

It took about three hours from 
when he had first arrived on 
scene alone in the department’s 
command vehicle to when the 
last of the deceased were removed 
from the site, yet that span of time 
felt like a mere 10 minutes on ac-
count of his complete focus and 
adrenaline rush, Silva said.

Afterward, he and department 
firefighters John Robles, a full-
time employee, and reserve Matt 
Somera returned to the fire sta-
tion with some doughnuts for a 
debriefing. 

Because they, as well as AMR 
personnel, were among the first 
on scene, Robles and Somera had 
to approach every injured or de-
ceased individual to assign them 

a color-coded category and num-
ber which determined the or-
der in which patients were to be 
transported to hospitals.

“I was trying to see where they 
were at mentally,” Silva said.

Often, first responders may not 
experience the full range of hu-
man emotions that accompany a 
traumatic experience while they 
are responding to an emergency 
call, so signs of trouble may not 
appear until well after the inci-
dent has passed, he said.

For that reason, Silva said he 
reached out to county Behavioral 
Health Services to request the aid 
of a counselor, who on Wednes-
day, March 3, met with depart-
ment personnel to help process 
any issues that may have arisen in 
the wake of the tragedy.

“This is going to be for weeks, 
maybe months,” Silva said re-
garding the counseling sessions. 
“I got to make sure that my guys 
are OK. I don’t want it to have an 
adverse effect on them, physically 
or mentally.”

The department had taken 
similar measures a few years back 

when personnel had to respond 
to a critical incident within the 
city that had involved a cowork-
er who was involved in a vehicle 
collision. 

That request for behavioral 
health services was also some-
thing of a departure from the 
longstanding attitudes and expec-
tations about employees’ mental 
well-being that Silva said he had 
initially faced when he began his 
career with the department some 
29 years ago.

“Back then it was just ‘suck it 
up and deal with it,’” the 56-year-
old Holtville native said.

Prior to Tuesday’s incident, a 
vehicle collision within the city 
that had claimed the lives of the 
car’s five occupants was by far the 
worst that Silva said he had to re-
spond to during his career. 

On another occasion, he had a 
firefighter quit following the de-
partment’s response to two sepa-
rate vehicle accidents in one night. 
The second incident involved a 
person who sustained severe in-
juries and later succumbed to 
them. A second firefighter devel-

oped a drinking problem shortly 
afterward but was able to receive 
help and recover, Silva said.

The profession’s increasing 
acknowledgment of and atten-
tiveness to firefighters’ mental 
health is a welcome development 
for Holtville Firefighter Marco 
Flores, who joined the agency 
about two and a half years ago as 
an 18-year-old.

“It’s shifting in a good way to 
where you don’t have to just suck 
it up after every call,” Flores said. 
“It’s a different mentality now.”

Though he was not among 
the department’s personnel who 
were on scene during the March 
2 mass casualty incident, Flores 
said he feels pride in the accom-
plishment of his peers whose ac-
tions undoubtedly helped saved 
lives.

“Whoever was saved was saved 
thanks to the quick action of 
Chief Silva arriving first on scene 
and ordering resources and rec-
ognizing the scale of the inci-
dent,” he said.

Flores said he is also well aware 
that on any given day he may 
have to respond to such a scene.

Indeed, he recently advised two 
reserve firefighters who just com-
pleted their probationary periods 
that as frequent as uneventful 
days may occur in Holtville, the 
potential is always there for quite 
the opposite. 

“You could potentially have 
the worst thing you’ve ever seen 
in your life,” Flores said he told 
them.

He was also recently warned 
that because of the young age at 
which he started his career, his 
chances of experiencing an ex-
tremely traumatic event before 
retirement are even greater. 

The same could be applied to a 
lot of the department’s personnel, 
of which only four of its 18 fire-
fighters are over the age of 30.

Despite their relatively young 
age, Silva said he is confident the 
right resources and protocols are 
in place to help ensure the health 
and well-being of his crew and, 
by extension, the well-being of 
the community.

“That’s what I tell my guys,” 
Silva said. “We need to be sym-
pathetic with the patients, but we 
also need to know that we have a 
job to do and they’re depending 
on us to do it.”

On March 26, IVL games feature Southwest at Calexico 
and Brawley at Imperial, with Central tentatively scheduled 
with a bye for that week. In the DL, it’s Palo Verde at Holt-
ville, with Vincent Memorial having a bye.  

On April 1, IVL games have Central at Imperial and 
Calexico at Brawley. The lone DL contest is Holtville at Vin-
cent Memorial, while cross-league games feature Palo Verde 
at Southwest and, on April 2, Mountain Empire at Crawford 
of San Diego.

On April 9, the IVL contests are Southwest at Central for 
the City Championship and Imperial at Calexico. Desert 
League contests feature Palo Verde against Vincent Memo-
rial at Southwest High in El Centro and Holtville at Moun-
tain Empire.

On April 16, the season wraps up in the IVL with the Bell 
Game, Central at Brawley, and the Johnny Romero Helmet 
game of Imperial at Southwest. In the DL, it’s Mountain Em-
pire vs. Palo Verde at Imperial High School. Cross-league 
games feature Holtville traveling to take on San Ysidro and 
the “Battle for the Border” between Vincent Memorial and 
Calexico at Ward Field on the Calexico campus.

Fans in the Stands
It was announced that each athlete will be given two tick-

ets for games held on high school campuses. Fans will be 
expected to wear a mask and practice social distancing. 

“Each athlete will be given two tickets, then those tickets 
can be paid for at the gate and two people allowed in per 
player,” said Ruben Valenzuela, Southwest’s athletic director. 
“We want it to be somebody from the player’s household, 
and we want them to follow all the same commonsense 
guidelines we’ve been abiding by for many months now.”

Safety is always the top priority for keeping the athletes on 
the field at all the local schools.

“We will follow the health and safety guidelines estab-
lished by the CIF-SDS office as well as the Imperial County 
Public Health Department,” said Mariano Velez, Calexico 
High’s athletic director. “We will work with our conference 
(athletic directors) to ensure we are all on the same page 
regarding the safety of our players, coaches, officials and 
spectators during contests.” 

Catch the Stream
Fans who can’t make it to games with one of the rare tick-

ets can always tune in to Valley Sports Network (VSN) and 
watch a live stream of the Game of the Week. 

Games of the week for VSN are: Brawley at Holtville 
(March 13), Holtville at Imperial (March 19), Brawley at 
Imperial (March 26), Central at Imperial (April 1), South-
west at Central (April 9), and Central at Brawley (March 
16). 

Games can be seen on the VSN YouTube page:
https://youtube.com/c/vsnvalleysportsnetork
And on the VSN website:
http://vsnsports.net/broadcasts

FOOTBALL
From page 5

“This year was a little difficult be-
cause I wasn’t able to make those con-
nections,” Perez said. “So, I am jazzed 
about having them back on campus to 
learn their names and see their faces 
and really get to know each of them 
and their personalities.”

The 10 TK students who started 
in-person instruction at Finley were 
part of a larger group of TK and kin-
dergarten students within the Holtville 
Unified School District who were ad-
mitted back onto their respective cam-
puses after the district successfully pe-
titioned the county and state to resume 
in-person instruction while the county 
remained in the state’s restrictive Pur-
ple Tier.

Besides the TK class at Finley, one 
kindergarten class was also allowed to 
resume onsite learning at Pine School 
and at the Freedom Academy charter 
school on Tuesday. 

The district’s three campuses appear 
to have been the first schools among 
the Valley’s larger public school dis-
tricts to resume in-person instruction 
since schools countywide were forced 
to close at the outset of the pandemic 
in early 2020. 

With the county officially transition-
ing to the Red Tier of the state’s road-
map to recovery starting Wednesday, 
March 10, all local K-12 school will 
now be able to resume in-person in-
struction at their own discretion. 

Aside from the excitement Perez 
said she felt about Tuesday’s milestone 
event, she also admitted to having 
some apprehension about any potential 
hiccups that could prompt campus and 
district officials to make last-minute 
adjustments to their reopening plans. 

Nonetheless, she said she felt confi-
dent that the district’s preparations and 
established procedures and protocols 
would not only allow for a relatively 
smooth return to onsite instruction, 
but also guide any necessary response 
to any unintended circumstance. 

“Our quote for today is, ‘It’s a new 
day and something new will happen,’” 
Perez said. 

For the time being, the vanguard of 
HUSD students at Finley and Pine will 
attend classes for three hours a day, 
twice a week, with the intention of in-
creasing the number of onsite learning 
days as time progresses, the district 
announced in a letter to parents and 
guardians on March 4. At Freedom 
Academy, students had their schedules 
established separately.

Additional TK and kindergarten 
classes will be allowed back onto Finley 
and Pine in the coming days. Following 
the weeklong spring break of April 2-9, 
plans call for the schools to start allow-
ing a different grade level back onto 
their respective campuses each succes-
sive week, starting with first grade.

“That’s our hope,” Perez said. “It’s all 
tentative just because we don’t know 
what will happen from today to tomor-
row.”

Much of Tuesday’s lesson plan at Fin-
ley Elementary was going to be devot-
ed to the new procedures put in place 
to help maintain the health and safety 
of students and staff, said TK teacher 
Sandra Duran. One such lesson will 
advise students how to properly enter 
and exit their classroom. 

And because the letter “S” is among 
the more challenging for beginning 
students to master, some of Tuesday’s 
lesson plan was devoted to that letter, 
as well, Duran said.

“I’ve been so thrilled about actually 
getting the kids into the classroom,” she 
said.

On top of learning how to proper-
ly enter and exit their classroom, re-
turning students will also learn how to 
properly wash their hands, wear their 
face mask, and use facial tissues. Each 
student will also be given their own 
individual basket containing the requi-
site crayons, paper, pencils, and pencil 
sharpener.

At Finley, each grade level will have 
its designated entrance area. On Tues-
day, bright checkered tape marked the 
spots on the sidewalk where students 
had to line up before entering campus.

“Every grade level will have a desig-
nated entrance area and a designated 
time for entry in order to minimize the 
amount of students we have gathered 

in one area,” Perez said. Times of entry 
are staggered in 15-minute intervals.

Even before lining up, Finley staff 
could be observed using a digital ther-
mometer to take the temperatures of 
arriving students and making sure the 
students’ parents had completed the 
appropriate forms that would allow 
their children on campus each time 
class is in session.

The 10 TK students who showed 
up on March 9, accounted for 11 of 
the TK students whose parents had 
voluntarily registered for the in-per-
son instruction. Those 11 students 
represented the total number of TK 
students who had enrolled in Duran’s 
class in general.

Despite feeling slightly nervous 
about her 5-year-old son Matthew’s 
first day of onsite instruction, because 
of a condition that places him at great-
er risk of serious illness, Adlemy Agu-
irre said she was equally confident that 
the protocols put in place by campus 
officials will help keep him safe and 
content.

“It is pretty nerve-wracking,” Agu-
irre said. “But I am excited because it’s 
a new experience that he’s been want-
ing to go through.”

Although 5-year-old Eylan Ventura 
has been receiving one-hour sessions 
of supplemental instruction three days 
of the week at Finley, his mother, Kar-
en Gutierrez, said she is excited for 
him to take part in larger and more 
traditional classroom settings.

“He’s very excited as well,” Gutierrez 
said. “He likes the idea of coming back 
to school and seeing his friends.”

The Holtville Unified School Dis-
trict was among the first districts in 
the Valley to prepare and submit its 
COVID-19 Safety Plan, which is re-
quired by county and state public 
health officials to resume in-person 
instruction for TK-6 grade students.

“We’ve just always wanted to give 
people that option,” said HUSD Assis-
tant Superintendent John-Paul Wells, 
who visited Finley Elementary on 
Tuesday morning to observe the re-
opening. “We’re really excited to final-
ly be here and be able to provide that 
option.”

SCHOOLS
From page 1

FIRE DEPT.
From page 1



Thursday, March 11, 2021 — PAGE 7 

Holtville won Saturday’s dual 
meets against Brawley by walk-
over as the Wildcats were unable 
to field enough runners in either 
the boys’ or girls’ race to record 
a team score. 

Results from Saturday’s boys’ 
race were:
Alan Jimenez, senior, Holtville 
(15:42.90)
Joseph Taylor, junior, Brawley 
(19:06.65)
Dominic Kirkpatrick, senior, Brawley 
(20:17.65)
Javier Hurtado, junior, Holtville 
(22:56.54)
Ernesto Rosales, senior, Brawley 

(24:14.05)
Gannon Strahm, freshman, Holtville 
(25:55.55)
David Magallon, freshman, Holtville 
(27:15.71)
Francisco Hernandez, senior, Holtville 
(39:58.23)

While Holtville won the girls’ 
race by walkover, it was the 
Wildcats’ senior Jaasiel Contre-
ras who crossed the finish line 
first with a time of 20 minutes, 
30.71 seconds. 

Results from the girls’ race 
were:
Jaasiel Contreras, senior, Brawley 
(20:30.71)
Lillian Strahm, freshman, Holtville 
(21:32.10)
Julitza Alvarez, senior, Brawley 
(21:49.11)

Lilandra Padilla, sophomore, Brawley 
(24:34.01)
Diana Acuna, junior, Holtville 
(27:41.03)
Danytza Sandoval, junior, Holtville 

(27:55.45)
Melissa Torres, senior, Holtville 
(27:58.43)
Camila Alverez, freshman, Brawley 
(33:16.03)

Mariel Estrada, junior, Holtville 
(35:56.55)
Ashley Iniguez, senior, Holtville 
(36:07.96)

oped a drinking problem shortly 
afterward but was able to receive 
help and recover, Silva said.

The profession’s increasing 
acknowledgment of and atten-
tiveness to firefighters’ mental 
health is a welcome development 
for Holtville Firefighter Marco 
Flores, who joined the agency 
about two and a half years ago as 
an 18-year-old.

“It’s shifting in a good way to 
where you don’t have to just suck 
it up after every call,” Flores said. 
“It’s a different mentality now.”

Though he was not among 
the department’s personnel who 
were on scene during the March 
2 mass casualty incident, Flores 
said he feels pride in the accom-
plishment of his peers whose ac-
tions undoubtedly helped saved 
lives.

“Whoever was saved was saved 
thanks to the quick action of 
Chief Silva arriving first on scene 
and ordering resources and rec-
ognizing the scale of the inci-
dent,” he said.

Flores said he is also well aware 
that on any given day he may 
have to respond to such a scene.

Indeed, he recently advised two 
reserve firefighters who just com-
pleted their probationary periods 
that as frequent as uneventful 
days may occur in Holtville, the 
potential is always there for quite 
the opposite. 

“You could potentially have 
the worst thing you’ve ever seen 
in your life,” Flores said he told 
them.

He was also recently warned 
that because of the young age at 
which he started his career, his 
chances of experiencing an ex-
tremely traumatic event before 
retirement are even greater. 

The same could be applied to a 
lot of the department’s personnel, 
of which only four of its 18 fire-
fighters are over the age of 30.

Despite their relatively young 
age, Silva said he is confident the 
right resources and protocols are 
in place to help ensure the health 
and well-being of his crew and, 
by extension, the well-being of 
the community.

“That’s what I tell my guys,” 
Silva said. “We need to be sym-
pathetic with the patients, but we 
also need to know that we have a 
job to do and they’re depending 
on us to do it.”

For Verlyn Cardona, this was like life 
on repeat, when the same kind of crim-
inal element that would put a bullet in 
Dominguez’s head some 16 years earlier, 
in 2005, was now demanding that her 
own daughter join or die.

“If they tell you they will kill you, they 
will kill you,” said Dominguez, who 
while speaking to this newspaper over 
the phone said he still bears the phys-
ical scars of that gunshot wound and 
the mental scars as well. “I came here 
16 years ago because I was in that same 
situation.”  

The 47-year-old Verlyn had a visa for 
her 12-year-old son, Juan Pablo, and 
instantly sent him to California to stay 
with Tio Rudy, who was now living in 
Brea on a work visa himself.

“Because this happened to me before, 
she (Verlyn) got scared,” he explained. 
“They got out in an emergency … she 
thought that they would be safe here.”

The very next day, Feb. 2, 23-year-old 
Yesenia and her mother would leave 
their native Chiquimulilla, in the state of 
Santa Rosa, not far from the border with 
El Salvador, and travel some 2,500 miles 
north to enter the United States illegally.

Exactly one month later, on March 2, 
after spending 20 days waiting in Mex-
ico to find passage north, Yesenia and 
Verlyn would make it across the border, 
yet Yesenia would go no farther north 
than the intersection of Highway 115 
and Norrish Road a few miles northwest 
of Holtville.

There, Yesenia, along with 12 others, 
would meet their end in what authori-
ties say is a human-smuggling attempt 
gone tragically wrong, when the Ford 
Expedition sport-utility vehicle they 
were traveling in drove into the path of 
a Peterbilt tractor-trailer rig just after 6 
a.m.

Although there have been differing 
accounts of the reasons behind Yese-
nia and Verlyn’s journey to the United 
States, Rudy Dominguez said in an 
interview with this newspaper on March 
4 that freedom from the specter of death 
and the brutality wrought by street 
gangs in much of Central America was 
the deciding factor.

Specifically, in Guatemala City, where 
Yesenia worked and was a fourth-year 
student at Universidad de San Carlos 
de Guatemala in hopes of becoming an 
attorney, gangs and gang violence was 
particularly widespread. Some estimates 
say the city of 2.8 million is home to 
more than 50 gangs and roughly 10,000 
gang members and triple the number of 
gang “sympathizers,” according to the 
country’s National Civil Police.

For Mexicali resident Jairo de Jesus 

Dueñas Landin, his reasons for coming 
to the United States were a bit different, 
and the story of his death could yet 
prove problematic.

After the 28-year-old baker was laid 
off from his job due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, his wife, Sofia Amairan 
Castañeda Gonzalez, told the Calexico 
Chronicle/Holtville Tribune on March 4 
that he wanted to earn some cash to buy 
a reliable car so that he could return to 
his family and work as an Uber driver.

Although the identity of the driver of 
the Expedition had not been released 
by the California Highway Patrol nor 
the Imperial County Coroner’s Office 
as of Tuesday night, March 9, a similar 
age and city of residence suggests that 
Dueñas might have been the man be-
hind the wheel.

Of the 10 Mexican nationals and three 
reported Guatemalans who died March 
2 — 12 at the crash site and one in El 
Centro Regional Medical Center — only 
Yesenia and Jairo have so far been pub-
licly reported on. Imperial County cor-
oner officials released the names of the 
11 other decedents on Monday, March 
8, and as of Tuesday, little was known 
about those men and women.

A MOTHER LOSES  
HER ONLY DAUGHTER

Verlyn Cardona’s loss was beyond 
tragic, said her little brother, 40-year-old 
Rudy.

“For my sister, I only want the best for 
her. With this, she will keep this mo-
ment till the end of her life … nothing 
is going to bring her daughter back,” 
Dominguez said.

After the SUV they were traveling in, 
which was crammed beyond capacity 
with 24 men and women and one brazen 
driver, took a direct hit to it left side, 
much of the human cargo was ejected 
onto the roadway.

Those injured ranged from a 15-year-
old girl and 16-year-old boy to individ-
uals in their mid-50s, according to the 
California Highway Patrol.

Wedged within the crushed wreckage 
of the Expedition, Verlyn blacked out, 
Rudy said, but he said she soon awoke 
to the wails of the other injured, and 
the lifeless limbs of her only daughter 
draped over her.

It’s not certain whether it was Verlyn 
cradling Yesenia’s body, but Holtville 
Fire Chief Alex Silva recalled in an 
interview March 4 of hearing what he 
described as the “heartbreaking” cries of 
a mother pleading with first responders 
to help her daughter.

Rudy Dominguez learned of the trag-
edy that had befallen his family when 
authorities contacted him to say his 
sister was in an accident and was being 
treated at Pioneers Memorial Hospital in 
Brawley.

In and out of consciousness due to a 
head injury that Dominguez would later 
learn was a cerebral hemorrhage, Verlyn 
spoke to him for about 30 seconds to tell 
him Yesenia had been killed.

Dominguez said he didn’t believe his 
sister, he thought she was confused due 
to the head injury, and he spent the next 
few hours making phone calls to Impe-
rial County hoping to learn that Verlyn 
was mistaken. He would learn she was 
not.

Verlyn and her brother, seven years 
her younger, were reunited after she was 
airlifted to Scripps Mercy Hospital in the 
Hillcrest area of San Diego.

As Rudy made the two-hour drive 
south from Brea, his and Verlyn’s middle 
sister, Brenda, age 44, flew in from 
Texas.

Late in the afternoon March 3, a se-
verely injured Verlyn was released from 
Scripps, and Rudy took her home to 
Brea, where she and Yesenia planned to 
live once they reached the U.S.

Wracked with pain, unable to walk, or 
say much, Verlyn had her first oppor-
tunity to see 12-year-old Juan Pablo; 
neither could bring themselves to tell 
the boy about his older sister’s death at 
that point.

Sadly, Dominguez and Verlyn broke 
the news of Yesenia’s death to Juan Pablo 
on the morning of March 4, and Rudy 
said the boy was beside himself with 
grief.

“It’s so sad. We couldn’t find the right 
words to tell him, that my niece, his sis-
ter, was dead,” Dominguez said. “When 
we told him today, he can’t stop crying 
for like an hour. We broke his heart.”

IS JAIRO DUEÑAS 
 THE DEADLY DRIVER?

Homeland Security Investigations 
out of San Diego reportedly opened a 
criminal human-trafficking probe into 
the March 2 collision the night of the 
accident, sending a specialized unit of 
investigators to the Holtville-area crash 

site, according to NBC7 media reports 
from the San Diego area.

This came several hours after Highway 
Patrol revealed the driver of the Ford 
Expedition, who himself was killed, was 
a 22-year-old Mexicali man. Later that 
afternoon, the CHP said the man was 28 
years old, not 22.

The driver’s name was not released 
then, and it had yet to be released on 
March 8.

Meanwhile, Jairo Dueñas’ wife, Sofia 
Amairan Castañeda Gonzalez, spoke to 
several members of the media, including 
this newspaper, to say her husband had 
intended to illegally cross into the Unit-
ed States and remain just long enough to 
save money to purchase a car so that he 
could start working as an Uber driver in 
Mexicali.

He was also motivated to cross by 
a desire to continue to provide for his 
three young children after recently being 
laid off from a bakery whose production 
slowed amid the COVID-19 pandemic, 
said his wife.

Dueñas was in contact with Castañeda 
in the moments preceding his illegal 
crossing to provide details of the vehicle 
he was a passenger in so that if the 
vehicle appeared in any news reports 
she would become aware of his latest 
whereabouts, the 26-year-old Mexicali 
woman said during a telephone inter-
view March 4.

Castañeda said Dueñas had told her 
to expect a call from him once he had 
successfully arrived in the United States. 
By the afternoon of March 2, she still 
hadn’t heard from him, prompting her 
to repeatedly call his phone, but she said 
she was unable to reach him.

Ultimately, Castañeda called a relative 
of his who informed her that it appeared 
as though the vehicle he was traveling in 
was involved in the fatal collision near 
Holtville.

Dueñas reportedly was not carrying 
any identification on him, Castañeda 
said, making it even more difficult for 
the authorities to identify him and con-
tact his next of kin.

She did not receive confirmation of 
his death until March 3, and was await-
ing permission to visit the United States 
so that she could identify his body, 
which remains with the county Coro-
ner’s Office.

The Telemundo/NBC reporter who 
first interviewed Castañeda, and who 
provided this newspaper with her con-
tact information, called the woman on 
Friday morning to ask if Dueñas was in 
fact the driver responsible for the death 
of 12 people.

Castañeda reportedly told the journal-
ist she did not know.

ANNOUNCEMENT
 

Eliminate gutter cleaning 
forever! LeafFilter, 
the most advanced 

debris-blocking gutter 
protection. Schedule 

a FREE LeafFilter 
estimate today. 15% 
off Entire Purchase. 

10% Senior & Military 
Discounts. Call 1-855-

424-7581 
 

Become a Published 
Author. We want 

to Read Your 
Book! Dorrance 

Publishing-Trusted by 
Authors Since 1920 

Book manuscript 
submissions currently 

being reviewed. 
Comprehensive 

Services: Consultation, 
Production, Promotion 
and Distribution. Call 
for Your Free Author`s 

Guide 1-877-538-
9554 or visit http://

dorranceinfo.com/Cali
 

INVENTORS - FREE 
INFORMATION 

PACKAGE. Have 
your product idea 

developed affordably 
by the Research & 
Development pros 
and presented to 

manufacturers.  Call 
1-844-752-8272 for a 

Free Idea Starter Guide. 
Submit your idea for a 

free consultation.
 

THIS SPACE  
CAN BE YOURS!   

CALL 1-916-288-6011 
or email cecelia@cnpa.

com 

Water Damage to Your 
Home?  Call for a quote 
for professional cleanup 

& maintain the value 
of your home!  Set an 

appt. today! Call 1-855-
401-7069

 
AUTOS WANTED

 
DONATE YOUR 
CAR OR TRUCK 

TO HERITAGE FOR 
THE BLIND. Free 3 
Day Vacation, Tax 
Deductible, Free 

Towing, All Paperwork 
Taken Care Of. CALL 

1-877-573-9104. 
 

WANTED! Old Porsche 
356/911/912 for 

restoration by hobbyist 
1948-1973 Only. Any 
condition, top $ paid! 

PLEASE LEAVE 
MESSAGE  

1-707-339-5994. Email: 
porscherestoration@

yahoo.com 
 

DONATE YOUR CAR, 
BOAT OR RV to receive 
a major tax deduction. 
Help homeless pets. 

Local, IRS Recognized. 
Top Value Guaranteed. 

Free Estimate and 
Pickup.   

LAPETSALIVE.ORG 
1-833-772-2632 

 
DONATE YOUR CAR 
TO KIDS  Fast Free 

Pickup – Running or Not 
- 24 Hour Response - 

Maximum Tax Donation 
– Help Find Missing 

Kids! Call 1-888-491-
1453.

 

CABLE/ 
SATELLITE TV

 
DIRECTV - Every live 
football game, every 

Sunday - anywhere - on 
your favorite device. 

Restrictions apply. Call 
IVS - 1-888-641-5762.

 
INSURANCE

 
SAVE BIG on HOME 

INSURANCE! Compare 
20 A-rated insurances 

companies. Get a quote 
within minutes. Average 
savings of $444/year! 
Call 1-844-410-9609! 

(M-F 8am-8pm Central) 
 

MEDICAL/HEALTH
 

Lowest Prices on Health 
Insurance. We have 

the best rates from top 
companies! Call Now! 

1-888-989-4807
 

ATTENTION 
DIABETICS! Save 

money on your diabetic 
supplies! Convenient 

home shipping for 
monitors, test strips, 

insulin pumps, catheters 
and more! To learn 

more, call now!  
1-855-702-3408

 
Attention: Oxygen 

Users!  Gain freedom 
with a Portable Oxygen 
Concentrator!  No more 
heavy tanks and refills! 

Guaranteed Lowest 
Prices!  Call the Oxygen 

Concentrator Store:  
1-844-653-7402

 
Portable Oxygen 

Concentrator May Be 
Covered by Medicare! 
Reclaim independence 

and mobility with the 
compact design and 
long-lasting battery 
of Inogen One. Free 

information kit! Call 844-
327-2824. 

 
Thinking about installing 

a new shower? 
American Standard 

makes it easy. FREE 
design consultation. 
Enjoy your shower 

again! Call 1-866-945-
3038 today to see how 
you can save $1,000 on 

installation. 
 

Life Alert. One press 
of a button sends help 
FAST, 24/7! At home 
and on the go. Mobile 

Pendant with GPS. 
FREE First Aid Kit (with 

subscription.) CALL 
833-518-1049 FREE 

Brochure.
 

REAL ESTATE/LOANS
 

RETIRED COUPLE  
$1 MIL for business 

purpose Real 
Estate loans. Credit 
unimportant. V.I.P. 

Trust Deed Company 
www.viploan.com 

Call 1-818-248-0000 
Broker-principal 

DRE 01041073. No 
Consumer Loans. 

 
TAX SERVICES

 
ARE YOU BEHIND 
$10k OR MORE ON 
YOUR TAXES? Stop 
wage & bank levies, 
liens & audits, unfiled 

tax returns, payroll 
issues, & resolve tax 

debt FAST. Call 1-855-
970-2032.

CLASSIFIED ADS

in one area,” Perez said. Times of entry 
are staggered in 15-minute intervals.

Even before lining up, Finley staff 
could be observed using a digital ther-
mometer to take the temperatures of 
arriving students and making sure the 
students’ parents had completed the 
appropriate forms that would allow 
their children on campus each time 
class is in session.

The 10 TK students who showed 
up on March 9, accounted for 11 of 
the TK students whose parents had 
voluntarily registered for the in-per-
son instruction. Those 11 students 
represented the total number of TK 
students who had enrolled in Duran’s 
class in general.

Despite feeling slightly nervous 
about her 5-year-old son Matthew’s 
first day of onsite instruction, because 
of a condition that places him at great-
er risk of serious illness, Adlemy Agu-
irre said she was equally confident that 
the protocols put in place by campus 
officials will help keep him safe and 
content.

“It is pretty nerve-wracking,” Agu-
irre said. “But I am excited because it’s 
a new experience that he’s been want-
ing to go through.”

Although 5-year-old Eylan Ventura 
has been receiving one-hour sessions 
of supplemental instruction three days 
of the week at Finley, his mother, Kar-
en Gutierrez, said she is excited for 
him to take part in larger and more 
traditional classroom settings.

“He’s very excited as well,” Gutierrez 
said. “He likes the idea of coming back 
to school and seeing his friends.”

The Holtville Unified School Dis-
trict was among the first districts in 
the Valley to prepare and submit its 
COVID-19 Safety Plan, which is re-
quired by county and state public 
health officials to resume in-person 
instruction for TK-6 grade students.

“We’ve just always wanted to give 
people that option,” said HUSD Assis-
tant Superintendent John-Paul Wells, 
who visited Finley Elementary on 
Tuesday morning to observe the re-
opening. “We’re really excited to final-
ly be here and be able to provide that 
option.”

YESENIA
From page 1

YESENIA CARDONA

Public Notice

Imperial County Department of Public Works Request for
Proposal (RFP) Preliminary Engineering Services for 

Main St. Improvements from Hwy. 111 to Memphis Ave. in
Niland; Federal Aid Project No. CML 5958(119); 

County Project No. 6601

The County of Imperial Department of Public Works is requesting
responses from qualified consulting firms to provide Preliminary
Engineering Services for the subject project.

The Request for Proposal is available for review and download at the
County of Imperial Department of Public Works Web site at
https://publicworks.imperialcounty.org/ under the section titled
"Projects Out to Bid".

Qualified entities along with Disadvantaged Business Enterprise enti-
ties are invited to submit written responses for consideration in accor-
dance with this Request. These services will be conducted under a
contract with the County of Imperial. All proposals should be sub-
mitted before the due date of 4:00 p.m., March 17, 2021 to:

John A. Gay, P. E.
Director of Public Works

c/o  Lorena Alvarez, Engineering Technician
County of Imperial

155 South 11th Street
El Centro, CA 92243

For additional information regarding this Notice please email Jose
Castaneda, Administrative Analyst III of the County of Imperial
Department of Public Works at josecastaneda@co.imperial.ca.us .

Legal 9021 Publish: Mar. 4, 11, 2021
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CALL 1-855-558-6791 
Visit Spectrum.com • Respond by 05/31/21

 �Fastest Internet starting speeds for the price at 
100 Mbps (wireless speeds may vary)

 FREE modem and no data caps  

 FREE antivirus software

 �FREE Spectrum TV® App to watch live TV  
and On Demand anywhere

 Over 200 HD channels available† 

General: Offer good through 05/31/2021; subject to change; valid to qualified residential customers who have not subscribed to any services within the previous 30 days and have no outstanding 
obligation to Charter. Services subject to all applicable service terms and conditions, subject to change. Services not available in all areas. Restrictions apply. 
Spectrum Internet and TV: *Bundle price for Internet and TV Select is $89.98/mo. for yr. 1; standard rates apply after yr. 1. Taxes, fees and surcharges (bdcst surcharge up to $16.45/mo.) extra and subject 
to change during and after the term; installation, equipment and additional services are extra. General Terms: INTERNET: Speed based on wired connection. Available Internet speeds may vary by 
address. TV: TV equipment required, charges may apply. †Channel and HD programming availability based on level of service. Account credentials may be required to stream some TV content online. 
Spectrum Mobile: Spectrum Internet required. Auto-pay required. Taxes and fees included. ˆˆSavings based on comparison of single line comparable unlimited plans amongst major national  
carriers as of 01/27/2021. Data usage limits vary by carrier. To access 5G service, 5G compatible phone and 5G service required. Not all 5G capable phones compatible with 5G service. If 5G  
phone not compatible with 5G service or if 5G service is not available in your area, phone will automatically revert to the 4G service. 5G coverage will continue to expand. Speeds may vary. Visit  
https://www.spectrum.com/policies/mobile-terms for full terms and conditions. 
©2021 Charter Communications.

Switch to Spectrum Mobile and save up to 40%^^ on your wireless bill.   
Nationwide 5G is included with every plan with no added taxes and fees. Visit 
SpectrumMobile.com/CalculateMySavings to see how much you could save.  
Spectrum Internet® required. NATIONWIDE

Spring  into Internet and TV savings

/ mo each  
for 12 mos  
when bundled*

$4499

SPECTRUM  
INTERNET® & TV

NO CONTRACTS

FROM

50-yard freestyle: Cheney Go-
mez, Imperial, 29.32. Monze 
Landeros, Imperial, 31.06. Mela-
ny Lopez, Holtville, 33.41.

100-yard butterfly: Cheney 
Gomez, Imperial, 1:17.95. Sky-
lar Hanson, Holtville, 1:18.62. 
Monze Landeros, Imperial, 
1:29.82.

100-yard freestyle: Haidyn Elli-
son, Imperial, 1:11.55. Alyssa En-
riquez, Holtville, 1:16.68. Megan 
Currie, Imperial, 1:17.63.

500-yard freestyle: Audrey Lu-
cero, Holtville, 8:07.22. Kelsi Van-
derwiel, Imperial, 9:09.67. Aileen 
Flores, Imperial, 9:19.35.

100-yard backstroke: Alyssa 
Luna, Imperial, 1:27.38. Elizabeth 
Velasquez, Imperial, 1:36.15. Va-
leria Ramos, Imperial, 1:43.05.

100-yard breaststroke: Haidyn 
Ellison, Imperial, 1:28.26. Ha-
leigh Townsel, Imperial, 1:35.18. 
Skylar Hanson, Holtville, 1:37.35.

Results from the boys’ races 
were:

200-yard medley relay: Impe-
rial (Joshua Key, Bobby Fuller, 
Manuel Ramirez, Mustafa Kara-
koc) 1:58.89. Imperial (Brady 
Mead, Phillip Minnick, Trent 

Cox, Spencer Ellison) 2:17.03.
200-yard freestyle relay: Im-

perial (Trent Cox, Phillip Minn-
ick, Spencer Ellison, Brady 
Mead) 1:53.80. Imperial (Manuel 
Ramirez, Bobby Fuller, Joshua 
Key, Mustafa Karakoc) 2:10.08.

200-yard freestyle: Mustafa 
Karakoc, Imperial, 3:05.14. Josh-
ua Key, Imperial, 3:56.97. Bobby 
Fuller, Imperial, 4:03.41.

200-yard individual med-
ley: Spencer Ellison, Imperial, 
3:01.49.

50-yard freestyle: Trent Cox, 
Imperial, 26.27. Brady Mead, 
Imperial, 28.82. Phillip Minnick, 
Imperial, 29.45.

100-yard butterfly: Bobby Full-
er, Imperial, 1:41.62.

100-yard freestyle: Manuel 
Ramirez, Imperial, 1:07.95. Coo-
per Griffith, Imperial, 1:20.52. 
Elijah Alvarado, Imperial, 
1:29.94.

500-yard freestyle: Sean Or-
mand, Imperial, 9:36.09. 

100-yard backstroke: Spencer 
Ellison, Imperial, 1:33.79. Joshua 
Key, Imperial, 1:43.80. Elijah Al-
varado, Imperial, 1:53.65.

100-yard breaststroke: Trent 
Cox, Imperial, 1:20.05. Phillip 
Minnick, Imperial, 1:32.31. Brady 
Mead, Imperial, 1:33.48.

SWIMMING
From page 5

The Coroner’s Office release 
states Dueñas’ age as 23, but his 
wife, Sofia Amairan Castañeda 
Gonzalez, said he was 28 years old.

The other deceased were iden-
tified as Carolina Ramirez Perez, 
32; Jesus Gilberto Romero Rojas, 
19; Raquel Aparicio Martinez, 
39; Maria Isabel Boyzo Patino, 
34; Rosalia Garcia Gonzalez, 32; 
Magdalena Elizabeth Lopez Esco-
bar, 20; Maria Guadalupe Mendez 
Vargas, 49; Felix Josefino Medina 
Rodriguez, 53; Jose Rogelio Oroz-
co Mendez, 51; Gumaro Samuel 
Ramirez Cortez, 39; and Arnulfo 
Talavera Mora, 42.

When asked about cities of res-
idence or causes of death, super-
visor of the Coroner’s Office, Im-
perial County sheriff ’s Lt. Manuel 
Deleon, said no other information 
would be released by the county.

California Highway Patrol 
spokespersons at the Border Di-
vision in San Diego and the El 
Centro station did not provide the 
cities of residence or countries of 
origin by Tuesday night, March 9.

Ten of the deceased were Mexi-
can nationals, according to infor-
mation released March 3 by the 
Mexican consul in Calexico, with 
the remaining three hailing from 
Guatemala. Repeated calls to the 
consulate on Monday for further 
information and the possibility of 
assisting matching names to cities 
or countries of origin were not re-
turned by late Tuesday.

The 13 who died were part of 
a group of 25 undocumented im-
migrants inside a Ford Expedi-
tion when it was struck by a trac-
tor-trailer rig shortly after 6 a.m. 
March 2, when, authorities have 
since confirmed, the Expedition 
was one of two sport-utility vehi-
cles that came through a 10-foot 

breach of the border fence east of 
Calexico not long before the col-
lision. The case is an ongoing hu-
man-smuggling investigation.

On Monday evening, Rudy 
Dominguez, the brother of acci-
dent survivor Verlyn Cardona, 
who is the mother of the late Yes-
enia Cardona, said that his sister 
told him the SUV she and her 
daughter were in was one of three 
vehicles that came through the 
breach on March 2.

Unconfirmed reports were that 
possibly more than three vehicles 
entered through the downed sec-
tion of fence, which Border Patrol 
stated was near the Gordon’s Well 
exit/Schneider’s Bridge area just 
off Interstate 8 about 30 miles east 
of the Highway 115/Interstate 8 
interchange.

Both scenarios were asked of 
El Centro Sector officials, but U.S. 
Customs and Border Protection 
media relations for the Yuma and 

El Centro areas stated in an email 
on March 9 that there would be no 
further comment on the border 
incursions of March 2.

Meanwhile, this newspaper has 
asked Highway Patrol repeatedly 
who the driver of the Expedition 
was, as evidence suggests Jairo 
Dueñas could have been the driv-
er, but it has not been confirmed 
by authorities. Highway Patrol has 
maintained, after initially stating 
the driver was a 22-year-old from 
Mexicali, that the driver is actually 
age 28. El Centro’s PIO confirmed 
that age again on Monday evening.

The only 28-year-old person 
in the SUV was Jairo Dueñas, ac-
cording to the ages and names so 
far released by the county and the 
Highway Patrol.

Of the deceased, 12 died at the 
scene and one succumbed to their 
injuries at El Centro Regional 
Medical Center. The remaining 
12 passengers were transported, 

either by ground ambulance or 
helicopter, to hospitals in El Cen-
tro, Brawley, San Diego, and Palm 
Springs.

On March 4, the identities of 
the injured and their conditions 
at the time of the accident were 
released by Highway Patrol, but as 
of March 8, PIOs had no updated 
information.

Identified as being transported 
to University of San Diego Med-
ical Center in San Diego from 
ECRMC with major injuries 
were Rene Zelando, a 30-year-old 
male from Nayarit, Mexico; Ber-
ti Orozco, a 21-year-old female 
from Guatemala City, Guatemala; 
33-year-old Zeterina Mendoza, a 
woman from Guerrero, Mexico; 
and 44-year-old Camilio Rodri-
guez, a man from Santa Maria Del 
Oro, Mexico.

CRASH
From page 1

CONTINUE READING AT 
HOLTVILLETRIBUNE.COM


	HT_031121_P1
	HT_031121_P2
	HT_031121_P3
	HT_031121_P4
	HT_031121_P5
	HT_031121_P6
	HT_031121_P7
	HT_031121_P8

