
October 30, 2007  

 

Schools reopen, helping students cope, recover 
County finds comfort in getting back to class  
 

By Chris Moran, Blanca Gonzalez, and Leonel Sanchez ~ UNION-TRIBUNE STAFF WRITERS  

 
It looked like the first day of school at Westwood Elementary in Rancho 

Bernardo yesterday, only more somber.  

A big, colorful sign on the school fence greeted the returning families: 

―Welcome Back Westwood. We Love RB – Thank You Fire Fighters, Police, 

Armed Forces.‖ 

Parents escorted nearly all the children to campus, which is the norm at 
Westwood. But masks to protect against foul air aren't. Nor is a student 

showing up without a backpack, without a lunch, without anything. 

An estimated 50 Westwood families lost all their possessions last week in a 

fire that wrought its most spectacular property destruction within walking 
distance of the school. 

The tight-knit school community had already banded together to supply 100 

fully stocked backpacks for any student who needed one. 

After dropping off their children, dozens of parents accepted Principal Mike 

Mosgrove's invitation to coffee and doughnuts – and counseling and other 
services if needed – in the school's multipurpose room. 

Kim Santos, a mother of four whose home was not destroyed, said spending 
time with her neighbors is good therapy.   

―I stop, I talk, I cry. . . . I stop, I talk, I cry, that's my counseling,‖ Santos said 
as she chased after her toddler. 

About 300 homes in Rancho Bernardo and the rest of the Poway 
Unified School District were lost in the fires, including 20 belonging to 

teachers and staff members. But the schools were among the first to 
reopen after a week in which the county's public schools were shut 

down. 

Of the county's 42 public school districts, 23 held classes yesterday. 

Students in most other districts return today. By tomorrow, nearly all 
of the county's half-million students in kindergarten to 12th grade 

should be back in class. 

Megan Harshman, 16, a Rancho Bernardo High junior, said most 
students were glad to return to campus yesterday.  ―It's nice to be 
able to see everyone and hug each other . . . just to see people,‖ 

Megan said.  

About 100 students and three staff members at the school lost their 
homes last week.   
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Summer Corey had her children 

Jared, 4, and Landon, 21 months, 

wear masks as she dropped off 

another one of her children  

yesterday at Westwood 

Elementary School in Rancho 

Bernardo. 
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Principal Mike Mosgrove of Westwood Elementary 
in Rancho Bernardo talked to parents Jennifer 
Behling (left) and Megan Brockbank yesterday, 
the first day of classes at the school since last 

week's fires. 



One of them is sophomore Kari Afshari, 15. She said she didn't feel emotionally ready to return to school but did so 

because she wanted to see her close friends, including her boyfriend, junior Chris Kutner, 16, who also lost his home. 

―It's very surreal to be back,‖ Chris said. ―The teachers were great. We spent a lot of time talking. They want to help the 
kids get through this.‖ 

So do the folks at Granite Hills High in El Cajon. Rachel Valenzuela, 24, a Granite Hills English teacher, said she 
remembers feeling ―helpless‖ four years ago when she was a student at the University of California San Diego during the 

Cedar fire. 

She organized a fundraiser then and decided to do so again, calling on her school community to give to Rancho Bernardo 
High fire victims. 

―(Granite Hills High students) have a lot of connection to this because of the Cedar fire and they feel they want to do 
something. They understand how devastating it is for an entire community,‖ Valenzuela said. 

More than 100 students who attended Granite Hills lost their homes in the 2003 Cedar fire.  The mood at the school was 

―really chill‖ yesterday, senior Stacy Wilkins said. ―Everyone (was) hugging and asking if you're OK.‖ 

―Most were happy to be back at school,‖ Valenzuela said. ―They had questions like whether they're going to have to 

make up the work they missed and what's going to happen to homecoming, which was canceled last week because of 
the fires.‖ 

In the Poway district, Westview High Principal Dawn Kastner got a call at her Rancho Bernardo home at 4 a.m. last 
Monday that she needed to open her Rancho Peñasquitos campus to evacuees. 

She asked if she had time to shower and was told no.  ―They said you need to leave right now,‖ Kastner said, because 

officials needed to make the Reverse 911 calls and the shelter had to be open to accept evacuees. 

She grabbed some clothes and her makeup bag; her house was ashes and debris the next time she saw it. 

―People have been incredible,‖ Kastner said as classes started again yesterday. ―Several kids came up to hug me today.‖ 

Local campus closings were more extensive than in 2003. 

State Superintendent of Public Instruction Jack O'Connell has already indicated that schools won't have to make up the 
days to collect state funding based on daily attendance, so the fires aren't likely to extend anyone's school year. 

Yesterday, the schools in session restricted physical activity because of air quality. 

Chula Vista fourth-graders chatting happily about being back in school showed off a new vocabulary word: evacuation. 

They were among the 27,000 students in the Chula Vista Elementary School District back in school yesterday. The 

students wrote thank-you notes to the city's police officers and firefighters. They called them heroes and thanked them 
for saving their homes. 

Virginia Loh, a teacher at Liberty Elementary School, has her third-graders write every day, and she was as persistent as 

ever in marking punctuation, spelling and grammar errors with her brown pen. 

But she could see the undercurrent of anxiety in the thank-you notes. One of her students wrote, ―I can still smell smoke. 

I wonder if any other neighborhoods are safe or evacuated.‖ Another wrote, ―I know when the fire gets on me to stop, 
drop and roll.‖ 

Liberty sixth-grade teacher Dawn Navarro started the day by talking with her students before she moved on to 

textbooks. 

But the fire spread to the ensuing math lesson. When Navarro had her students open their books to the chapter on 

percentages, a girl started the lesson by mumbling, ―5 percent contained.‖ 
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Students back in class, return to routines, normalcy 
 
By Kathy Fairbanks 

 
Calling Monday a day to ―rebuild the social fabric of our community,‖ Poway 
Unified School District Superintendent Don Phillips said the first day back to 
school following the devastation of the Witch Creek fire saw low absentee rates 
from both students and staff members.  

He said counselors and members of the district’s Crisis Team were out in force 
at the schools most impacted — Westwood and Chaparral elementaries, 
Bernardo Heights and Twin Peaks middle, and Rancho Bernardo and Poway 
high schools — by the fire.  

―Monday was about compassion and understanding,‖ Phillips said Tuesday, 
adding that the low absentee rate is a sign that people have a desire for things 
to get back to normal.  

Following a week that saw the district mobilize its transportation and food service departments for emergency services, it was 
back to business for PUSD and its 33,000 students.  Part of that business was helping students, parents and even staff 
members cope with losses from the wildfires.  

According to Executive Director of Student Support Services, Elaine Cofrancesco, the district worked with counselors over the 
weekend to help them gather ideas for teachers to use to help their students cope with losses, fears and other feelings.  
―Usually, a crisis occurs at one school, this was a first for us to have every school affected,‖ she said, adding that the Crisis 
Team is comprised of psychologists, counselors and nurses.  PUSD counselor Sheri Arnold said: ―We all heard wonderful stories 
(from the schools on Monday) that communities are supporting (victims’) basic needs. That was very strong at Westwood 
(Elementary).‖  

Phillips said in addition to counselors being on hand at the schools, parents shared stories and sometimes tears, especially at 
Westwood, where 40 to 50 students lost homes in the fire.  In all, there are just under 300 students and 20 staff members 
throughout PUSD who lost their homes, Phillips said.  

To help those students, and all the students who faced the fear of losing their homes, teachers on Monday encouraged students 
to share their feelings either through drawings, writing, discussions or art projects, Arnold said.  ―Sometimes in children, it could 
be a couple weeks or months before they have reactions. That’s not unexpected or abnormal,‖ she added.  

Westwood Principal Mike Mosgrove said getting back to school is important for children to ―re-establish some normalcy in a 
place that is central to the community.‖  Counselors will be ready to help children in the months to come, he said. Meanwhile, 
the school and PTA organized a trick or treating event on Halloween for students.  

In addition, Mosgrove is coordinating relief with several community organizations, such as Scouts, the Westwood Community 
Center, the school’s foundation and PTA so as not to overlap efforts.  ―We’re trying to reach out to folks and have things 
available when they need them,‖ he said.  ―It’s been challenging, but we’re happy to have the doors open again and have 

teachers doing what they do best,‖ Mosgrove said.  

At Chaparral, the Kids Korps has stepped in to organize a ―picture drive.‖  Organizer Sue Sullivan said parents are encouraged to 
search through their pictures for photos of children who lost homes in the fire.  There will be envelopes in the school office with 
students’ names where photos can be placed, she explained.  About 30 children from Chaparral lost homes in the fires.  ―What 
people are going to miss are the things they can’t replace,‖ said Sullivan.  

In addition, both Westwood and Chaparral PTAs have donated new school supplies to fire victims, along with water and snacks 
for those who need it.  Meanwhile, the district has been fielding offers of help from across the country, Phillips said. A school in 
the Midwest has offered to set up a pen pal program, while a school in the Bay Area has offered hands-on help with clean-up 
efforts.  

The district has also set up a fund for donations. Inquires can be sent to chicks@powayusd.com 

 
PUSD worker Art Wolf tackles the clean-up 
at Westview High School on Saturday. 
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Homes lost, they make the best of it at hotel 
 
By Emmet Pierce ~ UNION-TRIBUNE STAFF WRITER  

 
After escaping with little more than their lives from one of the swift-moving wildfires that swept through San Diego 

County, life at the Residence Inn in Carmel Mountain Ranch seems 
surreal to the Kinnick family.  

―This is like some type of nightmarish vacation,‖ said Ben Kinnick. 
―It's bizarre. Everything suddenly changes. I was getting a glass of 

water in my kitchen on Sunday night. Seven hours later I am running 

for my life. Our home burned to the ground.‖  

Kinnick, a government fraud investigator, is staying at the hotel on 

Rancho Carmel Drive with his wife, Debbie, and their children Taylor, 
13, and Zachary, 8. Living in a two-bedroom suite with a small 

kitchen, they're making the best of it. They hope to move soon to a 

rental home near their charred Rancho Bernardo neighborhood. 

The Residence Inns at Carmel Mountain and Sorrento Valley together 
have 20 to 25 displaced households with reservations that vary from 

two weeks to two months, officials said. 

Ray Warren, area manager for Marriott, which owns Residence Inn, 

said there are reduced rates for long-term guests, but he knew of no special discounts for fire victims. 

Robert Pinnegar, executive director of the San Diego County Apartment Association, said there are several extended-stay 
hotel chains operating in the county, including Residence Inn, US Suites, and Extended Stay America, which owns 

Homestead Suites. 

At local Extended Stay hotels, ―we have about 30 or so evacuees,‖ in the San Diego area, said Tim Groves, executive vice 

president of sales marketing. ―A lot of people have gone back. Some insurance adjusters and folks from the Red Cross 
are staying with us.‖ 

Groves said there were no special rates for fire victims. 

At the Residence Inn, the Kinnicks are connecting with neighbors who also came to the hotel, exchanging information in 
the dining hall, and making plans for the future. 

―A friend is looking over our policy to help us understand it, before we meet with our adjusters,‖ Ben Kinnick said. 

The family is trying to keep life as normal as possible, he said. Their hotel room is small but uncluttered, since the 
Kinnicks had little time to rescue possessions. Zachary showed off a new skateboard he received to replace the one he 

lost in the fire.  ―I feel sad that we lost our house,‖ the boy said. Four of his classmates are staying at the same hotel, so 
he has friends to play with.  

Living in a hotel ―is hard, that's for sure,‖ Taylor said. ―You have to take it like it is.‖ 

One of the Kinnicks' neighbors at the hotel is Dawn Kastner, principal of Westview High in Rancho Peñasquitos. Like the 
Kinnicks, she lost her Rancho Bernardo home to the fire. After spending several nights with relatives in downtown San 

Diego, she moved into the hotel with her husband, Steven, to be closer to work. 

―It hasn't all been bad,‖ she said. ―I keep thinking maybe I am in some kind of shock and I am going to wake up and be 

sad.‖ 
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Ben and Debbie Kinnick, whose home was 
destroyed by fire, watched their sons play in the 

parking lot of the Residence Inn in Carmel 
Mountain Ranch. 



Also at the hotel are the Kinnicks' next-door neighbors from Lancashire Way, Maggie and Rob Zakoor and their children 

Mackenzie, 12, Andrew, 9, and Alex, 3. Like the Kinnicks, they lost their home to the fire. 

In the Zakoors' tiny one-bedroom suite, Alex occupied himself by playing with a toy train. Mackenzie displayed a stuffed 
animal that smelled of smoke. It's precious to her because it was one of the only keepsakes she saved from the fire. 

Andrew has no toys from home. 

―I saved a jacket, a pair of jeans and myself,‖ he said. 

At the hotel, ―neighbors are connecting with people that they know,‖ Maggie Zakoor said. ―There are two families from 

my son's class. I think the spirit is good.‖ 

Many guests have pets in their rooms, she noted. One guest set up a small tent on her patio for her dog. ―There are tons 

of dogs all over the place, but they have been keeping them quiet.‖ 

The Zakoors are looking for a long-term rental home. High prices have made it hard to find one, however. Maggie Zakoor 
said rental rates have soared in the Rancho Bernardo area since the fire, despite state anti-gouging laws. 

For Ben Kinnick, the loss of his home and possessions slowly is sinking in. On Tuesday night he realized that he and his 
wife had left behind the video of their wedding. 

―You don't sleep that well,‖ he said. ―That is when you start to think about everything you have lost.‖ 

Kastner remained upbeat. 

―We are sort of rolling with it,‖ she said. ―It's sort of like a vacation we had not planned. We have gotten so many offers 
of help and hugs and gifts. You can't imagine the outpouring of support.‖ 
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RB, Poway move into recovery mode 

By Elizabeth Marie Himchak 

Those who lost their homes are finding a multitude of services at the Rancho Bernardo-Glassman Recreation Center.  

The recreation center at 18448 W. Bernardo Drive has been transformed into a local assistance center for residents from 

Rancho Bernardo, Poway, Escondido and other nearby communities.  

As of Sunday, more than 1,350 fire survivors have been assisted with: applying for financial aid; getting their utilities 

turned off; applying for replacement driver’s licenses; having their mail delivery redirected; speaking with their insurance 

company representatives and receiving medical care.  

They have also been receiving cleaning supplies, clothing, food and emotional support.  

The ―one-stop shop‖ is a replica of the one City Councilman Brian Maienschein established four years ago in Scripps 

Ranch to help those who lost their homes in the Cedar fire.  

―It has the same floor plan that we had in Scripps Ranch,‖ Maienschein said. ―It was so successful (there) that we 

imitated it here.  

Maienschein said he was pleased with the response.  

―Some people will make one trip here, but most will have to make a couple of trips here,‖ Maienschein said. ―We’re 

helping guide them through the (recovery) process.‖  

―This is for everyone impacted by the fires,‖ said Debra Fischle-Faulk, director of the local assistance center in Rancho 

Bernardo. ―They don’t have to be completely burned out.‖  

More than 40 city, county, state and federal agencies have booths inside the gymnasium while 18 more mobile units 

featuring insurance companies, the American Red Cross and free phone and Internet access are located in the recreation 

center’s parking lot.  

There is also free on-site childcare so parents can go to each booth in the center and handle their business 

unaccompanied by their children.  

In addition, Maienschein established a donation and pick-up area in the Casa de las Campanas parking lot across the 

street from the recreation center. Among the items donated and distributed are cleaning supplies, clothing, food, bottled 

water, toys and personal hygiene items.  

The Rancho Bernardo Library’s second-floor, 17110 Bernardo Center Drive, has become the local assistance center 

annex, with additional resources, including religious counselors, financial institutions and relaxation techniques offered.  

The hours for all sites are 7 a.m. to 8 p.m. weekdays, 8 a.m. to 4 p.m. Saturdays and 9 a.m. to 2 p.m. Sundays.  

The center’s staffing and hours will remain for at least the next two weeks and be periodically reevaluated and adjusted 

thereafter, Fischle-Faulk said.  



One of the first stops everyone is making is to the FEMA booth, said Michael Raphael, FEMA spokesman, because it has 

assistance programs for individuals, households and businesses.  

Among its assistance programs are those providing money for rent, repairs, replacement and other needs not covered by 

other programs and insurance.  

―We serve the under-insured and the uninsured,‖ Raphael said.  

While data for the Rancho Bernardo center was not available, Raphael said over the past week FEMA received more than 

7,000 applications by Saturday in seven California counties, with $523,961 already approved for distribution.  

So far, the response time from an application being received to money being issued has been less than two days, 

Raphael said.  

After meeting with a FEMA representative, people are also meeting with U.S. Small Business Administration 

representatives, said Phil Duncan, the agency’s communication specialist.  

The SBA provides federal disaster loans to homeowners, renters and businesses of all sizes to cover loss of property — 

including buildings, vehicles and contents — and revenue.  

Of the 600 applications received, Duncan said 170 applications already had been reviewed by Sunday and he knew of at 

least one Rancho Bernardo resident who received $86,000 for the loss of a home.  

Duncan said based on individual financial situations, the loans have a repayment schedule of up to 30 years.  

He also said businesses not destroyed but impacted, such as a dry cleaner who has now lost its customer base, can also 

apply for financial assistance through the SBA.  

The American Red Cross established shelters within the first two hours of the emergency said John Degnan, external 

affairs liaison for the organization’s rapid response team.  

Now that most people are returning home from the evacuation centers, Degnan said the American Red Cross is providing 

other services at the Rancho Bernardo location, such as distributing bulk cleaning and personal goods and establishing 

relationships with people.  

―We have individual case workers that meet with the (survivors) to come up with a plan to get themselves back on 

track,‖ Degnan said.  

According to Degnan, a case worker will follow-up with those registered for as long as needed — years in some cases — 

until they have recovered.  

In addition to making sure basic needs are met, such as housing and food, mental health professionals are also available 

to help with the emotional recovery process, Degnan said.  

―This is all free to everybody,‖ Degnan said. ―There’s no difference if they are millionaires or (not).‖  

A wide variety of other groups and businesses are also available to help at the RB site.  

For example, Scripps Health has a medical unit outside the recreation center.  



June Koman, Scripps Health senior vice president, said doctors and nurses are providing free medical assistance for 

various problems, including breathing difficulties, diabetics in  

need of insulin and treating puncture wounds caused by stepping on nails.  

Scripps is also distributing free dust masks, sunscreen, hand sanitizer and lip balm.  

To help with communications needs, Verizon established a mobile unit in the recreation center’s parking lot that provides 

free phone calls worldwide and free internet access to everyone, said Jeff Redden, manager of the Verizon business west 

region.  

―We’re not here to sell anything,‖ Redden said, adding displaced Verizon customers were also getting help replacing 

destroyed or lost cell phones and getting their payment schedules adjusted.  

Allstate Insurance is among the nine insurance companies with mobile units in the recreation center’s parking lot, where 

customers can speak in person with a claims representative.  

Bill Mellander, Allstate National Catastrophe Team spokesman, said 15 representatives are on site handling the needs of 

those whose homes were destroyed to those who were only evacuated and have now returned to their homes.  

Mellander said in addition to providing money to cover additional living expenses, agents are also inspecting and 

recording damaged property so the next step of the recovery process can begin.  

―But if there’s clean-up work or temporary repairs that are needed to prevent secondary damage, they should be done 

(before an insurance inspector arrives),‖ Mellander said, who is also giving those who have not sustained losses advice 

on how to inventory their possessions now.  

―(The assistance center) has been very helpful,‖ said Jose Fernandez, who lost his Westwood home to the Witch Creek 

fire. ―I think, overall and under the circumstances ... everyone has been helpful and there are enough agencies here (to 

meet most needs).‖  
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Community rallies around victims 
 

By Pat Kumpan 

 
Several community-based groups are distributing food, clothing and money to help Witch Creek fire families who lost 

homes in Poway and Rancho Bernardo.  

A nonprofit Kids Korps chapter in Sabre Springs, which focuses on teaching kids about civic duties, compiled a collection 

of used clothing for adults and kids, Halloween costumes, toiletries, toasters and other small appliances in Creekside Park 
on Saturday, Oct. 27.  

Sabre Springs resident Susan Wintersteen coordinated what she deemed a ―phenomenal two-day effort‖ that 

demonstrated how a community could rally support for those in need in just a short time.  

Jill Reilly and Trisha Richards also helped to coordinate the community effort, which drew Witch Creek survivors, mostly 

from Ramona, Poway and Rancho Bernardo.  ―We took a risk in taking something like this on so early, but I’m proud of 
the amount of work parents and kids poured into it,‖ Wintersteen said. ―All our volunteers ached inside because of what 

had happened to the fire families.‖  

More than 50 fire survivors were teamed with personal shoppers, adult and kid volunteers, who escorted displaced 

homeowners and renters through a ―free store.‖  

Michelle Wintersteen, a Mt. Carmel High School freshman, said one woman didn’t know where to start because she was 
overwhelmed by the generosity of others.  She spotted a tablecloth similar to one she used to have and Michelle 

encouraged her to take it.  ―We had shampoo, soaps, toasters and lots of jackets, backpacks and costumes for kids,‖ 
Michelle said. ―Excess costumes went to the recovery center in Rancho Bernardo.‖  

The surplus items from the ―free store‖ are now being stored by Helping Hands, a Poway-based nonprofit started by 
Jacki and Jeff Lake.  Barely a week-old, the new group will sponsor the next ―free store‖ starting at 10 a.m. on Saturday, 

Nov. 10 at Mt. Olive Lutheran Church at 14280 Poway Road in Poway.  ―We’ve already received more than $12,000 to 
help fire families,‖ Lake said. ―Our idea is to collect money for displaced families, help with the next distribution and keep 

our efforts local.‖  For details about Helping Hands, call the Lakes at 858-946-8080, or e-mail to jefjaxlake@cox.net  
 

In Rancho Bernardo, residents can donate to the ―Fire Relief Fund‖ through the Westwood Elementary Foundation, which 

is accepting checks and gift cards. Only fire families within Westwood school’s boundary will receive assistance with these 
funds.  Donations can be dropped at the school, located at 17449 Matinal Road, or the Westwood Club at 17394 West 

Bernardo Drive.  

The Poway Rotary Foundation, which raised $130,000 for Cedar fire survivors in 2003, is again vowing to financially 
assist Poway homeowners who lost their homes in the recent fires, according to Rotarian David Narevsky, also a city of 

Poway employee.  Many local groups are giving donations through Rotary, which has begun handing out initial checks for 

immediate needs, Narevsky said.  ―So far, $19,460 has been donated to these families and more donations are coming in 
daily,‖ he said.  

Rotary will be working with the city of Poway CARE team, which was formed to provide individualized service to recent 

firestorm families, and San Diego National Bank, which is accepting the donations.  Donations are tax-deductible and can 
be accepted in several ways, Narevsky said.  

Checks should be made payable to Poway Rotary Foundation - Fire. Deposits can be made in the foundation’s account at 
the bank, 13395 Poway Road, or at any San Diego National Bank affiliate; mailed to the Poway Rotary Foundation at P.O. 

Box 184, Poway, CA 92074; or placed in an envelope marked ―Poway Fire Victims‖ and dropped at Poway City Hall, 
13325 Civic Center Drive, or in the overnight drop box in the City Hall parking lot.  

Meanwhile, the Poway Unified School District has established the PUSD Fire Victim’s Relief Fund. For more details about 
the PUSD fund, call Cindy Hicks at 858-229-7344, or e-mail her at chicks@powayusd.com  



November 1, 2007 

 

Alert system works through cell phones, e-mails 
 
By Jose Lopez 

 
County officials have unveiled a new system that will let residents from any ZIP code in the region get important 

notifications — such as evacuation notices — through cell phones or e-mails.  

Officials say the system, dubbed AlertSanDiego, will expand on the capabilities of the phone-based notification systems 

that helped evacuate more than 500,000 people from their homes during the firestorms.  

Linda Miller, spokeswoman for the County Office of Emergency Services, said the new system is an improved technology. 
It is Web-based, which means it does not require equipment that can be vulnerable during a widespread disaster.  

The system also allows cities to record notifications quicker, without having to go through the San Diego County Sheriff’s 
Office.  

Miller said the system was about to be launched when the wild fires broke out. ―We were finishing up testing about two 

weeks before the fire,‖ Miller said. ―We were starting to tell people about it when the fires hit.‖  

The county is urging people throughout the county to register their phone numbers at http://www.alertsandiego.org. 

Registration takes up to 24 hours to become active.  

At least two automatic telephone messaging systems were used during the fires.  One was operated by the county of San 
Diego, and the other by the city of San Diego, which operates the ―Reverse 9-1-1‖ system.  Both automatically call 

landline phones, accessing even restricted numbers.  

While local officials have lauded the systems as tools that helped them evacuate such a large number of people in an 

efficient manner, there have been complaints about the system’s performance.  

Specifically, numerous Rancho Bernardo residents who were evacuated from the most heavily damaged areas of the 

community have said that they did not receive the emergency calls.  

They have said that it wasn’t a recorded phone call — but a knock on the door, the strong smell of fire or the sight of 
flames — that spurred their evacuation.  

Others reported receiving a call on their answering machine Monday morning, well after they had left their homes.  

The issue also came up during a town hall meeting Mayor Jerry Sanders held Monday in Rancho Bernardo (See related 
story on this page.)  Sanders apologized to the audience for them having to evacuated without adequate warning.  

Miller, meanwhile, said a review of the system will be conducted.  

―After every emergency we do a review to see what worked and what needs to be worked on,‖ she said. ―It’s common 
practice.‖  

According to Holly Crawford, another OES spokeswoman, the calls are one of several tools that officials will use during 
evacuations.  

She said the county called about 358,000 residents during the firestorms.  

The system’s calls reached 1,645 people in 4S Ranch, 14,275 in Poway and at the request of the city of San Diego, the 
county also called homes in RB and other areas of San Diego.  
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Photographers offer free portraits to fire victims who lost homes 

 
By: STACY BRANDT - Staff Writer  

NORTH COUNTY -- Professional photographers throughout San Diego County are uniting to serve people who lost their 
homes in last week's fires, a representative of the group said last week. 

 
So far, 25 photographers have volunteered their services to take new family portraits for fire victims as part of the effort, 

dubbed Project Heirloom.  

Melissa Schwartz, a San Diego-based photographer, decided to start the project last week in response to the destruction 

across the county. 
 

"On Monday morning, when I woke up and saw what was going on, my heart went out," she said. "I thought, 'What can 
I do with putting my craft to work?' " 

 
Schwartz contacted other participants through a worldwide professional network of wedding and portrait photographers. 

 
In addition to the photographers who have agreed to help out, Schwartz convinced a company to host a Web site for the 

effort, www.projectheirloom.com. 

 
People who lost their home in last week's fires can go to the Web site to select a photographer and get contact 

information. The offer will be good for about a year, Schwartz said. 
 

All of the families will at least receive an 11-by-14-inch print from the session. Many photographers also will give families 
digital copies of the pictures, though exactly what each donates will be up to the individual, Schwartz said. 

 
Eventually, Schwartz said she would like to see the pictures put into a book that could be sold to raise money for the 

families. 

 
Because the fires destroyed more than 1,000 homes, Schwartz said she's hoping to round up more professional 

photographers to help take pictures of the families. Ideally, she said she would like to get 50 or 100 photographers 
involved. 

 
Michelle Zuniga, an Oceanside-based photographer, has also donated her services, independently of Project Heirloom. 

 
Zuniga decided to offer free family pictures after hearing about families in Fallbrook who lost everything in the fires, 

including all of their photo albums. 

 
She said she was reminded how valuable pictures can be when she thought she was going to evacuate her home. 

 
"The first thing I did was pack all of my photo albums in my car," she said. "I think of all of the photos and memories 

that they lost, and it kills me." 
 

After Leo and Juliette Pastor's Rancho Bernardo home was destroyed last month, one of the things they most regret 
losing was their wedding photo album, said their son, Marc Pastor. 

 

Zuniga said she thought new family photographs would remind people that, although their house may be gone, they still 
have their family and memories. 
 
"I know I can't bring back to them what they lost," she said, "but I can help create new memories." 

 
Anyone who lost their home in last month's fires can contact Zuniga at michellezunigaphotos@cox.com or (760) 815-

8637. 
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Students donate to others in need 
 
By Blanca Gonzalez and Leonel Sanchez ~ UNION-TRIBUNE STAFF WRITERS  

 
 ―Just imagine how you'd feel to have your entire wardrobe disappear,‖ freshman Cindy Bush wrote in a flier for ―The 

Shirt off My Back‖ campaign sponsored by the Key Club at Mt. Carmel High School.  Cindy and other students around the 

county are doing what they can to help kids who lost homes and possessions in last week's wildfires. 

Some are coordinating food drives or collecting gift cards; others are holding bake sales or selling lemonade. 

―The students want to help because they know what it feels like,‖ said Cheyenne Fain, student council president at 
Lakeside Farms Elementary School. Several Lakeside students lost their homes in the Cedar fire four years ago.  

Cheyenne and other student leaders urged their peers to collect more Halloween candy than usual to share with Ramona 
students. Students also plan to collect gift cards for fire victims at their carnival next Saturday. 

At Mt. Carmel in Rancho Peñasquitos, Cindy asked classmates to donate a favorite shirt, sweat shirt or hat to fellow teens 
whose clothes and possessions are gone.  She said the point is to offer teens clothing they might have bought for 

themselves. In the 2003 Cedar fires, she and her older sister helped organize Red Cross donations and saw there were 
not many clothes that are popular with teens. 

At San Pasqual High School in Escondido, senior class president Lauren Olson is a victim and a helper. Her family's home 

burned along with other houses on Highland Valley Road in San Pasqual Valley. 

―It's kind of surreal being on both sides now,‖ said Lauren, who is organizing a peer counseling group where kids can 

meet to talk. 

In South County, Sweetwater Union High School District students are collecting school supplies, toiletries and canned 

food. At Southwest High School, they're holding a toy drive for families with children. And San Ysidro High School 
students are collecting supplies to benefit animals. 

Students in Rancho Bernardo High School's special needs class donated money they earned through recycling cans to the 

fire victims fund. Mesa Verde Middle School students in Rancho Peñasquitos plan to do the same. 

At Westview High in Rancho Peñasquitos, senior Jonathan Palinkas is coordinating the Associated Student Body's gift card 

donation drive. ―We just want to give kids the opportunity to help now and a gift card from Target, Wal-Mart, restaurants 
or from a shopping mall that can be used immediately,‖ Jonathan said.  ―Our high school is part of the Poway Unified 

community, and we want to show people who were affected (by the fires) that we care about them,‖ Jonathan said. 
About 300 families and 20 staff members in Poway Unified lost homes in the Witch Creek fire. 

About 50 students at Steele Canyon High School in East County lost homes in the Harris fire and several, including 
Jessica Krips, had close calls.  ―We're raising money and are just letting them know someone is there for them,‖ Jessica 

said. 

Student clubs at Orange Glen High School in Escondido yesterday held their annual Fall Fair. This year, several clubs 
decided to donate proceeds to fire relief efforts. 

Some students like Caroline Merkin and Maddie Bryan, fifth-graders at Jerabek Elementary School in San Diego's Scripps 
Ranch, are raising money inside and outside the school. The girls set up a lemonade stand outside Caroline's house last 
weekend that raised $65 for fire victims at Ramona schools. 

Both remember the help their families received when their homes burned down during the 2003 Cedar fire.  ―I thought 

we should give something back because people gave something to us,‖ said Caroline, whose school is also collecting gift 
cards and held a bake sale for Ramona students. 
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Students, Staff Suffer Wildfires’ 

Aftermath  

Bobbie Davis looks over the remains of her house, which burned during the 
Witch Creek fire in Rancho Bernardo, Calif. She works at Westwood 
Elementary School in the Poway Unified School District, where about 20 
staff members lost their homes. Photos by Sandy Huffaker for Education 
Week  

 
By Linda Jacobson Poway, Calif.  

Andrea Barraugh’s 5th graders at Westwood Elementary School had been studying in recent weeks about the chemical 

reaction that occurs when paper burns.  

Now, some two weeks after wildfires struck parts of this San Diego County community, teachers such as Ms. Barraugh 
are looking for ways to make the disaster relevant to the curriculum, while remaining sensitive to the hundreds of 

students who were personally affected.  

―I think it’s too fresh right now. Some of them drove through flames,‖ Ms. Barraugh said of those whose families were 

forced to flee, adding that she thought about asking her students, who have been studying explorers, to make a map of 
the areas burned by the fire. ―Emotionally, they’re not ready.‖  

More than 300 children and about 20 staff members in the 33,000-student Poway Unified School District lost their homes 
in the Witch fire, one of several that raged though San Diego County and other parts of Southern California in recent 

weeks, forcing hundreds of thousands to evacuate throughout the region at one point.  

About 50 of the Poway children attend Westwood Elementary, which is tucked back in a neighborhood of apartment 
buildings and single-family homes.  

Last week, even as they were keeping an eye on warnings that winds could pick up once again and threaten to spread 
fires that had already been contained, school district employees said they were trying to resume a normal schedule for 

students.  

But after days of staying inside because of smoke and ash in the air—and watching coverage of the fires on TV—some 

children weren’t feeling completely safe.  

―The air quality is fine,‖ Westwood Principal Mike Mosgrove told a staff member on the phone after hearing that some 

children were reluctant to go outside for recess. A multipurpose room was opened so they could play inside.  

Staying Closed  

At the height of the fires, more than 300 schools were closed and instruction disrupted in some way for roughly 1.2 

million students throughout Southern California. As of last week, most of those students were back in school. The 
exceptions were a few locations where schools themselves were damaged.  

According to Jim Esterbrooks, a spokesman for the San Diego County Office of Education, damage to school facilities was 
―incredibly limited.‖ Of the 42 school districts in the county, only Mountain Empire Unified, a district of 1,700 students, 

kept some students home. Those pupils were from Potrero Elementary School, where repairs were needed in the one 
preschool classroom and two elementary classrooms that were damaged.  

 

Bobbie Davis looks over the remains of her home. More than 300 
children and about 20 staff members in the Poway Unified School 
District lost their homes.  

—Sandy Huffaker for Education Week  

 

 

 

 



The additional time off would give those families ―an extra week to get their lives back together,‖ said Charlene 

Bradbury, an administrative assistant to the superintendent of the Mountain Empire district.  

The 5,700-student Rim of the World Unified School District, which was affected by a fire at Lake Arrowhead in San 

Bernardino County, also remained closed last week. While no schools were damaged, the sites were being thoroughly 
cleaned and inspected.  

Roaring flames weren’t the only cause of damage to schools. In Riverside County, east of Los Angeles, winds blew so 
hard that they caused sandstorms, leading to sand piling up inside schools.  

―There were just inches of sand in the doorways,‖ said Kathy Brooks, a secretary at the central office of the 9,000-
student San Jacinto Unified School District. ―The computers were full of dirt and dust.‖  

Long-Term Effects  

Here in the 34-school Poway district, schools have been serving as resource centers for families whose homes were 
destroyed or who are still displaced because of smoke or water damage to their homes. At the most-affected schools, 

counselors were dispatched to be available for students, parents, and teachers who needed to talk to someone about 
their concerns.  

―One of the things to look for is not necessarily the short-term affect,‖ Mr. Mosgrove said. He noted that emotional or 
academic problems among children who lost homes could become more noticeable as the holiday season approaches.  

At the elementary level, California doesn’t provide state money for all schools to have counselors, leaving districts to rely 
on grants and local school funds to pay for those positions.  

To Fran Hjalmarson, an elementary counselor and part of the Poway district’s crisis response team, that’s a policy issue 

that becomes more critical when something like the devastating fires occurs. Middle and high schools have regular 
counselors on staff, as do the district’s elementary schools that receive federal Title I aid for disadvantaged students.  

In contrast, Westwood Elementary’s counselor, for example, also works at three other schools during the week.  

―How effective is that?‖ Ms. Hjalmarson said.  

At newly renovated Poway High School, which sits across the street from burned-out lots and an ecological reserve that 
is now brown and barren because of the fires, teachers and students were feeling the stress of a lost week of instruction 

time.  

―The [Advanced Placement] tests are still the same date,‖ said Sammy Kassira, a senior at the 3,000-student school. She 

added that students really couldn’t use the time away from class to get ahead on their studying. ―When you’re watching 

the news,‖ she said, ―you can’t really do math homework.‖  

In her psychology class, Ms. Kassira said the topic led to a discussion about the different ways people respond to a crisis, 

even using humor to cope.  

English teacher April Sullivan said she was looking for shorter books to teach the same standards that she planned to 

cover with longer texts. And she was still trying to give students in her five classes a chance to talk about the fires.  

At Poway High, there was also a sense of pride last week that the school had served as a staging area for firefighters and 

law-enforcement officials. Food-service workers came in to cook for them, and wrestling mats were used for short naps.  

The district saw its way through these latest fires in part through the lessons learned exactly four years ago, when the 

Cedar fire swept through San Diego County’s Scripps Ranch community and hundreds of houses were lost.  

Then, schools had individual calling and e-mail systems to keep parents informed. Now, employees and parents are 
raving about a districtwide program called Connect-ED, which can send an emergency message to as many as six 

different phone numbers.  

People throughout San Diego County also talk about how quickly members of the education community helped students 

and fellow teachers through the crisis.  

While families were housed at Qualcomm Stadium in San Diego, Emily Longerbone, a special education teacher at Serra 

High School in the 133,000-student San Diego Unified district, helped coordinate education activities for preschoolers and 
school-age children.  

By the time the evacuees were leaving the stadium on Oct. 26, more than 500 members of the San Diego Education 

Association had volunteered their time at a makeshift school in one of Qualcomm’s large hallways. From making paper 
pumpkins and  

spiders to doing activities with a parachute in the parking lot, teachers kept children busy while their parents waited to 
return home or make other arrangements.  



―Whatever people’s talents were, we put them to use,‖ Ms. Longerbone said. ―We started off with four coloring books 

and couple of crayons.‖  

But local companies donated books, crayons, paper, and other arts and crafts materials, and by the time schools were 

reopening, piles of school supplies were coming from as far as Florida, with plenty to restock the classrooms lost in the 
Mountain Empire district, Ms. Longerbone said.  

For Poway Superintendent Don Phillips, the recent experience shows how much schools are a part of the social fabric of 
the community.  

―We played a part in the emergency, but we also played a part in the response,‖ he said. ―That social fabric did well, but 
it got tested.‖  
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District officials say evacuation shelters hit schools hard 
economically 

 
By: SHAYNA CHABNER - Staff Writer  

NORTH COUNTY --- Even as school maintenance crews were putting down their brooms, high-powered hoses and rags 

last week after cleaning up their campuses for the return of students, district officials were trying to gauge the economic 
fallout from the fires that scorched much of the county. 

 
North County schools emerged from the Santa Ana-whipped blazes relatively unscathed, with reports of little fire 

damage. On the other hand, North County officials said last week that their school districts could suffer financially more 

this year than from the 2003 Cedar and Paradise fires that razed much of the county.  

Here's why: 
 

- School officials said more ash -- as well as wind-ripped trees and debris -- blanketed campuses, the result of stronger 
Santa Ana winds that carried ash farther and faster than four years ago. 

 

- There were more campus evacuation centers set up for the hundreds of thousands of people fleeing the fires than in 
2003. Last month, 640,000 people fled their homes, compared with about 50,000 people four years ago, according to 

figures provided last week by county emergency officials. 
 

The costs of running the centers added up quickly, district officials said. 
 

"We used a lot of our school and district supplies for our evacuation center," said Lou Obermeyer, superintendent of the 
Valley Center-Pauma Unified School District, referring to a center set up at Valley Center High School. "We used food 

supplies, cleaning materials and made meals for 6,000 people." 

 
Obermeyer said the shelter also received animals and extra cars and motor homes that were parked on the school's 

football field throughout the week. The site was one of about a dozen shelters run at schools in North County as the fires 
raged. 

 
"It's going to take some time to go through and really be able to sort through the kinds of things that we pulled out of 

stock rooms and storerooms ... and assess the (financial) impact," Obermeyer said. 
 

- And, finally, unlike in 2003, some school districts provided evacuees with bus transportation. School buses were used 

both to move evacuees to new centers and to help the National Guard transfer nearly 100 seniors from the overcrowded 
shelter at the Del Mar Fairgrounds to nine different facilities in Orange County. 

 
In North County, for example, the Poway Unified School District freed up its buses to evacuate patients from Pomerado 

Hospital, the hospital's skilled-nursing facility and several nearby senior care facilities, said Tim Purvis, the district's 
director of transportation. 

 
Local officials said it will take time to figure out exactly how much the fires cost school districts. 

 

"There could be a lot of other costs that we didn't have last time," said Lora Duzyk, assistant superintendent of business 
services for the San Diego County Office of Education. "I would expect (insurance claims by school districts) to be 
higher." 
 

The county education office will serve as a liaison among school districts, their insurance companies and federal and 
state emergency relief agencies. 

 

Expenses typically covered by insurance companies include overtime hours for employees, the replacement of air-
conditioning filters clogged by ashes, and the restocking of cleaning and food supplies that were depleted, Duzyk said. 



 

After the 2003 Cedar fire, school districts countywide filed a combined $2 million in reimbursement claims with insurance 
companies and the Federal Emergency Management Agency, she said. The Cedar fire burned 273,000 acres, destroyed 

more than 2,200 homes and killed 15 people. 
 

Federal disaster relief agencies and state Office of Emergency Services officials have already said they will share some 
fire-related expenses with school districts, something they did after the 2003 fires as well. 

 
The state Department of Education has said, for example, that it will pay districts millions of dollars schools that 

otherwise would have been lost from campus closures during last month's fires. Districts receive state funds based on 

average daily school attendance. 
 

Not having to make up days at the end of the school year to cover lost attendance money from the week of the fires is a 
relief, district officials said. They were already concerned, they said, about having to dip into general funds to cover some 

fire-related costs. 
 

"There are just so many places where money is lost," said Barry Dragon, assistant superintendent of business services for 
the Escondido High School District. "The ASB (Associated Student Body) and food service loses money, people who do 

fundraisers ... cleaning." 

 
Dragon added that the district isn't expecting to see reimbursement checks anytime soon. In many cases throughout the 

county, it took nearly four years for local districts to receive reimbursements for expenses incurred as a result of the 
2003 fires. 

 
The hope this time around, however, is that it won't take as long to get reimbursed for expenses, said Gina Manusov, 

assistant superintendent of business services for the Escondido Union School District. Many of the districts, she said, are 
more familiar with the reimbursement process and were better prepared to track their expenses. 

 

Having gone through the fires four years ago, districts have a better idea now of how to sift through the reimbursement 
process, said Manusov. 

 
Districts also took actions last week to limit the damage. 

 
Escondido Union's maintenance and facilities director, for example, shut down campus air-conditioning units before the 

flames and ashes floated into Escondido to prevent lots of soot from being sucked into classrooms, Manusov said. 
 

"This is our second time going through it, so (the facilities department) knew exactly what to do," she said. 
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RB group creates coalition to help victims 
 
By Elizabeth Marie Himchak 

  

Several Rancho Bernardo groups that have been helping fire victims have 

joined together in order to not duplicate assistance efforts.  

The Rebuild RB Coalition, created by the Rancho Bernardo Community 

Foundation under the San Diego Foundation, will serve as an umbrella 

organization for those wanting to donate money for long-term recovery 

efforts and be a resource to those needing assistance.  

―In the short term, the coalition will try to provide a central point of 

information and communications for all groups who are interested in raising 

money or in working to rebuild the Rancho Bernardo community,‖ said 

Eileen Haag, coalition spokeswoman.  

―It will (also) be working to provide networking opportunities for those most directly affected by the disastrous fires,‖ 

Haag said.  

―We expect to continue working after the emergency services are gone,‖ Haag added.  

Westwood resident Valerie Brown, who was coordinating her neighborhood’s assistance efforts, has been hired to be the 

coalition’s coordinator and will be working from a donated office space on the second-floor of San Diego National Bank, 

16789 Bernardo Center Drive.  

For this week, Brown can be reached at 858-692-2181.  

A permanent office phone number and office hours will be available next week.  

Heather Dugdale, regional manager for the San Diego Foundation, said the administrative costs — including Brown’s 

stipend — are being funded through an emergency reserve fund the Rancho Bernardo Community Foundation 

established in 1998.  

In addition to managing an information clearinghouse Web site at http://www.rebuildRB.com, the coalition is accepting 

monetary donations (via credit card) to its ―After the Fires‖ fund at http://www.endowRB.org.  

The coalition is also in the process of creating a private, secure networking group so fire victims can communicate with 

each other when navigating the recovery process and have one place to go to for all information.  

The coalition’s founding members include representatives from the San Diego North Chamber of Commerce; Rancho 

Bernardo Community Council; Retired Senior Volunteer Patrol; Neighborhood Watch; the Westwood, Montelena and The 

Trails neighborhoods; and service organizations.  

In other fire recovery related news:  

 
Barbie Shrier, left, and Pat Roth sift 
through the remains at a friendôs 
house in The Trails. 



— The regional Local Assistance Center at the Rancho Bernardo-Glassman Recreation Center, 18448 W. Bernardo Drive, 

and the LAC annex in the Rancho Bernardo Library, 17110 Bernardo Center Drive, have new hours of operation — 8 a.m. 

to 7 p.m. weekdays and 8 a.m. to 4 p.m. Saturdays.  

On Veterans Day — Sunday, Nov. 11, the hours will be 11 a.m. to 2 p.m.  

After Sunday, Nov. 18 — when it is open 10 a.m. to 2 p.m. — the center and annex will only be open Monday through 

Saturday.  

As of Nov. 3, the LAC had served 3,287 people and it is estimated that most fire victims in the area have already used its 

services at least once.  

— The city of San Diego has developed a debris cleanup plan.  

Residents have two options. The first is to join the San Diego Fire Cleanup Program, in which the city has hired a 

contractor to clean up debris and cover all costs not covered by the property owner’s insurance. It will also make sure all 

environmental and construction permits required in demolition have been filed.  

The second option is for property owners to hire their own demolition contractors and to receive disposal fee waiver 

vouchers that assist with the cost of handling debris.  

Residents have until Friday, Nov. 16 to either join the city’s cleanup program or apply for the fee waiver vouchers.  

For more information, go to the Environmental Services booth at the assistance center in Rancho Bernardo, call 858-518-

2776 or go to http://www.sandiego.gov.  
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Groups team up to help out 
 
By Pat Kumpan 

 

Several Poway and Rancho Bernardo community groups — faith-based, Scouts, schools, PTA leaders and others — are 
calling themselves the Community Fire Relief Team.  ―The CFRT is working amazingly well,‖ said organizer and City 

Councilwoman Merrilee Boyack of Poway. ―This has been a great help in avoiding duplication of efforts.‖  

When the local leaders and volunteers met last week, they filled Poway Fire Station No. 3 on Pomerado Road to capacity, 

Boyack said.  The group’s main purpose is simply to help fire families.  More than 50 organizations now have a way to 

coordinate their efforts with one another and a Web site, http://merrileeboyack.com, where they and others can get 

updates.  That site is proving to be helpful to those in both communities, said Phil Harris, a Poway resident and founder 

of Friends and Family Community Connection.  V 

Volunteers he has worked with are assisting fire survivors with clearing the debris from their burned out homes.  He 

won’t rest until the last homeowner gets the help they need. For those who want to place sand bags around burned 

homes to help direct future rains away from the fire-damaged property, that project is just beginning. For details, e-mail 

Harris at philffcc@san.rr.com  

 

Rancho Bernardo now has its own site, http://www.ReBuildRB.com, according to Valerie Brown of RB. Some of the 

information on the Poway site will switch to the RB site.  That RB site has been down temporarily at times, so changes 

can be made and updates included, Brown said.  

―An important factor is having one point of contact for the families rather than the families being stressed by having to 

interact with over 40 groups who want to help them,‖ Boyack said.  

Roger Covalt in Poway already has 23 donations of musical instruments for high school students who lost instruments in 

the fires. He’s hoping that Ramona High School students will also benefit from RB and Poway’s generosity. For details, 

call him at 858-679-1360.  

Both Poway and RB Web CFRT-related Web sites have up-to-the-minute details about how the community can help fire 

families, Brown said.  

Gift cards seem to be the latest request, because they can be used in multiple of ways, said Boyack.  

Children who are missing the comfort of hugging a favorite Teddy bear or would like toys that would replace what was 

damaged in the fires, can get new toys by coming to Santa’s Workshop, from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. on Saturday, Dec. 1 at 

The Community Church of Poway, 13501 Community Road.  

Toys for Tots, the annual Marine Corps reserve program, will also be collecting toys for kids who have lost their homes 

and toys in the process.  

Some of the best advice comes from counselor Edie Davis who handed out a helpful list that has tips that help both fire 

survivors and those volunteers helping them.  

Those suggestions for fire survivors include: turn off the television news; adults, limit your conversations about the tragic 

part of the fires, when children are present; listen to calming music; assure your family members that you are safe now; 

give hugs or physical touch as reassurance; express thankfulness outloud; and, as a family, pray for and do something 

for the fire survivors or firefighters.  

mailto:philffcc@san.rr.com


Volunteers can use these tips when dealing with fire families; let them talk, while you listen; give a hug, and say ―I’m 

sorry‖; accept their reactions, including anger, fear, sadness and joking; avoid talking about yourself; ask what they 

need; watch for what they need, because they might not be able to express it; commit for the long run, because they will 

continue to have needs; anonymously drop off food, supplies or gift cards.  

To reach Boyack, call 858-748-6703.  
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Westview principal loses home in fire 
 

By Jose A Lopez 

 
Westview High School principal Dawn Kastner has an oversized, hand-made 

greeting card signed by the football team taped to her office door.  In the 
cover is a quote often attributed to the fictional boxer Rocky Balboa: ―It’s 

not how hard you get hit, it’s how hard you keep going after you get hit.‖  

It’s an appropriate quote for Kastner, who continues to lead the high school 

almost two weeks after losing her Rancho Bernardo home — and nearly 
everything in it — to the Witch Creek fire.  

These are hectic days for Kastner, who is still living in a hotel with her 

family while she juggles running the school and taking care of her family’s 

recovery effort.  

―It’s like having two jobs,‖ Kastner said Monday, but added that compared 
with all of the other things that can go wrong in life, losing one’s home is just an ―inconvenience.‖  

She said that helping other evacuees during the fires, and working to re-open Westview High School after a week off 
helped keep her mind off her home.  ―You kind of feel better when you’re doing something else and helping other 

people,‖ she said.  

Kastner said she was one of the first people evacuated from her home, even before the mandatory evacuations began. 
She got the call early and was told to head to Westview to prepare the school as an emergency shelter.  She left her 

home after grabbing only the supplies she thought would help her stay at the shelter for a while: some Westview shirts, 

shoes and a make-up bag.  

At the time she left her home, she didn’t know that her Montelena neighborhood would end up on the path of the fires.  
Her street, Lancashire Way, would be among the hardest hit.  

Her husband and daughter would soon join her at Westview after saving some items from their home.  

Kastner said she is thankful among the items her daughter packed was a picture album filled with photos of her late 
father, an especially important save since her mother’s home in Lake Arrowhead also burned.  ―Now my mom has 

pictures of my dad,‖ Kastner said.  

Other items from their home with sentimental value wouldn’t survive the fire.  Some of her family’s most precious photos 

— those sitting on the wall — would burn, as would Kastner’s collections of recipes and piano sheet music she’s been 
keeping since the age of 9.  Kastner said she believes she may be able to replace some of the items that burned, but 

others — like a collection of correspondence from a Civil War-era relative, complete with envelopes and postmarks — are 
forever lost.  

But though she lost her home, Kastner said she and her family are conscious things could have been worse.  ―We don’t 
place much value on belongings,‖ Kastner said. ―It’s family that counts.‖  She added that she’s been heartened by all of 

the show of support she’s received from the Westview community, including over 70 offers of housing and all of the 
shows of affection she’s received.  

―We’re really like a big family here,‖ Kastner said.  She also has high praise for the firefighters, and the regional 

assistance center in Rancho Bernardo where she and her family were able to take care of everything they needed to start 

toward rebuilding their home in about an hour and a half.  

She added that a Westview teacher and a secretary also lost homes to the fires.  

 
 


