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California fires burn through North Bay communities
by Dominic dal Porto
Media Production Editor

What once was a peaceful suburbia is now a barren wasteland of 
ash and rubble. Mounds of black wood and sheared metal form burial 
mounds for the structures that many once called home. With each 
passing day, the flames seemed to grow higher and higher as they 
marched across the dry landscape. The blazing fingers of natural 
disaster stretched farther and farther, in an attempt to grasp hundreds 
of more innocent homes in “one of California’s greatest tragedies.”  

Since Sunday, Oct. 8, fifteen major wildfires have raged through 

Napa, Sonoma, Yuba, and Mendocino counties. The fires have scorched 
over 217,000 acres, destroying more than 5,700 structures, resulting in 
an estimated 3 billion dollars in damage. As of Monday, Oct. 16, there 
have been at least 41 deaths, and over 200 people are still missing. 
With more than 11,000 firefighters battling the flames, the majority 
of the fires are reaching 60 percent containment, up from only three 
percent the previous week.

The cause of these wildfires still remains unknown, although 
investigators believe that the dry landscape along with strong winds 
of up to seventy-five miles per hour were key factors that led to the 
severity of the outbreaks.

Authorities evacuated approximately 75,000 residents in the areas 
affected by the fires, including the entire city of Calistoga in Napa 
county. California governor Jerry Brown declared a state of emergency 
for Napa, Sonoma, and Yuba counties. “This is truly one of the great-
est, if not the greatest tragedy that California has ever faced,” Brown 
said. “The devastation is just unbelievable, it is a horror that no one 
could have imagined.” While firefighters continue to battle the fires 
around the clock, a number of evacuees have since been allowed to 
return home. Sadly, many of these hopeful few discovered there was 
nothing to return to.

Even in areas not directly affected by the wildfires, smoke has 
reduced the air quality, forcing many citizens throughout the Bay Area 
to wear air filtration masks. The Bay Area Air Quality Management 
District issued a health advisory and Spare the Air alert on Tuesday, 

Oct. 10, warning residents of the hazardous air quality throughout the 
week and encouraging people to limit outdoor activity. 

At a Sunday afternoon briefing, Bret Gouvea, deputy chief of 
California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection (Cal Fire), told 
reporters that “overall things are feeling optimistic for us – we are 
very cautious about that.” With a forecast of rain by the time this 
paper hit the stands, it is hoped that the wildfires will be reaching 
100 percent containment soon. Gouvea said “They’re not going easy, 
but we’re getting them.”
(Sources: ABC News, Washington Post, LA Times)

Nguyen finally pleaded guilty to the tax evasion 
charges in Aug. 2016 and to bank fraud in March 
2017 during a bench trial. 

Assistant United States Attorney Michael 
Pitman encouraged Judge Beth Labson Freeman 
to sentence Nguyen to 51 months in prison. He 
argued that because the priest abused a position 
of power, a harsh sentence was necessary. However, 
Nguyen’s attorney, Jay R. Weill, believed his client 
deserved no more than a year and one day behind 
bars. A consensus was eventually reached: Judge 
Freeman sentenced the priest to three years in 
federal prison on Oct. 3, 2017. Nguyen was also 
forced to repay the embezzled funds: 1.4 million 
dollars to the Diocese of San Jose and more than 
400,000 dollars to the IRA for tax evasion. 

Weill explained that the priest felt “shame 
from the betrayal of his priestly vows,” and that 
his “self-worth and self-respect have been com-
promised and tarnished.” Weill also revealed that 
Nguyen “is tormented every day with having let 
his family down.” 
(Sources: Mercury News, LA Times, CNA)

by John Field
Editorial Editor

 After the tragic massacre in Las Vegas, several 
Bay Area families were distraught to learn of loved 
ones who had perished in the shooting. Of the 58 
who were killed by Stephen Paddock, three had roots 
in the Bay Area.

Michelle Vo, a 34-year-old graduate of Indepen-
dence High School, travelled to the country music 
concert in Las Vegas from her home in Southern 
California, along with several friends. Vo, described 
by those close to her as “full of life,” donated 
blood biweekly and was an avid lover of all types  
of music. Her friends had traveled home early, 
leaving her alone. She met a 32-year-old Ohio  
man named Kody Robertson at the concert, 
instantly bonding over their mutual love of golf and  
dancing together. 

When the bullets rained down, one of the pro-

jectiles hit Vo. Robertson, in an attempt to save her, 
covered her body to shield her from bullets, and 
when the firing stopped, he carried her out, taking 
cover whenever he heard gunshots. He attempted 
in vain to revive her with CPR with another man’s 
aid. As a last resort, Robertson loaded her onto a 
pickup truck headed for the hospital, but she did 
not survive.

Stacee Etcheber, the wife of a San Francisco 
police officer, also died in the massacre. Her hus-
band, Vinnie Etcheber, helped people during the 
shooting and told his wife to run, but she did not 
survive. She was described as the rock of the family 
and a fun-loving, devoted mother.

Another Bay Area woman, Denise Cohen, died 
in Las Vegas as well. A graduate of California High 
School, she was known as “vibrant” and “positive” 
and was prepared to head to her 40-year graduation 
reunion later in the year. 

Although Sonny Melton, a nurse who died in 
the shooting, was not from the Bay Area, he saved 
someone who is a local of Sebastopol. His wife, 
Heather, is a surgeon originally from the Bay Area, 
who graduated from Analy High School. “He saved 
my life,” she commented. He was “the most kind-
hearted, loving man I have ever met.”

Several others from the Bay Area sustained 
injuries as well, but they are recovering from 
their wounds. Among those sustaining non-fatal 
injuries were Jeannine Ruggiero, who is close to 
completing a Master’s degree at San Jose State 
University. After being pierced by a bullet, Rug-
giero’s lung collapsed and the projectile broke 
several ribs. Although she has a long recov-
ery ahead, her friends hope she will heal fully. 
(Sources: NBC, Mercury News, The Independent)

Priest takes church tithes
by Eden Gibson
World Editor

A San Jose priest will serve three years in 
federal prison for stealing 1.4 million dollars 
in church donations and evading taxes on the 
embezzled money. 

Hien Minh Nguyen, the 57-year-old priest, 
joined the Diocese of San Jose in 1994. A refugee 
of the Vietnam war, Nguyen fled to the United 
States at a young age. In 2001 he became direc-
tor of the Vietnamese Catholic Center, or VCC, an 
organization affiliated with the Catholic Church. 
In 2005, Nguyen began depositing checks that 
were made out to the VCC into his personal 
savings account, lying to bank employees and 
church officials in the process. 

The Diocese led an investigation in 2010 
after a series of anonymous complaints, and 
discovered that Nguyen embezzled 30,000 dollars 
of parishioners’ donations. The priest’s criminal 
activity stemmed from social tensions; Nguyen 
felt that he could use the stolen money to sup-
port the Vietnamese community, which he felt 
the Diocese of San Jose had neglected. Although 
he agreed to repay the funds, the priest had in 
truth embezzled more than 1.4 million dollars, 
a fact he kept hidden from authorities. Nguyen 
later committed tax evasion as well, failing to 
pay over 600,000 dollars to the International 
Revenue Service, or IRA, between 2008 and 2011. 
The priest then took a leave of absence from late 
2013 until the date of his trial, which was about 
two years later. 

On Dec. 1, 2015, a jury issued an indictment 
that charged the priest with bank fraud on 
fourteen counts and tax evasion on four counts. 

IN THE CITY: Nguyen directed the VCC in San Jose for twelve years.
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BIRD’S EYE VIEW: Las Vegas was forever changed after the shooting.

Gerson plans Night of Stars to fund Let Girls Learn
by Tatum Jenkins
Humor Editor

Junior Emma Gerson is trading most girls’ dreams of having a 
sweet sixteen birthday for a chance to raise money for a charity she 
loves: Let Girls Learn, Michelle Obama’s organization that gives girls 
access to education. When speaking about the inspiration behind 
her idea, she commented, “I think especially now, youth feel very 
powerless in regards to politics, their country, life in general, and 
this event is something that I want to assure [to] youth that we 
are capable of doing amazing things. We are capable of having an 
impact, we are capable of societal change.”

On Nov. 10, Gerson and other LGHS students will be hosting the 
Los Gatos “Night of Stars” at the Addison-Penzak JCC from 6 PM to 

10 PM. This event promises a night of amazing live performances, 
a live auction, an entertaining dance party, and much more. All of 
the proceeds will go to the Let Girls Learn organization.

Ruth Gerson, Emma Gerson’s mom, spoke about the process of 
planning this event and said, “With one Instagram post, she had 
a team of fifteen incredible teens who wanted to join her efforts. 
Their first meeting included such an energetic, sharp, compassionate 
group of youth; it was inspirational.” This group of people includes 
students at LGHS and other nearby schools who are passionate about 
reaching out to help others. These teens include Gerson, Devon & 
Jade Schreiner, Tatum Jenkins, Maddie Moore, Camille Murray, 
Nita Sabouri, Thomas Petroff, Vaneza Gonzaga, Sam Sells, James 
Callahan, Miranda Hunter, Sawye Raygani, Lauren Phillips, and 

Maia Dau. Along with this committee, Executive Presence Silicon 
Valley Coaching, Keller Williams Bay Area Estates, The Alarm Com-
pany and anonymous donors are helping to make “Night of Stars” 
possible with their sponsorships.

Performers such as Gerson, D. Schreiner, Sophie Huang, and 
Summer Brennan will make this event a must-see. D. Schreiner 
said:  “Performing at this event means a lot to me. Let Girls Learn 
is an amazing organization that needs so much more recognition 
and support. I’m happy I can contribute in some way!” Along with 
live performances at the event, the Gerson Family Band will per-
form live on KKUP’s Friday Folk Off on Fri. Oct. 20 at 5:00 PM and  
Emma Gerson will be live on KCAT on Sat., Oct. 28 at 10:00 AM to 
support “Night of Stars.”

Gerson feels very passionate about encouraging people to attend 
the event and remarked, “Right now, [my goal is to get] my com-
munity to unite under this cause, but at the end of Night of Stars, 
it will mean more than that. It will mean that we did something 
that will actually have a lasting impact on the world, on real human 
beings.” Along with the members of the “Night of Stars” commit-
tee and friends, Gerson works constantly in all different areas to  
make this event one that people will be anticipating.

Tickets to “Night of Stars” cost 
20 dollars unless you wish to have 
reserved seating (50 dollars) or 
become a VIP attendee (100 dollars). 
You can purchase tickets by talking 
to Emma Gerson or one of the other 
people on the event committee or by 
purchasing them through the link in  
the QR code. 
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BUY A TICKET: The Night of Stars committee sells tickets at the Los Gatos Farmer’s Market. 

SPEAKING UP: Michelle Obama, the founder of Let Girls Learn, speaks at a conference.

BLAZED: Thousands of acres were destroyed in the fire that attacked the North Bay.

Vegas attack affects locals

UP IN FLAMES: Houses were demolished and evacuees returned to horrific devastation.
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