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VIOLENT CRIME PROJECT

By Alex Breitler
Record Staff Writer

When two visitors knocked on the 
door of 51-year-old Tracy George’s 
modest east Stockton home one 
morning last fall, she had just fin-
ished painting her kitchen.

It was a major achievement for 
someone who, in less than a decade’s 
time, has survived two massive heart 
attacks and stage three bladder cancer.

“She’s just one strong cookie,” 
said lifelong friend Ambrosia 
Mayfield, her smiling “sister.”

Even a strong person can be broken. 
George’s youngest son, Travell, was 
murdered nearly a dozen years ago. 
Her health began deteriorating soon 
afterward. If that wasn’t enough, 
her husband has been hospitalized 
for months after suffering a head 
injury in an assault last September, 
a reminder of how some Stockton 
families may be afflicted by violent 
crime multiple times.

“They say the Lord don’t give you 
no more than you can take,” Mayfield 
said. “But he’s given her enough.”

Tracy George’s story shows how 
the consequences of endemic vio-
lence linger with loved ones for 
many years, long after most of the 
community has moved on.

Since Travell’s death, hundreds 
of other homicides have diverted 
the public’s attention. Detectives 
have been assigned to newer crimes. 
Reporters have been assigned to 
newer stories. But for the mothers of 
Stockton homicide victims, nothing 
changes. The nightmare never ends.

It’s the little things. Every time her 
car sputters, Tracy George is painfully 
reminded of her son, who was repair-
ing cars before he was a teenager.

She can’t even visit Travell’s 
grave at Cherokee Memorial Park 
in Lodi. It’s overwhelming to think 
of her baby down there beneath the 
immaculate lawn, with his No. 42 
running back’s jersey.

“Sometimes I wish I could pinch 
myself like it was a dream,” she said, 
fighting back tears. “All of this stuff. 
Travell being murdered, and what’s 
going on with my husband. … It’s 
crazy. It don’t make no sense.”

Travell and his older brother, 
Clarence, were good boys, their 
mother said. She went through 
their dresser drawers to make sure 
they weren’t being recruited by gang 
members. She wouldn’t let them 
spend the night at friends’ houses 

— their friends had to come to them.
Her diligence paid off. Travell grad-

uated from Franklin High School and 
went on to San Joaquin Delta College 
and then California State University, 
Chico, where he was trying to decide 
what to do with his life after football.

Then it all unraveled. Travell was 
home for summer break when he went 
to see his cousin on Volney Street in 
south Stockton. There, less than three 

weeks before his 21st birthday, he was 
shot just before 1 a.m. by someone 
who simply walked up and fired into 
the group he was standing with.

To this day, Tracy George doesn’t 
know why. And she doesn’t know 
who.

“They didn’t even give him a chance 
to see what he could do with his life 
before they took him,” she said.

She was hundreds of miles away 
when it happened, training for a 
new job near Los Angeles, when 
someone called and said Travell 

had been wounded. Sitting there 
in her hotel room, she frantically 
called every one of her contacts 
in her phone, not knowing he had 
already hemorrhaged to death.

She couldn’t fly home until the 
next day.

“I didn’t get to see my baby until 
he was in the casket,” she said.

Tracy George stayed at a friend’s 
house for three months. It was 
just too hard to go home and see 
Travell’s things.

When she did finally come home, 
her struggles were just beginning.

In 2010, someone stole her 
deceased son’s truck, one of the last 
reminders she had of his life.

In 2011, in her mid-40s, she suffered 
a pair of heart attacks, which she attri-
butes at least in part to stress related 
to the unsolved killing. She was diag-
nosed with vascular disease and, later, 
cancer which is now in remission. She 
has been unable to work consistently 
because of her health problems, and 
almost lost her home as a result.

On top of all of that, her hus-
band of four years was assaulted 
at a party, falling to the ground 
and striking his head on concrete. 
When it became clear how seri-
ous his injury was, Tracy George 
thought, “Is this going to happen 
again?” Could she lose both her son 
and her husband to acts of violence?

He was in a coma for weeks; doc-
tors had to temporarily remove part 
of his skull to alleviate the swelling.

“I didn’t need none of this,” 
Tracy George said. “None of this.”

There is at least one light in her 
darkness, and that is Clarence 
George III.

When Travell died, Clarence felt 
guilty. He was the older brother. He 
was supposed to protect Travell. 
And yet he wasn’t there the night 
that he died.

At his brother’s funeral, in front 
of 1,000-plus mourners, Clarence, 
20, took the microphone and made 
a pledge to his brother.

“I’m gonna go to college and 
become somebody. I promise you,” 
his mother remembers him saying.

Today, Clarence is a doctoral 
candidate at Michigan State 
University. He is studying African-
American ethnicity and hopes to 
someday help address some of the 
underlying causes of violence in 
cities like Stockton. The same kind 
of violence that claimed his brother.

Something good, it turns out, 
came of that horrific event.

“His death really sparked a fire 
in me to be an asset to my family,” 
Clarence said recently, “to take my 
life and to make something out of it.”

‘It’s crazy. It don’t make no sense’

The only reservation, she said, is she 
wants Richardson to be held account-
able for child support since “he’s the 
reason my sister is not here.”

“When my sister was alive, she’d 
say (Richardson) will take care of 
(Dia), but she couldn’t see he was 
no good,” said Burrell, who has a 
12-year-old daughter.

Jones faults Richardson’s unwill-
ingness to cooperate with authorities 
for the sentence her daughter’s 
shooter, DazJohn Dao, received. Dao, 
now 25, was sentenced to 16 years and 
8 months in prison, but to Jones, it’s 
not nearly enough time for someone 
who took three lives.

Dia lives in East Palo Alto and 
has been in the care of Burrell since 
her mother’s homicide. And while 
Dia didn’t get to know her mom, 
Villalobos’ family attempts to give 
little Dia memories through the 
dozens of photos that hang on the 
walls of Jones’ home and sharing 
anecdotes of the little girl’s mother.

The 5-year-old also will always 
have a piece of her mom: Burrell 
took her sister’s ashes to a Seattle-
based company where they made a 
crystal heart with aqua-blue, navy 
and silver swirls, and included some 
of Villalobos’ ashes.

Dia, on the day she was promoted 
at school, held her mommy’s crystal 
heart in her little hands and gave it 
a kiss.

“The person who has suffered the 
ultimate loss is Dia,” said Burrell, 
who has a tattoo that reads “My 
sister’s keeper” on her chest. “She 
had her mother for 18 months. 
She’s been robbed ultimately. I 
have memories with my sister … 
Dia won’t have memories.”

When children at school talk about 
their moms, she wants hers, Burrell 
said. She always will miss a part of her.

Dia talks about her mom regu-
larly, Jones said. She dreams about 
her and picks her flowers. She also 
cries because she misses her. At 

times, Jones wishes her grand-
daughter didn’t think about her 
mom at all so she won’t feel the pain 
of being without her.

“It’s hard to hold back your own 
tears when you’re comforting a child 
that wants her mom,” she said. “It 
gets no worse than having to bury a 
child, no worse. And no worse to see 
your grandchild cry her eyes out for 
her mom who’s never coming home.”

Every day without Villalobos is still 
difficult for her family. Villalobos’ 
older brothers — Anthony and Isaiah 
— don’t talk about their younger 
sister much. Villalobos’ would have 
turned 23 this year.

“We miss Carlitha, we really miss 
her,” Jones said sobbing. “I just don’t 
understand sometimes how did this 
happen to my child. She is the first and 
only homicide victim in the entire his-
tory of our family. So this is new for us.

“She deserves so much more than 
to be slain like that in the middle of 
a parking lot.”

At times, Jones and Burrell feel 
like they can’t move past Villalobos’ 
death because her daughter is a 
constant reminder. But, Dia is also 
what gives them strength and joy.

“She was my baby sister,” Burrell 
said. “The only thing (helping) me 
move on is being able to see her 
spirit through her child.”
 
Contact reporter Almendra 
Carpizo at (209) 5468264 or acar-
pizo@recordnet.com. Follow her 
on Twitter @AlmendraCarpizo. 
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today, cracking those corny jokes, 
taking the hand of a great-grand-
daughter for a quick dance in the 
hallway, or slipping “grandpa 
money” into a great-grandson’s 
pocket.

“There was really a lot of life in 
him,” said grandson Jose Gloria, 
who was 13 when his grandfather 
died. “He was just a very happy 
person.”

A native of San Antonio, 
Salvador brought his young 
family to Stockton where he got 
a job cutting lumber. As if his own 
family wasn’t large enough, he 
spent years after his retirement 
working as a mentor for troubled 
youth.

When he wasn’t doing that, 
he could be found walking to 
McDonald’s for a cup of coffee. 
He walked just about everywhere, 
which is why he was in such good 
physical condition for a man in his 
mid-70s.

He was walking, in fact, on 
April 26, 2005, when two people 
approached him near Bianchi Road 
and March Lane. They simply 
could have demanded money, his 
family says, and Salvador would 
have given it to them. Instead, 
they beat him so severely that he 
lapsed into a coma.

When Salvador didn’t wake up 
after three weeks, his family let 
him go.

Arrests were made and pun-
ishments rendered. But nothing 
could change the fact that 
Salvador was gone.

“We never got a chance to say 
goodbye,” Theresa Castañon, his 
daughter, said.

The family carried the burden 
long after news coverage of the 
attack had ceased and the rest of 
the city had forgotten. Theresa 
Castañon already was struggling 
with depression. Then her father 

died. Three years after that, her 
son, Anthony, died in a firearms-
related accident.

Her depression deepened. She 
said she contemplated suicide.

“I needed my Daddy there with 
me when I lost my son,” she said. 
“I needed him to tell me that 
things would get better for me and 
that my son was in a better place.”

Salvador’s children struggled 
to explain to their kids what 
had happened. No longer would 
they be able to sneak up behind 
grandpa and turn his ball cap 
around. There would be no more 
spontaneous dancing and no more 
grandpa money.

There was, in a sense, a loss of 
innocence. Some family mem-
bers felt compelled to worry 
more about their own welfare. 

Granddaughter Liliana Martin, 
now 29, found herself less trust-
ing of the world.

“I don’t walk alone anymore,” 
she said. “That’s something I 
don’t really do.”

Even the joyful moments never 
were the same. Each new birth in 
the family carried with it a tinge 
of sadness. Salvador’s last grand-
child arrived a few months after 
his death, and he never did meet 
any of his great-grandchildren.

The stories about him live on, 
of course, and some of the grand-
children have Salvador’s curly 
hair. One even has the same dim-
pled chin.

More than a decade later, the 
family is stronger, more protec-
tive of each other. Many of them 
speak openly about their pain, 
saying it helps them heal.

But the passage of time has not 
made their loss any less tangible.

“It’s a shame he’s not able 
to enjoy his great-grandkids,” 
Cecilia Shanabrook, his daugh-
ter, said. “Because I know, just by 
looking at them … Oh, he would 
have loved just being around 
them.”
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Theresa Castañon struggled with depression following the murder of her 
father, Salvador Castañon, in 2005. “We never got a chance to say goodbye,” 
she said. [CLIFFORD OTO/THE RECORD]

“It’s hard to hold back your own tears 
when you’re comforting a child that 
wants her mom,” Roshan Jones said.  
[CALIXTRO ROMIAS/RECORD FILE 2017]

The nightmare never ends 
even for the strongest 
mothers of Stockton 
homicide victims

Clarence George III made a pledge at the funeral of his murdered brother, Travell in 2006: “I’m gonna go to college and 
become somebody.” Today, he is a doctoral candidate at Michigan State University studying African-American ethnicity and 
hopes to help address some of the underlying causes of violence in cities like Stockton. [CLIFFORD OTO/RECORD FILE 2010]

Tracy George still fi nds it diffi cult to talk about her son, Travelle, who was fatally 
shot in 2006, even with her close friend Ambrosia Mayfi eld. [CALIXTRO ROMIAS/THE 

RECORD FILE 2017]

Sadly, it's a small world

Just how pervasive is violent crime 
in Stockton?

Tracy George used to hold yearly 
celebrations of life in honor of her 
murdered son, Travell, in Oak Park. 
One year, she noticed someone else 
was having a party in the same park.

It was the family of Aaron Vickers, 
a boyhood friend of Travell’s. Aaron, 
too, had been murdered a few years 
before Travell’s death.

The two honorary celebrations 
were not coordinated in any way. Yet 
there they were, in the same place, 
on the same day, in honor of two 
young men who had played football 
together for the Eastside Lions.

Said Tracy George: “It’s just 
senseless.”

More online

Visit recordnet.com/violentcrime 
to watch videos, listen to podcasts 
and read previous stories in our 
series looking at the effects of vio-
lent crime on the surviving victims.
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