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The Giants Awaken

Two local organizations are teaming up to have a cup of 
coffee and visit with the public.

Main Street Mariposa and the California Highway Pa-
trol will be hosting an event on Friday, June 29. 

Each month, Main Street Mariposa hosts a “Friday Cof-
fee” gathering on the final Friday. This month, the group is 
partnering with the CHP, which periodically hosts “Cof-
fee with a Cop.”

This time, the two are being combined and the public is 
invited to find out about both organizations.

It will begin at 8:30 a.m., on Friday, June 29 at the office 

Main Street, CHP to team 
up at June 29 coffee event

By GREG LITTLE
Editor

The name of the place might be Idle Wheels, but resi-
dents there are anything but idle.

In fact, last week a groundbreaking ceremony was held 
for what will be the largest solar energy project in Mari-
posa County.

“Idle Wheels will continue, and that’s what we have to 
shoot for right now,” said Lynn Bryant, chairman of the 
association board.

Idle Wheels is a senior community composed of resi-
dents who live in manufactured homes. Presently, there 
are 110 residences in the park, said manager Mark Glea-
son.

Photo by Greg Little
Lynn Bryant scoops the first shovel of dirt last week for a 
planned solar project at Idle Wheels in Mariposa.

New energy
Idle Wheels slated to launch 
largest solar project in county

Editor’s note: This is the second in a four-part se-
ries about the Mariposa County Fire Department, 
including its past, the present and the future.

By GREG LITTLE
Editor

So how do an artist and an appliance repairman 
end up in Mariposa County as volunteer firefighters?

For Ron and Lorie Setterberg, the story actually 
began back in the early 1990s when they bought 
some property in Mariposa Pines.

“There was a water board picnic,” said Ron.
During that picnic, a member of the Mariposa 

County Fire Department asked Ron when he was 
going to move to the area.

“In about 10 years when I retire,” said Ron.
When General Electric offered an early retire-

ment, Ron took it and the Setterbergs moved here 
in 2003.

By the end of that year, Ron was “officially on” the 
fire department. Now, he is the captain, having been 
appointed to that position in February of this year.

For Lorie, an artist by trade, she watched how her 

Volunteers are key to the viable 
future of Mariposa County Fire
Many issues at stake, from insurance premiums to public safety

Photo by Greg Little
Ron and Lorie Setterberg are shown at  the firehouse in 
Lushmeadows.

Mariposa Grove to reopen this Friday

By MATT JOHNSON
Assistant Editor

The Mariposa Coun-
ty Unified School Dis-
trict will soon lose a key 
member of its leader-
ship team with the res-
ignation notice of Char-
lotte Kelsey on June 6.

Kelsey has been 
serving as the district’s 
transportation, ware-
house and risk manage-
ment coordinator. She 
has accepted a position 
as the chief business 
officer at Yosemite Uni-
fied School District.

Kelsey’s last day of 
work for MCUSD is 
June 21. 

Kelsey wrote an email 
to employees through-
out the district to an-
nounce her decision. 

“As I sit down to write 
this to all of you, it is the first time since making this de-

Kelsey steps down 
from school district

File photo
Charlotte Kelsey, the trans-
portation, warehouse and risk 
management coordinator for 
MCUSD, will step down. Kelsey 
made the announcement on 
June 6.
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Photos by Greg Little
Above is one of the 500 mature giant sequoias in the Mar-
iposa Grove. At left, John Blackstone, left, of CBS News, 
interviews Frank Dean, president of the Yosemite Conser-
vancy on Tuesday morning. The grove opens to the public 
Friday.

By GREG LITTLE
Editor

Dean Shenk may have put it best this past 
Tuesday when standing in the renovated 
Mariposa Grove of Giant Sequoias in Yo-
semite National Park.

Shenk, a 48-year employee of the park and 
a historian, was part of a National Park Ser-
vice contingent hosting a sneak preview of 
the area for the media. The Mariposa Gazette 
and CBS News were the first two organiza-

tions to get a look 
at the grove early 
Tuesday morning.

Shenk talked 
about how set-
tlers and explorers 
came to this area 
and discovered the 
trees. They were 
“astounded,” he 
said.

They then went 
back to the east 
coast telling of the 

giant trees, even bringing a piece of one 
back at one point.

That led President Abraham Lincoln, 
along with Congress, to protect the Maripo-
sa Grove, along with Yosemite Valley, which 
was the very beginning of what would be-
come the national park system in America. 
It was part of the Yosemite Grant Act of 
1864.

But as Shenk pointed out, the trees Con-
gress and the President protected “aren’t 
the ancestors of these trees. They are these 
trees.”

That puts the restoration and preservation 
project into perspective.

The giant sequoias tower in the grove, 
some standing 200 feet high and their ages 
measured in thousands of years. Shenk said 
2,000 years is probably the closest estimate 

‘... nowhere 
is the magic 
stronger than 
the Mariposa 
Grove.’

—Dean Shenk
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cision that tears have come,” wrote 
Kelsey. “I want to let you all know how 
much you mean to me and how much I 
appreciate what each and every one of 
you do for the district and our students. 
I consider you all my family, and that is 
what is making this move hard for me.” 

“I am sad to leave this district after 
13 years, but it is what is best for me,” 
Kelsey said.

Kelsey said after “very careful consider-
ation,” she realized the opportunity with 
the Yosemite Unified School District “is 
far too exciting for me to decline.”

The loss of Kelsey means the district 
will lose an employee familiar with the 
transportation services of the district, as 
well as the bond funding which the dis-
trict has received.

In 2016, Mariposa County voters passed 
a $24 million bond to improve school fa-
cilities. Thus far, the district has been allot-
ted $8 million in funding to spend.

Until recently, when the district hired 
William Brandle, the director of facilities 
and maintenance, Kelsey was serving as 
the maintenance, operations, transpor-
tation, facilities and warehouse coordi-
nator. She has an intimate knowledge of 
the transportation, facilities and main-

tenance issues and needs in the district.
In her email to district employees, 

Kelsey assured them the district was in 
good hands.

“With tomorrow being the end of the 
17-18 school year, I believe with good 
planning there should not be much dis-
ruption to the transportation depart-
ment,” Kelsey wrote. “You have great 
people in the department and the bus 
garage is headed in a very positive direc-
tion. Also, with the addition of the direc-
tor of facilities and maintenance, many 
of those duties I have been performing 
have slowly been being given to that em-
ployee.”

“Please know that I will not be far 
away (Oakhurst) and you can reach out 
to me anytime. I hope to stay in touch,” 
Kelsey concluded.

Superintendent Robin Hopper told 
the Gazette losing Kelsey “is going to be 
a huge loss to the district.”

“Her institutional knowledge and 
depth of experience is invaluable,” Hop-
per said. “With her camaraderie and 
teamwork ... trying to replace her is 
going to be personally difficult because 
she’s a good person. We’re going to be 
sad to lose her.”

Free paint drop-off event set June 16
A special paint drop-off day is sched-

uled Saturday, June 16 at the Mariposa 
County Fairgrounds.

It is being hosted by PaintCare, a non-
profit organization established by paint 
manufacturers to provide convenient 
places to recycle leftover paint. The goal 
is to make it easier for households and 
businesses in the area to recycle un-
wanted house paint, stain and varnish.

It is free to all California households 
and businesses.

Events like this are an ongoing part 
of the non-profit PaintCare program, 
which runs the California Paint Stew-
ardship Program on behalf of paint 
manufacturers. PaintCare has set up 
813 drop-off locations throughout Cal-
ifornia where residents and businesses 

can bring smaller amounts of unwanted 
paint year-round. This special event will 
accept larger amounts of paint and is an 
opportunity for those who have accu-
mulated paint over many years. 

Those who plan to bring paint should 
call to check whether the type and 
amount of paint can be recycled. Visit 
www.paintcare.org/california for more 
information.

Reservations are not required, but 
selecting an arrival time helps plan 
accordingly. Visit www.eventbrite.
com/e/paint- drop - of f - event-at-
mariposa=county-fairgrounds-tick-
ets-45149513410.

The fairgrounds are located at 5007 
Fairgrounds Road in Mariposa.

By MATT JOHNSON
Assistant Editor

The committee assigned to review 
how the Mariposa County Unified 
School District spends its Measure L 
Bond funds has lost a key member.

Jim Allen, the chairman of the commit-
tee, resigned last week. In a letter sent to 
the school district, Allen notified Super-
intendent Robin Hopper of his decision 
to leave.

“I cannot in good faith sign a Citizens’ 
Bond Oversight Commitee Annual Re-
port for 2018. It is my belief the public 
not only needs to be informed of the 
expenditures of the bond, but needs to 
be informed what is not occurring with 
these funds,” Allen wrote.

Voters passed a $24 million school 
facilities bond in the November 2016 
general election. The committee, which 
is required by law as part of the bond 
spending process, has been working to-

ward filing its first report about 
whether the district has been 
spending its bond funding in 
an appropriate manner.

The committee is chaired by 
community volunteers. The 
members include Kris Casto, 
Christy Wall, Lisa Edelheit, 
Lloyd Sheetz, Clint Bassemier 
and Nicole Little (publisher of 
the Gazette).

When contacted by the Ga-
zette, Allen explained the com-
mittee met last week to work on the draft 
of its first-ever report.

Although he noted the district is 
spending the bond funds in an appro-
priate manner, he expressed frustration 
about the lack of new construction proj-
ects occurring with bond funds.

“The superintendent (Robin Hopper) 
said some things (in the draft regarding 
the lack of new construction projects) 
need to be redacted, which I didn’t feel 

was appropriate. But she 
has the law on her side and 
they can be redacted,” Al-
len said. “I felt the citizens 
need to know the money 
is being spent appropriate-
ly, but there is nothing out 
there that they’ve desig-
nated to build. That’s what 
I want the public to know. 
The bond money you were 
promised ... all they’re do-
ing is repairing things right 

now. There is nothing happening.”
Allen said he felt he “could not redact 

that from a document because I feel the 
public has a right to know what’s hap-
pening” with its money.

“The people were promised a project 
or two, so have a project like the (new) 
gymnasium at the high school. That’s 
what the public is looking for,” Allen 
said. “The money has been spent appro-
priately thus far, but they have no future. 
There is nothing out there. The bond 
was passed in 2016 and they still don’t 
have anything they’re going to do. It’s 
frustrating on my part. I’m not a rubber 
stamp for the school board or the super-
intendent. I was there as a member of the 
public to report out and not allowed to.”

The committee will now have to craft 
the report without Allen.

Hopper told the Gazette Allen has 
“been a has been a great chairman of the 

committee, so I’m disappointed in his 
resignation.”

“That will be a position that we have 
to fill,” said Hopper. “That’s a volunteer 
position. It’s a big job.”

Hopper praised Allen, saying he “put a 
lot of time and effort into” the committee.

“I hate to see him resign because it’ll 
be a loss to the committee,” Hopper said.

Hopper said “understanding the role” 
of the bond committee has been “diffi-
cult” for some community members.

“This is our first bond, so people in the 
community are still trying to understand 
the role of this committee,” Hopper said. 
“It’s a little difficult understanding what 
that report entails, but the entire bond 
oversight committee, their only job is to 
report on the expenditures.”

Hopper said the report should now be 
ready by July or August.

“At this point I think the committee is 
doing a good job understanding its roles 
and writing the report,” Hopper said.

Once the report is ready, it will be 
published to the district website (www.
mariposa.k12.ca.us/bond) and will also 
be printed in the Gazette.

“The main requirement is it has to be 
published on the district website,” Hop-
per said.

The district has spent approximately $2 
million in bond funds thus far, focusing 
primarily on roof repairs, HVAC installa-
tion and other maintenance projects.

School bond oversight committee loses chairman

Jim Allen

for some of the trees.
The Grizzly Giant, the most famous tree in the grove, 

is estimated to be about 1,800 years old, said Shenk. Ex-
tensive scientific studies have been completed to deter-
mine that age.

That fact alone then begs the question, “How long 
will they live?”

It’s a question that remains unanswered.
“They really don’t die of old age,” said Shenk.
The most common cause of death, he said, is when 

heavy snow accumulates on the trees in the winter 
months and may cause one to collapse and die.

But exactly how long the trees might live remains an 
open question — and one maybe only a generation in 
the future will be able to answer.

The project
The restoration of the Mariposa Grove, which has 500 

mature trees, has been a partnership between the park 
service and the Yosemite Conservancy.

The conservancy raised $20 million for the resto-
ration and the park service matched those funds, mean-
ing the $40 million project could be completed.

Yosemite National Park Superintendent Mike Reyn-
olds said it is the largest protection, restoration and im-
provement project in park history.

“This milestone reflects the unbridled passion so 
many people have to care for Yosemite so that future 
generations can experience majestic places like Maripo-
sa Grove,” said Reynolds.

“The grove restoration occurred because tens of thou-
sands of people all invested in protecting a unique nat-
ural phenomenon,” said Frank Dean, president of the 
Yosemite Conservancy.

“To me,” said Shenk, “the best word to describe Yo-
semite is magic and nowhere is the magic stronger than 
the Mariposa Grove.”

The Mariposa Grove of Giant Sequoias has been 
closed to the public since July 2015, when the project 
began. A harsh winter two years ago and then a massive 

fire season last year slowed the 
process of the project.

It will officially open to the 
public on Friday morning at 
9 a.m. An official ceremony to 
mark the grand opening was 
scheduled for Thursday morn-
ing.

A new experience
The restoration project did 

not only focus on saving the 
habitat for the trees, but also 
changing the visitor experi-
ence.

Yosemite Public Relations 
Officer Scott Gediman said 
there are a “lot of reasons” for 
the restoration.

“The importance of the Mar-
iposa Grove cannot be under-
stated,” said Gediman.

One of the most dramatic 
changes is the fact visitors will 
now be transported to the site 
from a new visitor’s center lo-
cated about two miles from the 
trail head. That center, The De-
pot at Mariposa Grove, is being 
operated by the Yosemite Con-

servancy.
Visitors will then be transported by shuttle to the 

grove, where they can experience nature at its finest.
Gone are many of the old roads and other infrastruc-

ture that used to be located right next to the trees.
Sue Beatty, a restoration ecologist for the park service, 

said it was becoming clear all of that was causing stress 
to the giant trees.

A massive study was undertaken that included hy-
drology in the area, something Beatty said is critical to 
the survival of the trees. They were able to remove roads 
and culverts that were actually impeding water flow to 
the trees.

Now, a new trail system, including an impressive 
boardwalk to begin the trail, is in place.

“This has been an important project,” said Beatty. 
“Knowing we are protecting these beautiful trees. I am 
so happy we are doing this.”

Both Beatty and Shenk are retiring at the end of this 
month and both are pleased they were able to stay to see 
the project completed.

“I’ll come back,” said Beatty, who lives in Mariposa 
County, “with a different perspective.”

The survivors
The sequoias, obviously, are some of the most hearti-

est living things on the planet.
But even the trees were put to the test last year when 

the Railroad Fire threatened the area, burning within 
just a few miles.

Jamie Richards, a public information officer for the 
park, said steps were taken last year to make sure the 
grove was protected.

She said both the Railroad and Southfork fires threat-
ened the area “but neither got in here.”

However, as Richards pointed out, sequoias resist fire 
quite well, as well as disease and other hazards.

Though it set the time line back for the project, she 
said with the opening, it was worth the wait.

Dean said it was the goal of the conservancy to make 
sure the area was preserved.

“You can hear the birds,” said Dean during an inter-

view with John Blackstone of CBS News. “And it draws 
you right in.”

Dean said he thinks the conservancy and park service 
made the right decision to raise the necessary money.

“It’s a remarkable transformation,” said Dean.

From Death Valley to Yosemite
It was before 9 a.m. on Tuesday when a small group 

of people gathered near the trail head prior to taping by 
CBS News.

The piece Blackstone was taping was expected to air 
on CBS This Morning on Thursday. It will also be aired 
on the CBS News website.

Before he began interviews, Blackstone gathered up 
the small group while his cameraman, Gilbert Deiz, was 
getting that perfect shot of the sequoias.

Blackstone then began telling a story about some-
thing that happened in the 1990s in Death Valley.

He said the weather conditions made wildflowers 
flourish in the desert, so the two headed out to do a 
piece about what was happening.

They had to get to an interview with a park ranger, so 
they were up at the crack of dawn. They came around 
a corner and there on a hillside, said Blackstone, was a  
“magnificent” display of purple wildflowers. Deiz said 
he wanted to get the shot right then, but Blackstone said 
they had to get to the interview because they were run-
ning behind schedule.

The next morning, they again got up at the crack of 
dawn so they could return to the magnificent purple 
wildflowers to get that perfect shot. Then they came 
around the curve again.

“They were gone,” said Blackstone. “We couldn’t be-
lieve it.”

That quickly, because of the desert heat, they had all 
died in less than 24 hours.

Now, said Blackstone, when Deiz says he needs to get 
that perfect shot, there is not even one word of disagree-
ment.

So he waited last Tuesday for those shots before set-
ting up to do the various interviews.

Again, Gilbert Deiz had the final say.

GROVE
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Photos by Greg Little
Above, CBS News cameraman Gilbert Deiz is shown Tuesday getting a shot of the new sign that greets visitors at the 
Mariposa Grove of Giant Sequoias. Deiz is the longtime cameraman for CBS News correspondent John Blackstone. 
Below left is Sue Beatty, a 30-year employee of Yosemite who has worked on the project from the outset.




