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Police recover ambulance 
stolen in downtown 
Los Angeles

LOS ANGELES —  
Police have recovered  
an ambulance stolen while 
its paramedic  
crew was assessing a 
patient in downtown Los 
Angeles. 

Officials say the  
ambulance was found  
early Sunday a few  
miles from where it was 
stolen. There was no 
immediate word of any 
arrests. 

City fire spokeswom-
an Amy Bastman says a 
second ambulance was 

dispatched to the original 
scene downtown and 
transported the patient to 
a hospital. 

City News Service says 
it’s the second ambulance 
stolen within the past 
week.

— Associated Press
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‘Pain, heartache unbearable’

A cold, unrelenting 
drizzle didn’t deter the 
community from coming 
together, clad in ponchos 
and huddled under umbrel-
las, to honor Tyler Nielson 
and Justin Gardner Friday 
night.

“Under the Lights, One 
More Time” was organized 
as a memorial to the two 

Nevada Union High School 
athletes, who were killed 
when an allegedly drunk-
en driver crashed head-on 
into their car at the start of 
spring break.

That driver, Sabrina 
Distura, is facing charges of 
gross vehicular manslaugh-
ter, DUI causing injury and 
DUI with 0.08 percent or 
more blood alcohol content, 
as well as possession of a 
controlled substance.

Nielson died instantly in 
the crash on March 25, as 
the friends traveled with 
their families to Pismo 
Beach. Gardner was flown 
to a Modesto hospital, but 
did not survive.

“Thank you for being 
here,” Sierra Presbyterian 
Pastor Mike Griffin told 
the hundreds assembled 
at NU’s Hooper Stadium. 
“Your presence here means 
more than you know.”

Griffin acknowledged 
that words could not begin 
to express the grief being 
felt, but added, “It’s not so 
much what you will say — 
it’s that you showed up.”

The ceremony began in 
solemnity, with the foot-
ball and basketball teams 
walking in unison onto the 
football field carrying lights 
as Emily Fitzpatrick sang 

Community mourns deaths of NU students killed by alleged drunk driver

Mackey takes 
stand against 
allegations

Jason Mackey, a Nevada 
County sheriff ’s deputy at 
the center of misconduct 
allegations, admits he 
made mistakes while with 
the Narcotics Task Force.

But, he said, those 
errors were rooted in inex-
perience and the resulting 
stress of learning on the 
fly, as opposed to dishon-
esty or lack of integrity as  
some defense attorneys 
have alleged.

At home, Mackey said, 
concern over his son’s 
surgery for a hearing dis-
ability added to the stress 
and pulled him away from 

work, where he struggled 
to get up to speed in his 
new role with the task 
force.

That’s what Mackey said 
was on his mind when 
he realized in mid-2015 
he’d made a mistake on 
a search warrant, which 
meant a narcotics case 
had to be dismissed.

“It was my error. I locat-
ed it,” Mackey said. “That’s 
why I asked to have the 
case dropped.”

Only now, nearly three 
years since submitting 
that sealed search warrant 
to a judge, it turns out 
Detective Jason Mackey 

All in the family

When Santa Cruz native 
Mikki Lord moved with 
her husband and six kids to 
Vancouver Island in 1975, 
the townsfolk called the 
blended family, “The Hip-
pie Brady Bunch.”

Mikki, armed with a 
strong work ethic, a cre-
ative streak and a gift for 
working with the public, 
landed a job at a local bak-
ery. She loved it, so it made 
sense that when the family 
moved to Nevada County 
in 1986, she got a job at the 
Flour Garden Bakery. She 
later moved on to manage 
the bakery at SPD market, 
working alongside her old-
est daughter, Kim.

By 1992, Mikki was eager 
to branch out on her own, 

as well as establish a busi-
ness where she could give 
her own growing children a 
real job. Later that year, she 
opened The Lake Center 

Sheriff ’s deputy says errors due 
to inexperience, not dishonesty

A taste of the foothills
Maggie Rust, a teacher at The Artist Workshop on Mill Street in Grass Valley, paints with water colors as passer-by stop 
to watch, before heading into the store to sample beer from ol’ Republic Brewery of Nevada City. The Grass Valley 
Downtown Association and Sierra Vintners hosted the annual Foothills Celebration Saturday afternoon.

PHOTO FOR THE THE UNION BY JOHN HART

By Liz Kellar
Staff Writer

By Brian Hamilton
Editor

By Cory Fisher
Staff Writer

MEET YOUR MERCHANT

The Gristmill Bakery celebrates 
its 26th year in a new location

MERCHANT, A8

GRISTMILL 
BAKERY, DELI 
AND CAFE
Address: 10042 Wolf Rd., 
Suite E, Grass Valley (at 
Hwy. 49)
Website: www.Gristmill.
biz 
Facebook: Gristmill 
Bakery & Deli & Cafe
Phone: 530-268-0576
Hours: 7 a.m. to 4 p.m., 
Tuesday through Friday.
7 a.m. to 2 p.m. 
Saturdays. Sundays and 
Mondays are by appoint-
ment only.
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ABOVE: Sheri Moura of Auburn reaches for homemade 
cookies by Bierwagen’s Happy Apple Kitchen at Three 
Lillies Photography on Mill Street in downtown Grass 
Valley Saturday.

TOP LEFT: Chris Smith, owner of Smith Vineyard, pours 
wine into a glass at Smith Vineyards Tasting Room on Mill 
Street during Saturday’s Foothills Celebration. Smith and 
her husband, Gary, have announced their plans to retire. 
The tasting room will be open through May.

LEFT: Lori and Antonino Herrera of Penn Valley enjoy a 
taste of beer from ol’Republic Brewery of Nevada City.
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Members of 
the Nevada 
Union High 
School 
football team 
and basket-
ball team, 
ready to walk 
out to join 
the rest of 
the Nevada 
Union High 
School 
communi-
ty during 
Friday’s 
memorial. 

ELIAS FUNEZ/EFUNEZ@THEUNION.COM
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Bakery and Deli, located 
in Lake Center adjacent to 
Lake of the Pines.

“Originally, it was just 
me, my son Gaerin and my 
daughters Ceylon and Kim 
working there,” said Mikki. 
“They ate an awful lot of 
food out of the bakery.”

Offering a broad range of 
fresh, made-from-scratch 
baked goods, breakfast 
sandwiches, subs, burgers, 
homemade soups, salads, 
milkshakes and espresso 
drinks, the cafe was a hit. 
In addition, Mikki’s custom 
cake decorating services 
quickly gained popularity 
through word of mouth.

Mikki ran her business 
out of the Lake Center store 
front for more than 26 years 
until the price of rent finally 
forced her to scout out new 
locations. In retrospect, it 
was the best thing that ever 
happened, she said.

In October of 2017, after 
eight months of renova-
tions, Mikki opened The 
Gristmill Bakery, Deli and 
Cafe at the corner of Wolf 
Road and Highway 49. To-
day, her daughter, Ceylon, 
oversees daily operations 
alongside her mom, with 
the help of full-time em-
ployees Randi Rhein and 
Dylan Williams. Occasion-
ally other family members 
will fill in part-time.

“Everyone’s happy — our 
longtime customers fol-
lowed us over here, plus we 

have a lot of new ones,” said 
Mikki. “Business goes up 
and down with the seasons, 
but I’d say we’re about 30 
percent busier here. And we 
love our neighbors — every-
one has been so supportive.”

Operating on a slightly 
smaller footprint than the 
original bakery, the Grist-
mill staff is still making the 
same popular delectables, 
such as breakfast burritos, 
deli sandwiches, soups, 
salads, cheeseburgers, milk-
shakes, cappuccinos and 
more. Favorite baked goods 
include their famous cut-
out cookies, pizza bread, 
coffee cake, muffins, eclairs, 
cheesecakes, tiramisu and 
more.

Looking forward, plans 
for the family business are 
to keep things just they way 
they are, said Ceylon.

“I love working with my 
mom — she’s a super hu-
man being, just a wonderful 

person,” she said. “I got my 
first real job here at 16, and 
now I have a 16 year old at 
Bear River. I love working 
with my family.”

That was all part of the 
plan, said Mikki — to keep 
the family close. While 
some of the kids are now 
grown and scattered around 
the country with children 
of their own, the bakery 
remains a hub of good food 
and fond family memories.

“I’m 71 now and I’ve 
always loved being my own 
boss,” she said. “Over the 
years, I’ve watched the kids 
grow up here — we started 
out with a playpen and baby 
swing in the back. Now the 
grandkids come in and I’ll 
set them up at their own 
separate work station. They 
love to come in and mix.”

To contact Staff Writer Cory 
Fisher, email her at Cory@
theunion.com.

Mikki Lord, left, and her daughter Ceylon, of The 
Gristmill Bakery, Deli and Cafe on Wolf Road in Grass 
Valley.

CORY FISHER/CORY@THEUNION.COM
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“Hallelujah.” When Fitzpatrick 
was done, Gardner’s and Nielson’s 
teammates filed off the field, leav-
ing behind the initials “J” and “T” 
in lights, with images of the two 
boys scrolling past in a slideshow 
on the scoreboard.

Coaches, friends and fami-
ly members took turns sharing 
memories.

As Scott Wheeler said, “The 
pain and heartache has really 
been unbearable. And the anger? 
That’s been there too.”

But, Wheeler said, he realized 
that the best way to cope with 
those emotions was to cherish 
every single one of the memories 
he had.

Mark Casey, who coached 
Gardner in basketball, called him 
gifted and a fierce competitor 
with “a swagger that just drew 
you to him,” adding, “I shaped 
him a little bit, but he shaped me 
even more.”

Many of Gardner’s family mem-
bers spoke, including his father, 
Len, sister, Alyssa, and stepsister, 

Ashlynne Browning, as well as his 
girlfriend, Lily Naramore.

“Any quality you could possibly 
want in a human being, Justin 
had,” Ashlynne Browning said.

Alyssa Gardner thanked those 
in attendance for their support 
and urged them to bring aware-
ness to the tragedy of DUI.

“There are not enough words 
to describe your life and how 

incredible you are,” she said of her 
brother, before concluding, “You 
are still by our sides and in our 
hearts.”

Both Griffin and Wheeler talked 
about Nielson’s penchant for hug-
ging, with Griffin pausing to urge 
everyone in attendance to turn to 
their neighbor and share a hug.

Wheeler called Nielson “a 
coach’s dream” and the ideal 

teammate, filling in wherever he 
was needed, whether it was as 
catcher on the baseball team or as 
quarterback when he was better 
suited to the role of running back.

“Most of all, I will remember 
our conversations, his smiles, and 
his hugs,” Wheeler said. 

With the rain still coming 
down, the mourners stood silently 
as the memorial came to a close 

with a song by Jamal Walker, 
“Daddy’s Arms.” 

Many then came down to the 
field to take a light before head-
ing into Ali Gym, where areas of 
remembrance had been set up for 
messages or mementos.

Contact reporter Liz Kellar at 
530-477-4236 or by email at 
lizk@theunion.com.
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Community comes together to support grieving families

Nevada County stepped 
up in ways large and small 
in the weeks since Justin 
Gardner and Tyler Nielson 
died in a collision caused 
by an alleged drunk driver.

Hundreds attended a 
memorial ceremony for 
both boys, as well as a 
memorial service Tuesday 
for Nielson — Gardner’s 

family opted to have a pri-
vate service.

After an online Meal 
Train was organized, slots 
quickly filled up with 
only a few dates available 
through mid-May.

Many volunteered to help 
with the memorial and 
with other forms of support 
through a Facebook page 
organized by Jody Osceola 
and Tiffany Graves.

And a number of 
fundraising efforts were 
launched, including a 
GoFundMe page that as of 
Sunday had raised more 
than $31,000 for the two 
families.

“Should you feel the 
desire to give, please 
know that all proceeds 
from this campaign will 
be split equally between 
the Nielson and Gardner 

families,” Osceola wrote on 
the GoFundMe page. “This 
is not a time for either 
family to worry about work 
or expenses as they mourn 
the loss of their boys. Many 
of us are struggling with 
feelings of helplessness 
right now, wanting to help 
but not knowing exactly 
how to do so. Perhaps this 
will help. 

“Regardless, thank you 

all so much for reaching 
out; for the prayers and 
posts, calls and hugs. It 
may not feel like much 
but it means a great deal 
to the families to have the 
support.”

Osceola noted that the 
money collected will be 
deposited into the account 
of The Norah Foundation, 
a local nonprofit organiza-
tion the lends support to 

bereaved families, and will 
be equally split with checks 
sent to both families ac-
cording to their wishes.

A memorial account 
has also been set up at 
Tri-Counties Bank and sev-
eral local businesses have 
hosted fundraisers, includ-
ing Northridge Restau-
rant, Penny’s Diner (which 
raised $4,280) and Kane’s 
Restaurant.

The Union staff

Pictures and memories filled the Nevada Union gymnasium following 
Friday night’s memorial on the football field.

ELIAS FUNEZ/EFUNEZ@THEUNION.COM School administrators embrace Nevada Union High School students 
in attendance of Friday evening’s memorial for fellow classmates Tyler 
Nielson and Justin Gardner.

ELIAS FUNEZ/EFUNEZ@THEUNION.COM
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didn’t make that mistake 
after all. 

The “error” not only led 
to the dismissal in 2015 of a 
narcotics case but also was 
part of an internal affairs 
investigation. Some defense 
attorneys have leveled on-
going accusations against 
Mackey in the wake of the 
case’s dismissal. Glenn Jen-
nings, the county’s former 
assistant district attorney 
and a candidate for dis-
trict attorney, has claimed 
during at least one cam-
paign event that Mackey 
lied in the search warrant.

The allegations leveled 
by defense attorneys led in 
February to an evidentiary 
hearing that’s occurred over 
five Fridays.

Overseeing the evidentia-
ry hearing, Superior Court 
Judge Robert Tice-Raskin 
has made no decision on 
the allegations against 
Mackey.

On Friday, on the stand 
to speak on his own behalf 
for the first time, Mackey 
said the perceived error — 
that all involved parties had 
accepted as fact — didn’t 
actually happen. Instead, 
he’s human and has made 
mistakes.

But, asked Assistant Dis-
trict Attorney Chris Walsh, 
“have you ever intentionally 
lied about anything in the 
course of your career?” 

“No, sir,” Mackey said.

CORRECTING 
THE RECORD

Though he spoke in 
defense of his own ac-
tions, Mackey has not been 
charged with a crime and is 
not a defendant in the court 
case that involve a pair of 
misdemeanor marijuana 
charges. Defense attor-
neys want those charges 
dismissed, pointing to what 
they claim are problems 
with search warrants writ-
ten by Mackey.

Mackey said Friday that 
the warrant which led to 
the accusations against 
him, which he penned in 
2015 and isn’t related to 
the evidentiary hearing, 
was the first sealed search 
warrant affidavit he filed 
as a new member of the 
task force. He said he has 
learned much since filing 
the warrant, due to several 
training opportunities that 
followed his appointment 
to the task force, and would 
not have sought the imme-
diate dismissal of the case 
if he knew then what he 
knows now.

A draft of the warrant 
included what Mackey 
described as a “statement 
specific to something (an) 
informant had provided 
that was inaccurate.” 

Mackey was advised by 
Sgt. Justin Martin, Mack-
ey’s former superior in the 
Narcotics Task Force, to 
correct the information 
before submitting it to the 
court. Mackey said he’d 
made the changes, but 
when he reviewed a copy 
of the warrant prior to the 
case coming to court, the 
printed copy did not show 
the corrections. 

“I was positive I’d made 
the corrections Sergeant 
Martin asked me to,” Mack-
ey said. “But I was looking 
at a document in black and 
white that showed I hadn’t 
made the corrections.”

Mackey asked Jennings, 
assistant district attorney at 
the time, to dismiss the case. 
Jennings did. And apparent-
ly until recent weeks no one 
had reviewed the actual war-
rant submitted and sealed in 
court. On March 16, Martin 
testified he recently exam-
ined the signed search war-
rant filed with the court, as 
opposed to the printed copy 
Mackey showed Jennings in 
May 2015. 

The signed copy filed 
with the court is correct. 
It shows that Mackey fol-
lowed Martin’s commands 
and corrected a draft copy 
before a judge signed it, the 
sergeant said.

“That 100 percent proves 
that Mackey didn’t lie,” 
Walsh said at the time. “It’s 
definitive proof.”

WORK ENVIRONMENT
Mackey said “tolerated” 

was the best word to de-
scribe how he was treated as 
a new member of the Nar-
cotics Task Force. His senior 
officer on the force, Detec-
tive Mark Hollitz, didn’t 
mince words about whether 
he thought Mackey was a 
good addition to the unit, 
which is charged with “ma-
jor narcotics investigations.”

“(Hollitz) specifically 
stated he didn’t believe I 
had the experience to be 
assigned to that position,” 
Mackey said. “He made it a 
point to involve other people 
in the office and exclude me.

“He said he didn’t believe 
I belonged there … He was 
very open about it.”

Defense attorneys Heath-
er Burke and Stephen 

Munkelt asked Mack-
ey about text messages 
between him and Hollitz, 
including an exchange in 
which they said Hollitz ad-
monished Mackey for mis-
taking a suspect’s statement 
as an admission of butane 
honey oil manufacturing. 
The defense brought several 
exhibits before Mackey on 
Friday, asking for expla-
nations for alleged errors 
or inaccuracies that drew 
reprimands.

Though he said he didn’t 
recall several cases, Mackey 
said in one case he erred be-
cause he had “provided too 
much information over the 
radio.” In other instances, he 
“wasn’t able to clearly relate 
in plain text on paper” what 
he intended to state. 

Burke asked Mackey if 
task force officers, includ-
ing Hollitz, didn’t want him 
because “they didn’t believe 
you were trustworthy?”

“That’s not what I recall,” 
Mackey said.

Hollitz left his position in 
February 2017, weeks before 
accusations surfaced that 
he had a sexual relation-
ship with a confidential 
informant.

Defense attorneys asked 
Mackey about memos 
documenting “oral con-
sultations” from Mackey’s 
superiors. One consultation 
centered on Martin’s belief 
that Mackey had not made 
corrections to the search 
warrant as directed, result-
ing in the dismissal of the 
case. Martin also reportedly 
stated in an internal affairs 
investigation report that he 
could not “fix” Mackey.

An internal affairs in-
vestigation by the Sheriff ’s 
Office cleared Mackey of any 
wrongdoing.

Upon learning that Mack-
ey had made the corrections, 
with the recent review of 
the sealed warrant, Martin 
apologized, Walsh said. 

“Martin believed you had 
not corrected the items in 
the warrant,” Walsh said. 
“He wanted to document 
the counseling because he 
felt you hadn’t made the 
changes.

“It turns out, you had 
made the changes.”

— Staff Writer Alan 
Riquelmy contributed to this 
report.

Contact Editor Brian 
Hamilton at bhamilton@
theunion.com or 
530-477-4249.

MACKEY
From page A1 “(Hollitz) said he didn’t believe I belonged 

there … He was very open about it.”
— Jason Mackey, Nevada County sheriff’s deputy
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