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Investigators seek clues in Kobe helicopter crash
 Aircraft lacked key terrain monitoring equipment, NTSB said

Photos above and at right by JOSEPH A. GARCIA/Acorn Newspapers

AFTERMATH—Above, mourners react to the tragedy. Right, a memorial is set up at De Anza Park in Calabasas.
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Mothers, fathers and kids lost their lives Basketball star made local 
gym a favorite hangout

FATEFUL SUNDAY—Left, an inspector from 
the National Transportation Safety Board 
inspects the wreckage. Above, smoke from the 
Calabasas hillside where the craft went down.

Photo at left courtesy of NTSB
JOHN LOESING/Acorn Newspapers

By Ian Bradley
ianbradley@thacorn.com

 Investigators this week be-
gan the difficult task of try-
ing to understand what caused 
the Jan. 26 helicopter crash 
in Calabasas that killed nine 
people, including NBA leg-
end Kobe Bryant, 41, and his 

13-year-old daughter, Gianna. 
 Safety experts said this week 
that, among other concerns, the 
craft lacked a key piece of terrain 
awareness monitoring equipment. 
The National Transportation 
Safety Board investigated a sim-
ilar crash in 2004 and made a 
recommendation that this type of  
helicopter carry the equipment.

 The Sikorsky S-76B pri-
vate helicopter owned by Fill-
more-based Island Express Hold-
ings Inc. crashed about one mile 
east of the Las Virgenes Munic-
ipal Water District headquarters 
on Las Virgenes Road during a 
heavily overcast day in which 
even Los Angeles County Sher-
iff’s helicopters were said to be 

grounded due to the extreme fog. 
 O t h e r  v i c t i m s  o f  t h e 
crash: John Altobelli, 56; Keri 
Altobelli, 46; Alyssa Altobelli, 
13; Christina Mauser, 38; Sarah 
Chester, 45; Payton Chester, 13; 
and Ara Zobayan, 50, the pilot. 
 The Los Angeles County 
Coroner’s office removed three 
bodies from the 600 feet of 
strewn wreckage on Sunday. The 
NTSB arrived at the crash site 
early in the week to obtain ev-
idence and begin their investi-
gation. The six remaining bod-
ies were recovered Monday. 
           ‘No reply’ 
 Why the crash occurred re-
mains a mystery, but the foul 

weather is believed to be a factor. 
 “The pilot requested flight-fol-
lowing (radar assistance) but was 
told they were too low (for that),” 
Jennifer Homendy of the National 
Transportation Safety Board said. 
 “Approximately four minutes 
later the pilot advised they were 
climbing to avoid the cloud layer. 
When air traffic control asked 
what the pilot planned there was 
no reply. Radar data indicates the 
helicopter climbed to 2,300 feet 
and then began a descending left 
turn,” Homendy said. 
 The last radar contact with 
the helicopter was around 9:45 
a.m.—and the first 911 calls came 

 Remembering the nine
By Christina Cox

christina@theacorn.com

 Three budding basketball stars, an experi-
enced pilot, a beloved coach. When a private he-
licopter crashed into a Calabasas hillside on Jan. 
26, it marked tragedy, not only for the basketball 

world, but also heartbreak for five families who 
lost loved ones in the crash. In addition to Kobe 
Bryant and his 13-year-old daughter Gianna, the 
seven other victims have been identified.
 John Altobelli, a 56-year-old head baseball 
coach at Orange Coast College; his wife, Keri; 
and their 13-year-old daughter, Alyssa, perished 
in Sunday’s crash, the Costa Mesa community 
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 Mamba Sports Academy in 
Newbury Park offered up-and-
coming basketball players and 
their parents what few other ath-
letic venues could: the chance to 

brush with greatness.
 Kobe Bryant, whose moniker 
from his playing days was added 
to the title of the training facility 
after he became a partial investor, 
wasn’t there seven days a week, 
but he was there enough to height-



Page 2 January 30, 2020 The Acorn

just minutes later from a per-
son who spotted the helicop-
ter, reported to be flying low 
amid the morning’s heavy fog. 
 “Apparently some folks were 
out mountain biking here (Sun-
day) morning and saw an aircraft 
in distress that went down into 
the hillside,” L.A. County Fire 
Department spokesperson Capt. 
Tony Imbrenda said. 

Investigation
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 The captain wouldn’t say if 
the morning’s heavy fog played 
a role in the incident. The heli-
copter had reportedly been en 
route from Orange County to the 
Camarillo Airport. 
 Rolla Boggs, a veteran helicop-
ter pilot with the Ventura County 
Fire Department, told The Acorn 
he believes the Sikorsky craft did 
not suffer mechanical failure.
 “It’s primarily an executive 
transport type aircraft. They use 
it a lot for that, especially in the 
New York area. It’s a very safe 

machine; it’s got autopilot and 
can comfortably seat nine people, 
including the pilot. It wouldn’t be 
cramped,” Boggs said. 
 NTSB will leave the area at 
the end of the week and begin 
its formal investigation, officials 
from the federal agency said.
           Basketball family
 Gianna, Alyssa and Payton 
played for the same eighth-
grade girls’ travel basketball 
team based out of Mamba Sports 
Academy in Newbury Park, 
where the group was headed. 

 Lakers’ faithful started arriving 
at Mamba Sports Academy on 
Rancho Conejo Boulevard shortly 
after 12:30 p.m. Sunday to pay 
their respects to the fallen super-
star. Moments earlier, travel teams 
from across the state that were 
participating in the Mamba Cup 
basketball tournament hosted by 
the sports complex had received 
word of the crash. Players and 
parents were stunned by the news. 
 Among those on hand at the 
venue when the news broke: 
Vanessa Bryant, Kobe Bryant’s 
wife of 19 years. Kobe Bryant 
and Gianna were expected to 
arrive sometime before noon 
for Gianna’s game; Bryant was 
scheduled to coach the team. 
 Video posted online showed 
a large group, arms locked, 
heads bowed, standing on one 
of the facility’s five basketball 
courts in prayer. A separate 
photo showed hundreds inside 
the complex taking a knee.
 Onlookers picked a cor-
ner near the entrance to start 
a makeshift tribute, and what 
began as two lit candles and 
two bouquets of flowers quickly 
turned into a plethora of Bryant 
memorabilia, banners, jerseys, 
bumper stickers and a Sports Il-
lustrated with No. 8 on the cover. 
Fans shared stories of the Lakers’ 
great, several referencing his mon-
umental 81-point game against 
the New York Knicks in 2006. 
 Teams taking part in the two-
day Mamba Cup gathered in the 
parking lot, some standing in 
disbelief, others sharing hugs 
and wiping away tears.
 Mamba officials declined to 
comment about the future of the 

sports complex or if any Kobe Bry-
ant tributes were being planned.  
 Bryant’s connection with the 
four-year-old Mamba academy 
began in December 2018 when 
he became an investor. The facil-
ity, previously known as Sports 
Academy, was dubbed Mamba 
Sports Academy, a reference to 
Bryant’s nickname as a player: 
the Black Mamba.
 Mourning for the victims spread 
beyond the Newbury Park gym. 
Distraught fans also gathered out-
side Church in the Canyon across 
the street form the crash site on Las 
Virgenes Road in Calabasas. From 
the parking lot, onlookers could 
still see a pillar of smoke from the 
wreckage in the distance. 
 The Rev. Bob Bjerkaas, the 
church’s pastor, said the crash 
occurred during the congregation’s 
Sunday School service. He said 
when emergency responders ar-
rived on the scene he offered them 
the church as a base of operations. 
 He learned about  Bry-
ant’s death shortly after hear-
ing about the crash. He was 
giving his Sunday sermon. 
 “I’ve been preaching from 
the book of Job, which is about a 
man who lost everything, knowing 
God had some bigger plan. I was 
preaching from Chapter 12 and 13, 
about how we never know when 
our day will come,” Bjerkaas said. 
 “Then people who’d been fol-
lowing on the news interrupted my 
sermon to say it was five people 
and one of them was Kobe Bryant. 
It was a very sad moment.”
  Camarillo resident Jayson 
Vialpondo was one of many 
who came to the scene so 
they could process the news. 
 Vialpondo said he’s followed 
Bryant’s entire career and came 
to the crash site to see for himself. 
 “I didn’t want to believe it. To 
actually see the smoking helicop-
ter. . . . I heard someone say his 
daughter was with him, too, and 
that killed me. It’s sad, he was on 
his way to a basketball camp.” 
 A father of two daughters, Vial-
pondo said the news that Bryant’s 
13-year-old daughter was among 
the victims hit particularly hard.
 “It’s crazy, and crazy that 
it happened like that,” he said. 
 At nearby Juan Bautista de 
Anza Park in Calabasas another 
memorial was established. Flowers 
and placards began filling the area.
 Las Virgenes Road near the 
crash site remained was closed to 
traffic on Sunday and reopened on 
Monday.
 John Loesing and Kyle Jorrey 
contributed to this story

HILLSIDE C ARNAGE—Lef t , 
helicopter wreckage is strewn 
across the 600-foot crash site. 
Above, investigators from the 
National Transportation Safety 
Board fly a drone over the hillside.

JOSEPH A. GARCIA/Acorn Newspapers

Courtesy of NTSB
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Victims
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DISTRAUGHT—
A mourner pays 
his respects 
at a makeshift 
memorial for 
Kobe Bryant 
outside Mamba 
Sports Academy 
in Newbury 
Park. Devoted 
followers placed 
flowers and other 
mementos at the 
site shortly after  
hearing the news 
about the death 
of the superstar 
and his teenage 
daughter.
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Acorn Newspapers
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college confirmed this week.
 John Altobelli, an OCC coach 
for 27 years, led the college to 
numerous championship titles 
and earned more than 700 wins 
during his career, according to 
the college. He was named an 
American Baseball Coaches 
Association/Diamond National 
Coach of the Year in 2019.
 “John meant so much to not 
only Orange Coast College, but to 
baseball,” Athletic Director Jason 
Kehler said in a statement. “He 
truly personified what it means to 
be a baseball coach. The passion 
that he put into the game, but more 
importantly his athletes, was sec-
ond to none—he treated them like 
family.” The Altobellis’ daughter, 
Alyssa, played on the same team 
as Gianna Bryant. 
 The Altobellis are survived by 
two other children. 

Payton and Sarah Chester
 Sarah Chester and her 13-year-
old daughter Payton were also 
victims of the crash, the Chester 
family confirmed Monday. The 
mother and daughter were consid-
ered the “lights” of their family.
 “Payton had a smile and per-
sonality that would light any room 
and a passion for the game of bas-
ketball. She found joy on any court 
and loved all of her teammates and 
coaches,” a statement from family 
said. “The love we feel from so 
many today is a testament to the 
community she created for us.”
 Payton, an eighth-grader, 
played on the same team as 
Gianna Bryant at the Thousand 
Oaks Mamba Academy. 

Christina Mauser
 Christina Mauser was a bas-
ketball coach at an Orange Coun-
ty private school who was hand-
picked by Kobe Bryant to coach 
girls’ basketball teams at Mamba 
Academy, according to her hus-
band, Matt Mauser.
 “He didn’t choose Christina 
for any ordinary reason. She was 
extraordinary,” Matt Mauser said 
in an interview with The Today 
Show. “She was incredible, witty, 
funny. . . . She was warm, she was 
incredibly bright.”
 The couple met Bryant when 
they were both working as teach-
ers and basketball coaches at a 
school Bryant’s children attended. 
The team called her the “Mother of 
Defense,” or the MOD, because of 
her skills as a coach, Matt Mauser 
said. Christina Mauser leaves 
behind her husband and three 
children, ages 3, 9 and 11.

Ara Zobayan
 Ara Zobayan, the pilot of the 
helicopter, was an instructor and 
charter pilot who received his 
commercial pilot certificate in 
2007, according to the Federal 
Aviation Administration.
 Peter and Claudia Lowry, 
founders of Van Nuys Airport’s 
Group 3 Aviation commercial 
helicopter service, said Zobayan 
first came to their company in 
1997 to learn how to fly helicop-
ters after he took a sightseeing 
tour flight at the Grand Canyon. 
 Their company was not the 
owner or operator of the flight 
involved in the accident.
 “We are heartbroken at the 
loss of our friend and pilot Ara 
Zobayan,” the Lowrys wrote on 
Facebook. “Ara worked hard in 
other businesses to save enough 
money to pay for training. Flying 
was his life’s passion.”
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Local star
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Acorn file photo

HAPPINESS AND SADNESS—Above, Kobe Bryant leads a crowd-
adoring parade that celebrated the Lakers’ 2010 NBA championship. 
Below, at the scene of the Calabasas helicopter crash, Winnetka 
residents Amanda Gordon and her husband Philip console each 
other upon hearing the news about Kobe’s death.

en the excitement of any athlete 
who stepped through the doors 
of the facility on Rancho Cone-
jo Boulevard north of the 101 
Freeway.
 “The aura of it, it just got so 
much bigger,” said local basket-
ball coach and sports blogger 
Eric Rosenthal regarding Bry-
ant’s 2018 arrival (Sports Acad-
emy opened in 2016). “When 
you’re playing at Mamba Sports 
Academy, it’s a big deal. It brings 
everything to a whole new lev-
el.”
 Such was the case Sunday 
morning as travel teams of boys 
and girls ages 6 to 13 from up 
and down California—and even 
out of state—battled in the Mam-
ba Cup, a series of tournaments 
developed by Bryant himself. 
 While coaches demanded full 
attention, the players and those in 
the audience eagerly awaited the 
arrival of Bryant and his daugh-
ter Gianna, 13, whose eighth 
grade team was scheduled to play 
a noon game against a team from 
Texas coached by fellow NBA 
great Jason Terry.
 Kertd Elisaldez, who coaches 
a group of sixth grade girls rep-
resenting West Coast Premier, 
found it unusual that it was 11:30 
a.m. and Bryant had not yet ar-
rived. 
 “Kobe was a very early guy, 
for him not to be present watch-
ing the games an hour before 
his game starts was weird,” said 
Elisaldez, a father of four who’d 
gotten to know Bryant within the 
Orange County travel basketball 
scene. 
 Coaching the second half 
of his daughter Rajya’s game, 
Elisaldez looked down at his 
iWatch—“Is it true? About 
Kobe?” one message read.
	 “When	I	first	saw	that	I	didn’t	
know what to think . . . was he 
hurt? I couldn’t really concen-
trate because I was coaching my 
game,” he said. “Then a little 
bit later I’m walking down the 
sideline and one of my parents 
pushes me in my back and I turn 
around like ‘What the hell?’ and 
he tells me, ‘Kobe just died, 
man! TMZ’s reporting Kobe 
died!’ And everything stopped.”
 Word of the crash spread 
through the gym in seconds. One 
after	another,	referees	on	differ-
ent courts blew their whistles and 
waved their hands, signaling the 
games were over. 
 “The whole gym just ran to 
Kobe’s court, Court No. 4, and 
everybody was in a big circle 
praying. Grown men and women 
were crying,” Elisaldez said.
 After the group stopped pray-
ing, he said, there was only 
stunned silence. Then the most 
awful sound: wailing from the 
private	second-floor	room	where	
Gianna, Payton and Alyssa’s 
teammates had just received 
news of the helicopter crash. 
 “I literally sat down because 
I was going to pass out. I sat 
down and started to cry,” said 
Elisaldez, 31. “Because I’m a 
father, too.”
 Rosenthal said he and his 
brothers, Shane, 13, and Blake, 
15, will cherish the memories 
they have of Bryant at Mamba 
Sports Academy. On Saturday, 
the Laker great had a brief ex-
change with Shane and promised 

to do pictures and autographs on 
Sunday. 
 “It was surreal that Kobe is in 
our hometown and we’re seeing 
him, and we’re 100% expecting 
to see them (Bryant and Gianna) 
again, and then they’re gone. It’s 
beyond shocking,” Rosenthal 
said. 
 “It still feels like a dream. 
People have been reaching out to 
me who I haven’t talked to since 
high school. We’re all kind of in 
disbelief.”

 The academy, which employs 
over 150 people, was closed 
Monday and Tuesday before 
opening for business Wednesday. 
Representatives said they had no 
comment regarding the future of 
the operation.
 Elisaldez said his primary 
concern now is helping his kids, 
two boys and two girls, try to get 
past the tragedy. Daughter Caia, 
14, in particular, had developed 
a close bond with Bryant: “He 
was a mentor to her.”
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