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My dad used to take 
me striped bass 
fishing south of  

town. We’d fish in Sonoma 
Creek near Wingo, or the 
slough near Skaggs Island 
Naval Station, or on the 
Napa River. We’d put a 
piece of  stinky sardine on a 
hook, throw it out and wait 
for a fish to swim by and 
take it.

Since my childhood, I’ve 
spent little 
time fishing 
those waters, 
even though 
they are close.

Fortunately, 
fly-fishing 
guide Patrick 
MacKenzie, 
also a Sonoma 
native but de-
cades younger 
than me, took 
the opposite 
approach. He 
saw the fishing opportu-
nities in all of  that water 
south and east of  Sonoma, 
spent hundreds (perhaps 
thousands) of  hours study-
ing, searching and fishing 
the various channels, side 
sloughs and ponds, and 
made himself  into the go-to 
guide for anglers who want 
to catch fish close to home.

He invited me to join 
him for a morning’s fishing 
last week and during that 
time I was reminded of  
what a huge amount of  
fishable water there is in 
and around the Napa River 
south of Napa proper. All 
of it could hold striped bass 
– just not all the time. Strip-
ers are nomadic. They swim 
in the ocean, hang out in 
the bay, rivers and sloughs, 
and spawn as close to fresh 
water as they can get.

Patrick has put in the 
time necessary to connect 
striped bass habits to the 
waterways in our area. 
When he takes clients fish-
ing, he has a pretty good 
idea where the fish will be. 
That’s important, because 
fly fishing is a lot more 
active than just bait fishing 
from the bank. Fly fishers 
actively pursue fish. They 

cast to spots on the water 
where they either know 
or suspect there are fish. 
When they’re right, there’s 
action and lots of  fun.

During our morning of  
fishing, noting the tide, 
water clarity and other 
factors, Patrick moved us 
from spot to spot until we 
found the fish. Had he not 
put in all the hours study-
ing the habits of  striped 
bass and where they feed 
during the high and low 
tides and other conditions, 
we would have just been 
casting with little more 
than hope that a fish would 

be in the 
neighborhood.

Instead, we 
caught some 
nice bass 
and enjoyed 
a productive 
morning. The 
good news is 
that this isn’t 
even the best 
time of year 
for bass in 
our area. That 
will start later 

next month and into the 
fall. 

So, this is the time to 
plan a trip and reserve a 
date to fish with Patrick. In 
addition to being knowl-
edgeable, he’s a nice guy 
and a good conversational-
ist. His smartly appointed 
Ranger boat is well kept 
and comfortable. While 
you’re moving about, he 
can fill you in on a little 
of  the history our local 
waterways and give you as 
much information as you 
can handle on the habits of  
striped bass.

I also learned that he 
is a chef, trained at the 
culinary institute in Napa. 
Next time I intend to ask 
him for his favorite striped 
bass recipe.

He guides on other local 
waters, including the bay, 
and Lake Sonoma, Ber-
ryessa and Mendocino. You 
can be assured that he’s 
put the same effort and 
time into learning those 
waters.

I highly recommend 
a day on the water with 
guide Patrick MacKenzie. 
His website is Mackenzie-
onthefly.com.  Telephone: 
(707) 721-6700.

Master of the 
marshlands
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A racing fan visits the Wall of Fame at the Sonoma Raceway, during last year’s Sonoma Speed Festival. The  
raceway’s Jere Starks is being added to the honorary wall in 2020. 
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It takes more than mechanics 
and drivers to make the races go 
on. At Sonoma Raceway, for the 
last 26 years, Jere Starks has been 
an important factor in making the 
cars go ‘round – and realizing a 
number of the other attractions 
of the car racing facility at Sears 
Point.

To give him the recognition he’s 
due, the Sonoma Raceway added 
him to its Hall of Fame – along 
with other inductees such as in-
cluding O. Bruton Smith (2006), Joe 
W. Huffaker (2007), John Cardinale 
(2013), Georgia Seipel (2018) and 
raceway founder Robert Marshall 
(2019).

Starks joined the staff of the 
raceway in 1994, when it was 
known as Sears Point Raceway, 
after working at the facility as a 
construction contractor. As he 
leaves, his title is Vice President of  
Operations and Facilities.

His accomplishments included 
oversight of the $90 million mod-
ernization of the facility between 
1999-2002, a massive project that 
included moving nearly 10 million 
cubic yards of dirt to create hill-
side terrace seats at Turns 2, 3, 4, 
7 and 9, roads for better internal 
traffic circulation, expanded view-
ing areas, underground pedestrian 
tunnels and the separation of  
the road course from the drag 

strip, as well as the construction 
of competitor garages, perma-
nent restrooms, the start/finish 
grandstand and the extension of  
pit road.

Starks' career also involved 
ushering the facility through 
a number of natural disasters, 
including the 6.0-magnitude South 
Napa earthquake in 2014, as well 
as the Sonoma County fires in 
2017. Starks, an avid motorcycle 
rider, worked to continuously 
improve on-track safety, including 
redesigned portions of the track at 
Turns 1, 10 and 11, as well as other 
improvements.

Starks was also involved in 
many of the raceway’s charitable 
and community efforts, including 
Speedway Children’s Charities 
and the annual Motorcycle Food 
Drive Ride. He helped found 3J’s 
Motorcycle Track Days and raised 
more than $506,000 for worthy 
causes over 23 charity track days. 
In addition, he is a member of the 
Teen Services Sonoma Board of  
Directors.

Starks spent the duration of his 
career managing the maintenance 
of Sonoma Raceway’s 1,600-acre 
property and facility preparation 
for annual visits from the NA-
SCAR Cup Series and NHRA Mello 
Yello Drag Racing Series, among 
others.

“Jere Starks’ DNA is in every 
square inch of this facility,” said 
Sonoma Raceway President and 
General Manager Steve Page. “I 
was fortunate to work alongside 
him for nearly three decades and 
to benefit from his experience 
and wisdom as we re-imagined 
the raceway and all of its modern 
features.  There is no one more 
deserving of this honor.”

Starks’ likeness has been 
engraved onto the raceway’s Wall 
of Fame, which is located on the 
back of the Main Grandstand in 
the main paddock. He is the 26th 
member of the raceway’s Wall of  
Fame – appropriate to his 26 years 
of contribution to the raceway’s 
operations.

Raceway recognizes  
operations veep Jere Starks

26-year career overseeing improvements at Sonoma  
Raceway leads to addition to its Wall of Fame

Jere Starks

Guide Patrick  
MacKenzie knows 
local waters of  
Napa, Sonoma

The Meandering 
Angler

Bill Lynch

Patrick Mac 
Kenzie, chef and 
Sonoma-based 
fly-fishing guide, 
knows the thou-
sands of acres of 
waters around 
us like the rest 
of us know our 
back yards.

the U.S. right now. I’m 
convinced,” said Patrick 
Rondou, an NBA camera 
operator who’s shot 30 
consecutive finals. He has 
routinely hung with MJ 
and Steph, and counted 
Kobe Bryant among his 
close friends.

Rondou, a Sonoma 
Valley High School grad 
(1972) with 15 Emmys 
on his mantle, has been 
ensconced in the bubble 
since Day One. He’s the 
go-to camera operator 
for the NBA, and one of  
only three guys in the  
broadcast ecosystem who 
is allowed to have contact 
with players right now.

That access didn’t come 
easy, or cheap.

After an extremely 
strict seven-day quaran-
tine, where a quartet of  
doctors in PPE popped in 
at all hours, Rondou—as 
all bubble residents do—
undergoes rigorous daily 
protocols.

An oximeter is clipped 
to a finger each morning 
and temperatures are 
taken daily by mouth. The 
data is transmitted to an 
internal website and up-
loaded into a bubble-wide 
database.

“Then you have to go 
get your COVID testing,” 
Rondou said, adding that 

both nose and throat are 
swabbed daily. Bubble 
personnel wear a Disney 
“magic band,” which 
opens doors and controls 
other high touch surfac-
es. Rondou’s NBA press 
credential sports a device 
that electronically reads 
distance, programmed to 
beep when he’s less than 
six feet from someone.

“Everybody is constant-
ly beep-beep-beep-beep,” 
Rondou said.

Should someone inside 
the bubble develop COVID 
symptoms at any point, the 
NBA uses those recorded 
beeps to contact trace and 
re-quarantine.

“They’re doing it right,” 
Rondou said.

The same could be said 
for Rondou, whose career 
has spanned decades and 
carried him around the 
world.

After high school, he 
studied marketing at Cal 
State Fullerton, where 
a not-yet-famous Kevin 
Costner was one of  his 
classmates. But the world 
of  business left him feeling 
sluggish and bored, and 
one night he found himself  
at Anaheim Stadium 
where an old SVHS team-
mate, Dan Briggs, was 
making his Major League 
Baseball debut.

“I snuck down on the 
field and got Danny’s at-
tention, and with the little 

camera I’d brought began 
taking pictures,” Rondou 
said. “I thought to myself, 
this is kinda cool.”

Briggs generously 
opened a few doors for 
his old friend, and almost 
overnight, Rondou was 
an official photographer 
for the Angels. “If  not for 
Danny, we wouldn’t be 
talking,” Rondou told the 
Index-Tribune.

In short order, Ron-
dou graduated from still 
photography to video, and 
quickly distinguished him-

self  with a creative eye. A 
romance led him to Chica-
go in the mid-’80s, where a 
young Oprah Winfrey took 
note of  his work.

“I was her senior cam-
era guy for 25 years. I’m 
still not allowed to talk 
about it, but it was incred-
ible working for Oprah. 
She took such good care of  
us. All that stuff she gave 
away she gave to us, too. 
Except for the cars,” Ron-
dou said with a laugh.

When he wasn’t shoot-
ing the Oprah Winfrey 

Show, Rondou worked 
other events: the Olym-
pics, the Super Bowl, the 
World Series, the Oscars. 
He circled the globe, then 
did it again. “I’ve worked 
seven days a weeks for 35 
years. I’ve got 9 million 
frequent flier miles just 
on American Airlines,” 
Rondou said.

A different kind of  
man might be fatigued 
at this point, but Rondou 
finds the work energiz-
ing. His job is the kind 
of  job a lot of  other guys 
dream of. “There’s 10,000 
people waiting for me to 
drop dead. It’s a coveted 
position I’ve had all these 
years,” he said.

An athlete himself  
who was scouted in high 
school, Rondou has had 
to stay in peak shape to 
keep up in the NBA. Every 
morning in Orlando he 
runs the circumference 
of  the bubble, an easy 
mile-and-a half  past the 
manmade lakes, rivers, 
hotels, restaurants and 
golf  courses within.

On the courts there, 
Rondou finds himself  with 
a strange surplus of  space, 
the only man standing 
where before there were 
dozens. “There’s nobody 
there, I’m by myself. And 
I love it,” he said. “I don’t 
have to deal with fans 
jumping up and spilling 
beer on me while I do my 

thing.”
Rondou’s thing now, 

in the 21st century, is 
commonly done with 
robots. The airspace above 
the court is a tangled 
web of  guidelines. But to 
capture the nuances and 
special thrill of  live play, 
a talented human is still 
needed behind a special 
camera to get the kinds of  
shots a robot cannot. “My 
goal—every time—is to get 
the shot that nobody else is 
gonna get,” he said.

Tonight, with what the 
NBA hopes is a record 
crowd watching on tele-
vision, in an arena whose 
every inch has been micro-
scopically disinfected, in 
the elite company of  hoops 
stars and a few others, 
Rondou will shoulder his 
rig and get after that shot. 
He’ll do it again and again 
until Oct. 13, when the 
NBA champions will be 
crowned.

Is it hard, being away 
from everything familiar 
for months? No live contact 
with family, friends, even 
pets? “I could have stayed 
in Chicago and done other 
things, but something was 
telling me this could be 
pretty cool. This is un-
precedented. It’s historic,” 
Rondou said. “Life in the 
bubble is fantastic.”

Contact Kate at kate.wil-
liams@sonomanews.com.
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Patrick Rondou at work with Steph Curry and Draymond 
Green of the Golden State Warriors. 
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