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In Carmel Valley, newts (left) are on the move. In Big Sur, a bobcat (above) shares an intimate moment with a local, while a very lucky dog (right) 
survived a scrape with a mountain lion.
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Five days before Christmas, Magnus and Mary Lu Toren, 
who live on Partington Ridge in Big Sur, had reason to believe 
a mountain lion had taken their 6-year-old male pit bull mix 
named Zeak.

It was around sunset Dec. 20 when Mary Lu became aware 
that something outside her back door was wrong — and way 
too close for comfort.

Lions and bobcats and newts, oh my! Nature never stops surprising us.
By CHRIS COUNTS

WHETHER IT is mesmerizing us with its beauty, im-
pressing us with its resilience, or simply scaring the daylights 
out of us for no good reason, the wild spirit of nature is never 
very far away — as three encounters between humans and an-
imals this week showed us.

“A little after 5 p.m., Mary Lu heard loud screaming and 
squealing right outside of our little house,” Magnus Toren told 
The Pine Cone. “She walked outside and found herself 50 feet 
away from a large mountain lion inside our fence.”

Worried that the noise was one of her dogs being taken 
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in November 1990. 
He announced in February he would not seek an eighth 

term, and Assistant District Attorney Jeannine Pacioni ran 
unopposed in November to succeed him. The office she will 
occupy is a very changed place, Flippo said.

‘Removed from society’
Hired as a deputy district attorney in 1971 by then-Mon-

terey County District Attorney William Curtis, who quickly 
made him an assistant, Flippo worked throughout the 1970s 
and 1980s when there were tougher sentencing and crime 
laws.

Flippo said the laws were 
clear and did what they were 
meant to do: lock up the bad 
guys.

“They removed people 
from society who were law-
breakers,” said Flippo. “So it 
was a good time to be a pros-
ecutor.” 

And two years after he 
became Monterey County’s 
district attorney, a career 
criminal kidnapped 12-year-
old Polly Klaas at knifepoint 
from her Petaluma home and 
murdered her. The heinous 
crime prompted passage of 
the state’s Three Strikes law, 
which mandated 25-years-to-
life prison terms for defendants convicted of a third felony 
after two or more violent crimes or felonies. 

Flippo called the law “very, very important.” 
“Very frankly, when people were locked up they weren’t 

committing crimes,” he said.
More recently, though, Flippo and his colleagues through-

out the state have had to adjust to a series of laws that favor 
criminals and hamstring police. 

In 2011, the state enacted Assembly Bill 109 with the goal 
of easing prison overcrowding and saving money, but which 
Flippo said “really knocked law enforcement back on their 
heels.” 

“Prosecutors and police were dealing with crimes where 
they had made their cases and the defendants were convicted 

Flippo: Early days were ‘good to be prosecutor’
n Retires as county D.A. after 28 years

By KELLY NIX

THE MAN who’s led the Monterey County District At-
torney’s Office for 28 years has seen stark changes in the crim-
inal justice system in the five decades he’s been a prosecutor.

Dean Flippo, 77, will step aside on Jan. 6 as the county’s 
top prosecutor —a position he’s held since he was first elected 
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Dean Flippo

Governor pardons 
four county residents

By KELLY NIX

GOV. JERRY Brown granted pardons this week to three 
men who committed crimes in Monterey County, including 
an armed robber and a drug manufacturer, and he commuted 
the prison sentence of a Salinas man who was involved in a 
gunfight that resulted in an 8-year-old being shot in the back. 

On Dec. 24, Brown granted 143 pardons and 131 commu-
tations in California. Four of those people committed crimes 
and were sentenced in Monterey County, including former 
gang member Eric Alvarado.

Alvarado was 17 years old in March 2002 when he was 
in a shootout that left Fernando Chavez, then 8, shot in the 
back with a bullet intended for a rival gang member. Though 
he lived, doctors were unable to remove the bullet, which had 
entered his back and stopped near his pancreas.

‘Mature adult’
Alvarado, one of three teens arrested for the crime, was 

sentenced to 15 years to life for attempted murder plus a 
25-year-to-life firearm enhancement, for a term of 40 years 
to life. 

In his application for clemency, Alvarado described the 
“significant changes” he’s made in his life since the shooting, 
according to Brown.

“Since my incarceration, I have used the time to address 
the immature and destructive 17-year-old-gang-member men-
tality I once had,” Alvarado wrote. 
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Three decades after 
fire, effort to reduce fuel 
for next blaze never ends

By CHRIS COUNTS

THIRTY-ONE years after high winds fueled a wildfire in 
Del Monte Forest that burned 160 acres and destroyed more 
than 30 homes, many residents worry when the next blaze will 
strike the Monterey Peninsula.

But fire officials say the fire risk today is far less in the 
forest than it was three decades ago — in part because they’ve 

The devastating fire in Del Monte Forest began May 31, 1987, and 
destroyed 31 homes before being contained. The fire made national 
news — this screenshot is from CNN.

been thinning out the forest and removing dead wood for 
years — but also because of upgrades to Pebble Beach’s water 
system and improved communications among agencies that 
respond to fires.

The topic is particularly relevant in the aftermath of No-
vember’s devastating Camp Fire, which killed 85 people, de-
stroyed more than 18,000 structures and scorched more than 
150,000 acres.

Much of the effort to reduce the fire risk in the forest is 
focused on fuel mitigation work. Without excess wood and 
vegetation to consume, a fire is much easier to contain. The 


