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Forest Service cites hunter for setting signal fire 
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By Mark Arner and Marisa Taylor 
UNION-TRIBUNE STAFF WRITERS 

October 28, 2003 

The U.S. Forest Service is trying to determine whether a hunter's signal fire ignited the largest wildfire in San Diego County history. 

Sergio Martinez, 33, of West Covina was released after being given a misdemeanor citation for setting an unauthorized fire in Cleveland National Forest on Saturday, the same day the Cedar wildfire began. The investigation remains incomplete because flames are blocking access to the site. 

Martinez was questioned about the fire after he was rescued by helicopter from rugged terrain in the Cleveland National Forest near San Diego Country Estates about 6:20 p.m. Saturday. 

Michelle Sarubbi, the Forest Service officer who cited Martinez, refused to comment on whether he faces more charges. 

"In order to do a thorough and exact fire investigation, you have to rule out everything that didn't start the fire to find out what did start the fire," she said. "We can't jump to conclusions." 

A spokeswoman for the U.S. Attorney's Office would not confirm that Martinez was being investigated or answer questions about whether criminal charges might be filed. She would say only that someone had been questioned and released in the investigation. 

Attempts to reach Martinez for comment were unsuccessful. 

Saturday, authorities began the search for Martinez after a friend who was hunting with him called for help. 

According to sheriff's Deputy Dave Weldon, who piloted the rescue flight, the two men were deer hunting when Martinez wandered off. After 11 hours without food or water, Weldon said, Martinez apparently started a small fire to signal for help. 

Weldon spotted smoke and then a fire covering about 50 square yards of scrub brush. He said Martinez was waving from the top of a small rocky mountain, just upwind from the blaze. The mountain was about a mile south of Eagle Peak Road and a few miles east of San Diego Country Estates. 

Weldon said Martinez was delirious and couldn't walk, so Weldon and his partner, Deputy Rocky Laws, dragged and carried him back to the aircraft. 

While lifting Martinez into the helicopter, Weldon said, Laws asked Martinez if he had started the fire. 

"He said, 'No . . . I'm sorry. I'm sorry about all of this,' " Weldon said. "He was basically delirious." 

"I asked him what he started it with, and he wouldn't comment," Weldon added. "He just remained quiet." 

"Then he said: 'I thought I was going to die out there. Thanks for saving my life.' " 

Martinez was treated for dehydration. 

Sheriff Bill Kolender reported early yesterday that federal officials had arrested someone for starting the fire and said the man was in custody. Later in the day, a spokesman for Kolender said the man had been "cited and released" and had not been arrested. 
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