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has been honing his artistic eye for some 
time, he is clearly driven by a ravenous cu-
riosity and childlike fascination with these 
biological brethren and sistren.

i visited sheridan at his beautiful, cabin-
like home atop one of morro Bay’s many 
hills. i was directed around back, where 
two small buildings stand: one, clearly a 
greenhouse; the other, easily a tool shed 
or storage unit, but with a sign beside 
the door: “mouse House.” (the mouse 
House, i would learn, is so named because 
it was the stench of sheridan’s snakes’ 
culinary delight that finally forced his oth-
erwise peaceable wife, diana, to evict the 
animals from the house proper and set up 
camp in the backyard.)

it is here i found sheridan working 
alongside his assistant, a young, constantly 
moving man named sean murtheh. inside, 
the room is markedly hot and muggy 
thanks to a space heater topped with a dish 
of distilled water, and lined from floor to 
ceiling with cages, crates, terrariums, cool-
ers—everything inside everything is alive, 
i think. at first i don’t see specimens, but 
unassuming if meticulous labels with latin 
and colloquial names: Brazilian whiteknee 
tarantula (Acanthoscurria geniculata), Blood 
Python (Python curtus), sonoran desert 
toad (Bufo alvarius).

i’ve barely introduced myself before 
sheridan launches into his signature hybrid 
of education and rhapsodic storytelling. to 
wit: the very first creature he brings out is 
a tarantula, which he describes as “a bit ag-
gressive,” but not to worry, because, “proba-
bly nothing bad will happen.” “Probably” is 
one of his favorite words because it always 
freaks out his students and studio assistants. 
to wit again: the toad, with its beautifully 
hued, geometric eyes, is famous for being 
licked for its hallucinogenic effects. they are 
found in the arizona desert; that is where, in-
cidentally, both dennis and sean were caught 
up in a torrential storm that soaked all their 
camping equipment and food, forcing them 
to sleep in the truck while lightning danced 
with purpose all around them.

to wit once more: one of the first points 
of interest was a pair of two-striped walking 
sticks (Anisomorpha buprestoides) copulat-
ing. “we have to be careful around those,” 
sheridan warned, “because they secrete an 
acidic cloud of gas that can really irritate 
your eyes and skin.” not while they copulate, 
but rather as defense, he clarified.

“good. who would do such a terrible thing 
while copulating?” i asked.

“depends on the kind of women you’ve 
known,” he smiled.

• • • •

“ignorance.” this is the one-word re-
sponse sheridan used to describe people’s 
disgust by his chosen objects of study. to be 
sure, we certainly do have reasons to worry 
about bugs—they carry diseases like malaria 
and the bubonic plague, they destroy crops, 
they give us tiny welts that make us itch 
like the dickens. But the far more potent, 
social reasons we fear them are strange and, 
in most cases, archaic myths disseminated 
by family and friends, biblical and literary 
parables, and gardening and pest control 
industries. in other words, their threat is 
one to our man-made world’s austerity, our 
vanity as a superior species.

sheridan’s entire life force seems derived 
from a desire to fight the good fight and 
beat arrogance with good, old-fashioned 
education. His eyes light up as he recounts 
his victories, such as giving a great-grand-
mother her first go at holding a snake, or 
the new recruits he gets from discussing 
bugs for hours on end with children and 
parents at trade shows, birthday parties, 
and classes, or the exposure his photog-
raphy brings to these animals, be they in 
National Geographic, textbooks and field 
guides, art galleries, even films (the stick 
bug that metamorphoses into a fairy in Pan’s 
Labyrinth?—a sheridan-brand stick bug). 
His eyes light up as he reaches the climax of 
each story, whether it ends in a smile or a 
new student. But where does dennis sheri-
dan’s motivation come from?

“diversity,” he says. since he was a young 
boy, he explained, the sheer breadth and 
number and beauty of insects have fascinat-
ed him. simply put, there are so many crea-
tures in the world, with every imaginable 
and unimaginable trait from size to shape 
to color to arrangement to habit to diet to 
habitat. indeed, even this middle-of-the-
road writer was swept up in the acid-spray-
ing walking stick, the scorpion that glows 

under ultraviolet light (reasons: unknown), 
and the plain fact that an anaconda has to 
poop somewhere. and it’s somewhere in this 
brief afternoon with sheridan that i have 
come to understand why so many fear these 
creatures. it isn’t venom or pestilence or 
untrustworthy movements. it’s jealousy.

i believe deep down—i mean deep 
down—we are jealous of insects. First, they 
are a much more successful collective than 
we are. insects outnumber humans 200 
million to one that we know of. they can 
not only survive but thrive in almost any 
environment, from the lush tropics of the 
amazon to the desolate deserts and tundras 
of the world. the silverfish, a lousy pest in 
our bathrooms and books, has not changed 
anatomically in over 300 million years. 
speaking in terms of evolutionary biology, 
it is a virtually perfect specimen. we, on 
the other hand, build buildings and cities 
and formulate chemicals and build traps to 
keep them at bay. and they don’t, ultimately, 
work at all. and these are creatures we 
depend upon: for soil, plants to grow and 
produce oxygen, to keep stability within the 
food chain.

without these insects, it’s fairly safe to 
say, Homo sapiens wouldn’t exist at all. But 
on a most visceral level, i think we’re jeal-
ous that they cannot hate us back. while 
Kafka used the beetle as a metaphor for the 
brainlessness of modern industry, perhaps 
he was expressing a desire to escape his 
clerkship for an insurance firm. insects don’t 
bother themselves with petty concerns like 
their nine-to-five desk jobs, the collapse of 
banks, terrorism, global warming, or who 
will win this season’s American Idol. they 
don’t pay bills, they don’t make war, they 
certainly don’t hire life coaches. ants don’t 
wonder why their parents never loved them, 
and grasshoppers don’t wax philosophical as 
to why they’re here.

it’s almost an exercise in futility to cat-
egorize, collect, and study a kingdom that 
would recognize our disappearance with 
little more than a hiccup (as they will prob-
ably have to do eventually). But, much like 
toad-licking, this would be missing the point 
entirely. and this is where we have insects 
beat: we can marvel at them, we can travel 
the globe to see and celebrate them, we 
can appreciate their place in our absurdly 
improbable ecosystem, we can share this 
joy with others. and it’s people like dennis 
sheridan who remind us that we can and 
should collectively revel in our all-too-
human celebration of living things.
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Happy as a Clam
a hack writer attempts to relive 

the Dunite experience
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pasty night-dweller like myself.
sure, the physical landscape is a far 

cry from that which the dunites enjoyed; 
shortly after the second world war, the high 
dunes to the east began to encroach on the 
coastal areas these roughians once inhab-

ited, swallowing makeshift cabins up whole. 
• • • •

By the late 1940s, the dunites had mostly 
dispersed from the area, leaving behind 
enigmatic tales swapped amongst the locals 
of oceano and Halcyon. Hard to classify 
in one easy sentence, the dunites were, 
for the most part, outcasts of the square 
community, running from one trouble or 
another, or simply searching for a life with 
more purpose than the blissful ignorance of 
the roaring twenties or the desperation the 
great depression afforded. they subsisted 
with what they could—selling paintings, 
carving driftwood, and of course, poaching 
the famed Pismo clam.

today, no trace remains of those inhabit-
ants in the dunes they once called home. 
what they did leave behind was a short 
volume of writings, a sort of guerilla 
publication, if you will, of which five issues 
were published. The Dune Forum, organized 
and published by the dunites’ most famous 
member, gavin arthur, the grandson of 
u.s. President chester a. arthur, was a 
collection of writings, poetry, sketches, and 
opinion letters, and captured the zeitgeist 
of the time. 

the Forum features works from the junior 
arthur himself, as well as contributions from 
dunite regulars and visitors who stayed for 
short periods in moy mell, the name given 
to the common area where the bulk of 
cabins stood. what the magazine captures is 
the voice of a counterculture, and includes 
unique perspectives on the rise of fascism, 
for example, or the controversy over diego 
rivera’s painting of lenin in rockefeller’s 
radio Hall, that you wouldn’t find in any of 
Hearst’s papers.  

up until relatively recently—the last 20 
years or so—the very existence of a revolv-
ing group of people living out amongst the 
sand and driftwood wasn’t even recognized 
beyond those who lived in town at the time 
and knew firsthand. a book which playfully 
describes the dunites while simultaneously 
denying their actual existence was luther 
whiteman’s 1947 Face of the Clam, a local 

coast, and happiness seemed too general of 
a word to qualify. But my experiential and 
emotional shortcomings aside, three days 
and two nights by my lonesome in the sand 
and surf seemed preferential to the dark 
familiarity of the office. 

and so it was.

THE DUNITES

the dunes in oceano hold a unique 
place in the history of san luis obispo 

county. on the opposite end of the spectrum 
from the Hearst legacy, the dunes were once 
home to a diverse group of artisans, phi-
losophers, writers, journalists, and mystics 
known in later years as the dunites. 

if you’ve never bothered to troll the area, 
it is an experience every local or visitor 
should have at least once—even if you’re a 

my cohorts and San Louie misfits ashley 
schwellenbach, colin rigley, and neal 
Breton, for a little send-off in true San Louie 
fashion, with tiki torches and a good bottle 
of wine.

Just days before, schwellenbach, rigley, 
and i had come to scout the area. as we 
walked back to the trail, passing a couple 
sitting together on a public bench about 30 
yards away, rigley suddenly stopped in his 
tracks and awkwardly turned to schwellen-
bach and me, the color in his face drained.

“were they … wait … were they just … 
were they just having sex?” rigley whis-
pered sheepishly, turning his back on the 
happy couple who were, indeed, sharing 
an almost fully-clothed, yet undoubtedly 
coital moment on the bench overlooking the 
coastline west of oso Flaco lake. 

sadly, that was not the kind of happiness 
that i would find for myself in the dunes, 
but perhaps it was for the better: there were 
rarely any women in the dunes, and many 
of the men were celibate, most voluntarily.

the next morning, i awoke on the beach 
to the sun beating against my outer eyelids, 
a deep pounding inside my head from the 
wine the night before. even in my sleepy 
haze, i realized it must be early still, yet late 
enough that i had better get moving. soon 
i’d be surrounded by morning fishermen 
and park rangers. rigley, schwellenbach, 
and Breton had long since gone.

i shifted my frigid body inside the small 
sleeping bag and a few icy drops of conden-
sation poured onto my exposed side, and all 
at once i was fully awake. my eyes opened 
to the sight of a completely vacant coastline. 
Blurry-eyed and shivering, alone save for 
the sand and ocean and a few plovers scur-
rying some ten or so yards from my feet, i 
packed my bag and headed south towards 
guadalupe. 

sure enough, the morning coastal fisher-
men soon began to arrive, staking out their 
spots along the water.    

the walk toward guadalupe is indeed 
lonely, and the massive dunes to the east 
really make you feel insignificant. i passed 
a volunteer park ranger named Paul sitting 
in a white state Parks truck, preparing traps 
for “birds of prey” who pose a threat to 
the protected plover. we chatted for a few 
moments and he told me of a good high 
dune—though in a restricted area—that 
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what are dunes but really, really big 
piles of sand?

and what is happiness, really, but the 
periodic blissful ignorance of pain and hurt? 
an unfortunate consequence of too much 
dopamine over-staying its welcome on the 
otherwise sober mind.

i set out to oceano to ponder both of 
these questions, as many have before me. 
after all, a deep state of inner peace and 
contentment rarely finds you in the middle 
of a crowd, and the ways in which one’s 
mind reacts to a certain degree of isolation 
is, to me, fascinating.

expectations were low from the start, 
as i had never stepped foot in the dunes in 
my three-plus years of living on the central 

overtone in the sense that you’re born, you 
die, and nobody knows that you were even 
here. and then you’re reborn. that’s why 
they congregated in the dunes: you had the 
freedom to do those kinds of things, things 
that you want of your life.”

Hammond could tell i was a bit lost in 
our conversation. “You have to see it—to be 
there—to understand,” he told me. 

TRANSCENDING THE WORLD OF SENSES

so, in an attempt to capture a glimpse of 
this world, and to escape some of the 

troubles that had me in my own little slump, 
i set off to oceano to see if i could live the 
dunite life for three days, sans a cabin—just 
my sleeping bag, iPod, camera, and a pad 
of paper. 

even though half of the year, much of the 
dunes are closed off to the public to protect 
the endangered snowy Plover, as well as to 
re-vegetate the area, one can still spend a 
great deal of time walking the coast, clam-
ming (if you have a license), and i found if 
you ask really nicely of the right park rang-
ers, you can still walk portions of the actual 
dunes.

i left work early on a monday and walked 
down the oso Flaco lake trail to the coast 
three miles or so south of the vehicular 
recreational area. i sat and sketched the 
magnificent sunset until i was joined by 

answer to John steinbeck’s Cannery Row.  
But one man who knows more about 

these pre-Beat philosophers and mystics 
is oceano resident norm Hammond, who 
wrote the only comprehensive history of 
these elusive people in his 1992 local cult 
classic The Dunites. Hammond, after leaving 
the navy, first travelled to the dunes on a 
cross-country motorcycle trip and said he 
was immediately enamored with the area.

He was fortunate enough to stumble upon 
one of the last remaining dunites, a reclu-
sive fellow by the name of Bert schievink, 
who was still living in his cabin in the last 
surviving willow thickets. Hammond said 
his curiosity was piqued by the chance meet-
ing and he set off, hanging out at local bars 
and talking with the old timers, ultimately 
meeting dr. rudy gerber, the “patron saint” 
of the dunites who regularly treated many 
of them—often for trade, or nothing—who 
hooked Hammond up with the right con-
tacts to interview in order to research what 
would become his book.

one of the themes of Hammond’s book is 
that of “transcending the world of senses,” 
which was oft mentioned in The Dune Forum 
and was a sort of way of life for the dunites.

“transcending the world of senses is to 
try to enter into the spiritual essence of your 
place in the physical world,” Hammond 
explained to me. “it’s a kind of a moodist 
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skinned woman sat back in a folding chair, 
sipping a tecate, a big-bellied man in a tank 
top picked up a boy who looked about 11 
or 12 and planted him down in the seat of 
an atV. the man made a few instructive 
gestures and soon the boy was off, zipping 
down the coastline, spewing chunks of 
wet sand into the air. the man stood and 
gazed—proudly, i assume—his head follow-
ing the boy until he returned to the rV. 

trying to find actual dunes to walk about 
without getting runover or stepping on an 
endangered bird had been a frustrating 
endeavor so far in my stay, and frankly, i at 
times blamed the off-roaders. But watching 
what i imagined was a father and son bond-
ing together in the sand took the chip off my 
shoulder right quick. 

in fact, i remembered Hammond tell-
ing me of one of his last experiences with 
elwood decker, one of the last living of the 
original dunites; an artist he tracked down 
living in a monastery in Kansas city. Back 
in 1982, Hammond said, he and decker—
who was in his 80s at the time—walked 
down the same stretch of coastline i had just 
meandered down, and found a sea of “wall-
to-wall” vehicles.

“the noise was appalling,” Hammond 
said. “But elwood looked at me and said, ‘i 
think it’s wonderful.’ He was glad to see so 
many people appreciating the dunes. and 
that really centered me.”

not everybody is so glad. over the 
last two years, residents of the neighbor-
ing nipomo mesa have renewed the fight 
against the state park, after a county study 
concluded that sand kicked up by the ve-
hicles is carried by the onshore winds to the 
mesa. many vocal residents allege the dust 
in the air is causing health problems. off-
road enthusiasts argue the county’s study 
lacks credibility, and that wind carrying dust 
in the air is a no-brainer, with or without the 
oHVs there. 

Hammond said he has friends on both 
sides of the issue, and though he’s not 
against the oHV-access, he agrees that the 
wind is relentless, and if the studies are 
indeed correct, then the county should do 
something to mitigate the problem.

i spent the next two hours lying in the 
sun on an eastern-facing slope of a particu-
larly large dune gully, in a clearing between 
two natural rows of succulents, reading 
Kafka and listening to the talking Heads’ 
Naked, hoping to soak up enough sun to 
eventually leave with a base tan.

toward the bottom of the gully, the 

numbing sea gusts had died down to a cool 
breeze and the off-roaders faded to a faint 
hum in the distance. this spot, on the cusp 
of the high dunes, which long ago swal-
lowed up the cabins of moy mell, was the 
location i had been searching for: warm, 
isolated, and as close as i was going to get 
to the physical and philosophical world of 
the dunites.  

MIRAGES

what Hammond hoped people would 
take away from his book and the 

experience of the dunites was the many op-
tions available to a person in the way they 
want to run their life, the idea that going 
against the grain—lonely though it may 
be—may be the most rewarding, spiritually.

“the utopian model of live and let live is 
one that’s pretty hard to fault,” Hammond 
said. “it’s not a new thought, it’s just that 
freedom of simply being and contributing 
the greatest good. Plus, i just thought it was 
neat that it happened here, a unique history 
here on the central coast.” 

and can a person still live the dunite 
experience out in oceano? Hammond thinks 
so, though he admits it wouldn’t be the 
same.

i didn’t find true happiness after three 
days in the dunes, but i can’t say i expected 
to. after all, the tale of the dunites is in 
itself a tragic one, with very few of them 
actually finding what they were looking for. 
i am reminded of Pat o’Hara, a journalist 
who lived off and on at moy mell, who left 
to cover the war, only to return for good 
to find his friends gone, scattered amongst 
the straights of the real world. o’Hara later 
hung himself in the shade of a eucalyptus 
tree in one of the willow thickets north of 
moy mell.

so, in the end, did my expectations of 
both happiness and the dunes meet the test 
of experience?

Yep. sure enough, the dunes truly are big, 
big, piles of sand. and i did bring more than 
a little of that sand home with me, which 
you’re not supposed to do in a preserve. 
Yes, i stole. i stole that sand in my shoes, in 
my hair, and in some other unholy crevices 
where sand was never meant to go.

and happiness … well, i guess happi-
ness can be defined just as easily. Happiness 
could be teaching your child to take their 
first ride on a quad. or chasing a snowy 
plover across the beach and giggling at their 
little feet. or screwing on a bench. You take 
your pick.
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i could get by sneaking into to take some 
shots and seek a little shelter from the un-
wavering wind.

i ended up walking so far south that i fig-
ured a return trip to oso Flaco would have 
to wait for tomorrow. and there i slept, off 
the coast of guadalupe, where somewhere 
not too far east of me lay the plaster ruins of 
an ancient egyptian civilization—the set of 
cecil B. demille’s ’20s epic The Ten Com-
mandments. 

the things one contemplates after not 
seeing another human for nearly 24 hours 
are the things that i imagine lie just beneath 
my consciousness, which i try to avoid with 
more “pressing” issues; things that “matter.” 
People who have come and gone from my 
life, loves i once thought would last forever, 
things that didn’t work out, things that 
did—distant memories they may be, but in 
this environment all so fresh and weighing 
heavily on the mind. 

i understood why, as Hammond said, the 
unspoken rule among the dunites was to 
never inquire about another’s past.  

i spent the next day in the northern 
section of the dunes, where dunites used 
to gather in the comfort of moy mell, and 
where today, off-highway vehicles rage back 
and forth about the sand. 

Parking my car off Pier avenue in oceano, 
the main launching point for oHVers, and 
setting off on foot south the three miles or 
so down Pismo state Beach to the vehicular 
recreational area, i ran across another pair 
of state Parks volunteers, sitting in their 
truck, eating an early lunch. 

standing near the entrance to the off-road 
area, by my estimation, this was the rough 
vicinity where moy mell once stood, where 
i would be closest to where the dunites 
actually lived. But there was no safe place 
for me to sit and ponder and write, and 
little vantage point to observe the area. 
i cranked up the charm and batted my 
eyelashes a little, and the parks volunteers 
said i could hop over a short wire fence and 
walk up a nearby re-vegetation enclosure, 
sealed off from the off-roaders, and close 
enough and tall enough to see all the action, 
yet far enough to not be disturbed. i could 
stay there as long as i wanted, they said, 
granted i stay out of sight, and not step on 
any plants. 

atop my dusty perch, i watched as skinny, 
shirtless riders on four-wheeled atVs drifted 
up sandy slopes and disappeared from view. 
at the base of the dunes, next to an rV 
camper where a barely dressed, leather- PAINTING BY NEAL BRETON




