
To the writers, editors, decision makers, and publishers of McSweeney’s:
  

It’s a little known fact that Charlton Heston’s quest to lead a nation of Hollywood extras 
out of the Oceano dunes is hardly the most artistically stimulating event to occur there. In 
point of fact, the 18-mile stretch of sand peaked culturally during the 1930’s when a coven of 
bums, intellectuals, Irish revolutionaries, artists, and other assorted flotsam happened to wash 
ashore at the same time, founded a loose community called “Moy Mell,” and started a monthly 
publication that addressed such pressing issues as “Nudism—What Is It?” and the increasing 
threat of Nazism with equal gravity.
        With the unmatched sincerity of a financially anchorless print publication doomed to fail, 
they wrote, in a 1933 foreword to prospective contributors to the Dune Forum:
        “It is not by chance that we have chosen this location or this name. There is something 
psychologically significant about the position of these Dunes. … The Dunes are also a curious 
sort of fulcrum between the two great western cities—like that intangible center of gravity 
between dual stars. … Out here Los Angeles and San Francisco each have claims to being the 
metropolis of the west. Hence the need of a neutral ground, sunny and peaceful, in which to 
incubate ideas generated by the friction between the two.”
        It might seem fruitless to proselytize the printability of a little-know project whose founders 
claimed, as a selling point, that their source of inspiration fell between two important cities. This 
is the conundrum faced by any creative endeavor in San Luis Obispo, and probably a number of 
other small cities struggling to achieve some kind of legitimate cultural recognition. And yet, 75 
years later and with not a single living author to recommend it, The Dune Forum still speaks to 
us all.
     In all probability it still speaks to us because the us I refer to is Mignon Khargie, art 
director of Salon.com, and Ashley Schwellenbach, managing editor of New Times in San Luis 
Obispo. Jointly, we are the founders and artistic director/ editor of San Louie, a San Luis Obispo-
based magazine that had a four-issue run—just one shy of the Dune Forum. Together, we’re 
resurrecting the Dune Forum, compiling the five official issues and one introductory preview into 
one glorious artbook. I (Ashley) am producing a letter of introduction, assuming the reader 
knows nothing of the self-proclaimed Dunites or the Dune Forum, as well as editing a piece 
written by a San Louie colleague who sought inspiration in the Dunes in imitation of his literary 
Dunite forebears.

“Happy as a Clam: A hack writer attempts to relive the Dunite experience,” besides 
being excellently-written, makes the point that the community the Dunites managed to wrest and 
fashion from the wreckage of the depression is not easily repeated in this modern age of park 
rangers and ATVs. Six months out of the year, from April to October, large sections of the dunes 
are closed in deference to the mating of the snowy plover, an absurd bird with tiny legs and 
seemingly no innate survival skills. (Let the record show, we harbor no ill-will toward the snowy 
plover, however ridiculous it may be.) And, because we can no longer collectively shed our 
clothes and go make magazines in the dunes, we have to marvel at the people who did.

Dune Forum editor, Gavin Arthur, was the grandson of Chester A. Arthur, the country’s 
21st president. But, more importantly, he was, as introduced by druidess and Celtic poet Ella 
Young in the first issue, “always an agnostic; poet, rebel, sailor, gentleman, vagabond, born a 
westerner; cosmopolitan yet proudly a Californian; eager to test, to experiment.”

Few could ask for a greater résumé.
Despite immense pride in their Dunite heritage, the authors of Dune Forum were by no 

means insular in their approach to making a magazine. Their contributors hailed from across the 
United States, and the world. Their interview subjects ranged from Leon Trotsky who was at the 



time exiled in Prinkipo (the author, Alexander Kaun, concluding “The lion is only caged. He is 
not dead yet.”) to novelist Upton Sinclair during his failed run for the governorship of California.

In “Nudism—What is it?” Loring Andrews noted, “it is not against our wise laws to 
develop callouses on our buttocks” however “just let a fellow remove his pants in the city plaza 
and he is a public enemy.” Dissatisfied with this lukewarm support of nudism, in “Rejoinder”—
because in the spirit of fairness the Dune Forum is often full of rejoinders and literary quarrels—
a self-titled “Goofy Nudist” demands, “And do you prefer the cold-boiled-potato texture of a 
Reubens’ lady’s skin (She preserved the mysteries, you, unveiling them only at the holy moment 
of creation) to the sunburned pot-belly of a Japanese laughing god?”

Surprisingly, many of the dilemmas they wrestle heroically in print, remain as our own 
today. Certainly, the economy was sufficiently grim that there was a great deal of argument 
as to how this might be resolved, but the interlinked issues of politics and patriotism rear their 
heads on a number of occasions as well.

In the first issue, published Jan. 15, 1934, the editor argues:
“The present condition of Germany is merely the logical sequence of the Treaty of 

Versailles, which in turn followed quite naturally the hatreds engendered by the patriotic rivalries 
of all the most powerful nations of the world … we do not decry patriotism. Patriotism can be 
either national self-respect or it can be national selfishness. Carried to its usual conclusion, 
however, patriotism can only lead to the present armed, predatory, jungle-minded state of 
almost every country in the world today. … Patriotism also lends itself to race-prejudice within 
its own national boundaries, as illustrated by the Nazi persecution of Jews.”

On the subject of the stalled economy, they flirted with communism and mostly 
supported Sinclair’s economic recovery plan. Ella Winter contends, in “Let’s Look Again:”
 “In economic systems there are two and only two possible and mutually exclusive states of 
fact—wealth is either distributed equitably or it is not—and by equitable I mean according to 
need (not by mathematic exactness).”

Their questions, struggles, are our own. And there’s something infinitely comforting 
about that—even as we are inheriting Sisyphus’ typewriter and perpetually empty bank 
accounts, we are also heir to a rewarding struggle, one that we have to engage for reasons we 
don’t quite understand.

None of this talk of politics and patriotism is to suggest the Dunites were without a fine 
sense of humor, or that it somehow didn’t find its way into their publication. In Vol. 1 No. 4, 
published April 15, 1934 and sold—as each issue was—for 30 cents, William Sheppard Sparks 
grandly writes:

“The male human flings forth 200 to 500 million spermatozoa at each ejaculation. One 
is destined to survive, to be absorbed by the egg-cell, the others die. Nature operates surely on 
a plan of death. Unnumbered billions perish like sparks in the night, without a chance to live, in 
wholesale masses of destruction, two or three alone profiting, at the expense of many.”

And the editor excused the tardiness of the publication’s February issue with the 
following apology:

“The Dune Forum regrets that its February appearance will be a few days delayed by 
the tragic loss of the editorial coupe’. Some guests, (John Cage among them) were being driven 
home along the beach after a stimulating evening of discussion at Moy Mell. The tide was fairly 
high and the Arroyo Grande, augmented by the winter rain, was flowing across our path. At 
the moment of crossing, a huge seventh wave swept in, wetting the ignition, so that the car 
stalled. Everyone splashed out to push, but to no avail. Already the water was flowing over the 
floor board, and before help could be summoned, poor Belinda had sunk almost out of sight. A 
braver little car never went down to a more noble death in the line of duty.”

For her part, Mignon has assembled a team of local artists—photographers, painters, 
and printmakers—intimate with the dunes to create artwork to accompany the Dunites’ aged 



but never dusty words. The original art, by the likes of Edward Weston, is now regrettably 
lost. In republishing the Dune Forum, we are filling in the gaps that are missing, picking up the 
conversation where they left it and starting it again. Some things will be lost in the translation 
but in resurrecting the Dune Forum we’re introducing the Dunites to new generations of readers, 
breathing life into a community all but forgotten. We transmit echoes of their passionate, 
bellicose fireside chatter, fueled by self-made honey wine, and hope that our own paltry artistic 
contributions survive as long.

Dune Forum ended, as self-funded publications tend to do, prematurely. But defiantly, in 
the true Dunite tradition. 

Their final issue, published May 15, 1934 concluded as follows:
“We remember, only too vividly, artist friends in New York, after the Crash but before 

Prohibition ended, who turned bootlegger rather than starve.
‘The rich are too poor to patronize art,’ they said, ‘but they seem still to have enough 

money to buy the best liquor.’
The spectacle of a fine writer hoeing weeds along the highway while handsome cars 

go sizzling by may cause admiration for the writer’s pride and courage in refusing to prostitute 
himself by writing potboilers; but it is also a strong indication of the lack of responsibility and 
imagination among the very rich.”
     Or perhaps, to diffuse the bitter undertones of their leave-taking, we’ll leave off on the 
congenial conclusion to their triumphant first issue:

“The world seems full of trouble as the New Year breaks upon us. But here in the Dunes 
the heavy rains have turned the high hills of sand a dull gold, and all the willows in the coves 
shine bright gold in contrast to the blue-green silver of the beach lupin. Already there is a smell 
of spring in the air. Winter does not last forever.”
  
 


