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it is a curious and entirely reasonable 
phenomenon that most children’s first literary 
expeditions are riddled with dead animals.  
Besides serving as a natural introduction to 
the concept of mortality, any simpleton with a 
pen knows that a deceased pet has immediate 
emotional sway. my introduction into the 
limitless world of literature was via the tragic 
tale of old dan and little ann in wilson 
rawls’ Where the Red Fern Grows, an 
encounter i’ll never forget. 
 Herman melville’s ishmael observed, “all 
men are enveloped in whale-lines. all are 
born with halters round their necks; but it is 
only when caught in the swift, sudden turn of 
death, that mortals realize the silent, subtle, 
ever-present perils of life.” the reference to 
the tale’s great whale is minimal, peripheral 
even, but it required a great and futile battle 
for ishmael to adopt this attitude. 
 there’s a more substantial reason we turn 
our pens to the animal kingdom—there’s no 
better example of humanity’s complex 
relationship with nature. they are our other, 
often better, selves. the monster that is 
within us always, encapsulated in dread and 
magnificent form. our link to nature, to the 
wildness that has been within us since we first 
wandered through a cave or fashioned a club 
with which to bludgeon supper. 
 they are our friends, our family, our 
charges, our sometimes enemies. we in 
turn are their ahabs. oppressors. masters. 
the better among us are their friends and 
companions. 
 there are few more significant examples 
of the animal kingdom’s role in commerce—
and by extension our very heritage as 
californians—than a rancher and his or her 
livestock. this relationship is clearly and 

                                            
http://gigglytimes.blogspot.com
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Shannon Genova-Scudder AKA Giggly 
Mama is a Central Coast native who 
currently lives in Grover Beach with her 
husband Randy and her two children, 
Max and Molly. She is a self-taught artist 
and embroiderer. Her embroidered 
artwork can be seen both locally 
and online.
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simply defined by the act of branding, 
though the intricacies and regulations that 
govern this claim of ownership are more 
complicated than a spaghetti western might 
otherwise suggest (10). 
 we cavorted with ranch dogs in the early 
morning hours (4), nostalgically reminisced 
about central coast shark attacks (24), and 
walked an arroyo grande labyrinth that 
exchanges the minotaurs of yesteryear for 
peaceful meditation and self-reflection (32). 
For the grammatical sticklers, we present the 
proper term for specific animal collectives, 
among them finches, owls, and whales. we 
also provide illustrations—charm of finches, 
anyone?—as a useful mnemonic device (40). 
 in short, we extracted as much meaning 
as could possibly be derived from the word 
“animalia” and the result is, we think, 
comical, witty, poignant, and bizarre. 
 we have to thank margaret trujillo for 
setting us on this particular journey of 
exploration; these subjects would have 
remained sadly silent had she not 
recommended “animalia” as a muse.
 amongst other terribly important news, 
Jennifer manuele—proprietor of sally loo’s 
wholesome café and photographer—has 
joined the San Louie team in the capacity of 
creative resource and voice of reason. which 
is to say, her role within the magazine will 
become more defined with time. and 
entrepreneur and san luis obispo planning 
commissioner eric meyer has clambered 
aboard the effort.

Ashley Schwellenbach                               
Editor

Ashley Schwellenbach                                     
Editor & Founder
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Art Directors & Founders

Jennifer Manuele
Photographer

Eric Meyer
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A portion of our proceeds from sales 
of San Louie will be donated to San Luis 
Obispo High School’s Future Farmers of 
America SAE project.

The opinions expressed in our articles 
are those of the writers.
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Hello, I’d like to report 
a dead mouse by the side 
of the road. MOUSE. 
M-O-U-S-E. So sad. It isn’t 
dignified, you know, being 
left there like that for 
everybody to see ... road 
hazard? No, it’s a mouse. 
I don’t think a mouse 
can disrupt traffic, but 
it’s just so sad, 
you see.

Wildlife 
on county 

maintained roads:
County Public Works

781-5252

Are we on a 
public highway 
or are we city?

Drawing by
Jeff Chang

By Catherine 
Trujillo

An Illustrated Guide to Roadkill R
emoval

 City wildlife, 
no domestic animals: 

City of San Luis Obispo
Public Works: 

781-7200

Wildlife on 
public highways

Cal Trans: 549-3212

Who do you call 
when Morris the cat 

and your dog Spot have 
met their roadside 

demise?

Domestic and 
rabid animals  (contracts with other 

agencies to pick up domestic animals): 
SLO County Animal Services 

781-4400
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In September of 2001, Karen Merriam hosted a backyard fete to celebrate the installation 
of a labyrinth on her 10-acre residence off Corbett Canyon Road in Arroyo Grande.  The 
structure is a grass circle 100 feet in diameter with four little pockets at equidistant 
lengths apart and an entrance and exit at opposite sides of the sphere. It’s impossible 

to tell at eye level, but the labyrinth is actually shaped like a turtle—an ancient 
symbol of wisdom, endurance, and stability—with a “biologically appropri-

ate” entrance and exit, according to designer Donna Kandel.
The turtle, which Merriam calls by its Spanish name, Tortuga, 

was Kandel’s first and, so far, only labyrinth. When Merri-
am tapped Kandel to design the structure, she was 

completing her math degree at Cal Poly, 
but also had one foot 

M E D I TAT I N G  O N

“ S O M E T I M E S 
L I F E  D O E S N ’ T  M A K E  S E N S E 

U N T I L  Y O U  WA L K  T H R O U G H  I T.”

M I NOTA U R S
BY ASHLEY SCHWELLENBACH

DONNA KANDEL, ARTIST & DESIGNER OF THE LABYRINTH
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in the art world creating drawings and block prints inspired by 
geometry. And turtles.  Merriam considered Kandel’s dual and 
seemingly incompatible interests sufficient credential to design 
her labyrinth.

   “It looks different every time I see it,” observed Kandel 
during a summer time visit to Merriam’s home. Merriam had 
just completed a weeding session, noting that nature governs 
the labyrinth, rather than her own hand.

   “It gets complicated by nature,” she admitted. “Nature 
does not allow you to do something and then move on. It takes 
time and care.”

   Originally, the circle was carpeted in yarrow, a soft, fern-
like flowering plant. But ordinary grass took root, and now 
makes up the better part of the labyrinth. Ground squirrels 
periodically restructure the labyrinth’s interior paths, whether 
for the sheer joy of undermining man’s god complex or in 
conjunction with some secret rodent blueprint for the uni-
verse. Merriam fought these changes for two years, but finally 
succumbed to nature’s more powerful will, observing that if 
the turtle itself decides to move, there’s plenty of open space. 
Kandel notes the irony of Merriam’s frustrated struggle to 
maintain the labyrinth’s pristine original state, given that the 
entire project was undertaken as part of an effort to reconnect 
with nature.

   When Merriam first asked Kandel to design the labyrinth 
she told her that she welcomed a traditional design, but would 

be even happier with something unique. Kandel’s design essen-
tially quartered the turtle, with two benches inside the center 
circle. Two quarters gets you to the center, and the other two 
get you out. The ends of the first and third quarters leave the 
walker almost exactly where they were at the start. Which, to 
Kandel, is a rather poignant metaphor for life. There are other 
lessons as well.

   “I like the fact that you can’t see the pattern all at once. 
Most of it looks like random rocks,” said Kandel. “It’s not until 
you’re walking it that you see order. Sometimes life doesn’t 
make sense until you walk through it.”

   Sometimes, out of the blue, Kandel will call Merriam and 
ask to walk the labyrinth, “to be reminded life is a meandering 
journey.”

   The purpose of the labyrinth is not to conceal or con-
fuse. It is neither a maze nor a puzzle. There are no monsters 
wandering here. No hedges rising to obscure the way. The 
rocks that guide the walker form a clear and precise path. 
They came from Alex Madonna’s property; Merriam called 
and asked to appropriate them for her labyrinth and Madonna 
agreed. Designing a backyard labyrinth likely didn’t sound all 
that strange to the man who constructed a 110-room hot pink 
inn.

   The labyrinth might most appropriately be called a study 
or contemplation.

   “You can do it any way you want,” Merriam encourages 

a first-time walker. The path framed by the tightly winding 
stones is a third of a mile, from mouth to tail. But the standard 
path is more of a suggestion than a requirement. Still, out of 
curiosity, I choose the route that Kandel designed. According 
to Merriam, the beauty, and purpose, of a labyrinth is that 
it requires no concentration. Kandel and Merriam thought-
fully disappear in the direction of the house, leaving me to 
my thoughts, and the path ahead. The first turn comes gently, 
almost accidentally. And then the second, and the third and 
fourth come closer and closer together like someone is twirling 
you and the music is getting faster.

   A hawk wheels overhead, maneuvering in tight circles and 
swoops, navigating his own unseen labyrinth in the sky. Is this 
the hallmark of a society that has progressed its thinking, that 
our labyrinths are not to contain our monsters but liberate our 
minds?  The experience doesn’t feel modern. It feels very old-
fashioned, walking amongst ladybugs, obeying the rocks. No 
fences. And then the center with two little benches at either 
end.

   Merriam doesn’t advertise the labyrinth’s existence, but 
the people who want to walk it always seem to find a way in. 
The path is wheelchair accessible, and it’s not uncommon for 
local botanical organizations to schedule daytrips to Merriam’s 
home. Hospice patients come as well, “and they walk it with 
a lot of intention,” noted Merriam, who’s a psychologist. She 
can’t always predict what their reaction will be, especially 

when nature plays such a powerful role in the experience.
   “One woman wandered it, a lady who had been mourning 

her husband for a year and a half,” she narrated. “She came 
back just in tears and said this had just changed everything for 
her.” The labyrinth, as it turned out, was filled with ladybugs, 
which are attracted to yarrow. The woman’s husband had 
nicknamed her ladybug.

   When Kandel set about designing the labyrinth, she wasn’t 
thinking about the physical sensation of walking through it, or 
the fact that labyrinths have been used as sites for meditation 
and religious pilgrimage for more than one thousand years. 
For her, it was purely a mathematical exercise. It wasn’t until 
she walked the pattern that she began to admire the calming 
effect of the walk, how well suited it was to contemplation.

   For Merriam, the labyrinth was always about healing, and 
nature, and her relationships with her female friends. It was 
about being “ecologically connected and mythologically con-
nected. It was really healing for me.”

   In all, it took about a year from when Merriam, along 
with her friends Mary Fullwood and Sandy Volk, first decided 
to install a labyrinth in Merriam’s backyard. They found the 
designer, constructed an irrigation system for their labyrinth, 
planted, and waited till spring for the plants to mature. And 
in September of 2001—while the rest of the nation was 
mourning—they celebrated on a night when the setting sun 
coincided with a full moon rising. The monster they sought to 
sequester was no less than human suffering.   

Sketchbook         

California Clapper Rail 
(Rallus longirostris obsoletus)
Status: Endangered

San Clemente Bewick’s Wren 
(Thryomanes bewickii leucophrys)
Status: Extinct

Santa Barbara Song Sparrow 
(Melospiza melodia graminea)
Status: Extinct

Compiled with assistance from
Lisa Miller: http://www.lisamillerstudio.com
Andrea Jones, Important Bird Areas Program Director of
Audubon California: http://ca.audubon.org/iba/
Drawings by Mignon Khargie

Western Snowy Plover 
(Charadrius alexandrinus nivosus)
Status: Threatened

California Least Tern 
(Sterna antillarum browni)
Status: Threatened
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Swordfish lived in clear houses 
surrounded by mist under the 
sea, where they resembled old 
men with long white hair and 
beards and bushy eyebrows. 
When they left their houses, they 
transformed into fish that could 
fight whales and fling them onto 
beaches, a source of food for the 
Chumash.

Ryan Miller | San Louie Vol. 2, sanlouie.com

Name ’ELEYEWUN

Animal sWordfish

Home WatEr

When the Chumash first crossed 
from the island of their birth to 
the mainland on a rainbow, some 
of them looked down and fell 
off during the journey. Worried 
that they would drown, the Earth 
Mother, Hutash, transformed 
them into dolphins so they could 
live on in the waves.

Ryan Miller | San Louie Vol. 2, sanlouie.com

Name ’aLoLK’oY

Animal doLPhiN

Home WatEr
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There are more stories about 
Coyote than almost any other 
animal. He also shares a couple of 
traits with humans: intelligence 
and silliness. He can shape-shift, 
most often in the pursuit of a 
woman. Sky Coyote made hu-
mans and wanted to give them 
paws like him, but Lizard snuck 
in and used his fingers as a 
model first.

Ryan Miller | San Louie Vol. 2, sanlouie.com

Name XUXa’W

Animal CoYotE

Home LaNd

Condor began life as a snow-
white bird. After Sky Snake gave 
fire to the people on the earth be-
low, Condor flew down to exam-
ine the new gift, which scorched 
and blackened his feathers to the 
color they are today. The number 
of condors dwindled in the state 
over time, but they’re making a 
comeback, much like the 
Chumash people.

Ryan Miller | San Louie Vol. 2, sanlouie.com

Animal CoNdor

Home sKY
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I am like a coyote, and so are you, though our hands 
more closely resemble splayed lizard claws than pad-
ded paws. One of your ancestors may have tumbled 
from a rainbow and, shattering the salty surface of 
the ocean below, found flailing limbs transformed 
into sleek gray flippers that forever after cut the 
waves with fellow dolphins. Your doctor’s great-
grandfather may have been a bear who changed to 
a man, and was a man before he was a bear, and had 
been a bear before that, and had been a man before 
that, so that no one remembers which form was his 
first. You may have stared extinction in its dark, cold 
eye, and wept, and then laughed and took wing, and 
begun the long climb back into the light. And as you 
celebrated newfound life, you might have reached 
out in hope to your fellow condors, soot-smeared and 
burnt by the first fires that ever warmed the earth.
 Or you may be someone hearing the creation 
stories and tales through which these animals stalk, 
swim, and fly, passed down from speaker to speaker 
in local tribes, for the first time.
 Alan “Spirit Hawk” Salazar is no stranger to telling 
such stories in San Luis Obispo County, where many 
of the beasts and birds still live. Salazar has many 
identities, including Chumash storyteller, and his 
voice invokes animal teachers that have revealed 
lessons to locals for generations. “Watch them,” he 
says. “Study them. What are their strengths? 
Weaknesses? Learn from them.” 

Ryan Miller is one of at least two Ryan Millers living 
in San Luis Obispo. This Ryan Miller is the Ryan 
Miller who lived in Sacramento before moving to 
San Luis Obispo to study journalism at Cal Poly. 
This Ryan Miller is also a writer, editor, and some-
times freelancer who collects dragons, first editions, 
thimbles, lotería decks, and teas.
www.halfpennyorchestra.com

ANIMALS IN 
CHUMASH

LORE
BY RYAN MILLER

Bears were like nature’s big 
brothers, always looking out for 
others. They were also healers, 
and shamans often worked their 
skills in a bear’s image. As 
shape-shifters, bears could take 
the form of men. Members of 
the tribe sometimes weren’t sure 
whether their healers had 
started life as man or bear.

Ryan Miller | San Louie Vol. 2, sanlouie.com

Name XUs

Animal BEar

Home LaNd
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Rebecca Law
Faces and Alamode Salon & Spa
San Luis Obispo
The monkey George in 
Curious George

Ray Shearer
Anderson Barber Shop
San Luis Obispo
Pooh the bear in The Complete 
Tales of Winnie the Pooh

Julie Cella-Linnemann
Ahshé Day Spa and Salon
San Luis Obispo
Aslan in The Lion, the Witch, 
and the Wardrobe

Lisa Jouet
Jouet Studio
San Luis Obispo
Felix in The comic adventures 
of Felix the Cat

Jan Horn
1817 Osos St. Salon
San Luis Obispo
Piglet in The Complete Tales 
of Winnie the Pooh

Bliss Body Spa in San Luis 
Obispo sent us quite a few 
literary animals, and one taken 
from the movies. Sadly, these are 
all we had room for:

Hanna Dutra
Little Ann and Old Dan in 
Where the Red Fern Grows

Kiyoki Clayton
Almondine in 
The Story of Edgar Sawtelle

Kim Kelly
Enzo in 
The Art of Racing in the Rain

Heather Livingston
Lil Biscuit in Seabiscuit: 
An American Legend

Jetta Shepard
Charlie in the movie 
All Dogs Go To Heaven

LITERARY
ANIMALIA
Our favorite animals 
from the books we love 
as told to San Louie by 
local artists and a few 
fabulously-coiffed minds

The Upper World rests on 
Golden Eagle’s feathered back. 
When the burden begins to 
particularly weigh on him, he 
shifts his wings to relieve the 
tension, and their spread causes 
the phases of the moon. When he 
stretches them wide, he 
completely eclipses the light 
in the sky.

Ryan Miller | San Louie Vol. 2, sanlouie.com

Name sLo’W

Animal goLdEN EagLE

Home sKY



coffee bean

alien bean

anasazi bean

cubist bean

garbanzo bean

lima bean

motherboard bean

happy bean

fava bean

fractal bean

jailed bean

  happy 
SLO bean

far bean

human bean

Mario bean

black turtle bean

black-eyed pea

pinto bean

near bean

Internet bean

navy bean

cut-and-paste bean

all-seeing bean

pixellated bean

Sistine bean

issue 3 bean

dead bean

kidney bean

sprouted bean

bean seedling

Spring (or thereabouts) 2011
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Culinary. Eccentric. Vast. You may suspect that we chose as the subjects 
of our third issue the dual muses of borders and beans simply for their 
alliterative value. And your skepticism is accurate, to some degree. But 
borders and beans have far more in common than a shared “b” ancestry. 
 We were also fascinated by the juxtaposition of large and small— a 
tiny coffee bean (which is, in fact, a berry, but who are we to quibble?) 
that becomes a café which in turn becomes a haven and community 
(18). Beans tell stories. Or, at the very least, become an important part 
of the stories we tell (4). Toss in some broth and a few vegetables, and 
they become something greater than their own selves (16-17).
 Nintendo exploited the noble beanstalk—unfurling upward 
toward the sky, impeded only by limitations imposed by your television 
screen—in several different games featuring the world’s most famous 
plumber and his sidekick brother. Sterling Rose generated an old-world 
map as an homage to the beanstalk as it appears in these illustrious 
adventures (25).
 “Something there is that doesn’t love a wall,” Robert Frost begins 
“Mending Wall,” his contemplative account of two neighbors re-
building a wall between them, the one wondering why the entire time. 
“Before I built a wall I’d ask to know/ What I was walling in or walling 
out,/ And to whom I was like to give offence,” his protagonist muses. 
Our stance on borders—be they the wrought iron gates erected around 
communities to exclude an unnamed threat (26) or the diaphanous 
boundary between life and death (22)—is without verdict. 
Sometimes they simply isolate people. Others stand between 
individuals and their natural inclinations and desires. Borders can 
be re-appropriated as well, as in the case of a furniture maker who 
fashions beautiful furniture from old fences (10). Some borders are 
intractable to such a degree that we forget they’re there, and lose all 
awareness of the people on the other side (8). 
 For fans of the good old days of cut and paste, we partnered with Cal 
Poly’s Department of Architecture and Environmental Design as well as 
the Land Conservancy and Poor Richard’s Press to present a ready-to-
assemble miniature of San Luis Obispo’s Octagon Barn. Credit is due to 
Laura Sorvetti for recommending the barn as our featured landmark.
 Another appropriate title for this issue might be small things that 
seem big and big things that seem small. After all, what could be 
humbler than the bean? The legume has achieved great cultural 
significance, despite its size and the quantity of schoolyard quips made 
at its expense. And—for all a border’s potential grandness in scale—
what purpose could be meaner than separation, exclusion? 
Borders and beans: food for thought.

Ashley Schwellenbach, 
Editor 
Ashley Schwellenbach, 
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once upon a beanstalk

rituals of discernment and detachment

Voices from the kitchen

good fences make good armoires

A message from Poor richard’s Press, printers for the build your own octagon barn project

A bean recipe all the way from Portugal

respect the bean

Don’t wake me. i plan on sleeping in.

An old world rendering of beanstalks as they appear in nintendo’s Mario series

Putting up walls

Secret societies

take it inside, buddy

Where to get your own copy of San Louie

Sketchbook | the chemical formula for caffeine

Insert | build your own octagon barn

cla.calpoly.edu/es_valle.html 
The LA native has published poetry, 
daily journalism, and books on Mexican 
cuisine and urban history that have garnered 
national writing honors. Mike Davis 
describes Valle’s latest book, City of Industry: 
Genealogies of Southern California Power, as
“a stunning non-fiction sequel to Robert 
Towne’s ‘Chinatown.’ ” His next book, The 
Poetics of Fire: On The Art of Chile-Eating, 
explores aesthetic philosophy’s culinary 
frontier.

ViCTor VAllE   page 6

www.markvelasquez.com
Mark Velasquez received his BFA 
from Cornish College in Seattle in 
2000. Since then he has traveled often, 
spreading his unique sense of humor 
and creative energy where needed. 
Today he can be found on the West 
Coast, camera in hand, mind reeling.

MArK VElASquEz   page 30
                                          

www.iartu.blogspot.com
fueled by all things creative and 
a lover of the juxtaposition between 
the city and the earth!             
enjoys crafting, blogging, taking 
pictures, music, aesthetic eats, 
and good design! 

JENNiFEr YouNG   inside front cover, pages 16-17 & 21
                                            

www.anna-weltner.blogspot.com
Anna Weltner got her literary start 
in 1993 with the self-illustrated 
Annie and the Seed. Weltner 
majored in International Studies 
at Cuesta College and now works 
as Arts Editor of New Times. 
Though generally allowed to sit at 
the grown-ups’ table, Weltner still 
refuses to share her crayons with you. 

ANNA WElTNEr   page 18

www.donnakandel.blogspot.com
Donna Kandel graduated from 
Cal Poly in 2001 with a degree in 
Mathematics, and teaches math 
and art at Nipomo High School. Her 
interests in art and mathematics stem 
from a common impulse:  to explore, 
create, and elucidate beautiful 
patterns. She lives in Nipomo.

DoNNA KANDEl   San Louie cover

                                              
www.halfpennyorchestra.com
Ryan Miller is one of at least two 
Ryan Millers living in San Luis Obispo. 
This Ryan Miller is the Ryan Miller 
who lived in Sacramento before moving 
to San Luis Obispo to study journalism 
at Cal Poly. This Ryan Miller is also 
a writer, editor, and sometimes 
freelancer who collects dragons, 
first editions, thimbles, lotería 
decks, and teas. 

rYAN MillEr   page 10

New Times staff writer
Colin Rigley graduated from San 
Diego State University with a minor in 
philosophy. After college, he struggled 
his way to the middle as an intern for a 
small weekly newspaper.  He went on to 
proselytize the 5,000 bi-weekly readers 
of Calaveras Enterprise. Shortly there-
after, Rigley was hired by New Times, 
beating out another applicant who had 
been living out of a tent and writing 
about Midwest prostitutes.

ColiN riGlEY   page 30

www.annamariefella.com 
Annamarie Fella was born in Detroit 
in 1968 to Maureen and Edward Fella, 
both artists. She teaches geometry at 
SLO High School. In 2002 she began 
working on paper collages made from 
parts cut from industrial hardware 
catalogs. In 2005 she started making 
digital art and drawings made 
from circles.

ANNAMAriE FEllA   page 4

www.beanclamchowder.com 
Irene is a Virgo, does not enjoy long walks on 
the beach, but does like fine dining. Growing up 
in the Philippines, her art was heavily influenced 
by Japanese animation and American comic 
books. She currently resides in San Luis Obispo 
and has worked for Tokyopop, Impact Books, 
Marvel, and DC Comics. Her goals for the 
future include creating another graphic novel, 
and eating a Monte Cristo sandwich.

irENE J. FlorES   back cover (page 34) 

Cal Poly Journalism alum                
New Times staff writer
Matt Fountain—or Wonder Boy, as 
he’s known by the lackeys at the New 
Times editorial department—was a 
Poly transplant from the San Diego 
area. He still calls SLO “San Louie” 
just for fun, but kindly asks that 
you don’t slash his tires.

MATT FouNTAiN   page 26
                                      

Kathy Johnston was featured some 
years back in The New York Times, 
the Washington Post, and many other 
national and international media for 
quitting her job in San Luis Obispo. 
This is also the Kathy Johnston who, 
disguised as a mild-mannered award-
winning journalist and proofreader 
extraordinaire, fights a never-ending 
battle for truth, justice, and the San 
Luis Obispo way.

KATHY JoHNSToN   Every page!

www.sylarena.com 
Paso Robles photographer Syl Arena 
is obsessed with shadows as much 
as he is with light. “To create really 
interesting light,” Syl says, “you have 
to create really interesting shadows.” 
When not shooting for editorial and 
commercial clients, Syl teaches photo 
workshops across the U.S. and, starting 
this fall, in Britain and Europe. See his 
photography at SylArena.com and at 
Speedliting.com.

SYl ArENA   pages 7 and 8

Pedro Inzunza Arroyo is a 
writer, world music radio host 
at KCBX and a cultural worker. 
He has been published locally 
and in The Los Angeles Times 
and La Opinión. He resides 
in San Luis Obispo with his 
twin daughters.

PEDro ArroYo   page 8

www.kamilkonrad.com
Kamil Konrad Baranowski  is a 
photographer, graphic designer, and 
web developer. His work is not bound 
by any one classification, but simply 
driven by his passion for art, design, 
and creating the extraordinary out 
of the seemingly ordinary.  Each day 
brings a new experience and with it 
the opportunity to expand and push 
new boundaries. The camera goes 
everywhere Kamil goes.

KAMil BArANoWSKi   page 22

www.sanluisartsupply.com
Neal Breton, a New Hampshire native, 
attended school in Pasadena, CA and 
sold many a pretty picture in the Los 
Angeles area before moving up to San 
Luis Obispo and opening San Luis 
Art Supply in the downtown area. He 
enjoys dressing as a bear, living at the 
Establishment and is willing to trade 
baked goods for art supplies.

NEAl BrEToN   page 18
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Say what you will about the lanky elegance of the green bean safely sequestered in an 
impregnated pod; the nobility of the fava bean which can be consumed fried, pureed, 
or mashed into a bean paste, and which is of such an agreeable nature that it also 
answers to broad bean, field bean, bell bean, and tick bean; the utility of the coffee 
bean, which is not in fact a bean but a seed, but who are we to quibble. The Mexican 
jumping bean is ripe with comic implications. The paste derived from the azuki bean 
is a key ingredient in the fancifully named mooncakes from China, as well as Japanese 
confections such as taiyaki, daifuku, and anmitsu. More important for lovers of poetry 
and quaint, quiescent beauty, the faintly purple hue of this bean paste is said to echo 
that of the mountains of Tokyo. 

But these beans—be they ever so meaningful, nutritious, resplendent—pale before 
the awesome power of the magic bean. Because the magic bean is imbued with the 
power of once upon a time. 

Russell Swanagon is a professional storyteller with a Masters in Storytelling from 
East Tennessee State university, specializing in the Application of Storytelling in 
Education. He boasts a repertoire of 80 or so stories—a relatively small pack, he 
admits—that he tells, but insists that his primary purpose is as an educator. “Jack and 
the Beanstalk” is one of these stories. The yarn, along with a number of other, lesser-
known Jack tales, emigrated from the British Isles along with impoverished immigrants 
who mostly settled around the Appalachians. There, the stories evolved and multiplied, 
flavored by 300 years of life in the iconic, blue mountains. 

“Jack is our archetypal young man hero,” explained Swanagon, who performed 
the story in a September 2010 installment of pecha kucha. “So he’s always being con-
fronted with challenges and prevailing.” According to Swanagon’s assessment, Jack’s 
misadventures with the giant—hijinks that, let us not forget, commence with a hand-
ful of wily magical beans—really represent the transition every adolescent man and 
woman must make into adulthood. The beanstalk is a simple metaphor for the bridge 
between childhood and the ineluctable world of credit scores and thinning hair. And to 
demonstrate his worthiness to enter this hallowed life stage, he must slay the giant and 
plunder his castle. Not particularly noble, but a good lesson in the realities of a single 
planet with limited resources and billions of people competing for their share. 

Swanagon draws from a vast well of stories, a resource that transcends time, nation-
ality, and language. Recording a culture’s myths and folktales is as natural as studying 
the cultural significance of Shakespeare. Choosing which to study, and tell, is difficult. 
And usually involves one of those annoyingly inexplicable gut decisions. 

“It’s usually a negotiation between yourself and the story,” explained Swanagon, 
who talks about stories as gardeners discuss plants, or anthropologists people. “There 
might be stories that I really like but are not for me to tell. There are stories that you 
know when you hear them that the story is speaking to a truth. That’s the criteria I 
like to use. Speaking a truth that you want to give voice to.”

But murderous Jack and his accessory beanstalk are by no means the only bean tale

Adventures in storytelling, and food

b
EA

BY ASHLEY SCHWELLENBACH
ILLUSTRATION BY ANNAMARIE FELLA

Once upon a
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in circulation. The Brothers Grimm present a story called “The Straw, the Coal, and the 
Bean,” in which—and here’s the twist—a sliver of straw, a piece of coal, and a bean 
escape a fiery death together, only for two of the three to perish while crossing a river 
while the third—the heartless bean—splits its sides laughing. Then there’s “The Princess 
and the Pea” which, Swanagon points out, also concerns a legume. And these are a 
miniscule slice of the food-inspired myth, folktale, yarn, and fairytale pie. 

Native American stories often concern corn. Rice stories hail from China and Japan. 
If our stories reflect our cultural concerns and misgivings, what could possibly be more 
important than food, and more specifically the foodstuff that represents a community’s 
most basic sustenance? 

One of Swanagon’s favorite stories, which originates from an indigenous tribe from 
the Pacific Northwest—“Sedna, the Witch under the Sea”—tackles the topic of where 
the tribe’s food supply comes from, and the human sacrifice required to obtain it. 
Sedna has no desire to marry, but her father forces the issue, with disastrous conse-
quence. Sedna and her father find themselves in a kayak, in the middle of a dark and 
angry sea, pursued by the creature her father inadvertently forced her to marry. 

At this point, all paternal feeling completely breaks down.
“Fearing for his life, the old man lost his reason and dragged the trembling Sedna 

from her hiding place. ‘Here is your wife,’ he cried. ‘Take her for yourself,’ and he 
hurled her into the sea,” the text reveals, with little apparent regard for the horrors 
being visited upon the hapless Sedna. 

Our heroine struggles, but her father beats her clinging fingers with an oar and they 
snap, like frozen fish sticks, and fall into the sea. Miraculously, these lost appendages 
transform into seals. Sedna is spared the undeserved fate of a watery tomb by instead 
becoming the Spirit of the Sea. The joints from her fingers are recast as the world’s first 
walrus and whale. And any humans who hope to hunt these animals must first petition 
Sedna—confessing humanity’s sin and begging for forgiveness. 

“Then Sedna may feel more kindly and release the whale, walrus, and seal from the 
great pool below her lamp, so that for a time, until they forget and sin again, people 
may hunt freely and without fear.” 

There is no lesson learned. Humans sin. They sometimes club their offspring with 
oars. They confess, and then forget and sin again. But this legend reveals, at least, that 
human behavior is bound to nature’s cycle of providing and replenishing food. From 
this cultural perspective, we are neither immune to nor master of nature, a significant 
departure from the Christian myths and tales that generally delegate mastery to man. 

Then there is “Origins of the Buffalo Dance,” a tale from the Blackfoot, a 
confederacy of tribes throughout Canada and Montana. 

“Both of these stories are about the beginning of a relationship between people and 
the animals that provide the foundation of their sustenance. Then there is a sacrifice,” 
Swanagon compared the two tales. 

In the latter, Hunter’s Daughter agrees to marry a buffalo, the strongest warrior 
of the herd. But there’s a caveat. The buffalo’s family must sacrifice themselves by 
plunging over a cliff to provide fare for the wedding feast. The buffalo fall from the sky 
at her feet, fulfilling their obligation to her. The tale continues: Hunter’s Daughter 
marries Large Buffalo, regrets the marriage, and her father is stampeded to death 
while attempting to rescue her. 

But all’s well that ends well. The hunter’s daughter and the buffalo come to an 
ingenious agreement. Following each hunt, she will sing a song of healing so that her 
people’s stomachs remain full without depleting the buffalo population. 

Corn stories. Rice stories. Buffalo stories. And yes, magic bean stories. They hold 
several things in common, but most dear among these points is that they highlight 
man’s keen desire for an understanding with nature, if only out of dependency. Jack’s 
beanstalk may have some currency as sheer entertainment, and particularly so to the 
fertile imagination. But if a beanstalk is simply a beanstalk, then why tell stories at all?

“Joseph Campbell, he says that if we are living on a land then we should know the 
stories of that land,” concluded Swanagon. “All of these stories come from the land. 
Including, in an odd way, the Jack and the Beanstalk story.”

Paraphernalia:

One chair to sit in,
One square table,
10 pounds of pintos
And all their connotations
Carefully heaped,
A large cooking pot
Of resonant qualities

Discernment

Select for sticks, gravel,
useless cracked half-beans,
Practice distinction that
Separates vegetal from mineral,
Now observe the piles:

One of living coinage,
Tiny mottled kidneys
Waiting to embody civilized opinions
What about the other?
Do you see waste, chaff,
Detritus of meaning? Yes?
Perhaps it’s time to annihilate
Your discernment

Detachment

Practice giving them away, like privileges,
Let them fall, through fingers,
Hit bottom, the bell,
A random stream that
Pummels face of the present,
Shatters its placid shimmer
Into clattering shards

Now string them together,
Echo to echo, bean to bean,
Echo to bean, until
Sound and signified zoetrope,
until fountain’s flickering shadow
Lingers there, in the kitchen

Rituals of 
discernment 
and 
detachment
BY VICTOR VALLE
PHOTO BY SYL ARENA
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VOICES FROM THEKITCHEN

Who’s behind the closed doors of San Luis Obispo’s restaurants?
BY PEDRO ARROYOPHOTOS BY SYL ARENA

One of the first things I noticed as I entered 
the kitchen at the now defunct Chow restau-
rant—currently the site of Luna Red—was 
the heat. Two stoves and ovens were set at 
450 degrees, a grill at 400, and a deep fryer 
was filled with hot oil. I have never worked 
in restaurants, and the kitchens where many 
of the meals I eat are foreign places to me.  

On the night of my visit, the kitchen 
at Chow was staffed by Enrique Perez, a 
Mexico City native and sous-chef for the 
night; Adam Fernandez, the pastry chef; and 
a dishwasher whose name I do not recall. 

I was about to ask how he became 
interested in cooking when the waitress 
delivered an order and I got to see Enrique 
(seen left) cook for the first time. It was an 
order of top sirloin stir-fry with noodles and 
vegetables. He heated a wok, deposited oil 
and bits of garlic and the beef and cooked 
it until tender. He added snap peas, okra, 
green and yellow zucchini, and green beans. 
He then turned and asked Adam to prepare 
the calamari salad destined for the same 
table. Enrique wanted both of these dishes 
out of the kitchen at the same time. 

On another wok, he cooked the noodles, 
stirred them until soft, and returned to 
the beef and vegetable stir-fry which got a 
treatment of a tangy beef sauce made from 
soy sauce and sake and other ingredients. 
As the noodles softened, he removed them 
from the wok and placed them on a bowl. 
He finished the stir-fry by adding Swiss 
chard and emptied the beef and vegetable 
cornucopia over the noodles and garnished 
the plate with green onions. He placed the 
colorful stir-fry and calamari on the counter, 
rang a bell, and the dishes disappeared into 
the belly of the restaurant.

Enrique is one of many Mexican and Cen-
tral American workers in San Luis Obispo 
County and across California who play a 
pivotal role in the food preparation and 
service industry. The nature of restaurant 
work, which often takes place away from 
public view, makes it unlikely that restau-
rant patrons are aware that Mexicans and 
Latinos have learned to prepare food from 
just about every region in the world. You 
can find these workers—mainly men—pre-
paring Italian, Vietnamese, Chinese, Thai, 
Japanese, Indian, and a host of other world 
foods, some with little formal culinary train-
ing. While in San Francisco, I even found 
a couple of paisanos preparing food in a 
Burmese restaurant. I discovered this when 

everything possible to immerse himself in 
the language of his adopted country. “I lis-
tened to music, radio, television, read books, 
and had a dictionary with me at all times,” 
he passionately recalled while sitting at my 
kitchen table one evening. “I used to write 
phrases on my arm just to learn them.”  

Mastering the language allowed him to 
advance from dishwasher, busser, prep-cook, 
and server, ultimately serving a short stint 
as a manager at Big Sky. 

Rigoberto Flores of Buona Tavola is an-
other cook who started by washing dishes. 
He left Ojo Caliente, a municipality in the 
Mexican state of Zacatecas, at the age of 19. 
“The reason I left was to look for a better 
life,” he stated. “To see if lady luck would 
smile upon me.”

He learned to cook Italian food by observ-
ing other cooks prepare pastas, sauces, 
fish, and meat at the established Italian 
restaurant in downtown San Luis Obispo. “I 
watched the cook and saw how he cooked,” 
he added. “I paid attention so I could learn 
to cook and in six to eight months, I had 
learned how to make the pastas. But it was 
due to my efforts.” 

Like other Mexican cooks working in 
our community, Rigoberto takes pride in 
preparing good cuisine for the multitude 
of customers he has served for the last 13 
years. “My joy is when people tell me how 
good the food tasted. I get satisfaction that 
I have not wasted my time while working,” 
he said. Through cooking Rigoberto’s life 
has also been transformed. “I have learned 
to value myself,” he concluded.

I passed the kitchen and heard Mexican 
banda music as I headed to the bathroom.  

 Many Mexicans and Latinos entering the 
food preparation and service industry often 
start at the very bottom due to lack of ex-
perience and limited knowledge of English. 
The bottom usually means working long 
hours washing dishes. “I was a dishwasher 
and a prep-cook at Imperial China,” Enrique 
recalled. “I worked 13-hour days and I was 
doing the work of three people.” Despite 
the hardships that attended the work, he 
developed an interest in Chinese cuisine. “I 
started to learn about Chinese cooking, and 
when I had the opportunity I went to work 
at Novo restaurant.”

The experience at Novo was transforma-
tive. “Working at a place like Novo, I had 
to adjust and open my palate to receive 
things that might appear to be different and 
strange at times,” Enrique recalled. “When I 
was preparing certain recipes, some did not 
appear to be very attractive especially some 
sauces that were made with wasabi and 
seemed very different at first.”

Since working at Novo, Enrique has been 
the sous-chef at Chow and now cooks five 
times a week at Luna Red, preparing tapas, 
seafood, and international cuisines. 

Jesus Hernandez, below right, a native 
of Oaxaca in southern Mexico, is a server at 
Big Sky Café. He came to San Luis Obispo 
thanks in part to a network of familial and 
kinship ties aiding immigrants to secure 
employment, especially in restaurants.

Jesus’s father had met a friend who was 
working in the united States but had visited 
Oaxaca. This friend was Geronimo Castel-
lanos, a cook at Big Sky Café.

“Geronimo used to work for Charles 
Myers in Los Angeles at the Gumbo Pot,” 
recalls Jesus. “When Charles opened Big Sky 
Café, Geronimo moved to San Luis Obispo 
to work at Big Sky. Geronimo helped my 
dad get a job at Big Sky Café.” 

A year after his father’s arrival, he fol-
lowed in his footsteps. He was 16 years old. 
While attending high school, he secured a 
work permit and washed dishes at Big Sky 
Café to help his family in Oaxaca. “Being a 
dishwasher is one of the hardest jobs because 
you are always standing up in one position, 
your back hurts, and you have to lift the 
plates that the bussers bring to the dishwash-
ing area. Dishes are heavy and you get wet 
all the time. It was hard work,” he said. 

 Jesus learned English in a year and did 
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A metallic shriek slices through the still after-
noon, like R2D2 auditioning for Janet Leigh’s 
shower scene in Psycho. Something hard and 
unyielding is protesting its treatment, but the 
noise must be routine for the area. A casually 
circling turkey vulture doesn’t even flinch.

It’s been days since rain last fell, but 
a large puddle is still pooled outside the 
entrance to Ben Riddering’s corrugated work-
shop. There is wood, too, in big piles. And 
tarps. The ground is studded with odd lumps 
of concrete. Junk rusts in the December sun. 
The shrill scream starts again.

Inside Riddering’s shop, there are plenty 
of potential culprits. Electric saws are spaced 
around the room, each squatting on its own 
stretch of table as if waiting for some 2-by-4 
prey, but not everything looks sinister. Heavy 
tools hang on the walls like modern art, a 
single, utilitarian form repeated a dozen 
times with slight variations in size and color, 
like a previously unknown and particularly 
blue collar Warhol project. Brown Yuban 
coffee cans keep small nails from scattering 
everywhere, and various lengths of lumber 
sit on loft-like shelves, stacked under wood-
working templates. A filing cabinet’s drawers 
are labeled in clear, black lettering: “KNOBS” 
“LONG HINGES” “BuTT HINGES” and so on. 
Every item seems prepped for ease of use. A 
whiteboard scrawled with dates and dead-
lines helps keep track of projects in progress.

Whatever was squealing has stopped, 
for now.

Douglas fir sawdust forms cake-mix-yellow 
dunes on the floor. It’s scattered everywhere 
like sand—not coarse stuff from local beaches, 
but fine, like you’d find in the short pillar 
of a department store ashtray, back when 
department stores offered such features for 

GOOD 
FENCES 
MAkE GOOD 
ARMOIRES

Local builders transform discarded 
materials—including barriers of all kinds—
into sought-after works of functional art

BY RYAN MILLER
PHOTOS BY JENNIFER MANUELE
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shoppers, back when shoppers could smoke.
Riddering is a reflection of his shop. 

Beneath the thin layer of dust, he’s lean, 
ordered, put together. Efficient. His arms 
are solid from daily wrestling matches with 
old-growth wood reclaimed from sagging 
fences, collapsed barns, and other defunct 
structures. A surfboard hangs in the rafters, 
but he doesn’t get out as much as he used 
to. Business has recently picked up after 
a couple tighter years, and he’s a married 
father of three boys who fill his Nipomo 
home. He’s in his early 30s. He stays busy.

Thick veins snake from his greasy, nicked 
hands up into his dark gray shirt, which has 
a jagged hole roughly at his bellybutton. It 
looks like an old shirt, so the rip could be 
from years of wear. Remember, though, that 
he works every day with spinning blades 
and other sharp bits of whirling metal. A 
scab is forming where he had a recent run 
in with a wire wheel, a bristly device used 
for polishing metal or wood. There are other 
scars on his fingers, faint beneath the oil, 
the rust, and the notes penned to himself. 
There’s an inky reminder to buy toilet paper 
at the base of his thumb.

He sticks one of those rough hands into 
a back pocket of his jeans while he talks, 
pointing with the other hand at whatever 
he’s identifying at the moment. That’s a   

credenza in progress. He was just working 
on it. He’s using empty wine bottles of a 
dozen shapes, sizes, and varietals as dum-
mies, as placeholders, to be sure a collection 
of full bottles will fit comfortably on racks 
yet to be installed inside.

That’s a bench grinder. That’s a chop saw, 
the bright red one. That’s the beginning of 
an armoire, empty, doorless, featureless. He 
calls it a carcass. When he rubs his nose, he 
leaves a smudge of something on the bridge.

And that, he says, is a mirror with a 
frame made from what used to be a fence in 
front of the Madonna Inn. There are two of 
them, in fact, one leaning against the other, 
reflecting light from the halogen bulbs 
suspended a dozen or so feet above.

Fences crisscross the country, sectioning 
it like choice cuts of beef on a cow silhou-
ette. They keep things in: children or pets 
prone to wander from backyards, herd 
animals longing for greener grass elsewhere, 
prisoners shut away from the society they 
wronged. And they keep things out. Fences 
hide homes from curious eyes, whether 
watchers’ intentions are merely voyeuris-
tic or tend toward criminal endeavors. 
Fences bar pests from gardens. They encircle 
parcels as a sign of ownership. They keep 
strangers away.

Fences can even represent an entire 
culture, offering verdant, weed-free 
glimpses of the American Dream between 
stark white pickets.

But borders change. Properties expand 
or contract. Wrought iron rises to replace 
splintering pine. Family farms begin turn-
ing up housing tracts instead of broccoli or 
strawberries. Dreams are deferred by unem-
ployment and ballooning mortgages.

For whichever of a hundred reasons, 
fences come down every day, and the count-
less miles of cedar or steel that stood, liter-
ally and figuratively, as a barrier to access 
become nothing more than another trip to 
the dump.

About 80 percent of what Riddering 
builds, he estimates, is for John Brigham, a 
local furniture wholesaler who sells pieces in 
boutique furniture stores up and down the 
coast and beyond. Locally, Brigham has been 
in the business since 1993. One of his sons, 
Ben Brigham, focuses on frames pieced from 
old fences, corrals, and assorted metal bits 
that catch his eye: rusty hinges, tins sporting 
vintage art, horseshoes. He makes furniture, 
too, but particularly enjoys assembling 
mirrors, picture frames, and chalkboards. He 
has a fondness for rivets. He can turn out a 
large piece and four or five smaller frames 
in a day in his home shop, which keeps him 
close to his wife and children.

Riddering joined the Brigham crew about 
14 years ago, tackling odds-and-ends jobs. 
Now he collaborates on custom pieces, 
mostly for kitchens. Cabinetry is their main 
deal. Riddering describes it as modular, like 
a ranch house collection cobbled together 
over many years. An armoire, for instance, 
may serve as a pantry, filled with tins and 

boxes of dry goods instead of soft sweaters 
and folded khakis. Think prairie style, the 
sort of piece a Midwest head of the house 
might make for his wife.

“We all like the idea of a freestanding 
piece of furniture that you kind of plunk 
into place,” Riddering says. “We like to put 
Brigham’s furniture into rooms and call it 
cabinetry.”

The other 20 percent of his work is made 
up of side projects, typically from interior 
designers who commission him to help fill 
a house with pieces of a certain style. He’s 
created a suspension bed that hangs from 
ropes; a pull-apart dining room table from 
ancient, salvaged Douglas fir posts; and a 
table with welded propane tanks as a base.

Much of the wood he uses has already 
served its original purpose and was 
destined for a bonfire at the beach or, more 
likely, slow decomposition in a landfill or 
forgotten field.

“Friends that know what I do, they’ll drop 
by a fence they’ve torn down, or they’re 
tearing down a barn and I’ll haul it,” he 
explains. “Once you get a reputation as the 

cantatas, short for the Latin phrase “Soli Deo 
Gloria”—“glory to God alone.”

Riddering’s neighboring craftsman, the 
lamp maker, works with fences, too, though 
his tastes run more toward chain link. Steve 
Bewley recently nabbed lengths of the 
galvanized stuff, and has been cutting and 
bending it into lights, tables, and 
magazine racks.

In the last decade, he had 35 accounts for 
his unique lights, which he assembles from 
crab traps, computer parts, brake rotors, 
or whatever, capped with vegetable-dyed 
paper shades from his mother’s recipe. The 
market for his pieces dried up, though, as the 
recession hit galleries that showed his work, 
so he’s expanded his horizons. The landfill-
bound fencing represented a push in a new 
direction, plus it carried the benefit 
of being metal.

“I just frickin’ hate wood,” Bewley says. 
“What I look for is what people are 
throwing away.”

A small, bowed length of fencing holds a 
stack of magazines in his shop. The issue on 
the top is Dwell, a publication that’s featured 
his work.

His workspace is smaller, more crowded, 
an impression heightened by the shiny white 
mannequins propped throughout the space. 
But like Riddering, his hands are a mess. Also 
like Riddering, he extols the many virtues of 
salvaged scraps. Not to sound like he’s jump-
ing on the green bandwagon, but repurpos-
ing is good for the Earth. He’d be lying if he 
said that was his only motivation to comb 
trash for lamp stands and table legs, but it’s 
still a consideration. He also wants to make 
money, he says outright. Then there’s the fact 
that discarded items lead to unique creations, 
which delight buyers.

The process can be many things at once. 
The act of sanding down fence boards and 
joining them together for a buffet doesn’t 
need to be as rigidly defined as the edges of 
neighborhood lots. The carpenters who saw 
and hammer and nail and paint don’t have to 
compartmentalize what they do, nor isolate 
their underlying desires and talents.

Riddering summed up the aesthetic as an 
overall lifestyle. He often doesn’t think of 
his work as being “environmentally friendly” 
because it’s just what he does. It doesn’t need 
a label to be what it is. It doesn’t need to be 
bound by expectation. It’s free to roam as far 
and wide as it can.

guy who’ll haul the junk away, it’s amazing 
the piles you’ll amass.”

Such repurposing is obviously good for 
the environment, but Riddering’s efforts to 
reclaim trash with an aim to make it into 
something useful stem from more than a 
global mindset.

“The wood grain from old-growth trees 
is so much stronger and tighter than from 
trees that have grown quick,” he admits. 
Plus, the blemishes in aged wood—the 
natural chips, the rust marks around nail 
holes—add character. If the ravages of time 
aren’t obvious enough, he’ll thread wires 
and bolts through links in a chain and beat 
the wardrobe or vanity before it’s finished.

Much of his former-fence furniture work 
comes from John Brigham, who Riddering 
describes as a master at finding such 
usable material.

Brigham explained that contractors and 
others around the county know he’s always 
on the lookout for raw materials, and it 
saves them money to give it to him instead 
of paying a dumping fee. It’s a win-win.

“We’re probably able to save about 50 to 
60 percent [of the wood],” he estimated.

He said they’ll pick up fences and other 
landfill-bound lumber from roughly Paso 
Robles to Lompoc. Brigham’s builders rip 
apart barriers, literally tearing down walls 
designed to keep strangers out and using 
the wreckage to craft entertainment centers 
that encourage friends to gather together. 
He’d like to see some regulations come 
down, too, making more room for outfits 
like his, made up of hard-working people 
who see opportunity in others’ discards. He 
easily sums up his reasoning: “You don’t get 
creativity in a bureaucracy.”

Still, in the right hands, the raw materials’ 
backstory comes through.

“A lot of times, I’ll find BBs or pellets in 
there,” Riddering says of the wood, “and it 
gets me thinking about the history, whose 
backyard this was in and what might have 
happened.”

Such ruminations often spill online. 
As old-fashioned as he seems, Riddering 
maintains a blog that intersperses photos 
of works in progress with quotes that have 
inspired him, often from fields far from 
carpentry. He ponders words from Charles 
de Gaulle. Recently, a friend told him: “Be 
where you are.” Another post echoes the 
sentiment of Johann Sebastian Bach, 
who marked the letters “SDG” on his 

Steve Bewley’s lighting and metal furniture 
can be found at Ron’s Nursery, 850 W. Grand 
Ave. in Grover Beach, and SLO Down Pub, 
1200 E. Grand Avenue in Arroyo Grande. 
Online: rerunproductions.com, 
benriddering.com, and benbrigham.com.
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R E S P E C T  T H E

Coffee from farm to cup—and all the drama in between

A few years ago, at a barista party at Ritual Roasters in San Francisco, I was interviewed 
by a local TV station on the barista subculture. I enlightened San Francisco with this: 
“Well, the life of a barista is pretty much like the life of a rock star.” (You know: hard-
working, hard-partying. Heavy, expensive equipment to lug around …) Behind me, 
baristas alternated shots of espresso with shots of vodka, some of them hopping onto 
the bar and giving themselves a beer-shower. 

I felt silly after the free beer and espresso wore off, but then I always kind of feel silly. 
But I later found out that Barista editor and founder Sarah Allen saw it that way too. 
Allen’s three years of experience as the Oakland Tribune’s pop music critic once gave 
her insider access to the Bay Area indie music scene. The hardworking musicians she 
met “were passionate and smart, driven and keen on doing whatever they needed to in 
order to make music they believed in,” she said. “I always say that top baristas remind 
me a lot of the best young and indie musicians I used to know.” The barista communi-
ty—scrappy, hardworking, underpaid, intense—spoke to Allen because “they’re similar 
kinds of cultures.”

Allen and her now-husband launched Barista magazine in April of 2005, and have 
published more than 35 issues to date. 

The Ritual Roasters party had coincided with the Western Regional Barista Cham-
pionship. San Luis Obispo was well-represented that weekend: Chris Burd and Jillian 
Woods, my co-workers at the time, held it down for Linnaea’s. Clint Slagle competed for 
beachside specialty coffee shop Joe Momma’s.

“But wait just a second,” you say. 
And with those words, a record player somewhere squeals to a halt, right in the mid-

dle of the Decemberists’ “O Valencia!” Time stops. A bearded dude freezes just as he’s 
pouring a perfect rosetta. A drop of espresso pauses a breath away from the shot glass. 

“What is this crazy creature called a barista, and where did it come from?” you ask. 
Barista, an Italian word for server or bartender, has been appropriated to mean some-

one who prepares espresso professionally. 

BY ANNA WELTNER    ILLUSTRATION BY NEAL BRETON
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directly thereafter. He explained the situa-
tion to a judge, who ruled in his favor. After 
receiving unemployment checks for six 
weeks, Slagle took a job at Kohl’s—though 
he would continue to refer to himself as an 
unemployed barista.

Sometimes even on his resume.

Martyrs of the industry

Slagle lost his job for the advancement of 
coffee, something both admirable and scary. 
But the coffee industry’s true martyrs are its 
growers, something brothers Nick and Marc 
Francis brought to the forefront of Western 
consciousness in their 2006 documentary 
Black Gold.

Starting in coffee’s birthplace—Ethiopia—
the film followed farmer Tadesse Maskela 
around the world on a hunt for someone 
who would pay a fair price for coffee and 
save his 74,000 farmers from bankruptcy. 

Where we Westerners are willing to drop 
three to four dollars on a latte, the farmers 
who harvested the beans receive more like 
three to four cents, the documentary points 
out. Generally, 90 percent of the price 
benefits retailers, roasters, and importers. 

In one scene from the film, a farmer hacks 
down his flourishing coffee field, explaining 
that he doesn’t earn enough money to sup-
port himself on his low wages. Instead, he 
plants khat, an amphetamine-like stimulant 
banned in the united States and Europe but 
widely consumed in Africa.  

Coffee may be a booming industry, but 
its success does nothing for many farmers: 
trading prices are set by “speculators in New 
York City, who trade up to ten times the 
amount of coffee that is actually produced 
each year,” according to the film. 

the fairest of theM all

Even if a café or retailer uses fair-trade 
coffee, says local roaster Joe Gerardis, the 
wages farmers receive are still painfully low. 
Gerardis owns Joebella Coffee Roasters in 
Templeton and a coffee shop of the same 
name in Atascadero.  His Ethiopian coffees 
are imported directly from Aleta Wondo 
Coffee, a grower which operates without 
brokers and returns a minimum of 20 
percent of profits to the village.

Gerardis is also beginning to use the 
fair-trade organization More Than Fair, a 
company that puts roasters in direct contact 
with the farmers, eliminating the need for 
a broker.

fool’s espresso

Burd, of Linnaea’s, worked with Gerardis 
when developing the blend he would use for 
competing, a mixture of Sumatra and Brazil. 
A slight variation of this blend became what 
is now sold as Michael’s Folly espresso. 

Containing notes of chocolate and man-
darin orange, Michael’s Folly was something 
of a happy accident. Described as “incred-
ibly intense,” the initial batch turned out 

far too dark. “It was up to us to figure out 
what to do with it,” said Gerardis. Rather 
than tossing it, he tried it as an espresso. It 
turned out to be the blend that could do no 
wrong, pulling a great shot every time. “It’s 
pretty hard to screw it up,” said Gerardis. 
Michael’s Folly was named for its foolproof 
nature—and after the roaster whose mistake 
was a great success.

the barista’s dileMMa 
“Coffee—the way it tastes, the way 

people make it, the way people enjoy it—is 
so totally subjective that there’s no end of 
the story, no one right answer,” said Allen. 
The complex nature of coffee is great for 
Barista magazine, though it can alienate 
those in the know (baristas) from everyone 
else (consumers). 

“A lot of people, when they feel ignorant 
about something, they’ll get a little defen-
sive,” said Burd. 

The cliché of the pretentious barista is a 
terrible thing, but gosh darn it, it’s hard to 
avoid when everyone just doesn’t under-
stand! What’s worse, the job’s generally 
considered entry-level, so there’s an element 
of wounded, defiant dignity to the position. 

 “I find that people want to know about 
coffee, and they don’t like the idea of being 
left out of the kind of coffee snob scene,” 
said Burd. “I’ll give them one little detail 
about coffee that usually they typically 
wouldn’t know. Then you’re not snobby, 
because then they also know about it.” 

Brilliant!
Slagle too, in his espresso-pulling heyday, 

had a tactic for showing unwitting custom-
ers just how mind-blowing coffee could be.  

“I would try and pick out customers I 
thought would appreciate it,” said Slagle. 
“I would ask them, ‘Would you like to try 
something that’s better than what we 
usually serve?’” Then he’d bust out some 
of the world-class coffee he’d saved from 
competitions, an Ethiopian from Stumptown 
Roasters. Customers would come back, rav-
ing that it was the best they had ever had. 

 “And I’d say, ‘This coffee would cost you 
about $120 dollars retail,’” Slagle elabo-
rated, grinning maniacally. “And they’re like, 
‘Oh my God!’ And I’m like, ‘unfortunately, 
that’s the only cup I can give you.’” 

Smiles would droop.
“And they’re like, ‘Awww.’ And then I 

would go, ‘Nah, I’m just messing with you. 
Here’s another one.’”
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“We’ve talked endlessly about it in the 
industry, and there’s no concrete answer,” 
said Allen of how the word entered the Eng-
lish lexicon. (She added, “There was a time 
when people were using the word baristi 
for the plural, but that was also back when 
baristas thought it was OK to be pretentious 
and off-putting to unknowing customers!”)

Funnily enough, the Italian word is 
actually an Anglicism, a combination of 
the English word “bar” and the suffix –ista, 
which indicates a profession.

But putting etymology aside, where do 
baristas really come from? 

stay With Me

Well, it started with a little bean culti-
vated halfway around the world. Or, to be 
completely accurate, a seed, plucked from 
the ripe coffee cherry during the dry season, 
when the fruit is glossy, red, and firm. If the 
plant is south of the equator, this would be 
sometime between September and March. If 
it is above the equator, April or May. 

Most coffee drinkers, confronted with 
a ripe coffee cherry, wouldn’t make the 
connection between the fruit and the cup 
in their hands.

“A lot of people don’t even know that 
coffee beans are actually from cherries; 
they don’t understand that it’s actually a 
fruit,” said local barista Chris Burd, of 
Linnaea’s Café in San Luis Obispo. Accord-
ing to Burd, a barista of five years, “half of 
a barista’s job is to inform the public about 
what they’re getting and the product they’re 
buying, because they’re paying a lot for it. 
Overall, I think people don’t even under-
stand the process.”

The most efficient method is to pluck 
the red cherries by hand. Sure, machines 
exist, but only human hands can seek out 
and pluck the best cherries, sparing the 
immature green fruits, letting them stay on 
the bush until their time comes. Stay 
with me here.

Once the picking is done, it’s inevitable 
that a few twigs and under-ripe cherries will 
get mixed in with the plump, ripe fruits. 
Some plantations submerge their harvest in 
water, letting the undesirable stuff float to 
the surface and the firmer, heavier cherries 
sink to the bottom. Stay with me here. 

The cherry’s seed—what we call a coffee 
bean—is then removed, either through 
drying in the sun or by pulping machinery, 
which uses internal pressure to squish the 

bean out through a screen. Machines must 
be constantly monitored to ensure the right 
amount of force is used; enough to squish 
the seed out of the softer ripe cherry, but 
not from the harder green one. In an effort 
to ensure that no green cherries get pulped, 
those operating the machinery err on the 
too-soft side, allowing some ripe cherries to 
slip away with the greens rather than risk 
pulping one green one. Still with me?

The seeds, or beans, are then sent to 
fermentation tanks to remove their outer 
layer, called mucilage. Another natural 
separation of quality takes place during the 
fermentation stage: the higher the quality, 
the denser the bean. Denser beans are sepa-
rated and placed in different tanks. After 
one to three days, the beans are then laid 
out to dry. (Several months, a dozen hands, 
and thousands of miles later, they will be 
roasted, but we’ll talk about that later.)

This stage of the process alone is just 
as complex as winemaking, but with 
nowhere near the same amount of prestige. 
Not yet, anyway.

Grape vs. bean

Clint Slagle once worked at Joe Momma’s 
Coffee in Avila Beach, a beachside specialty 
coffee shop. Having also studied wine and 
viticulture, Slagle offered some rare 
comparative insight into the two industries. 

“As far as prestige,” said Slagle, “it’s weird 
that wine developed so far over coffee, that 
it gets sold for so much more than coffee, 
when there’s just as much work that goes 
into coffee as into wine.” 

Coffee is, in any case, an older tradition. 
Before the Western world had even discov-
ered wine, people in Ethiopia were frying 
coffee beans over a fire, he pointed out.

The answer may lie in our proximity to 
the process. The Central Coast, for instance, 
is dotted with vineyards. Wine-tasting 
opportunities are plentiful, and with them 
comes the chance to further our knowledge 
about the craft; a knowledge that comes 
with degree of respect. 

“You taste a pinot noir from California, 
and it falls into a certain taste category,” 
said Slagle. “If you’ve got a trained palate, 
you can say, ‘Yeah, this is a pinot noir; it 
tastes like it came from the Central Coast 
of California.’”

There are around 400 uniquely identifi-
able aromatic compounds in wine, said 
Slagle. But coffee contains twice that 

amount, if not more. Even without a scien-
tific explanation, he said, “I think you can 
kinda taste it, when you’re having a really 
good cup of coffee versus a really good 
glass of wine. There’s more going on in the 
good coffees that I’ve tried.”

Like wine, each coffee-producing region 
has its own taste signature. A reasonably 
trained palate can discern between conti-
nents; the best are able to pick out coun-
tries and regions. “Pro baristas should not 
only know the country their coffee came 
from, but the name of the farmer and the 
piece of land where the coffee was grown,” 
espoused Allen, of the hip-yet-informative 
magazine Barista.

“They should know the varietal and 
the method with which that coffee was 
processed.”

profession: uneMployed barista

Clint Slagle was later fired from Joe 
Momma’s for refusing to pour an espresso 
shot directly over ice. He broached the sub-
ject as we were comfortably seated in Joe 
Momma’s upstairs area, with its adjoining 
gift shop and stunning view of the Pacific, 
sipping high-quality Intelligentsia coffee. I’d 
ordered a double cappuccino. (The barista 
on duty recognized me and, instead of ring-
ing me up, told me: “Don’t worry about it.” 
He had me that time, he said.)

Slagle joined me later with a cup of drip. 
It was his first cup in a month, he told me. 
He lives in Santa Maria and refuses to drink 
the coffee there. “Coffee’s not a caffeine 
vehicle for me,” he explained.

If given the chance, would he pour that 
espresso shot over ice?

“No,” he answered firmly. Ice shocks 
the espresso immediately, creating a bitter 
drink out of what might have been a 
gorgeous shot. 

Slagle had his own way of making iced 
drinks, he explained, mixing a fresh shot 
with room-temperature water to gradually 
reduce the temperature, then adding the 
ice last. On the day of his termination, a 
customer ordered an iced Americano. 
Slagle disagreed with his then-manager 
over the drink’s proper preparation, and 
an argument ensued.

“I still won’t back down from it,” he told 
me, years after the incident. “I mean, if no 
one pushes coffee forward, then it just stays 
down. Someone’s got to do it.” 

Slagle filed for unemployment compensation JE
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In 1936 Ah Louis—a central figure in San 
Luis Obispo history—had the dubious honor 
of becoming the first non-Catholic to be bur-
ied in the Old Mission Cemetery. Accounts of 
how, exactly, he wound up in the nine-acre 
plot of land adjacent to Higuera Street differ.

“Narrow-minded elements who were in 
policy control of city cemeteries forbade 
his being buried in other than the place for 
Chinese,” wrote HK Wong in Gum Gold, 
Sahn Mountain, Yun Men, a collection of 
tales of early Chinese life in California. “The 
exception was the Catholic church …”

Mike Golling, cemetery manager of Old 
Mission Cemetery, has a slightly different 
story to tell.

“The first burial of a non-Catholic was 
Ah Louis, back in 1936,” he explained. 
“They wouldn’t bury him at the Protestant 
Cemetery even though he was a member of 
the Odd Fellows, because he was Buddhist.” 
Louis was sufficiently popular that the 
townspeople petitioned the bishop who re-
tained control of the Old Mission Cemetery 
to allow him to be buried in the Catholic 
cemetery; the bishop consented. It would be 
another 31 years before the cemetery 
officially opened to business for people of 
all, or no, faiths.

Whether Louis was excluded from 
burial at the International Order of Odd 
Fellows’ Lawn Memorial Cemetery—now 
known as the San Luis Cemetery—because 
of race or faith is less important than the 
fact that he was excluded. It can be tempt-
ing to regard death as a great equalizer, 
the moment when individuality, petty 
distinctions between people, fall away. 
Ashes to ashes and dust to dust; no one is 
spared. But the illusion that the social and 
economic boundaries that govern our inter-
actions in life cease to exist the moment 

our hearts stop beating—however pre-
cious—is also patently false.

Louis lies on the other side of Higuera 
Street.

The Odd Fellows Cemetery, where Louis 
was originally intended to rest, is a mélange 
of sections distinguished by faith, military 
service, and arbitrary fraternal attachment.

“We have a GAR section. We have a Beth 
David section. We have a Muslim section. 
We have a Masonic section,” rattled off the 
cemetery manager, who declined to 
volunteer his name.

The Jewish section is identifiable by a 
black gate bearing the words “Beth David” 
with a Star of David between the two. The 
congregation purchased the plot of land, 
along with a parcel in Los Osos Valley 
Memorial Park.  

“All the Jewish burials that I’ve officiated 
have been in one of these two places,” said 
Norman Mendel, rabbi emeritus at Con-
gregation Beth David and a social sciences 
instructor at Cuesta College. “It’s kind of a 
communal space. People want to be buried 
with loved ones and the community they’ve 
been part of.”

Sharing the plot of land behind the metal 
gateway doesn’t guarantee that the inhabit-
ants approached life, or death, in the same 
spirit. Orthodox Jews tend to prefer burial, 
which dates back to the book of Genesis 
when Abraham is said to have purchased a 
burial site for his wife, Sarah.

“Many people, after the Holocaust, they 
abhor the idea of a person being in an 
oven,” added Mendel, without a trace of 
irony. But m ore liberal Jews still sometimes 
opt for cremation. What follows is a com-
plicated system of mourning, initiated by a 
period called shiva—“seven” in Yiddish. The 
first seven days are the most intense, giving 
way to a 30-day period called shloshim. 
Members of the deceased’s community 
provide the family with food, and in particu-
lar hardboiled eggs, which symbolize life.

on’t wake me. i plan on sleeping in.D
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Death, and burial, can sometimes mirror life in disturbing ways
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But adherence to these traditions is 
hardly mandatory, at least according to the 
live-and-let-live Mendel.

“If you’re an Orthodox Jew you may say 
these are the rules. If you’re a liberal Jew 
you may say these are things I understand, 
some of which I wish to follow and others 
not. There’s no point being hypocritical, any 
more than there is in one’s lifetime.”

Freemasons, also, occupy the San Luis 
Cemetery; many of the older and more 

elaborate tombstones—including the      
conspicuous pyramid designed by former 
Masonic lodge master Fred Adolphus 
Darn—are riddled with Masonic symbols. 
Robert Bettencourt, the current master, 
provides cemetery tours that highlight the 
history of his fraternity. In fact, he cites a fu-
neral as the impetus for King David’s Lodge 
No. 209. In 1870, masons from distant cities 
assembled in San Luis Obispo following the 
death of Alexander Murray. Five months 
later the San Luis Obispo chapter was born.

Murray’s is the first tomb that Betten-
court visits. It is marked by an eight-foot 
pillar and reads, “Sacred to the memory of 
Alexander Murray, born in London, England, 
October 1st, 1834.” Bettencourt points to a 
masonic symbol—one of many—a weeping 
virgin standing before a broken column, an 
acacia sprig in one hand and Time at her 
back, untangling her hair. Elsewhere, the 
square and compasses—the most recogniz-
able of the fraternity’s emblems—are more 
prolific than the traditional cross or hands 
clasped together in prayer.

Many of these symbols have Christian 
significance. Bettencourt is proud to point 
out that the masons welcome members of 
all faiths. Agnostics and atheists, however, 
need not apply. In this respect, the cem-
etery’s Masonic corner is as rigidly governed 
by religious identification as any other. 
Exclusivity isn’t a relic of the past.

Then there are the plots no one intends 
to occupy, the ground that will be filled 
with the bodies of the penniless, unclaimed 
by family or friends. Referred to in old 
newspaper articles as the “potter’s yard,” 
the cemetery’s caretaker called this space 
“the county section” and said that it dates 
back to the late 1800s and early 1900s. The 
county pays for these burials, in an effort to 
impose dignity and equality on a life that 
may or may not have seen much of either. 
But this final sleep is unadorned. No sym-
bols. No angel pillars. No monuments.

Sleeping in the potter’s yard is not the 
same as resting inside a pyramid that Bet-
tencourt estimates cost nearly $100,000 to 
build. Of course, both have their disad-
vantages. Fred Adolphus Darn, a former 
Masonic lodge master, constructed the 
behemoth structure for his wife—Cora 
Russell Darn—and infant son. The exterior 
rock is carved with the words “MOTHER 
SON FATHER,” only two-thirds accurate.

“It was expected when they built this that 

he would be buried here someday,”  
Bettencourt said, of Fred. But the bereaved 
father and husband eventually remarried, 
leaving his wife and son to their unsealed 
pyramid on the hill. The substantial rocks 
originally intended to seal the pyramid rest 
haphazardly to the side. Cora’s mausoleum 
sits apart from the other Masonic burials; 
the ground where the other free masons, 
and family members of free masons, lie 
wasn’t strong enough to support the weight 
of her husband’s tribute.

“Maybe this was a way to keep a watch-
ful eye on each other’s loved ones,” pro-
posed Bettencourt, when asked to explain 
why people elect to be buried in the subter-
ranean equivalent of an exclusive club.

Of course, tracking prejudice in burial 
practices isn’t as simple as it sounds. The 
circumstances surrounding Ah Louis’ death 
doubtless reflected a greater pattern of 
discrimination he experienced throughout 
his life. And Pete Kelley, a researcher for 
the San Luis Obispo County Historical 
Society, revealed that Spanish priests af-
filiated with the Mission responded to the 
deaths of Chumash that had converted to 
Catholicism by tossing the bodies into an 
unmarked mass grave.

One of the few sources of burial records 
are booklets published by the San Luis 
Obispo County Genealogical Society based 
on note-taking expeditions to the county’s 
cemeteries, which, if the books are to be be-
lieved, were all accomplished by heroic vol-
unteers under hurricane-like conditions. One 
such publication, titled “Cambria Cemetery 
District, Burial List,” published in October 
2002, records that the Cambria Cemetery 
was founded by a donation of 6.2 acres of 
land to the Masonic Lodge from one Wil-
liam Leffingwell on April 4, 1877. The Odd 
Fellows occupied rows 12 to 19, the masons 
rows 20-32. “Wooden markers outside the 
west fence are said to be markers for early 
Chinese,” the text then observes casually.

The horrors of isolation—and perhaps, 
even the irony of the fact of a cemetery 
becoming a subdivision marked and divided 
by religion and social networks—are some-
what lessened in light of the fact that this 
reality is one also of the deceased’s making. 
Perhaps, in creating cemeteries with these 
official designations, where everybody 
belongs somewhere, we have merely 
succeeded in creating a world where 
everything is exactly how it seems.
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www.sterlingfrose.com
Santa Maria native Sterling Rose is passionate 
about hand-drawn typography and illustration. 
He is currently in the Graphic Communication 
undergraduate program at Cal Poly and works as 
a graphic designer and web publisher at Cal Poly’s 
Kennedy Library. Sterling is also a freelance
illustrator and graphic designer for various 
clients on the Central Coast.
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I decided to just go for it. Veering off Shell 
Beach road, I gunned the engine and flew 
through the gates of Sunset Palisades just 
as they began to close, like Indiana Jones 
in a Camry. 

The car in front of me, for whom the 
gates legitimately opened, didn’t seem to 
notice or care. Awesome, I thought; my 
second attempt to get inside one of San Luis 
Obispo’s private communities was a success. 
I roamed down rows of massive, tan-colored 
homes with extravagant balconies and 
spectacular ocean views. I wanted to find 
one resident who could testify to what 

it was like living in such a place, but my 
search yielded only landscaping crews—
one, sometimes two to a block.

San Luis Obispo isn’t exactly a haven 
for suburban sprawl. But tucked down rural 
roads in scattered corners of the county 
are wrought iron gateways surrounded by 
security cameras and bored security guards 
named Jerry. And I wanted to sneak into 
them all. 

But I didn’t know where to find them. 
Luckily, the city is also home to a slough 

of real estate agents and there was no 
shortage of those willing to point me in 
the right direction. 

So I drove around the county, copies 
of Google Maps littering my car, trying to 
ignore the obvious obstacle: the whole 
gate thing. 

After speaking to a number of real estate 
agents, I learned gated communities are 
still rising in popularity around the country, 
most noticeably in border states. 

Historically, fortified enclaves favored the 
ultra rich and powerful, from the monarchs 
of the Middle Ages and Renaissance to 
the beer baron elite who annexed St. 
Louis in the late nineteenth century. 
These days, gated property owners run 

a doughnut around here.”
I nod but don’t understand the signifi-

cance of the doughnut.  
Dr. Dan Levi, an environmental psychol-

ogy professor at Cal Poly, has an interesting 
take on gated communities. He said there 
are two main factors driving their popular-
ity: income inequity and fear of crime. 

Levi prefaced our conversation by saying 
he’s done no research in SLO but is familiar 
with the literature and guessed their pres-
ence could be explained by their spread 
northward from southern border towns. 

The growing trend of gated neighbor-
hoods in North America actually accompa-
nies a converse trend in residential crime. 
“They’re going in opposite directions,” Levi 
said, “but the number one predictor of how 
afraid you are of getting burglarized is how 
much TV you watch. In fact, your chance of 
getting burglarized is actually much greater 
if you are poor, so there’s this disconnect 
between fear of crime and incidences of 
crime and where you live.”

Speaking of crime, do gates really make 
you or your property safer? Most real estate 
agents would say yes. But one, who 
preferred not be named and said she lives

traffic, and a prevailing xenophobic sense of 
impending doom.

After I fled the gated portion of Sunset 
Palisades, I drove to the un-gated neigh-
borhood next to it—which technically is 
also Sunset Palisades—to see if there was 
another way in. 

Two blocks from the ocean, I saw a man 
wearing a cardigan sweater and a Gilligan 
hat, out for a stroll around the gated area 
and asked him if he lived there. He said yes.

“It’s a nice area. There are no soup 
kitchens, no homeless, no Mexican gangs,” 
he said without shame. “You can’t even buy 

the gamut from top two percenters to the 
middle class. 

According to the literature, gated 
communities in the u.S. fall under three 
categories. The first are lifestyle communi-
ties where the gates provide security for the 
leisure activities within. 

Next are prestige communities where the 
gates symbolically and physically segregate 
residents by class. The third, the security 
zone, typically blossom where there is the 
threat—real or perceived—of crime, heavy 

BY MATT FOUNTAIN
PHOTOS BY JENNIFER MANUELE
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Putting uP walls

Breaking into the finest gated communities SLO has to offer
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in Country Club Estates in SLO, admitted 
that’s a selling point. 

“They believe it works because people 
who sell gated communities tell them it 
works,” Levi said. “People look at crime 
from the perspective of how am I going to 
be attacked? But criminals look at crime, 
rather, how am I going to get away?”

Levi said the problem with gated com-
munities is that they are difficult to get into, 
but not out of. If you try to talk your way in 
and fail you haven’t broken any laws and 
because the gates are really one-way, 

there’s very little difficulty getting out.
After all, I got in on just my second try. 
At one point, I stood outside my car next 

to the gates of the Spanish Lakes Estates in 
rural Templeton, taking notes about what I 
could see, which wasn’t much.

I was about to leave when I caught a per-
plexed look from a woman with blond hair 
and designer sunglasses pulling up to the 
pin pad in a silver Lexus SuV. I told her 
I was trying to write a story about gated 
communities and wanted to ask her some  
questions. She said she was in a hurry. I 

asked if she would let me in to see what 
kind of houses were inside, promising to 
leave afterward. 

“um, I don’t know, I don’t have a prob-
lem with it, but out of respect for my neigh-
bors, I’d have to say call the headquarters,” 
she said, starting to pull away. “Sorry.”

So what about class distinction? The lady 
in the Lexus didn’t look like she was that 
loaded. But SLO certainly has a wider income 
disparity than it does a high crime rate. 

Another place I tried to get into, the mas-
sive Santa Ysabel Ranch just up the road 
from Spanish Lakes, had a booth in front 
of the gates. As I pulled up, the handlebar 
mustachioed guard grudgingly got up 
to greet me.

He said his name is Jerry and he was 
sorry but he couldn’t let me in because he’s 
gotten into trouble before for allowing in 
“looky-loos.” I asked how often people like 
me try to get in.

“Oh, I’d say ‘bout five or six a day,” he 
said. “Most just want to see the homes 
without calling a realtor. But I have to tell 
everyone they do scheduled tours of the 
property all the time.”

Jerry said the “Ranch” has an estimated 
160 lots, about 100 of which are unoc-
cupied, including roughly 40 properties 
owned by developer David Weyrich, which 
just went up for auction. 

Levi insisted I may also be looking at 
this issue through a slightly dated lens. The 
gates—the security and status that suppos-
edly come with them—could actually be a 
modern way of creating community. 

“Are you buying status with a gated 
community? I guess so. Clearly that’s part 
of the cache in the literature, but the fact 
of the matter is that people want to live 
by people that are most like them because 
they don’t want to be the odd person in the 
neighborhood,” Levi said. “It’s not really a 
racial issue, it’s that rich people like to live 
by rich people and upper-middle class like 
to live by upper-middle class, so neighbor-
hoods have a tendency towards similarity—
namely economic similarity.

“One of the big things in New urbanism 
is that the neighborhoods have a visual 
theme to them to create that sense of place. 
The New urbanists aren’t really into walls 
for the security, they’re into building social 
identity through visual means. Even though 
walls are the cheap way, you know, of 
creating that sense of inside/outside.”

“On my honor, I will do my best 

to do my duty to God and my 

country,” commences an oath that 

has been taken by more than 100 

million American boys in the last 

110 years.

Benevolent and protective 

orders. Fraternal organizations. 

They answer to many names, 

create elaborate and laborious 

oaths, and hold themselves 

accountable to any number of 

rules. At their core, however, they 

hold one thing in common: exclu-

sivity. In many cases, the simple 

fact of having two X chromosomes 

is sufficient crime to bar entry.

Faith is another requisite qualifi-

cation. The Elks, Freemasons, and 

Boy Scouts all require members to 

profess belief in a supreme 

being. The Elks also have mandates 

against communists, and the Boy 

Scouts against homosexuals. 

Sometimes rules change.

According to a handbook the 

Elks’ constitution and statutes, 

printed in 1942, “No person shall 

be accepted as a member of this 

Order unless he be a white male 

citizen of the united States of 

America…”         

But in order for an organiza-

tion to remain exclusive, someone 

always has to be on the outside 

looking in. 

Above, clockwise: oddfellows 

initiation goggles, metal and 

goliath masks. images courtesy 

of Jared and Sam of 

topsy Design in Los Angeles: 

www.topsydesign.com

below: thrift shop score 

by Catherine trujillo

Few organizations are truly secret, but most are exclusive

On my honor



30 T H E  E L L I P S E S  O N  T H E S E  P A G E S  A R E  S P O N S O R E D  B Y  . . .                       tdisanto7@gmail.com    www.mome.org    805.234.1727

San Louie doesn’t take kindly to drive-thrus

BY COLIN RIGLEY
PHOTO BY MARk VELASQUEZ

TAKE IT INSIDE, BUDDY

It’s 11:50 p.m. on a Thursday and I’m armed with a 
belly full of Jameson and beer, and a craving for a 
No.1 from Taco Bell.

But I refuse to go inside. So I walk 
up to the drive-thru window.

“Can I get a No. 1?” I bellow at the 
first employee who passes by.

“No,” she says—she being a short, 
curly-haired brunette in a purple 
uniform who’s not at all amused.

“Can I get a No. 1 with a Diet Pepsi?” 
I ask more emphatically.

“No, not from here.” she says.
I look over to Matt Fountain, my 

partner in crime for this excursion.
“Somebody will give us some food—

surely,” he mopes.
Ordinarily, stumbling up to a drive-thru 

window without a car would be an irascible 
act in and of itself. Walking up to a drive-
thru window when there is no drive-thru 
lane (more on that later) is tantamount to 
peeing in the bushes outside while flipping 
off the staff, and … I don’t know … 
smacking around Ronald McDonald.

So Matt and I walk across the street to Jack 
in the Box and attempt the same ploy at their 
non-drive-thru window.

No one pays any attention to my first knock 
on the window. I knock again, and again. 
Finally a woman walks up.

“Can I get a No. 1?” I ask her.
Matt is standing to the side, happily snapping 

photos on his cell phone.
“Ha, ha, ha, ha, ha,” the drunk bastard snickers 

while clicking buttons on his Blackberry.
The woman opens the window.
“Sure, but you gotta get your drink in here,” 

she says, meaning I can order the meal, but I have 
to pour the fountain drink inside—I think.

“So can I get the food and just get the drink 
inside?” I ask, optimistically thinking this might 
just work.

“No,” she says.
Matt’s still laughing. Across the street a 

drunken blonde trips and falls over. Then 
we both laugh.

For anyone new to the area, or all those 
healthy types who don’t occasionally succumb 
to stuffing their faces with rubbery fast-food 
burgers, San Luis Obispo doesn’t have drive-thrus. 
Not a one. Not even the possibility of a one. It’s 
been this way since 1982 when the City Council 
banned any restaurant from including a drive-thru 
in order to cut down on pollution, pedestrian 
accidents, and a bunch of other bullshit mini-
disasters City Council members are known
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L-r: Stiltwalkers Sara Mcgrath and Pedro Arias Lopez, Ashley Schwellenbach, 

glen Starkey, tanya gallardo, rochelle turner, and ringleader Mallory Ann.
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to concoct when they’re bored or otherwise 
feeling the need to stir controversy.

“A lot of times you define who you are 
by who you’re not,” said Daniel Conway, 
a spokesman for the California Restaurant 
Association.

The odd thing is that in a town with no 
drive-thrus, several local fast food restau-
rants still feature drive-thru windows. An 
outside observer, when presented with these 
facts, can only assume that either the 
restaurant owners are clinging to the dim 
hope that a new City Council will once 
again allow drive-by munchies in SLO or—
and here’s the more likely conclusion—these 
restaurants are so cookie cutter that drive-
thru or no drive-thru, they’re still going 
to have a window whether it’s functional 
within SLO city borders or not, damn it.

Actually, the real answer is that these 
windows are the fossilized remains of a 
town that once allowed people to have food 
shoved through a window into their cars.

At 10 a.m. on a Monday morning, the 
SLO City Hall carried a wafting medicinal 
stench from the weekend cleaning. Mayor 
Dave Romero walked into his office clutch-
ing a small folder of papers. Spend any time 
with Romero and you’ll quickly realize that 
he loves talking about how things in the city 
have changed during his 52 years of 
servicing the public.

“I came in as Public Works director in 
1956—you can’t even picture 1956,” he 
chided me. (He’s right. I picture everything 
from that era in black and white.)

Romero was never for the ban, and he’s 
got good reason: burgers.

“But this issue comes up because of In–N-
Out Burger,” he said. “Now, everybody loves 
their hamburgers.”

Good luck finding an In–N-Out in SLO—
the city line is a virtual firewall for the 
restaurant and really any other that holds 
strong to its drive-thru image.

“It is fair to say that the current ‘no drive-
thru’ rules are a deterrent to our interest 
in SLO,” Carl G. Van Fleet, In-N-Out’s vice 
president of planning, wrote the city in 
mid-2004.

Even McDonald’s on Foothill Blvd, 
which shockingly went out of business in 
a location easy enough for hammered Cal 
Poly kids to literally fall into, closed in 2009. 
The building remains as a decaying image of 
SLO’s attitude toward fast food.

Romero doesn’t have a problem with 

drive-thrus, but he’s never been able to 
override “some council people” who “feel 
that the image of the city is that we do not 
have drive-thrus.”

“I don’t have a problem with that image 
of a drive-thru,” he said.

“Why do you think some people do,” 
I asked.

Romero took a long pause, and smacked 
his lips as he mulled it over.

“I don’t really know,” he answered.
Though he wouldn’t come right out and 

say it, when Romero says “some council 
people,” he probably means Christine 
Mulholland, the lefty bulldog of an ex-
councilwoman.

“One gal said she would drive to Morro 
Bay just so she could get to a Carl’s Jr. with-
out getting out of her car,” Mulholland told 
me. “I stand by the fact that we know that 
fast food’s not a healthy thing for you, and if 
your kid’s not strong enough and you’re not 
strong enough to get out of the car and go 
get some of it, then maybe that’s a 
good thing.”

At best guess, both Mulholland and 
Romero figured some drive-thru windows 
were grandfathered in after the city enacted 
its ban. Romero remembered four drive-thru 
banks got a reprieve from the ban, two of 
which went out of business.

So are the windows a sign of cookie-
cutter construction? Probably not.

“Even if they do, do cookie-cutter, you’ll 
notice that our Home Depot looks a little 
different; our Costco looks a little different,” 
Mulholland said.

Actually, that might not even be true.
“We don’t really do cookie cutter too 

much here in San Luis Obispo,” Community 
Development Deputy Director Doug David-
son said. “We have community guidelines 
that call for not-cookie-cutter.”

San Luis Obispo: The anti-mold.
Say you have a building design with 

a drive-thru window and don’t want to 
change the plans? Fat chance. Davidson 
said any restaurant trying to squeeze in a 
window with child-like dreams that some 
future City Council will change course is 
going to have a long wait.

“We would say, ‘Hey, you’re aware the city 
doesn’t allow drive-thrus. So you may want 
to reorient your space.’”

It turns out the Taco Bell and Jack in the 
Box I harassed have windows only because 
the buildings have been there for decades. 

In fact, of roughly 16 SLO fast-food joints 
that might otherwise have had drive-thrus, 
nearly all were built between the ’50s and 
early ’60s. The now vacant Foothill 
McDonald’s experienced a major bummer 
when owners applied for a city drive-up 
restaurant permit in ’79. They later applied 
for a walk-up permit in ’92.

But it doesn’t mean those businesses with 
out-of-place windows didn’t once serve a 
purpose. Steve Onsurez, the district man-
ager responsible for more than 50 Taco Bells 
between here and Orange County, said the 
location I visited actually used the window 
once upon a time.

“That was only a walk-up window,” he 
said. “It was never a drive-thru because the 
interior would have been set up differently.”

Meanwhile, the lack of a drive-thru 
option has remained more than enough rea-
son for joints like In–N-Out to hold out for 
more car-accessible pastures. Even Krispy 
Kreme Doughnuts decided it was too good 
for SLO’s drive-thru rules.

“During the early stages of evaluating the 
trade areas, we had discussed the possibility 
of developing a store in San Luis Obispo,” 
Roger E. Glickman, president and COO 
(whatever that is) of the parent company 
Great Circle Family Foods, wrote in 
September 2004.

Word has it—not really a good word—
that Sonic Burger has eyed the location 
formerly occupied by McDonald’s on Foothill 
Blvd, but won’t fudge its drive-thru image.

unfortunately, SLO is not the only preten-
tious anti-drive-thru city. Baldwin Park, the 
so-called birthplace of the drive-thru, was 
home to the first In–N-Out in 1948. This 
year, however, the town elected to put a 
nine-month moratorium on drive-thrus.

Locally, the issue has peeked its head at 
City Council meetings periodically since the 
ban went into effect. In late 2004, Shanni 
Arnett, a spunky Cal Poly fourth-year-
student at the time, compiled a report to 
dispel the anti-drive-thru lore that led to 
their downfall here. Arnett claimed that 
idling cars produce less pollution than the 
net effect of parking a car, turning it off, 
turning it back on, and leaving the lot. And 
the city’s snobby attitude, she said, blocks 
steady streams of sweet drive-thru tax cash.

No dice, though. The City Council 
maintained the ban and it still exists on the 
books today.

And I still don’t have my damn No. 1.

1. Sally Loo’s Wholesome Café
1804 Osos Street
805 545-5895
www.sallyloos.com
Tues—Sun 6:30am-6:30pm

2. Claassen Gallery
785 Marsh Street
805 541-3932
www.jeffclaassen.com
Tues—Sat 12pm-6pm

3. Paper Sky
778 Higuera St #E
805 545-9940
www.paperskystore.com
Mon, Wed, Fri & Sat 10am-6pm
Thurs 11am-8pm & Sun 11am-5pm

4. Ruby Rose
1335 Walker Street
San Luis Obispo, CA 93401
805 545-7964
www.rubyrose805.blogspot.com
Thurs 10am-5pm 
Sat 10am-2pm

5. San Luis Art Supply
1116 Morro Street
805 787-0348
www.sanluisartsupply.com
Mon—Sat 10am-6pm
Sun 11am-4pm
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Sketchbook         

the chemical formula for caffeine as illustrated by irene J. flores



within a month and a half of our first 

edition, San Louie was among several 

regional magazines featured in The New 

York Times, which called the publication 

an “interesting, gorgeous, niche 

magazine … that would not look out of 

place at Barnes & Noble.” the response 

from the community has been over-

whelmingly positive. Cal Poly Professor 

Brian Lawler wrote, on Blognosticator, 

“Last week San Louie hit the street (in a 

manner of speaking). It is spectacular.” 

Additionally, three San Louie 

contributors were also featured in Issue 1 

of Longshot Magazine, an award-winning 

experiment in fusing old and new media 

by producing a magazine in 48 hours. 

San Louie is committed to telling the 

stories, large and small, of our fellow 

Central Coast residents. Any business 

that partners with us will have the 

satisfaction of contributing to an 

exciting, collective dialogue happening 

now on the Central Coast.
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This is the story of a building. A building 
that literally survived fire; in November 2002 
the structure located at 1880 Santa Barbara St. 
in San Luis Obispo was consumed by flames. 
It would remain unoccupied for the next eight 
years, while its owners, WestPac Companies, 
fought to obtain the necessary funding to 
restore the structure to its former glory. Some 
would favor tearing it down altogether, and 
beginning anew.
 But the building in question is nearly 100 
years old. It was originally constructed as a 
wholesale warehouse storage and distribution 
center. The hand-painted numerals marking the 

STORIED BUILDING
A responsible restoration 

of San Luis Obispo’s 

historic Railroad Square 

draws on a contemporary 

railroad vernacular to honor 

the building’s rich past
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locations of the three loading platforms remain. 
As do a handful of charred timbers that bear 
mute testimony to the structure’s sadder days.

The Historical Committee advocated 
preserving and rehabilitating the space, and 
WestPac chose Garcia Architecture + Design 
as its partner in this effort. The architecture firm 
was one of the building’s tenants when the fire 
struck. The project would prove cathartic for the 
architects, an opportunity to not only reincorpo-
rate the building into the fabric of the commu-
nity once more, but also rectify the building’s 
later inferior additions that failed to pay proper 
homage to its rich history and original design.

This is also a story about history, and 
commitment to vision. The Railroad Square 
building is at the heart of the city’s Railroad 
District and its designers wanted it to serve as 
a source of creative inspiration and example of 
historic preservation. To accomplish this, they 
turned to indigenous design elements such 
as Cor-Ten metal and saw-tooth rooflines and 
a color scheme inspired by Southern Pacific 
Daylight steam locomotives from the ’40s and 
’50s. Hardwood floors were constructed from 
reclaimed wood mixed in with newer materials 
that complimented the old. A wooden beam 
slicing through an otherwise sleek and con-
temporary conference room suggests the key 
relationship between past and present; the latter 
would not be possible without the former.

After years of planning and construction, the 
Railroad Square Building is now assuming its 
place within the community. Commercial ten-
ants, among them CygNet Software, Meze Wine 
Café and Market, Focus Learning, and Yoga 
Centre, are replacing construction workers and 
materials with work spaces and employees. 

Future construction phases also include 
residential lofts, and the installation of 
salvaged railroad ties and a railcar. 
Locating a railcar that can be trans-
ported to San Luis Obispo has proven 
to be a unique endeavor, but it is details 
like these—however challenging—that 
differentiate this structure from the many 
projects that focus exclusively on 
function at the expense of art and taste.
 With still more tenants to come, the 
building has already become a part of 
people’s lives in ways the architects 
could not have predicted. The Railroad 
Square building has become a popular 
site for engagement photos; it’s not un-
common to see smiling couples posing 
in front of the structure’s brick façade, 
embracing its aesthetic as a statement 
of their own identity. And etching it into 
their memories and photo albums for 
years to come.

Above: Left, elevation from 

Osos street. Top and below 

left: Perspectives from Santa 

Barbara street. Left: Interior 

building details and a rooftop 

view of the Jennifer street 

railroad bridge

Garcia architecture + DesiGn 1037 MILL STREET, SAN LUIS OBISPO, cA 93401 • 1.888.783.1880 | WestPac cOMPanies 805.898.8820

San Louie VOL. 2 IS UNDERWRITTEN 
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