SUMMER IN WASHINGTON SQUARE PARK
by C J Verburg

O

ne thing most great cities share is vibrant public space (see pp. 8-9). And one of my many
favorite things about living on the Hill is our
vibrant back yard, our one-block common: Washington
Square Park. I walk through it whenever I can, appreciating the diverse neighbors who share it. Hi, dogs and
dog-walkers! Hello, joggers with strollers and earbuds!
Good morning, tai chi ladies, circling and bowing to
your pile of belongings as if in worship. Hey there, trees,
birds, park-bench sleepers, coffee drinkers, pot smokers,
guitar players, cell-phone wheeler-dealers!
Some days I enter a space dotted with tents and
tables, or paintings, or walled by film-company trucks.
Sometimes it’s Santas or nuns. One day every bench
and path was bustling with brides. One night, two
black-crowned night herons stood solitary guard, as
still and unlikely as plastic flamingos.
In August the park is especially generous.
Sunbathers cover it with beach blankets and bodies as
if Filbert Street were La Playa. And on weekends, it
welcomes us to a cornucopia of events. Here are a few
2017 highlights:

Saturday, August 19: Festa Coloniale
Italiana
The SF Italian Athletic Club is the headquarters
for “the only authentic Italian street festival held in
San Francisco.” For one day every August, the block of
Stockton Street outside the SFIAC (and North Beach
Post Office) is cordoned off for families and individuals
to “enjoy continuous live music, authentic Italian cuisine, wine tasting, the Ricco Italian Dancers directed by
Toni Bava, and an expert pizza toss by 12 time World
Champion and restaurateur Tony Gemignani of Tony’s
Pizza Napoletana of North Beach.”

Tony’s pizza toss dazzles the Festa crowd.
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Sunday, August 13: San Francisco Mime
Troupe: Walls
This year’s original musical comedy by SF’s masters
of agitprop was Walls, a jab at racism, homophobia, and
the Trump administration’s fervor to keep out—or kick
out—illegal immigrants. Notably, founder RGDavis’s
first commedia del arte for what would become the
Mime Troupe debuted in 1962 in Washington Square
Park. Their website describes their mission (http://
www.sfmt.org/):
The San Francisco Mime Troupe does not do pantomime. We mean ‘mime’ in the ancient sense: to mimic. We
are satirists, seeking to make you laugh at the absurdities of
contemporary life, and at the same time see their causes. .
. . And because we want our shows about the issues of the
day to be seen by the people who are most affected by those
issues . . . we perform most of our shows free in public parks,
for tens of thousands of our fellow citizens every summer.

San Francisco Mime Troupe.
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Saturday, August 26: Film Night in the
Park: La La Land
The trend for multiplexes (and fitness clubs) to
replace classic neighborhood cinemas spurred the San
Francisco Neighborhood Theater Foundation into
action. Every summer their Film Night in the Park
presents 6 free films on 6 Saturday nights (starting at
sunset) in 6 different SF parks. According to SFNTF’s
website (http://filmnightsf.org/), our city got lucky,
sort of: skyrocketing real-estate prices discouraged
multiplex cinemas, while our dense population means
movies can still draw an audience. “While the city has
lost dozens of neighborhood theatres over the last 30
years, it has also managed to hold on to a small, but
vital network of . . . approximately a dozen.” Along with
preserving the Vogue and Balboa theaters, SFNTF
runs films in city parks, encouraging local residents to
walk over and watch a film together. Bring a picnic, but
no chairs, please.
And as wintry August gave way to summery

The Pleasanton Balloon Platoon



Dancers at Festa Coloniale Italiana
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October, our neighborhood once again became the
celebratory hub for Fleet Week, Columbus Day, and
Italian Heritage Day. (For North Beach’s distinctive
role in Indigenous Peoples’ Day, see p. 10-13.) Floats!
Marching bands! Colorful flags and costumes! Dancing
horses! Overhead, the Blue Angels and other flying
daredevils embroidered the sky with contrails (which,
sadly, merged overnight with smoke from the Napa and
Sonoma County wildfires). And if the dueling music
of horns, drums, kazoos, at least one calliope, and the
half-hourly bells of SS. Peter and Paul wasn’t enough,
the Hardly Strictly Bluegrass Festival live-streamed all
afternoon from Golden Gate Park.
Congratulations and thanks to all who joined the
summer fun in our uniquely magical neighborhood.

Photo © CJ Verburg.

1

PRESIDENT'S
CORNER
by Judy Irving
judy.irving@thd.org

W

hen we talk about “sense of community,” what do we mean? I just found
out that our community is larger than I’d suspected.
The other night a friend of mine was walking up the Filbert Steps
toward home. The steps coming up from Sansome Street are steeply pitched, and
made of concrete. Toward the top of that flight she lost her balance, fell backward, hit
her head on the concrete, and slid to the bottom. A homeless man who’d been sleeping
nearby heard her fall and called 911. She was taken to SF General’s trauma center,
had emergency brain surgery, and is now recovering. The homeless man saved her life.
The very next day another Good Samaritan materialized out of nowhere, and
although this story is far less dramatic than the first one, he helped transform a “smashand-grab” car theft from a potentially traumatic event to one that was simply a big hassle.
Our out-of-town guest had parked her Prius on Montgomery Street near
Greenwich, and although I’d been diligent about getting her a parking pass, I forgot to
tell her to take everything out of her car. She had her wallet and phone with her, but had
left some work-related papers in a backpack in the car. Later that night a man called her
cell phone; he’d found her backpack near the Montgomery Steps leading to Green, in the
middle of the street, unzipped. He found her phone number on a label she’d attached to
it. The thieves had smashed her back window, grabbed the pack, then dumped it blocks
away where we never would have thought to look. Everything was still in it.
I don’t know about you, but I’ve walked past daypacks that look suspiciously out
of place and done nothing about it. Not anymore! “It’s how we treat people here,” said
a neighbor. “We look out for each other.”
One of THD’s reasons for being—its mission—is to actively foster a sense of
community. As we go to press we’re looking for the homeless man to thank him, and
to find out what else we might be able to do for him. This whole community, homeless
and resident, is more interconnected than I thought.
Another community here in the northeast waterfront is the South End Rowing
Club, and at our recent members’ dinner held there (see photos), we got to peek
inside the historic structure, take a tour of the gleaming old wooden rowboats, and
learn a bit about the club’s history. U. C. Berkeley historian Bob Barde, who is writing a history of the South End Rowing Club, presented a slide show based on his
chapter on “Women at the South End.” For over 100 years, from 1873 when the club
was founded until 1976 when a small group of women sued for the right to become
members, it was “Men Only.” Diane Major, one of the women who’d been swimming
in Aquatic Park by the Maritime Museum, said “I just got tired of freezing all the
time. I used to come down with my husband. He’d come in (to the club) here and I’d
have to run on the beach to get warm.” Joan Brown, a world-famous painter, was also
a swimmer and the acknowledged leader of the group. In 1976 not only were athletic
clubs forced to drop their discriminatory membership policies, but a day-use public
access requirement allowed non-members to use the clubs as well.
So now you can swim in Aquatic Park and take a sauna at the South End or
Dolphin Club for a nominal fee—they’re open to the public, part of our community.
We even have some THD members who are South End members as well (myself
and Aaron Peskin included). I highly recommend Bay swimming as a stress reducer!
Broadening and deepening a sense of community makes living in a fast-paced,
crowded city bearable. In our Planning & Zoning report you’ll see other ways we’re
working to make life not only bearable, but pleasant. Encouraging ground-floor retail
in the former Citibank building, advocating for affordable housing over a proposed
hotel at the gateway to North Beach, and for open space over luxury condos—all
enhance our well-being.
One of the most contentious issues at the moment is whether or not to close
Vallejo Street between Grant and Columbus to vehicular traffic. See our Parks &
Trees report for details on the private piazza proposal, and why THD, in support of
uphill neighbors, is in favor of open space but opposed to the permanent closure of
Vallejo to emergency and other vehicles.
I hope to see you at our next big community gathering, the holiday party. Save the
date! December 10th, 2-5 PM.

Touring the photo archive. 
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President Judy Irving addresses THD members. 
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A feast on picnic benches at the South End Rowing Club. 
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The buffet line. 
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From Bob Barde’s slide show: for
women, the prohibition included joining
SF’s Aquatic Park athletic clubs.

The boathouse. 
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SOCIAL &
PROGRAM
REPORT

SAVORING SUMMER, LOOKING
FORWARD TO WINTER

by Natalie Parker, Committee Chair
natalie.parker@thd.org

W

e had a wonderful time at our Membership Dinner on Sunday,
September 10 at the South End Rowing Club. About sixty THD
members attended, and the hot weekend weather turned beautiful on
the water as the sun went down. Capurro’s Restaurant provided the delicious food,
and, thanks to Cole Hardware, we had plenty of wine! We also enjoyed a wonderful
presentation by Bob Barde on “Women of the South End Rowing Club.” All in all, a
fabulous evening! Thank you to everyone who attended, and to Capurro’s and Cole
Hardware for their contributions to the event.
Save the date! You’re cordially invited to THD’s annual Holiday Party on
Sunday, December 10, 2-5 PM. Location to be announced.

Capurro’s staff preparing dinner for THD. 
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Here’s to a wonderful year ahead! 
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THD’s VP Romalyn Schmaltz, consultant Katherine Petrin, & Social & Program
chair Natalie Parker. 
Photo © Merle Goldstone

RUTH GOTTSTEIN

C

REMARKS BY SUPERVISOR AARON PESKIN
AT THE SAN FRANCISCO BOARD OF SUPERVISORS, JUNE 20, 2017

olleagues, it is my privilege to open today’s
Special Commendations by honoring Ruth
Gottstein, an individual who embodies the true
San Francisco spirit–unique, authentic, passionate, and
willing to dedicate her life to working and fighting for a
more just world.
Ruth Gottstein was born in 1922 to Eda and
Bernard Zakheim, who moved to San Francisco shortly
after her birth. Her father, Bernard, was a pioneering
Jewish artist and one of the first artists in the nation to
be hired by President Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal
program and put to work painting art on public buildings. As a young girl, she watched her father and 24 other
muralists paint the renowned murals inside Coit Tower,
sparking a life-long commitment to championing public
art. Ruth’s father painted her into his own mural of a
library scene where she is holding a book and greeting
hundreds of Coit Tower visitors from around the world
every day. Ruth is the only person alive who still vividly
remembers the smell of the wet plaster inside Coit Tower
when the fresco murals were being painted and the spirit
of harmony among the dozens of artists who together
painted 27 murals in just a few months.
Ruth brought those vivid first-hand memories to
life five years ago when she became the leading voice calling on the city of San Francisco to do a better job preserving, protecting, and honoring these historic murals.
Because of her advocacy, a Coit Tower Preservation
Policy measure was passed in San Francisco in 2012.
The City then allocated $1.7 million for a comprehen-
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sive restoration of the Coit Tower building and murals, Volcano Press and published the very first book on
and made it official city policy to prioritize the funds domestic violence in the United States in 1976, by Del
generated at Coit Tower for its preservation, as well as Martin, entitled “Battered Wives”. This book was the
strictly limiting commercial activities and the privatiza- catalyst for the Battered Women’s Shelter Movement,
tion of Coit Tower.
and is still being used as an eduRuth’s activism was also inspired
cational tool in the prevention of
by what she saw growing up in San
domestic violence and treatment of
Francisco in the Depression era of
its victims.
the 1930s. Ruth was standing along
For more than 30 years, Volcano
Market Street when she watched as
Press published books in the fields
40,000 men and women in the famof domestic violence, child and family of labor marched solemnly behind
ily abuse, and women’s health–books
two flower-laden caskets bearing the
that literally saved lives by inspirbodies of two workers who had been
ing women to get out of dangerous
killed a few days earlier on “Bloody
relationships, giving people the tools
Thursday,” while taking part in the
to take control of their lives, and
Maritime and Longshoremen Strike
encouraging countless advocates and
of 1934. Ruth became an activist,
professionals in these fields to conworking tirelessly in support of civil Supervisor Peskin congratulates
tinue their hard work
rights campaigns and labor causes longtime North Beach activist Ruth
This year, at age 94, Ruth has
Gottstein
on
her
Certificate
of
while raising three children with her
finally decided to retire from pubHonor, June 20, 2017.
husband in the Haight-Ashbury.
lishing. But not from activism. She
Ruth devoted her professional
continues to contribute to many
life to activism in the book publishing industry. In the worthwhile local causes in the community of Volcano,
mid 1970s, Ruth became managing editor for Glide California, where she now lives. And she watches over
Publications, the progressive publishing arm of Glide San Francisco every day from her permanent place as a
Memorial Church. Under Ruth’s leadership, Glide guardian on the walls of Coit Tower. I have no doubt
Publications produced books that dealt with issues of that if we do something wrong, Ruth will speak up to
social change, no matter how controversial those ideas make sure we know about it and fix it.
might have seemed at the time. Ruth then founded
3

DISTRICT 3
SUPERVISOR
REPORT
by Aaron Peskin
aaron.peskin@sfgov.org

A

t last month’s SFMTA Board meeting, District
3 turned out en masse to make its collective
voice heard on the potential closure and development of the 600 block of Vallejo Street. During the
three-hour-long hearing, longtime residents, neighborhood leaders, and local merchants raised a chorus of
concerns about public safety, long-term maintenance,
exacerbated congestion, delivery conditions, and taxpayer liability. They also reaffirmed the neighborhood’s
unwavering commitment to open space, pedestrian
safety, and the rich legacy of North Beach arts and
entertainment. In that spirit, they spoke about coming
together to design an alternative to the complete street
closure that would retain the best aesthetic elements
of the proposal, while mitigating community concerns.
In short, the neighborhood unified around the value of
compromise—without compromising its values.
Despite counterarguments from a host of forces
from outside the district, the SFMTA Board ultimately
listened to the neighborhood and opted not to move
forward with approving traffic changes to Vallejo Street,
citing a lack of community outreach and support for
the proposal. It was a victory for public process, and
a testament to the impact of a truly unified neighborhood. Bravo.

North Beach Planning Controls Approved
By Board of Supervisors

NEIGHBORHOOD UNITY IS
UNA COSA BELLA
cial space. Each tailored tweak to each line of planning
code was a labor of love, and I very much appreciate
the time invested by many into this legislative package.
Along with similar planning controls in Russian Hill
and the Polk Street corridor, the North Beach controls
will serve as a roadmap to thoughtful community planning long after I’m out of office.

Living Icon: Ruth Gottstein
Over the summer, I had the opportunity to recognize a woman I have long respected and admired.
In June of this year, I honored Ruth Gottstein with
a special commendation at the Board of Supervisors,
joined by her son and granddaughters. It was truly aweinspiring to list the accomplishments of this real-life
Wonder Woman. Whether pioneering independent
publishing as the owner and president of Volcano Press
(which started out of GLIDE Memorial in the 1970s!)
or combating domestic violence through activism and
education, Ruth has been a role model for women
and men alike. Although she finally retired earlier this
year at the age of 95, Ruth’s passionate dedication to
literature, activism, and public art will no doubt continue—along with her inspiring energy! She is probably
best known for her dogged advocacy of the preservation of the historic murals that help define Coit Tower.
Her father was a muralist with the Works Progress
Administration, and her frustration at seeing the deterioration of the WPA murals in Coit Tower led to a 2012
ballot campaign to create a mural restoration fund. She

remains one of Coit Tower’s biggest champions and
most knowledgeable historians. It was only fitting then
that we honor Ruth on the occasion of initiating the
formal process to petition the federal government to
designate Coit Tower a National Historic Landmark.

Happy 69th Vesuvio Café!
I can still remember dedicating the alleyway adjacent to Vesuvio Café to the bohemian memory of Jack
Kerouac. It was a pleasure to celebrate Vesuvio’s 69
years of creative chaos with a toast to Jack and the
host of soulful characters and eccentrics that have
made North Beach their home for over half a century. Janet Clyde and the Vesuvio family continue to
take care of many in the neighborhood, and recently
joined with Spec’s to host a block party benefit in
April for St. James Infirmary and the Hattiesburg
Planned Parenthood (which is the only location in all
of Mississippi.) Donations and prizes poured in from
the Beat Museum, Café Zoetrope, and countless neighborhood restaurants, with live music from local bands
filling Jack Kerouac Alley.
I’ve lived in this neighborhood for three decades,
but I’ll never stop being moved by the spirit of solidarity and collective care in North Beach. Whether it’s
organizing a massive turnout to a SFMTA Board meeting or scrambling to fundraise for a worthy cause, you’re
always taking care of each other. You make me proud to
be your Supervisor.
See you around the neighborhood.

Speaking of community process…a special thank
you to Small Business Commissioner Kathleen Dooley,
the Telegraph Hill Dwellers, and the North Beach
Business Association, who all helped our office craft
the most significant overhaul of North Beach and
Chinatown neighborhood controls in over a decade.
At a time when many neighborhoods in San
Francisco are struggling to retain their unique identities and vibrant commercial corridors, it was important
to craft a vision for North Beach that protected legacy
businesses while ensuring a place for new neighborhood-serving retail (we’re still so excited to have Cole
Hardware!) With significant input from the community, the North Beach planning controls preserve
historic buildings, clarify parking garage requirements,
and eliminate the reduction of ground-floor commer-

Jon Golinger signing copies of Saving San
Francisco’s Heart at his Sept. 28 book launch party
Photo © Tim Hester
at North Beach Bauhaus. 

NEW BOOK ABOUT
SHAPING SF
by Gerry Crowley

T

he newest book on my reading table is a hopeful ray of sun that is sorely needed at a moment
when our city and country are enduring very
troubled times. Written by our neighborhood’s own Jon
Golinger and published by Bay Guardian Books, the
book is Saving San Francisco’s Heart: How to win elections, reclaim our city, and keep SF a special place.
Everyone who has participated in the battles over
the last two decades that shaped our waterfront, neigh4

Bernard Zakheim’s mural in Coit Tower shows his daughter Ruth in a blue-and-white sailor suit, holding a
Photo courtesy of Architectural Resources Group.
book. 

borhood, and city will see things or people they recognize in this book – perhaps even themselves. I am so
glad Jon has committed these detailed stories to paper
and given voice to some hopeful ideas for all of us who
love San Francisco and will keep alive the unique character of this beguiling city, a city that continues to court
and captivate us. Here’s to our future!
Saving San Francisco’s Heart is available at bookstores or online at: www.jongolinger.com
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WAT E R F R O N T
REPORT

by Jon Golinger

State Bill to Restrict Voter Initiatives
Defeated
September brought a hard-fought victory for citizen participation in waterfront development decisions.
State legislation sponsored by the real estate industry
this year aimed to block any citizen ballot initiatives
that regulate land use, such as waterfront protections.
This effort was defeated by an emerging statewide
coalition of tenant advocates, environmental groups,
and cities and counties fighting to preserve local control.
Assembly Bill 943 sought to impose new barriers
on any local ballot measures sponsored by citizens in
San Francisco or other California cities or counties
that could limit real estate development in any way.
Under AB 943, any local ballot measure qualified by
the gathering of petition signatures from voters that
was deemed by city officials to “reduce density or stop
development or construction” would have required a
supermajority vote to pass—55% of the vote, instead
of the usual majority. If passed, AB 943 would likely
have been used by real estate lobbyists and development
interests to undermine a myriad of local ballot measures
they didn’t like, such as waterfront planning require-

DEFENDING CITIZEN PARTICIPATION IN
WATERFRONT DEVELOPMENT DECISIONS
ments and height limits.
Unfortunately, AB 943 passed through the State
Assembly, with our Assemblymember David Chiu voting in favor of it. However, a strong response against
the bill from cities and counties statewide, including a
unanimous vote by the SF Board of Supervisors to pass
a resolution by Supervisor Aaron Peskin opposing the
bill, helped focus new attention on the bill’s many flaws.
On September 1, the State Senate Appropriations
Committee moved AB 943 to its “suspense” file, ending
its chances of passage this year.
Former San Francisco State Senator Mark Leno
wrote in his letter opposing AB 943: “From my experience serving in the Legislature, I always found it to be
poor policy to impose a supermajority mandate that
shifts the power from the majority to the minority of
voters. As we have seen with Prop. 13, eliminating the
majority-rules standard can have severe unintended
consequences.”

Prop B Trial Set For January
Litigation continues between the State Lands
Commission and the City of San Francisco over voterapproved Proposition B, the Waterfront Height Limit
Right to Vote Act. Soon after San Francisco voters
approved Prop. B in 2014 and required that any propos-

als to raise the existing waterfront height limits must be
approved by voters, the State Lands Commission sued
the city to strike down the law. Three years later, that
litigation is nearing a decision.
It’s unclear what Chairman Newsom and the State
Lands Commission hope to accomplish by continuing
their lawsuit against the people of San Francisco. Their
original argument that Prop. B would block all waterfront development has evaporated since city voters have
approved two major waterfront developments since
Prop. B first passed—the Pier 70 and Mission Rock
projects. In a Los Angeles Times story earlier this year,
headlined, “Newsom faces backlash in SF waterfront
fight,” a spokesman brusquely defended Newsom’s
backing of the lawsuit against San Francisco, dismissing criticism of an ex-mayor suing his former city as
complaints “rooted purely in San Francisco political
tribalism.”
San Francisco City Attorney Dennis Herrera and
his legal team have been working hard to defeat the
lawsuit and defend residents’ right to a voice in decisions that shape our spectacular waterfront. At a
September pre-trial hearing in Superior Court before
Judge Suzanne Bolanos, the attorneys agreed to set the
trial date for January 10, 2018. In the meantime, Prop.
B and its waterfront protections remain in full effect.

FRIENDS OF WASHINGTON SQUARE
Meet on the 2nd Tuesday every month, with work parties in the Square every quarter.
See website for times, dates, locations.

www.friendsofwashingtonsquare.com
Fourteenth Annual
COMMUNITY RECOGNITION
AWARD DINNER

Honoring

COMMANDER DAVID LAZAR
San Francisco Police Department
Master of Ceremonies
Beth Spotswood
Sunday, November 12, 2017 | 6:00 pm
San Francisco Italian Athletic Club
1630 Stockton Street, San Francisco, CA 94133
415.772.0918 | www.northbeachcitizens.org/crad
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PLANNING &
ZONING
REPORT
by Stan Hayes, Committee Co-chair
stan.hayes@thd.org

L

ate-breaking news on several fronts. One that’s
bad news, but four others that are very good
news. Here are the details. First, the bad news:

115 Telegraph Hill Boulevard
For years, THD has battled a large three-unit condominium project at 115 Telegraph Hill Boulevard, across
the street from Coit Tower’s Pioneer Park. It’s been a long
haul, with many of you giving many hours and your support to keep up the fight. The news thus far, though, isn’t
good. We went to Superior Court, along with others, to
appeal project approvals and related issues, among which
was the City’s categorical exemption of the project from
California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) review.
Though we were represented by one of the State’s ablest
and most renowned CEQA attorneys, and armed with a
strong set of facts, the Superior Court judge ruled against
us. We appealed that decision to the California State
Court of Appeals, where a three-judge panel has just
ruled against us. We’ve filed a petition for rehearing by
the full Court of Appeals, and if necessary, we may appeal
to the California Supreme Court. Meanwhile, the developer has now chosen to begin construction. But we’re not
done yet. We’ll hope for the best, and keep you posted.
Now, the good news:

Poets Plaza
For more than a decade, proponents led by former
Supervisor Angela Alioto have sought to permanently
close Vallejo Street from Grant to Columbus Avenue
for a pedestrian piazza. THD strongly supports public
open space if it’s done the right way. However, more
than 300 families depend on Vallejo as their primary
exit route every time they leave their neighborhood. We
fear that shutting down that crucial block will create a

ART &
CULTURE
REPORT
by Jessica Snow, Committee Chair
jessica.snow@thd.org

R

ecently the Chinese artist Ai Weiwei came
to San Francisco to talk about his new film
Human Flow. The film is part documentary,
part meditation on how climate change has greatly
exacerbated the global refugee crisis. Artists are increasingly looking at this issue, and looking to nature as a
subject, perhaps to find solace in the very thing that is
so threatened—our natural environment—but also to
6

logjam for that entire neighborhood and clog Grant
Avenue with overflow traffic. Because we cannot support the closure of Vallejo Street, THD opposes the
project as proposed.
Moreover, we don’t believe that Vallejo Street
needs to be closed. Several alternative approaches have
been developed that would keep Vallejo open as a functioning street (see pp. 8-9).
In the latest (and most definitive) battle, dozens of
people, including many from SOS Vallejo and THD,
jammed into an overflow, marathon SFMTA board
informational hearing to oppose the piazza proposal.
Nearly fifty Hill residents that included THD members
and board spoke against the proposal. The result? As
the SF Examiner headline reported it: “After 15 years,
Angela Alioto’s Poets Plaza is dead in the water.”

Moxy Hotel
Marriott International Inc. proposed to build a
75-room, four-story hotel at Columbus, Jones, and
Bay Streets, on a site currently occupied by a bicycle
rental business (the old Tower Records classical music
annex). Targeting millennials, Moxy’s website describes
the hotel as: “A free-spirited place where you can do all
that crazy fun stuff you’d never think of doing at home,”
“the bar is always open,” and “our lobbies are like living
rooms with a bartender.” THD stated to the Planning
Commission that the site, like the adjacent area, should
become housing, not a hotel. The Moxy proposal would
mean a lost opportunity, a precious chance for housing
gone, and a breach in the Bay Street line that separates
hotels from housing in that area. A number of other
hotel opponents also spoke, including representatives
of the immediately adjacent Kai Ming Head Start preschool. The Planning Commission agreed with opponents, and expressed its intent to deny the use permit
required to allow the hotel, effectively killing it.

NEMS
North East Medical Services (NEMS) proposed to
convert commercial tenant space in the former Citibank
building at Green and Stockton into a medical clinic,

including radiology equipment and services in the basement and ground floor. NEMS also proposed two toosmall retail spaces totaling about 500 square feet. THD
presented comments to the Planning Commission,
stating that while THD strongly supports essential
community medical services offered by providers like
NEMS, particularly to under-serviced populations in
need, we cannot support this proposal. Our concern
is not about NEMS, but about losing this once-in-ageneration chance to re-activate the streets outside a
site that has been deadened by institutional bank use
for decades. Further, we argued that the square footage
of the retail spaces was too small to be workable, and
were more satellites to NEMS than truly independent.
The Planning Commission not only agreed but
went further, stating that the entire ground floor should
be independent retail, not mixed in with a healthservices use. A motion to deny the NEMS application
was adopted at the next Planning Commission meeting.
THD presented supporting comments, noting final
passage two days earlier of the North Beach Article
7 trailing legislation (see below) which, among other
things, explicitly prohibits ground floor health services
in North Beach.

North Beach Article 7 Trailing Legislation
Earlier this year, the Board of Supervisors adopted
a major reorganization of Article 7 of the San Francisco
Planning Code, which regulates neighborhood commercial districts throughout the City. Following that
adoption, District 3 Supervisor Aaron Peskin introduced Article 7 trailing legislation which provides additional protections to further safeguard North Beach.
Supervisor Peskin’s legislation was approved unanimously by the Board of Supervisors.
We’re continuing to follow, and where needed, to
weigh in on, a number of other issues, including the
City’s proposed Urban Design Guidelines, the reopening of Julius’ Castle, the 88 Broadway affordable housing project, and SFMTA’s proposed changes to the
Residential Parking Permit Program. Stay tuned!

INNER NATURE
help call attention to the imminent threat that has now
arrived at our doorstep.
Before becoming familiar with the film Human
Flow, I set about to curate a show reflecting upon a
similar theme. ‘Inner Nature’ would be a Bay Area
photography show, not defined by a singular style, but
reflecting upon the idea of the natural world making a
home in one’s subjectivity. The artists who participated
were Mikkel Aaland, Elisabeth Ajtay, Jules Greenberg,
Liz Hickok, Mary Daniel Hobson, Judy Irving, John
Lindsey, and Vanessa Marsh. In their photos is a world
that is suffering but that continues to hold much of the

fragile beauty we so cherish.
After returning from China where I was teaching this summer, I was eager to mount the show and
complete the catalogue, grounding the idea in the
ancient Taoist principle of humans’ interconnectivity
with nature. Sadly, in China one witnesses the impact
of a degraded environment on a daily basis.
Thanks to the artists, to everyone who made it to
the show in September, and to the directors at Gallery
1317, Jeff Alan Gard and Mauricio Valdez, who said it
had a tremendous response.
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THE VA GOES CRABBING
by Richard Slota

H

eads up, THD vets. If you have ever walked
down to Aquatic Park from North Beach you
have probably noticed the local crab fishermen and wondered how it’s done. Recently a special San
Francisco Veterans’ Affairs Medical Center program
taught me and a group of vets how to fish for crabs on
the public pier near Fort Point at the foot of the Golden
Gate Bridge. It was easy, relaxing, and a bargain. (Crab
fishing equipment is sold at most sporting goods stores
and costs $30 to $35.)
The San Francisco VA Medical Center (also known
as Ft. Miley) offers free monthly guided shuttle bus trips
to local national parks for veterans who get their medical
care from the VA. And you can bring along your spouse
or friend.
I have to admit learning how to catch crabs from
the VA seemed a bit of a strange idea. My involvement started when I noticed a flyer on a VA bulletin
board about the W.A.R.I.O.R. (Wellness and Recovery
Incorporating Outdoor Recreation) Program. It’s jointly
funded by the Park Service and the VA.
Because of my PTSD, I look for ways to socialize,
breathe deeply, and relax. It’s not easy. I discovered catch- In San Francisco, a park ranger’s skills may include
teaching veterans how to catch crabs.
ing crabs is a great way to relax, and boy, did we catch a
lot of crabs. No fishing license required and the daily limit
is 35 crabs. Open season is all year. Crabs need to be at least 4 inches across. Only
Dungeness crabs are off limits. The Park Service supplied the fishing equipment, raw
chicken for bait, and ranger instructors.
Afterwards, we went on a ranger-guided tour of Fort Point, which is located
beneath the southern side of Golden Gate Bridge. Standing there looking up, I felt
the overwhelming immensity of the Bridge, half-shrouded in the fog, peering down
on tiny me perched atop its little ancestor.
Fort Point defended San Francisco Bay following California’s Gold Rush
through World War II. It is beautifully preserved thanks to generations of activists
and volunteers. It has been called “one of the most perfect models of masonry in
America.” But it’s much more than that. Although the Bridge makes the Fort look
tiny by comparison, it’s truly a massive citadel. 200 workers built its seven-foot-thick
walls between 1853 and 1861.
For the month of October, the W.A.R.I.O.R. Program will head to the Golden
Gate Raptor Observatory on Hawk Hill in the Marin Headlands. November’s
excursion has not yet been announced.
I talked with the W.A.R.I.O.R. Program Director, Mark Smith, who is an occupational therapist in the Psycho-Social Rehabilitation and Recovery Center at the San
Francisco VA. Smith says this is a brand-new and experimental program. Thus far, he
has led eight trips with 130 participants, total. Smith’s participant surveys show a 60%
average increase in mood and life satisfaction and a 74% decrease in stress, anxiety, and
sadness. Proof that THD vets need to get out more. Join me.

A crab pot opens from bottom to top into a pyramid.

All Photos © Richard Slota

WHAT: Free monthly Park Shuttle for Veterans from the San Francisco VA Nestled at the foot of the Golden Gate Bridge, Fort Point was almost demolished
to make room for the bridge; instead the bridge was arched around it.
Medical Center to local national park sites. Hike, sight-see, join a ranger-led
walk, or just relax and enjoy the calm and
beauty of your national parks.
WHEN: Every first Friday of the month (usually) from 10 AM to 3 PM.
BRING: Water, bag lunch, comfy shoes, jacket, hat/sunscreen—and your spouse or
friend.
MEET: In front of Building 200 at the San
Francisco VA Medical Center at 4150
Clement Street at 9:50 AM. To get there
by MUNI from North Beach, take the 8,
the 30, or the 45 bus. Get off at Geary.
Take the 38 or 38R all the way to 42nd
Avenue, which is a block from the VA. I
usually allot an hour to get there.
Contact Mark Smith to reserve your seat:
415-609-7986.
North Beach writer Richard Slota is the author
of Captive Market: Commercial Kidnapping
Stories from Nigeria, the novel Stray Son, and
plays including Babatunde in Hell, Famous
Michael, and Mascularity, which was presented
as a THD-sponsored reading at North Beach
Bauhaus in October 2016. Three of his poems
appear in the Fall 2017 issue of Caveat Lector From the Gold Rush to World War II, Fort Point was armed with state-of-the-art weaponry to guard San Francisco Bay,
(http://www.caveat-lector.org/)
but it was never used. 
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PARKS & TREES
REPORT
by Don Raichle, Committee Chair
don.raichle@thd.org

O

ne thing most great cities have in common is
memorable and active open spaces where people
can meet, participate in events, or just have a cup
of coffee. Such a space might be a major plaza or park, like
our own Washington Square, or it might be a sidewalk
supporting outdoor cafes or spots for musicians to play
as pedestrians pass by. What makes these spaces great is
how they work within the urban fabric and support the
functions and needs of their surroundings. Many such
public spaces have existed for hundreds of years, and the
cities and towns have grown up around them. Others are
new creations that have been designed to respond to the
adjacent urban environment and local desires.
Almost everyone would agree that open space is a
good thing. However, the wrong kind of space in the
wrong location can result in significant negative impacts.
Over the last two years, public debate has been
growing within our own neighborhood over the appropriateness of a proposed open space at the southwest
base of Telegraph Hill. While some see it as a potential
asset, others believe it would create safety issues and
result in even greater congestion that would impact the
quality of life for both businesses and residents.

Some History of the Piazza Debate
The idea of creating a plaza on Vallejo Street
between Caffè Trieste and the Shrine of St. Francis
of Assisi has been floating around North Beach for
decades. Poet Lawrence Ferlinghetti of City Lights
Bookstore was one of the initial proponents, along with
former Supervisor Angela Alioto, who is now the driving force behind it. Like many proposed projects, the
Piazza of St. Francis, or Poets Plaza, stayed mostly in
the background of public discussion. Many, if not most,
locals either were not aware of it or assumed it was
more rumor than real.
Then in September 2015, a notice was posted on
a telephone pole outside Caffè Trieste. It announced
a San Francisco Municipal Transportation Agency
(SFMTA) meeting to approve a temporary closure
of the block of Vallejo between Grant and Columbus
avenues as a “test” to see what the impacts might be of
a permanent closure. Suddenly the piazza proposal was
on residents’ radar.
Some neighbors were concerned that this temporary closure could become permanent, and many
felt that closing the street would hurt residents and

VALLEJO STREET PIAZZA – AN OPPOR
businesses. A group
was rallied to attend the
meeting. SFMTA administrators decided not to
take any action until they
learned more, and scheduled a follow-up meeting for a month later to
approve the temporary
closure. Once again, heavy
attendance by neighbors
opposed to closing the
600 block of Vallejo Street
led SFMTA to table that
plan.
A meandering multi-use
The project’s spon“Muse” in Los Angeles (right).
sors didn’t give up, but All photos and diagrams © Don Raichle
pushed forward. In late
2015, as residents learned
more about the piazza’s design and local concerns grew,
a neighborhood group (SOS Vallejo) formed to organize opposition to closing the block. Other local organizations which had once supported the general idea
of creating more open space now came out against the
proposed street closure and the project’s likely adverse
impacts. These groups included the Telegraph Hill
Dwellers (THD), North Beach Business Association,
and a significant number of local businesses. Many of
Since the SFMTA hearings in 2015, only two public
them, including THD, are still listed as supporters or
qualified supporters on the project’s website, despite meetings have been held for residents to express their
opinions on the project. One was a public informational
numerous requests to be removed from that list.
What were the neighbors’ concerns? Here are some meeting at the Tel Hi Neighborhood Center in March
2016. Both the project’s sponsors and SOS Vallejo made
of them:
presentations, and representatives from several City
1. The block in question is a critical access point into
agencies provided an update on the status of the project.
and out of the neighborhood. Closing it would
So many people attended that the crowd was moved
force traffic onto Grant Avenue between Vallejo
from a conference room to the gym. Audience participaand Green streets, which is already extremely
tion was emotional and split, showing that there was a
congested with Lyft and Uber drop-offs, business
significant amount of interest and concern. There was
deliveries, and others circling the neighborhood
also a hope that at least a dialogue had been started and
looking for parking.
further discussions would take place between the neigh2. Emergency vehicle access would be impeded. borhood and the project sponsors. (Since the Piazza is a
Closing off Vallejo Street would result in traffic privately sponsored project, City agencies generally see
backing up the hill on Vallejo as cars wait to turn their role as reacting to steps taken by its proponents,
onto Grant Avenue, blocking emergency vehicle rather than acting to move things forward as they do on
public projects). To date, however, the Piazza’s sponsors
access to the south end of Telegraph Hill.
have not initiated any workshops or public outreach,
3. Mixing increased congestion on Grant Avenue beyond internal discussions with their own community
with the constant stream of restaurant and bar and political supporters.
patrons that spill onto the narrow sidewalks and
street poses an increased likelihood of accidents
and conflicts between pedestrians and automobiles.
4. Suggested alternatives to redirect traffic by making
Kearny Street a two-way street or having cars exit
the neighborhood on Romolo Street are not realistic.
5. Vallejo Street provides essential curb space and
access for deliveries to our local businesses. Forcing
all deliveries onto Grant Avenue would make it
impassible when they occur.
6. There is no plan for ongoing maintenance, programing, or security/monitoring of the proposed
Example of a “Cafe
plaza.
Street” in Seattle (left).
7.
There has been no
public input on the design
or project program.
8.
The last meaningful
traffic study is over ten years
old and doesn’t represent
the current traffic patterns
or reflect the increased congestion resulting from the
appearance of Uber and
Lyft which now make up
a major percentage of local
traffic.
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The October Hearing

In mid-September SFMTA announced that a second public hearing would be held on October 3 at City
Hall, where staff would update their Board on the status
of the proposed permanent closure of the block of Vallejo
Street between Grant and Columbus avenues. While
the Board would not vote on closure that day, the hearing would be their basis to approve further staff review.
That review would allow the closure to come up for a
subsequent vote by the Board for approval, something
the Board seemed inclined to do. Only if that block were
closed could the creation of a “piazza” there go forward as
envisioned by the project’s primary sponsor.
At the October 3 meeting, the last item on the agenda was the Vallejo Street closure. The room was packed
and an overflow area had been set up three floors away
so those who didn’t come two hours early could watch
the proceedings on TV. The staff update reviewed the
over 10-year history of the proposed project. What
followed was almost three hours of public and sponsor
comments, with just shy of a 2:1 majority coming from
local residents and business owners who opposed the
project. In fairness, many of those speaking in favor of
the project were locals as well; however, a considerable
proportion were not. Two important local entities also
provided testimony. The Archdiocese of San Francisco,
which represents the Shrine of St. Francis of Assisi, the
primary property owner on the block, stated that they
were neutral regarding the project. They requested,
however, that any improvements include auto access
to their property (the current piazza plan does not do
this). Caffè Trieste ownership was divided. The current
Issue #219 • Autumn 2017

RTUNITY TO BRING OUR NEIGHBORHOOD TOGETHER

Caffè Trieste sets the stage for a “Market Street”
orientation for Vallejo Street.

majority ownership spoke in opposition to the piazza
while the minority ownership was in favor.
When testimony was over, Board members made
their comments, which were limited. In the end, Board
Chairperson Cheryl Brinkman concluded the meeting by saying that while she thought open space in the
form of a Piazza in North Beach could be a great addition to the neighborhood and City as a whole, given
the significant local opposition and the fact that the
local property owners were either opposed or neutral,
she “couldn’t impose the will of the Board on this one
block.” Therefore she directed staff not to continue the
process of studying the block closure.
What does this mean? For now, it means that
Vallejo Street will stay open, making a pedestrians-only
piazza impossible. It does not mean the project is dead,
however. Very likely the sponsor will continue to try to
convince SFMTA and other agencies that the needed
support does exist, while working behind the scenes to
get senior City officials to apply more pressure to reinitiate the closure process.
It is unfortunate that, because approval of the Piazza
has been pursued through a political process and not a
public one, a presumably well-intentioned project has
created a tremendous amount of anger and division within our neighborhood. It doesn’t have to go on that way.
An opportunity now exists for the entire North Beach,
Chinatown, and Russian Hill area to come together to
advocate for some meaningful open space and street
improvements, many of which are long overdue.
One result of this two-year battle to save Vallejo
Street is that residents are more engaged than they
have been in years. Through community forums and
workshops, local residents and business owners could
provide input on neighborhood priorities and upcoming projects. As the leading neighborhood group in
North Beach, the Telegraph Hill Dwellers will look for
opportunities to facilitate such efforts.

Streets Are Public Spaces
One fundamental aspect of the Vallejo Street closure debate that seems fundamentally misguided is that
streets are bad. Are they only about cars and congestion? Do they need to be closed off to make room for
something better? In his book Great Streets, Professor
Allen Jacobs, of the Department of City and Regional
Planning at the University of California Berkeley,
points out, “Streets are more than public utilities.” He
notes that “communication remains a primary function”
and “streets moderate [the] form and comfort of urban
spaces.” In other words, streets are where we live within
an urban environment, and they play a critical role in
defining what we love about our cities.
If one looks at a street in its entirety, instead of
block by block, its function as a linear open space and
facilitator of movement becomes clear. As an example,
Vallejo Street is a series of segments serving pedestrians
as well as traffic. It provides relief from congestion, but
it also links the waterfront, the Vallejo Steps, Columbus
Avenue, Ina Coolbrith Park (one of the best views in
San Francisco), Polk Street, the Baker Street Steps, and
the Presidio. Currently it works together well to balance
the needs of pedestrians, neighbors, and cars. Take out
any one piece without a comprehensive evaluation of
the cumulative impacts, and a series of cascading problems can result. The phrases “do no harm” and “if it ain’t
broke, don’t fix it” come to mind.
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It is safe to say that no one is against more open
space. The question is, how can we provide for it
while maintaining a street’s critical circulation function?
Several plans have been developed by the neighborhood
as alternative visions for the 600 block of Vallejo Street.
These plans aren’t final design proposals. They are
intended to illustrate how improved open space can be
compatible with maintaining the street, and to suggest
how the present proposal can be modified to support
the proponents’ vision and also meet neighborhood
needs. Components in these examples include:
•

maintaining Vallejo as a functioning two-way street
at this block;

•

deleting most parking (except for loading zones for
deliveries) so sidewalks can be widened to create
more open space for seating and tables;

•

extending special paving across the street so it reads
as a contiguous “piazza” space;

•

allowing the street to be closed off when special
events warrant (e.g., the North Beach Festival),
while recognizing that the block’s primary and
regular function is as a traffic entry and outlet;

•

using bollards and/or curbs lining the sidewalks
and contrasting paving patterns to clearly delineate
traffic routes for safety;

•

and maintaining access to existing garages (as
required by the Shrine of St. Francis).

SFMTA Board’s actions, North Beach residents and
business owners now have an opportunity to come
together and hold public discussions on how we, as
a neighborhood, can advocate for meaningful public
improvements to our urban environment. For instance,
instead of a piazza at Vallejo Street, should we focus
our efforts on improvements and maintenance at
Washington Square, safer crossings at Green Street and
Columbus Avenue, or improvements to Pioneer Park
at Coit Tower? Most would probably agree these are
the real open space priorities in North Beach. Looking
beyond these immediate needs, are there other locations
with the potential to become great public spaces? What
about the closed block on Mason between the North
Beach Public Library and Joe DiMaggio Playground?
Without impacting any current use, a well-designed
space could greatly enhance the visibility, image, and use
of that space on a third of the budget proposed for the
Piazza on Vallejo. Even the steps in this location have
potential. Google the Lincoln Park Steps at California
Street as an example.
Whatever happens now, it is clear that local energy
and interest are engaged. Hopefully neighbors can come
together and initiate projects with across-the-board
support that will enhance our urban environment. As
for the block of Vallejo between Grant and Columbus,
it is up to Ms. Alioto to decide if she wants to reach
out and work with the neighborhood to come up with
a solution that works for everyone, or continue to work
behind the scenes to push through a plan that the
majority of locals have rejected.

Images of some of these alternatives are included
here. This approach is found in great cities from Paris
to Rome and New York to San Francisco, as the photos
show.

Going Forward
One of the most surprising takeaways from the
Vallejo Street closure controversy is that, in San
Francisco, if a privately sponsored project is situated
totally within the public domain and no private property is involved, there is no design review process. Most
other projects that define
the character of North Guadalajara, Mexico.
Beach, such as redesigning
Joe DiMaggio Playground
or making improvements
to Washington Square,
don’t fall into this publicprivate limbo, but require
extensive public outreach
and comment. Although
that can be a frustrating
process to go through,
projects are better for it,
and are more likely to
be successful in the end
because they have public
consultation and support.
As a result of the
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FILMING THE ALCATRAZ OCCUPATION
by Blaine Ellis

O

n November 20, 1969, a group of about 90
Native American Indians occupied Alcatraz
Island in San Francisco Bay. The federal
prison there had been closed for six years and the
island itself declared surplus federal property. Citing
a provision in the 1868 Treaty of Fort Laramie that
federal land in disuse would revert back to the Native
American Indians, the occupiers claimed the island for
the “Indians Of All Tribes.”
At that time I was the caretaker of the Charles Van
Damme, an old car ferry stuck in the mud at Gate 6,
Sausalito. Inhabitants of the Sausalito Gates who had
boats began running the Coast Guard blockade of the
occupation at night, supplying more Indians and provisions to the island.
A few days after the main landing, I was in the
Old Spaghetti Factory and ran into Walter Chappell.
Walter, a photographer and filmmaker who had lived
in North Beach in the early 50’s, had recently returned
to the City after living for a number of years near the
Taos Pueblo in New Mexico. Over a couple of beers
that night we decided to go to Alcatraz Island to film
the occupation. With very little money, but armed with
two 16mm Bolex cameras and much enthusiasm, we
arranged for an “outlaw” boater from the Gates to ferry
us to Alcatraz the next day.
At first, being non-Indian, we were not allowed on
the Island. Then one of the young occupiers recognized
Walter Chappell from when he’d been part of an art gallery cooperative across the street from the Santa Fe (NM)
Indian School. The gallery was later forced to close by the
Santa Fe authorities for being a “bad influence” on the
Indian students who had begun hanging out there. One
of those former students was now on Alcatraz, and with
his blessing we had the run of the Island.
That first night we slept on the roof of the
cell block. We must have had sleeping bags (it was
November), but I don’t remember if we slept. What I
do remember is sitting up late into the night with the
“Frisco Halfbreeds,” a group that was responsible for
security on the Island. That night we recorded members speaking about the hardships of their life on the
Rez and in the City. This became part of the finished
sound track for Ya Ta Hey! Alcatraz.
Initially we were shooting in black and white and color
and then we changed all to black and white. It seemed
fitting for the island—the grimness of the place. In the
exercise yard was a big community kitchen with people
cooking. They had a big oil drum full of coffee going all
the time with a bonfire underneath it. There were a lot of
wooden palettes out there that they could burn for cooking
fires. People were sleeping all over the place.
The occupation lasted 18 months, from November
1969 to June 1971. Walter Chappell and I made repeated trips to the Island over this period, filming daily
life there whenever we could gather enough money to
purchase 16mm film. The last time we went out, there
were only a handful of occupiers. We didn’t know any of
them, and they wouldn’t let us on the island. A couple
weeks later the federal marshals raided the place.
In an effort to raise money to finance our project, we
showed prints of the work in progress to various people
in the Bay Area, but received little outside support.
(We showed footage to Francis Coppola at American
Zoetrope; I recall Coppola becoming excited and talking
of recreating the landing. Nothing came of this.)
Various versions of the film were shown at fund
raisers at the White Whale in Mill Valley and later the
Center For Contemporary Arts in Santa Fe.
Walter Chappell died in August of 2000. When a
major exhibition of his photography was planned for
2013 at the Fondazione Fotografia in Modena, Italy,
I—with the assistance of Dean Mermell, a digital editor—restored and transferred the 16mm film. Walter’s
son Piki Chappell, a child at the time of the filming and
now a composer and sound designer, created the sound
track: a montage of voices from the occupation and
original music composed by Piki.
Ya Ta Hey! Alcatraz premiered at Fondazione
Fotografia in the fall of 2013.
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All photos come from Ya Ta Hey! Alcatraz, © Blaine Ellis. All captions come from a Sept. 2017 interview with
Blaine Ellis. No part of this article may be used or reproduced in any manner without written permission.
“They went out and did a symbolic claiming of the island, which was meaningless—nobody would care—they’d get in
the newspaper for a day and be forgotten.
So Oakes and a couple of the other guys
dove overboard and swam to the island.”

“We, the native
Americans, re-claim the
land known as Alcatraz
Island in the name of
all American Indians .
. . and hereby offer the
following treaty: We will
purchase said Alcatraz
Island for 24 dollars in
glass beads and red
cloth, a precedent set by
the white man’s purchase
of a similar island about
300 years ago.” —from
the Declaration of the
Return of Indian Land on
behalf of the Indians of
All Tribes

“Eddie and Dennis, the Frisco Halfbreeds, were
Security on the island—they were keeping booze
and drugs off the island.”
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In 2014 the film was shown at the San Francisco
Art Institute in conjunction with Ai Weiwei’s installation on Alcatraz Island.
Ya Ta Hey! Alcatraz is now available on DVD:
www.yataheyalcatraz.com
Blaine Ellis is a fine art photographer whose photographs
are in numerous public and private collections, including the
Aaron Siskind Foundation Collection at the Rhode Island
School of Design, The Museum Of Fine Arts, Santa Fe,
New Mexico, and The Bibliothèque National de France. He
lives in North Beach and Abiquiu, New Mexico. His work
can be viewed at https://blaineellisphotography.com

Filmmaker Blaine Ellis

WHY OCCUPY ALCATRAZ?
by C J Verburg
semaphore@thd.org

H

alf a century ago, when the Summer of Love was still a gleam on the horizon, a group of San
Franciscans braved the November chill for a common cause.
The Indian Relocation Act of 1956 was the U.S. government’s ambitious plan to move Native
Americans off reservations and into cities, where they could learn job skills and assimilate into the general
population. One destination was the San Francisco Bay Area. By the mid-1960s, this policy of termination (of
tribes’ federal trust status) and relocation (of the Indians, as they still were called) was well under way. But it
didn’t involve much support on the receiving end.
Plucked from their homes and families, dropped in an unfamiliar city with few services or friends, many
Indians grew frustrated. Other “minority” groups, such as the Black Panthers, were asserting pride in their heritage, strength in their identity, and control over their own destiny. Why shouldn’t the Indians work collectively,
too, even if members came from diverse tribes all over the country?
As Blaine Ellis notes in “Filming the Alcatraz Occupation,” the impulse toward community got a boost
when the feds declared Alcatraz Island and its abandoned prison to be surplus property. Bay Area Indians
remembered the Treaty of Fort Laramie (1868) between the U.S. and the Sioux, which returned to Native
peoples all retired, abandoned and out-of use federal lands. A few Sioux took a boat out, swam to shore, and
claimed the island.
The feds countered that if any Indians had any right to Alcatraz, it wasn’t the Sioux.
So the next foray included members of more tribes. Among them were Adam Nordwall (later Adam
Fortunate Eagle), LaNada Means (later LaNada War Jack), Earl Livermore (head of the San Francisco Indian
Center), and SF State student Richard Oakes. At the California Historical Society’s “Red Power” panel this past
August, LaNada War Jack described waiting on shore in San Francisco for Oakes and others who’d jumped off
the boat and swum to the island to change their wet clothes. She arranged for some fishermen to ferry them
back out to the island for $3.50 apiece—paid by Livermore, the only one working. Adam Fortunate Eagle noted
the value of humor in the proclamation they read (see photo on p. 10):
We feel that this so-called Alcatraz Island is more than suitable for an Indian reservation, as determined by the
white man’s own standards. By this, we mean that this place resembles most Indian reservations in that:
1. It is isolated from modern facilities, and without adequate means of transportation.
2. It has no fresh running water.
3. It has inadequate sanitation facilities.
4. There are no oil or mineral rights.
5. There is no industry and so unemployment is very great.
6. There are no health-care facilities.
7. The soil is rocky and non-productive, and the land does not support game.
8. There are no educational facilities.

“Stella Leach was a spokesman out there, and far
as I know, she’s just been erased from the history.”

9. The population has always exceeded the land base.
10. The population has always been held as prisoners and kept dependent upon others.
Further, it would be fitting and symbolic that ships from all over the world, entering the Golden Gate, would first
see Indian land, and thus be reminded of the true history of this nation.

“Alcatraz is not only an island, it’s a catalyst. It’s a
tie between the past and the future. It’s an unseen
movement. It’s a purpose. And that purpose is, the
Indians are people to be reckoned with. We have a
lot of cliches in this country....White is right. Black
is beautiful. Well, let me add one more: Indians are
permanent.” —Richard Oakes

“They brought some elders to teach these guys—selfrespect, is what it was all about. And that morphed
into AIM [American Indian Movement].”
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According to LaNada War Jack, they only planned to stay on the island until they were found, but nobody
found them. When they did go back to the mainland, a group of students waited to join them. They agreed to
launch a real occupation of Alcatraz on November 20.
The U.S. government, mainly the Coast Guard, struggled from the start to remove the Indians—students,
activists, families with children—from the island. Water, electricity, and phone service were cut off. So the
occupiers lived in the guards’ quarters, where they had water and a generator. Food was ferried over by a crew of
supporters, which grew along with popular awareness and support. Herb Caen ran regular updates. Creedence
Clearwater Revival donated a boat.
Although some accounts state that the Indians were forcibly removed in June 1971, Sacheen Littlefeather
and others at a June 2017 CHS program saw it differently. The occupiers accepted a swap: Alcatraz (which suddenly was no longer surplus, but a major potential tourist attraction) for 200 acres of land near Davis, CA. There
the Indians created Deganwidah-Quetzalcoatl University (DQU), a two-year college from which students could
go on to complete a four-year degree at UC Davis.
As Richard Oakes stated to filmmakers Ellis and Chappell: “Alcatraz is not only an island, it’s a catalyst. It’s
a tie between the past and the future.”
Thanks to the California Historical Society for its 2017 presentations “Taking Alcatraz” and “Red Power.” Parts of
this account come from two “Taking Alcatraz” blog posts at http://cjverburg.net.

“The Coast Guard had set up a blockade, to squeeze them out. The boat went out at night, and the Indians lit
a fire, they threw a Molotov cocktail beside them onto the rocks, and the Coast Guard ran over to that side of
the island, and the Indians landed on the other side.”
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SECOND QUARTER BOARD
MEETING HIGHLIGHTS
by Mary Lipian, Recording Secretary
mary.lipian@thd.org

July 2017
North Beach Neighborhood Commercial District Trailing Legislation
This proposed legislation limits lot sizes, adds controls, prohibits health services
on the ground floor, and adds qualifications for formula retail. The proposed legislation was scheduled to be heard at Historic Preservation on July 19 and then at the
Planning Commission on July 20.

Painting Coit Tower
On Sunday, July 16, scenes from a new play by Jon Golinger were read at
Canessa Gallery. Painting Coit Tower is about the Coit Tower murals and the artists
who painted them. The event was co-sponsored by THD and Protect Coit Tower.
“In a way it was a bunch of urbanized Indians trying to learn to be Indians.”

August 2017
No THD Board meeting was held in August due to the summer recess.

September 2017
Inner Nature Photography Show
The “Inner Nature” photography show opened on September 1 at the 1317
Gallery, curated by Jessica Snow. Mikkel Aaland, Elisabeth Ajtay, Jules Greenberg,
Liz Hickok, Mary Daniel Hobson, Judy Irving, John Lindsey, and Vanessa Marsh
have their work displayed in the show. 10% of sales will go to THD.

THD General Membership Dinner
The General Membership Meeting took place on September 10 at the South
End Rowing Club. Dinner was provided by Capurro’s Restaurant, and Cole
Hardware generously donated wine. Founded in 1873, the South End Rowing Club
was a great venue for the event, and THD members enjoyed learning about the rich
history of the athletic club and touring the facility.

Moxy Hotel Presentation

How did THD respond to the Alcatraz occupation? While 89 Native Americans
ferried out to the island, the Hill Dwellers threw a party. Above, the invitation.
Below, follow-up in the January 1970 issue.

The project sponsors and architect for a proposed hotel at 1196 Columbus
Avenue, the former location of the Tower Records Classical Annex, presented plans
to the THD Board of Directors. The Marriot Corporation is applying for a conditional use permit to build a chain hotel in their new hip boutique-style line, called
Moxy. J Street Hospitality presented renderings of the proposed Moxy by Marriot,
which consisted of a four-story hotel with small rooms aimed at millennials.
The Planning Commission put the project on their September 28 agenda.

“There were a lot of women. All ages: young college girls . . . Most of the people out there were young... Years later, I was working at Moscone Center, and one of
the teamsters, he’d just gotten out of Folsom Prison when he went out to the island. And then 5, 6 years ago, they dedicated something on the island, and he was
there and he gave a little speech, thanking the women, because, he said, he was so angry at the world, just getting out of the pen, and they took him in.”
12
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TREASURER’S
REPORT

by Joe Luttrell

T

HD operates on a fiscal year (rather than a
calendar year), from April 1 to March 31. All
THD board members and officers are volunteers. They may receive reimbursement for expenses
incurred on behalf of THD, but not otherwise.
A proposed budget was submitted to the Board
at its May 2017 meeting, discussed then, and unanimously adopted. It proposes essentially a break-even
year. The basic goals in the budget are that advertising, dues and other revenues will remain constant, as
will expenses for the Semaphore, and that revenue
and expense for Social & Program and Art & Culture
events will offset one another. These goals have so far
been met during the first six months of this fiscal year
(April through September) and even slightly bettered,
with a net income of $4,672.75.
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SEMAPHORE BULLETIN BOARD
THE WILD POETS OF TELEGRAPH HILL:

AUDUBON CHRISTMAS BIRD COUNT NEEDS YOU!

A Reading from Three Works-in-Progress
7 PM Friday, November 3 at the Beat Museum, 540 Broadway
Three North Beach authors will read from their current books-in-progress
and discuss what it’s like to live in––and write about––one of the
world’s most iconic literary neighborhoods.
• Mark Bittner, author of The Wild Parrots of Telegraph Hill, is completing Street Song, a memoir about how and why a suburban white boy
becomes a “homeless wanderer” in search of right livelihood.
• Terry Tarnoff, author of 4 novels and playwright of The Bone Man of
Benares, is preparing a new edition of his kaleidoscopic North Beach
novel The Thousand Year Journey of Tobias Parker.
• Phil Cousineau, author of over 40 books and 20 documentary films
and co-host of the PBS TV series Global Spirit, is working on Who
Stole the Arms of the Venus de Milo?

This year’s Audubon Christmas Bird Count will happen on Wednesday
December 27.We need volunteers for the “Telegraph Hill/Downtown”
team! Sign up at https://goldengateaudubon.org/. If you work downtown and are near a park, you can count on your lunch hour.
For more info: films@pelicanmedia.org.

vvvv

NORTH BEACH FIRST FRIDAYS
Stroll down Columbus Avenue on the first Friday evening of each month to
see what’s new in the neighborhood. You’ll find an open-house welcome at art galleries, boutiques, and local watering holes, as well as
pop-ups and cultural events.
Live Worms Gallery, 1345 Grant Ave.
Group Show in North Beach featuring Blaine Ellis, Ed Handelman, Peggy
Huff, Fred Muller, Pat Landskron, and Joe Zygaj
Artists’ Reception 6-9 PM Friday, Nov. 3
Saturday & Sunday, Nov. 4-5, 11 AM to 5 PM
Grey City Gallery, 250 Columbus Ave. at Broadway/Pacific/Saroyan
Alley
Elizabeth Ashcroft- Altered Books, North Beach Drawings, Collage
Chandra R. Walker - Photography
C.J. Schake - Photography and Mixed Media
First Friday & SF Open Studio Preview 5-9 PM Friday, Nov. 3
SF Open Studio 2017 ~ Saturday & Sunday, November 4 & 5, 11 AM to
6 PM
Remind yourself how much fun it is to live in such a vibrant corner of the
world by rediscovering the thriving local art scene while you support
the creative community behind it.
Events vary from month to month, so check the North Beach First Fridays
website (http://northbeachfirstfridays.com/), Facebook page (https://
www.facebook.com/northbeachfirstfridays/), and Twitter feed (https://
twitter.com/NB1stFridays) for the latest openings, closings, and events.

vvvv

NORTH BEACH CITIZENS ANNUAL DINNER,
NOVEMBER 12
Don’t miss our 14th Annual Community Recognition Award Dinner!
Time & Place: 6:00 PM, Sunday, November 12 at the San Francisco Italian
Athletic Club, 1630 Stockton St.
Guest of Honor: Commander David Lazar of the San Francisco Police
Department
A fourth-generation San Franciscan, Commander Lazar has served in
the SFPD for more than 25 years. For two and a half years he was
the Captain of Central Station, serving North Beach, Telegraph
Hill, Chinatown, Nob Hill, Russian Hill, the Financial District, and
Fisherman’s Wharf. Commander Lazar is highly respected for his
exceptional leadership and sincere community engagement, including years of working to get homeless individuals the help they need
and heading the new SFPD unit dedicated to homeless issues and
solutions.
Proceeds benefit: North Beach Citizens, a local non-profit that provides
real and lasting solutions for San Francisco’s homeless and lowincome population.
Tickets: $175 per person; Sponsorships range from $500 - $10,000
Reservations: www.northbeachcitizens.org/crad or call 415-772-0918

vvvv

FREE JOB SEARCH MEETINGS
that can jumpstart your job search or get you out of the career doldrums
The Job Forum
235 Montgomery St., Mezzanine conference room
Every Wednesday evening, 6:30-8:30
Sponsored by the San Francisco Chamber of Commerce, The Job Forum
provides job search networking and career support to professional
job seekers in the San Francisco Bay Area.
thejobforum.org
Free for job seekers

vvvv

ERRATA:

vvvv

POETRY AT THE NORTH BEACH LIBRARY
Held every Tuesday evening in the historic literary epicenter of San
Francisco, Tuesdays at North Beach is a free poetry series celebrating internationally acclaimed poets and showcasing local talent.
Guests have included Jonathan Richman, David Meltzer, Diane di Prima,
California Poet Laureate Al Young and freshly-discovered poets from
Friends’ sister program, Poets 11. The series is curated by Friends’
Poet-in-Residence, Jack Hirschman.
Presented by Friends of the San Francisco Public Library.
For more information, call Byron Spooner at 415-626-7500.

vvvv

NORTH BEACH CITIZENS WELCOMES
VOLUNTEERS AND DONATIONS!
We are a community based non-profit organization that utilizes the strength
of the neighborhood to effectively address the needs of homeless
and low-income citizens through an innovative collaboration of residents, merchants, police, and service providers.
If you haven’t stopped by lately, come visit our new headquarters at 1034
Kearny.
For hours, directions, and all other information:
http://www.northbeachcitizens.org/
(415) 772-0918

vvvv

GROW YOUR COMFORT ZONE
Ever considered helping the homeless in a safe and friendly environment?
Why not join us for one of our monthly dinners at SS. Peter and Paul
Church?
Dinners are held at 5:00 PM. the final Sunday of each month. Volunteers are
asked to arrive by 3:30, and we also suggest you contact us first to let
us know you are planning to help.
Email or call Marc Bruno, 415-421-0809 (Church), or,
marcabruno@yahoo.com.
Thanks for all you do for those in need!

vvvv

NOONTIME CONCERTS
“San Francisco’s Musical Lunch Break”
FREE classical performances by outstanding local and international artists
Every Tuesday, 12:30-1:15 PM (approximately)
Old St. Mary’s Cathedral, corner of California and Grant
Admission is free; please make a $5 donation if you can.
http://noontimeconcerts.org/

vvvv

COFFEE AND ENCOURAGEMENT
Join us every Friday from 2:00-3:00 for coffee and free encouragement. This
is a time where individuals from our neighborhood come together
and share encouraging things and also request encouragement. In
a world of negativity, why not speak out the positive? For location or
questions about this group contact Northbeachconnect@gmail.com

vvvv

LOOKING OUT FOR OUR CHILDREN
The San Francisco Department of Child Support Services strives to ensure
that all children receive the financial and medical support they
need from their parents to be healthy and successful. Our resources
include legal assistance; location of parents; establishment of paternity and support obligations; and enforcement of support orders.
Walk-in services are available at our main office, 617 Mission Street, 8
AM-5 PM Monday-Friday. Call (866) 901-3212 for more locations and
information, or call (415) 356-2950 for a consultation.

vvvv

THAT MAGICAL PLACE CALLED “AWAY”
In its quest to eliminate waste in San Francisco, Recology has expanded its
guidelines for recycling (blue bin), compost (green bin), and trash
(black bin). Find out where to put everything at https://sfrecycles.org/

Craig Heckman was described as an arborist in our last issue. He is a landscape architect.
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Shoe Restoration

Select your designs, fabric, lining, buttons,
details . . . Ready for fitting in about 3 to 6 weeks
www.homepage.mac.com/alsattire
1300 Grant Avenue • 415.693.9900
alsattire@earthlink.net

Pick-up: Nearly 5,000 cigarette butts fill this plexiglass holder, after volunteers scoured North Beach
during a Surfrider-Foundation-sponsored cleanup
on Aug. 26 organized by local resident Anna
Photo © Anna Kauffman
Kauffman. 

North-Beach-spirited August festivities spilled over
to the Great Star Theater on Jackson Street with a
50th-anniversary revival of Hair. Before each show,
the ticket line was entertained by an apparent panhandling street musician--actually a performer.
Photo © Patricia Dusenbury


Breakfast
& Lunch

7:30 to 2:30—
this is 7 days a
week.

AWESOME BREAKFASTS & LUNCHES

TELEGRAPH HILL DWELLERS
Voice Mail: (415) 843-1011. Web Site: www.thd.org
P.O. Box 330159 • San Francisco, CA 94133

THD BOARD OFFICERS 2017-2018

DIRECTORS

President: Judy Irving – judy.irving@thd.org

Term: 2017-2018

Vice-President: Romalyn Schmaltz — romalyn.schmaltz@thd.org

Paul Webber
Robert Woehrle
Natalie Parker
Don Raichle

Recording Secretary: Mary Lipian – mary.lipian@thd.org
Corresponding Secretary: Mary Ann Scanlan-Stone – maryann.scanlan@thd.org
Treasurer: Joe Luttrell – joe.luttrell@thd.org

Term: 2017-2019

Financial Secretary: Al Fontes — al.fontes@thd.orgg
Historian: Nancy Shanahan – nancy.shanahan@thd.org
Immediate Past President: Stan Hayes – stan.hayes@thd.org
Editor of the Semaphore: Carol Verburg — semaphore@thd.org

Jessica Snow
Andy Katz
Katie Hopkins
Kathleen Dooley

THD Committees Need You

Get involved in our neighborhood and make a difference!
Join a THD committee and help keep the Hill a special
place to live.

STANDING COMMITTEES
Art & Culture: Jessica Snow (Chair) Contact Jessica at jessica.snow@thd.org
Budget: Joe Luttrell (Chair) Contact Joe at joe.luttrell@thd.org
Membership: Al Fontes (Chair) Contact Al at THDmembership@gmail.com
Oral History Project: TBD
Parking/Transportation/Subway: Michael Pedroni and Howard Wong
Contact Michael at michael.pedroni@thd.org or Howard at howard.wong@thd.org
Parks & Trees: Don Raichle (Chair) Contact Don at don.raichle@thd.org
Planning & Zoning: Mary Lipian and Stan Hayes (Co-Chairs) ) Contact Mary at
mary.lipian@thd.org or Stan at stan.hayes@thd.org
Semaphore: Carol Verburg, Contact: semaphore@thd.org
Social & Program: Natalie Parker (Chair) Contact Natalie at natalie.parker@thd.org
Waterfront: Jon Golinger (Chair)
Communications: Robert Woehrle, Katie Hopkins, and Al Fontes

Planning & Zoning Committee

meets

last Thursdays.

Call for time and location. 986-7070, 563-3494, or 391-5652.

LIAISONS WITH OTHER ORGANIZATIONS
Central Police District Community Advisory Board: Daryl Babbitt
Coalition for San Francisco Neighborhoods: Paul Webber
Friends of Washington Square Liaison: Marilee Gaffney
Neighborhood Network Liaison: Gerry Crowley
Northeast Waterfront Advisory Group Member: Jon Golinger
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Membership includes:

 A one-year subscription to news & events via email and a quarterly paper, The Semaphore.
 Opportunities to be active in your community. Your passion likely aligns to one of many committees.
 Social and Art & Culture events throughout the year – attend and contribute!
Annual Dues:
Individuals............................ $35
Households.......................... $50
Seniors (65 and older).......... $25
Senior Households............... $40

Join
gift of membership
at THD.org
email843-1011
membership@thd.org.
Join now
or now
give or
thegive
giftthe
of membership
at THD.org
or callor(415)
or send an email to
membership@thd.org.
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