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Foreword

Mike Brossart

				Should a guy get paid for enjoying himself? Sure, why not? I did back when I was editing David Allen’s columns, including those that appear here, for some 15 years.

				A small portion of my paycheck was for being the first person to read each of David’s columns. It was more a matter of reading and laughing than of working – besides being witty and observant, he produced the cleanest copy I ever edited.

				And his topic variety is delicious. David writes about a community institution like band leader Jack Mercer or restaurateur Ramon Sanchez one day, an interesting but unknown local the next, then a bit of local history, his take on arts and culture, maybe a “shirtless bro” after that. He finds every conceivable link between the nationally or internationally famous and the Inland Empire. He tells us about the relatable ups and downs of his own life – his first cell phone, jury duty, a faulty shower, turning 50.

				Since his long-ago city reporter days, David has been a fan of the theater of the absurd that constitutes many city council and school board meetings. He used to draw out the humor in those meetings while artfully avoiding the toes of whichever fellow reporter was covering the event as news. As newspaper readership and staﬃng declined, unfortunately, he had to alter his approach – covering the news and mining the humor, with no other staﬀer in attendance. His reporting is every bit as worthy as his commentary.

				Perhaps most remarkable is that David has produced three columns a week for 25 years. That is amazing, as TV personality Huell Howser, who gets a memorial column in this book, might have said. The hard work, organization and unremitting deadline pressure involved in writing three columns every week would daunt almost any writer, no matter how talented or conscientious. David rarely breaks a sweat.

				In this book you’ll read or, more likely, reread the best of his columns from 2011 to 2015. You won’t get paid for reading them as I did, but your time will be well compensated with wry observations, community and cultural insights, and hearty laughs. Read on!

				—Mike Brossart, editor (of one sort or another) at the Inland Valley Daily Bulletin, 1987-2017



	
	


	
	



Introduction

David Allen

				Welcome to Such Great Heights, my fourth chronological collection of newspaper columns from the crinkly pages of the Inland Valley Daily Bulletin. To introduce myself, I’ve been writing first-person journalism for that Ontario, California-based newspaper since 1997, telling stories about events, places and people in the region.

				In some respects that situation hasn’t changed much. After four years of semi-regular columns at the start, they’ve been appearing at a steady rate of three times per week in the Bulletin since 2001. That’s 25 years as I write this in 2026. Kind of amazing to me.

				The columns, though, have changed somewhat over the years – hopefully for the better!

				The big chance is that since 2020, my columns have run in our three other Southern California News Group papers and websites around the IE – The Press-Enterprise, The Sun and the Redlands Daily Facts – and frequently in other SCNG papers. That means my geography has had to expand to match my readership.

				But for the purposes of this book, that is still in the future. Heights covers 2011 to 2015, when my columns remained centered in Ontario, radiating out to various surrounding communities in western San Bernardino County and eastern Los Angeles County.

				As I review the contents of this book, I think these columns were, overall, my best yet.

				By this point in my career, I had a good handle on what worked as a column and what didn’t. My confidence level increased as I became established, bolstered by positive reader feedback and the rise of social media. (I joined Twitter in late 2011 and was already on Facebook.) Those platforms represented a new way to share my work and interact with readers.

				And over time, my work became less silly and more serious. Why? I found good stories as my knowledge of the area deepened and I settled into a groove. As our newsroom’s ranks dwindled, I felt a duty to pursue news that otherwise would go unreported.

				But I could still be silly when the occasion called for it. When is that? When I ponder if what I have is a cold or the flu, when I can’t resist gathering up a pile of pennies on a sidewalk or when Elon Musk proposes a science fictional form of transportation called a hyperloop. (Whatever became of that Musk fellow, anyway?)

				Many other favorite columns, of varying types, are within these pages. There is local history, not about people wearing bonnets and alarming facial hair but from modern times. I explore topics like Rancho Cucamonga’s role in surf music, Montclair’s 1950s bowling alley, a colorfully named former mayor in La Verne and a remnant of the citrus industry in Ontario.

				Local people are profiled, including a blues musician, a children’s librarian, a cop who’d been on the beat for 50 years, a character actor from Twin Peaks, a screenwriter, a former showgirl, an artist, a radio personality, Chino’s first female police chief, and not one but two restaurateurs who got started in the 1930s.

				I pay homage to a hardware store that was closing, to the late owner of a citrus grove and to the retirements of a sushi chef, a city manager, a bar owner and a deli man. Also, to TV personality Huell Howser, whose visits to the area were remembered via anecdotes.

				Some of the history in these pages is tragic: the internment of Japanese Americans during World War II, as recalled by the writer of Farewell to Manzanar, and the story of a Black family in Fontana who’d dared to cross the racial line.

				Local government is another frequent subject. I survey how Ontario was trying, a bit comically, to preserve what was left of the Guasti district. I poke fun at an attempt to delve into Upland’s chronic budget problems and recount the action at slightly ridiculous city council meetings in Chino and Chino Hills.

				Another frequent subject is me, me, me. I write about personal travel: to Mexico’s Xochimilco, to Washington, D.C.’s Ford’s Theatre and to the village in England where the Brontë sisters lived.

				Personal milestones are marked. I write about the 25th anniversary of my 1986 arrival in California and the 25th anniversary of my 1987 entry into newspapers. (It’s worked out well, thanks for asking.) My 50th birthday also merited a reflective column, as did a look back at my first year at the Bulletin when I was the beat reporter covering Upland, then a news-free city.

				Still in a reflective mode, I drew from my past to write about the present: a lifetime of wearing glasses, my childhood fascination with Soul Train and my embarrassing affection for the “Planet of the Apes” franchise.

				You’ll find some self-deprecating items about the fading cachet of newspapers as I memorialize moments in our downward spiral. One favorite column is about our newsroom packing up to leave our building. That was sad on one level, but the approaches to packing were as individual as the people involved.

				To choose these columns, first I had to reread five years of my work, roughly 750 (gulp) columns. That was done during odd evenings and weekends, taking notes along the way, over the course of a full year. Then I whittled the nominees down to 75 columns, or 15 per year, plus assorted short items – all about the right length for a book.

				My goal was to present a representative mix from this period. I went for ones that held up best and that could stand on their own, without any previous information on the subject necessary to enjoy them.

				There was a whole string of columns about an excitable and disruptive Ontario councilman named Paul Vincent Avila. Great fun at the time, but you’d have needed all of them here to get the full effect, and they weren’t worth elbowing aside a half-dozen other stories. So they didn’t make the cut. (For any Avila fans who feel cheated, he does get a mention in the hyperloop piece.)

				The columns appear here in chronological order, separated by year, followed by a selection of the best short items for that year. Consider the items as palate cleansers or snacks, take your pick.

				Everything appears largely as originally presented, but with mistakes corrected and with nips and tucks along the way. Since they’re being preserved here for posterity, I appreciated the chance to run a damp rag over them.

				As noted at the start of this introduction, this is my fourth chronological collection of columns, not counting two theme collections, Pomona A to Z and 100 Years of the Los Angeles County Fair, 25 Years of Stories.

				The first eight years were dealt with in Getting Started: 1997 to 2000 and On Track: 2001 to 2005. Then came Waving at Strangers, which covered five years, 2006 to 2010. And now Such Great Heights tackles another five-year chunk of time, 2011 to 2015.

				While we’re still a ways from being current, at least we’re galloping along: Waving came out in 2024 and Heights in 2026. Our hope is to get out a book in 2028 that would cover 2016 to 2020. But first I’ve gotta find odd evenings and weekends to read that batch of 750 columns. That’s around 600,000 words, and I can stomach only so much of my work in one sitting.

				One last thing. The cover photo, by John Valenzuela, was shot in 2016, part of the same around-the-area portrait session that produced the covers for Getting Started and On Track. For this one, we went up to Rancho Cucamonga’s North Etiwanda Preserve. A decade later, I’m about 25 pounds lighter, but a good photo is a good photo.

				As a few pop music fans will recognize, “Such Great Heights” is a song by the band The Postal Service. Gazing at the photo, the title came to mind as a wry way to describe the image – with the valley spread out behind me – and the book’s contents.

				I wouldn’t call Such Great Heights the summit of my career, since I’m still at it. I like to think more peaks followed and more lie ahead. As you make your way through this book, may you find the trek worthwhile. Bring trail mix, and remember to hydrate!

				

				David Allen

				July 2026


	
	


	
	

Guasti village preserved in plastic

January 7, 2011

				The view from the Archibald Avenue overpass near L.A./Ontario International Airport shows an expanse of flat land fronted by a stately two-story house – wrapped from top to bottom in white plastic.

				Did the artist Christo sneak into the 909?

				This is just the latest turn for Guasti, the former winery village in Ontario. I had heard some historic buildings were to be shrink-wrapped as a way to protect them until the stalled development resumes.

				But it was only a few weeks ago, on my way to the airport, that I saw the result. It’s a good thing I was stopped at a red light or I might have driven off the road, laughing.

				It turns out that seven of Guasti’s remaining homes and cottages have been sheathed in a plastic cocoon to keep out wind, rain and bums.

				“It protects the historic fabric of them,” explained Rudy Zeledon, an Ontario senior planner.

				How better to protect Guasti’s historic fabric than with plastic?

				We were at Guasti on Tuesday. A tour of the site was underway for Ontario planning commissioners, and yours truly, who had expressed interest in seeing the plastic fantastic village, was invited.

				We walked through the fenced-off site to hear about preservation of what’s left, including significant trees and plants, and to see seismic work on the Guasti Mansion.

				Guasti has been empty for three years after San Diego-based developer Oliver McMillan spent $35 million for its 52 acres south of the 10 Freeway.

				The goal is an entertainment village in a historic setting. Guasti was a “company town” built by an Italian immigrant at the turn of the century to grow grapes and produce wine.

				Restaurants, a boutique hotel, a movie theater, a bowling alley, offices and shops were planned. Homestyle Cafe, Saffron Cafe, the Filippi Winery tasting room, the post office and other businesses left in late 2007 to make way for demolition and construction. As well, the Guasti Mansion, a popular site for weddings, was shuttered.

				The first of the new businesses was to open in 2010, but the recession put the kibosh on everything, and construction never began.

				Meanwhile, 36 of the village’s 51 buildings were razed, deemed too insignificant or decrepit to save, and the fate of the remaining structures – whose charm is the development’s prime appeal, after all – was becoming a concern given the lack of activity.

				This was a disaster in the making, aided and abetted by City Hall. Thankfully, City Hall then stepped in to halt the decline. It was the least they could do.

				In late 2009, the City Council agreed to spend $600,000 in redevelopment money to essentially buy Guasti’s history.

				The money would pay for measures to protect the structures, secure the site, retrofit the mansion and preserve its sculptures, fountains and murals. Through a historic easement, taxpayers now own these items and the building facades.

				“We own a property right over the exterior,” John Andrews, the redevelopment director, told me.

				The situation has gone from heartbreaking to heartening. On Tuesday, workers were scurrying around the mansion, finishing what was said to be its first re-roofing since its construction in 1923.

				(When the tiles were taken off, an accumulated 10 tons of dirt, much of it trapped for decades, blew off “like snow,” preservation architect John Loomis said. Wheee!)

				In less than two weeks, the mansion’s seismic strengthening, which included anchoring the roof to the walls, will be complete.

				McMillan still expects to develop the property.

				“It’s too valuable a site to walk away from,” Ted Lohman, a senior project manager for the company, told me. “It was just a matter of timing.”

				Lohman said the first phase of development, involving the mansion and four enormous stone warehouses, may start construction by fall, for a 2013 opening.

				That phase, the first of three, will cost $80 million, and in this economy, the project can’t proceed without the aid of redevelopment money, Lohman said.

				Get your checkbook ready, Mr. Andrews.

				Our group had walked into Guasti from the east on Turner Avenue (once the gate was unlocked), across from the Catholic church, which isn’t part of the project.

				The old market is boarded up, as is the firehouse, which is the size of a one-car garage.

				Continuing our stroll west on the gravel road designated Peppertree Lane, we saw five cottages covered in plastic.

				That was done last spring by FastWrap, a Rancho Cucamonga franchise of a Nevada-based wrapping business. On the corporate website, a company official brags: “Anything you think of can be wrapped.”

				Even, evidently, entire houses.

				The sheath is seamed and continuous, with vents to allow the flow of air. “It shrinks with heat,” Loomis explained. “They actually use a torch.”

				The cocoon keeps out mold, mildew, wind and rain, not to mention transients and curious animals.

				“We have one door that’s accessible by a zipper,” Loomis said.

				True. A clear oval panel at each front door is encircled by a zipper. But you can’t unzip it and step inside: The cottage door inside is locked.

				Credit, or blame, goes to Andrews, the redevelopment director, who decided, after innumerable blue tarps from Home Depot had blown away, to sponsor more drastic measures.

				Even to city officials, the sight was faintly ridiculous.

				“Do you need a space suit to go in?” asked Rick Gage, a planning commissioner.

				Making up for his “historic fabric” remark, Zeledon told me: “I’m waiting for John Travolta, the boy in the plastic bubble, to walk out.”

				Two houses far to the west, the ones visible from Archibald, will be relocated to the east with the others. What to do with them is undetermined, Zeledon said, but the cluster of buildings may serve an “interpretive” purpose to show the village’s history.

				But that’s quite a ways off. In the meantime, Guasti is living proof that the executive in The Graduate was wrong.

				It’s not the future that’s in plastics. It’s the past.



	
	


	
	


McNeils were at the Heights of community engagement

January 19, 2011

				Ken and Pam McNeil, who were practically the first family of San Antonio Heights, are leaving today for a new life in Reno, Nevada.

				Among the most civic and politically engaged people I know, the McNeils were close readers of this newspaper. Pam made the phone call to stop delivery.

				“It was awful to cancel,” Pam told me last week.

				That’s what we like to hear.

				Not only did they read the news, they made it, especially Ken. Nearly any story from San Antonio Heights, the unincorporated town of 3,500 above Upland, either quoted Ken or came as a tip from him.

				It wasn’t that he was an attention-seeker. But his “Heights Neighbors” emails to residents were a kind of electronic neighborhood watch, noting coyote attacks, bear sightings, car break-ins and the like, and they were equally helpful to our crime reporters.

				McNeil warned against door-to-door solicitors, especially young people selling magazines. He found their stories hard to swallow.

				“Just the other day, a guy said he was attending USC,” Ken told me. “I thought, really? You’re attending USC and you’re selling magazines door to door? You’re going to have to sell a lot of magazines!”

				He walked the streets and might report on graffiti or other blight, or just remark on the height of the water behind San Antonio Dam.

				“One thing I’ve tried to promote with the Heights emails is a sense of community. It does matter what goes on with your neighbor. It does matter if your neighbor needs help,” Ken said.

				A retired Rancho Cucamonga firefighter, McNeil understands the alphabet soup of local government. Some problems require law enforcement, others the county supervisor’s office, still others county code enforcement.

				Unlike almost anyone else, Ken finds water fascinating.

				He served as an appointed member of the San Antonio Water Co. board for a decade – until Upland Mayor John Pomierski declined to reappoint him – and continued asserting the Heights’ interest in the water company, of which Upland is the majority shareholder.

				I didn’t get him started on that. But I did ask about his other pet peeve, the Colonies development in Upland.

				MeNeil maintains that taxpayers got a raw deal when county supervisors settled a lawsuit by the Colonies developers for $102 million – the same deal now under investigation as excessive.

				No need to re-report the whole thing here, but I was curious what dollar amount McNeil thinks the Colonies should have received to drop its lawsuit.

				“Zero,” McNeil said.

				He’s so offended by the deal, he’s on a one-man boycott of the Colonies Crossroads shopping centers.

				“I don’t shop at the Colonies,” Ken said.

				“And I’m not allowed to go,” Pam chimed in. “He bought me a gift certificate to Bed Bath and Beyond. It says it’s only good at Ontario Mills.”

				She reiterated the obvious.

				“Ken,” she said, “feels very strongly about the Colonies.”

				(He has, however, dined at The Heights restaurant at the Colonies and recommends it. Maybe the name swayed him.)

				Ken, 60, and Pam, 61, are a fun couple. We’ve shared a few lunches in recent years. I got to know her first, in her job as alumni director at the Webb Schools.

				They both speak their mind and are pretty funny about it. Mr. Zero-for-the-Colonies is probably the more circumspect of the two, believe it or not.

				When Pam unloads, Ken occasionally grips his chair and looks pre-emptively horrified, as if he’s bracing himself for a mess he’ll have to smooth over.

				This is the second marriage for each. They met in the mid-1990s at a Heights community meeting when she suggested a crime-watch idea that led to the citizens patrol program.

				They were both born in Upland. Pam moved to the Heights in the mid-1970s. Ken always lived there. His house was built by his grandfather in 1930 and he grew up there with his parents.

				Now his daughter will move in, the fourth generation of McNeils to occupy the house.

				Ken and Pam had thought of retiring to the Sacramento area but decided instead on Reno, where her daughter lives. They bought a single-story house with no stairs in a Del Webb retirement community.

				“Pam’s not getting any younger,” Ken deadpanned.

				For her part, Pam said Ken is already talking about starting a community garden and improving the recycling program. Watch out, Reno.

				Both say they’ll miss the Heights: the rural feel, the people, the way everyone  bands together to accomplish things, whether it’s rebuilding the Christmas star or starting a citizens patrol with a donated car.

				“Sometimes we hear the coyotes howling. I like that,” Ken said. “The other night we heard an owl hooting in the tree.”

				On a clear day recently, they went for a walk and spotted Catalina.

				The Heights is, however, a bit less neighborly than it once was. New houses are larger and new homeowners “have a community inside their own house,” Ken said, rather than interacting with the larger community.

				Similarly, McNeil is surprised nobody stood up at the last two Upland City Council meetings to say anything provocative, even after the city manager was placed on leave and with the police chief already out on a stress leave.

				Acceptance, or apathy, isn’t Ken’s style.

				The fact that more people don’t follow local news bugs him. He’s explained the Colonies deal or Upland politics to residents who had no knowledge of either because it hadn’t been on TV.

				“I think it’s too bad that more people don’t read the newspaper,” Ken said, “because that also builds a sense of community.”

				You won’t hear me argue. The McNeils say they’ll sign up for our electronic “e-edition” online so they can keep reading from Reno, and I believe them.

				In the meantime, I’m hoping they drop 50 cents in a news rack for today’s paper before they drive out of town.



	
	


	
	

This cell phone holdout is no more

February 20, 2011

				In what must be a terrible letdown to the Luddite community, I got a cellular phone. My first.

				You heard me. At least I think you heard me. Can you hear me now?

				Until 2011, you could call me only via land line. No cell phone.

				I wasn’t alone, although with only 7 percent of Americans now without one, it was beginning to feel that way. I simply wasn’t interested.

				As a New York Times piece on cell phone “refuseniks” put it in 2009, aside from the “older or less educated Americans” who don’t have cell phones, or the poor who can’t afford them, “there is also a smaller subset of adults who resist cell phones simply because they do not want them.”

				That was me. I was living off the grid, away from interruptions and annoyances.

				From my standpoint, I was not hard to contact. I have email, a Facebook page, a phone at home and a phone in our newsroom, where my desk’s placement makes me one of the first people you see when you walk in the door.

				But ever since cell phones began catching on, people have asked for my cell phone number. When I said I didn’t have one, they paused to absorb this information before asking the natural follow-up.

				“You don’t have a cell phone?”

				They would emphasize the last two words, eyebrows raised, in a level, you’ve-got-to-be-kidding-me tone. The same way you might express veiled contempt for someone’s unusual life choices (“You don’t wear pants?”).

				Few could comprehend how a person – especially a journalist – could get along without a cell phone.

				Actually, it was pretty easy.

				Do my editors really need a report from the field that would begin, “I’m in the history room of the library. You won’t believe what year the Arby’s in Pomona opened!”

				There were all sorts of reasons, or maybe excuses, for not getting a cell phone.

				Fer one thing, I’m single, and I’ve got no kids to drive to soccer practice. Nobody, practically speaking, needed to get in touch with me, or if they did, they could wait.

				At least that was my attitude for years. My feeling was, why get a phone if it’s rarely going to ring?

				A phone would be just an inert object to carry around, like a bar of soap. (“Can you wash me now?”)

				For another, I’m cheap. My car is 13 years old. My TV is 17 years old. I don’t have cable. Having a second phone seemed like an extravagance.

				It must be said that people with cell phones were not always a good advertisement for the device’s alleged freedom.

				In the early days especially, when their phone rang, friends would drop everything, squint at the caller’s number, say “513? What area code is that?” and then take the call anyway, putting a real-life activity on hold to answer a wrong-number call. Charming.

				Or there was the time, meeting a friend outside a restaurant, when I had to stand around like a dope for five minutes while he finished a call.

				I never wanted to be That Guy. The guy who forgets to shut his phone off at a movie, the guy who carries on a loud phone conversation in a store, the guy using his thumbs to tap out some urgent message without vowels.

				Listening to people compare their phones was a turnoff too. Have you noticed how many people claim to hate their phone? Either the features don’t work or their carrier is no good. Oh, brother.

				People got along without cell phones for most of human history. I was proud to uphold that tradition.

				There was freedom in not having a cell phone to answer or silence or charge. Upon hearing I had no phone, some would look wistful for the days no one could track them down, either.

				But at a certain point, as everyone around me got a phone, my stubbornness began seeming more eccentric and less defensible.

				Perhaps to a fault, I try not to inconvenience others. And my lack of a cell phone was inconveniencing my friends, who had to take extra steps to accommodate me.

				And accidents happen, literally. I waited half an hour outside a movie theater in Pasadena once, increasingly anxious, before a friend arrived. He’d had a flat tire and no way of telling me.

				Mistakes happen too. I took a day off of work last year to meet a friend in downtown L.A. for dinner and a Clippers  game.

				He forgot where we were meeting, walking into a dozen  restaurants near Staples Center in a vain search. After a long wait at the real restaurant, I ate alone and, since he had the tickets, missed the game.

				Feeling I’d held my no-phone position too long, I gave in. Last month, I took the plunge.

				I figured it was time. According to news reports, even Charles Manson has a cell phone. Why not me?

				I got a phone with internet  access and a camera. If I was  going to belatedly catch up, let’s go all the way. No point in half-measures.

				It’s an Android. That’s the name of the operating system. As a science fiction aficionado, the idea of owning my own personal Android is a kick. It’s like being Isaac Asimov.

				And a mini-computer in my pocket does feel like science fiction. Maybe next I can get a jet pack.

				Because the service is a little more than double the cost of my land line, I canceled my home phone.

				How’s life with a cell phone? Fine so far.

				Its internet, email and GPS functions have been useful. And the phone hasn’t been intrusive. In fact, it’s prevented intrusions. Marketers can’t find me, at least not yet, and I can turn the phone off at night. No phone call need ever wake me up again.

				(If a friend or family member dies, I guess I’ll hear about it in the morning.)

				My new status as a cell phone owner has stunned people who’ve known me as a holdout.

				My Upland doctor once advised me not to get one. When I showed him my phone on a recent visit, he staggered backward to his swivel seat, half-jokingly bracing his outstretched arms against the office walls for support,

				“I think the Earth just tilted off its axis,” he murmured, shaken.

				Then we exchanged cell phone numbers.



	
	


	
	

Readers hung up on cell phone

March 9, 2011

				My column about getting my first-ever cell phone was greeted in some quarters as the biggest shock since the Northridge earthquake.

				“You gave in!!?” reader Elizabeth Casian exclaimed.

				An equally stunned Mark Stine wondered: “What’s next – Santa was really our parents?”

				Marilyn Anderson wailed: “Who can I look up to? You were the king of no cell phones.”

				There, there.

				Taking a global view, reader Dee remarked: “So what if the Middle East is on fire. So what if the price of oil is skyrocketing. So what if food prices are going up.

				“But you with a cell phone... that’s a sure sign of the Apocalypse.”

				At least we’re keeping things in perspective.

				As I wrote here, I successfully resisted the siren song of ringtones, apps, voice mail and the like for years, watching smugly as friend after friend succumbed.

				No one really needed to get in touch with me immediately – although they may have thought so – and the couple of times a month where a mobile phone would have come in handy didn’t seem worth the expense and bother.

				Eventually, my position seemed stubborn, not practical. The principle, whatever it was, was harder to defend. My refusal to get a phone was inconveniencing my friends, not to mention myself.

				The world, as is its wont, ground me down.

				Many of you were happy for me (even if I’m not 100 percent happy about it myself).

				“Welcome to 2011,” said reader Nancy Mink DeWitt.

				“Good for you, David!” said Jennifer Cutuli Osborn.

				“Now I’ll be able to let you know how late I’m running!” said my friend Adriana Chavira.

				Aaron Yancy marveled at my powers of resistance.

				“It’s amazing you held out for so long. I can safely say that I don’t know a single soul that doesn’t own a cell phone. That includes my 7-year-old nephew,” Yancy wrote.

				“I think your silent protest and eventual downfall could be a good case study for the state of our society.”

				When the men in the white coats arrive for me, as they inevitably will, perhaps they’re just here from the lab to study me.

				But if Yancy wants to meet people without cell phones, he could talk to Steve from Chino.

				“What with all the unknown possible health risks,” Steve wrote, “I look at it this way: If we were meant to be receiving cell calls, we would all be equipped with built-in antennae like Uncle Martin from My Favorite Martian.”

				Steve added: “Also, who really needs to know all those apps and what they pertain to?”

				The weeping you hear is from the designers of the Daily Bulletin app.

				Yancy could also meet Wendy Burns Everett, who wrote on my Facebook page: “*Sigh* One more gone over to the Dark Side. It’s getting lonelier in No Cell City.”

				Everett added: “I would have posted earlier but I had to wait for the dial-up to connect.”

				(Many anti-cell comments came in via email, my blog or my Facebook page. More for the lab boys to puzzle over.)

				Several other readers took a break from churning their own butter to speak in favor of the no-cell life.

				Marilyn Anderson said she’s never far from a phone. Same with fellow refusenik Will Plunkett, who doesn’t worry about needing a phone for an emergency and finds himself all-too-easy to reach.

				He prepares before leaving the house rather than panicking if things don’t go exactly as planned, standing in a store aisle reading off packaging names over a phone or getting mad because someone else isn’t instantly responding to a call or text message.

				“I try to remember what I need to know, rather than just check it online whenever,” Plunkett said.

				Patience? Delayed gratification? Those are 20th century virtues.

				I was minding my own business in the Fox Theater lobby in Pomona during a recent movie double feature when longtime reader Philip Montgomery, who has one of the deepest voices of anyone I know, came up to say hi.

				“I’m very disappointed you got a cell phone. You’re part of the machine now. I’m 55 years old. Never had one, never will,” the imposingly tall Montgomery said gravely.

				He repeated: “I’m very disappointed you got a cell phone.”

				Clearly I’m going to have to run more of my personal choices past you guys from now on. Does this shirt go with these pants? Thanks, you’re a lifesaver.

				Shirley Wofford has a cell phone, barely.

				“I have the cheapest contract plan with Verizon that one can have: $20 per month for 50 minutes and special night and weekend minutes. It has no camera or other bells and whistles on it,” Wofford wrote. “I usually put about two minutes a month on it.”

				If you get a call from Shirley Wofford when she’s out and about, it’s going to be darned important.

				Ramona and Deb B. have pay-as-you-go phones they rarely use.

				Ramona, like several readers who contacted me, bemoaned others’ need to overshare in public via phone.

				“1 really don’t care about your minute-to-minute moods or where you are shopping,” she wrote. “And if you are standing or seated next to me, I don’t care to hear about your personal life, steamy though it may be.”

				Ted Melendez pointed out another annoyance.

				“My pet peeve is people comparing cell phones. ‘What is better, an Android or iPhone?’ OK, you have an iPhone, you have money. Good for you,” Melendez groused.

				Rick, my mechanic, supports my having a cell but was alarmed that I ditched my landline at home.

				“You need a landline. What if there’s a big earthquake?” Rick said. “What if somebody blows up your satellite up there and you need to talk to someone?”

				Hmm. I should have a landline in case someone blows up my satellite?

				I’m going to let James Bond handle that one.

				


	
	


	
	


Up a lazy canal in Mexico’s version of Venice

March 25, 2011

				One memorable part of my vacation in Mexico City was my visit to Xochimilco, the Venice of Mexico.

				Xochimilco has 110 miles of canals, making the village a quaint throwback to the pre-colonial era when most of present-day Mexico City was underwater instead of choked with cars and smog.

				Families and tourists hire gondola-like boats to take them on pleasure excursions, especially on weekends.

				Taking this side trip from Mexico City was a bonus for me. Back in 2005, one of the final entries in my “Pomona A to Z” series of columns was about a long-lived Pomona eatery named Xochimilco.

				The restaurant’s exterior had a mural of a canal lined with gardens. The manager explained what Xochimilco was, asked if I’d ever been and urged me to go.

				Sure, whatever. Yet six years later, there I was, on a boat in Xochimileo. I’d go to the restaurant to brag, but it closed in 2006.

				But back to the real Xochimilco.

				My Mexico City amiga, Lesley Téllez, hired a driver to take us to the village, which is south of the city. Upon our arrival, we took a gander at a 16th-century church with its ceiling mosaics, interior courtyard and enormous altar.

				It was only upon looking up the church online to write this column that I saw its name is San Bernardino de Siena. San Bernardino himself is said to be featured in the relief mural. I didn’t recognize him, but then, I rarely venture east of Fontana.

				We then relaxed a bit in the town plaza, one of the many lovely public places in and around Mexico City with benches, paths, tall trees and ice cream vendors.

				Our driver spoke to a bicyclist who represented one of the boat companies. In our car we followed him on a winding journey to an embarcadero.

				Dozens of colorful boats, known as trajineras, were moored two and three deep. Painted yellow, red and blue, each boat is about 16 feet long and shaded by a roof. Seating is at a long table with chairs on each side. The boat seats up to 20.

				Alas, I don’t have that many friends in Mexico City, so the two of us rented a boat for a two-hour cruise – one hour less than the Gilligan’s Island gang for an absurdly cheap 400 pesos (about $33).

				Our boatman, the Mexican equivalent of a Venetian gondolier, was named Pablo. He used a pole to push our boat along. He didn’t sing.

				In Venice, or at least the Venice I’ve seen in the movies, a partly sunken city lies along the banks of the canals and quaint pedestrian bridges cross them.

				In Xochimilco, the banks are grassy, the buildings few. Much of the land is devoted to farming or greenhouses. Mature trees crowd the waterfront. The feel is rural, not urban.

				Our boat wended its way unhurriedly. Most of the activity was on the water, not on land. Numerous other boats were out that weekday afternoon.

				So were vendors in canoes. They would hail us and attempt to sell us flowers, food, toys or beverages.

				As at Teotihuacan, vendors seemed as numerous as visitors, and they likewise didn’t take “no, gracias” for an answer. That usually required three rejections. But I don’t fault them. It can’t be an easy way to make a peso.

				A trajinera of mariachis offered to perform a few songs for hire, as did a boat with a marimba band. I declined. But we got the benefit anyway when, at various times later, we would drift past as a band played for another boat.

				Lesley bought a bag of homemade potato chips with lime, and we ate a picnic lunch of tortas we’d packed.

				Some canoes are floating kitchens, staffed by two people with a bubbling pot and a grill. They offer you something fresh, Lesley explained, or even to climb aboard and cook for your  whole group.

				“That’s what I love about Mexico,” she remarked. “You’ll never go hungry.”

				Toward the end of the trip, at a plant nursery, Pablo pulled the boat over and we went ashore. I didn’t know why until understanding that the nursery has restrooms. Four pesos (about 35 cents) paid for access. We were each handed a strip of toilet paper, a common practice at public restrooms in Mexico.

				The men’s room was helpfully denoted by a sign reading “Hombres” with a silhouette of a man in profile urinating. The women’s symbol was more demure.

				Back at the nursery, Lesley lingered to buy herbs to start a long-delayed container garden as I gazed at the potted flowers and plants for sale under awnings.

				Back in our boat, we continued on our way.

				We floated past a boat going in the other direction, on which a couple of women in their 60s were dancing happily as mariachis played.

				A vendor came onto our boat – Pablo seemed to know him – with a latched briefcase. He sat down and opened it to show off various rings. No, gracias. What caught my eye was that he wore a Dodgers cap.

				A snack vendor had more luck, selling me a couple of treats made from nuts. One was a gift for a friend back home, the other was for me.

				In our two hours, during which we saw only a fraction of the canals, I don’t believe I saw any of the famous floating gardens, which are called chinampas, but I did see a lot of gardens and greenery.

				We passed numerous houses too, often a tidy cottage, sometimes something grander. In one case, the front door was only five feet from the bank, connected by a short flagstone path. Now that’s a home on the water.

				I imagine they’re always calling the paperboy to complain that their paper is wet.

				Undeveloped lots dotted the banks too. There’d be a modest, charming house, and next door a vacant lot – the sort of thing that sparks your imagination.

				Oh, to build a house along the banks of a Xochimilco canal! Weekends might be a little noisy, but on a weekday it was a lovely, peaceful place.

				Making a living might be a  problem. Maybe I could  paddle around in a canoe and offer to write sentences for people.

				My days would be spent on the water listening to marimba music, smelling flowers and hiring people to cook for me. In Xochimilco, as long as my money held out, I would never go hungry.



	
	


	
	

Closing the book on Borders saga

March 27, 2011

				We could debate the moment when Borders in Montclair lost its soul. When the store ditched its music section? Its movies section? Its live music?

				Good candidates all. Here’s another one: the headsets.

				A couple of years ago, employees began wearing headsets, attached to a pack on their hip, to communicate with their increasingly sparse co-workers throughout the store.

				This was when I concluded Borders had abandoned its last vestige of homeyness. It was now interchangeable with any big-box store.

				Not that I didn’t continue buying books there anyway. There aren’t a lot of local alternatives, the Montclair store is off my freeway exit and, as a Borders Rewards member, I get discount coupons with alarming frequency.

				Habits die hard. The store was one of my hangouts for most of its 15 years. I can’t be the only customer who sometimes wished the Monte Vista Avenue exit from the westbound 10 Freeway flowed directly into Borders’ parking lot.

				But no more. As part of Borders’ bankruptcy, some 200 stores are closing, including ones in Montclair and Chino. The store at Victoria Gardens will remain open.

				Borders’ corporate blunders have been well-documented. The chain was so slow to embrace the internet, you’d think its CEO was your grandpa.

				In Montclair, prices have been slashed, shelves are in disarray, and bargain hunters are picking through romance novels and cat calendars in the store’s final days.

				It’s a sad end for those of us who remember the Montclair store at its height. But the store had been in decline for some time.

				A reader told me she spent an hour recently trying to find two books to close out a gift card. She wanted a Molly Ivins collection but found the politics section dominated by the Limbaugh-Palin-Beck axis, then hunted for the New York Times fiction bestsellers and couldn’t find those either.

				“I am sentimental enough to be sad about it, as my sons and I used to spend Friday nights there, when the place swarmed,” she wrote. “My older son always took his first date there, and if she liked it, he stayed interested.”

				Oh, yeah: Friday nights at Borders Montclair.

				In 1998 I wrote a Bulletin feature story about them. Did you ever go? Man, the joint was jumping (in a bookstore-ish kind of way).

				On the particular Friday I wrote about, a blues singer performed in the cafe to a crowd of 50. In the music department, people donned headphones at listening stations.

				Others browsed the bookshelves, plopped in comfortable chairs to read, did homework or chatted with friends.

				With its plush furniture, cafe and bathrooms, you could almost live at the store.

				As then-manager Patricia Cripps told me in 1998: “We’ve intentionally tried to create an atmosphere where people will be comfortable spending a long time.”

				Perhaps too long: The store eventually ditched its sofas because customers occupied them for hours, shoes off.

				Customers told me the store was less threatening than a bar. No alcohol, just cappuccino. Open until 11 p.m. on weekends, the store had almost nightclub-ish hours.

				I reminisced recently with Adrianne Woodward, an original Borders Montclair employee, about the store’s glory days. She said there was nothing in the area quite like the store when it opened in 1996.

				“We used to have to chase people out so we could close down. We couldn’t get people to leave,” Woodward recalled. “People would linger. They just liked being there.”

				Borders Montclair, outpost of a faceless corporation though it was, fostered a sense of community with more than 50 events per month: book clubs, workshops, poetry readings and concerts.

				Comic Drew Carey and voice-of-Bart-Simpson Nancy Cartwright promoted their books and drew big crowds.

				At 42,000 square feet, the store had tens of thousands of items in stock. Seemingly any book in print was there – an illusion, certainly, but believable.

				The music department was a marvel. From pop to opera, the store had a wide range of music and more depth than most record stores.

				The music department had its own staff. Then its information desk was removed, and its selection slowly withered before the department’s demise in 2009.

				The DVD area, which likewise had a well-chosen stock, including foreign films, also vanished in 2009.

				No surprise, given the decline in recorded media. But the store’s name was Borders Books and Music, and the music and movie sections helped define it. Barnes & Noble stores usually didn’t have either.

				“I always thought Barnes & Noble was snooty,” Woodward said with a laugh. “They wore ties and played classical music and we didn’t. We were the hippie store.”

				What replaced the music and movies? Stationery. Yeah, that packs ’em in on a Friday night.

				Despite the suddenly bare floor space, the book selection didn’t grow, it shrank.

				The store stopped having live music too. Too bad: Some friends and I saw John Doe, the co-founder of the L.A. punk band X, perform solo in Montclair one magical evening in 2001. He even signed a CD for me afterward.

				Perhaps the death blow came when Barnes & Noble opened a store across the Montclair Plaza parking lot. (It has a small music and movies department.)

				In a sign the end was near,  Borders last year began closing at the once-unimaginable  hour of 9 p.m.

				Think of it: At one point Borders couldn’t get people to leave. After the store lost its mojo, it couldn’t get people to come in.

				



	
	


	
	

On Upland beat, news was once hard to find

 July 10, 2011

				A 2006 column of mine about Upland politics was recently discovered by Councilman Gino Filippi, who remarked with surprise, “I didn’t know you went back that far in Upland.”

				Little did he know. In 1997, my first year at the Daily Bulletin, I spent eight months on the Upland beat as a reporter.

				This wasn’t a prestigious assignment, as it is in 2011. Upland was deemed dull by our powers that be – and also by everyone else, including Uplanders – and my stint essentially amounted to eight months of slow news days.

				And yet I had to bang out seven stories per week anyway, regardless. With Upland so much in the news this past year, I recently dug out my file of 1997 news clippings and reminisced about a gentler era.

				One of my first scoops was that the grass on the Euclid median hadn’t been cut in two weeks. Turns out two of the city’s three lawn mowers were broken.

				Yes, Upland was that kind of beat.

				In other landscaping news, three Euclid homeowners were ordered by City Hall to trim their 4-foot hedges, which were two feet over the height limit for hedges near the street.

				As my story began, “Three Euclid Avenue homeowners pressing to keep their overgrown hedge have been mowed down by City Hall.”

				Then as now, my goal was to be playful, at least with less-than-serious issues, to keep people reading. It’s hard to interest readers in their local city hall. No point in playing everything straight.

				That summer, the Upland City Hall air conditioner broke, making life for employees almost unbearable for weeks.

				In quoting Community Development Director Jeff Bloom on the near-80-degree temperatures, I noted there was “sweat glistening on his brow.” The hot air, my story pointed out, was not entirely due to politicians.

				That may have been the steamiest news from City Hall that summer. Furnishings also merited a story.

				City Manager Mike Milhiser scored some prime office furniture at a fire-sale price from a not-entirely-willing seller: City Attorney Jim Markman.

				Markman was closing his branch office and needed to unload 41 almost-new items, fast. Appraised at $15,000, the items were far nicer than City Hall’s metal desks and mustard-yellow chairs.

				Milhiser was set to offer $12,000 before Public Safety Director Marty Thouvenell advised him to say $10,000. Markman reluctantly agreed.

				“We kind of had him up against the wall a little bit,” Milhiser said with relish.

				A profile of Councilman Tom Thomas focused not on his double name but on his cycling. Thomas had 22,498 miles on his bicycle’s odometer.

				Sometimes the councilman pedaled 3 1/2 hours to visit his wife’s family in Hemet. As I felt compelled to remark in print: “Who wants to work that hard to see their in-laws?”

				Some 1997 news proved humorous only in retrospect. That would be the case with a story on how a “priority” of the council was to build a parking garage downtown.

				“A garage is unlikely to open before 1998,” my story noted soberly
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