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Wandering
&

Wondering

John Maybury

COMCAUSTIC
You wonder why the economy
sucks? Maybe it is our wasteful,
inefficient business practices. The
other day I decided to use
Comcast’s Live Chat feature to
request a current cable TV
channel lineup card. First, I
waited 30 minutes to reach the top
of the queue. (Don’t worry,
multitaskers, I made good use of
the wait time to work on other
desktop projects.) When the
obviously nonnative-English-
speaking “Analyst” came online
with me from somewhere two
time zones away, we went back
and forth for 20 minutes estab-
lishing my identity, account
status, etc. At the end of this
folderol, “Raymond” dutifully
informed me that he had docu-
mented my request and would
submit it to some other entity,
which I would have to contact in
a day or two to complete the
request. Then he emailed me the
transcript of this totally useless
so-called customer service. And I
still don’t have a new channel
guide. I think I will just try the
Comcast office in Pacifica, but I
am almost afraid to hear what
kinds of torture they have in mind
for me. Good luck, America.

PIONEER SURFERS
“The Surfer’s Journal” (Fall 2001)
profiled the famous Keating clan of
Pedro Point, and told the story of
how Dick “King Joy” Keating, an
Ocean Beach lifeguard and
Aquacades swimmer, learned to surf
in Hawaii while trying out for the
U.S. Olympic swim team. Appar-
ently, too much partying cost him a
spot on the team, but he came home
to the Bay Area and took his brother
Bob down the coast from San
Francisco looking for good surfing
spots. They discovered the cove at
Pedro Point and pioneered surfing
here back in 1940. The magazine
piece has lots of juicy details about
Pedro Mountain Surf Club and
Artichoke Valley (later known as
Linda Mar). You can order this and
other back issues from
thesurfersjournal.com. (Thanks for
the lead, Rudy!)

CREATIVE
TRAVEL WRITING
Pacifica’s own John Flinn,
executive editor of the San
Francisco Chronicle travel section,
recently reviewed Rolf Potts’ new
book, “Marco Polo Didn’t Go
There.” Flinn interviewed the
travel writer about the difference
(if any) between tourists and
travelers, the true meaning (if any)
of “authentic,” and why Potts
included a “special commentary
track” (essentially outtakes) at the

end of each chapter of his book,
confessing all the ugly little
secrets about the writing process:
the exaggerations, the omissions,
the poetic license, the creative
stretches. “I wanted to show how
the laws of nature and the laws of
storytelling are separate entities,”
Potts told Flinn. This book sounds
like an adventure in travel writing,
with a detour into philosophy and
ethics, just the thing for lovers of
side trips. Buy the book locally
from Florey’s Books on Palmetto;
if it is out of stock, they can
usually order it for you fairly
quickly.

SITESEER
•Ever wonder where expressions
such as “bat out of hell” and “one
sandwich short of a picnic” come
from? Find answers to these and
other silly questions:
phrases.org.uk
•Check out this instant jukebox;
just punch in a song title or
musician’s name, and it plays your
tune right on your computer:
theradio.com

SKINNY COW
A biotechnology company in New
Zealand has bred a cow that
produces low-fat milk. ViaLactia
says it has identified a “skimmed
milk” gene and implanted it in a

dairy cow. Just say moo!
(Earthweek.com)

OCEANA FREAKOUT
There is nothing stranger than
walking into an empty locker room
and hearing a cell phone ring inside
a locker. I’m thinking of sending
this idea to Stephen King.

INNER EDIROT
Halloween leftover: “Flying Pen. It
Appears To The Life While Write.”
(display card for scary-looking
ballpoint pen with bat wings on the
cap, made in Taiwan)

EAT SMART
During the holidays, it is always a
challenge to keep weight off while
still celebrating and having a good
time with family and friends. Here is
a quick list of winning strategies
from USA Today’s nutrition
columnist Jean Carper: Spice up
your food; add apple cider vinegar;
eat nuts; avoid buffets; eat five or six
small meals a day; choose fats
carefully; eat lean and low-fat
protein; fill up on high-fiber, low-
calorie food; eat at home more often;
hot tea and soup before a meal can
help make you feel full without
overeating. (jeancarper.com)

SWAMI SEZ
“At a fast-food restaurant with a
self-service soft drink dispenser,
why pay for more than the smallest
size?” (Edward Catalano, Coconut
Creek, Florida)

MAYBURRITOVILLE
•Goofbuster.com
•PacificaRiptide.com
•PacificaTribune.com
•WanderingAndWondering.com
•e: mayburrito@goofbuster.com

Poof.  Just like that, without warn-
ing, WSPAC (the West Sharp Park
Advisory Committee) went up in
smoke, after performing nearly three
years unpaid volunteer work for The
City of Pacifica toward creation of
an “old town” district on Palmetto
Avenue.

The setting was the Nov. 24 coun-
cil meeting. Councilperson Julie
Lancelle performed the  execution
so casually that you can be excused
for missing the underlying... I’m
searching for the right word here...
Duplicity? Arrogance?  Downright
weirdness?  Take your pick.

Five days earlier, on Nov.20th,
Council member Lancelle had par-
ticipated in the most recent—and,
as it turns out, final—WSPAC meet-
ing.

Though she is a council member,
Lancelle had, since summertime, in-
creasingly insinuated herself onto
the committee.

On that Thursday night she took
a typically verbose role in discus-
sion of our consultant’s new
streetscape drawings for the pro-
jected Pacifica Historical District
on Palmetto Avenue and other mat-
ters.

Lancelle expressed opinions
about color schemes for Pacifica
Historical District signage.  She
made observations on Pacifica His-
torical District street archways. She
tossed out ideas for scheduling of a
January or February Pacifica His-
torical District  “roll-out,” where
the completed streetscape would be
shown to interested Pacificans.  She
took part in discussion of a legacy
role for WSPAC, allowing its mem-
bers to give assistance to the project
as it gained momentum. Lancelle
also made several suggestions for
the “next” WSPAC monthly meet-
ing.

It added up to a pretty full agenda,
with much to act upon.

If you didn’t know better, you
would have thought there was going
to be a Dec. 18 WSPAC meeting,
since Lancelle gave no hint that she
was about to shoot WSPAC to death
at council.

OK, maybe there was one small
clue. It came toward the end of the
meeting, when Mary Ann Nihart,
former WSPAC member, now coun-
cil member, launched into a diatribe
warning WSPAC members of their
responsibility not to be “divisive,”
to remember their duty to go forth
and sell the PHD concept, to play
politics.

Honest: she directed us to per-
form like politicians. (Interestingly,
Nihart, as an elected politician, had
no place at the committee table where
she sat, but felt perfectly free play-
ing the role of pretenda-WSPAC’er,
same as Lancelle.)

Lancelle joined Nihart in bash-

ing WSPAC members—adding,
however, that she thought tonight
had been an excellent meeting, cor-
dial and productive.  It was quite a
performance: a disconcerting mix
of admonitions to make nice, to shut
up, and, oh, while we’re at it... yeah
team!

As best I recall, Nihart’s con-
cerns about divisiveness boiled
down to two:  The extra $21,000
city officials intend to pay our con-
sultant, a move various WSPAC
members questioned.  That, and the
future use of the old Waste Water
Treatment Site.

Why the $21,000 bonus pay-out?
It derives from a flawed streetscape
draft delivered by WSPAC’s con-
sultant this summer.

WSPAC consensus was that this
draft omitted several features we
felt were vital to conveying an old
town flavor.  We were adamant about
maintaining an historic theme be-
cause that’s what we promised city
council.  Council members had en-
thusiastically approved our written
proposal for “creation of Palmetto
Old Town, anchored by Pacifica
Town Hall”—transforming the
present nondescript business district
into a tree-lined old town village.

Our aim was to build a magnet
showplace for visitors who would, it
was hoped, come, be delighted, and
leave their cash behind.

(Why is cash important in this equa-
tion?  Think: pathetic Pacifica tax
base desperately in urgent need of a
boost.)

So the consultant was sent back to
the drawing board.  Eventually he
developed the new and improved
scheme that he presented to WSPAC
that Thursday night in November.
We liked what we saw, and asked
only for a couple of refinements for
review and approval at our next
meeting.

A word about our vision to trans-
form the Waste Water Treatment
site into an Old Town Plaza is ap-
propriate here.  Why?  Because now,
months later, Lancelle, Nihart and
our city manager claim Old Town
Plaza is a collective figment of our
imagination.

Here’s an excerpt from the
WSPAC proposal—the same pro-
posal that  now-Councilperson
Nihart helped write and for which
Councilperson Lancelle voted in
favor, along with all other council
members.  This comes from a sec-
tion detailing the crown jewel of
WSPAC’s vision for the Pacifica
Historical District, describing Old
Town Plaza:

1. Pacifica Town Hall, a grand-
scale site of civic meetings & events,
including council & commission ses-
sions, and cultural events—music,
dance, theatre, performing arts—suit-
able for conventions & seminars.

Old Town’s signature building.
2. Old Town Plaza, a spacious cen-

tral gathering/rallying focal point for
Pacificans & visitors alike.

3. Old Town Hotel.
4. Old Town-oriented restaurants

& shops.
One can only assume council actu-

ally read this before they voted for it,
and indeed applauded it. WSPAC’ers
recall Councilperson Hinton waxing
rhapsodic about the Old Town con-
cept at the council meeting—AND
his council colleagues murmuring
yeah, yeah, yeah.

Now city officials tell us, with
straight and solemn faces, that the
waste water treatment site was never
in play.  Who do you believe?  The
council in June?  Or, five months
later, one councilperson, one
councilperson-elect and the city man-
ager?

Jump cut to the fateful city council
meeting where Lancelle declared to
her council colleagues there was no
reason not to disband WSPAC.

Its business was done, she said.
All that remained, she told them, was
a decision about colors for signage,
and city staff could handle that.

Council members bought that
whopper, and WSPAC was a goner.
Mayor Jim Vreeland performed a brief
eulogy.

During the immediate period of
mourning, WSPAC members—those
who’d not known this was coming—
reached out to one another in bewil-
derment. All of us had intended to
stick with this project to completion,
or at last until 2010, when WSPAC’s
term was scheduled to end.  I think it’s
fair to say this was, still is, a passion-
ately committed citizens group who
love Pacifica and what it can become.

The day after Thanksgiving, some
of us received a strange and decidedly
ungracious two-page letter from
Lancelle, wherein she stated  that SHE
had decided we’d finished our work,
as if that was hers to decide. She
reiterated HER revision of WSPAC’s
mission and proposal, and... well, if
you’d like to read it for yourself, ask
Lancelle for a copy.

(There’s no telling who all received
this missive: no cc’s were listed.  It
bears the unmistakable earmarks of a
“letter to the file,” a time-honored
form of c.y.a.)

Hello, council & city staff:  Did
any of you get a look at this thing in
advance? Afterward?

Probably it would be a public
service to publish it.

There’s nothing private about the
letter; it’s on official city statio-
nery... though, curiously enough, the
stationery dates back to the era be-
fore Jim Vreeland became mayor.
Call it semi-official.

Two final thoughts. Exactly why
a handful of city officials have ex-
pended so much energy to revising
and rewriting WSPAC history and
purpose, and to stifling all discus-
sion about use of the waste water
treatment site, is a mystery. And,
like all mysteries, it inspires every
kind of speculation as to motive.
I’ve got my own personal notions,

but  speculation is only speculation:
not worth much unless you can back
it up. You’re entitled to your
musings.

What the Palmetto streetscape of-
fers is beautification.Trees,  benches,
murals, etc., artfully placed along
the avenue.  Nice, but insufficient.

Does anyone really believe that a
prettied-up Palmetto Ave. alone will
detour visitors from the to and fro of
Highway One?

Beyond all speculation is the im-
mense potential value of a major
league attraction to anchor the his-
torical district, something spectacu-
lar  enough to lure visitors from all
over Northern California.

Something so cool it will bring
visitors back to Pacifica again and
again and  again for more.

Does the council have a plan for
any such attraction?  If so, the people
of Pacifica deserve to hear it.

If not, why not?  Why such
dogged determination to pursue such
a tepid, unexciting, second-rate “vi-
sion”?  What do they, and we, have
to fear from proceeding boldly?

And if they possess no plan what-
soever for the waste water treatment
site, is it really worth the city’s time,
attention, and, yes, money, to march
ahead with the Pacifica Historical
District project?  Why bother mak-
ing a mediocre movie.

Finally, there’s the issue of that
additional $21,000 to be paid
WSPAC’s consultant.

City officials seem eager to make
that payoff, despite WSPAC  objec-
tions, seemingly BECAUSE the con-
sultant failed to perform and was
thereby forced to devote additional
time bringing it up to speed.

Think about that.  When you screw
up at work, does the boss pay you
extra for finally getting it right?

Also consider the ravaging Bush
Recession that worsens by the week,
PLUS a state budget crisis so severe
that it’s predicted California will be-
gin missing payrolls as soon as Febru-
ary.

Ask yourself whether  that $21,000
might come in handy right here in our
own hometown in the months ahead.
Doesn’t fiscal responsibility demand
that Pacifica city officials safeguard
every last nickel As for me, I’d prefer
to continue volunteering as a
WSPAC’er, doing my best to help
make the Pacifica Historical District
the success Pacifica deserves.

If there were a WSPAC, that is.

John Burks has served as editor
and correspondent for national and
regional magazines (Newsweek, Roll-
ing Stone, City Magazine, SF Fo-
cus),  and has served as writer and
consultant for a wide of variety en-
terprises.

For the past 25 years he has pre-
sided over the the San Francisco
Study Center, a non-profit organiza-
tion committed to  community sup-
port and communications.

Burks is a professor of   journal-
ism and humanities, and former
journalism chair, at San Francisco
State University.

My Turn
By John Burks, Charter Member,

West Sharp Park Advisory Committee (WSPAC)

Send in
your

Letters to
the Editor

Loislane@hax.com

Letter sent to each WSPAC
member by Pacifica
Councilmember Julie Lancelle

I feel it is important for me to explain why I asked the Council in
the final phase of the plan to shift the responsibility of working with
the consultant to staff.

First, let me say that the liberty the West Sharp Park Advisory
Committee (WSPAC) had with regard to private meetings and
communications with the consultant was unprecedented in my
experience serving on committees both as a citizen and as an elected
official.

It goes without saying that because of their education and expe-
rience, staff has to be the party responsible for working with
consultants, who are paid by the hour. The traditional role of an
advisory committee is to provide direction and recommendations to
staff that are communicated to the consultant. The action I asked the
Council to take reflected that role.

The Palmetto Streetscape Project is one of the keys to the
economic success of our city. Its proximity to the promenade, the
pier, the coastal trail, the golf course, and GGNRA Moriís Point has
stimulated many of us over the years to imagine how enjoyable a
business district it could be with landscape and streetscape improve-
ments. From speaking with business owners, I know that after
struggling for so long they feel hope at last that something will be
done to repay the faith and trust they have shown by trying their luck
on Palmetto.

The efforts of both the current and previous City Councils to
encourage interest in the old Waste Water Treatment Plant site has
also been hampered by the unrealized potential of the Palmetto
Business District —  the Palmetto Historic District. There are so
many ways this effort can benefit Pacifica, and its careful manage-
ment is critical.

After much thinking, I recognized it was important in these final
stages for professional staff to manage the process.  As an elected
official with a responsibility to all Pacificans, I did what I believed
needed to be done to complete the plan and move on to the next steps,
improving the Palmetto Historic/Business District.

There will still be a January public meeting where the community
is invited to view and provide comments on the final draft of the
plan.  An additional meeting will be held for the business owners to
review the draft plan.  The final plan will be completed and pre-
sented in March.

Please know that your involvement is greatly appreciated and
your terrific ideas regarding the future uses of the old WWTP site
will provide a great starting point as we begin discussions about the
future of that site.

The Old Bag
Normally I buy Christmas gifts

all year long and discreetly save
them to wrap in December, but not
last year. Time sort of got away
from me and I ended up shopping at
the last minute, just days before. I
detest violence of any kind, which is
why I avoid mob shopping. Emerg-
ing from the mall in a cold sweat, I
drove to the grocery store to grab a
rotisserie chicken and some quick
fixings for dinner. I ran into some-
one I know who works there and she
could tell by the blank holiday glaze
over my eyes that I was frustrated
and overwhelmed.

“Have you seen our gift card cen-
ter?” she asked.

“Gift card center?”
“Sure. We have gift cards from

stores all over the area.”
It was like a miracle. I shop at

that store every week and I’d never
paid any attention to that part of the
aisle. I purchased for the do-it-your-
self home improvers, the music
downloaders, the $4 cup coffee
drinkers, the pizza lovers, juice &
smoothie drinkers, book lovers, the
clotheshorses, and even the transit
riders. Talk about one stop shop-
ping, I saved a small fortune on gas.

When I got home I realized I had
no tiny boxes to wrap the gift cards
in. Not a problem. Crafty is my
middle name. I just pulled out my
art supplies and went to work deco-
rating brown paper bags with rubber
stamps and made envelopes out of
wrapping paper.  While going

through my supplies I found the bag
I’ve given to a family member every
year for the past ten years. I received
it with my purchase of toys and
souvenirs on a trip to the Museum of
Fine Arts in Boston. The bag has a
black and white drawing of the mu-
seum on it, but more importantly, it
holds memories for me of a glorious
day spent with my children.

Last Christmas, as the bag was
pulled from underneath the tree, my
daughter said, “Mom, that bag needs
to retire. We see it every year.”

“What’s wrong with that,” I said.
“It’s a perfectly good bag. And it
has sentimental value.”

She just rolled her eyes as she
went on to open her next gift. My
sister, who’d dispensed with wrap-
ping all together, put everyone’s
presents in fancy gift bags and asked
us to give them back so that she
could use them again the next year.
My other sister, whose job duties
include corporate event planning,
was mortified.

I don’t consider myself a pack rat
or a collector but I do hold onto
things that are important to me for as
long as I can. That bag from the
museum was one of them. As I took
down the Christmas lights and deco-
rations, I looked at my worn old
paper bag for the last time. Printed
on the bottom it read, “1997 - Mu-
seum of Fine Arts, Boston. Save the
environment. Please reuse this bag.”

I think Santa and Mother Nature
would be proud of me.
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