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Bitten by the
journalism bug

It was the summer of 1985, and I
was just under 15 years old. Bitten by
the journalism bug at an early age, I
entered the Pacifica Tribune offices
that day determined to land a job of
some sort.

 Any sort!  I waited to meet Mr.
Drake (as I referred to him then and
still do today!), intoxicated by the smell
of newsprint and film, fascinated by
the sounds of furious typing and rush-
ing about ringing in my ears.

 This was all I wanted in this world.
No job flipping burgers or packing
groceries for me.  I needed fingers
stained with news ink, hands covered
in wax from layout arrangements, and
a permanent indent in my shoulder

from carrying a camera around every-
where.

Mr. Drake, ubiquitous bow tie in
place, ushered me into his office for a
talk. I stared in admiration at the numer-
ous citations and degrees lining his wood
paneled walls.

He asked me what I enjoyed about
writing. I vaguely remember telling him
about my absolute need to be a reporter,
to ferret out the truth and expose the
seedy underbelly of life.  Then I showed
him some of my stories from the Terra
Nova HS paper “The Sound.” While
none of the stories possessed “seedy
underbelly” tones, he did seem im-
pressed with my reporting on the then
new AIDS crisis. As he read through my
samples, I saw, for the first time, the old
typewriter that he used. If memory serv-
ers, it was black, possibly an old Royal,

and was considered very old-fashioned
at a time when word processors were
taking over. I stared in wonder at the
stacks of clippings, papers, notes and
photos on his desk. The history of the
office alone was enough to impress me!

My tenure at the Tribune began with
me simply clipping the Wednesday
newspapers apart and filing the indi-
vidual stories in what was then known
as the “morgue files.” I had a small desk
in the back offices, and often spent
hours poring over those old files —
discovering Pacifica’s history this way.
I learned that the movie ending to the
movie “Harold and Maude” was shot on
Mori point, and a Battleship had washed
ashore Linda Mar beach in the 1960s. I
took “mug shot” photos of people for
stories, and was assigned a camera to
carry about in case of breaking news.
The indent in the shoulder would come
years later. I was in heaven and making
$4.25 an hour (above minimum wage
then!) for the privilege.

These were the days when Renee
Deal (now Batti) was editor, and I idol-
ized her, though she probably never
knew it. Transfixed, I would sit in the
back of the newsroom and watch her
banging out stories rapid fire on one of
those early word processors. I listened
to her picking up news tips from a police

scanner, and envied her as she rushed out
on a moment’s notice to cover a breaking
story. She had a stack of press passes on
a chain around her neck and I wanted
them!

People and Places reporter Lotus
Perez was there then as well, and she
allowed me the privilege of literally sit-
ting on the floor by her desk to watch her
write a story from beginning to end. I
learned the craft of information place-
ment in a story from her. Bob
Verdeckberg was always running in and
out, and Paul Azevedo was there as well,
typing out another Op Ed column bound
to get him in wrong with someone! Jim
Bresnehen was in the dark room; he
always managed to find time to print
“contact sheets” for me so I could assess
my new found photographic abilities.
Jackie ran the front office with an author-
ity that intimidated me, and once in awhile
a young comedian named Rob Schneider
would come in with information to help
publicize his budding career. My friend
from Terra Nova HS, David Hoffman,
was working in the back offices of the
Tribune with Betty and Barbara, bun-
dling newspapers, organizing newspa-
per deliveries and managing anything
else that needed attention. Tuesday nights,
when the paper was being prepared for
Wednesday a.m. deliveries, we often

pulled all-nighters, with everyone
pitching in (Mr. Drake included!) to
assemble and bundle papers until the
wee hours of dawn.

After my first year, Mr. Drake be-
gan assigning me small news stories to
write and submit back to him for re-
view. Days later, the terribly marked
up and edited stories would be re-
turned, with notes scribbled across
whole paragraphs about how to better
place information, use only one tense,
and so on. He used butcher paper with
that typewriter, and instead of white
out for mistakes, he would simply xxx
over any.

Once my stories came back to me
relatively unmarked, Mr. Drake gave
me my very own column for the
paper...Teen Beat.  I was 16 and writ-
ing a column for a newspaper! “

Write what you know,” he would
say to me, “and the words will come to
you naturally.” I spent endless hours
perfecting columns about teen dances,
high school plays and the occasional
big story (such as when Terra Nova
emptied the pool into the San Pedro
Creek).

What I didn’t realize then, and do
now, was how very special that time
was. I was learning a craft that would
soon fade away. I was learning to half

tone photos; digital publication has now
replaced that. I learned the art of “hot
waxing” a front page (a skill that al-
lowed you to move the headlines and
stories around endlessly by peeling them
on and off) until I had it perfect. I
traveled to the South City printers with
David, delivering the Tribune pages for
publication. Mr. Drake let me try my
hand at everything it took to “put a paper
to bed,” as he and others in the industry
called it. The paper was small enough,
and his faith in me large enough, to
allow such freedoms.

When the paper was bought out in
1989, my brief tenure came to an end.
There was no longer room for this cub
reporter. I still remember the butcher
paper note waiting for me in my mail
slot. “The time has come for Helen and
the Tribune to part ways” it began, and
Mr. Drake’s letter went on to kindly
impress upon me that this should not be
the end of my writing career.

He fully expected me to attend col-
lege and continue writing, which I did.
I still have that letter today. I don’t write
half as much as I did then, but I still read
the Tribune, and when I see the ink
smudges on my fingers, I am reminded
of  when I  was 15 years old, and the
world, thanks to Mr. Drake, was my
oyster.

I FEEL THEIR PAIN
Confession is good for the soul: I
like to print funny typos from other
people’s publications, just for
laughs, just for the snarky joy of it,
but not out of some mean-spirited
schadenfreude. Hey, I make plenty
of mistakes of my own, so there is
no joy in Mudville when a fellow
editor or writer screws up in print.
The sad reality today is that too
many newspapers, newsletters,
magazines, and book publishers are
getting by short-staffed, over-
worked, and underpaid. Blame the
economic downturn and fierce
competition from the Internet for
advertising dollars and readers’
eyeballs. Furloughs and layoffs
decimate the ranks of print media
editorial personnel. So when you
see the kinds of goofs I love to
make fun of, it is not to say that the
hardworking skeleton crews pro-
ducing these barely surviving pub-
lications are incompetent. Far from
it. These are trained and educated
professional journalists, writers,
and editors. But they just don’t
have the resources to do every-
thing needed. Most of them
scramble to make their deadlines
and fill their pages with reasonably
decent content, but budget cuts have
eliminated the proofreaders and
copy editors—guardians of the
English language. I ought to know;

I am one of them. Corporate greed has
a role in this, of course, and I deplore
publishers who gut the editorial staff
to make their bottom line and enrich
their shareholders. But while we as-
sign blame, let’s not forget that the
reading public simply does not sup-
port print media as it used to. Other
than this paper, do you buy or sub-
scribe to newspapers and magazines?
Do you buy books? Do you advertise
in print media?

MEMORY LANE
Reinier Nissen writes: “I had a ques-
tion about San Pedro Road. I recall
driving down that road with my mom
when I was in elementary school and
seeing a sign up on a tree posted by a
mother who lost her daughter in an
accident. I think the sign said some-
thing about driving slower and being
careful. I think it was around 1978-
1985 that the sign was there. Do you
have anything in the archives about
that?” (If you know the answer, please
email me. My email address is at the
very end of the column.)

BIKE/TRAIN RIDER
Larry Weber writes: “I have used
Caltrain as part of my daily commute
for many years. I commute by bicycle
from my home in Rockaway Beach to
my business in Redwood City (Red-
wood Trading Post). I take Caltrain
home from Redwood City to the
Millbrae station, where my wife picks
me up.  Once in a while, if she is
unable to pick me up, I will ride home
from the station. I have been riding to
work, rain or shine, by bicycle for
about the past 25 years, and really
enjoy it (it’s an addiction really!).
What a great way to start each day.
My ride takes me up Sharp Park Road,
along Skyline, through beautiful Saw-
yer Camp Trail, Canada Road, and

down through the hills of Redwood
City. When the price of gas went up,
so did the number of bicycle commut-
ers using Caltrain. Over the past year
or so, I have only been ‘bumped’ a
few times, when the bike car is too
full. Caltrain has just begun to remove
a few more seats from the bike cars to
allow for more bikes, which will help
thankfully. Now that the price of gas
has dropped, I have noticed a slight
drop in the number of bicycles
onboard. I would still bike to work
and use Caltrain even if gas was free.
That’s how much I enjoy it! Cheers.”

STICK TO DIET SODA
Women who consume two or more
cans of soda pop daily are almost two
times more likely than other women
to show early evidence of kidney dis-
ease, according to a U.S. study. But
there’s no increased risk for men who
drink lots of soda pop or for people
who drink diet soda. The researchers
analyzed data from 9,358 adults in the
National Health and Nutrition Exami-
nation Survey. Rates of diabetes, obe-
sity, and kidney disease are increas-
ing in the United States, along with
consumption of high fructose corn
syrup, the sweetener used in most
sodas. But the amount of sugar is
more important than the type, Shoham
said. “I don’t think there is anything
demonic about high fructose corn
syrup per se,” he said. “People are

consuming too much sugar. The prob-
lem with high fructose corn syrup is
that it contributes to over-consump-
tion. It’s cheap, it has a long shelf life,
and it allows you to buy a case of soda
for less than $10.” A recent study found
that nine of 20 samples of high fructose
corn syrup from three manufacturers
contained detectable levels of mercury.
“This adds the intriguing possibility
that it is not just the sugar itself in high
fructose corn syrup that is harmful,
because mercury is harmful to kidneys
as well,” Shoham said.” (Robert Preidt,
Health Day News; Public Library of
Science, news release, February 9)

ENDANGERED WARDENS
Endangered Species: California Fish
& Game Wardens is a new DVD avail-
able from Snow Goose Productions,
P.O. Box 2480, Mill Valley, CA 94942.
Cost is $22, including postage and han-
dling. Producer James Swann has prom-
ised to send copies to all California
state legislators and the Department of
Fish & Game (and Commission). Cali-
fornia is last in the nation (and Cana-
dian provinces) in the ratio of wardens
per population. We currently have only
192 wardens in the field, when we
could use 2,000 to 3,000 to do the job.
Wardens make only about three-fifths
of what a CHP officer makes, and are
far more likely to be shot while on
duty. Wardens generally work alone,
often without backup, seven days a
week. As a direct result of pay ineq-
uity, new applicants are almost nonex-
istent, and our wildlife and environ-
ment suffer accordingly. Reportedly,
some 40 percent of the current under-
staffed force will be up for retirement
within three years. Our wildlife is in
dire straits, poaching is on the increase,
and conditions will only worsen in
light of the current fiscal disaster. Write
to your governor, state assemblyman,

and state senator at State Capitol,
Sacramento, CA 95814. (Jake Sigg,
Nature News)

SPEEDY SONGBIRDS
Biologists have placed tiny light sen-
sors on the backs of migratory song-
birds to track their movements be-
tween the two hemispheres. One
purple martin they tracked flew from
Brazil to the northern United States
in only 13 days, an average of 300
miles a day. (Earthweek.com)

CORRECTION
I am indebted to a fellow pedant who
informs me that I made a mistake in
last week’s item about British cop
series: I should have written Foyle’s
War, not Foley’s War. Fie on me!

INNER EDIROT
•Leslie Davidson spotted this whop-
per in a San Francisco Chronicle
story about a British nuclear subma-
rine colliding with a French nuke sub
(shades of Waterloo!): “Both vessels

returned damaged but otherwise
safe to their home ports, with the
250 crew members abroad unin-
jured....”
•”CSU Joins National Effort to
Increase Teachers” (headline from
the California State University
CSU Leader newsletter). G-Man
asks, “How do you increase a
teacher?”

SARAH STRANGELOVE
Must be cabin fever. Working in-
doors day after day while the rain
beats down (God knows we need
it). I see Sarah Palin in cowboy
boots, playing Slim Pickens as
Major T.J. “King” Kong, riding
that A-bomb down to the Russki
missile base, whipping the bomb’s
behind with her 10-gallon hat and
yelling, “Yee haw, yee haw! I can
see Russia from here.” Purity Of
Essence.

SITESEER
•Puzzles, games, fun stuff:
mistupid.com
•See your seafood: teamorca.org
•Keep an eye on Washington:
congressmatters.com
•Protect the Pacific:
oceanhealth.org

SWAMI SEZ
“All great truths begin as blasphe-
mies.” (George Bernard Shaw)

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

Sales Tax
Editor:
The city of Pacifica certainly needs to

find additional sources of revenue, but an
increase in the sales tax (making us the city
with the highest sales tax in the area) is not
appropriate during these difficult economic
times for several reasons.

 First, it creates a reason for people to
shop in other nearby cities instead of our
city. Second, it makes it more difficult for
existing businesses to survive and to attract
new businesses to our city. Third, by its
nature a sales tax is regressive and impacts
poor people and elderly people on limited
incomes disproportionately. I am also con-
cerned that during a time when we should
be extra careful with our spending, too
much is being spent on special projects and
paid to outside consultants (that’s a lot of
money leaving the city.) The City Council
should follow the Obama administration’s
lead and find creative ways to cut taxes and
stimulate our local economy instead of
doing the opposite.

John Pierre
Manor

Response to Anda
Editor:
Concerning Mr. Anda’s response in

last week’s Trib to my response to his
response, etc., etc., etc.: Clearly, one of us
is dwelling in an alternative universe. No,
really.

John Burks
West Sharp Park

Only an hour
Editor:
I am writing about the people who

complained about the highway being closed
for the Amgen bike race. People are ridicu-
lous with their claims.  They think there
should be one person on the road at a time.
That would totally defeat the purpose of
the race if they all werenít riding at the
same time, and it would take way too long
for over one hundred bikers.  The race was
only about one hour, not very long at all.
The city of Pacifica should be happy to get
all those famous athletes from all around
the world to ride through the city. The
television coverage of the race mentioned
Pacifica and showed a bit on the town.
Also, the race is to support AMGEN, so it
all helps to find a cure for cancer. The
people complaining are being totally un-
reasonable.

Andrew Lee
Pedro Point

Not about the
traffic

Editor:
It is important for people to understand

the true consequences of proposed changes
to the Pacifica School District lottery sys-
tem. There are some very important points
that need to be made explicit about the far
reachng implications for your family’s
wealth and your child’s education.

 I have been a resident of Pacifica for
about 10 years and now have children
approaching school age. In fact, my oldest
daughter did not receive her first choice in
the lottery system this winter and we now
face a decision about where to send her.
That said, I feel the lottery is correct,
appropriate and fair.

 Let me be clear. For better or for
worse, the schools that Pacifica has today
are the result of a combined effort from its
citizens and teachers across all of Pacifica
and not from neighborhood investment.

This fact has manifested in some rather
unique approaches to education and some
rather standard and uninspiring ones as
well. The results are mixed. It is evident
that some of these schools are more suc-
cessful than others. We all share the blame
for this state of affairs and I and my family,
hopefully others as well, are willing to
invest time, effort, resources, and money
to rectify imbalances and further the natu-
ral objectives of the Pacifica School Dis-
trict.

However, this imbalance undermines
the implicit premise of a neighborhood
school - that all our schools are equal. This
is just not true and it is not substantiated by
fact. By creating neighborhood schools or
in some fashion reweighting the lottery
with geography, you are in essence steal-
ing from those families who invested in
Pacifica in anticipation of an even playing
field for their child’s access to a better
education. All of that sweat and sacrifice
by families from across Pacifica over the
years will be given to those people who
fortuitously chose to purchase their prop-
erty in proximity to a particular school.
When we, and others like us, purchased
property we were comforted in the knowl-
edge that we could choose a location that
best suited our income and our personal
preferences, secure in the knowledge that
we did not have to account for school
zoning. Our children had a fair shot at what
we perceived to be Pacifica’s best no
matter what we as parents had in our bank
accounts.

 Again, taking that access away or
subtly redistributing the probabilities is
tantamount to a forcible reallocation of a
community’s prior investment. It also is
tantamount to a forcible reallocation of
wealth by an inevitable realignment of
property values. Decisions will have to be
made concerning which houses belong to

which neighborhoods. In some cases it’s
clear, but in many others it is not and will be
hotly contested. The properties that lose out
in the districting battle will depreciate sig-
nificantly. How significantly? Data indi-
cates that even a small variation in standard-
ized scores for public schools translates into
hundreds of thousands of dollars in average
property value for a single family home e.g.
Daily City vs Palo Alto. Let us not shrink
from the stark nature of the correlation
between neighborhood income, property
values and the quality of your neighbor-
hood school.

 To say that this is anything other than a
theft is disingenuous and it will most likely
result in lawsuits and acrimony, bitterness
and divisiveness - all this at a time when we
should be working as a community to en-
sure the health of all our schools in the face
of massive budget shortfall.  It’s all so sad
that a few would do this to so many who
have given and who will give so much, and
will most likely cost Pacifica dearly both
financially and in good will.

Jonathan Briggs
Pacifica

Regarding
new taxes

Editor:
I read  the Feb. 11, 2009 front page story

“ City Council puts proposed one cent sales
tax on June Ballot.” I don’t believe we need
this tax. It‘s another sign of our City Council
mismanagement of our city finances, or
they are not in sync with President Barack
Obama.

Most of the citizens of Pacifica, and
possibly including our current City Council
voted for Obama. If you believe in Obama
and are supportive of his stimulus package
(the one he has been scaring us with to

support as the sky will fall if wasn’t
passed). Pacifica will not need a one cent
sales tax increase. I recall Obama on TV
saying several times that his stimulus
package must be approved so that fire-
men, policemen and teachers don’t get
laid off.

The stimulus package is suppose to
trickle down to the City of Pacifica so we
won’t have to lay off firemen, policemen
and teachers. Is our City Council mis-
leading the citizens of Pacifica and has
other plans for the trickle down stimulus
money?

If you are for the one cent sales tax,
then you really will love the additional
taxes and fees that our current California
politicians plan to rain upon us in the new
State Budget that they approved.

Saul Villegas
Linda Mar

Kaiser clarifies
Editor:
In response to John Maybury’s Feb.

18 column, “Wandering and Wonder-
ing,” I would like to provide clarification
on some points that were raised regarding
the octuplets’ birth at Kaiser Permanente’s
Bellflower Medical Center in Southern
California.

First, Kaiser Permanente did not pro-
vide in vitro fertilization services for the
mother of the octuplets and did not pay for
those services.

The mother was already pregnant
when she sought maternity care at Kaiser
Permanente, as a member.

All patients who are facing multiple
births are counseled about the risks and
their options, which includes selective
reduction, but patients always have the
right to make their own decision. Kaiser
Permanente follows the guidelines of the

American Society for Reproductive Medi-
cine and American College of Obstetri-
cians and Gynecologists in the fertility
services we provide. Kaiser Permanente’s
mission is to provide high quality care. As
questions have arisen about the cost of our
care, our members should know that no
one medical event, even one such as the
birth of the octupplets, is likely to have a
noticeable impact on the premiums of the
more than 3 million Kaiser Permanente
members in our Southern California re-
gion, nor our 8.6 million Kaiser Permanente
members nationwide.

Stacey Wagner
Kaiser Foundation Health Plan, Inc.
San Mateo Area Public Affairs

In perspective
Editor:
Airplanes collide with the earth. A U.S.

satellite collides with a Russian satellite. A
British submarine collides with a French.
Let’s hope we don’t have colliding ballis-
tic missiles on their way to their intended
targets in India and Pakistan. That would
cause a real international incident.

What we could hope for is that an
asteroid hunter finds an earthbound mass
whose size and time of arrival would point
to our impending mass extinction, includ-
ing: all lovers of Allah, Buddha, Christ,
Nature, Yoga and People haters alike.
Also, believers in ghosts, science, organic
foods, the afterlife, vitamins and bio-fuels.
Who would be spared? Would such a
doom prognosis give pause to all world
bickering and cause cooperation?

Just kidding, but only half seriously.
I’ll see you at the next City Council meet-
ing to discuss the fate of Pacifica and other
dogged issues.

John Meria
Sharp Park


