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I sit upright and whack my head 
against the roof of the train. I 
glare at the gray metal ceiling and 

throw off  my sweat-drenched sheet. 
What is that rancid smell? Oh. It’s 

me. 
My eyes come to terms with 

the young light seeping through the 
barred openings where windows 
should be, and I study the snoring In-
dian men. I laugh at myself for fearing 
their strange faces, now angelic with 
dreams. Warily placing my foot on the 
tier below me, I fumble and biff  it. 

Two men on the bottom tier are 
already awake and roar with laugh-
ter. I’m hot with embarrassment, 
but I fi nd myself chuckling because 
that’s what I’ve got to do in the mid-
dle of India on a train packed with 
men who speak no English. 

As Kristin, my travel mate, and I 
discovered, trains in India are not as 
straightforward as those we ride to 
City College. 

We are in a second sitting car 
with no lights, no air condition-
ing and no guarantee of a place to 

sit. Ventilation consists of glassless 
windows and two miniature fans for 
each section.

While reminiscing about my 
childhood fantasies of the wonders 
of India, I am unable to recall imag-
ining such a scene. Unfortunately, 
backpacking means budgeting, so I 
fi nd myself 15 hours into a 22-hour 
commute on a packed sleeper train 
with only two other women. 

Th e train halts unexpectedly in 
the middle of an expansive green 
fi eld. I look at the man next to me 

PLEASE HONK
A City College student’s journey to India

Story and Photos by Clare Murphy
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for clues. He peers back at me and 
shrugs. Th e jostling of the train 
shakes passengers awake and chatter 
starts as a whisper, then crescendos 
into a symphony of Hindi, Benga-
li, Punjabi and other Indo-Aryan 
languages. 

I scoot closer to the window, 
careful not to make physical contact 
with my neighbor so as not to be 
seen as “promiscuous” or “fl irtatious.” 

Th e fi elds are freckled with 
moving clusters of color. Women in 
brightly patterned sarees, garments 
worn chiefl y by married women, 
harvest cucumbers, placing them in 
enormous woven baskets balanced 
gracefully atop their heads. 

I hear the distant shouting of 
tiny voices approaching our car and 
strain my neck to see. Grubby little 
bodiless arms strain to reach through 
the grates, and motion for rupees in 
exchange for pani (water) and kheera 
(cucumber). As the man next to me 
purchases a water from the children, 
he asks something in Hindi. 

Th e children reply, and the man 
turns to me, stating, “Cows. Moooo.” 

Our hour-long standtill is due to 
a family of cows refusing to budge 
from the tracks. Everyone here 
knows that holy cows are queens of 
the road. 

My neighbor crams roasted pea-
nuts into my hand and asks, “You 
frohm German?” 

“California,” I reply. 
He and the other men in my 

berth canter in unison, “Hollywood! 
California girls!”

Holy cow, I’m in India. I grin 
wide and surrender to the unknown.

When I set off  with nothing 
but a beat-up backpack to a coun-
try I believed to know quite a bit 
about — in reality, I knew zilch — I 
hoped to uncover something outside  
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myself. While I absorbed wisdom 
from a world unfamiliar to my own, 
more questions remained than did 
answers. 

I suff er from sometimes de-
bilitating depression and anxiety, 
causing heart-wrenching, riotous 
loneliness. Although I am well trav-
eled, India was the fi rst third-world 
country I’d visited with a heavy 
language barrier. I feared impending 
loneliness, having only one other 
person to converse with. 

Kristin’s a fresh nomad who 
had never been to another country, 
let alone one with such rampant 
poverty. We began at SFO airport 
and arrived 30 hours later, midday 
in New Delhi. We were welcomed 
by hot, sticky, air that stuck to our 
skin like sap. 

Despite her virgin passport, 
Kristin was a perfect travel com-
panion. She was generous, patient, 
fl exible, ambitious and generally OK 
with ambiguity. She agreed that we 
should dress modestly in traditional 
kameez-salwar, a type of loose MC 
Hammer-like pants and long tunic 
top. We had also decided to act 
politely by greeting people with the 
respectful namaskar, which carries 
much respect and adoration.

I was careful to conceal my “so 
it goes” tattoo, and I had also been 
instructed not to make eye contact 
with men in public. I white-knuck-
led my money pouch and pretended 

not to see people staring at me, their 
eyes examining the juxtaposition 
of my light skin against dark blue 
Indian silk. 

After what felt like decades, 
Kristin and I passed through cus-
toms, purchased 
a pre-paid taxi 
and arrived at 
the less-frequent-
ed Delhi train 
station where an 
offi  cer pointed us 
to the incorrect 
platform. 

We sprinted 
up and down 
stairs through 
fl oods of women 
carrying pounds 
of rice on their 
heads, men 
juggling seven suitcases at a time, 
children pickpocketing, chickens, 
dogs, goats, cats, rats and piles of 
human excrement. 

A nearly untranslatable voice 
screeched through broken speakers 
from which I made out the words 
“six” and “Agra.” We bolted to our 
Taj Mahal-bound train on platform 
six and prayed to Ganesha, the god 
of success. Just as soon as the trains 
emptied, their bellies were again 
fi lled with passengers and they 
would not wait for stragglers. 

I grabbed onto the rail, leaped in 
and plunked into a concave plastic 

chair. A little girl stood right up to 
Kristen and me and gawked for 20 
unblinking minutes. It was then I 
realized I would not have the luxury 
of being alone. 

However, it was not the at-
tention that 
cured me of 
any feeling of 
loneliness, but 
rather how 
collectivistic 
and connected 
Indians are. 

Th ree days 
into the trip, 
we had sur-
vived the over-
whelming city 
of Delhi, ogled 
the Taj Mahal 

in Agra and arrived in the calmer 
city of Jaipur. It was late when we 
came to the station, though the loud 
bustle made it feel like rush hour. 

We waited at the exit for our 
Tuk-Tuk — a motorized cart on 
wheels — driver.

A large group of tenacious taxi 
drivers swarmed us, all practically 
shouting, “You need a taxi!” 

I shook my head in circles sharp-
ly, “We have a driver, thank you.” 

Th ey shoved one another, step-
ping on each other’s tattered fl ip-
fl ops, feverishly competing for our 
business. Kristin and I weeded out 

“ Chauffeurs stick their 
heads out of their 
windows and shout 
at one another 
intensely, waving their 
arms in the rain and 
contorting their faces 
into alarming shapes. 
Then, oddly, they 
suddenly laugh 
together and wave 
goodbye.”

— Clare Murphy



a few drivers by repeating “no” and 
shooing away the men. 

Finally, one young man remained, 
reassuring us that he would give 
us the best price. I was exhausted, 
hungry and hot, so I looked at the 
fl oor and, with my fake wedding ring 
on my left hand, said with conviction 
that my husband would not appreci-
ate me talking with strange men.  

A military guard with a machine 
gun grabbed the man’s arm and 
muttered something in Hindi that I 
guessed was along the lines of, “You 
know the drill. Let’s go.” 

Not fi ve minutes later the man 
snuck past the guard and before I 
could say “no” another time, said, 
“You know you don’t have to be 
afraid of everyone here. Rajasthani 
people are kind. And you’re not in 
Agra anymore.” 

 I was speechless. Was I being 
hateful? Racist even? Or was I just 
protecting myself from the unfamil-
iar? I felt enormous guilt weigh on 
me and replied with a feeble, “Well, 
thank you for saying that, but we 
still don’t need a driver.” 

He proceeded to ask me if I was 
Muslim. “You cover up your body 
like one.” 

I chuckled a little and replied 
frankly, “I’m just not trying to stand 
out or off end anyone.” 

Again, the guard approached 
him and escorted him away from the 
station entrance leaving Kristin and 

me to sit and ponder all our percep-
tions shattered by one conversation. 

Over the course of a month 
I have ridden a camel into the 
desert, camped out in a thunder-
storm, squatted gracefully over 
holes, shared meals with natives, 
met holy people, off ered a fl ower to 
the worshiped Ghats, made peace 
with myself, and made peace with 
the earth. However, it is not at the 
Tibetan temple in Darjeeling, amid 
the stillness of the desert, or during 
yoga on the coast of the Arabian Sea 
that I have my “aha!” moment.

I watch the Buddha bobble-head 
on the taxi driver’s dashboard dance 
against Calcutta’s strange cityscape. 
Th e truck in front of us holds a fi ve-
second-long honk, and hundreds 
of rickshaws, cars and motorcycles 
echo the sound. Automobiles of all 
sorts have “Please Honk” painted in 
bright colors on their bumpers. It’s 
basic driving etiquette to honk when 
driving in India, where the traffi  c 
functions on its own logic. 

Chauff eurs stick their heads out 
of their windows and shout at one 
another intensely, waving their arms 
in the rain and contorting their faces 
into alarming shapes. Th en, oddly, 
they suddenly laugh together and 
wave goodbye. 

I cover my mouth with my scarf 
to avoid inhaling the thick clouds 
of exhaust, and open my hands to 

catch the rain pouring in through 
the car window. Our driver curses at 
the traffi  c jam and kills the engine. 
Fellow drivers follow suit until all 
that can be heard is the rain pound-
ing on car rooftops. 

Kristin fi nds herself in the desert 
in the eye of a storm, proclaiming, 
“Th is is it. Th e perfect moment.” 

My moment of total bliss is now, 
in a city I don’t particularly care for 
during a traffi  c jam. In this moment 
I stop caring about being on time, 
getting stuck, the noise, the rain, 
the heat. I forfeit my ego and accept 
ambiguity, invite it even. I fi nd in 
this peaceful, present moment that 
there is no way I’ll ever completely 
understand the inner workings of 
India, nor myself, nor life itself. And 
that is okay. 

Th e only thing I feel in this mo-
ment is connection to every single 
atom in the universe, and the out-
come is invigorating empowerment 
to just be and stop worrying about 
whom to be. 

Th e cars start moving and horns 
return to trumpeting. I stick my face 
out of the window and chant “om” 
as little orbs of water cascade down 
my cheeks. Th e feeling of nirvana 
subsides, though residual joy and 
tranquility remains. 

I wonder where I will go next. ■
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“How long has it been?” 
my therapist asks while 
I stare at the photo 

canvas that almost covers the entire 
wall. It shows an old bridge made of 
wood with ropes tying it together. 
It reaches the other side of the river 
where my eyes meet a gigantic tree, 
generous in leaves, while a veil of fog 
covers the entire canvas. It calms me 
down. 

“Ten years since the last one,” I 
reply, still staring at the wall. 

She looks behind me, acknowl-
edging the photo, and smiles. She 
turns around to look at me. 

“What made you do it this 
time?” she asks with an almost 
motherly, disappointed look. 

“I don’t know. I’m not so sure. I 
mean, I know, but I don’t know why 
I did it.” 

It always seems to be my answer 
— “I’m not sure” or “I don’t know” 
— because 90 percent of the time 
people who have mental disorders 
like me do not know why it hap-
pens. Hell, no one knows how to 
approach someone who is depressed 
with cutting tendencies, let alone 

fi gure out if the person has depres-
sion unless it is overtly said or the 
person gets aggressive or starts being 
indiff erent. 

Th ere is a stigma to mental 
disorders comparable to the plague. 
No one wants to go near it, and they 
don’t take the time to understand it.

Many I know are afraid to ask, 
“Are you OK?” because sometimes 
my answers take them by surprise, 
and the follow-up statement would 
be awkward. It’s how I think when I 
imagine meeting someone like me, 
someone who has depression with 
cutting tendencies. 

I have 
walked in both 
shoes. I join 
online groups 
with names like 
“Cutters Anon-
ymous,” “Self 
Harmers and 
Cutters,” “Self 
Mutilators” and many more that 
fl ood Facebook. I try to be careful 
since I’m going through the same 
dark episode they are, and when I 
try to interact with someone who 

posts something similar to “I feel 
like cutting myself. I want to die,” 
I think, “What the hell do I say? 
What do I do now?” 

Acknowledging someone with a 
mental disorder makes a diff erence. 
Sometimes all it takes is asking, 
“What can I do to help?” I have 
met many who told me, “I don’t 
know what to say,” and I tell them, 
“Ask anyway!” Even if the answer is 
a stern “no!” having someone there 
makes everything bearable. No 
judgments, just love.

I’m always walking on eggshells 
and living on edge. I don’t know 
what could set off  my depressive 
state that leads to cutting. Th ese 
days it seems anything can set me 
off . I chose to stop taking medi-
cation because it was changing me 
physically. I would have jerking 
movements and my dreams were 
nightmares. 

My family and friends don’t 
know how to deal with it, and often 
they just get mad, or they’re quiet, 
even though the evidence is painful-
ly obvious. When I cut myself, I see 
an enormous psychedelic-colored, 
out-of-control elephant in the room 
throwing itself against the wall that 
brought along a unicorn on acid. 
Th ose two combined make for a hell 

of an extrater-
restrial storm. 
Just ask planet 
Jupiter, an extra-
terrestrial storm 
has been going 
on there for 
approximately 
340 years. 

 “How does it make you feel 
when you cut yourself?” asked my 
ever-so-nice and calm therapist.  

I wanted to get fi xed, and I 
wanted it to happen fast. I didn’t 

“ For that fraction of a 
moment I don’t feel 
anything.”

— Ma Eliza Caliolio



think she could help me in the be-
ginning. She wanted to know what I 
had done over the weekend. 

Th is reminded me of a time I 
bluntly asked her why she asked me 
stupid questions. She told me, “I 
love how you’re so direct. You ask for 
what you want.” She then told me 
that therapy is not an instant fi x. I 
had just started, and my issues had 
been happening for two decades. “It 
will take some time,” she said. She 
was growing on me. 

“I do not know how to describe 
it.” 

I stared into space as I touched 
the welts on my arm where I had 
made permanent reminders of my 
pain 10 years before. I looked at the 
enormous photo canvas on the wall, 
and I imagined myself walking on 
that bridge, the wood panels rotting 
and the ropes frayed. Even as I sat on 
her couch, I found myself escaping 
the moment. 

“Did I tell you how I enjoy your 
imagination?” 

My therapist, she’s sweet, but 
I was not falling for it. I gave her a 
slight acknowledgement and smiled. 

“Well, you can describe it to me,” 
she said.

I gave up after a moment. I 
fi gured, I’m here. I’m paying for this 
time, and I better make the most of 
it. Inside me there was a part that 
was resistant, and in my mind I told 
myself, So shoot me. I’m paying the 
amount Wells Fargo charges on over-
draft fees, so shut up, negative Ma! 

“Well?” my therapist asked, try-
ing to retrieve me from imagination 
land. 

If only she knew. 
“I fi nd respite in a blade, the 

feel of my burned skin, a bottle of 
hard liquor, and a box of bandages,” 
I told her. “Th ere for a fraction of a 
moment my thoughts are empty. It’s 

been purged. Compared to a smoggy 
Beijing on a good day in some other 
corner of the world, it’s been purifi ed. 
For that fraction of a moment I don’t 
feel anything. Th ere’s no longer any 
shame. I no longer hide the welts.” 

I looked down at my left forearm 
and for a split second I saw my past. 
I sat there wondering if it really was 
my past. I had opened the fl oodgates 
of description. I did my best to show 
her.

It’s not about killing, hurting, 
or wanting to die, at least for me. If 
I wanted to kill 
myself, I would 
do something 
more drastic than 
slicing skin. It’s 
about the relief 
after the cut. It’s 
not the feeling of 
the blade pressed 
against my skin, the slicing motion 
in making sure I make a clean cut, 
the after burn from the blade, and 
the beads of blood trickling from my 
wound. It’s making the need to feel 
depressed and hopeless go away. 

I do mental exercises my thera-
pist taught me in the very beginning. 
She taught me the creek with leaves 
going along the direction of the water 
or the sky with clouds passing by. She 
taught me to think of any and every 
negative thought or feeling as a thing 
that I can put in the leaves or the 
clouds and watch them pass by. 

I do these exercises, and they 
work until they don’t. When it be-
comes overwhelming, all I can hear 
is “get the blade,” and like a zombie I 
look for one. I usually have one with 
me at all times. I am glad I haven’t 
evolved to using knives. 

When I have the blade in my 
hand, I hold my breath, and I make 
that fi rst slice on my skin. It burns. I 

cut continuously, and when I think 
I’ve done enough, I take one deep 
breath, slice one more time, and I let 
go. Everything is gone until the next 
urge comes. 

I do my best to take my atten-
tion away from the urges. But when 
I’m already cornered in that frame 
of thought, I can’t do anything else 
but entertain and eventually do the 
performance. 

After, I feel relieved, relaxed, 
calm, victorious with the help of a 
sharp blade. It is an awful, terrible 
victory, but a victory nonetheless. It 

is an invisible 
pressure from 
inside coming 
from a hollow, 
empty, dark 
universe. Th ere 
are no stars. It 
feels like hov-
ering above the 

Earth, weightless. I have no anchor 
and I drift aimlessly. I see the Earth, 
and I marvel at its beauty. I feel like 
an astronaut, thousands of miles high 
above Earth. I foolishly believe I’m 
anchored and safe until my marvel-
ing snaps. It reminds me I’m alone, 
and I realize I’m scared to death. No 
one is coming to save me. I try hard, 
thinking I can hold on, that it’s real, 
and I can come down to Earth grace-
fully. Sadly, it hasn’t changed. I am 
still drifting aimlessly. Th e only way I 
am going to wake up is if I cut. 

When I do, my mind opens. It’s 
no longer foggy, confused, hazed, 
dazed, dreaming. It’s clear with 
perfect weather. Afterward, I realize 
what I’ve done until the next episode 
where I cannot control it, when the 
only way to make it stop is if I cut. 

It’s a monster. It’s a cycle. It’s 
ugly. It’s also beautiful because it 
brings me relief.  ■
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“ It is an awful, terrible 
victory, but a victory 
nonetheless.”

— Ma Eliza Caliolio

Photo by Brittan Dodd
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“Shorter?” Angie, the hair 
stylist, asked Darwyn. 

The tentative voice 
and sideways glance in my direction 
indicated that Angie remembered that 
I had been uneasy about cutting Dar’s 
hair too short. This was the second 
trip within three weeks we’d made to 
this salon for a “short” haircut. 

“Are you sure?” I asked my oldest 
daughter, who was sitting straight in 
the black swivel chair. The salon was 
empty except for the three of us. 

Dar, having replaced her glasses to 

view Angie’s progress, caught sight of 
my raised eyebrow.

“Yes, MOM, shorter. It’s just hair. 
It will grow back!” 

I could tell she was exasperated 
with me because she rolled her eyes — 
at home, a jesting “stop ruining my 
life” would have followed. 

I had no choice but to yield. She 
was right — her hair WOULD grow 
back. 

“Oh, yeah, carry on,” I said sin-
cerely, trying to convey that I realized 
how controlling and unreasonable 

I was being about my 14-year-old’s 
choice of hairstyle. As I retreated to 
the designated waiting area, I heard 
Dar say, “Really?” in her all-too-famil-
iar but still playful “I can’t believe you” 
tone. She hated when it took me so 
long to see the obvious. 

I had barely finished looking at 
the pictures in one magazine when I 
heard Dar call out, “I love it! Mom, 
what do you think?”

The excitement in Dar’s voice 
surprised me. It sounded like Darwyn 
was smiling — happy even — in a 
hair salon, no less. When my eyes 
passed over hers, I understood the 
impact of this haircut. Dar’s tear-
filled, blue eyes overflowed when they 
blinked, and her smile seemed to span 
her face. For the first time, after 14 
years of fighting to get her curly hair 
to lie flat, Darwyn’s virgin brown cow-
licks gently hugged her scalp, framing 
her pale face. 

Her hair was shorter and some-
how she seemed taller, as if the mental 
weight of having shoulder-length, 
feminine locks had finally been lifted. 
In hindsight, Dar had every reason to 
stand proud — she had achieved two 
goals: to assert her preferences and 
stop looking like a girl. 

That was when Dar was still “she” 
to us — right before her freshman 
year in high school. It was another 
several months into the new school 
year before Dar actually “came out” 
to her father and me as non-binary, a 

modernparenting
Learning to be a new kind of parent  
advocate for a non-binary child Story by Kendall Bennett

Photos by Tamara Knox
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transgender term meaning non-identi-
fi cation with either gender. 

“‘Th ey,’ ‘he’ even, but defi nitely 
not ‘she,’” Dar explained from their 
computer desk. Th eir long legs were 
bent and their torso folded at the waist 
so that their cheek rested in the dip 
between their closed knees. 

“‘Th ey?’” My raised eyebrow and 
sideways smirk cued Dar that her 
father and I were being playful. 

“Yes, you guys, ‘they’.” Dar rolled 
their eyes as though annoyed with us 
but still removed their headphones 

from the other ear. 
“But it’s not grammatically cor-

rect to refer to one person as ‘they,’” 
their dad said in his usual, casual 
tone. Few people can tell when — 
and if — Chuck is being serious, 
ironic or neither. 

“Actually, it is becoming more 
and more accepted,” Dar said just a 
tad louder as they lifted their head 
off  their knee.

I could tell by Dar’s tone that they 
had already anticipated their father’s 
and my joking objection to using in-
correct grammar. Th ey had no doubt 
planned a response just in case we 
truly refused to refer to them as “they.” 

As a seeming prelude to Dar 
“formally” coming out at home, they 
would guide our conversations to 
the topic of civil rights — a topic 

that both Chuck and I were and are 
passionate about — specifi cally as 
they related to the LGBT community. 
Dar introduced us to concepts such as 
“gender spectrum,” “gender fl uid” and 
“gender queer.” Th eir online social 
network page became a venue for Dar 
to express political and social views 
that promoted a deeper understanding 
of the confl ict between gender roles 
and pressures, 
and gender iden-
tity. 

Even though 
we had not heard 
the term “non-bi-
nary,” Chuck and I were familiar — 
and comfortable — with the LGBT 
community, and we were not critical 
at all when Dar came out to us. Th e 
question of whether or not Dar was 
making a “lifestyle choice” or if they 

were “born that 
way” never came 
up in the house-
hold.

Chuck put it 
best. “It simply 

doesn’t matter. Th ey are who they 
are and we love them.”

“Dar. Time to get up, baby. What 
do you want for breakfast? Its 6:15.” 

It was customary for me to start 
waking Dar 45 minutes or so before 
they needed to be up. Dar had always 
been a slow riser in the morning.

“Darwyn. Tell me what you 
want to eat for breakfast, and get up, 
please.” Dar correctly read my “matter 
of fact” tone on the fourth attempt — 
or so — and mumbled a response.

“What? Say it intelligibly so I 
know you are at least ‘kind of ’ awake.”

By now, their bedroom door was 
all the way open. Ferris, our second 
child who had just turned 2, and our 
zoo, three cats and a dog, made them-
selves useful by hugging, nudging, 

meowing, purring and licking. 

“PIZZA ROLLS! Now leave me 
alone. I love you.”

“I love you, too. Now get up.”
Until a couple months into 

freshman year, this was all it took 
to get Darwyn out of bed on school 
days. Although they were out to the 
family as transgender, they were still 

trying to fi gure out how — or if — 
to come out at school. 

“I don’t feel well,” Darwyn 
mumbled.

“What hurts? What doesn’t feel 
well?” I asked in my most exaggerated 
“eye roll” tone. Th is was day six in a 
two-week period when Dar refused to 
get out of bed.

“I don’t know. Everything. My 
head. I don’t feel like going to school,” 
came their muffl  ed response. Th ey 
were holding their pillow fi rmly over 
their eyes — maybe to keep the light 
out, maybe to keep from making eye 
contact with me. 

I thought their father’s and my 
acceptance and support would be 
enough, but engaging the community 
as transgender, non-binary, continued 
to be a challenge for Dar. Th ey even-
tually refused to get out of bed and go 
to school — or leave the house. Th ey 
began spending most of their time 
sleeping and engaging their online 
communities and friends at the ex-
clusion of physical contact with their 
immediate family and friends. 

Th e occasional absence from 
school that started during the fi rst 
half of freshman year became spo-
radic attendance toward the end of 
the year. With Dar’s input we

“ PIZZA ROLLS! Now leave 
me alone. I love you.”

   —Darwyn Bennett

“‘They,’ ‘he’ even, but defi nitely not ‘she.’”
—Darwyn Bennett

modernparenting
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decided on temporary enrollment 
into an online high school for sopho-
more year while we continue to work 
with them on re-establishing the-
selves in society as non-binary. 

“I need a chest binder,” I heard 
Dar say. Th ey didn’t turn to look at 
me, so I assumed they were talking 
to a friend on Skype. 

“MOM!” Dar had the same tone 
I use when I’ve repeated myself three 
times before they respond. 

“MOM!” mimicked Ferris ab-
sent-mindedly from her very own desk 
where she was “doing my homework.”

“I need a chest binder.” Dar re-
sumed their original conversational 
volume and tone when they saw that 
I was now paying attention.

“I don’t know what that is.” I 
knew what the term sounded like, 
but I was stalling. It didn’t sound like 
something I wanted them to have.

“What does it sound like?” Dar’s 
mocking tone made me smile. Th ey 
knew I was smarter than that.

“BRAT!” I said as I started to 
Google “chest binder.”

“BRAT!” mimicked Ferris, hav-
ing moved on to chasing the dog.

While their hair was no longer 
an obvious determinant of gender — 
short with red bangs now — Dar had 
a couple of additional considerations 
that were far more conspicuous. Dar 
was born of two families with consis-

tently well-endowed women, after all. 
Because of the noticeable diff er-

ence in Dar’s confi dence after their 
hair cut, Chuck and I were inclined 
to support additional eff orts to 
move Dar towards their appearance 
goal. But a chest binder sounded, 
and has proven to be, constricting, 
thus requiring careful consideration 

to how long Dar 
wears it. 

Since they 
started wearing 
a chest-binder, 
though, Dar is 
fi nally able to 
engage the world 
on their terms – 
“boobless.”

Th eir inter-
est in spending 
time outside of 
the home has 
increased. Th ey 
attend regular 
community youth 
group events 
where they have 
the opportunity 
to develop rela-
tionships without 
the gender biased, 
social expectations 
that Dar, and now 
I, believe go with 
having long hair 
and boobs. 

Th e text from Dar came two 
hours before I was scheduled to pick 
them up from a block party in a 
new friend’s neighborhood: “Shawn 
asked his dad if I could sleep over 
and he said ‘yes’.”

My heart sank because I knew 
the answer 
had to be 
“no.”

“We need 
to meet him 

and his dad at least,” I texted back, 
trying to fi gure out how we were 
supposed to approach this — Dar 
wanted to sleep at a teenage boy’s 
house. 

“I’d give u the phone # to talk to 
his dad, but I don’t want u to correct 
his pronoun usage,” came the text in 
response. 

“Not tonight,” was the only re-
sponse Chuck and I could agree on. 
Neither of us were comfortable hav-
ing a conversation where acciden-
tally saying the wrong thing could 
strain the relationship between Dar 
and their friend. Or between Dar’s 
friend and his father.

Dar was asking to do something 
that most other teenagers (boys and 
girls) take for granted. Th ey want-
ed to sleep over at a friend’s house. 
Chuck and I didn’t want Dar’s gen-
der identity to preclude them from 
enjoying the opportunity of staying 
at friends’ houses, but we also hadn’t 
considered how to approach the 
subject. As parents, we weren’t sup-
posed to let our teenage “daughter” 
sleep at a teenage boy’s home—even 
one who was a platonic friend. 

Dar wasn’t asking us if they could 

“ I need a chest binder.” 
—Darwyn Bennett
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sleep at a teenage boy’s house, 
though. Dar was asking if 
they could sleep at a friend’s 
house — a friend who also 
happened to be male. Chuck’s 
and my experiences — and 
ignorance — required that we 
trust Dar to help us in under-
standing the nature of their 
relationships so that Dar could 
experience the same “rites of 
passage” most other teenagers 
take for granted.

We are aware that 
Darwyn is a member of a 
community that is consis-
tently targeted by bullies and 
commonly dismissed by society. Our 
decisions for Dar are usually made 
with Dar and are weighed carefully 
in order to ensure they are as safe as 
possible. We are aware that they may 
occasionally need assistance in their 
interactions with the world, and 
Chuck and I are proud to be our 
trans child’s advocates. 

Undeterred by the impression 
people might have of our parenting, 
Chuck and I eventually agreed to 
allow Dar to sleep over at Shawn’s 
house. Th e kids had a good time — 
and the world didn’t end.

As was their habit, and apparent-
ly their right when they rode in the 
car with me, Dar changed the radio 
to their station before they had even 
closed the passenger side door. 94.7 
was on a commercial break. Dar shut 
their door and settled into 
the seat while reaching for 
their seatbelt, not bother-
ing to check one of their 
back-up radio stations for 
music.

“94.7 has short commercial 
breaks at this time of day,” they said 
in their “I know you are about to say 
something snarky” tone. 

“What do you want from Star-

bucks?” I asked laughing at Dar’s 
correct assumption.

“Th e usual?” she asked whenever 
the subject of a chai tea latte came up.

“Will you drink it this time?” 
was my routine response.

“Yes,” Dar said — as usual.
We were on our way to City 

College where Dar periodically 
accompanies me to class. 

“I need to talk to you,” I said as 
I turned down the radio. 

Dar understood the implica-
tion: I needed us to both be serious 
for a moment.

“OK…,” Dar said tentatively, 
suggesting they were uneasy about 
what I needed to talk to them about.

“I need you to keep me posted 
on with whom you are romantical-
ly inclined,” I said without pause 
or hesitation.

“I fi gured.” Th eir calm response 

surprised me. I expected them to 
be embarrassed. I also expected 
them to not even participate in the 
conversation.

“Do you understand why?” I was 

99 percent certain they understood 
why, but the mom in me wanted zero 
percent room for argument later on.

“Well, I imagine you wouldn’t 
want me to sleep at a friend’s house 
if you thought I was ‘romantical-
ly inclined’ toward them,” they 
answered as they scrolled through 
pictures on their phone. 

“Correct,” I said, smiling. Th ey 
understood and now we could end 
the conversation.

“Why?” I could feel Dar shift in 
their seat to face me as they asked 
the question.

“What?” I asked, stalling.
Dar waited in silence. Th ey had 

resumed scrolling on their phone.
“Social convention, perhaps?” 

was the only logical response I could 
arrive at. “Just keep me posted.”

“OK.” Dar smiled at their ability 
to make me think past social conven-

tions and past per-
ceived gender require-
ments and roles.

“I love you.” I 
said, because I can’t 
say it enough if I 

mean it.
“I love you, too,” they said, 

looking out the window now, smil-
ing. “Now SHHH, so I can hear 
this song.”■

“ Now SHHH, so I can hear this song.”
—Darwyn Bennett
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“ It’s his passion. This 
is what he wants to 
do. And I think that’s 
really fuels the whole 
process. He loves what 
he does so much. He’s 
always happy — he’s 
infectiously happy.” 

—Neelie
Sacramento City College Student

“ ‘Can I put that on there 
as my job description? 
Rene: the fucking 
coolest guy.’”

—Neelie
Sacramento City College Student

GLOWING GLASS
Sacramento Art Glass 

heats up sculpture

Story by Meg Masterson
Photos by Jake Patrick Donahue
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I t’s mid-morning on a surpris-
ingly cool June day in Sacra-
mento, but it’s already swelter-

ing in the white warehouse less than 
a half mile from City College.

Th e coolest of the fi ve ovens in 
the hot shop is kept at 960 degrees 
Fahrenheit. 

“I got more burns at the piz-
za parlor I worked for,” says René 
Steinke, artist and owner of Sac-
ramento Art Glass. “You don’t 
respect 450 degrees. Not really. But 
when your coolest oven is close to a 
thousand degrees, you’re a lot more 
careful.”

Th e Eagles’ “Hotel California” 
blares over the sound system as René 
moves around the shop, constantly 
spinning a blob of molten glass on 
the end of a hollow steel blowpipe. 
He knows exactly where everything 
is – his tools, his work table, the 

bench. It seems he could do this 
with his eyes closed.

René rests the long pipe against 
one side of the workbench and puff s 
into the end 
opposite the 
glowing orange 
glass. Th e blob 
expands, and 
René keeps the 
pipe spinning, 
whistling as he 
works.

Over the 
course of the 
next hour, the 
glass is spun, 
shaped, twisted, bent, heated and 
reheated until a foot-tall fl uted vase 
sits cooling in the annealing oven 
and René sets down the blow pipe.

“Th at was fun,” he says. “Best 
way to start your day.”

René Steinke and his partner 
Neelie Joyce started Sacramento 
Art Glass in 2010. Neelie has been 
a part-time City College student 

since 2009. She 
is studying in 
the physical 
therapy program 
and manages the 
business side of 
things at Sacra-
mento Art Glass. 
On top of that, 
Neelie and René, 
who call them-
selves 50-50 
partners in life 

and in work, also juggle an active 
young family. 

“He comes [to the shop] early, 
and on days when I have school he’s 
home by 5 so I can make it to class 
by 6,” Neelie explains. “So it’s

“ It’s his passion. This 
is what he wants 
to do. And I think 
that’s really fuels the 
whole process. He 
loves what he does 
so much. He’s 
always happy — he’s 
infectiously happy.” 

— Neelie Joyce
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basically a changing of the guard, and 
then I go to school. I study when the 
kids nap and wherever I find time. 
It’s not an easy program, but it’s not 
too crazy.”

Their children sit in a two-seater 
stroller and watch their dad work. 
Maxwell, the older of the two at 18 
months in June, seems transfixed 
by the glowing glass until Sasha, the 
family’s dog and shop’s mascot comes 
over for some attention. Caliegh, 
Maxwell’s 6-month old sister, ob-
serves between a series of short naps.

Sacramento Art Glass' business 
supports the family. “We can call it 
a career now,” says Neelie. “It’s our 
bread and butter. It’s what pays our 
bills.”

“Yeah, we have an interesting 
little life,” says René. “I think it’s 
really cool that we’re able to support a 
family off of art.”

Neelie was worried about that at 
first, too.

“And then the kids,” she says. “It 
was a big deal. It was like, ‘Oh, I’m 
pregnant. Oh, I’m pregnant again!’ 
We had one right after the other, and 
I kept thinking that I might have to 
go back to work or find something I 
could do at home to supplement, and 
I haven’t.”

“I call her ‘my enabler,’” René 
says. “She schedules everything and 
makes everything happen. This 
would not be operating at this level 
without her.”

René works more on the vase 
that is still taking shape on the end 
of the blowpipe, and Neelie pauses to 
watch along with the kids.

“It’s his passion,” she says. “This 
is what he wants to do. And I think 
that’s really fuels the whole process. 
He loves what he does so much. He’s 
always happy — he’s infectiously 
happy.”

And René loves collaboration.

“He’s got this motto, ‘Unite or 
die,’” says Neelie. “His dream is to 
bring people together and make stuff 
together. He has friends who differ-
ent things and can all work together.”

However, glass blowing is not for 
the faint of heart. 

“The heat’s hard for some of our 
students,” Neelie says. “I have to put 
a disclaimer on the emails that I send 
out reminding people that it’s hot. 
We’ve got swamp coolers and misters 
and fans — we do what we can.” 

But there’s only so much anyone 
can do against a room full of 900-de-
gree ovens.

“Our friend has a thermometer 
on the wall in his hot shop. It’s a 
smaller space, but it’ll say that it’s up 
to 120 degrees in there,” says Neelie. 
“I’ve asked René several times if he 
wants me to get him a thermometer, 
and he says that he just doesn’t want 
to know.”

“Over here we have the furnace,” 
René says, indicating a huge squarish 
metal box. “It’s full of molten clear 
glass.” 

This furnace is heated 2,130 
degrees Fahrenheit. When he opens 
the heavy metal lid, a wave of heat 
radiates through the entire shop.

“And it’s on 24/7,” René says. 
“All the time, always. It takes about 
three days to heat up and three days 
to cool down, so if I want to work, I 
need to keep it on.”

In contrast to the ovens, René is 
quite cool, according to his custom-
ers.

“Somebody put on our Yelp 
page, ‘René is the fucking coolest 
guy.’ Ever since then, he’s been like, ‘I 
am the fucking coolest guy,’” Neelie 
says with a laugh. “I’m making him 
these business cards, and he keeps 
asking me, ‘Can I put that on there 
as my job description? René: the 
fucking coolest guy.’”



René fi nishes the piece he is 
working on and steps outside for a 
cigarette.

He indicates parts for a chande-
lier on the way out. “Th ose pieces 
can take up to seven or eight hours,” 
René says. “I don’t know if you’ve 
ever heard of runner’s high, but it’s 
kind of like that. 
When you have a 
piece that you’re 
really focused on, 
the whole world 
just drops out. 
It’s a really cool 
experience to 
just fall into that 
moment, you 
know. Th e world 
just melts away.”

René fell in love with glass blow-
ing when he saw someone doing it at 
the state fair.

“Th at was the only thing I saw 
that year at the state fair. I was just 
like, ‘OK, you guys can do whatever 
you want. You know where to fi nd 
me. I’ll be right here.’ I was, like, 12 
or something. Very young.”

Years later, René was off ered the 
chance to help out a glass blower. 

“Th e people 
who owned the 
place saw that 
I wasn’t afraid 
of it, and I was 
jumping in there 
like, ‘Hey! Th is 
is fun!’ and they 
off ered me a job, 
and that was 
kind of the end 

of it,” René smiles.
“I started blowing glass with 

Patrick Mullen over in West Sac. He’s 
a cool dude. I really love that guy. 

He’s kind of the guy who really took 
me under his wing and taught me to 
blow glass.”

René took some classes, too. “It’s 
really weird because you go and take 
an introductory class, and then you 
have to spend so much time learning 
the craft. You invest so much time 
into getting it right. And then you 
go take a class from a master glass 
blower and you think, ‘Oh, well, 
that trick makes everything so much 
easier.’ But it’s all about practicing up 
to the point where you can actually 
use the knowledge that you’re getting 
from someone.”

Seventeen years later, René, 
Neelie and Sacramento Art Glass are 
thriving.

René smiles and looks around 
his shop. “It’s very fun stuff ,” he says 
with a satisfi ed smile. “I like this. I 
like my little life.” ■

“ I don’t know if you’ve 
ever heard of runner’s 
high, but it’s kind of 
like that. When you 
have a piece that 
you’re really focused 
on, the whole world 
just drops out.” 

— René Steinke



The thick, late night air of an 
Indian summer in Sacra-
mento is stifl ing. On this 

night however, the dark midnight 
wind wicking bare arms and the 
rushing adrenaline at heights up 
to 50 feet makes the weather more 
ignorable than usual. Cars speed 
under us as we stand on an overpass 
where the intersecting interstates of 
50, 5, and 80 provide the path for a 
surprising number of midweek, late 
night commuters. Th e wind blows 
as an artist prepares himself and his 
version of a canvas, the concrete wall 
of an overpass. He climbs up and 
over the safety fence and onto the 
edge of the overpass fearlessly, bring-
ing literal meaning to the expression 
an artist who takes risks. 

As Sacramento City College 
student and graffi  ti artist Lure shim-
mies over the edge of the bridge, his 
upper half disappears, and all that 
is visible is a hand for support and 
his lower legs. I watch him and get 
a chill from the height, suddenly 
reminded of when I was younger 
and went with friends on “tagging” 
missions just for the fun of it. Th e 
eff ort that graffi  ti artists put into 
their work never crossed my mind.

My memory ends when the 
bearing in the paint can rattles as it 
spirals back and forth. Lure’s hand 
guides the paint stream, and with 
deft movements the piece begins to 
take shape one line at a time. We 
are alone on the overpass except for 
an addled woman in what appears 
to be a secondhand wedding dress 
watching and pacing a hundred 
yards away. 

Clouds of back spray rise from 
the can and into view under the 
fl ickering fl uorescent lights of the 
overpass. Th e cloud appears to mo-
mentarily dance in the air before the 
wind carries it away, and any ques-

Paint
the 
Town
Graffiti  artists' 
passion spurs them 
to great heights
Story by Will Dunne-Philips
Photos by Corey Browning
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tion about whether graffi  ti can be 
considered an art form and not just 
a juvenile pastime is clear when Lure 
moves back and looks at his com-
pleted piece, his name popping out 
from above the I-5 directional sign. 

For another piece on the same 
bridge Lure uses a mixture of 
layered paint and a combination of 
colors that makes the piece jump 
off  the wall like a 3-D image, but 
unfortunately, the seemingly clean 
surface that Lure has chosen for his 
piece will not last long. He captures 
mental and physical pictures, reveal-
ing fi tting autumn colors of orange 
and black that make up an eyeball 
with Lure’s name. Lure’s mural, 
painted in a mere 13 minutes, has 
an uncertain future at best. 

One of many realizations that 
graffi  ti artists must come to is that 
their art is mostly illegal, not per-
manent or protected, and it is only 
a matter of time 
until it is cov-
ered up by a city 
worker or even 
another artist.

“[I like to 
paint] spots that 
don’t get buff ed 
or spots that 
don’t get taken down,” Lure says.

But the spot tonight is unfortu-
nately not one of those. On closer 
inspection one can see the layer upon 
layer of old cracking paint used for 
cover-ups by the city over the years.

As we walk away from the bridge 
and into the night, Lure silently 
breaks away and crosses the street. 
I watch as he walks up to a tele-
phone pole next to a wall and jumps 
straight up, grabbing onto a spike 
sticking out of the side. In move-
ments reminiscent of the recently 
popularized Parkour athletes or some 
kind of street gymnast, Lure pulls 

himself up from a dead hang posi-
tion and climbs the pole. In a deli-
cate balancing act he paints his name 
on the wall in a black cursive script 
that is both simple and tasteful.

After dropping to the ground 
with every bit 
of dexterity he 
used in climb-
ing the pole, 
he crosses the 
empty street 
calmly saying 
with a big grin, 
“Do you see 

that spot? Th at won’t get buff ed for 
a long time. It’s too high. Th ey won’t 
cover it up.”

Looking at the wall, the paint 
line where previous cover-ups have 
taken place is distinct and stops at 
a level some feet below where the 
fresh paint has been placed. Th is is 
the kind of space that a graffi  ti artist 
looks for — a government building 
or someplace where their name will 
be displayed for a long time, where 
other street artists and people can 
see them represented and appreciate 
their piece, or at least the eff ort it 
took to put there.

Graffi  ti is a very broad term with 
a lot of negative connotations. Graf-
fi ti artists are widely thought of as 
pests and criminals, and the legal re-
percussions for graffi  ti or “street art” 
and “tagging,” as it is also commonly 
called, can be stifl ing. While gangs 
and pests alike use “tagging” to deface 
public and private properties, some 
graffi  ti artists like Lure and the group 
of artists he associates with have a 
more defi ned sense of where and 
when to paint. While understanding 
the dangers and repercussions of their 
art, it is not enough to stop them 
from doing what they love.

Lure and his friend, a former 
City College student who paints un-
der the name Syer, sit around Lure’s 
kitchen table in Sacramento. Lure is 
quiet, and both artists are reserved 
at fi rst, but after a few questions, 
enthusiasm and love for their art 
begins to fl ow out of them.

“Nothing is as good as painting 
on the street — nothing compares,” 
says Syer.

To these artists, graffi  ti is a way 
of life. Th ey’re not involved in gangs 
or crews — they just paint — and 
their art, while rebellious in form, is 
about 

“ People’s idea of 
‘normal’ is clubbing and 
drinking — that’s what 
graffi ti is to me, not the 
white picket fence.” 

— Syer
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anti-establishment sentiment, not 
hurting small businesses or people.

“We don’t paint on the mom 
and pop places. It’s more about 
rebelling against the system, not 
hurting the little guys,” says Lure.

Lure was fi rst inspired by graffi  ti 
on a trip to Australia when he was a 
teenager. He has 
been painting ever 
since. Syer similar-
ly started painting 
at a young age and 
found inspiration 
when he traveled, 
practicing his art 
and enjoying the 
art of others in 
Japan and New 
Zealand. 

Graffi  ti is a 
worldwide art form with diff erent 
styles that have emerged from dif-
ferent cities and countries. Artists, 
for the most part, fuel and chal-
lenge each other. Some artists create 
problems by disrespecting others 
and covering or “throwing up” their 
tag over other artists’ work, but 
Lure says for the most part they 
respect each other, and they even 
meet each other from time to time 
while painting.

“Th e funniest thing is when you 
meet someone and can put a face with 
their [graffi  ti] name,” says Lure.

Although some street art is legal, 
like the commissioned walls on 
K Street and the Old Sacramento 
walking tunnel, the dangerous nature 
and the legal ramifi cations associated 
with graffi  ti can be stifl ing — hefty 
fi nes and jail time. Th e risks they take 
for their art are worth it to Lure and 
Syer, and while they are not opposed 
to legal art, the excitement of paint-
ing anywhere they want is enough to 
fuel their passions.

“People’s idea of ‘normal’ is 

clubbing and drinking — that’s what 
graffi  ti is to me, not the white picket 
fence,” Syer says.

Graffi  ti makes sense to these 
artists in a way that most people 
will never think about. Lure has 
been lucky and barely avoided legal 
trouble, but Syer has suff ered legal 

hardships with 
fi nes and done 
several stints 
in jail because 
of his art. If 
an artist paints 
long enough, he 
will get caught, 
but most will 
keep painting. 

“Graffi  ti is 
addicting,” says 
Lure. “You can’t 

stop when you get into it.”
“You never really realize what’s 

happening until you are in the back 
of a cop car, and then you realize 
what’s going on, and its like oh, 
fuck,” says Syer. 

Hefty fi nes, the threat of a 
scarred record and jail time deter 
most from graffi  ti, but artists like 
Lure and Syer say they love the feel-
ing of painting and seeing their art 
for as long as it stays somewhere.

“As you get older, your mind-
set on graffi  ti changes somewhat. 
You know you shouldn’t be doing it 
illegally as much, but it’s hard not to 
when you’re into it,” Syer explains. 
“At the same time when I paint some 
stuff  now — how do you say it? I try 
to make it for everybody. When I was 
younger, I was more selfi sh with it, 
but now I try to think of the commu-
nity in some corny-ass way.”

Th e passion, danger and the 
draw to this underground art form 
may be hard to understand for most 
people, but for Rose and Taylor 

(Syer and Lure’s signifi cant others), 
dealing with the anxiety and passion 
of a graffi  ti artist while not actually 
being one themselves is something 
they know fi rst hand. 

“It’s defi nitely a lifestyle. When he 
goes hard into it, he’s not back until 
the next day.” Rose said. “When he’s 
gone, he’s gone, and I never know 
when he’s going to be done. He’ll 
leave at 6 o’clock, and I won’t see him 
till the next day, and you can see it all 
over him, and he’s a little bit weird.” 

While going to the lengths these 
artists do to create art may seem 
crazy, and while Rose and Taylor 
worry, there is also a quiet under-
standing that even though graffi  ti is 
dangerous, it is a passion that can’t 
and shouldn’t be subdued.

Rose and Taylor take turns petting 
a tabby kitten as he rolls back and 
forth on the table between them. He 
suddenly sees the tape-recorder blink-
ing and dives for it, but Taylor catches 
him and brings him to her chest. She 
absent-mindedly strokes him as she 
thoughtfully recounts times she has 
gone out with Lure when he paints. 

“I am always the lookout [when 
I am with Lure],” says Taylor. “But 
sometimes I tell him to stop paint-
ing or run, and he doesn’t. He just 
keeps painting, like he can’t hear 
anything or see anything else around 
him, and fi nally at the last second he 
moves away and runs or whatever.”

Close calls with the law and 
physical injury are constant obsta-
cles for a graffi  ti artist, but Syer and 
Lure have come to terms with the 
pitfalls of their passion, because the 
artwork is too important to sacrifi ce.

“I don’t even know what I think 
about graffi  ti sometimes,” says Syer. 

“I have mixed feelings on it, like, 
that shit fucked my life up. But other 
times I’m like, what else would I be 
doing?” ■

“ When I paint some stuff
now — how do you say 
it? I try to make it for 
everybody. When I was 
younger, I was more 
selfi sh with it, but now I 
try to think of the 
community in some 
corny-ass way.”

 — Syer
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Fly Elephant Clothing

As the sun set on the TBD 
Festival, more and more 
festival goers began to pile in 

the dust bowl known as the river walk 
in West Sacramento. Between the four 
surrounding music stages, artists and 
clothing vendors settled into what was 
a long night of loud music, dusty air 
and inquiries about their products.

In the middle of everything, 
there was a white storage unit with 
white Christmas lights outlining 
it. On the back wall of the unit, a 
video of local skateboarders ripping 
through downtown Sacramento 
played on repeat. As the night sky 
got darker, the video got brighter 
and attracted more attention. 

The unit belonged to former City 
College student Nathan Zielke and 
his clothing company, Fly Elephant 
Clothing. In 2013, Nate and his 
two friends, Pablo Cueto and Julian 
Wallace, started the apparel company 
with the thought of creating some-
thing different from other clothing 
lines. The idea came to them in high 
school, but due to lack of money, 
they couldn’t get it up and running.

“It took a while to actually start. 
We wanted it to be fashionable, but 
we also wanted to do something that 
people weren’t doing already,” said 
Nathan. “We looked around and 
saw a bunch of clothes that had no 
meaning. People would wear it just 
because it looked cool.”

After a year of coming up with 
funds and ideas for the brand, the 
name Fly Elephant came up in 
discussions. Nathan’s explanation for 
the name is simple: in most cultures, 
elephants are looked at in positive 
ways, as symbols of good luck and 
fortune or as creatures of wisdom. 
According to Nathan, the term “fly” 
has two meanings.

DEFY
THE
ODDS
Artist Nathan Zielke 
pays it forward and  
remembers his  
African roots
Story by Kristopher Hooks
Photos by Evan E. Duran
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“We chose the word ‘fl y’ because 
it’s the slang word for looking good 
and having a type of swagger,” said 
Nathan. “And also, ‘fl y’ as in fl ying 
because the elephant is one of the 
only mammals that can’t jump. So 
a fl ying elephant defi es the odds. 
Which is what our main slogan is: 
Defy the odds.”

He sees the slogan as a way 
to have the brand reach a broader 
audience. 

“It speaks to everybody,” said Na-
than. “It speaks a diff erent message 
to every individual. From a 3-year-
old kid wanting to be an astronaut 
to somebody who’s got cancer just 
trying to make it to the next day. Ev-
erybody has their own odds to defy, 
and they are all completely diff erent.”

In October 2013, Fly Elephant 
Clothing partnered with the Amer-
ican Cancer Society’s Relay for Life 
— a community based fundraising 
event that spans the globe  — and 
donated 50 percent of their online 
earnings to the charities. Th ey also 
donated a couple hundred shirts 
that were sold at the Relay for Life 
in Northridge, California.

Nathan said that the success of 
the charity event lead to the idea 
of doing monthly fundraisers with 
diff erent organizations. Every month 
since, the company has donated a 
portion of its profi ts to various char-
itable organizations from the River 
City Food Bank to the Children’s 
Organ Transplant Association.

“My life story is basically a 
charity case. All of these people 
giving back to me to help me 
get to where I am,” said Nathan. 
“Because of that, I’ve always had 
a liking for charities, and I didn’t 
just want to pick one because I 
feel like there are so many charities 
that do great things.”

The Zielke Family
In the living room of the Zielke 

household, the family’s African roots 
are evident in decorations placed 
neatly on the walls and entertain-
ment center. Th e house is currently 
home to David Zielke and Chilemb 
Munung, the adoptive parents of 
Nathan.

Nathan, born Jonathan Moise 
Yav Munung, is originally from the 
Republic of Congo, located in Cen-
tral Africa. Nathan’s birth parents, 
Mutej and Ruzik Munung, died 
when Nathan was a child. Chilemb, 
who is also Nathan’s biological aunt, 
describes her brother, Mutej, as a 
very outgoing and hardworking 
young man who always wanted to 
help people.

While Mutej was in his fi rst year 
of college, Ruzik stayed in the vil-
lage to fi nish her senior year of high 
school and eventually gave birth to 
Nathan.

When Nathan 
was just 3 years old, 
his father died of 
what David be-
lieved was kidney 
disease. However, 
since Mutej was in a 
small village at the time, there were 
no big hospitals with the equipment 
necessary to help him and the cause 
of his death is unknown.

“While we were in pain and 
grieving about that, another phone 
call comes,” Chilemb remembered. 
“Nathan’s mom, while they [Na-
than’s father] were apart, she had 
passed away.”

Just fi ve days after the death of 
her husband, Ruzik died of pneu-
monia. Nathan says that, because of 
his age, most of the memories of his 
childhood in Congo are hazy.

“My memory is pretty weird 

because a lot things, I don’t know if 
it’s a dream or if it’s an actual mem-
ory,” said Nathan. “My fi rst memory 
started with what I thought was 
my parents’ funeral. I don’t know if 
that’s how it went, but in my mind, 
I remember dealing with my moth-
er’s funeral, then someone came and 
told us that my father also died. And 
that’s my fi rst memory.”

Th e rest of his memories from 
Africa come from two years living 
with his extended family. Most of 
those memories, according to Na-
than, are scattered moments at his 
grandparents’ house.

After the death of Nathan’s par-
ents, Chilemb and David decided to 
adopt the 3-year-old and bring him 
to America. At the time, Nathan was 
living with his grandparents and also 
spending time with his aunt and un-
cle. According to David, Chilemb’s 
parents were getting older and had 
other responsibilities, and her sister 
was raising fi ve other children. 

Th e idea of 
adoption came 
to David while 
speaking with 
some cowork-
ers at Jesuit 
High School. 

David and Chilemb sat down and 
discussed adoption shortly after, and 
decided that was best.

“I knew nothing about adop-
tion. Nobody in my family had ad-
opted or gone through an adoption, 
so I had no idea how it worked,” 
David says. “So I told [Chilemb], 
and it was like,” he snaps fi ngers, 
“Th at’s it. Th is is what we need to 
do. And then we started investigat-
ing and fi nding out what a long, 
drawn out process adoption is.”

David says that they spent a year 
just getting all the paperwork ready 
for the adoption. Home visits, inter-

“ Everybody has their 
own odds to defy, and 
they are all completely 
different.”

 — Nathan Zielke
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views with their other children and 
interviews with David and Chilemb 
were done to make sure everything 
was ready for Nathan.

During the process, David’s 
colleagues decided to put together 
an adoption fund for the family. Th e 
fund garnered $4,000 and allowed 
them to purchase plane tickets for 
Nathan and his grandparents, who 
accompanied him to America.

After Nathan and his grandpar-
ents landed in San Francisco, David 
and Chilemb took them on a tour 
of the city, seeing the Golden Gate 
Bridge and other landmarks before 
stopping at an all-you-can-eat Sizzler 
restaurant.

“Th is kid,” David said laughing, 
“he’d never seen anything like that 
in his life, and he went to town. He 
was a little guy, but man, he was 
eating like the prince.”

Chilemb told another story 
about Nathan’s refusal to eat fufu 
since coming to. Fufu is a dough-
like food that is dipped in soups and 
is a staple in many African coun-
tries.

“So [my mother] made that and 
asked Nathan to eat. He goes, ‘No, I 
am not eating that.’ My mom goes, 
‘Why? Th is is one of your favorite 
meals.’ He goes, ‘Oh, no, I didn’t 
have a choice. Th at’s all there was. 
Here I can choose. I can choose 
pizza, I can choose hamburgers. 
I did not have choice when I was 

with you guys. It was just fufu every 
day, and if I didn’t eat fufu, I would 
starve.’ And I’m telling you, from 
that day, he never ate fufu,” said 
Chilemb.

Nathan quickly adjusted to 
American customs. David said 
adjusting to the family took a bit 
longer, and it felt as though Nathan 
was more of a visitor than a mem-
ber of the family for the fi rst few 
months. Nathan would go along 
with whatever his new brothers and 
sisters would tell him to do. But 
things eventually changed, accord-
ing to David.

“Th en one 
day, we were 
down here, and 
all of a sudden 
we hear them 
arguing, and I 
turn to [Chi-
lemb] and say, 
‘Well, I guess 
he’s a part of 
the family now.’” Everyone laughed, 
and David continued. “When they 
can learn to fi ght with their brothers 
and sisters, then you know he sees 
himself as part of the family.”

Nathan excelled in school early 
on, and he learned how to speak En-
glish in a few months. David credits 
Nathan’s desire to communicate 
with his family and new friends as 
the reason he picked up the lan-
guage so fast.

One thing that did not change 
after coming to America was Na-
than’s passion for art. Whether 
drawing on the fl oor, walls, sand or 
paper, Nathan was intent on draw-
ing every chance he got.

“When the kid came, my dad 
says, ‘Th ere’s a problem with this 
kid. One problem that he has, he 
always draws. Even when he’s in the 
classroom, the teacher complains 
about him drawing,’” said Chilemb. 
“He was just drawing all the time. If 
he can’t get his hands on a piece of 
paper, then he’s on the fl oor draw-

ing.”
“Th ey 

told us, ‘If he’s 
making noise, 
that’s good. But 
when he gets 
quiet that means 
he’s getting into 
something. You 
better be careful 
and you better 

check because he might be drawing 
on the walls,’” said David.

While most parents would dis-
courage their children from draw-
ing on walls, David and Chilemb 
allowed Nathan to paint murals on 
his. In his bedroom, Nathan’s walls 
are painted with black and white 
portraits of three of his idols: Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr., President 
Barack Obama and Muhammad Ali.

“I think it’s important with 

“ Art for me is more of a 
personal thing. I draw 
because it’s something 
that I appreciate. It’s 
something that gives 
me a break in 
everything that I do.” 

— Nathan Zielke
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all kids to kind of see where their 
passion is and then allow them to 
pursue that,” said David. “As par-
ents, what you want to do is facili-
tate their ability to pursue what they 
really love to do.”

The Studio

In downtown Sacramento, a lit-
tle hole-in-the-wall studio provides 
workspace for Nate and other local 
artists: Evan Duran, Chris Curri-
er, August Larson and Taus Haul. 
Walking into the narrow hall of the 
studio, there is a small workspace 
office to the left with photography 
equipment, DJ equipment and com-
puters used for graphic design and 
photo editing.

Through the hallway, past the 
office and in the back is the studio. 
Most of the heavy equipment lives 
here, and it’s where most ideas come 
to fruition, from screen-printing 
T-shirts to 3-D printing parts for 
robots.

“That’s kind of what I realized is 
that this is kind of an underground 
hacker lab where there’s just all 
kinds of cool shit you can do here,” 
says Currier. “Who knows what 
great idea will come out of here 
next?”

Roaming around the studio and 
playing with his tennis ball is Bear, the 
studio’s loveable, pit bull guard dog. In 
the back, next to Bear’s couch, there 
is a screen-printing machine fully 
equipped with five screen printing sta-
tions. Nate uses these stations to print 
the designs for not only Fly Elephant 
clothes but for other local clothing 
brands in Sacramento.

When he isn’t screen-printing, 
Nate centers his time around his art.

“With art, it’s weird because I 
used to draw just because I liked to 

create some-
thing. I feel that 
it’s cool that 
you get to have 
a blank canvas 
that you can 
do whatever 
you want with. 
There’s a free-
dom, a little bit 
of an escape,” 
says Nathan.

Nathan’s 
favorite thing in 
art is drawing 
portraits. When 
he was in high 
school, he en-
tered a self-por-
trait contest at 
the Crocker Art 
Museum and 
took home first 
place. He also won several awards 
through school and the California 
State Fair.

When he was young, Nathan 
started his first business. Several 
parents at his school approached 
him, asking him to draw portraits of 
their family pets. He made $40 per 
piece, which, according to Nathan, 
was more money than he knew what 
to do with as a child.

“I started painting everyone’s 
dogs, like half of the class,” said Na-
than. “There was dogs, horses, cats, 
whatever. And they started giving 
me money for that, and I was like, 
‘I kind of like this.’ As a little kid, 
that 40 bucks is a lot. I don’t even 
remember what I did with it.”

Since then, the commissions have 
continued. In September, the Col-
lier Orthotics and Prosthetic Center 
contacted Nathan about doing a 
painting to hang on the walls of its 
San Francisco location. After the 
completion of the first painting, the 

center commissioned Nathan to do 
three more paintings for their walls.

Still, Nathan prefers to just 
pick up a pencil and just draw what 
comes to his mind.

“Art for me is more of a personal 
thing. I draw because it’s something 
that I appreciate,” says Nathan. “It’s 
something that gives me a break in 
everything that I do. I don’t always 
like to do commissioned work. I’d 
rather do what speaks to me.”

What speaks to him is his active 
imagination, as well as the death 
of his parents, something he says 
has been a motivating tool for him 
throughout the years.

“Both of them got their dreams 
cut short, and I feel like, with all 
of the opportunities that I’ve been 
given, I feel that I have to do some-
thing with my life,” says Nathan. “If 
I go out there and do nothing with 
my life and end up in jail or some-
thing, it’s like wow, all of this would 
have been for nothing.” ■
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From the sidewalk, the house 
is quietly unassuming with its 
neutral shades and well-man-

icured vegetation. All seems peaceful 
on this hot afternoon — there is no 
sign that creatures capable of vo-
calizing at over 100 decibels might 
live here. Closer to the door, a few 
bird calls can be heard. Then, when 
Theresa Tomka opens the door with 
a creamy-white crested parrot in her 
arms, the volume immediately increas-
es, evoking the music of a rainforest. 
She raises her voice to introduce Jerry, 
the fluffy-looking, Chihuahua-sized 
Goffins cockatoo she’s holding.

Suddenly, an earsplitting shriek 
bursts from a doorway to the right. 
Inside a tall, white cage is a parrot 
with a sunset-orange chest, iridescent 
green and blue wings, and the bare 
white face that marks most macaw 
species. Despite her big voice and 

even bigger beak, she climbs up to 
the highest perch and peers nervous-
ly from behind her hanging toys. 

"That's Catrina,” Theresa explains. 
“She's known as a Catalina, or rain-
bow, macaw — a hybrid between a 
scarlet and a blue-and-gold. She had 
been adopted through Mickaboo, but 
it didn’t work out, so she’s been with 
me for about three years now." 

Theresa, caretaker of this noisy 
menagerie, is a volunteer with Mick-
aboo Companion Bird Rescue. She 
attended Sacramento City College 
in the 1980s, majoring in fine arts 
and printing technology. 

Her deep affinity for parrots 
began about nine years ago when 
her daughter found a stray cocka-
tiel and gave him to Theresa. Her 
granddaughters named him David. 
Theresa went to a local bird shop 
to get a companion for him, and 

continued to shop there regularly for 
supplies. 

“The store allowed people to hold 
their birds and I, of course, would 
hold all of them,” says Theresa. 

I know just what she means —as  
a bird lover myself, I’ve spent hours 
at a time there.

Over the next seven months, 
Theresa recalls, she “fell in love with 
Lelani, a young umbrella cockatoo,” a 
large species known for its high-main-
tenance personalities and high-decibel 
voices. “She and I had become so 
bonded that I had to have her.” 

About two years later, while 
searching for bird care information 
online, she came across an ad for a 
local adoption fair hosted by Mick-
aboo. She’d never heard of parrot 
rescue before and decided to attend. 
There, she learned about the many 
birds in need of good homes. 

From budgies to macaws:
Mickaboo Companion Bird Rescue

Story by Robin Fritz
Photos by Trevon Johnson

RAWWWK!

Ricky, the toe-less African grey parrot, says hundreds 
of words and phrases and uses them contextually.
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“And the rest is history,” she 
says. “I’ve been volunteering with 
them for about seven years now.”

Th eresa currently cares for 25 
parrots — including David, that 
fi rst cockatiel — as well as eight cats 
and one recently rescued pigeon. 

In her front 
room, Ricky, 
the African grey 
parrot, balances 
calmly on his 
cage top. Head 
tilted, he gazes 
about with a 
heavy-lidded, 
world-wise 
expression, 
then preens his 
wing feathers. He has no toes — 
he stands atop his cage on just the 
“palms” of his feet. 

“It was probably done by his sib-
lings when they were still in the nest-
box,” says Th eresa. “Th at happens 
sometimes with captive breeding. He 
says hundreds of words and phrases 
and uses them contextually. He un-
derstands a lot of the things I say to 
him, too. If I see him fl ying over and 
walking around on the other cages, I 
just tell him, ‘Ricky, go back to your 
cage,’ and he fl ies right back over.”

Th eresa walks into the small 
room near the front door that holds 
Catrina’s cage. “Let’s see if she’ll 
come out to say hi.” Pulling on a 
tough-looking, elbow-length black 
rubber glove, Th eresa says, “She’s 
very loving, but challenging, too. 
She’s been through several homes — 
still learning to trust people again.” 

As she drapes two thick towels 
over the rubber glove, she speaks 
cajolingly to Catrina. “Do you wanna 
come out? What do you think? How 
about a cookie? Will you come out 
for a cookie?” Th e “cookie” is a baked 
bird treat; sugar isn’t good for birds, 

and chocolate is toxic to them. 
Catrina climbs down the far side 

of the cage and reaches toward the 
door with her beak, angling to get 
her “cookie” without having to leave 
the safety of her cage. 

For Th eresa, caring for ani-
mals with the 
equivalent of 
can-openers on 
their faces is a 
double-edged 
sword. She is 
a cancer pa-
tient, and the 
treatments have 
weakened her 
immune system. 

On one 
hand, being bitten is more dangerous 
to her because of possible bacteria 
transfer, and she has to take extra pre-
cautions against bites — hence that 
heavy glove with the double layer of 
towels. But on the other hand, she 
says that the birds, along with her 
other pets, are extremely benefi cial to 
her well-being. 

“Oh, yes, they help with every-
thing — emotionally, physically,” 
she says, waving a hand to indicate 
all aspects of her life. “Th ey give me 
the strength I need to live.” She says 
that she would never give them up, 
as long as she can still care for them. 
“When I’m no longer able, I plan 
on having a care person live here to 
help with me and my pets.”

Th eresa hopes to plan trips to 
Costa Rica and Nicaragua to see 
parrots in their native environments. 
“In Costa Rica they have a parrot 
cruise that takes you around where 
you can see the wild fl ocks,” she 
says, lighting up at the thought of it.

Mickaboo Companion Bird Res-
cue was founded in San Jose in 1996 
by Tammy Azzaro, along with a 

friend and fellow bird owner. It be-
gan as Mickaboo Cockatiel Rescue 
— Tammy’s cockatiel was named 
Mick, and her friend’s was Aboo. 
Th ose two small birds inspired the 
women to create a volunteer net-
work to spread information about 
what pet birds need to be happy and 
healthy, and to fi nd good “forev-
er homes” for the birds who need 
them, especially the smaller species, 
commonly regarded as “disposable 
pets” only fi t for children. 

Th e non-profi t organization is 
entirely made up of volunteers, in-
cluding CEO Michelle Yesney, CFO 
Pamela Lee and the rest of the board 
of directors. None of them receives a 
paycheck for the extensive time and 
resources they put into bird rescue. 

“I do what I do because my 
experience with my fi rst budgie 
showed me how intelligent birds 
were — and my fi rst bird-sitting 
experience showed me the conse-
quences of them being treated as 
‘property,’” says CFO Lee.

Mickaboo is based in the Bay 
Area, with a signifi cant presence in the 
Sacramento valley, and now has about 
200 volunteers. I’ve been one of those 
volunteers for the last four years.

Th e reasons behind the need 
for bird rescue are many and varied. 
First, most companion birds live 
longer than other pets. Some larger 
species have lifespans of 80 years or 
more. Even little budgies can live 10–
15 years with good care. Some birds 
outlive their humans, while others are 
purchased without real consideration 
of the commitment involved.

Many parrots are brought home 
with too little awareness of their 
needs, or of the potential drawbacks 
of keeping an intelligent, undo-
mesticated animal — sometimes 
referred to as a “wood-chipper with 
wings” — in a human home. 

“ She’s very loving, 
but challenging, too. 
She’s been through 
several homes — 
still learning to trust    
people again.” 

— Theresa Tomka
Mickaboo Companion 
Bird Rescue Volunteer



place each one in the home of a 
volunteer foster “parront,” and then 
to match the birds up with adopters, 
or “forever homes.” To foster for or 
adopt from Mickaboo, each person 
goes through an approval process 
designed to ensure a caring, educat-
ed home that will be a good fi t for 
the bird. In the year ending June 30, 
2014, adoptive homes were found 
for over 250 birds, according to 
Pamela Lee.

Mickaboo’s Sacramento area vol-
unteers include 
Macaw Coor-
dinator Scott 
Shipley, Shelley 
Buttler, who 
fosters termi-
nally ill parrots, 
Elisabeth and 
Bill McKech-
nie, who teach 
Basic Bird Care 
classes as well as 
fostering several 
species — and 
me.

Scott Shipley’s home is a verita-
ble parrot heaven. Th e vaulted living 
room ceiling holds a parrot jungle 
gym made of ropes in loops, hoops 
and spirals. Spacious cages stand 
against the walls below. A majestic 
blue-and-gold macaw leans out from 
the spiral rope, known as a boing. She 
raises her wings and gives voice to a 
deafening “RAWWWK!” Scott in-
troduces her as Paco. She was named 
when they thought she was a he. 

“She was a birthday gift for my 
wife, who fell in love with her at a 
bird shop.” Th ey must not have told 
Paco about this — she bonded with 
Scott rather than his wife. 

Gracie, an umbrella cockatoo, 
perches at the edge of a cage top and 
shows off  her impressive crest. Scott 

off ers his arm and she steps up, then 
walks to his shoulder, eyeing me 
and leaning possessively toward his 
face. He says, “Gracie was an inde-
pendent rescue, before we learned of 
Mickaboo.” Cockatoos are famous 
for their puzzle-solving ability, 
which makes them true escape art-
ists. “Once, she unlocked her own 
cage, then went around and let all 
the other birds out, too.” 

Scott has been with Mickaboo 
for six years and their macaw coordi-

nator for about 
three. He tracks 
incoming ma-
caws and fi nds 
foster homes 
— sometimes 
temporarily 
making room 
in his own 
home until a 
foster becomes 
available. Th is 
is how Boom-
er, a disabled 
greenwing 
macaw, joined 

their fl ock two years ago. Boomer 
was sadly neglected and needed 
surgery to remove the broken and 
badly healed bones in his tail. Th is 
has earned him the nickname, “Th e 
Buttless Wonder.” 

Scott also oversees the approval 
process for macaw adopters and 
helps match them up with the right 
bird. He loves helping birds. “If my 
wife would let me, it’d be wall to 
wall cages,” he says.

One evening in June, I received 
a phone call from Katie Wunderlich 
— part of the Budgie Coordinator 
Team — asking for my help. I’d 
become known within Mickaboo for 
my ability to distinguish male from 
female budgies, and my skills were 

being requested. 
A young woman in San Jose had 

contacted Mickaboo on behalf of 
her mother, Flora, who had gotten 
two pairs of budgies 10 years ago. 
Flora had done the best she knew 
how for her birds. She gave them 
an entire bedroom with a large, 
always-open cage, plenty of seeds to 
eat and various perches around the 
room. She also thoughtfully in-
stalled fabric-covered foam padding 
on three walls to protect the birds 
from injury. 

What she didn’t know was that a 
diet of seeds alone is high in fat and 
lacks some needed nutrients, and 
that foam cushions make an attrac-
tive nesting material. Budgies in the 
wild chew nests out of tree trunks. 
Flora’s two budgie pairs instinctively 
chewed into the foam, and soon 
began laying eggs and raising babies. 
Th ose babies grew up, found mates 
among each other, and raised chicks 
of their own. Wash, rinse, repeat.

Th ose four little budgies had mul-
tiplied into a fl ock of more than 80. 

Flora’s daughter found Mick-
aboo when she became concerned 
that her own daughter might not 
be safe from illness when visiting 
her grandmother. Flora hesitantly 
allowed Katie to come by, along 
with Michelle Yesney, Mickaboo’s 
CEO and head budgie coordinator, 
to assess the situation. Flora saw the 
need to stop the breeding and fi nd 
new homes for most of her birds, 
but was concerned about how they’d 
be treated. After much reassuring 
and encouragement, a date was 
scheduled to complete the fi rst step: 
separating the sexes.

When Katie and I arrived on the 
appointed day, Flora led us down 
her hallway where we slipped care-
fully into the birds’ room to prevent 
escapes. Th e air in the room was 

“ I do what I do 
because my 
experience with my 
fi rst budgie showed 
me how intelligent 
birds were — and my 
fi rst bird-sitting 
experience showed 
me the consequences 
of them being treated 
as ‘property.’” 

— Pamela Lee
CFO Mickaboo 

Companion Bird Rescue



heavy with “bird dust,” the minis-
cule feather particles that birds shed. 
And there were green, blue, yellow 
and white birds everywhere — in 
and on the cage, on a “chandelier” 
made of cut branches, on small cur-
tain rods high on each wall, on the 
sill of the one small window.

It took us four strenuous hours 
to catch each budgie in our nets, 
examine it to determine sex, and 
then place her in the big flight cage 
if female, or put him in one of the 
holding cages if male. Many of the 
birds were considerably overweight 
from the all-seed diet. Quite a few 
also had overgrown beaks and toe-
nails, caused by poor liver function 
from malnutrition. 

One poor budgie was missing 
his entire upper beak, his chest 
food-encrusted from hand-feeding. 
One skinny female was warming 
a clutch of eggs in her foam nest, 
though she looked too young for 
motherhood. On the floor was an 
ancient-looking yellow bird, blind 
and no longer able to fly — Flora 
told us this was the only one left of 
the original four.

Katie and I each suffered our share 
of defensive bites from those strong 
and sharp little beaks. Katie also had a 
special misfortune – she discovered a 

small female inside the fabric covering 
of the foam, tangled in the chewed 
threads, who had died from either 
strangulation or starvation. 

Michelle Yesney arrived half-
way through the process to lend a 
hand and discuss our next moves. 
We decided to take a sampling of 
the flock to Dr. Fern Van Sant, an 
experienced avian vet at For The 
Birds Avian Veterinary Hospital in 
San Jose for examination. The most 
ill-looking individuals were chosen 
— including the young female and 
her eggs — plus two boys and two 
girls, one in each of the basic colors, 
to help ensure a variety of genetics. 

The rest of the females would 
stay in the flight cage there until 
Katie and Michelle could make 
room to foster them, as they were 
only a quarter of the flock. The 
males would continue to live there 
with Flora until foster and adoptive 
homes could be found for them 
little by little.

At the end of that day, I felt an 
overwhelming mixture of emotions: 
sadness and horror, but also satisfac-
tion and a sense of accomplishment 
at the good we had done, both for 
the birds and for Flora and her hu-
man family. I couldn’t stop thinking 
and talking about the experience 

that evening or the next day. 
When I returned home that 

night, I opened the front door to the 
familiar welcoming calls from my 
own little flock of three cockatiels 
and 15 budgies. I called “Hello!” 
back to them, set down my bags, and 
went to their room to enjoy their 
company and comply with their 
demands for food and attention. 

Hector and Andromache, res-
cued foster budgies, chirped loudly.  
Hector flew to his food dish and 
Andi hung upside down, both scold-
ing me for being late with dinner. 
Gabrielle, a bossy cockatiel, flung 
herself against the side of her cage 
right next to the door. I’ve learned 
that this means I need to rub her 
head right now. I reached in and she 
nuzzled her face against my palm, 
which always makes me melt. She 
has me well trained.

There’s a saying among animal 
rescuers that has been reworded many 
times: “Saving one bird may not 
change the whole world, but that one 
bird’s world will be changed forever.” 
And while I certainly try to improve 
the worlds of all the birds I can, I 
think these amazing little beings have 
changed my world even more. ■

Theresa Tomka, former City College Student
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For those who have to work 
on Christmas Day, John 
Marcotte and his family have 

created a sweet solution to share the 
holiday spirit. 

“It’s an idea that seems to res-
onate with people. I mean, people 
hear about it, they go, ‘It’s a good 
idea,’” said John, a Sacramento writ-
er and editor. 

Th e staccato beep of the Mar-
cottes’ oven blasts in the kitchen of 
their East Sacramento home. Th e 
aroma of chocolate chip cookies 
wafts into their living room as the 
two Marcotte children, Anya, 10, 
and Stella, 7, dip their fi ngers into 
their baking bowl to taste the next 
batch of cookie dough.

Unlike most home baked goods, 
these cookies aren’t for the family to 
enjoy, but are for strangers who have 
to work Christmas Day.

“We have started the Cookie 
Project,” said John, a former City 
College student and an editor on 
the Express newspaper. “We go out 
and we organize people from all 
over Sacramento, all over the state, 
all over other states, even interna-
tionally, and we 
bake thousands 
and thousands of 
cookies. And on 
Christmas day, 
we drive around 
the city and we 
deliver those 
cookies to people 
who have to work 
on Christmas.”

John fi rst thought of the idea 
when he, his wife Patti and their 
daughters were in the drive-thru 
of an El Pollo Loco, and they saw 
a sign, "Open on Christmas day." 

John said it was one of the saddest 
things he had ever seen.

“Christmas Day is a really 
valuable day,” said John, “especially 
for those who are in menial jobs, 
like fast-food restaurant workers, or 
people working at a gas station that 

would rather 
really be at 
home with their 
families. We just 
want to let them 
know that they 
are not forgotten 
on Christmas, 
too.”

Th e project 
began three 

years ago in the Marcotte home 
with six friends and has now grown 
to over 300 volunteers. Last year, 
the project handed out about 1,200 
cookies, said John.

“ For us personally, 
besides the good we are 
doing in the community, 
the big thing is for our 
kids. Christmas, to 
them, becomes about 
giving to other people.”

 — John Marcotte

Photos by Trevon Johnson

A Sweet 
Off ering

Story by Jonathan Taraya
Photos by Trevon Johnson

The Cookie Project: 
one family's act of 
kindness to people 

working on Christmas
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Th e Cookie Project has garnered 
national and international partici-
pation through 
its outreach on 
Facebook and 
coverage by large 
news organiza-
tions.

Th e Los An-
geles Times ran 
a story in 2013 
about the proj-
ect, and the idea 
spread nationally. 
Last Christmas, 
cookies were 
handed out in 
San Francisco, 
Los Angeles and 
St. Louis.

Patti coordinates the baking 
every year with Anya and Stella.

“We have come to a point where 
we have so many people coming to 
help and donate cookies and share 

in the experience,” she said, “that 
we’re actually going to be at a dif-

ferent location 
— not at our 
house this year 
— exchanging 
cookies. It’s real-
ly exciting.”

Although 
chocolate chip is 
their daughters’ 
specialty, the 
cookies pro-
duced for the 
project include 
cutout snow-
men, snowfl ake 
and candy cane-
shaped sugar 

cookies, decorated with sprinkles.
“Stella’s favorite part is eating 

the cookie dough,” said Patti.
Anya’s favorite task is quality 

control.
“I try and taste-test every one,” 

said Anya.
Th e best part about the project, 

John said, is the message of giving 
he and Patti are passing along to 
their daughters.

“For us personally, besides the 
good we are doing in the commu-
nity,” said John, “the big thing is for 
our kids. Christmas, to them, be-
comes about giving to other people.” 

John said the holiday shouldn’t 
be about opening presents.

“We get way more out of it than 
we put in,” said John. “We’ve had 
people cry. We’ve had people dance 
because we’ve brought them cookies. 
Th e gratitude is amazing.” ■

For more information on the 
Cookie Project, visit cookieproject.org.

“ We go out and we 
organize people from 
all over Sacramento, 
all over the state, all 
over other states, even 
internationally, and we 
bake thousands and 
thousands of cookies. 
And on Christmas day, 
we drive around the 
city and we deliver 
those cookies to people 
who have to work on 
Christmas.” 

— John Marcotte

From left: Stella, Patti, John and Anya Marcotte
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In the City College quad, a man 
rides a yellow bicycle with black 
tires. Beneath a black and white 

skull mask his brown eyes sparkle. He 
wears a yellow jersey and black span-
dex bicycle shorts, and the outlines of 
tattoos show on his arms and legs.

From far away it looks as if he is 
just an ordinary man doing tricks on 
his bicycle. But the rider starts to set 
himself up for a wide turn, and just 
before he goes into it, he takes his 
left leg and throws it up around his 
handlebar neck and tips his head back. 

Now that he has started this back-
ward momentum, he takes his arms 
and throws them back over his head 
while turning into what he calls “the 
hip slider.” His hips move back and 
forth as he leans as far backwards as 
his body will allow 
him, almost touch-
ing his helmet on 
his back tire as his 
left leg goes up and 
over the handlebar 
neck. 

His body and 
his bike ride at a 
sharp angle as he 
starts to come up 
and out of the turn with both feet on 
the peddles, then he and his bike right 
themselves again.

Steven Roller, 54, is a City Col-
lege student who, when he isn’t in 
class, likes to do elegant, hands-free 
moves on his bicycle.

“You’ve seen fi gure ice skating,” 
says Roller. “I do elegant moves like 
that, like fi gure skaters do, and I 
fi gured out a way to do it on a bicy-
cle... without the 
handlebars.”

Roller has al-
ways believed that 
if you can control 
a bicycle, you 
can do anything. 
Th at "if you can 
conquer it to the 
point where you 
don’t fall, you can do anything in the 
world that you set your mind to and 
be successful at it.” So he prayed.

“I asked God to teach me some-
thing that nobody’s ever done, and at 
the age of 52 [cycle surfi ng] is what I 

started doing,” 
says Roller.

Th ere are 
regulations for 
everything, 
Roller points out. 
People have to be 
this age or that 
height to get in 
to this sport or 
that activity. Not 

so with cycle surfi ng.
“Cycle surfi ng — you got a bicy-

cle, you want to try it, come see me. 
We’ll see what we can do,” says Roller 
with a smile.

He would love to teach people 
how to do this and he feels it would 

inspire them.
“In Sacramento alone, they really 

don’t have anything for kids to do. I 
mean, they go to school but get mixed 

up in the bad 
crowds, on the 
streets doing 
illegal things, so 
they really ain’t 
got nothing to 
look forward to,” 
says Roller.

“I always 
thought that I 

wish I could give I could give back a 
little bit to the kids — maybe start 
teaching them something positive,” 
says Roller.

He developed the techniques and 
the name for his beloved sport. 

“Th e way I named it is that some 
of the moves that I do on this bicycle 
make me feel as if I’m a surfer,” says 
Roller who, as far as he knows — and 
he’s done a lot of research — is the 
only one who does this type of bicycle 
riding.

“I never would’ve dreamed that it 
would be anything like this. And once 
I started it, it became an obsession of 
mine,” says Roller.

“When I started riding a bike, I 
was pretty young,” says Roller. "As far 
as letting go of the handlebars, I wasn’t 
really sure about that, so I’d never re-
ally let go of the handlebars, let alone 
take them off .”

But that changed as Roller began 

“ I do elegant moves like 
that, like fi gure skaters 
do, and I fi gured out 
a way to do it on a 
bicycle... without the 
handlebars.” 

—Steven Roller

“ To me it just feels like 
I’m fl oating like a 
butterfl y, and I know 
exactly what to do 
when my eyes are 
closed.”

 — Steven Roller

Riding Through It
Story by Erin Adeyemi
Photos by Tamara Knox
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to cycle surf every day. He got 
more confident and let go of the 
handlebars, eventually removing 
them completely. Sometimes 
when he is feeling restless or 
can’t sleep, he says he goes out at 
night and does a couple of laps 
and instantly feels better.

Roller takes mixed aerobics 
and a weight training class at 
City College to help keep in 
shape, an important aspect of 
doing this type of bike riding. In 
his mixed aerobics class Roll-
er — while listening to intense 
music — starts his workout by 
jogging for a couple of warm-up 
laps around the gym’s basketball 
court. He stretches out his body 
with a multitude of different 
lunges, quadriceps stretches, 
hamstring stretches, four- and 
three-legged bear crawls, squats 
and shuffles. Then he switch-
es to cardio. Burpee suicides, 
squats with weights, lunges with 
weights and more. For a whole 
hour and twenty minutes.

Along with mixed aerobics 
and weight training classes, 
Roller also takes an advertising 
class at City College. His goal is 
to advertise cycle surfing so that 
it will become recognized as a 
mainstream sport.

“The response I got from the 
public was just amazing. Every-
where I go, they try to stop me 
and ask me if they can film me. 
What am I doing? Is this gonna 
be a new sport? And I just tell 
them, ‘You know, I’m just hav-
ing a good time on my bike,’” 
says Roller.

He wears a helmet as he 
rides, but there’s another unusu-
al touch to his appearance. “I’m 
not really out there to show off, 

so I cover my face,” he says.
“When I’m out there doing 

my moves, you’ll see I have my 
eyes shut,” says Roller. “I close 
my eyes, especially when I lean 
backwards or if I do a cross-over 
adjustment.”

A cross-over adjustment, he 
explains, is when he lifts his left 
leg up over the handlebar neck, 
leans backwards and runs his 
hand across the ground, then 
does a complete turn or two 
with his head facing sideways or 
facing the ground.

“I close my eyes because I 
wanna feel the ride I’m doing. 
To me it just feels like I’m float-
ing like a butterfly, and I know 
exactly what to do when my 
eyes are closed. I’ve gotten used 
to the idea of feeling my ride, 
more or less,” says Roller.

People also comment that 
they can’t believe how elegant he 
is on a bike. According to Roller, 
one woman even told him it was 
the most beautiful thing she had 
ever seen done on a bicycle.

“What captures people’s 
attention is that I have so much 
control over the bike without 
the handlebars,” says Roller. 
“The more I ride in front of 
them, they just can’t figure out 
how I’m doing it.”

Roller believes that there are 
all kinds of ways a bike can be 
ridden without the use of hands, 
but people are most amazed by 
his technique.

“Most of all people tell me I 
have mastered the way a bicycle 
can be ridden,” Roller laughs a 
bit. “I don’t know about that, 
but I have fun at it.”■
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With City College’s 100th 
birthday just over a year 
away, Mainline decided 

to highlight some of the ways the col-
lege preserves its history so that today’s 
campus community will know about 
where the college has been since its 
modest beginnings in 1916, as well as 
where the college is going in the 21st 
century.

Time capsules hold the 
wonders of the past
City College’s time capsules are 

located between Rodda North and 
South under the main walkway and 
in front of the Learning Resource 
Center. Ann Love, public services 
assistant in the SCC Foundation 
offi  ce, is responsible for collecting 
items for the capsules, which date 

back to 1927, a year after 
Sacramento Junior College opened 
to students at its current location.

“A lot of people don’t know 
that they’re buried under there,” 
says Love, who explained that she 
inherited the job of collecting time 
capsule items after a previous staff  
member retired. 

Love says that the time capsule 
boxes are about the size of a shirt 
box. Th ey are made of copper to 
keep the elements from destroying 
the contents.

Th e main item in each capsule 
is a scroll signed by all of that year’s 
graduates. In recent years, Love said, 
the graduating students have also 
been adding comments or stories.

According to Love, in 2001, 
commemorative issues of Th e Sac-
ramento Bee and other publications 

with stories about the 9/11 World 
Trade Center terrorist attack were 
placed into the time capsules. 

Other examples include news 
clippings about the election of Presi-
dent Obama, commemorative items 
such as key chains and other objects 
from campus events, items from the 
Student Associated Council, letters 
from the college president, budget 
and economy information from the 
time period, T-shirts, fl ash drives, 
discs and more.

Once all of the items are collect-
ed, they are put into an envelope, 
which is then sent to operations. 
From there, Operations Technician 
Karen Chewning is responsible for 
preparing the capsule for burial. 

When Love began curating the 
time capsules, she recalls that she 
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City College Special Collections Librarian
Caroline Harker with an early photo of the campus.

Photos by Penelope Kahn
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didn’t really know what types of 
objects to collect. 

“I went online and researched 
what other people put in their time 
capsules, and it’s all the same,” says 
Love. “I try to go out to the com-
munity and get items with prices 
on them.”

Love and Chewning also shared 
that during World War II, because 
the government was preserving met-
als for the war, three capsules (1943-
1945) were covered only in cement 
and those capsules have cement 
plaques instead of the brass ones on 
other years. It’s a mystery how — or 
if — those capsules have weathered 
the decades.

“Opening a case like that, we 
don’t know what the air might do 
to them,” says Love. “Th ere may be 
nothing there.”

Currently, Love is looking at 
the possibility of opening the fi rst 
capsule in 2016 to mark the college’s 
100th birthday, though traditionally 
time capsules are opened after 100 
years. Since the college was moved 
to its current location from its orig-
inal site at Sacramento High, there 
are no 100-year old capsules. 

“If they decide to open the 1927 
one in 2016 for the 100-year anni-
versary, I imagine they’ll try to do a 
ceremonial type thing,” says Love.

Special Collections 
archive highlights 

campus history
Students who venture up to the 

third fl oor of the Learning Resource 
Center might notice a little room 
behind a door and windows straight 
from yesteryear. 

Th at room is City College’s 
Special Collections archive, over-
seen by Special Collections Librar-

ian Caroline Harker. According to 
Harker, not only is City College the 
only campus in the district with an 
archive collection, the door and win-
dows were part of the original library 
building before it was torn down in 
July 1996 fol-
lowing a lengthy 
legal battle and 
replaced with the 
current LRC in 
October 1998.

Th e tables, 
chairs and book-
shelves in the 
archive were also 
from the original 
library. Harker says the tables and 
chairs were created by shop students 
in the 1930s or ‘40s.

“Because it was so historical, 
some people didn’t want [the old 
library building] torn down, but 
what I’m fi nding through the tapes 
is that people went through the 
old library and it was very leaky, it 
didn’t have the updated electrical 
for computers and things like 
that,” says Harker. “It would have 
been very expensive to upgrade 
the historical building, so they did 
eventually tear it down and built 
this beautiful [LRC] building.” 

Harker explains that the 
archive houses all sorts of items 
from the nearly 100-year history 
of the college. Some of the items 
that can be viewed by visitors 
include photos dating back to the 
college’s construction; issues of 
the Express newspaper (originally 
called the Blotter and then the Pony 
Express), the Pioneer yearbook 
and Susurrus, the current literary 
journal; various Panther statues and 
memorabilia; a ball signed by long-
time physical education Professor 
Jan High; plaques given to deans, 
and scrapbooks from ‘50s and 

‘60s sororities, among many other 
historical items.

Currently underway is the 
conversion of all of the past Express 
newspapers for microfi che, Harker 
says. Th ey are also being digitized so 

they can even-
tually be viewed 
by any student 
via the library’s 
computer sys-
tem. Th is will 
ensure that stu-
dents can enjoy 
these historical 
documents with-
out damaging 

the original copies. Th is project will 
eventually include the yearbooks and 
other student publications as well.

In addition, Harker is tirelessly 
working to manually convert the 
archive’s VHS collection to DVD. 

“ So a lot of times I have 
curious students, and 
I’m obviously really 
proud to show them and 
talk to them about the 
history of the school.”

 — Caroline Harker
City College Special 

Collections Librarian
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She says this process is very 
labor-intensive and takes a lot of 
time, but she hopes to have the 
project completed by the 100-year 
anniversary. 

“It’s a little bit challenging for 
me,” says Harker. “When I have 
volunteers, it’s a little bit helpful, 
but it’s still challenging because 
I only work Th ursdays and some 
Saturdays.”

She has also been working with 
the campus nursing department on 
donations of historical items to the 
archives.

“Back in the ‘40s and ‘50s, the 
[nurses] would stay on campus,” 
says Harker. “Th ey worked really 
hard, so it was a little less of a com-
muter college back then, had their 
studies here at school, and then they 
went out to do their hospital work.”

Harker explained that some of 
the more popular archive collections 
among students are the yearbooks 
and photos. One of the displays in 
the Special Collections room was 
set up by the previous archivist Pat 
Zuccaro, who retired in 2012 after 
serving as the Special Collections 
librarian since 1997.

“I never touched it because it’s 
so beautiful. I think she did a nice 
job showing the historical items 
[and pictures] 
from the 
school,” Hark-
er says.

Harker, 
who uses 
an Excel 
spreadsheet to 
inventory and 
easily locate all 
of the items in 
the Special Collections room, says 
that most students are interested 
in fi nding information about their 
parents or other family members 

who attended the college. 
“I had [a student] who came 

in the other day asking about his 
grandfather, who had sadly passed 
away, but [the student] wanted to see 

his grandfather,” 
says Harker. “[His 
grandfather] had 
played, I think, 
basketball.”

For Harker, 
working as City 
College’s Spe-
cial Collections 
librarian is a very 
satisfying expe-

rience because she gets to share the 
college’s deep history with students 
every day.

“[Students] are kind of more cu-

rious because this room isn’t open all 
the time, and they see it and there’s 
a display outside,” she says. “So a lot 
of times I have curious students, and 
I’m obviously really proud to show 
them and talk to them about the 
history of the school.”

Telling City 
College’s history in 

100 everyday objects
In 2010 the BBC began a series 

of radio segments, books and online 
materials for the British Museum 
called “A History of the World in 
100 Objects.” In the years since, 
BBC’s series has inspired several 
similar publications.

“ Objects tell a different 
story. We’re attached 
to our objects in ways 
that are not often talked 
about.” 

— William Doonan
City College anthropology 

professor and department head 
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In 2012 Th e New York Times 
found 50 objects that defi ned the 
history of New York City, and in 
2013 the Sacramento News & Re-
view collected 25 objects that retold 
the history of the Sacramento area. 

Now, City College 
anthropology professor and 
department head William Doonan 
is working on compiling 100 
objects that tell the history of City 
College. He says he hopes to have 
the project completed in time for 
the school’s 100-year anniversary 
in 2016. Doonan was inspired by 
the previous history compilations 
and says there are a couple of 
reasons why he feels it’s the perfect 
way to create a historical snapshot 
of the campus.

“Th e purpose of the project 
is partially to commemorate our 
history at our centennial, which is 
appropriate, but I’m also doing it in 
conjunction with the development 
offi  ce,” says Doonan. “Th ey’re the 
ones that do scholarships and stuff , 
and they’re the ones who work with 
alumni, and they’re the ones that are 
doing a lot of public relations for 
the college.”

Doonan’s project was also 
inspired by the 90th anniversary 
history project, which was compiled 
by several college faculty and staff  
members, as well as volunteers, 
in 2006. He says he wanted to do 
something to compliment that pub-
lication, but wanted to do it from 
an archeological standpoint. 

“Like any history, it will be 
incomplete,” says Doonan. “Th ere’s 
no history that has everybody’s story 
in it, right? I know how people 
feel left out, so that’s why the more 
people that can contribute to the 
project, the better. So ideally it 
works best if we can get as much 
input as possible.”

According to Doonan, he and 
the development offi  ce are still try-
ing to work out the details of how 
to distribute the 100 objects publi-
cation when it is complete, but one 
idea is to sell it and use the money 
for a scholarship fund to give back 
to students.  

Doonan says he is working this 
semester to get input and collect 
objects for the project from various 
administrators, faculty, staff  and 
departments, including Harker in 
Special Collections.

“It’s going way slower than I 
had hoped,” says Doonan. “I’ve 
sent out emails, I’ve sent out fl yers 
to administrators, to faculty, to 
students. I’ve talked about it in all 
of my [six] classes.”

Doonan had hoped to have the 
collection done by the end of this 
semester so he could write it next 
semester, but he’s hoping now to 
have the collection done by the end 
of the spring 2015. 

When the project is complete, 
Doonan says the publication will 
be focused mainly on the objects 
themselves.

“I don’t intend there to be a lot 
of writing in it because I think when 
people start picking something up if 
there’s something cool, you’re like, 
‘Wow, what the hell is that?’” says 
Doonan. “Th ere’s some great stuff  
around here, and if you just have a 
little bit of information about each 
one, [that’s suffi  cient].”

Doonan says that while some 
people don’t put a lot of emphasis 
on objects or physical items, they’re 
important and can tell a lot about a 
culture.

“I think that people think archae-
ology is all like past stuff , but it’s not 
— objects tell a diff erent story,” says 
Doonan. “We’re attached to our ob-
jects in ways that are not often talked 
about. You know, go around campus 
now. Walk around the quad now ver-
sus walking around the quad 15 years 
ago. Everybody’s attached to a phys-
ical object because everybody’s busy 
staring at their phones right now. And 
that’s a way in which we are relating to 
physical things in a way that distracts 
us from other parts of the world.” 

Doonan says that the objects hu-
mans use and value on a daily basis 
can tell a lot more about a society’s 
history than often realized.

“For good or for bad, the objects 
have meaning for us, and I think 
that’s an important story to tell,” 
says Doonan. ■
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CATALYST 
FOR CHANGE
Story by Teri Barth
Photos by Penelope Kahn

The late 1960s. Th e women’s 
rights movement was gaining 
momentum, the anti-Viet-

nam War movement had fi rmly 
grasped people’s attention, and the 
civil rights movement took over the 
streets. Rallies — most peaceful, some 
not — and other soapbox platforms 
lasted seemingly for days. America’s 
black men and women had spoken 
up, and among them was a catalyst for 
change on campus.

More than 45 years later, sitting 
on a familiar concrete bench under 
an old tree on the City College quad, 
that catalyst recalled those days.

“It was just a huge, tumultuous, 
building, never-ending, thriving, 
riving kind of activity, and it just kind 
of blew you [away],” says 71-year-
old current and former City College 
student Fred Foote. “Th is campus was 
alive with activity. It was so diff erent, 

even though the structures were the 
same.” Raising his arm, he points to 
the Learning Resource Center, which 
replaced the old library. “Except for 
that one over there.”

Born Frederick K. Foote, Jr. in 
1943, Fred has lived most of his years 
within 5 miles of City College. It was 
in the south area of Sacramento and 
on campus that Fred fought for the 
civil rights of minorities. 

As a young African Ameri-
can City College student, Fred 
co-founded the Sacramento City 
College Black Student Union. With 
Fred as its vice president, the BSU 
played a key role in bringing ethnic 
studies courses and instructors to 
campus and in forming the Oak 
Park Afro-American School of 
Th ought. Fred also co-founded the 
Th ird World Liberation Front and 
the Sacramento Area Black Caucus. 

His accomplishments not forgotten, 
Fred’s smiling eyes cannot hide his 
pride at being a cornerstone of the 
community.

“I moved to Sacramento in June 
of 1970,” says David Covin, a Sacra-
mento State professor of government 
and ethic studies and co-founder of 
the SABC. “One of the fi rst things 
Grantland Johnson, then one of the 
BSU leaders at Sac State, told me, was, 
‘You’ve got to meet Fred Foote.’ By 
the time I met Fred, in 1972, he was a 
living legend.” 

A McClatchy High School 
graduate, Fred remembers his days of 
running track and fi eld with the City 
College Panthers when the Vietnam 
War was not mentioned or taught. 
Fred considered it a “worthless piece 
of crap of a war” that robbed students 
of their college experience and silenced 
the campus.

Fred Foote recalls his historic role in the Civil Rights movement at City College
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After the war began, Fred says the 
stage in the quad that once boasted 
performances during student hour 
was suddenly deserted. Students shift-
ed their interests to something more 
intense, gathering solemnly at cafe 
tables listening to war updates from 
faceless voices on transistor radios. 

“It was a whole diff erent era,” 
says Fred. “It wasn’t an abstract about 
whether [the war] was good or bad. 
Students were in the streets because 
the war actually concerned us. People 
were being drafted, and a lot of us 
were really convinced that this was 
going to be the end of the world.”

Fred says he and others noticed 
an unfair draft ratio of black to 
white men, which indicated that his 
dark skin meant he could receive 
draft papers at any moment. But 
Fred did not wait for his to come, 
instead voluntarily enlisting in the 

United States Air Force. 
“I decided it was time to go into 

the service because the service was 
probably the safest place,” says Fred. 
“You don’t have to be a historian to 
fi gure out that mostly civilians are the 
ones that get killed in our recent wars. 
So [my reason for enlisting] wasn’t 
patriotism or glory. I just thought that 
I would be safer there.”

Fred wasn’t sent to Vietnam, 
though. He made it as far as Can-
ada, where he 
did a volunteer 
stint as a mili-
tary radio disc 
jockey. Fred 
returned to 
Sacramento in 
October 1966 
with his ap-
preciation for 
the civil rights 
movement still 
intact. Other 
ex-GIs like 
Fred who had returned to school at 
City College shared similar disen-
chantment with the state of aff airs 
on campus. Th ey wanted to abolish 
racism in education.

“Th ere were no ethnic studies 
[courses],” says Fred. “Not many 
people saw there was a need for them. 
[Th e college] administration, they 
thought everything was fi ne, as good 
as the world could be made.” 

In 1967, other colleges had 
eff ectively formed student unions and 
had succeeded in forcing change on 
their campuses. Fred and his ex-GI 
comrades decided that they could do 
the same, and in February 1967, they 
invited as many African American 
students as possible to what became 
the fi rst Sacramento City College 
Black Student Union meeting.

Expecting maybe 10 students, 
Fred recalls that he and his fellow 

BSU founders were astounded 
when nearly 40 students arrived for 
the meeting. 

“We fi gured we would get a few 
people, but every black person on 
campus showed up,” says Fred. “We 
were just blown away the eagerness of 
people to participate. We got people 
to come who were really interested in 
doing something, people who were in-
terested in not just being another club 
but in being a political organization.” 

Among 
those who 
attended that 
fi rst meeting, 
Fred was eager 
to meet one in 
particular. Kin-
nie Hicks had 
been on Fred’s 
mind since he 
fi rst saw her 
handing out 
programs at 
an off -campus 

event at Sacramento State. 
According to Fred, Kinnie — who 

prefers to go by her middle name, 
Ruth — was beautiful and outspoken, 
a combination he liked. When he saw 
Ruth at the BSU meeting, Fred made 
a point to meet her. In 1968 the two 
married, and Ruth says their 46-year 
long marriage remains strong. 

“I’ve been extraordinarily blessed 
and fortunate to have a wonderful 
husband. Extraordinarily blessed,” 
says Ruth. “He’s a really a good guy. 
He’s what he seems to be, and I’ve 
been fortunate.”

Ruth agrees that the fi rst BSU 
meeting was a success because 
people of color united on campus. 
“What I liked about [the BSU] 
was that black people were coming 
together with a consciousness about 
their situations, whether it was with 
the school or the police department

“ We were just blown away 
the eagerness of people 
to participate. We got 
people to come who were 
really interested in doing 
something, people who 
were interested in not just 
being another club but in 
being a political 
organization.” 

— Fred FooteFred Foote recalls his historic role in the Civil Rights movement at City College
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or with whatever,” says Ruth. “But 
we were coming together, and that 
meant a lot to me.”

The BSU originally intended to 
pursue equality for African American 
students but soon decided to welcome 
all students regardless of race. 

“One of the first meetings, a 
brother brought his girlfriend who 
was white there, Margaret,” says 
Fred. “[The members] immediately 
wanted to kick her out, but we said 
they couldn’t. We didn’t want to 
replicate the same kind of discrimi-
nation we had suffered.”

The BSU gained strength and 
presented 10 specific issues to the 
college administrators, including a 
demand for ethnic studies offerings 
and an educational outreach center 
in the community of Oak Park.

“The air was electric,” says Fred. 
“The moment you got [on campus] 
it was a hubbub of activity. It was ex-
tremely busy and very stressful because 
you never knew what the next adven-
ture was going to bring or where the 
next shoe was going to drop.” 

The shoe did drop — the college 
administration rejected the BSU’s 
demands. In turn, the BSU made sure 
administrators understood that the 
BSU likewise rejected their rejection.

“We didn’t have to be rational,” 
says Fred. “[The administration] didn’t 
think we were [rational] anyway, so 

[we used that] inherent racism to 
get what we want. I don’t know if 
we wanted their respect or their fear. 
What we wanted was concrete prog-
ress. It was very pragmatic.”

The BSU scheduled marches, 
encouraged students to strike and 
rallied across campus. The college’s 
black students held handmade signs 
and shouted through bullhorns. 
Rally after rally, the BSU made 
headlines. Soon, the BSU learned to 
manipulate the press.

 “We realized the press [were 
there] for just a couple of words,” 
say Fred. “They wanted to hear 
somebody say 
something about 
violence or racism, 
or something like 
that. They never 
wanted to stay long 
though. We would 
time things so we 
could get a couple 
of speakers on that 
would give them 
their key words 
but in a different context. We [BSU 
members] would still get our mes-
sage across, but at the same time they 
would get their sound bites.”

Their message, in fact, was getting 
across. The BSU’s demand for eth-
nic studies offerings at City College 
changed the education of black 

students. But change, Fred points out, 
is a tricky thing. “You have aspirations 
for one thing to happened and then 
something happens, [but] it’s not 
exactly what you expect,” says Fred. 

“We were disenchanted with some 
of the ethnic studies classes because 
they were just classes talking about, 
‘I’m black and this is how I feel,’ and 
[students] could get a grade for being 
black,” he explained. “We thought 
we could get people who wanted to 
seriously examine the issues and try 
to find solutions, not just people who 
were promoting themselves or saying, 
‘Oh, god, it’s horrible being black,’ or 

saying, ‘I’m 
proud to be 
black.’”

Final-
ly, college 
President Sam 
Kipp met the 
BSU’s demand 
for off-cam-
pus space for 
The Oak Park 
School of Af-

ro-American Thought. But when Fred 
and his peers couldn’t locate the space, 
they asked a janitor if he could point 
them in the right direction. Instead, 
the janitor took them to it.

Fred recalls that he reached out 
and grabbed hold of the doorknob, 
turned it and, as the door opened, 

“ We took over the  
administration building. 
We just set people in the 
administration building 
throughout lunchtime, 
and they sang songs and 
such until everybody 
else just faded away.” 

 — Fred Foote
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their hearts sank.
“It was like a broom closet,” says 

Fred. “We were really disappointed. It 
was literally not much bigger than a 
broom closet. The president had given 
his word. He says we’d have space, but 
it was insufficient and really not at all 
what he had promised.”

The next morning BSU members 
decided to stage a sit-in, cramming 
into the president’s office until not one 
more person could fit. But they didn’t 
stop there.

“[The space] was totally unaccept-
able, and [the president] wasn’t acting 
in good faith,” says Fred. “So we took 
over the administration building. We 
just set people in the administration 
building throughout lunchtime, and 
they sang songs and such until every-
body else just faded away. The next 
day we held a rally.”

During the rally, Fred says the 
BSU received news that Los Rios 
Community College District had met 
the demand for adequate space. Por-

table trailers were in transit from San 
Jose, each designated as official meet-
ing space for the Oak Park School of 
Afro-American Thought. Fred and the 
other BSU members were ecstatic.

“It was perfect for us,” says 
Fred, his eyes beaming. “It was in 
the heart of the community that we 
wanted to be in. It was spacious and 
something we could take care of. We 
loved it very much.”

Still, when in was time to say 
goodbye to the college, Ruth says it 
was bittersweet. “The consciousness 
fell to the wayside, but we went on 
and we formed the Sacramento Area 
Black Caucus. Fred and I were found-

ing members, so we just transitioned 
from that level to an adult level.”

In 2004 Fred returned to City 
College as a professor of social sci-
ences. There, his accomplishments 
came full circle, when, at the request 
of the Los Rios Community Col-
lege District, Fred agreed to teach 
Ethnic Studies. Drawing from his 
own college experience, Fred says 
he approached teaching differently 

than other profes-
sors. He told his 
students to ques-
tion authority and 
not to let fear stop 
them from chang-
ing the game so it 
runs their way. 

 “We were a 
catalyst for change,” says Fred of his 
first stint as a student. “It was all of 
us together. No one of us could ever 
have accomplished it. I felt that I 
was part of a community of change, 
and that felt pretty good.”■

“ We got people to come who were 
really interested in doing  
something, people who were  
interested in not just being another 
club but in being a political  
organization.” 

 — Fred Foote
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A Morning with Kiyo Sato 

Story by Will Ownbey
Photos by Evan E. Duran

   A former Sacramento Junior 
 College student shares her long life, 
family history from internment and after
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She spent that Sunday with 
her siblings gathering walnut 
branches from a winter prun-

ing. In the evening they tossed tree 
limbs into a bonfi re while enjoying 
a simple meal of fi sh and rice. It was 
a typical weekend of chores on her 
father’s orchard and farm that was 
once located near today’s Mather 
Field. 

For 19-year-old Kiyo Sato, the 
day was innocent and full of family 
memories. For the rest of Ameri-
ca, it was Dec. 7, 1941 — the day 
the Empire of Japan bombed Pearl 
Harbor.

What happened that day is a 
question she often answers in the 
73 years since. “We didn’t know,” 
Sato says. “We were working all 
day. No one called on us, and no 
one told us.”

Th e world changed on Monday 
when Sato went to her classes at 
Sacramento Junior College, now 
Sacramento City College. “I knew 
something was diff erent — wrong,” 
she relates. “Walking down the halls 
in the morning, no one looked at 
me or said hello.”

 “When I got to class that morn-
ing, no one asked to borrow my 
assignment,” Sato laments.

In her book “Kiyo’s Story,” 
originally published in 2007 as 
“Dandelion Th rough the Crack: Th e 
Sato family quest for the American 
Dream,” Sato describes the awkward 
and painful day at school following 
Japan’s attack on the United States.

“Like the parting of the Red 
Sea, students turn their backs and 
walk side to side, leaving me the 
wide dingy hallway,” Sato writes in a 
passage from the chapter titled “Th e 
Reign of Terror.”

And like the many Japa-
nese-American students whose 
photographs or names are noticeably 

excluded from the junior college’s 
1941-1942 yearbook, Sato’s fi rst 
attempt at higher education came to 
an abrupt end.

Sato, the eldest child of eight, 
was born an American citizen to 
Japanese immigrants. 

“My parents were not allowed 
to be naturalized citizens. At that 
time only white Europeans could 
become naturalized until 1954,” 
she says referring to the anti-Asian 
immigration laws of the time.

“Asians, Japanese or Chinese 
were not even allowed to own 
property or lease it. Th ey had to put 
the land in their children’s names or 
have someone — a white man — 
lease it for them.”

Even though there was a strong 
anti-Asian sentiment in the coun-
try, her father and mother believed 
in America, she claims. It was a 
belief they passed onto their chil-
dren. In January 1942 her brother, 
like many young American boys, 
answered his country’s calling by 
enlisting in the Army

“We were Nisei [the fi rst genera-
tion of Japanese children born in the 
United States]. We were — are — 
Americans.” 

When Pearl Harbor was 
bombed, Sato was almost halfway 
through the academic year. On May 
27, 1942 — just a few weeks before 
her classes ended — Sato’s college 
education was cut short. She became 
one the students with a missing 
name or photograph in the school’s 
1942 yearbook.

 And she and her family became 
nine of the more than 127,000 
people of Japanese ancestry forced 
into internment camps when 
President Franklin Roosevelt signed 
Executive Order 9066.  

“Most of us never said much 
about it [the internment]. We just 

 “When I got to class that morn-
ing, no one asked to borrow my 
assignment,” Sato laments.

In her book “Kiyo’s Story,” 
originally published in 2007 as 
“Dandelion Th rough the Crack: Th e 
Sato family quest for the American 
Dream,” Sato describes the awkward 
and painful day at school following 
Japan’s attack on the United States.

“Like the parting of the Red 
Sea, students turn their backs and 
walk side to side, leaving me the 
wide dingy hallway,” Sato writes in a 
passage from the chapter titled “Th e 

And like the many Japa-
nese-American students whose 
photographs or names are noticeably 

tion of Japanese children born in the 
United States]. We were — are — 
Americans.” 

When Pearl Harbor was 
bombed, Sato was almost halfway 
through the academic year. On May 
27, 1942 — just a few weeks before 
her classes ended — Sato’s college 
education was cut short. She became 
one the students with a missing 
name or photograph in the school’s 
1942 yearbook.

 And she and her family became 
nine of the more than 127,000 
people of Japanese ancestry forced 
into internment camps when 
President Franklin Roosevelt signed 
Executive Order 9066.  

“Most of us never said much 
about it [the internment]. We just 

S
ing. In the evening they tossed tree 
limbs into a bonfi re while enjoying 
a simple meal of fi sh and rice. It was 
a typical weekend of chores on her 
father’s orchard and farm that was 
once located near today’s Mather 
Field. 

day was innocent and full of family 
memories. For the rest of Ameri-
ca, it was Dec. 7, 1941 — the day 
the Empire of Japan bombed Pearl 
Harbor.

question she often answers in the 
73 years since. “We didn’t know,” 
Sato says. “We were working all 
day. No one called on us, and no 
one told us.”

when Sato went to her classes at 
Sacramento Junior College, now 
Sacramento City College. “I knew 
something was diff erent — wrong,” 
she relates. “Walking down the halls 
in the morning, no one looked at 
me or said hello.”

ing, no one asked to borrow my 
assignment,” Sato laments.

originally published in 2007 as 
“Dandelion Th rough the Crack: Th e 
Sato family quest for the American 
Dream,” Sato describes the awkward 
and painful day at school following 
Japan’s attack on the United States.

Sea, students turn their backs and 
walk side to side, leaving me the 
wide dingy hallway,” Sato writes in a 
passage from the chapter titled “Th e 
Reign of Terror.”

nese-American students whose 
photographs or names are noticeably 



46 MAINLINE FALL 2014

endured it. But not Kiyo,” says 
Gladys Okino, a retired City College 
account clerk who has known Sato 
since childhood. They grew up in the 
same neighborhood. “She was never 
the quiet one. For her, it was import-
ant to tell what happened to all of us 
so no one would ever forget.”

At a window table in Bradshaw 
Donuts, a now 91-year-old Sato 
holds court. She recognizes every-
one who walks through the door 
of the shop. They all stop to greet 
her — she knows each of them by 
name, and she pauses frequently to 
inquire about their family members 
or ask about a new job. They are 
more than acquaintances — they are 
her friends. Between greetings, she 
continues the story of her past.

“You know, I started out at Sacra-
mento Junior College as a journalism 
major,” Sato says. “But at that time 

there wasn’t much opportunity for 
someone like me in journalism.” 

Despite never fulfilling her orig-
inal journalistic ambitions, Sato still 
has a reporter’s instinct. She meets 
each question during an interview 
with a question or angle her own. 

“If you want a story, you should 
interview them,” Sato says referring 
to the donut shop’s owners, John and 
Kim Chhlang. “They fled Cambodia 
with their child, one step ahead of 
the army during the Khmer Rouge.”

More than 60 years later Sato 
wrote her first book about her life, 
in which much of the story centers 
on the hardships she and her family 
endured as a result of anti-Japanese 
sentiment surrounding World War II. 

 “When my father left to come 
here, my grandmother told him not 
to come back [to Japan],” says Sato. 
“And once he was in America, he 
never wanted to return.”

According to Sato, 
her father, Shinji, was the 
third eldest son, which 
meant he had no inheri-
tance rights to the fam-
ily’s small estate. But he 
still had an obligation to 
contribute to the family’s 
security and financial 
survival. 

“My father had to 
leave for America with 
my grandfather to work 
and help pay off the fami-
ly debt,” Sato says. 

When her father 
arrived in the United 
States, he embraced the 
American dream, his 
daughter says. Shinji Sato 
learned to speak English 
on the Napa Valley farm 
where he worked and his 
father was foreman. Later 
his second oldest brother, 
Riici, would follow them, 

too.
Like his brother, Riici also 

embraced America. Soon he would 
marry an arranged Japanese bride 
and start his own farm in Oak Park. 
And as second eldest, Riicci felt it 
was his duty to arrange his younger 
brother’s marriage.

“Shinji was sent back to 
Japan to marry a bride my uncle 
arranged,” Sato chuckles. “Instead, 
my father met my mother, a single 
nurse in Tokyo.”

Bucking family and centuries of 
tradition, Sato’s father chose his own 
bride —Tomomi, a nurse working 
in a tuberculosis hospital, who at age 
27 in prewar Japanese society was 
considered above “marrying age.”

“My mother was an amazing 
woman. I don’t know how she did 
it,” Sato remembers. “She would 
work in the strawberry fields with us 
and have everything she needed in a 
box to take care of us from snacks to 
changes of clothes.”

Eventually, Sato would follow 
in her mother’s footsteps. She was 
released early from the internment 
camp that she and her family were 
sent to in Poston, Arizona, when a 
Christian charity group sponsored 
her tuition to a college in Michigan. 
At first her parents were unsure, but 
then encouraged her to go, realizing 
it was the only chance their daugh-
ter might have to go to college.

“I was the first non-white stu-
dent the school had ever seen,” Sato 
says. “I graduated with a degree in 
biology.”

With her biology degree and 
with the encouragement of a school 
administrator, Sato tried to gain ad-
mission to nursing school at several 
prestigious institutions. “I applied 
to Yale and Western Reserve. Even 
though I met the requirements, 
I was turned down because I was 
Japanese.”
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Eventually, after being turned 
down by Yale a second time, Sato was 
accepted by Western Reserve Univer-
sity in Cleveland, where she earned 
her master’s degree in nursing.

After graduation Sato was 
unable to fi nd a job. No hospitals 
or doctors would hire someone of 
Japanese ancestry, according to Sato.

 “At fi rst I tried the Army. Th e 
recruiter was shocked when I walked 
in his offi  ce,” Sato says. “I don’t 
think he knew what to think.”

But, according to Sato, even 
though her brother was serving in the 
Army, she was turned down by the 
because of her ancestry. So she tried 
the Air Force, where she was granted 
a commission and 
served as a captain 
during the Korean 
War.

While serving 
in the Air Force, 
one of Sato’s as-
signments allowed 
her to return to 
the family’s homeland, where she 
would meet the paternal grand-
mother she never knew and make a 
fi nal peace for her father.

“Th e day I met my grandmother 
she was very sick. She was in and 
out of consciousness,” says Sato. 
“When my uncle was fi nally able to 
wake her, he said, ‘Th is is Shinji’s 
daughter,’ and she latched onto me 
and held me tightly.”

“She knew — she knew if I was 
there with her — that Shinji had 
made it, that Shinji had a good life.”

An energetic and busy woman, 
Sato is still active. Her days begin 
at Bradshaw Donuts visiting with 
her friends. A retired nurse from the 
Sacramento Unifi ed School Dis-
trict, she also continues to operate 
Blackbird Vision Screening, a small 
business she founded. Th e company 

distributes cardboard glasses for an 
eye screening technique still used by 
the Mayo Clinic and many schools 
to detect early vision problems in 
school-age children. 

After her stint at the donut 
shop, driving down Bradshaw Road, 
Sato points out an old schoolhouse. 
“Th is is where I went to fi rst to 
eighth grades,” she says referring to 
the Edward Kelley School, a state 
historic landmark established in the 
late 1800s. 

“My teacher was Mrs. Cox. She 
really cared about us — we all wrote 
to her while we were in the camp,” 
Sato says. “Th e day we left on the 
trains there were a lot of people who 

came to see us 
leave.

“Mrs. Cox 
brought stu-
dents from the 
school to wit-
ness what was 
happening. She 
wanted them to 

see the history and remember how 
wrong it was.”

In later years, Sato returned to 
Edward Kelley as a nurse for the 
Sacramento City Unifi ed School 
District and as a volunteer in re-
tirement. After the internment 
camps, after the war and after her 
military obligations were complete, 
the world was still diff erent, Sato 
recalls. She and her family moved on 
and started over. Sato married and 
adopted four children.  

Like many American couples, 
after almost 20 years her marriage 
ended in divorce, and once again 
she, along with her children, over-
came and moved on. 

“I guess I am like many women, 
but I never could understand how 
you could be with someone for 19 
years and divorce them,” Sato re-
marks. “But my children are grown 

— happy and independent. I guess 
that is what matters.” 

And then with a quick laugh, 
she takes a sincere moment to pause 
and says, “He wasn’t that bad. I will 
always be grateful to him for signing 
those [adoption] papers.”

According to Sato, who recently 
attended the Adoption Day event at 
the state Capitol, it was her children 
who gave her purpose, and she ad-
vocates for improving the foster care 
system and adoption laws.

“Th ere are so many children in 
foster care,” she sighs. “At 18 they 
are put out and have nothing. And 
for our country, our big great na-
tion, that doesn’t say much.”

Th e real story throughout the 
book and Sato’s life is how, begin-
ning with her father’s trip to Amer-
ica, she and her family struggled 
and achieved the American dream. 
Despite repeatedly facing the obsta-
cles imposed by a prejudiced society 
— and despite the adversity many 
women face in society — she has 
triumphed. 

In 2008 her book received the 
William Saroyan International Prize 
for Non-fi ction. Today she is active 
in her local V.F.W. post, and is cur-
rently working on her second book, 
“For the Sake of the Children,” 
which emphasizes American society’s 
need to refocus on caring for all 
children.

In 2011 Sato received an hon-
orary associate degree from Sacra-
mento City College as part of the 
California Nisei Diploma Project.

“It was nice to be remembered,” 
she says. “But that degree wasn’t real-
ly for me. I have enough degrees. 

“Th at degree was for all the stu-
dents — so they all remember what 
it was for.” ■

“ Like the parting of the 
Red Sea, students turn 
their backs and walk 
side to side, leaving me 
the wide dingy hallway.” 

— Kiyo Sato
“Dandelion Through the Crack”
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