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LA YTONVILLE: DYING OR BUSY BEING BORN? 
FACED WITH DISASTER, A TOWN COMES TO LIFE 

The town of Laytonville is not likely to be mistaken for one of 
northern California's scenic wonders. A largely unplanned agglomeration 
of gas stations, motels, real estate offices, and stores that sits astride 
Highway 101 in the pretty but nondescript Long Valley, Laytonville has 
been described by one visiting journalist as "a rural slum without a single 
redeeming feature." Its dusty roads, gun-racked pickups, and wild-eyed 
dope growers make it an easy target for ridicule from the more 
sophisticated quarters of the county. 

For the most part, of course, the rest of the county, or the rest 
of the world, for that matter, pays scant attention to the faceless little burg. 
It has no tourist attractions, the high points of its cuisine are probably the 
cheeseburgers served up at the Shady Nook and the Chief Drive-in, and its 
cultural life consists of high school athletics, an amateur theater group, and 
dancing and drinking at one of the two local taverns. Employment 
opportunities are limited to the handful of jobs in what's left of the 
declining timber industty, the bel�ered but still semi-thriving marijuana 
business, and minimum-wage service and retail positions in what passes 
for a downtown. 

Laytonville is not cute or quaint like the seaside towns on the 
other side of the coastal mo\Dltains, nor is it glamorous and vital like the 
great cities to the south. And it almost certainly never will be. But there 
are those who happily call it home, and even those who, inexplicable as it 
may seem, love the place. A lot more, it became obvious during the past 
couple of weeks, than anyone might have imagined. 

Right now Laytonville is in trouble. Big ttouble. Some of the 
OO\Dlty's most powerful business and political interests have decided, with 
that blindly inexorable illogic that so characterizes the local oligopoly, to 
plunk down a gravel crushing and asphalt manufacturing plant right in the 
heart of town. Situated six hundred feet from the high school, four 
hundred feet from the medical-dental building. and practically on top of the 
athletic field, the plant will belch somewhere between 25 and a oouple 
hundred tons of pollutants into the atmosphere, endanger the water supply 
for the entire valley, and jam Highway 101 with a constant stream of 
heavy truck traffic at what is already one of the north county's most 
dangerous intersections. This will take place from dawn to dusk, six days 
a week, at a noise level that will render normal conversation difficult to 
impossible anywhere near the plant. 

And what will benefits will Laytonville rea:e from this rather 
substantial nuisance? Well, a oouple of jobs "might ' be created - no 
promises of any - and, claims the owner of the property in question, area 
residents "can pave their driveways at half price." In addition, she 
promises, workers at the plant will "eat fish and drink beer," an al?Parent 
reference to two of the town's newer businesses located almost directly 
across the street. 

Before we go any further, let's take a look at the cast of 
characters. The aforementioned property owner is Sheila Larson, real 
estate magnate, saloon keeper, and one of Laytonville's most visible 
citizens. Sheila showed up in town in the mid 1970s, around the same 
time that the countercultural in-migration got started in earnest, but while 
other urban refugees were concerned about getting back to the land, she 
was busy buying and selling iL In addition to her real estate business, 

Sheila and her husband Bob ran Boomer's Bar, where hippies, rednecks 
and Indians drank in an uneasy truce. 

During the 70s, Laytonville became severely polarized. The 
newcomers frequently found themselves at odds with the logging and 
ranching types who had nm the place since its beginnings a hundred years 
earlier. Sheila was one of the few who was comfortable in both worlds 
and until now at least, was liked by most people and respected by nearly 
everyone. 

. A long-term goal that she shared with her husband was to build 
a bar and restaurant on a 20 acre parcel that they owned at the north end of 
town. An acquaintance recalls Bob Larson rhapsodizing about how diners 
would be able to gaze out the windows at "fat cattle" wandering 
contentedly in the adjacent pasture. After long delays the building was 
finished, though the restaurant has yet to open. There are no windows; if 
there were, they would look directly onto the projected Hot Rocks asphalt 
planL 

Hot Rocks? Does that name sound familiar? Enter Willits 
businesswomen Margie Handley, dauihter of Republican millionaire 
Robert Harrah, member of the Califorma Transportation Commission (a 
position :probably not entirely coincidental to the $25,000 she and dad 
dumped mto Governor Deukmejian's re-election campaign), and the 
subject of much media attention of late for her allegedly shady dealings. 

Handleyis Hot Rocks, and some people fmd it curious that in 
the year since she was named to Caltrans, her oompany has quadrupled the 
amo\Dlt of business it does with the state. She faces the probable loss of 
her position, and criminal charges may even be a possibility. In the 
meantime, though, she's moving full speed ahead, with the Laytonville 
project apparently right up on the front burner. 

Every heavy needs a hired gun, and Handley's is Wayne 
Bashore, sometime Hot Rocks employee, former employee of the 
Mendocino Co\Dlty Planning Commission and also known to occasionally 
moonlight as mayor of Willits. An ardent champion of nearly any kind of 
development and defender of Willits' own MX missile contractor, Remco 
Industries, Bashore is obviously not out to win any popularity oontests, at 
least among CO\Dlty radic-libs. In Handley's application for a permit to 
operate the Laytonville plant, Bashore is listed as "agent." With Handley 
unwilling or unable to speak for herself in public, a more accurate job 
description would be "mouthpiece." 

1be first clue most people had about what was happening came 
in the form of an unobtrusive legal notice in the back pages of the 
Laytonville udger. It simply announced a public hearing for March 12, 
and stated that the plant was being considered for a "negative declaration," 
meaning that it would have no significant impact on the environment, and 
therefore would be spared the time and expense of filing an Environmental 
Impact Report. Around the same time, Sheila Larson showed up at a 
Chamber of Commerce meeting with 4th District Supervisor John 
Cimolino, who announced the glad tidings to the somewhat dumbfounded 
group. 

Opposition began building immediately, fueled entirely by 
word of mouth; the udger, curiously, made no mention of the story in its 
news columns until its March 11 issue, which hit the streets only hours 
before the hearing. Nevertheless, petitions placed in various businesses 
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quickly accumulated nearly 500 signatures (the town's population is just 
over 1000) and the word went out for everyone to show up at the hearing 
in Ukiah. 

Ukiah, that dull, brooding seat of bureaucracy and oppression, 
sits at the other end of the CO\Dlty, and sensible Laytonvillians avoid it 
whenever possible. The morning of March 12 saw one of the season's 
worst rainstonns, but nearly 100 people turned out anyway, the largest 
crowd anyone at lhe Planning Commission offices remembered for such a 
meeting. 

Frank Capra should have been there, and Norman Rockwell. 
too. It was compone Americana at its most glorious. The room 
overflowed out into lhe hall with country bumpkins, urban expatriates, 
leather-skinned pioneer women, brown rice and tofu hippies, sweet-faced 
grandmothers, and good old boys who self-consciously doffed their NRA 
caps as they entered. Many of them were clearly unused to functions of 
!his sort, but almost without exception they spoke with a simple eloquence 
about their town and about their children. Underlying many of the 
speeches was a touching, almost childlike faith in the democratic process; 
it seemed a foregone conclusion to almost everyone in attendance that the 
county would have to bow to the wishes of what was clearly the 
overwhelming majority of Laytonville's population. 

But this wasn't the movies; this was Mendocino County, and 
the spirit of democracy didn't appear to be completely contagious. Zoning 
administrator Alan Falleri looked a little intimidated by the large and vocal 
crowd, but he doggedly plowed ahead, citing chapter and verse of CO\Dlty, 
state and federal codes to demonstrate that the plant conformed to all legal 
standards. He was assisted in this task by Wayne Bashore (with whom 
Falleri appeared to be on a first-name basis), the only person at the hearing 
to speak in favor of the proposed plant 

The county's air pollution control officer, a silver-moustached 
gent by lhe name of Bob Swan who looked as if he'd be more at home 
running the Hooterville general store, reported that the plant would be 
allowed to annually discharge 25 tons of each specific air pollutant When 
asked how many different pollutants might be produced, he allowed as 
how he couldn't say for sure until after the plant started operating. He 
also reassured the townspeople that emissions would not be allowed to 
create more than "20% opacity," producing a lot of blank stares until he 
explained that that meant no more than 20% of the sunlight could be 
blocked out. "Well, everyone's always complaining about how the sun 
just beats down on you in the summer, anyway," someone in the audience 
muttered. 

No small-town drama would be complete without a country 
doctor, and Laytonville had a classic in Doc Finkle. Kindly, avuncular, 
and sharp as a whip, the doc reeled off a string of technical statistics that 
made Swan look like a bumbling amateur bureaucrat. Marina Bogdan, of 
the Long Valley Health Center, read a list of about eight serious medical 
concerns posed by plant pollution. She, Finkle. and other speakers were 
especially worried about the effects on high school students who would be 
breathing the stuff at close range for six to eight hours a day (the high 
school is not air-conditioned, so windows are usually wide open during 
warm weather). 

Superintendent of Schools Brian Buckley put it more simply: 
"I don't want the students of Laytonville to have to learn in a place lhat 
stinks." "You might be unhappy with a location right near a school," 
acknowledged Swan. "We know there's going to be an odor problem 
going into it" James Tippett and Doc Finkle both pointed out that odors 
were more than just a nuisance, in that they often indicated the presence of 
fat-soluble toxins which collect in the body. 

The talk then turned to water. Where was Hot Rocks going to 
get its water, Dorothy Carlsen of the Laytonville Water District wanted to 
know. "I hope it's not from us," she declared to much laughter; it's weIJ 
known that the water district has been having trouble keeping up existing 
service and that the town well is in fairly constant danger of collapsing. 
More important was the question of where waste water from the plant was 
going to go. 

The Hot Rocks plan called for digging settling ponds on the 
site to collect runoff, an idea which betrayed a serious ignorance of soil 
conditions in that part of the valley. Land owners have been unable to 
build because the water table is so high that they can't even put in a septic 
tank. As Lester Van Atta said, "you dig a hole in the valley floor and it 
fills up with water." The result, of course, would be that toxic sediment 
produced by the plant could enter directly into the ground water. And, 
said Dorothy Carlsen, since it's thought that an underground lake sits 
beneath the town, it's possible that the entire valley's waler supply could 
be pollu1ed. 

Had enough? Nobody in their right mind would approve an 
operation like this, would they? But wait, there's more. Noise levels al 
the high school 600 feet away would be allowed to average 65 decibels 
from sunrise to sunset. What's the peak noise limit? There is none. Eric 
Swanson, an engineer, submiucd written testimony to the effect that 55

decibels would limit vocal communication, as in teachers talking to 
students. What about truck traffic on Highway 101? How many trucks 
an hour, a day would there be. Nobody knew, or if they did. they weren't 
saying. What's the limit on truck traffic? There is none. 

And so it went. By the time Bashore made his fmal 
statements, the crowd was laughing out loud at him, but if he was 
bothered, he didn't show it. He seemed confident that he was going to get 
his way no matter how flimsy or outrageous his arguments were. I 
watched his eyes. I kept wanting to call them reptilian, they were so dark 
and beady, but it didn't seem like the right description because of they way 
they darted constantly in different directions, never looking directly at 
anyone. But later someone else told me. 'That Bashore's a snake. He11 
look one way and strike the other." 

The end of the hearing was anticlimactic. Falleri wanted to 
refer the issue directly to the.Board of Supervisors, where the pro-asphalt 
faction (as in "Let's pave over the county") of Cimolino, Butcher, and 
Redding would probably approve the application. But because the 
Laytonville Water District hadn't been informed of lhe plan, as is required 
by law, the whole thing had to be put off for almost a monlh, until April 6, 
when Falleri will hear Water District testimony and then refer the whole 
mess up to the Board of Supes. If this zoning hearing was any indication, 
that Supervisors meeting should be a real circus; with time to organize, 
two or three times as many people can be expected to show up. 

But meanwhile, back in Laytonville... There's still no real 
animosity toward Sheila Larson; the �vailing feeling seems to be "Why 
would she do a thing like this to us? ' There are rumors, of course, most 
of them centering aro\Dld money. 

Sheila is, or at least was a wealthy woman, but most of her 
assets are in the form of real estate, which hasn't been doing so well 
lately, especially since CAMP raids have put a huge damper on the wild 
west boom town mentality that had land values rising 10 to 20% a year. 
As of late, land just hasn't been selling very well at all. Meanwhile, Sheila 
and Bob have been sinking large amounts of cash into their new bar
restaurant-card room-real estate office complex, one of the biggest 
buildings in town. 

But for almost a year, construction on it stopped dead; the 
Larsons had run out of money, people said. It finally got started again, 
and recently opened; could Sheila have gotten the money necessary �o 
finish it as a down payment from Margie Handley and Hot Rocks? Or did 
Sheila and Bob mortgage their other properties to raise the cash, and then 
suddenly fmd themselves in danger of losing their whole empire if they 
couldn't come up with another large sum? These are the sort of scenarios 
people want to believe; the Larsons have been such a large part of the 
community that it's hard to imagine that they would be willing to destroy it 
for nothing more than simple greed 

But destruction is what we are talking about. If this plant is 
allowed to go into operation, Laytonville will be largely finished as a 
town, and will probably evolve into an industrial slag heap where 
everything that nobody wants in the rest of the county ends up. The 
number of people talking about pulling their kids out of school and/or 
moving away is staggering. 

But among the town's people, there's a quiet determination that 
that's not going to happen. The night following the hearing, folks who 
had never before acknowledged one another's presence were talking, and 
congratulating each other, and saying how proud !hey were of Laytonville. 
In the face of disaster, a community may be being born. 

At the hearing that morning, Sheila Larson stood with her back 
to the wall, face grim but determined. One wag cracked that she looked 
like Barbara Stanwyck ready to hold off the whole town for the sake of 
her Big Valley. But the town of Laytonville has got its back up against the 
wall, too, and it's showing a lot more spunk, and class than 1 ever would 
have expected. I wouldn't start turning out the lights just yet. 

LOOKOUT: Box 1000, La:vtom·ille CA 95454 
Lawrence D. Livermore, Eaitor and Publisher 
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