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By LORI A. CARTER
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

ROHNERT PARK — Retired
and current Telecom Valley pio-
neers reunited Saturday to re-
connect with old colleagues and
encourage fund-raising for
Sonoma State University’s
Green Music Center Innova-
tion Hall.

When finished, the main con-
cert hall’s lobby will have a per-
manent interactive display il-
lustrating the history of Tele-
com Valley and the entrepre-
neurial spirit
that created
Sonoma Coun-
ty’s high-tech
launch pad.

Don Green,
who in 1987
founded Op-
tilink Corp. of
Petaluma and
is considered
the “Father of
Telecom Val-
ley,” also leads
the drive to
complete the
$100 million
music complex
on the north
side of SSU’s
campus.

He and his wife, Maureen,
kick-started the fund-raising
with a $10 million donation 10
years ago. On Saturday, Green
encouraged other beneficiaries
of the telecom boom to also give
back to the community with be-
quests to the music center that
bears his name.

Jeff Langley, the artistic di-
rector of SSU’s performing arts
department, said that “Don
Green was one of the major
players who made this happen,
along with some from the new-
er generations.”

“A lot of them have never
seen the project or the universi-
ty. This is an opportunity to
come and see this wonderful
project,” he said.

The center is within $12.5 mil-
lion of being fully funded. Half
of the complex’s total cost is be-
ing paid for by state money.

Construction on the 56-acre
project is expected to be mostly
completed next year, with an
opening in 2009 or 2010, depend-
ing on how quickly the univer-
sity can raise the final $12.5 mil-
lion for flooring, performers’
rooms, equipment rooms and
interior furnishings.

On Saturday, telecom innova-
tors and others toured the con-
struction site, walking over ply-
wood bridges and between mas-
sive steel girders while envi-
sioning the final product.

The main 1,400-seat concert
hall was designed after Ozawa
Hall at the famed Tanglewood
music complex in Lenox,
Mass., though it has some inno-
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T
he R in “County” — the
“Sonoma Country” slogan of
the county’s tourism bureau
— has its critics. Some people
think it’s a typo-

graphical error. Others say
it denies us our sophistica-
tion, makes this place
sound like Hicksville.

These must be citizens
who hang out in the middle
of this 1,550-square-mile
county, never venturing
more than a dozen miles or
so off the 101 corridor. If
you don’t think a sizable
proportion of Sonoma County is still
pure country, you haven’t been look-
ing around the edges. East or west, it
can get remote very quickly.

Within a half-hour drive of our Mc-
Mansions, town houses and luxury
condos with automatic garage doors
and driveway lights with movement

sensors, our thermostats
and Tivos, there is a weath-
ered house, perched on a
mountainside, with just two
gas lights, two wood stoves
— one to cook on and one to
heat — no electricity, no
telephone and a gasoline
pump to keep the water
tank full.

For 53 years it was home
to Jack Poff, a third-generation coast
rancher who died in December just
short of his 92nd birthday. Poff’s story
is a reminder that the expensive and

trendy and, yes, precious “Wine Coun-
try” image isn’t the whole story of
where we live.

The Poff Ranch, or to call it by its
more historically accurate name, the
Wright Hill Ranch, is at 1,238 acres the
largest privately owned tract of land
on the Sonoma Coast. Week before
last, it became the property of the
Sonoma County Agricultural Preserva-
tion and Open Space District.

The new acquisition is going to test
the mettle of the district, which has
been caught between the proverbial
rock and hard place as it has attempt-
ed to balance the needs of the ranchers
for rangeland with the demands of the
hikers, the conservationists and the
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F
rancis Ford Coppola, the Acade-
my Award-winning director,
set the stage for the premiere of
Sonoma Paradiso, the wine auc-

tion formerly known as Imagine that
raised $2 million Saturday.

Coppola supplied a new venue — his
Alexander Valley winery Rosso & Bian-
co, formerly known as Chateau Sou-
verain, in Geyserville.

More than 400 people came to sip and
bid under the white tent at the charity
auction, now in its fourth year. While
early results indicate the contributions
fell short of last year’s take of $2.5 mil-
lion, the amount is still second in Cali-
fornia only to that of Auction Napa Val-
ley, which raised $7.48 million in June.

Coppola, who has his own winery in
the Napa Valley, said he’s a “proud
newcomer” to Sonoma County. “I was
in Buenos Aires 36 hours ago working
on a film. Yes, I’m still a filmmaker.
I’m very proud to be part of Sonoma
County’s winegrowing tradition. In the
near future it will be the proud equal of
Napa Valley.”

While a single-prop airplane and a
new Maserati drew the highest bids,
the final impromptu lot was the most
suspenseful.

Vintner Jess Jackson, introducing
the lot, coaxed paddle-holders to help

organizers reach $2 million when they
were $49,500 shy. He took the stage,
along with Coppola and John Lasseter,
a vintner who doubles as the chief cre-
ative officer of Disney and Pixar Anima-
tion Studios. Jackson said the lot fea-
tured a magnum signed by each and a
dinner cooked by each.

Shirlene Elkins, who bought the lot
with three others, is a trustee on the
board of the Naples Winter Wine Festi-
val, which is the biggest money-raising
wine auction in the world.

She said that Jackson and his wife,
Barbara Banke, have “always been
very supportive of the Naples auction”
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EMPIRE NEWS
Breaking news, updates

Poff Ranch testament to county’s rural roots

Sonoma Paradiso
joins charity circuit

Coppola, Lasseter, vintners coax $2 million in bids in Geyserville

MOMENT WITH THE HOSTS:
Francis Ford Coppola, from left,
and his wife, Eleanor, came in
as the top bidders on John
Lasseter’s lot Saturday. More
than 400 revelers joined the
Coppolas under a white tent at
their Alexander Valley winery
for the charity auction.

A first-class
stamp for

Ruben Salazar

I
n D.C. the other day, the Postal
Service announced a new series
of stamps to honor five
courageous journalists,

including one who covered Petaluma
City Hall for the PD 50 years ago.

Ruben Salazar’s curiosity and
quest for the truth indeed shook
things up in Petaluma. But it was
later, at the L.A. Times and
KMEX-TV, that the gentle, insistent
newsman really made his mark.

In 1970, Ruben was 42, a former
Vietnam War correspondent and the
nation’s leading voice on the plight
of Mexican-Americans. In August of
that year, he’d stepped away from
covering an East L.A. war protest
that turned into a riot. He was seated
in a cafe when a tear-gas canister
fired at close range by a deputy
struck him in the head, killing him.

In 1979, Sonoma State University
named its new library for Ruben
Salazar. It’s now a hall with
classrooms and offices, but it still
bears Ruben’s name.

Of all the American journalists
nominated for the series of
commemorative stamps that will be
issued next spring, Ruben received
the most nominations.

He’ll be in good company. Other
stamps will honor CBS News pioneer
Eric Sevareid, slain CBS Radio
reporter George Polk, war
correspondent Martha Gellhorn and
John Hersey, chronicler of the
bombing of Hiroshima.

A PINT FOR BRIAN: Eight years
ago, people who couldn’t help but
love young Kenwood firefighter
Brian “Dump Truck” Fletcher rolled
up their sleeves to give blood he
needed as he healed from a
devastating car crash.

Brian is gone now, killed Sept. 16
when he swerved on his motorcycle
to avoid a car that turned into his
path on Sonoma Highway at Adobe
Canyon Road.

On Tuesday, folks will honor him
by returning to the Kenwood
firehouse or to Blood Bank of the
Redwoods (www.bbr.org) to give a
pint in his name. On top of
everything else, Brian was a devoted
blood donor.

JANE AND ‘JACK’: A derisive
e-mail making the rounds at City
Hall nicknames Santa Rosa
Councilwoman Jane Bender
“Jackhammer Jane.”

It’s a dig penned by a council critic
after Bender declared that she wants
jackhammers at work transforming
Old Courthouse Square by the end of
next year.

Thing is, Bender rather likes the
sobriquet. She said “Jackhammer
Jane” sounds like somebody who
gets things done and she might use
the name if she were going to run
again in 2008, but she isn’t.

NO MYSTERY HERE: As
expected, the ballyhooed revelation
that Santa Rosa Vice Mayor Lee
Pierce made to “a private group of
supporters and friends” was that
next year he will not run for 5th
District supervisor, or for state
Assembly, or for governor.

Pierce has decided he will seek
re-election to the City Council. We
all may breathe again.

WHEN COMPANY’S A-COMIN’:
Utilities beneath McDonald Avenue,
Santa Rosa’s nicest old street, need
some work so crews have been
digging up and replacing pipes and
then filling in the trenches.

For the convenience of the
workers, a porta-potty was placed
alongside the curb — smack in front
of Erik and Kathleen Helleskov’s
home, a little beauty that dates back
to 1884.

The toilet was there when up
pulled some houseguests the
Helleskovs were expecting — the
Oregonian parents of the boyfriend
of their 22-year-old daughter,
Juliana.

Erik saw his guests eye the
trailered commode. “This house is so
old,” he said as he extended his hand,
“it doesn’t have indoor plumbing.
And in your honor, we splurged!”

You can reach Chris Smith at 521-5211
or chris.smith@pressdemocrat.com.

Preview
of SSU’s
Green
Center

Telecom leaders called on
to donate during tour

of music complex

Don
Green
Founder of
Optilink Corp. in
Petaluma urged
beneficiaries of
the telecom
boom to give
back to the
community.
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ANIMATED PRESENTER: Pixar and Disney executive John Lasseter cheers about his auction lot at the Sonoma Paradiso auction Saturday at Rosso &
Bianco Winery in Geyserville. “What’s exciting about this level of an auction is that it has brought people from all over the country to Sonoma,” he said.

PHOTO GALLERY
Images from Saturday’s
charity auction in Geyserville
pressdemocrat.com

WINE AUCTION PREMIERE
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