
A man tosses wine bottles
into large bins at the Our

SACRAMENTO — Ors
Csaszar opened his first recy-
cling center in San Francisco
seven years ago with the hope
of earning money while doing
something good for the envi-
ronment. It was the best of
both worlds, he said.

But Csaszar said he isn’t
sure how much longer he can
keep his business open, de-
spite the lines of people who
come each day to return soda
cans, water bottles and other
beverage containers for a nick-
el or a dime each.

That’s because the value of
recyclables has decreased in
recent years, meaning Csaszar
makes less on the collected
bottles and cans he sells. On
top of that, state subsidies
meant to offset the cost of
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Top: Customers line up to have goods weighed before they receive a
cash payment at a collection center on Bayshore Boulevard.
Above: A customer tosses wine bottles into a bin at the center.

Recycling centers
on brink of failure
Squeezed by economics, businesses seek help from state
By Melody Gutierrez

Recycle continues on A9

“A lot of people need this. But it’s really difficult
to keep the business up and running.”

Ors Csaszar, owner, Our Planet Recycling center in San Francisco
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Less than two months before a San Francisco
man allegedly killed his mother and engaged
authorities in a 15-hour standoff, city police
officers placed him on an involuntary psychiat-
ric hold and seized a cache of guns and ammu-
nition from him, including an AK-47 assault
rifle, records show.

The suspect, 52-year-old former security
guard Thomas Ragsdale, was jailed in the earli-
er case on suspicion of illegal weapons pos-
session after a brief stint in psychiatric care.

But prosecutors did not file charges, and
Ragsdale returned to his home on 15th Street
near Corona Heights Park, where he purported-
ly shot his mother in the back Sunday before
shooting and wounding himself hours later to
end the tense standoff. On Friday, Ragsdale
remained in critical condition at San Francisco
General Hospital.

The series of events raises questions about

Troubled
history of
S.F. suspect
in standoff
Cops had seized guns, put
man on psychiatric hold
By Vivian Ho

Slay continues on A9

Democrats are convinced that deep-blue
California’s growing distaste for President
Trump will be enough to flip nine of the
state’s 14 Republican-held congressional seats
in 2018, but the most recent federal campaign
finance reports show the GOP incumbents
won’t be going without an expensive fight.

Six of those targeted Republicans took in at
least $750,000 in the first six months of the
year, out-raising their individual Democratic
challengers.

“Our incumbents all had strong fundrais-
ing,” said Jack Pandol, a spokesman for the
National Republican Congressional Committee.
“They’re seeing a real level of support in their
districts.”

That’s not discouraging Democratic leaders,
who have plenty of potential challengers rais-
ing money and who recently added two more

Republicans
in state gear up
for costly fight
to keep seats
By John Wildermuth

Congress continues on A8

In a city proud of its coun-
terculture history and progres-
sive politics, a radical monu-
ment to rebellion has lan-
guished, uncared for and un-
loved, for most of its nearly
50-year existence.

The Vaillancourt Fountain is
that cockeyed concrete tangle
at the foot of Market Street on
the edge of Justin Herman
Plaza. The one that the late
Chronicle architecture critic
Allan Temko insisted must
have been “deposited by a
concrete dog with square in-
testines.” Art critic Alfred
Frankenstein was far kinder,
allowing that “its very outra-
geousness and extravagance
are part of its challenge.”

There have been repeated
calls for removal of the foun-
tain over the years, all of
which failed in the face of
vigorous defense — not the
least of which has come from
sculptor Armand Vaillancourt,
now 87. Meanwhile, pressure
has lately grown to rename the
plaza it dominates, given the

No joy springs from fountain—
neglected landmark is bone-dry

Gabrielle Lurie / The Chronicle

Stephan Carter-Mason and a
gull find dry Vaillancourt
Fountain at Justin Herman
Plaza a good place to perch.

Desmarais continues on A8

CHARLES DESMARAIS Art



The Mechanics Monument by
Douglas Tilden in Mechanics

grave errors of judgment of
which Justin Herman has been
accused. As that potential
controversy heats up, it seems
a good time to review the pla-
za’s most visible feature, and
to consider its place in the
city’s heritage.

I was not at the unveiling of
the Vaillancourt Fountain on
April 21, 1971, but it happens
that I was in San Francisco
that spring, and the event was
front-page news. There had
been high-minded praise for
the project: The noted land-
scape architect Lawrence Hal-
prin, chief designer of the
plaza and chairman of the jury
that selected Canadian sculp-
tor Vaillancourt, pronounced it
“the first great monumental
fountain in America.”

But there was dissent, as
well: The great San Francisco
sculptor Ruth Asawa, no foe of
advanced art, lamented that
the best that could be said for
the work was that its 710-ton
mass and 30,000-gallon-per-
minute roaring output of wa-
ter would blot out the despised
Embarcadero Freeway (which
had not yet succumbed to the
1989 Loma Prieta earthquake).

The opening was a zoo, with
prominent speakers and noisy
protesters competing for the
attention of an audience of
2,000-3,000 “freaks, hips,
straights, uptights and strung-
outs,” The Chronicle said. The
director of the Metropolitan
Museum of Art appeared on
the dais, as did the then-direc-
tor of UC Berkeley’s art muse-
um, Peter Selz, who had “the
honor of being the first to fall
in.”

I came downtown to see
what the fuss was about. By
that time, I’m pretty sure, the
legend “Québec Libre” had
been removed. The artist —
creator of numerous public
sculptures with leftish political
titles before and since — had
stenciled the phrase in orange
paint as he waded through the
pool at the opening. The revo-
lutionary impulse symbolized
by that action seemed embod-
ied and enlivened by his mon-
umental work.

It was, after all, an officially
commissioned public sculptur-
al ensemble made to get wet
in. It also seemed to me a de-
liberate poke in the eye of the
burghers who ordered it up —
an elaborate, ironic send-up of
the monolithic freeway over-
pass.

By 1971, the idea that a work
might require the participation
of an audience to be complete
was well ensconced in the
contemporary art world.
“Happenings,” the name used
by artist Allan Kaprow begin-
ning in the late 1950s for live-
art projects that combined
aspects of music, dance, the-
ater and visual art, had by a

decade later come into use
throughout youth culture for
all manner of cultural celebra-
tions.

Such an approach to perma-
nent public sculpture was new,
however, and Vaillancourt
went all in. Frankenstein got it.
He reported:

“There is a walkway of
square steppingstones behind
the principal jets, and follow-
ing along it is like taking the
famous walk behind Niagara
Falls. But here you don’t walk
behind a single Niagara; you
walk behind and around half a
dozen, all pouring out their
loads of water every which-
way, with jets and little clouds
of steam mixing in to complete
the wet cave-like romanticism
of the experience.

“Eventually there will be big
walls of water pouring over
the concrete walls at the back:
lights and sprays and other
pyrotechnical effects are pro-
grammed into the fountain
and will presumably be used.
But the heart of the idea is the
unique one of public entry into
and intimate exploration of the
fountain’s innards; in this it is
unique and decidedly a suc-
cess.

“It is not a great work of
sculpture,” he concluded,
“which is like observing that
an automobile is not much of a
success as a horse.”

I took a walk down Market
Street recently to look again at
the Vaillancourt Fountain. At
the intersection with Battery
Street, one passes the Mechan-
ics Monument, a forceful trib-
ute to labor by the great San
Francisco sculptor and lover of

men Douglas Tilden. It was
originally erected, in 1901, as
the center of a fountain, but
the basin in which it stood was
eliminated after the 1906
earthquake. The piece still
stands at the same corner as
an extraordinary work of art:
gracefully modeled, righteous
in intention. The pool, at best,
was an attractive setting, likely
not designed by the artist. The
sculpture might even have
been improved by bringing it
closer to the viewer.

If you squint, you might see
in Vaillancourt’s work a re-
minder of the entwined forms
of the Tilden monument, but
the similarities stop there. The
water is as essential to the one
as it was superfluous to the
other. Vaillancourt is a sprawl-
ing, lifeless skeleton in its
current dry state, with a chain-
link fence blocking the two
sets of stairs that once allowed

people to peer down into the
roiling maelstrom below. The
chain of island-like stepping-
stones that made visitors feel
they were walking on water is
now a gantlet of precarious
pedestals several feet above a
rock-hard floor. The site is
littered with trash.

On my visit I happened
upon two Recreation and Park
Department workers tinkering
with electrical wires, who told
me it has been “at least two
years” since the fountain was
running. That’s just the latest
of frequent extended dry
spells.

Via email, I reached Rec and
Park spokesman Elton Pon,
who told me, “Crews are mak-
ing preparations this week to
test the working condition of
the fountain. … However, if, as
expected, there are substantial
capital costs beyond Rec and
Park’s or the Arts Commis-

sion’s resources ... there are
currently no plans to restore
it.”

There are many ways to
destroy culture. The mid-
century “redevelopment czar”
and plaza namesake Justin
Herman is being castigated,
rightly, for the ignorance and
de facto racism that led to
displacement of families of
color and the gutting of a sig-
nificant part of San Francisco’s
material heritage. Erasing the
memory of those mistakes will
not recover what was lost. It
could make it easier to fall
again into the trap of arro-
gance.

Herman could not see that it
is the life of a city that matters
most, not the look of it. And
we, perhaps, have yet to learn
that it is the experience of
works of art, not their raw
components, that is of greatest
value.

It makes little sense to
spend money to add even a
single new object to our civic
art collection if we allow the
virtual eradication, through
neglect and obliviousness to its
original intention, of our city’s
most visible public work. We
are the heirs to a memorial
that, encountered as it was
designed to be, animates a
moment in art and history that
cannot be re-created. If our
city agencies can understand
that, their priorities should be
as clear as the waters of a
healthy Vaillancourt Fountain.

Charles Desmarais is The San
Francisco Chronicle’s art critic.
Email: cdesmarais@sfchronicle.
com Twitter: @Artguy1

Vaillancourt Fountain a victim of neglect
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Youngsters stroll past arid Vaillancourt Fountain, above.
Douglas Tilden’s 1901 Mechanics Monument, below, is nearby.
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veteran GOP congress-
men, Devin Nunes, R-
Tulare, and Duncan
Hunter, R-Alpine (San
Diego County), to their
wish list of Republican
targets.

“We believe these
districts are winnable
for a number of rea-
sons,” said Andrew
Godinich, a spokesman
for the Democratic Con-
gressional Campaign
Committee. “A lot of
these Republicans
haven’t been challenged
in a real way since they
were first elected.”

That would include
Rep. Ed Royce, an
Orange County Repub-
lican who has served in
Congress since 1992 and
was re-elected last year
with 57 percent of the
vote. He has raised
$959,000 since January
and has $3.1 million in
the bank for his 2018
campaign.

But the money hasn’t
scared away would-be
challengers. Mai-Khanh
Tran, a pediatrician, has
collected $273,000 for

the race and fellow
Democrat Phil Janowicz,
a former college profes-
sor, brought in $180,000.

Businessman Andy
Thorburn, 73, is the
biggest surprise in the
race. Just this week he
announced that he was
going to challenge Royce
and loaned $2 million of
his own money to the
effort.

“The district is chang-
ing, and it’s the right
time for Andy,” said
Maclen Zilber, a consul-
tant for the campaign.

It’s a similar situation
for Rep. Mimi Walters,
R-Irvine, who won re-
election in a 58 percent
landslide in 2018 and
has raised nearly $1.1
million this year.

Despite having a dis-
trict with a 40 percent to
30 percent GOP registra-
tion edge, Walters, who
was first elected in 2014,
is facing four Demo-
cratic challengers, in-
cluding three who al-
ready have raised at
least $200,000.

There are plenty of
other Democrats looking
to move to Washington,

D.C.
There are four Demo-

crats raising money for a
race against Hunter and
at least three looking to
challenge Rep. Dana
Rohrabacher, R-Costa
Mesa (Orange County).
For Rep. Jeff Denham of
Turlock (Stanislaus
County), who won a 52
percent-48 percent battle
in November and has
more than $1 million in
his campaign account,
it’s now seven Demo-
cratic hopefuls and
counting.

The flood of Demo-
cratic challengers could
be too much of a good
thing, especially if they
spend more time battling
one another than fight-
ing the GOP incumbents
for a spot on the Novem-
ber ballot.

“Crowded, divisive
and expensive Demo-
cratic primaries are
something we’re seeing
all over the country,”
said Pandol, the GOP
spokesman. “It’s not
going to be pretty.”

But hard-fought pri-
maries aren’t necessarily
a bad thing, since who-

ever wins will be battle-
tested, said Godinich of
the DCCC.

“We want the best of
the best for candidates,
and in a contested pri-
mary the cream rises to
the top,” he said. “If we
want energy and orga-
nizing, it’s helpful to
have a lot of people in.”

Partisan spin aside,
there are a few Califor-
nia congressional races
virtually guaranteed to
be competitive.

In the Sacramento
suburbs, Democratic
Rep. Ami Bera of Elk
Grove will face another
tough race in his conser-
vative-leaning district.
Republican businessman
Andrew Grant, a former
Marine captain who also
worked on national se-
curity issues with the
State Department and
Homeland Security,
announced last month
he will challenge Bera.

Bera, a physician,
edged out Sacramento
County Sheriff Scott
Jones in 2016, 51 percent
to 49 percent. He has
raised $629,000 this year
and has $617,000 in the
bank. Because Grant
entered the race so re-
cently, he has not yet
filed any financial state-

ments.
Bera is one of four

Democrats on the GOP’s
own target list, joining
Salud Carbajal of Santa
Barbara, Scott Peters of
San Diego and Raul Ruiz
of Palm Desert (River-
side County).

Rep. Darrell Issa,
R-Vista (San Diego
County), could be the
state’s most vulnerable
Republican. A nine-term
veteran of Congress, Issa
barely hung on to his
seat last year, beating
Democrat Doug Apple-
gate by only about 1,600
votes.

Issa has taken in
$813,000 in campaign
cash since January and
has $671,000 on hand.
Applegate, a retired
Marine colonel, has
raised $384,000 this year
and has $262,000 in the
bank for a potential
rematch. But Democratic
activist Mike Levin col-
lected $615,000 in the
first six months of the
year and has $416,000
for his campaign.

Rep. Steve Knight,
R-Lancaster (Los Ange-
les County) also is draw-
ing serious challengers.
In a district almost even-
ly split between Demo-
crats and Republicans,

Knight won an easier-
than-expected victory in
2016, but is facing at
least two Democratic
challengers.

Knight, a former po-
lice officer and state
legislator, has $435,000
in contributions this
year and $433,000 in the
bank. Democrat Katie
Hill, an executive with
an antihomelessness
nonprofit, collected
$221,000 and has
$173,000 cash on hand.
Jess Phoenix, a geologist
who runs an educational
science nonprofit,
brought in $76,000 this
year and has $51,000 in
campaign cash.

Since the filing dead-
line for Congress isn’t
until March 9, 2018,
there’s likely to be plenty
of changes between now
and then, with new
candidates opting in and
others dropping out.

“You are going to see
candidates on both sides
jump in, and we’re still
recruiting,” said Pandol,
the GOP spokesman.

John Wildermuth is a San
Francisco Chronicle staff
writer. Email:
JWildermuth@
sfchronicle.com Twitter:
@jfwildermuth

GOP candidates raise cash
Congress from page A1
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