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 9. CONTESTED DAVIS, 1990- ––


Although the year 1990 was not as dramatic or profound as years like 1917 and 1945, Davis observers nonetheless, at that time, saw it as a turning-point. In retrospect, it was.

Only four candidates stood for the two open seats on the City Council that year.  Two described themselves as "moderates." They meant this as a contrast to "progressives."  The position of the third was unclear.  The fourth was the incumbent and progressive mayor, the now-famous maverick developer Mike Corbett. Progressive and past Mayor Ann Evans had decided not to seek a third term. Progressives did not field another of their own to run with Corbett for the other open seat.  

Corbett drew 40% of the votes, but was short of the winning 44% received by Boyd and far behind Wolk’s 58% (one of the highest seen in many elections before and after 1990). 

Wolk and Boyd positioned themselves to the center-right of Corbett. A panel of ex-mayors conversing on Davis Community Television the evening of this election day agreed that these two had forged a new, winning posture. Bob Black, Bill Kopper, Dave Rosenberg and Jim Stevens opined the end of an era.  Echoing this, the Enterprise year-end summary of 1990 characterized the election as "a significant turning point in Davis politics. . . . [The balance of power on the council has shifted away] "from progressives for the first time in almost 20 years" (2, 12-31-1990).

POLITICAL CONTESTS. But like the progressives previously, moderate power was precarious. Indeed, the idea of “contest" in the sense of engagements with uncertain outcomes appropriately labeled the period after 1990.

In the eight City Council elections between 1990 and 2004, the top vote-receivers were, in sequence: moderate, progressive, moderate, progressive, progressive, moderate, moderate, progressive. The nine actual or scheduled mayors divided five moderate, four progressive. But, as seen in column 4 below, all but one council had moderate majorities. The term "contest" might characterize this period, but the contestants had not, so far, won the same number of matches at the polls.
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‘90-92

44

58

1/4

Moderate (Skinner)

‘92-94

39

43

2/3

Moderate (Wolk)

‘94-96

29

43

2/3

Progressive (Rosenberg)

‘96-98

33

39

1/4

Moderate (Wolk)

’98-00

38

43

2/3

Progressive (Partansky)

’00-02

31

43

3/2

Progressive (Wagstaff)

‘02-04

53

54

2/3

Moderate (Boyd)

‘04-06

36

39

1/4

Moderate (Asmundson)

‘06-08

[scheduled based on '04 election:]

Progressive (Greenwald)
 
(1) As reported in previous chapters, the percentage of votes needed to win a Council seat declined over the urbanizing, depression, exploding and progressive periods. This erosion continued and got to the point of electing someone with 29 percent (13, p. 9). But also, the percentages did begin to level off. As seen in Column 1 above, the lowest-winning percents stabilized in the middle and high thirties. Column 3 also shows that 39 and 43 were often the highest percentages, making their recipients the mayor.  


  (2) With increasing frequency, some claimed, successful campaign platforms were organized to avoid substantive positions on issues while espousing the virtues of good communication, listening to all the stake-holders, seeking win-win solutions, and other feel-good slogans about  style and process rather than substance and content. To detractors, this style/process stress seemed empty and a distraction from the issues.                                


Style/process rather substance/content themes were especially evident in the 2002 election. In it, the highest vote receiver highlighted "working together" for "consensus building" and "decisive action" (campaign leaflet phrases). The second-highest vote-receiver in this election featured "delivering common sense." These two finished strongly (54 and 53%). In some eyes, though, these were stealth moderates who used style/process-themes to mute or shroud their rapid growth/pro-developer views.  


Success prompted imitation. At least two of the winning candidates in the 2004 election appeared to run on style and process themes as much or more as on substance and content. Indeed, a few observers began to wonder if running on a platform of real positions on actual issues was not a recipe for failure. Although they differed among themselves, the three politically experienced and credible candidates finishing third, fourth and fifth (with 33, 33, and 32 percent) in 2004 were alike in putting forth reasoned positions on issues. Their fault may have been that they were too political because they engaged in such practices as publishing issue essays and position papers. All three might seem to be intimidating "policy wonks" instead of merely simply nice people who wanted to serve.  If so, "Can't we all just get along?" campaigns had a competitive advantage over platforms of content that required intellectual effort to understand and evaluate. 

(3) In the later years of the progressive period, the conventional wisdom in the "Davis political class" (the few hundred people who followed its politics) was that voters divided into one third each progressives, moderates, and the middling-uncertains. Winning an election therefore required getting five to ten or so percent more than one's base-third. Because only progressives or moderates had ideologies articulate enough to prompt running, the central campaign task was to draw support from the middling-uncertains.

But this picture of one-third each was problematic and increasingly so as the years went on. Despite the stereotype of being no or anti-growth, Davis was in fact growing quite substantially (shown in picture I.l). Moreover, the growth was heavily in far east and south Davis, places with expensive housing developments. Therefore, one might expect the percent of moderates to increase.

There was some evidence of this shift, but also contrary signs. In the 2004 election, for example, the two candidates who ran most clearly on their ideological bases––progressive Mike Harrington and moderate Donna Lott––received votes suggesting that each still had about one-third of the electorate. Harrington got 33%, Lott got 32%.

At least two of the three campaigns that garnered support beyond their bases and got elected (with 43, 39 and 36 percents) importantly did so by layering on themes of style and process, the matter just described. Therefore, the important change may have been in receptivity to style and process appeals rather than in progressive versus moderate outlook.

(4) Stability was also suggested by that fact that Davis continued to vote heavily democratic in wider elections. Indeed, the extraordinary governor's recall election of October 7, 2003 offered vivid evidence of a still strong leftward tilt. These were the results for Davis, the State of California, and San Francisco. 
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Bustamonte (Democrat)


46

32
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Schwarzeneger (Republican)

28

49

19

McClintock (Conservative Republican)
  8

13

  6




Grey Davis survived the recall vote in only a small minority of California jurisdictions. But he was handily retained by 66% in Davis.  On the question of a new governor, 55% favored a candidate of the left, as compared to 35% doing so state-wide.  As the above figures also show, Davis was not as left as San Francisco, the state's most liberal jurisdiction.  Nonetheless it was also clearly to the left of California as a whole.  

GROWTH DEBATES. Growth as an issue defined the 1972 start of the progressive era.  In one or another guise or venue, it continued as the central debate in civic  life. If anything, disputes over it became more intense as the years went on.

Among many of these disputes between 1990 and the early zero years of the 21st century, eight involved particularly large growth plans or were otherwise noteworthy.

(1) In the same 1990 election that brought moderates to power, voters rejected citizen initiative Measure C that would have limited Davis growth to 1.78 percent a year. "A late campaign, financed up front by Councilman Maynard Skinner, helped contribute to an overwhelming vote . . . [against it]. Skinner later paid off the campaign debt with a fund-raiser attended by builders, real estate interest and area developers" (2, 12-31-90). (2) A 44 acre "Gateway project" west of Olive Drive between I-80 and the railroad and containing major retail dominated late 1993 news and the election campaign of 1994.  Given a negative reception for, among other reasons, claims of likely harm to the Downtown, a revision with much less retail was still criticized. The developers dropped the proposal. (3) The "Wildhorse project" to build a golf course and about 800 housing units in northeast Davis was disputed some seven years before final approval in 1995. That year, the project was put to a citizen referendum that would have voided the development agreement the Council had approved (on a split vote). Voters "overwhelmingly turned down the referendum" (2, 12-31-1995). (4) Also in the mid-1990s, developer John Whitcombe sought to launch "Covell Center" on almost 400 acres at the northwest corner of Covell and Pole Line. To sweeten the deal, he offered to include, build and donate to the City a 75 acre "sports complex." This attraction mobilized a Davis Sports Coalition, but it was not enough to overcome fears that the complex would be a Trojan Horse. The City's dire financial situation meant it likely could not afford to operate and maintain such a facility. The project died (but rose from the dead, see below).

(5) In the mid-1990s, the City Council decided to allow new housing already approved for construction to be built faster than originally scheduled––a processed called "front loading." One consequence was a precipitous down-turn in housing production at the turn of the decade. This new "squeeze" provided a reason for a moderate Council majority to authorize, in September, 2002, 250 housing units a year more than allowed by the General Plan. Because Davis had already met its regional fair-share housing obligation through 2006, progressives decried this as run-away growth. (6) In March 2000, 54% of voters approved a Council-proposed measure requiring a "vote of the people if the City Council approves development on land outside of city limits" (2, 12-31-2000). Identified as "J" on the ballot, the phrase "Measure J vote" became an active element of Davis political talk.  (As of the publication of this book, the Council had yet to approve a project that required a Measure J vote.) (7) In November, 2000, 70% of voters approved Measure O, which taxed residents $24 a year for 30 years "to pay for the purchase of open space around the city's borders" (2, 12-31-2000). The measure created a citizen's commission to recommend purchases and it reported in early 2004. The moderate-dominated Council rejected the Commission's proposals for purchases close to Davis' borders and opted for distant parcels.  The Commissioners unanimously denounced this action as violating the clear intent of the act. Some of them resigned. (8) Covell Commons died (4, above), but the desire to develop the land did not.  The owners offered a new plan in 2003, this time containing 1,4000 units of housing under the new name "Covell Village" (an especially cynical new label, some thought).

Consistent with the idea of a "contested" Davis, these eight growth debates could be characterized by moderates and progressives alike as "you lose some, you win some."

A CONSENSUS EXCEPTION: THE DOWNTOWN. We have seen that the Downtown assumed a special and affectionate status in Davis life early in the exploding period and that this continued through the progressive era. In what might be regarded as an amazing phenomenon of political consensus, this status continued into the 2lst century.  Virtually to a person, candidates for City Council subscribed to the idea of keeping the downtown the "center" of Davis. Indeed, the one candidate who questioned this doctrine––​​twice-elected Jerry Adler––was defeated in his 1996 run for a third term.  He made the mistake of declaring, "We cannot foster the myth that . . . [the Downtown] is the retail center . . . The County Fair Mall in Woodland is the retail center of Davis" (2, 12-31-1996). In this sense, the downtown was a bit of a sacred cow. 

Myriad actions especially helpful to the Downtown were 1) policies and programs or 2) signal events and episodes.

(1) Policies and program were active in four main areas. (a) Although the Davis Redevelopment Agency (RDA) was created in the early 1970s, a project area was not defined until the late 1980s. The one created contained South Davis, Olive Drive, and the Downtown. Financed largely by tax increment accruals, on the order of 30 million dollars were spent (or budgeted for spending) to reduce "blight" in the Downtown over the 1990-2005 period.  This was about half of all RDA expenditures and budget commitments for those years. Downtown blight reduction activities and plans included street realignment and circulation improvement, corner crosswalk beautification, general amenity enhancements (e.g. facade improvement loans), and fee-forgiveness for construction projects. Perhaps most dramatically, five million was spent to redevelop the entire block at the southeast corner of Fifth and G. (b) Historically, the Chamber of Commerce was the voice of Davis business. But this ended in the later 1980s as Downtown businesses developed a distinctive consciousness. In 1988, this consciousness achieved organizational form as the Davis Downtown Business Association (DDBA). A non-profit corporation, it was also a city-sanctioned business improvement district (a "BID"). As a quasi-official extension of the city government, the city administered an assessment that supported it. In 2003, XXXXX businesses generated $XXXXX for it.  These and additional funds paid for an office, an Executive Director, and staff and promotional programs.  Directed by an elected Board and an array of committees, it carried on a year-round schedule of promotional events, downtown maintenance, and lobbying of  the city government.  (c) On the City side, most or a good part of the time of five upper-level bureaucrats were spent on programs to help the Downtown. (d) Later in this period the City developed three bodies of  "Downtown ideology" which contained many rules for managing the area: The Core Area Specific Plan, 1996; the Core Area Strategy Report & Five-Year Action Plan, 2000, and the Davis Downtown and Traditional Residential Neighborhood Design Guidelines, 2001. Among the more important doctrines in these documents was the idea that only retail should be in ground level locations, that offices and services should be above ground level, and that residences should be provided on second and higher levels of buildings. In fact, several downtown buildings constructed after 1996 exhibited this pattern.
2) A number of episodes and events affected the Downtown and arguably helped it.  (a) The auto tunnel under the railroad track that entered the downtown at First and E was a recurring concern. Plans to widen it had been put before the electorate in 1968, 1973, 1987 and 1997, and failed each time.  Reasons for failure varied, but the 1997 struggle was (among other things)  a moderate-progressive conflict over visions of the Downtown and, by extension, Davis. Moderates sought "an open invitation for people . . . to swerve off I-80 and come into our wonderful town" (Jerry Kaneko, 2, 12-31-1996).  This was a vision of "Davis As Carmel." But the specter of a freeway-wide boulevard dumping thousands of cars an hour into the Downtown horrified progressives such as Mayor Julie Partanski and fellow participants in SMART (Save Money and Reduce Traffic). For opponents, widening would destroy the town's "old-fashioned, pedestrian-friendly . . . small town character" (Ftiz, ch. 8, p. 1). The widening was rejected by a vote of 56%.  (b) Also in 1997, developer Paul Petrovich indicated that he planned to build a small mall called "Davis Commons" at the southwest corner of First Street and the Richards Underpass.  It would contain a Borders bookstore, a fact that galvanized progressive defenders of independent stores, especially bookstores  Despite campaigning and a lawsuit, the Commons, with a Borders, opened in September of 1998.  (c) Popping up again in 1999, Mr. Petrovich announced construction of a building for discount retailer Ross Dress-for-Less at Cowell and Lillard in South Davis. People in the area opposed it for various reasons and others thought such a store could not but hurt the Downtown's many women's clothing shops. An initiative attempt failed to get enough signatures in the required time. Citing negative public opinion, the Council voted to disapprove Petrovich's plan. (d) After more than a decade of relatively little construction in the Downtown, there was a spate of new––often three and four story––buildings and other projects in the later 1990s and early 2000s. These included the Fifth and G streets US Department of Agriculture building, theaters, and parking structure; Davis Commons; the E Street Plaza; the Natsoulas Gallery; the Lofts (picture 9.4); the Chen Building; and, the McCormick building.

DOWN AND UP AT UCD. People long-involved with UCD sometimes compared the experience to riding a roller coaster. Thrilling assents and highs alternated with terrifying dives and lows. We saw this in previous periods and it happened again in this period. But also as previously, the longer-term trend remained large growth and ever-greater academic and other strengths.

The 1990s opened with severe budget cuts.  Among other curtailments, the UC retirement system surplus was used to induce what came to be one-quarter of the entire (not just senior) faculty to retire in 1991-94. 

The economic bubble of the later 1990s fueled a UC's comeback. And another turn of history protected it somewhat from the larger economic bust at decade's end. This historical turn was the children of the baby-boomers reaching college age. Labeled "tidal wave II," this cohort started to enter college in the early 2000s. If UC was to continue to meet its historic promise to admit the top one-eighth of graduating high school seniors, it had to expand its capacities in a major way.

UCD was assigned a middling portion of the total growth necessary.  In the year 2001, UCD on-campus daily population was about 36,000 (24 thousand students, 11 thousand faculty and staff, one thousand other workers).  The UC Regents told UCD planners that by 2016 the daily on-campus population should be about 52 thousand (30 thousand students, 15 thousand faculty and staff, 7 thousand other workers who would be heavily associated with a new research park and a neighborhood educational center). This was an increase of 16 thousand people over fifteen years, a rate and scale of growth not seen at UCD since the boom of the 1960s. (Figures rounded from the April, 2003 UCD Long Range Development Plan, p. 5).

It was a massive planning task and made especially problematic because Davis had adopted Measure J. From UCD's point of view, Davis was, in effect, a no-growth city.  How could one add 16,000 people to a no-growth city?

Among several strategies, two were quite public. First, it created a new unit to organize the growth, one that reported directly to the Chancellor. In a stroke of strategic genius, it asked the then Davis City Manager, John Meyer, to head that unit. Meyer was a UCD graduate and a municipal government boy wonder. He had become Davis city manager in 1990 at age 33, the youngest in California. A success in that job, he was famous for the relaxed and humor-laced manner in which he could get people to work hard and together––qualities UCD would need a lot of in the years to come.  Previously employed at UCD as an undergraduate assistant in the library, his May, 2000 UCD appointment was as the Vice Chancellor for Resource Management and Planning.

Second, the UCD campus was in the auspicious situation of owning thousands of acres of open land that stretched for miles to the west and south of the main campus.  Created as an independent entity in the California constitution, it was, functionally, sovereign. No local government had to approvee its construction and development plans. It had its own municipal and social infrastructure: electricity grid, sewer system, water wells, custodial and public works workers, ground keepers/park department, mail distribution system, police force, fire department. 

It was a de facto municipality and bureaucratically organized as a quasi-socialist state. There was little to inhibit it envisioning and planning an entirely new neighbored/community on the open fields at the southwest corner of Russell and 113. 

The process of public review UCD elected to provide involved many meetings with residents, some of which elicited strong negative reactions. People living directly north of the proposed neighborhood were especially alarmed by the prospect of thousands of new vehicles on Russell Boulevard. In an effort at compromise, UCD cut the planned population substantially and eliminated vehicular connection to Russell.  When approved by the UC Regents in November, 2003, the build-out population of the new neighborhood was set at 4,300, down from a much larger initial number.   

Massive growth was not the only UCD fact or aspiration. Having started as "The Farm" that catered to rural folk, the campus has long carried the stigma of the "backward hick."  Increasingly, UCD leaders wanted to transcend this past by "reintroducing" the campus to the public.   Two elements of the strategy they devised were calculated to be highly visible locally and to bring national visibility. One, new resources were invested in the arts and, in particular, in constructing a world-class concert hall in which the best artists could perform and in which the most important  leaders of all kinds could appear.  Two, this (and other) "reintroducing" structures would be located at a new UCD "front door." Recall that the "front door" of the original campus was on the state highway (named Russell Boulevard). When Route 40 and then I-80 bypassed Davis, it became obsolete.

But, considerable open land lay between the Putah Creek channel and the Interstate 80 Freeway passing south of the main campus. Highly visible from I-80, this area was planned as a new campus center consisting of a number of "welcoming structures" at this new "front door." By 2003, two of the four sides of the new "quad" had been occupied: The Buehler Alumni and Visitors Center and the Mondavi Center for the Performing Arts. Yet to come was a hotel and conference center on the east side and a major art gallery to the south. (A large parking garage at the southwest corner had already been completed.)

But not everything was blissful at burgeoning UCD.  Spurred by the war on terrorism, in the early 2000s the Federal government began funding new laboratories for research on dangerous biological entities. Some would work with the most deadly of entities and were, in the lingo, "Level Four" labs.  UCD leaders decided to apply for such a lab. The application proposed to put it at the northeast corner of the intersection of  two freeways, Interstate-80 and Route ll3 (a few hundred yards west to the new "front door").

The application was made public and given to Davis city officials only a short time before the government's deadline.  Because of the short time, the immediate and strong public outcry contained procedural in addition to substantive objections.  Critics thought UCD officials were incredibly arrogant and in bad faith to propose something so dangerous with virtually no time for public review and no opportunity to consider alternative locations. Substantively, situating the most dangerous organisms in the world at the intersection of two freeways was, some said, bizarre (aside from its proximity to a population soon to approach 100,000).  The projected building would be a conspicuous four stories with a large footprint. Its visibility from both I-80 and 113 would surely invite "drive by" terrorist attacks.  Amidst many and heated public hearings, the Davis City Council voted unanimously to ask UCD not to site the lab in Davis. Seemingly unperturbed, UCD went forth with the application, unaltered. It was turned down. 
[Years needed above.]
Prior to the biolab brouhaha, most Davisites in recent years tended to assume that, for the most part, UCD officials could be trusted to do the right thing and to act reasonably.  Combined with other missteps––such as a Downtown-harmful plan for a hotel and conference center––the biolab encouraged people to question that assumption. Such reckless and imperious behavior raised the possibility that something was seriously wrong in the upper levels of the UCD hierarchy.

FROM HERO TO FOOL IN TWO EASY YEARS. Recall that Davis became a celebrity in the late 70s and early 80s when the likes of First Lady Rosalynn Carter and French president Francois Mitterrand visited to inspect pioneering energy measures.  This celebrity status had two features. First, Davis was characterized as a serious place that did positive things. It was a hero. Second, over the 1980s and the early 1990s, this status faded at the level of mass culture, although it apparently remained strong among energy enthusiasts. By the early 1990s, Davis was receiving little media attention. 

But then something odd happened. Suddenly in 1994, the media spotlight shone on Davis again. However, this time it was negative. Instead of being a hero, the town was treated as a weird and wacky fool.  One way to understand this change is as a media-fueled process that knitted together four distorted events spaced over just-more than two years.

 (1) The precipitating incident was the Council's passing of a no-smoking law on February 17, 1993.  In Davis, this was hardly a story at all. But because of media response to it, the Enterprise elevated it to sixth in its list of top ten 1993 stories.  "Davis garners worldwide attention again, this time for one of the toughest anti-smoking laws in the nation" (2, 21-31-93).   Unusual then but commonplace now, the ordinance banned smoking in all indoor public places and within twenty feet of an outside entrance to one. (2) Eleven months later, in January, 1994, a person complained to the police that he was kept awake by snoring sounds coming through wall from the adjoining duplex.  The noise abatement officer confirmed that the noise rose to offending levels and cited the snorer.  National media had a field day. The incident was number one on the Enterprise's list  top ten 1994 stories. (3) In June of this same year a Charles Goldman appeared before the City Council to express his concern about the survival of the thousands of toads that lived beside a Pole Line Road site where a freeway overcrossing was about to be built. The overpass would disrupt the migratory path of the toads and thereby wipe them out. However, the problem could be solved by installing a tunnel under the overpass through which the toads could migrate, a solution that had been successful in several other states and countries.  Members of the Council liked the idea and the relatively small additional cost was authorized. Writing about this, Bob Dunning opined, "It's an idea whose time has come. It's Davis. Yes, it's Davis" (2, 6-22-94). This event  is reported to have drawn modest media attention (4). But it did not make the Enterprise's 1994 year-end round up of top ten stories (even in the "also happened" category). 

 (4) Last, but certainly not least, in February, 1995, a Sacramento Bee reporter interviewed Councilmember Julie Partansky on the then-issue of paving or leaving as gravel six alleys in an early 20th century neighborhood just north of the Downtown.  Partansky was familiar with historic preservation concepts and law, but the reporter was not. Partanski ventured that gravel alleys might be considered a design feature of the Old North––an historic neighborhood––and therefore kept gravel (a reasonable view that was, in 2001, adopted into Davis conservation district law applying to the Old North). But, as Enterprise reporter Howard Beck observed, what the reporter heard and passed on to other media was like the kid's game "operator." "A message is whispered from one ear to the next, and by the time it comes out the other end, the original message has . . . become a humorous parody of itself" (2, 3-10-95). In this case, "gravel alleys plus historical [preservation] issues plus pot holes in the possibly historic alleys equals 'historic potholes'" (2, 3-10-95). Without checking, CBS radio even claimed that Partanski had said that federal law "requires the potholes be left unfilled" (2, 3-10-95).
Beck also made the important point that by February, 1995, Davis had become "a frequent source of oddball news," namely the smoking, snoring and toad tunnel stories of the previous two years. As merely "more of the same," distant reporters did not feel they had to check on pot how story's authenticity (which they did not). Anything was likely true in that strange town.


And so there it was: Wacky Davis.  The reality of each of these stories was, of course, distorted by the media. But like all stereotypes, once set in motion they were impossible to rebut or shake.   

But perhaps there was more to this than selective perception built on the accidents of these four events. Recall that Davis' claims-to-fame in the 1960s and 1970s were the heroic "bike city" and "energy city" images. A place or person that makes claims to high virtue may also be setting itself up to be seen as "uppity" or pretentious. Everybody remembers that kid in the sixth grade who no one could stand because he or she always had a hand up eager to answer the teacher's questions, always had the homework done, and aced every exam. Oh how delicious it was to see that kid make a mistake. Davis may have become that too-eager and too-smart kid. The events of 1993-95 were pay back time. How satisfying it may have been to see pompous (and affluent and educated) Davis get its comeuppance.  

Viewed in wider perspective, a deep and old anti-intellectual narrative in American life may have played out here: The smart-alec intellectual who claims high virtue and pioneering triumphs (in bikes, energy, or what have you) is revealed to be, in reality, a bumbling fool. 

  
QUESTS FOR DISTINCTIVE IDENTITY.  Leaders of American communities have long tried to devise distinctive identities for their locales.  They have wanted answers to the questions, "What is our place about?" and "What is distinctive about our place?"  A recent and crass version of this quest is called "branding," as in selling consumer products. 


Historically, Davis leaders shared this quest. The Davis Arch spanning Second Street from 1916 to 1924 was an early and ambitious such effort. As seen in picture 4.6, the arch read "Davis" in the middle and declared, on the left, "Gateway to Yolo County," and, on the right, "Home of University Farm." These were bold declarations of what the place was about and of what was distinctive to it. 


In the 1920s, prize-winning livestock farms encircled Davis. The abundance of first-place, purple ribbons garnered by these farms prompted Davis movers-and-shakers to label the area "The Purple Circle" (7, p. 23).   As the center of the circle, Davis' identity was obvious.  


My impression is that Davis came onto identity hard-times over the 1930s-1950s. Recall that in 1953 the Chamber of Commerce even held a contest intended to elicit an identity from the public, but the effort was unsuccessful (Ch. 7; 2, 3-30-1953). It was only in the late 1960s, and then almost by accident, that a "unique feature" of Davis was discovered or invented (depending on how you look at it). Joyously, Davis became "the bike capitol of the world" (Ch. 7).


Bike City was, though, a rather narrow identity. In the 1970s, events converged in a way to make it possible to incorporate bikes into the wider and more serious identity of energy use innovation and conservation. "Solar City" took its place along side or even above "Bike City." 


Identities seem prone to fade.  Factors that cause this likely include loss of freshness and resonance; weakening of the reality that fostered it initially, and adoption by the larger society so that it becomes unremarkably commonplace.


Whatever the reasons, Davis identities devised before World War II have long since lapsed.  Moreover, the Bike City image born in the 1960s and the Solar City image arising in the 1970s seemed in the process of fading in the 1990s and later. 

Regarding "Bike City," several studies done in at the turn of the century documented a major decline in bike use. "Bike culture" among the shrinking number of riders also receded in such ways as obedience to rules of the road and assignment of officers to enforce bike laws.  Decline in bike use among high school students was especially dramatic (as was SUV ownership among them).  


It is something said that "nothing fails like success" and such appeared the fate of  Davis as "Solar City." Energy codes and practices pioneered in Davis became part of the state-wide code and were adopted by myriad practitioners in other places. And, as put by Mike Fitch, in the 1980s and later, city "political leaders had to spend much of their energy fixing financial and other problems, and were less inclined to launch ambitious initiatives" (4, Introduction, p. 3). (Even so, some sought to bounce back.   In 2004, the Chair of a Citizen Task Force on Energy Issues declared, in presenting that group's final report to the City Council, "Davis has been a leader . .  . and we can be a leader again.")


It might be said, then, that by the later 1990s, Davis was "identity-challenged."  One response to this challenge was to deny there was a problem by carrying on business as usual. For example, in the 2000s, the City used its Solar Panel Picnic Shelter in Community Park as a symbol of its "word renowned" solar program. In fact, this installation had malfunctioned soon after construction in 1980 and had not produced electricity in more than 20 years (2, 3-xx-2004).

Another response was to embrace and make positive the negative identity of Wacky Davis (a response sometimes adopted by other stigmatized groups, as in inverting the meaning of the word queer). In 1999, resident Ted Puntillo self-published a lavishly illustrated children's book titled The Toads of Davis. It celebrated the toad tunnel and saving the toads and sold thousands of copies locally. This stimulated use of the toad as a Davis symbol––and perhaps the identity of Wacky Davis.  In 2004, the City  purchased a custom-designed toad costume for some hapless city employee to suffocate at "Celebrate Davis Day" (meaning "sell-a-brate Davis" by buying in town).  (This first occasion of this event was staged close to Solar Panel Picnic Shelter, a nice juxtaposition of rising and falling identities.)


I conclude on what I hope will be viewed as a humorous note. Without advocating, let me draw attention to two other solutions to Davis' identity problem.  (1) Is this really a problem? Does Davis actually need an identity that provides Garlic-in-Gilroy and Turkeys-in-Turlock answers to the questions, "What is our place about?" and "What is distinctive about our place?"


(2) If the answer is firmly "Yes, we need a distinctive identity," then a solution might be built on a therapeutic acceptance of Mike Fitch's theory stated on the first page of his book: Davis is "driven . . . by a fear of conformity, worried that someday it will wake up and discover it's just another Anytown U.S.A."  If this is true, Davis' distinctive identity might best be rejection of a distinctive identity. " An appropriate Davis motto might then be:

Anytown U. S. A. and Proud
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