The Society Page
By Gene Mahoney
Russian Hill Upholstery & Décor is
still located in Nob Hill, not Russian
Hill.
XXXXXXXXXX
I was in Belmont (the first town I lived
in when I moved to California – unless
you consider I was born in New York
City nine months after my parents’
honeymoon in San Francisco – so I’ll
leave it up to you whether it was my
first town in California) and saw this
guy, probably in his late 50s or early
60s, take out a bag of bread and dump
it on the grass next to the sidewalk.
A flock of pigeons, probably 30 or 40
of them, started eating the bread. Then
the guy took out a bag of birdseed and
started feeding pigeons from his
hands. The birds engulfed him, soon
there were so many he wasn’t visible.
It was like that old cartoon in The
New Yorker, probably by Charles
Addams, where a man starts feeding
pigeons, eventually there are so many
you can’t see him, and in the last panel
they’ve all flown away and there’s
nothing left of the man but a skeleton.
I asked the guy how long he’s been
The Pigeon Whisperer and he said
about two years. Then the noontime
bus pulled up on Ralston Avenue just
off El Camino Real and the guy got on
it, sans pigeons.

And watching that brought back
memories of my interview years ago
with Pearl Harbour. Pearl is the exwife of Clash bassist Paul Simonon
and used to front a post-punk band in
San Francisco called Pearl Harbor and
the Explosions. (She anglicized her
last name after living briefly in
England.) Here’s the sad and strange
real life story she mentioned about her
bass player, Buck Naked:
Buck was tragically killed in Golden
Gate Park. "They caught the guy who
did it," says Pearl. "The guy who did it
was called 'The Pigeon Man' and he
shot Buck because his dog was
chasing the pigeons."

English food and memorabilia at 1526
California, have both closed.
XXXXXXXXXX
Back around 2003 I was around 38
years old, and one day I sat on a bench
overlooking the Pacific in Half Moon
Bay. A woman sat on the other end of
the bench – she was a fellow member
of Generation X – and after a while
we started to talk. As I recall, she said
she lived in a house in Burlingame
with several roommates, one of which
used to play in a 1960s rock band.
Intrigued, I asked her which one, but
she didn’t know (or care). After
straining her brain for a bit, the
conversation went like this:

(Lee Vilensky, the Herald’s cabdriving columnist, replaced Buck on
bass.)

“I think they were called… Moby…
something.”

XXXXXXXXXX

“Moby Grape?”

At the Regency Ballroom: The
Sound of Tomorrow by Soulection,
9/28. Owl City, 10/3. MC5 50th
Anniversary Tour, 10/4. Pigeons
Playing Ping Pong, 10/6. At the
Warfield: Jesse J – The R.O.S.E.
Tour, 10/1. Alkaline Trio, 10/6. Kyle,
10/8. K?D, 10/12. Ekali, 10/13.
Franco Escamilla, 10/14. Blue Until
June – Music by Etta James and More,
Smuin Ballet, Palace of Fine Arts,
9/28 – 10/6. SF Jazz: Chick Corea,
10/4 – 7. Vicente Amigo, 10/11 – 14.

“Yeah, I think that’s it.”
Wow – Moby Grape, I thought. Then I
realized that I had heard of Moby
Grape, but never heard them. Come to
think of it, I don’t think I knew anyone
who heard a Moby Grape song.

XXXXXXXXXX
Happy Birthday to those bicycle riding
anarchists, Critical Mass.
Congratulations! Not many
organizations made up of angry,
pathetic losers blaming society for
their own failures last 26 years, but
you guys pulled it off.
XXXXXXXXXX
If you read it in the Herald, you
probably know it already:
Riviera Tanning Salon at 968 Bush
and You Say Tomato, that shop full of

“The Moby Grape Story,” a new book
by Cam Cobb (Jawbone Press) tells
the story of a critically acclaimed band
destined for success and their
overnight collapse. While fellow San

Francisco psychedelic acts like
Jefferson Airplane and the Grateful
Dead have become legends, Moby
Grape are a forgotten footnote in rock
history.
And who knows – that woman’s
roommate might not have been the
real deal. In addition to all their
professional and personal missteps,
Moby Grape had to deal with another
band that called themselves Moby
Grape.
XXXXXXXXXX
And in honor of the Labor Day
holiday we just had, this…
Just about everything that people think
they know about labor unions and
wage rates is wrong.
The standard tale that practically every
student hears over the course of his
education is that before the emergence
of labor unions, American workers
were terribly exploited and their
wages were consistently falling. The
improvement in labor’s condition was
due entirely or at least in large part to
labor unionism and favorable federal
legislation. In the absence of these, it
is widely assumed, people would still
be working 80-hour weeks and
children would still be working in
mines.
This oft-heard tale is, however,
almost entirely false, and those parts
of it that are true (the low standard of
living that people enjoyed in the
nineteenth century, for example) are
true for reasons other than those
alleged by pro-union historians, who
see in them only confirmation of their
prejudices against the market
economy.
Thomas Woods, adjunct scholar of the
Mises Institute and author of “The
Politically Incorrect Guide to
American History,” opens his essay
“Forgotten Facts of American Labor
History” (available online) with the
above three paragraphs. Mr. Woods

makes a very persuasive case against
the standard belief that unions benefit
workers and ends it with these seven
paragraphs below:
The empirical evidence simply does
not bear out the conventional wisdom
regarding unions. If employers were
really in a position to impose whatever
wage rate they wished, then why in
the decades prior to large-scale labor
unionism did wages not diminish to
near zero? (In fact, as we shall see
below, real wages skyrocketed in the
decades before modern labor law took
shape.) For that matter, why did
skilled workers earn more than
unskilled workers? If firms were really
in a position to tell workers to take or
leave whatever pathetic wage they
might choose to offer, why would they
have felt a need to pay skilled workers
more than unskilled workers? Why not
just pay them both the same pittance?
The case for labor unionism does
possess a superficial plausibility, but it
is in fact entirely fallacious. Real
wages rise not because of union
activity but because of the process that
George Reisman describes in his
productivity theory of wages. In short,
business investment in machinery
increases the productivity of labor and
therefore the output that the economy
is capable of producing, and this
greater supply puts downward
pressure on prices.
As Reisman explains, “It is the
productivity of labor that determines
the supply of consumers’ goods
relative to the supply of labor, and
thus the prices of consumers’ goods
relative to wage rates.” This
phenomenon is not always easy to see
in an inflationary economy such as
ours, in which prices of most goods
seem to go up consistently. But the
point remains: prices become lower
than they would otherwise be, and all
real incomes (wages included)
increase.

This is why taxes on business and
capital are so foolish and
counterproductive. Such taxes hamper
business investment, which is
precisely what raises our standard of
living. The vast bulk of high school
teachers and college professors spend
their time condemning the wickedness
of businessmen and the wealthy, and
describe taxation as a righteous
method for redistributing the
supposedly ill-gotten gains of the
wealthy to the oppressed poor. To put
it kindly, such people have not the
faintest idea of how wealth is created,
and their envy-driven policy proposals
inevitably make society poorer than it
would otherwise be.
The vast bulk of the existing
scholarship on American labor history
is essentially unreadable. It takes for
granted all the economic myths of
unionism, the essential righteousness
of the union cause, and the moral
perversity of anyone who would dare
to oppose it. Major incidents in the
history of American unionism, as with
the Haymarket incident of 1886 and
the Homestead Strike of 1892, are
often misleadingly described in order
to conform to the ideological demands
of this one-dimensional morality play.
Labor historians and activists would
doubtless be at a loss to explain why,
at a time when unionism was
numerically negligible (a whopping
three percent of the American labor
force was unionized by 1900) and
federal regulation all but nonexistent,
real wages in manufacturing climbed
an incredible 50 percent in the United
States from 1860-1890, and another
37 percent from 1890-1914, or why
American workers were so much
better off than their much more
heavily unionized counterparts in
Europe. Most of them seem to cope
with these inconvenient facts by
neglecting to mention them at all.
Labor economist W.H. Hutt referred
to the Norris-La Guardia and Wagner
Acts in 1973 as “economic blunders of

the first magnitude.” Economists
Vedder and Gallaway find that New
Deal labor legislation played a
significant role in aggravating the
unemployment problem. Both theory
and history reveal the same
conclusion: a society that genuinely
wishes to become wealthier, to enjoy
more leisure time, and to live longer
will simply repeal all taxation on
business and capital. That would do
more for the material well-being of
American workers than did all the
storied episodes of labor’s “struggle”
– labor historians’ favorite word – put
together.
Also noted by Woods:
As Henry George wrote in the
nineteenth century, "Those who tell
you of trades unions bent on raising
wages by moral suasion alone are like
those who would tell you of tigers that
live on oranges." The result of union
activity, therefore, is to reduce the
number of jobs in an industry and to
raise the money wages of union labor,
while at the same time relegating
many workers, driven out of this line
of work by the decreased quantity of
labor demanded there, to other lines of
work, whose money wages must
decrease as a result of the greater
supply of workers now forced to
compete for them.
The net result is that the gains to
certain workers are more than offset
by the disabilities inflicted upon other
workers. When union activity reduces
the number of people who can be
profitably employed in skilled trades,
it correspondingly increases the
number of skilled laborers who are
forced to find work in fields that are
well below their level of competence.
The outcome of this displacement of
skilled labor is no different from a
situation in which laborers never
possessed these skills in the first place.
If union privilege prevents some
workers from putting their skills to
their proper use, the effect is the same
as if they had never gone to the

trouble to acquire them at all. Thus
society produces below its potential,
and wealth that would otherwise have
been created never sees the light of
day.###
Telegraph from Berkeley

The Benjamin H.
Swig Pavilion
By Ace Backwords
Back in 1976 when I first became
homeless I used to hang out at the
Benjamin H. Swig Pavilion with my
crazy friend Fearless Frank. We used
to eat lunch at St. Anthony’s Dining
Hall with the other bums, then we’d
walk a couple blocks to 5th and
Market and hang out at the pavilion
and watch the world go by.
There weren’t too many homeless
street people in San Francisco back
then. Believe it or not. And most of
them got herded off to the couple
blocks of skid row on 6th Street and
the Tenderloin. So me and Fearless
Frank stood out a bit as we sat there
on a bench in our rags. Amidst the
tourists waiting for the cable cars, and
the business people from the financial
district, and the rich people shopping
at Union Square.
We were an odd pair, me and Fearless
Frank. Because we didn’t have much
in common. I was 19, he was 30. I was
straight, he was gay. I was an acidhead
and he was an alkie. But for whatever
reason, we both hit it off. I think
because we were both damaged. Even
as Frank had given up on life and was
going down. While I was still fighting
to make something of my life and
would pull myself up. But at that
particular juncture we both intersected
at the same level of damage. And that
bonded us.
And we both had a weird, gallows
humor, sense of humor about our
plights. Both considered life to be

absurd and ridiculous, and we could
laugh about it, even when the joke was
on us. We used to say:
“Would you like to adjourn to our
luxury suite at the Benjamin H. Swig
Pavilion?”
“Why surely. That strikes me as a
simply marvelous and splendid idea.”
And we’d sit there on the street bench
like we had box seats to the latest
grand opera. We’d watch all the
people rush by. Talk about our lives.
Gossip about the latest freaky scenes
on the street scene. Just killing time
basically. And we had plenty of that.
And it was an odd juxtaposition. Two
bums at the bottom of San Francisco’s
society sitting at a pavilion named
after one of the richest movers-andshakers at the top of San Francisco’s
society. And it was like an inside joke
between us how we’d always refer to
it by its full name — “THE Benjamin
H. Swig Pavilion” — in this very regal
and stuffy tone. We’d imagine
ourselves holding little umbrellas over
our heads like upper crust snobs,
sipping on mint julips.
Life seemed so different to me back
then at age 19. Like my life was
mostly a blank canvas, with an endless
expanse of time to fill it. As opposed
to now at age 61, where the picture
has mostly been painted, aside from
little embellishments on the sides.###
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Our Krav Maga Kids Class, come and try it.*

Get Fit, Have Fun,
Learn Self Defense for Life!

• Try our regular memberships,
• Women’s ONLY seminars,
• 6 Week fitness or Self Defense Challenge
or one of our other upcoming seminars.
• We also do corporate team building
seminars and small to large groups.
• We can design a program to meet the
needs of your group or employees.

Visit our website

www.kravmaga-sf.com
or

Come on in, to try out our
*FREE 1 week trial membership
Krav Maga SF

1455 Bush Street
San Francisco, Ca. 94109
415-921-0612
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