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I never thought COVID-19 would affect me personally. I thought that 
it was something you only hear about on the news—something you 
hear on the radio as you’re driving to school, and then it passes 

without affecting you. I was completely wrong, COVID-19 entered 
my life like an unwanted visitor who would not leave, even when 
asked numerous times.

During April 2020, I was driving with my grandpa to take him to 
his weekly dialysis appointment. I picked him up from his house at 9 
a.m. and noticed he looked a little sluggish. I asked him whether he 
were feeling all right, and he brushed it off and said he was just tired 
from the day. Knowing my grandpa, a strong Korean War veteran who 
has survived every obstacle thrown at him, I believed his response 
and didn’t pursue any further questions. Shortly after, as we contin-
ued driving to the dialysis center, I peeped into the rearview mirror 
and saw my grandpa looking even more drained than before. It was 
then when I started to feel nervous about his well-being. I started to 
hear him cough and then pulled over to check on him. I felt his fore-
head. It was hot, and I started to panic. I rushed him to the hospital, 
trying not to think the worst. I checked him into the emergency room 
and was sent home to await the results of their tests.

Three hours passed and anxiousness filled my mind. My phone 
started to ring, and I nervously answered. My heart dropped as I 
listened to the nurse deliver the results from my grandfather’s tests. 
Positive for COVID-19. Tears rushed down my face as I digested the 
results. I felt angry that my grandpa had to battle COVID-19. My 
mind started to plummet as I thought of the survival rate of elderly 
people who are diagnosed with COVID-19. 

Weeks went by, and I saw my grandpa’s health deteriorate. At first, 
he looked normal and healthy, but in the blink of an eye, it became 
difficult for him to breathe. He had a fever, headache and the chills. 
I could hear my grandpa struggling to breathe as the virus took over 
his body. Soon after, he relied on a metal oxygen tank to survive and 
had to drag the tank with him everywhere he went. The tank was 
his lifeline and was what he gripped onto to survive. Every day, I felt 
uncertain about his health and what was to come. Weeks passed, and 
slowly I started to see him get better. He was breathing normally and 
life was restored in him. It was a miracle to my family—my grandpa 
was 94 years old and beat COVID-19. Joy showered our household, 
and we were at ease to know that my grandpa got the unwanted 
visitor out of our household.

With the good family fortune, we started to appreciate and em-
brace my grandpa’s presence even more than before. COVID-19 was 
a wake-up call to appreciate him and the contributions he has made 
to our family. I began to spend more time with my grandpa by eating 
meals with him, watching TV and taking him to his appointments.

However, not all good moments last because a month after my 
grandpa’s recovery, we found out my dad was diagnosed with 
COVID-19. Just when we thought we got rid of the unwanted visitor, 
he was back knocking at our door. My dad found out he caught 
COVID-19 from his workplace after a job outbreak.

I clearly remember the morning when we found out. My dad felt 
symptoms so he decided to get tested at the clinic. Then, on a Mon-

day at 8 a.m., our 
home phone rang, 
and I answered it 
because no one else 
was up yet. It was a 
woman asking for 
Darren. She said 
she need to speak 
with him regarding 
his COVID-19 test. I 
immediately felt the 
same feeling I did 
when I found out 
about my grand-
pa. My stomach 
dropped, and I start-
ed to think the worst. 
I knew my dad had 
COVID-19 because 
the nurse wouldn’t 
call unless he was 
positive. I woke up 
my dad and passed 
the phone to him. 
I watched his face 
as he spoke with the nurse and saw the color of his face change. He 
was positive. It became a life battle for him, but he survived.

Immediate panic swarmed into my family with the positive 
results because we all were in contact with him. I was especially 
anxious because I thought I was infected and was worried for my 

father. My entire family immediately went to get tested the same day, 
and we waited for three days in quarantine, anticipating the results. 
None of us was hopeful because of our close contact. 

Then the results came in the mail, and we uneasily opened our 
envelopes.

Negative—we all were negative.
Joy spread in the household, but we didn’t understand how this 

was possible. We all were in close contact with my dad, yet none of 
us had it. However, we knew that this could be a false test and tested 
again for safety measures. We continued to quarantine for two weeks 
until our second test results came back. Negative again — we still 
were negative after the second test. After receiving the second results, 
we felt reassured of our health and isolated in different houses. 

COVID-19 took over my family and lurked in the hallways of our 
house. We were never sure who would be next, but, fortunately, 
my brother, mom and I were saved. Seeing the effects it had on my 
grandpa and father were difficult to watch as we were concerned 
about their fate. However, my family prevailed against COVID-19 
and grew stronger. We now appreciate each other’s place in our 
family more and try to spend time with each other every day. It has 
brought us closer, and we now treasure our family bond even more 
because of COVID-19’s unexpected impact. ■

Living With COVID’s Wrath
Krista Huey faced an unwanted visitor in her home.

Krista Huey
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I felt the moment we depart-
ed Los Angeles International 
Airport March 11, 2020, that 

the plane possessed an eerie 
atmosphere. I remember feeling 
the tension in the plane cabin 
air. There was much gossiping 
between the flight attendants. 
I knew COVID-19 was begin-
ning to gain momentum, and 
rumors had been circulating 
regarding the closing of El Sal-
vador’s airport. However, before 
departure, no changes had been 
announced, and I was able to 
embark on the flight with no ma-
jor issues, warnings or complica-
tions. I truly thought everything 
was going to be OK. Little did 
I know, the world was about to 
come to a halt. I was oblivious to 
the horrors waiting for me in El 
Salvador.  

For now, I was above it all, 
blissfully watching random 

episodes of my favorite show, “Grey’s Anatomy” and en-
joying what would be my last peaceful moments for the 
following months. Happiness and excitement ran through 
me. I was ecstatic to visit my family, whom I had not seen 
since my winter break in December 2019. In fact, I was 
flying in as a surprise for my father’s 50th birthday, for 
whom my mom organized a big celebration in his honor 
with all his close friends and family.

Since moving to the United States for college, family 
time became one of my most important life priorities—
especially since my dad is a cancer survivor. His health 
journey has certainly taught me that nothing should be 
taken for granted, as the future of COVID-19 would prove 
once again. 

When we landed at Aeropuerto Internacional de El Sal-
vador, Monseñor Óscar Arnulfo Romero y Gáldamez, we 
discovered President Nayib Bukele had issued midflight a 
state of emergency in the country. He had announced the 
border was closed. The only way to get into the country 
was through a mandatory three-week quarantine spent in 
designated quarantine centers outside of the city.  

I will never forget the overwhelming anxiety when we 
exited the plane at El Salvador’s airport. There was a lot 
of shouting and confusion going around. I felt as if I were 
starring in a post-apocalyptic movie. I did not know what 

my future would hold. My family waited to pick me up in 
the airport waiting area. Meanwhile, for me, utter brutal 
chaos reigned. Police were confiscating our phones 
and passports. Health workers in masks were separating 
passengers into age groups. We were being dragged 
left and right like cattle with no explanation as to what 
was happening. Confusion clouded me as I was being 
dragged around like a ragdoll. We had no control or say 
over what would happen next, and it felt terrifying.  

I was helpless and just being pushed ahead without 
really understanding what was happening. The whole 
airport ordeal felt like a bad dream from which I could 
not wake up. Thankfully, I always travel with two phones. 
I sneaked out and went to the restroom to call my mom 
and tell her what was happening.

To this day, I can very clearly hear her voice breaking 
down and can visualize the tears streaming down her 
face. She was out of sight, yet only feet away, separat-
ed by a wall. We both realized we would have to wait 
awhile until we would be able to see each other once 
again. In fact, as it turned out, I was not able to reunite 
with my family for almost a year. 

People traveling with Salvadoran passports were 
immediately transported in sealed busses to the 
quarantine centers without being given a choice. 

To avoid a fuss from the media, the windows from these 
busses were covered with wood planks. In my case, I 
have dual citizenship, always carrying my U.S. passport. 
In the case of international travelers, our only choice was 
to buy a one-way ticket for the next morning to a city in 
the United States, priced at almost $1,000 a ticket. If one 
were unable to acquire an Avianca plane ticket, these 
passengers were also sent to quarantine facilities. 

I think in situations like these, companies take advan-
tage of their clients. I remember some passengers telling 
the airline workers they could not afford the ticket. To 
which they nonchalantly responded, “You have two 
options either pay the ticket or be taken to quarantine.” 
Since flights were scheduled for the next morning, we all 
had to sleep in the airport. Amidst tears and anger, I re-
member feeling exhausted. I yearned for my home more 
than anything in the world.  

It is astonishing to think how something so small—a 
virus we cannot see—affected our world so greatly and 
took the lives of so many.  The United States shut down 
its border soon after my arrival. In the following weeks, 
the world would continue to shut down. Families would 
be separated, and international students, like myself, 
would be stranded away from home with no certainty of 
when things would return to normal.  
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I remember anger taking over me, as I didn’t under-
stand how a citizen could be denied entry to her own 
country. I remember feeling frustrated as there was no 
clear solution to my current situation. Staying with my 
family was no longer an option, so moving to Califor-
nia with my boyfriend and his family became my best 
choice. I will always be grateful to him and his family for 
opening their home to me and making me feel as part 
of their family. They gave me a sense of normality even 
amidst chaos.  

Back in El Salvador, conditions in these quarantine 
centers were deplorable at best, something many 
Salvadorans would find out weeks later. If you 

unfortunately caught COVID, not only you but everyone 
in your household plus the neighbors on both sides of 
your house were all taken to a quarantine facility.

After you arrived, you weren’t tested for two days. Eight 
to 10 people were crammed into small rooms. There 
was no running water or ventilation system. Sometimes, 
you got meals, sometimes not. El Salvador is a tropical 
country where temperatures and humidity levels can 
be sweltering. The plentiful mosquitos and insects carry 
feared diseases. There were also many unaccompanied 
minors and senior citizens detained in these centers. It is 
no secret that unhygienic crammed spaces are the perfect 
breeders for diseases and bacteria. Many people got con-
taminated during their stay in these quarantine centers, 
not only with COVID-19 but with stomach viruses.

Moreover, people in these centers had little to no 
contact with their families. The government’s emergency 
plan was very secretive and close-minded, which is to be 
expected from a third-world country with a socialist-lean-
ing leader. 

Thankfully, after sleeping on the airport floor, I was very 
lucky to gain the opportunity to return to Los Angeles on 
Avianca Airlines and avoid detention in these quarantine 
centers. Thinking back to this return flight, I was numb 
to it all. As a way of protecting myself, I tried to detach 
myself from the incident and forget about it. For months, I 
tried to construct a normal everyday routine even though 
nothing around me was normal.

Up to this day, I get anxious every time I take a flight. 
Flashbacks of this incident always come to my mind. I 
wonder whether I’ll be able to make it to my destination 
or something unexpected will happen. I wonder whether 
this plane ride will represent freedom or no freedom.  

As a third-world country, COVID-19 affected El Salva-
dor and its citizens immensely. And as a country, we have 
never been so in debt. Our national debt is $19.2 billion. 
Additionally, access to proper health care has always 
been a problem in El Salvador—partially due to lack 
of proper-trained staff and also lack of medication and 
equipment. Even before the pandemic there was, and still 
is, a lack of resources in public hospitals. Doctors and 
nurses lack basic medical protection and equipment, and 
patients lack proper medicine and medical attention.  

For several months, health care workers used trash bags 
on top of their uniforms and surgical masks as their only 

protection equipment when treating COVID-19 patients, 
both of which they had to re-use several times due to 
scarcity of resources. Unfortunately, this led to the ram-
pant spread of COVID-19 through public hospitals and 
caused the death of hundreds of medical staff.  

Similarly, due to the strict shutdown orders imposed 
by our president, many local companies and businesses 
were forced to close, declaring bankruptcy. This situation 
led to thousands of workers being laid off. Hundreds of 
families now faced extreme poverty conditions and even 
homelessness, as they had no money to pay rent.  

To date, anyone who visits El Salvador can see families 
on the street holding a white flag, which symbolizes that 
these people are asking for help because they are unable 
to even buy the basic necessities, such as food and water. 

Due to the poor economic situation, children who live in 
the countryside are often forced to drop out of school and 
work to help support their families.  

In third-world countries, certain areas still do not have 
proper access to electricity and running water. Up-to-date 
technology such as iPhones and laptops are a privilege 
and a rarity among the majority of the population. The 
transition to online school has expanded the education 
gap in El Salvador. Without computers or even access 
to the Internet, it is impossible for a child to receive an 
online education. In fact, since many teens who live in 
the countryside could not access an online platform, they 
decided to drop-out and find a job.   

My family owns a bakery named LIDO. It has been 
in business for more than 80 years. More than a bakery, 
LIDO has become a tradition and a family staple for 
Salvadorans. In El Salvador, a birthday is not complete 
without a cake from LIDO. Nevertheless, COVID-19 cer-
tainly complicated our operations and put the company 
at great risk.  

My family employs around 1,000 workers throughout 
our three factories. LIDO is a family-owned business that 
produces several traditional bakery products, such as ale-
manas, pichardines and torta tusa. Apart from traditional 
Salvadoran bakery products, we also produce bread and 
fine pastries and cakes. In the United States, you can find 
some of our products in California, Texas, New York and 
Boston at Hispanic markets.  

Since there was no public transportation, my brother 
and father had to figure out a way to provide transpor-

Flying to a COVID-19 Reality
For Andrea Molina, home was never so close yet so far away. The virus tore 
her away from her family after she returned home.

‘My mother was out of sight, yet only a few 
feet away, separated by a wall. We would 

have to wait to see each other again.  
In fact, I was not able to reunite with my 

family for a year.’ 
—Andrea Molina

Andrea Molina
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Family Loss and Growth
COVID brought Anabel Martinez’s family together, for good and bad.

As much as the pandemic drastically shaped my 
personal self, it changed my home and family life 
even more. 

Before the COVID-19 pandemic, everyone in my 
family lived their own separate lives. It was like none of 
us knew each other. None of us knew anything about 
each other besides the fact that we lived under the same 
roof and shared the same last name. Then, with the stay 
at home order, it was like being stuck in an elevator with 
a group of strangers, with nothing to do but make small 
talk and get to know each other. 

I was working at my part-time job at an AMC near my 
hometown, La Puente, when word broke out that there 
was a serious, deadly virus in the United States. I was 
sent home early and so were my parents, two sisters and 
brother. That might have been the first time in a year 
when we were all home at the same time. What we 
thought would be two weeks of vacation from classes 
and work turned out to be the beginning of a new chap-
ter for the Martinez family.

The more time we spent with each other, the more we 
learned about one another that for us, unfortunately, led 
to a broken household.

A few months into the pandemic, tension between my 
parents rose. Thirty years of arguments and miscommu-
nication that we often avoided were now in front of us as 
we had nowhere else to turn. Our problems needed to be 
addressed. I could feel the negative energy that my home 
projected, and it made me feel like I was stuck in the 
middle of a war with nowhere to go.

My mom moved out to escape the tension while she 
began the process of filing for a divorce from my dad, 
moving an hour away to Bellflower to stay with relatives.

Left behind in our small home of 20 years in La Puente 
were my dad, brother, two sisters, my sister’s boyfriend, 
a baby nephew (on the way) and me. The people in my 
household and I adjusted fairly quickly as we were used 
to being independent, but our household and financial 
responsibilities increased, and we had to learn to com-
municate with one another. 

My dad returned to his job and was constantly working. 
I steadily gained part-time jobs, including a work at home 
ULV campus job. To lessen the financial load on him, I 
paid more bills. As weird as the sudden change was, I felt 
myself able to loosen up for once and show my real per-
sonality with my family. Last year was the first time I ever 
really talked about music with my dad, something I am 
so passionate about. I think this was the first time my dad, 
a connoisseur of rock music, realized just how much he 
influenced my music taste since childhood. 

During fall semester 2020, I took a digital photography 

class and immediately fell in 
love with capturing life through 
a camera lens. Photography was 
something that I was interested 
with during high school, but I 
never jumped in. During quar-
antine, I finally had a chance to 
explore photography and found 
out that I had a natural passion 
for it. 

I picked out and bought my 
first camera—a Canon Rebel 
T7i—with the helpful suggestions 
of my dad, who is a camera and 
technology geek. I would work 
on my class projects day and 
night, but I loved it. For once, we 
had something to bond over and 
have real conversations about. 
However, I still felt the lack of a 
relationship with him because 
when we were not talking about 
cameras or bills or whose turn it 
was to do the dishes, there was 
nothing to talk about.

For Christmas that year, my dad bought me studio 
lights and a photo backdrop, probably the most 
meaningful gift he has ever bought me. All other 

previous years, it has been either a Bath & Body Works 
perfume set he asked a random employee to pick out, or 
an awkward hug and a “Merry Christmas.”

In December of 2020, my aunt got sick with COVID-19 
and unfortunately passed away. Two weeks. That’s how 
long it took for her to find out she was sick with COVID, 
become hospitalized and pass away. By the time my dad 
got a phone call that she was on the edge of death and 
began the two-hour drive to see her, it was too late. It was 
during this peak of COVID case rates that only immediate 
family members who understood the high risk of enter-
ing COVID hospital rooms full of COVID patients were 
allowed to see her body.

My dad assumed the risk, dressed in full hospital pro-
tective gear. Following, he was quarantined in our house 
for 10 days. Our household figurately held its breath until 
he was safely cleared of the disease.

Although my family was already cautious about getting 
sick during the pandemic, her death hit us hard, and it 
woke us up to the severity of the virus. My tia Martha was 
one of the few family members with whom I have real, 
genuinely loving memories. Although she was not around 

Anabel Martinez
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The 2,000 Mile Zoom Commute
Ryan Konrad was stuck at home for a year and a half. Home was in Chicago.

My hands were shaking. 
Sweat, always a pain 
in the hot sun, began 

to collect on my forehead like 
a crown of stress. My mask was 
suddenly too tight, and had 
already shifted under my neck, 
adding claustrophobia to my 
stress. First days on campus 
aren’t usually easy, but a first day 
on campus after one of the most 
tumultuous years in modern 
history is something completely 
different.   

To be back on the University of 
La Verne campus, at times, feels 
fleeting. COVID-19 looms, as 
any given week could see cam-
pus close once again, throwing 
students and faculty back into a 
limbo, where the days blur, and 
the power of classroom instruc-
tion is lost. The long running 
joke, perhaps observation more 
than ever, claims the under-

classmen don’t know how to act. “They’re high school 
sophomores who missed their junior year drama,” says 
one friend. If fully living for today is in, it certainly shows. 
Fairs, concerts and festivals, while taking precautions for 
the time being, plan to return to full glory if they haven’t 
already.

On ULV’s campus, there is little to suggest that COVID 
pushed students away for a year and a half, save for 
masks and the occasional exposure email from the Uni-
versity.

After a year and a half of isolation, there is understand-
ably little time to waste. Yet, it contradicts. 

For a year and a half, I felt I did very little. I fell in and 
out of routines, and a lack of sustainable hobbies kept 
my days very open and repetitive. Classes were detached 
from my day and remote in all senses of the term. I am 
awful at texting, so contact was minimal. At the same 
time, I was involved. I took on positions in my organiza-
tions—becoming a senator for the Associated Students 
of the University of La Verne and treasurer for Phi Delta 
Theta—which admittedly gave me routine and, dare I say, 
purpose during the year and a half.  

Yet, perhaps the harshest part of my experience in 
lockdown was the sheer distance. The pandemic had 
forced me to return home to Chicago, far away from 
college friends and stuck with a time difference that 

wasn’t as dramatic as Qatar, but just personally irritating 
enough to throw off my schedule. Technically, there were 
no morning classes, as all classes were two hours ahead 
of California, which in turn made my afternoon classes 
night classes. For a year and a half, it seemed like life was 
on pause, with me sitting in a waiting place. Waiting for 
school to start. Waiting for campus to reopen. Waiting for 
COVID to subside. In a suspension of time, can someone 
change regardless of stimulation? 

My story begins March 13, 2020. The University of La 
Verne sent out an email that directed us to pack up and 
leave campus. What followed were a culmination of 
directives and constantly changing plans. I was naive, un-
fazed and believed that we would be back soon. To me, 
the sudden urgency of COVID-19 would leave as soon as 
it came.  So, I moved out of my dorm, first to Pasadena, 
then to Denver, and finally to my home in Chicago, all 
the while holding the firm belief that next fall would be 
in person. 

The first element of the five stages of grief is deni-
al. It’s a feeling that is more subconscious than 
not, and more passive than active. That spring 

and summer in 2020, everything was temporary. Why 
worry about putting away luggage if I’m going to use it in 
August? Or why look for a job if I’m going to leave soon? 
What other posters should I put in my dorm this fall? 
Whom am I going to room with? So, I waited that spring 
and summer, expecting to come back in fall. It didn’t 
come to pass in July, when the University announced 
that the academic year would begin completely online. If 
spring were the trial run for grief, the coming school year 
was the full package.   

As the new school year began, the situation was differ-
ent. I was not entirely in denial, as my online classes, if 
only for a moment, reinvigorated a routine. We all—stu-
dents and teachers—had at least somewhat adjusted to 
online classes, so it was smoother. Yet, the expectation 
that I would be on campus and in person by the end of 
the year remained. If the second stage of grief is anger, 
it was minimal. It was (and still is) my dream to get an 
apartment of my own, so I will admit that I was jealous 
to see classmates and friends living off campus and away 
from home. “How come I had to stay at home?” I asked 
myself. The desire to leave home ebbed and flowed, as 
the unrequited search for apartments in Los Angeles was 
more of an escape than a serious search. This, too, was a 
waiting game. As the semester churned on, the freshness 
of a new routine was lost. I was going through the mo-
tions and felt a disconnect. The search for an apartment 
I had no money for, and job boards for which I had no 

Ryan Konrad
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Accepting the Pandemic
The pandemic showed Cheyenne Vargas who she is, and what she could 
become.

If I could go back to March 12, 
2020, and live my life as if the 
pandemic never happened and 

forget the people and memories 
that crossed my life from that day 
to Aug. 16, my answer would 
have been “yes.” But now that I 
am back on campus, I have ac-
cepted that the pandemic had to 
happen. I believe that things hap-
pen for a reason, and for months 
I didn’t see the light at the end of 
the COVID-19 tunnel. Never-
theless, now that the “nature” 
in my life is beginning to heal, I 
can accept that I am where I’m 
supposed to be. 

For months, the hardest thing 
for me to accept was never 
getting in my last goodbye. My 
grandfather’s rapidly declining 
health took me out of state so 
when it was announced that 
we had to leave the University 

of La Verne campus, I sat hundreds of miles away from 
my friends. The next time I was on campus several days 
later, most of the school was closed, my roommate was 
gone, and I was left to pack up my now old dorm room. 
Even though we thought my grandfather’s condition was 
improving, he suddenly passed away when we were at 
home in Fontana. I knew that was “it” for this chapter of 
my life. But this was necessary.

I lost a loved one at the start of the pandemic, and, 
looking back, I don’t think I could have fully coped with 
the loss while having to be at school. The pandemic let 
me spend time with my family that I don’t think I would 
have had. At the time it was hard—being kicked off cam-
pus and losing a loved one—and I felt alone, like I was 
the only person in the world who felt like this. But the 
disruption was necessary. Out of it, I learned to deal with 
my emotions fully and realized I usually had just pushed 
them away when something felt like an inconvenience. I 
know my friends would have been there for me without 
a second thought, but the lockdown let me handle it in 
private and in a way that I needed to handle it.  

For the next four months, I stayed at home and would 
re-watch old memories—Snapchat videos and pictures—
on my phone. They would remind me that my life was 
very different one year ago. I wouldn’t go as far to say 
that I was depressed, but I was definitely sad every day 

and hardly texted my friends because I saw no point in 
talking to them if I couldn’t go see them. That was a big 
change for me since I experienced a year and a half of 
complete freedom.

Being at home again felt like being in high school 
again. I did miss being with my family, but I felt that 
I wouldn’t be able to grow as a person if I were stuck 
where I grew up. I feel you aren’t able to grow if you’re in 
the same environment your whole life. I was finally out 
in the world doing whatever I wanted, and I took it for 
granted. It was more disheartening knowing that when 
I would eventually go back, it would not be the same. I 
would be in a different room with different experiences 
and with different friends.  

After four months of living in a COVID-19 world, I 
worked my first real world job. Working retail while in 
the pandemic was a struggle, with new rules and having 
to deal with customers who weren’t understanding. I’m 
happy now that I pushed myself to work there for as long 
as I did and even got promoted. When I started working, 
the customer interactions I experienced were a first for 
me. Previously, I had just interacted with my family.

If the lockdown had never happened, I wouldn’t have 
ever had the opportunity to work in a Fontana clothing 
store and realize that I didn’t want to stay in my home-
town forever. So many of my co-workers lived in the 
same town they grew up in and would talk to me about 
how they wished they could have done more or even just 
moved to another city.

Of course, I learned about customer service, but 
in the end my biggest lesson was that I wasn’t 
OK with the idea of staying there. At a certain 

point, I felt like I was being pulled into their drowning 
lives, which made working difficult because all I wanted 
to do was leave. I worked for as long as I could handle 
it, but when an opportunity to quit came up, it was like 
a hand reaching down to pull me out of the water. I felt 
an anchor attached to my ankle when I was asked to stay 
past the date I gave for my two weeks’ notice. I finally 
set myself free when I told them “no.”  My coworkers 
were great, and my managers were nice, but I did not let 
myself build relationships because I knew I would never 
see them again after I left.  

In a way, it’s sad to think that the biggest lesson I 
learned from working retail was that I needed to get out 
of my hometown. I know that I work too hard in school 
to not have the life I want in the future. Being around 
people who wished they could do what I was doing was 
difficult. My moment of realization came from a custom-
er asking me what I wanted to do in the future. The first 
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words she spoke were, “So since you won’t be working 
here forever. …” That three-minute conversation led me 
to putting in my two-week notice the very next day.  

The last three months of what I consider my “personal 
pandemic” showed me every day that I was closer to 
having the freedom I first experienced in my freshman 
year of college. For the entire month of June, I was in Las 
Vegas, able to spend time with my family. My aunt just 
had her second daughter, and I knew I wouldn’t have 
quality time to see my baby cousin grow up once school 
started, so I spent every moment I could with her and her 
sister. My older 9-year-old cousin is the only other child 
in the house, and, being in the pandemic, she wasn’t able 
to socialize much. I played dolls and board games with 
her and “dressed up” with her to fill in as a best friend for 
the time being. 

When I got back from Las Vegas, I spent a week at 
home, and then went on vacation with my brother. We 
acted on impulse and flew to Indianapolis, Indiana for 
the sole reason that we just never been there. It was my 
first plane ride, our first vacation without our parents, and 
the first time we really got to spend quality time together. 
Our whole trip felt like a dream that I knew I would wake 
up from...but didn’t want to. Today, thinking back to our 

trip, I feel so sad. I want to go back to the places that I 
visited in Indianapolis, but I know I may never go back 
because I want to travel everywhere else before going 
back. That trip changed my whole context of the old 
“me.” I longed for adventure, freedom and control of my 
life again.  

Now that I am back on campus at the University of La 
Verne, I have resumed my college life. This new life is not 
the one I left behind in 2020. I served as an orientation 
week leader my first days back. I have a renewed faith 
in discovering my public relations major to the fullest. 
I am a different me. The pandemic was the start of my 
winter season with dark skies and rain that began to kill 
my “nature.” But now it’s slowly starting to feel as though 
spring is starting with grass turning green, flowers starting 
to blossom and sunshine peeking through clouds. The 
“nature” in my life is healing because I’m starting my 
normal life pre-COVID. My answer to whether I could 
go back to March 12, 2020, and forget all my memories 
up until Aug. 16, 2021—it would be a resounding “no.” 
I feel I have found myself and made life choices accord-
ingly to put me back here where I belong. The pandemic 
showed me who I am, and what I could become. There is 
no greater revelation. ■

Konrad...
Continued from page 26

qualifications, spoke to the fact I was stuck; stuck in one 
place, with no job, and thousands of miles away from a 
place where I believed I could grow into my own person 
among friends. This was denied.  

In Andrew Lloyd Webber’s musical adaptation of “Sun-
set Boulevard,” the subject Norma Desmond is essentially 
a recluse. She had fame and attention, but the audience 
and screen left her. Or did she refuse to change, and by 
effect left it? For some reason, I was really drawn to this 
reclusive and elusive presence of something once great. 
Aside from having a very good soundtrack, I felt similarly. 
This was a recurring theme beyond “Sunset Boulevard,” 
the center of my denial. Things were good, but now they 
weren’t, and my inability to understand that made me 
feel stuck, looking for unattainable things. So, when the 
email came saying that the Spring 2021 Semester would 
also be online, the bargaining came as well. Should I live 
on campus, under strict COVID guidelines? Was I willing 
to sacrifice the freedom to go out, to stay with family, 
and have people to spend time with, just so I could live 
on campus? What was campus at that point either? It 
was a ghost town, with far and few people in between, 
all isolated and left to their own devices. I was willing to 
bargain that, but thanks to my mom, I was spared. 

Spring came, and I fell out of routine before the semes-
ter even began. I had grown depressed, looking for the 
after of it all, not focusing on the here and now. I wasn’t 
paying attention in class, if I was going. I felt empty and 
alone, which began affecting how I saw myself coming 

out of this. Would I be the same person I was before, or 
the person I was now, or someone completely different, 
or would I remove myself in the name of hedonism and 
put on a face, not addressing the pain of the past year? 
Yet, the meaning of spring is rebirth and renewal.  As 
conditions improved across the county, I saw hope. As 
conditions improved across the county, I saw hope, and 
with that, came acceptance.  

I fell into a new routine. I made myself breakfast, 
which, as funny as it sounds, helped so much. For a 
moment, I had begun to make the most of this time.  To 
quote Red in “Shawshank Redemption,” “Get busy living, 
or get busy dying.” In my own little corner of the world, 
I felt at ease, at peace. It was simple, a little interlude 
between the turmoil, and in retrospect, the fast hustle 
and bustle of my junior year.  The spring and summer felt 
like a fresh start. Discussions about the fall with parents, 
school advisers, and friends brought me into the now, a 
sign that I would finally return. The summer began with 
working at a day camp, which is a story unto itself, but I 
also reconnected with my close friends, and life actually 
felt better.   

It didn’t feel like I changed until I came back. Maybe it 
was the claustrophobia, the shaking hands, that served as 
a metaphor for the past year and a half, but standing in 
front of Vista Residence Hall seemed to be not the stimu-
lation, but the culmination of it all, with my crossing that 
threshold from the person left in 2020 into the person I 
am now. ■
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When My Life Purpose Focused
Zoom, masks, vaccines: And yet Jacob Barriga is better because of them.

It was a time of depression. It 
was a time of change. It was 
a time of loneliness for many 

people who had their daily 
events and routines taken away. 

It brought me relief. 
For the first time since I was 

an adolescent, I was able to 
relax and go deep in myself to 
self-reflect and to observe my 
surroundings. I became more 
assertive in pursuit of my goals, 
more focused in my daily habits, 
and I was able to make time for 
my loved ones.

The COVID-19 quarantine 
was a shock at first, but it wasn’t 
a devastating feeling. At first, it 
was disbelief in that I couldn’t 
imagine this was happening, but 
I accepted it because that is what 
I usually do. Nevertheless, I was 
upset because I had to uproot 
and leave everything that was 
building up for me in college. 

In that 2020 spring semester moment that is now frozen 
in time, the University of La Verne Men’s Baseball Team 
was looking to turn a corner and get back to its winning 
ways in the last half of the season. We were playing as 
a complete team, and hitting our stride in both pitching 
and hitting. I was just starting to crack the starting lineup 
in my position as an outfielder. I had just met a great new 
friend who happened to live right next door in the Vista 
Residence Hall. I also had just started working at my new 
job at the La Verne In N Out to keep me financially afloat 
for the rest of the school year before going back home for 
the summer. 

Then, that episode of my life was over. It was like 
someone unplugged the TV in the middle of my favorite 
episode. 

I was forced to go back home to Yucaipa after every-
thing was going so great in La Verne. But deep down, I 
was happy to go back home, and I was kind of excited 
to see what this new experience would bring. To be 
honest, I was a little down and melancholy in my dorm. 
I spent hours by myself in my room not talking to many 
people. All my closest friends had moved out of the 
dorm and now lived down the street in their own house. 
It wasn’t too far, but without a car, there wasn’t an easy 
way to traverse a mile and a half to get over there often. 
I couldn’t see my family too often either due to the same 

car problems. I was even starting to get stressed from the 
new job and feeling a little overwhelmed. However, I am 
the type of person to just take it on the chin and keep 
moving forward. So, when I was forced to leave, I wasn’t 
too mad about it. 

Going back home, I felt the weight come off my shoul-
ders and disappear into thin air. Nobody had to take the 
weight, which was the best part. It was just gone. I was 
able to breathe, and my eyes were focused again. 

I found my classes were much easier and immediate 
online as everyone learned to adjust to the new format. 
The first few weeks at home were spent inside and also 
visiting my grandmother in Las Vegas. Sadly, my grand-
father passed shortly after the mandatory quarantine hit 
Southern California (not of COVID), and my grandmother 
needed my family. 

It was at this point that I was able to focus on things 
that would put me in a position to maximize my last 
two years in college. I was able to work out in my home 
gym everyday squatting, benching and focusing on my 
strength to prepare for a potential upcoming football sea-
son where I am an offensive receiver. I previously had not 
been able to focus on my spring off season training be-
cause I am captured by my ULV baseball team. Working 
out for the coming football season and saving up money 
to move out were keeping me motivated throughout the 
summer.

With my parents’ Chrysler Impala, I was able 
to be faithful to my La Verne In N Out job. 
By August, I was also able to open up my 

work hours and save money to be able to move in with 
my friends. I made the important decision to move out of 
my parents’ house and live with my baseball teammates.

My baseball teammates are my best friends, and we 
were gearing up for what was supposed to be the most 
exciting time of our college career. 

That’s when it started to hurt, and everything started 
to spiral. The football season was cancelled, and our 
baseball season was in jeopardy. I took it on the chin for 
the first four months. But now, it was gone again, and this 
second blow took the wind out of me. 

My teammates and I trudged along working out on 
our own, practicing in groups in order to stay ready for a 
potential season. However, I lost a sense of my identity. 
Sports are what I have done my whole life, and I was 
centered around what I now see as these “meaningless” 
sports. Looking at my reflection, it became hollow. Not 
because I disliked myself. I felt like I was left with noth-
ing. I put most of my effort into something that was taken 
away from me so fast, and I didn’t know what to do about 
it. I started to second guess myself. 

Jacob Barriga

Ph
ot

o 
by

 S
hi

ra
 O

’N
ea

l-
A

be
nd

I know friends and other peers who were getting ahead 
of the curve starting their careers. I saw my classmates 
gearing up for their internships and setting themselves 
up for their futures after college. I went to an expensive, 
private school (ULV) because it gave me the chance to 
elongate my athletic career, and now I was reflecting on 
whether it was the best decision I could’ve made for my 
future. There was a moment of emptiness. It was hard and 
disappointing, especially as COVID-19 spiked during 
the holidays. A baseball season seemed too far in the 
distance. I was forced to accept the fact that my favorite 
thing to do in the world would be gone for the rest of the 
year.

As it turned out, ULV went online spring 2021. My 
baseball housemates and other team members regularly 
went to Cahuilla Park next to Claremont High School 
and held informal scrimmages. We didn’t have a coach 
present but held productive practices with more than 25 
ULV players present. Then, my baseball team started for-
mal practice mid-March. Head coach Scott Winterburn, 
coach Mason Stoltenberg and coach Ethan Fulsher led us 
to a truncated spring season where we played 12 games 
against SCIAC opponents. We came in third, behind 
Chapman and Cal Lutheran.

I came back to campus fall 2021. I had two shots of 
Pfizer. I felt ULV was somewhat prickly about our being 
on campus. We all wore masks. If someone tested posi-
tive for COVID and was identified as being near us, we 
were quarantined. As the semester progressed, I contin-

ued to hope the lock down was behind me. I played foot-
ball and looked forward to the baseball season. Unfortu-
nately, COVID numbers in the population surged again, 
starting with the holiday break, and ULV classes returned 
to Zoom during January Interterm and included the first 
two weeks of February. This spring semester, I feel we are 
starting to climb away from the COVID mandates. 

But I am a different person. COVID, although it did not 
directly affect me, has changed me. I have a new outlook 
on life, new goals, new motivation. I have learned to 
open up to my family. After spending many months with 
life on hold with the family stuck in my childhood home, 
the importance of open communication with my family 
provides a rock and foundation that will always be there 
in my life. I appreciate the present.

Everything can be taken away in an instant, and we 
must enjoy the things we have and control what we can 
control, which helps us live fulfilled lives. Most impor-
tantly, I have learned to work for myself. I have always 
worked and wanted to achieve for my family and friends 
who support me.

However, the quarantine period helped me realize that 
in order to be truly successful in my endeavors, I must 
work for myself because in the end there is only one 
person who must be truly proud of my work, and that is 
I. As I move forward communicating with loved ones, 
appreciating the moment and working on and for myself, 
I am excited for life after ULV and invite the challenges 
and moments to come. ■
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Molina...
Continued from page 25

tation to their workers, always minimizing COVID-19 
spread. Unlike the United States, cars are still a luxury in 
El Salvador. Most people depend on public transportation 
to live their daily lives.  

All workers had to be constantly tested for COVID-19, 
for when dealing with food no one can be too safe. Plus, 
any contamination of our products could result in major 
lawsuits and the shutdown of our company. Similarly, 
there was a unanimous decision to give all workers a ba-
sic necessities basket, as everything was scarce and pricy 
at local grocery stores. More than a business, LIDO and 
its employees are a big family. My family and I genuinely 
care about our employees, and ensuring their well-being 
during the pandemic was one of our top priorities.  

Thankfully, LIDO survived the pandemic. Operations 
have been adjusted to run smoothly in the world’s new 
“normal.” Apart from my father, my oldest brother Man-
uel Roberto contributes the most to our family business. 
He never stopped working, not even once, during the 
pandemic. As an engineer, he manages the production 
of all the products distributed by the company. Although 
family businesses are complicated, after I graduate, I 
would like to continue the legacy my grandfather and 
father have built.

My personal goal is to expand the brand and introduce 
our products to new markets.  

I was finally able to reunite with my family in late 
August of 2020. Seven months after my original airport 
odyssey reunion attempt. Once I learned El Salvador was 
admitting citizens who had been stranded due to the pan-
demic, I booked my flight as soon as possible. Neverthe-
less, taking that first flight after months of not returning 
home was terrifying. Everything was still so uncertain, 
and I just prayed that this time I would be able to cross 
the border and finally see my family.

My plane ride was definitely filled with anxiety. My 
main concern was not getting infected through the flight 
and making it safely back home.   

When I saw my mom and dad again for the first time, 
I cannot explain the overwhelming joy I felt. All of my 
previous tears and stored pain came to me instantly. 
All those months by myself melted away in a second. 
Hugging my parents felt like a dream. In a way, it felt 
like I never left. I was finally home. In that moment, I un-
derstood the value of being able to be with your family. 
COVID-19 taught me to appreciate all the blessings in 
my life, and the importance to create unforgettable mem-
ories with my loved ones every time I get a chance. ■
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Swimming in the Pandemic Pool
For Sumiko Rudisky, a lead player on the ULV women’s water polo team, 
COVID isolation left her swimming to nowhere.

Coming off a high from winning our game Wednes-
day night, March 11, 2020, and well on our 
way toward getting a ring if we won our SCIAC 

Conference, our Women’s Water Polo world came crash-
ing down on a Thursday morning. It was a gloomy day, 
cold and raining outside. Our whole team huddled in 
one little room on the pool deck, waiting for the athletic 
director to tell us what the rest of our season would look 
like.

Earlier that morning, my University of La Verne water 
polo team received a text from head coach Pat Beemer, 
telling us we wouldn’t be getting in the pool for practice 
but instead would hold this meeting. “You better not 
be telling us our season is over,” texted back teammate 
Ashley Garcia.

Nevertheless, in our hearts, we feared that the rumors 
surrounding Wednesday’s game against Chapman might 
foreshadow what was to come. A friend playing for Chap-
man told us this was her last game. I, on the other hand, 
felt like we at the University of La Verne were untouch-
able; that we would get to continue to have a season. At 
the time, people were thinking COVID-19 would go one 
of two ways. It was all being blown out of proportion, or 
this was going to be extremely serious. I hoped for the 
first outcome to be true. It wasn’t.

As we all huddled together on the pool deck, we still 
held great anticipation waiting for ULV Athletic Direc-
tor Scott Winterburn. We all held out hope to play. On 
the flip side, we all were worried about what was going 
to happen. As a team, we had been playing really well 

together and were 10-5 in conference as we held high 
hopes of winning our SCIAC division. 

With dread, I remembered we collectively had already 
received a ULV email saying school was closing down, 
but we figured we would still continue playing our sea-
son since we were already halfway through our schedule.

Then the athletic director was in front of us. The light 
rain sprinkled outside as we all huddled together in the 
pool deck office. Winterburn sadly told all of us our sea-
son would be postponed until further notice. Then reality 
hit. Seniors on deck had tears in their eyes, knowing that 
they were never going to be able to finish their final sea-
son. There was this sense of overwhelming sadness, felt 
only when things are at their worst. In an instant, all our 
hopes of getting a ring had disappeared. 

COVID-19 was like some of the real nightmares I’ve 
had about water polo, where I would try to pick up the 
ball in the water, but I couldn’t. However, this nightmare 
was a reality.

The news about COVID-19 seemed like every time 
something felt under control, it always shifted. Little did 
I know how bad it would get. We left that 10:30 a.m. 
meeting and attended our Thursday classes. Then our 
on-campus experience ended. Spring break was in front 
of us, with an entirely different college experience wait-
ing for me on the other side. 

I have been playing water polo for 12 years now and 
have never taken longer than a few weeks off from the 
sport. So, when we went into lock down, I went from 
competing and practicing six to seven days a week to jar-
ringly absolutely nothing. My family doesn’t own a home 
pool, so I had nowhere to go to continue to swim. My 
old club and practice pool is at the Rose Bowl Aquatic 
Center, which also shut down. I was now captured by the 
walls of my own home as if I were on house arrest and 
not allowed to leave. 

I knew I’d be a water polo player from the moment my 
cousins started playing. It is the family sport. I have 
three older cousins who played water polo in high 

school. So, my mom decided to have me start playing 
when I was 9 years old. I fell in love with the sport so 
much I dropped all the other sports I was playing at the 
time, which included soccer and softball. 

I was recruited to the University of La Verne to play 
water polo. Coach Beemer coincidentally was my club 
coach when I was 13 years old. I transferred to ULV from 
Los Angeles Valley College with an associates of arts 
degree in the spring of 2020, just in time to play half the 
ULV season. I had already played a full season Fall 2019 
at L.A. Valley.

Sumiko Rudisky
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Following lockdown, my ULV team would spend many 
Zoom meetings throughout the quarantine period with 
our head coach and assistants, hearing weekly updates 
on what the future would bring. Unfortunately, our get-
ting back together in person wouldn’t happen for another 
year. Every once in a while, we would even get on a 
Zoom call to do team dryland workouts to try to keep in 
shape or just to hang out. One night, a few of us gathered 
on Zoom to do a paint night and followed a Bob Ross 
painting video. As much fun as it was to be able to talk to 
one another, it was hard to not be able to get in the pool 
and see each other face-to-face. 

Unlike other sports, like soccer and baseball where you 
can find fields to hit a ball or to go on runs, water polo is 
a hard sport to stay in shape for if you don’t have a pool. 
There aren’t a lot of dry land workouts that prepare you 
for when you start swimming again. Most pools were 
closed because of COVID-19; those that were open, I 
didn’t feel comfortable going to. With me and my mom 
both struggling with asthma, we are at high risk of catch-
ing COVID-19, which could put us in the hospital. 

In quarantine, I had to learn to find a new hobby and 
ways to keep busy. As someone who has been swimming 
and has loved the water my whole life, sports on land 
have never been my favorite thing—especially running. 
But during COVID, I enjoyed walking my Husky/German 
Shepherd dog Alaska more often and started going on 
hikes over to Occidental College.

From there, I eventually started to give running a 
chance and began with short distances. I even got my 
dad to join me, and we were able to bond through this 
experience. We would talk about sports, mostly base-
ball and basketball, and we were so excited when the 
Dodgers won the World Series, and the Lakers won their 
championship. 

I also spent much time at home and at my grand-
mother’s house in Eagle Rock. We live a mile away from 
each other, and we enjoyed being in each other’s compa-
ny. We spent much time watching Russian soap operas, 
which I never knew what was going on. She would 
willingly explain them to me. We also cooked together 

as she shared family recipes. I learned to make  “blini,” a 
Russian crepe. All the while, I did many YouTube work-
outs and fell into the addiction of online shopping, like 
so many people I followed on social media did.

Now, a year and a half later, my La Verne Water Polo 
team is back at school, and we’re able to get back in the 
water with one another. Even though our season didn’t 
start until the spring of 2022, there were a good number 
of us who decided to get back in shape, and who volun-
tarily showed up to the men’s water polo practices before 
their season ended. Some days, those practices started as 
early as 6 a.m.

Even though I consider myself an accomplished player, 
the first day I got back into the water, my arms felt like 
jello, and my body was so tired. I immediately knew it 
was going to take a long time to get back in shape for my 
season. However, I am extremely grateful that I will be 
getting a season in this school year, starting Jan. 10, 2022, 
and my team is off to a great start.

Before COVID, I was doubting whether I should contin-
ue playing. At the time, I had been playing for 10 years. 
I felt burnt out and tired of not being able to have time 
to myself on weekends because of tournament commit-
ments. I felt like I was ready to quit and start a new chap-
ter in my life. The pandemic, however, made me realize 
how much I love the sport, and that there was a reason I 
stuck with it for so long. I am now feeling more commit-
ted than ever to getting back in shape and dominating my 
upcoming season. COVID has left me appreciating the 
things I take for granted every day, and I’m more focused 
and determined than I’ve ever been. ■
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extremely often, my family and I felt the light she brought 
into our lives dim.

In January of 2021, my abuelita’s death followed. The 
death of my aunt, who was my dad’s cousin and like a 
sister to him, followed by the death of my grandma hap-
pening so close in time, completely spiraled my life. My 
grandma lived in Guadalajara, Mexico. I had not spoken 
to her since I was in high school when she last visited us 
in California, but seeing how much her death affected my 
dad broke my heart as he was close to her.

Those few months after their deaths really shook my 
family, but it made us realize how quickly death can ap-

pear, and how fast life can change. At least for me, during 
the pandemic, I put more effort into building a relation-
ship with both my siblings and both of my parents.

From this day on, my family continues to navigate 
through our new lives. My parents are still in the process 
of legally splitting up, but every day is a blessing because 
we get to cherish each other during this difficult time. On 
April 21, my nephew was born. Leo brought a light back 
into my family’s lives that we so desperately needed. My 
family lost a few lives but gained another. I guess even 
the toughest times can be overcome, and that his birth is 
a harbinger of better times ahead. ■

Martinez...
Continued from page 27

‘COVID-19 was like a real water polo  
nightmare, where I try to pick up the ball  

in the water but can’t. However, this  
nightmare was a reality.’ 

—Sumiko Rudisky

COVID STORIES
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The aromatic smell of Asian spices, 
seafood and curry permeate through 
the restaurant as you enter 50-Fifty 

Asian Fusion Cuisine. Clanging pots and the 
sizzling of food can be heard as the chefs are 
quickly working to fulfill orders for hungry 
guests. As soon as you enter the restaurant, 
you are greeted with a warm and inviting 
smile from the owner of the restaurant, Joyce 
Patra. A feeling of comfort fills you as you are 
welcomed into the establishment to enjoy 
fresh-cooked Asian fusion cuisine.

Joyce Patra presents a modern twist on 
classic Thai dishes through her food. She 
uses her personal recipes in the menu and 
is extremely hands-on in her kitchen. She 
is immersed in the process, helping her 
employees prepare food to ensure the quality 
is preserved in every dish. Her authentic rec-
ipes and hospitality are what keeps her loyal 
customers returning. 

Joyce first learned to cook from her father 
in Thailand. “My dad would always wake up 
early to cook, and I would help him cook 
every day. He is a master cook and told me 
cooking is in the blood of all my siblings. 
We all know how to cook and have our own 
style. Most of my siblings own a restaurant in 
Australia, and I’m the only one in America,” 
says Joyce. 

50-Fifty Asian Fusion, located in Claremont 
at 201 N. Indian Hill Blvd., opened in 2012 
with Joyce Patra at the helm. It took her seven 
months to open the restaurant because she 
envisioned three “dreams” for her restaurant. 
Joyce wanted the restaurant to have a water-
fall, wood-slat ceilings and a bar countertop.  

“I wanted a bar countertop so people have 
somewhere to sit if they are waiting for the 
table instead of waiting outside. I also want 
to make sure they’re comfortable and have a 
place to offer a cup of tea while they’re wait-
ing.” Joyce stood by her three dreams for the 
restaurant regardless of what others thought. 
She stuck to her plans and opened up the 
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Blending the Flavors of Asia
Joyce Patra cooks original recipes that define Asian-Fusion

restaurant when her visions came to life.
Joyce also previously co-owned a Thai restaurant 

known as Bangkok Blue in La Verne. She has much ex-
perience in the restaurant industry and decided to open 
50-Fifty Asian Fusion on her own after closing Bangkok 
Blue. “Ten years before I opened my restaurant I worked 
at other Thai restaurants, Panda Express and Benihana, 
but I quit and opened my own restaurant because I 
always knew I wanted to open my own restaurant and 
become an entrepreneur,” she says.

Joyce’s new restaurant focuses on an Asian-fusion con-
cept instead of strictly Thai food. And she brings a “mod-
ern interpretation of classic Asian dishes’’ to her custom-
ers. Some of the standard Thai food that was served at 
Bangkok Blue, such as the pad see ew and curry carried 
over, but to incorporate the Asian-fusion aspect she add-
ed pork loin, beef stew, short rib, and American dishes 
with Asian ingredients. Her menu has a wide variety of 
food choices ranging from fried rice, chow mein, curry 
and an assortment of meat and seafood dishes. 

Her idea for the name 50-Fifty came from having half 
of the menu with standard Thai dishes and the other half 
with dishes she created herself. Joyce is half Chinese and 
half Thai, and draws from both of her cultures to cultivate 
a diverse menu. “I always wanted to create and do my 
own thing, which is what I did with the menu at 50-Fifty. 
I always use fresh ingredients, and I tell my chefs if they 
question the quality of an ingredient then throw it out 
and use another one.” 

Joyce also opened up another Thai restaurant three 
years later in January 2018, called Foxy Noodles and 
BBQ in Upland that serves Thai food with a new and 
unique menu. 

“I opened Foxy Noodles and BBQ four years ago. I re-
ally wanted to do a casual noodles and grill, and I always 
want to try and challenge myself and think what else can 
I do. I thought that I better stick with my roots and came 
up with a lot of recipes for barbecue, and I am so proud 
to serve them at Foxy Noodles and BBQ. I love grilled 
food, and at Foxy Noodles and BBQ I can create different 
dishes. My other server owns the restaurant now, and I 
watch him run it,” says Joyce.

Her 50-Fifty Asian Fusion restaurant is famously 
known for its braised beef short ribs, Manda-
lay curry, pad thali and Joyce’s fried rice. All 

of the dishes contain high quality fresh ingredients and 
are cooked to order. Thai tea is also a popular beverage 
because it is brewed with fresh Thai leaves and topped 
with decadent cream. Joyce prides her restaurant on the 
consistent quality and flavor of her food. Because of her 
emphasis on using fresh ingredients, she has quickly 
gained popularity in the area and, as her website boasts, 
has become a “cornerstone of the Claremont communi-
ty.”

Nevertheless, Joyce’s restaurant has grown over the 
years and has expanded its customer base to outside of 
Claremont. 50-Fifty Asian Fusion has a high Yelp rating 
with 300 reviews. People have recognized her restau-

rant for her food, but also for the service and her staff. 
Reviews on Yelp describe the service as “excellent,” 
“friendly” and “attentive.” Other reviews highlight the 
superb flavor and quality of the food.

Joyce prioritizes service in her restaurant, which is 
“everything to her.” “I want my customers to feel like 
they’re in a comfortable place and coming to a friend’s 
house to eat homemade food.” She makes it a priority to 
greet every customer herself. If she is unavailable to greet 
and seat them, then she must say goodbye or stop by 
their table during their dining experience. “I never take a 
day off because I don’t want to miss who’s coming to my 
door,” says Joyce.

The restaurant is open daily from 11 a.m.- 3 p.m. 
and 5 p.m. - 9:30 p.m. During the afternoon 
hours, 50-Fifty offers special lunch deals at an 

affordable price. Guests can choose from dishes includ-
ing beef and vegetable stew, chicken with broccoli, 
fried rice and much more. College students, Claremont 
locals and visitors can be seen during this time enjoying 
Joyce’s Asian fusion for lunch. During the dinnertime, she 
offers more dishes such as a Ginger Basil Halibut Steak, 
Andaman Sea Duo and Pacific Rim Curry. Many couples 
can be seen during the dinner hours having a date and 
enjoying their time together. 

The ambiance of Joyce’s 50-Fifty Asian Fusion restau-
rant is an up-scale establishment perfect for a quick 
lunchtime or date night. Inside are wooden rectangular 
tables with black cushioned chairs. Classical and sooth-
ing music is also played throughout the dining experi-
ence. Alcoholic beverages are served for those who wish 
to enjoy wine or liquor with their meal. 

The dishes are served family style and are expected 
to be shared with multiple people. Each order is a large 
quantity of food and feeds approximately two to three 
people. The presentation of food promotes a bond be-
tween the people dining as they share the food and talk 
during their meal. 

During the pandemic, Joyce also started selling home-
made granola. Each order costs $5 and can be bought 
online or in-store. “Throughout the pandemic, I had time 
to make more food during the daytime because I only 
did takeout at night. I was thinking about what else I can 
offer to my customers other than the Asian-fusion food. I 
came up with the idea to do granola and wanted to offer 
it for a reasonable price and see if customers like it. It is 
healthy and contains no sugar and fresh ingredients,” says 
Joyce. 

50-Fifty Asian Fusion can be enjoyed both at the restau-
rant and at home. The establishment offers pick-up orders 
online or over the phone. Food delivery also comes 
through GrubHub, DoorDash and UberEats. Therefore, if 
you are uncomfortable dining out due to COVID-19, you 
can still try Joyce’s food from home. All the same dishes 
are still offered in both to-go and delivery options. 

“My passion is nonstop and never ending because I 
love what I do,” says Joyce. And that passion shows in her 
food and service. ■
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Originally from Thailand, Joyce Patra started 50-Fifty by herself 
in 2016. Formerly, she and her late husband headed the 
popular Bangkok Blue Thai restaurant in La Verne.
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Of the many things you come across in a tour of 
the University of La Verne campus, is the seal, 
located at the bottom of the steps of Founders 

Hall. It is an unassuming, tiled fixture. You can’t miss 
it since it is usually chained off.  It is, admittedly, in an 
awkward location. Most universities place their seals 
within courtyards, or inside the lavish foyers of their 
oldest building or in front of the first structure on campus. 
Students weave around La Verne’s seal, usually making 
no acknowledgement of it. Yet, above all, no one sets foot 
on it. Granted, a chain now guards it from footsteps. But 
at a campus where students love their shortcuts through 
grass, bushes, and other subtle barriers, what is a mere 
chain, swinging less than a yard above ground? 

It’s haunted, of course. Legend has it Gladdys Muir, 
a professor at then named La Verne College (before 
the 1977 name change to “university”) fell down the 
east steps of Founders Hall, cracked her head upon 
the ground, spilled blood and died. Thus, the seal was 
installed there, a cover to the heinous incident to “out 
the damned spot.” Her spirit roams the grounds, and is 
oft-blamed by students for the things that go bump in the 
night. 

Gladdys Muir is perhaps the most famous of the ghost 
stories of the University of La Verne. The pantheon of 
those Leo spirits is also occupied by the likes of the 
professor who took his life by cyanide in Founders; the 
unclosed Ouija Board in Vista La Verne; and the ghosts 

in Dailey Theatre and the old 
Stu-Han Residence Hall. Passed 
down from tour guide to dis-
interested high school seniors, 
from orientation week leader to 
incoming student, and from up-
perclassmen to underclassmen, 
they are the captivating stories 
about La Verne that everyone 
knows, hooking students both 
prospective and new into our 
campus. After all, my tour guide 
told me that ULV is one of the 
most haunted colleges in the 
country.  

I hate to bust your ghost, but 
it’s all half true. 

Gladdys Muir died in 1967 
not on university property, but 
later in the hospital. The seal was 
installed in the 1980s, 20 years 
later. The “professor” was an 
audiovisual director, a classified 
employee who took his life in 
his Founders Hall audio visual 
office. 

Why do these stories, if the fac-
tual record is accessible, persist?  
Why do we willingly contin-
ue to perpetuate these stories 
and pass them down, with the 
possibility that these individuals’ 
real lives and history become so 
far removed from the popular 
account that they become mere 
caricatures? Who were these 
people? The living individuals 
who breathed life (or afterlife, if 
you will) into these stories were 
very real, and, fortunately, for 
this story, they are not found in 
the distant past.

I. “The custodian would not enter the room at all.” 
David Glasa was a recently graduated La Verne theater 

major alumnus who worked in the school’s audiovisu-
al department, a predecessor to the Scheduling/Events 
Department of the University. George Keeler, professor 
of journalism at the University of La Verne, knew him 
both as a colleague and peer, since both were student 
workers in the ULV Audio Visual Department. “He was 
a controlling person whom I felt lacked self-confidence 
in his abilities. Nevertheless, he was fiercely compet-
itive,” remembers Keeler. “I believe this drove him in 
the wrong direction mentally.” Glasa and Keeler found 
much overlap in their time at La Verne, playing their 
brass instruments together and leading up to performing 
in Dailey Theatre productions, including “An Inspector 

Calls.”  During that production, Glasa developed a crush 
on the female lead. “We saw that David was infatuated 
with the lead female star,” says Keeler. The feelings were 
not mutual. According to Keeler, Glasa would later send 
letters to her, letters that would not receive responses. 
Eventually, after graduation, she moved to Alaska. “I think 
this ate away at David,” Keeler says. 

After graduation, Glasa was hired as the school’s audio-
visual director. Keeler continued with his graduate work 
and rarely saw Glasa. “The summer of 1978 at the Uni-
versity of La Verne was a quiet and lonely time, with few 
classroom duties for audio visual, and I don’t think David 
could deal with the negative thoughts that were in his 
head,” says Keeler. One warm afternoon, Glasa, who had 
master keys to the entire school, entered the chemistry 
storeroom, found the cyanide bottle and took it back to 
his Founders Hall office. His lifeless body was discovered 
by a custodian after hours. Glasa was seated at the desk, 
the spilled cyanide bottle in front of him. 

Douglas Waite, now administrator emeritus, 
served as the next audiovisual director. He 
was hired on the spot in an interview that took 

place the day after Glasa’s death. “I don’t disbelieve in 
ghosts. … I’ve seen enough in my time to believe there’s 
a possibility of ghosts,” says Waite. “Soon after I started, 
there were a lot of strange things … the custodian would 
not enter the room at all.” The strange happenings were 
reported by both Waite, employees and students. Campus 
Safety would receive calls that the old alarm, which at 
the time was operated via a manual switch, was disarmed 
and rearmed, despite the fact that no one had entered 
the room. “A student worker was talking to his girlfriend 
and was telling her about the ghost, and the phone flew 
across the desk—the receiver went off the phone,” says 
Waite. Several security guards reported seeing a figure 
moving around in his office while doing their nightly 
rounds. “They would enter the office to check it out, and 
there’d be nobody there,” says Waite.  

Yet, perhaps the most eerie account of Glasa was his 
appearance in VCR tapes after his death. Waite and 
his student workers would check the sometimes faulty 
audiovisual equipment, and the sole VCR/TV equipment, 
through testing it.  “Years later, it became almost like a 
video yearbook; we’d sit back and watch and laugh over 
people talking. Somebody might sing, or somebody might 
give an actual speech,” says Waite. Midway through the 
compilation, an unidentified person appeared on tape. 
At first, Waite could not recognize the individual talking 
on the tape with the microphone. Waite later realized it 
was Glasa. “It was just a weird coincidence that on that 
particular videotape, he was doing the same exact thing 
that my students and I did.” 

II. “Founders Hall has some nasty steps.” 
Gladdys Muir was a history professor at the University 

throughout the 1940s and 1950s, dedicated to peace 
studies and helping students. According to Keeler, “She 
was a person who had a revered following, that when 

The history of the University 
of La Verne lives in Founders 
Hall, which opened in 1927. 

In the past, a few custodial 
staff, working alone in the 

wee hours, reported paranor-
mal activity that prompted 

them to request transfer 
out of the building to other 

campus work areas.
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To Live, Die and Live Again in Founders
Did you see that ghost? Do you believe it?  The student’s true guide to experiencing  
paranormal activity on campus.
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in mythmaking is crucial to the perpetuation of stories.  
“And if it’s a story that is unusual outside of people’s 
experiences, that kind of teeters on the unusual or even 
the unknown, like the supernatural, that seems to kind of 
elicit this curiosity in people. So, they have a tendency 
to remember it, especially because it’s tied to place,” she 
says. 

Yes, the very feeling of being in a place where 
one suffered a horrible accident tends to spark 
emotion and curiosity.  The potency of being 

in that spot, infamous or otherwise, draws us there.  
It’s almost the same as visiting memorials or historical 
markers, where legends began, or history was made. 
The gravity of these places is what makes them special. 
It’s why something as mundane as a rock in Plymouth, 
Massachusetts defined a nation’s myth of expansion and 
Thanksgiving for 400 years. The location is special, and in 
order to ensure that this place carries the meaning it has 
for generations, it must be sustained, not through policy 
or planning, but through the community. It is up to the 
community to pass down from one individual to another, 
and it is here where things get lost in translation. 

“It’s almost like a game of telephone, right? Not just a 
game of telephone, but a game of telephone where each 
of the participants has different skill levels in telling a 
story. So, when you’re passing a story on from one person 
to the next to the next to the next, each person has their 
own ability to tell a story in a certain way,” says Beards-
ley. Some people exaggerate and some people leave out 
things, so the fact that “Gladdys Muir fell and then died” 
is sometimes passed on as “Gladdys Muir fell and died.” 
To an extent, the bad storytellers, the ones who omit 
things and embellish to impress peers, are sometimes 
the best ones who aid in the great human tradition of 
mythmaking. Beardsley adds, “If you have a storyteller 
who wants to embellish, they’ll stick to the basic facts. 
The super basic facts will be there. But they might be a 
really good storyteller, and they start embellishing it. And 
then one of those elements of that embellishment starts 
getting embedded in the next teller’s stories. And then the 
next teller’s story.” 

So, do we really see ghosts, or do we choose to see 
them?   

And how do you explain what happened to LVTV PEG 
Access producer Claudia Gonzalez, who, as a ULV stu-
dent worker, saw a hardhat fly off the shelf and straight across an Arts 
and Communications Building room? “I’ve had a lot of unexplained 
experiences that lead me to believe there’s something else beyond 
our reality,” Gonzalez says. The hardhat is no exception. “Out of no-
where, this hat just flies out from behind me and hits the white board 
in front of it. It just slams and falls down,” she recalls. “There was no 
feeling before; it just happened.” Needless to say, it was a dark and 
stormy night.

What are the things that go bump in the night? Of course, in the 
case of David Glasa, there is the possibility of faulty mechanics, shod-
dy equipment and coincidence, but, in reality, not many people have 
the lack of imagination to leave it at that. Spirits, ghosts and presences 
we want to believe because there is no further explanation. It’s too 

complex for it to be just that. It is just enough for us to wonder, what 
is beyond our physical reality to make us see what we believe we are 
seeing. By investigation and sharing what is more than meets the eye, 
we are actually taking part in a great human tradition: wondering. For 
thousands of years, we have tried to explain the unexplainable, and 
it continues today. It continues, out of all places, at a small University 
nestled between freeways and foothills.  

Beardsley says, “We always want to know or think that we can 
come up with a solution that nobody else has come up with, that we 
can come up with an answer that nobody else has come up with. 
But I think it’s that driving curiosity, and that driving interest in the 
unknown. It is that idea that engages us and fires up our imagination 
and allows us to try to explain processes, to try to explain the world 
that can’t yet be explained.” ■

BELOW: Here at the  
Founders Hall steps: Urban 
legends are principally 
spread through word of 
mouth within the com-
munity. In a long game of 
telephone, it is unclear how 
true or not the stories of real 
people become.
OPPOSITE: The long walk: 
Founders Hall is considered 
the most haunted building 
on campus, and it does not 
help that the deaths of David 
Glasa and Gladdys Muir are 
connected to these very 
hallways.
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they thought about La Verne, students often named Glad-
dys Muir as their favorite professor.” Muir was popular, 
often aiding students in need. “She supported them 
financially. She would give people a place to stay right at 
a time when they couldn’t necessarily afford the dorms, 
or they had to find other places. So, she was a beloved 
person,” says Felicia Beardsley, professor of anthropol-
ogy and the director of the Cultural and Natural History 
Collections.  

In 1967, while leaving her office in Founders Hall, 
she left the building using the steep steps located on 
the building’s east side. “Founders Hall still has some 

nasty steps… in those days, there was no guardrail going 
down the center,” says Keeler. She tripped on those stairs, 
fell down and hit her head.  She was discovered by the 
then-new professor Robert Neher, around where the seal 
lays today. “She was taken to the hospital where she died 
of her head injuries,” says Keeler. 

The seal was installed in the 1990s, in a campaign led 
by Ruby Montano-Cordova, then deputy chief student 
affairs officer, as most schools had a seal on their cam-
pus. “It’s a modern touch,” I remember Ruby saying, says 

Keeler. She added, “We have a rock; why don’t we have a 
seal?” There is no connection between Muir and the seal, 
so why is the popular story told this way as junior com-
munications student Gabby Cummings, an orientation 
leader relates at the steps: “Legend has it that up these 
very steep stairs, she tripped, fell, and landed right where 
the seal was. And they covered where her blood was with 
the seal. If you step on the seal, you will not graduate in 
four years.”  

If the seal was installed nearly 30 years later, where was 
that connection made?  Out of all the stories about ghosts 
on campus, why is “Gladdys” the most popular? How do 
these individuals become so detached from their own, 
real, and factual stories and turn into urban legends and 
little jokes when things move out of the ordinary?

III. “The world that can’t yet be explained.” 
“So, these stories tend to persist because they spark the 

imagination. They’re very vivid. They are tied to a very 
specific place. And when you have a specific place, it be-
comes almost emblematic in the sense that it represents 
something,” according to Felicia Beardsley. Location 
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A carnivorous creature with two long, sharp canine 
teeth projecting out of its mouth posed in a 
vicious stance, ready to pounce on prey glares 

back at visitors in the University of La Verne Abraham 
Campus Center. But do not worry, the glare is from the 
glass display case and Smiley is all bones at more than 
10,000 years old. But just imagine what Smiley was like 
when he was alive. He lived in Los Angeles, in the high 
rent district of Wilshire Boulevard and La Brea Avenue. It 
was cold all the time. The ice age gripped the Earth. He 
was a vicious predator, feeding on vulnerable mammals. 
He growled, purred and pounced on prey. He had fur 
and a short bobtail. And he is dead, killed when he got 
greedy and entered a shallow lake to go after trapped 
prey. He quickly discovered that the prey was an easy 
catch because it was stuck. And now, he too was stuck in 
gooey tar. 

The next person to ever see Smiley was a zoologist who 

was a high school teacher. James Z. Gilbert, taught a high 
school biology class at Los Angeles High School at the 
time and recovered Smiley’s bones from the La Brea Tar 
Pits with the help of his students. The boys in the class 
helped dig up the bones while the girls were responsible 
for classifying and cleaning the tar off his bones. Smiley 
was finally free. Gilbert was a minister of the Church of 
the Brethren and shared the wealth of his discoveries, 
donating Smiley to Church of the Brethren run Lordsburg 
College in 1916.

Smiley made history in a couple ways. Today, the 
University of La Verne holds one of five Saber Toothed 
skeletons known to exist from the Los Angeles location. 
And Gilbert, “through his groundbreaking Los Angeles 
tarpit find, was instrumental in laying the groundwork for 
the founding of the Los Angeles County Museum of His-
tory, Science, and Art, which is today the Natural History 
Museum of Los Angeles County,” says the Museum’s web 

site. It adds, “Gilbert’s Academy collections were some 
of the first specimens in the new museum in 1911, and 
mounted skeletons from Rancho La Brea were among the 
first displays in the museum when it opened in 1913.” 
Prominently displayed in the museum is a commemora-
tive plaque with Gilbert’s name on it, citing this informa-
tion.

During 2021, Smiley marked 125 years at the Univer-
sity of La Verne. Out of sight for decades behind closed 
doors, Smiley, a fully articulated Saber Toothed Cat skel-
eton, now stands life-like in a glass case on the second 
floor of the ULV Abraham Campus Center, watching over 
the hundreds of students and faculty members coming in 
and out of the building that is at the heart of the Univer-
sity of La Verne campus. October 2021 marked the fifth 
year since Smiley found his permanent display home on 
the campus.

Smiley is one of more than 100,000 artifacts in the 
University of La Verne Cultural and Natural History 
Collections. More than 65 million years of history are 
captured in its Jaeger House. Most of the artifacts are 
stored here—beautiful textiles from the 1800s, ancient 
tools used in China, rare Native American woven baskets. 
Some of these artifacts are shown in temporary exhibits. 
Smiley is the exception. “Because he was amazing. I may 
not have known his full history at the time, but I knew 
he was unique,” says Felicia Beardsley, director of the 
Cultural and Natural History Collections and professor of 
anthropology. “He grabbed the attention of everyone who 
entered that room… He overshadowed everything.”

The question was, “Where do we display him?” Beards-
ley says originally she wanted to put Smiley in the Wilson 
Library because it is a central place on campus, but the 
idea was turned down because there was not a good spot 
for him.

Then the then new Abraham Campus center 
opened, and Jim Brooks, director of the Campus 
Center, found a place for him on the second floor 

where he could be perfectly seen from both inside and 
outside the building. His display case, a vitrine, was a 
custom-made order. 

There Smiley poses as the University of La Verne’s 
oldest “Leopard.”

J.Z. Gilbert figured out how to articulate the Saber 
Tooth on his own. In front of him was a jigsaw puzzle of 
bones. All sorts of ancient animal bones were stirred in 
the tar mix. Nevertheless, Gilbert, a pioneer paleontolo-
gist, came remarkably close to assembling the skeleton 
into a saber toothed cat form that researchers now know 
is spot on correct, save one detail. The tail bones he 
placed onto Smiley are that of a dire wolf, not a saber 
toothed cat. Gilbert, figured that Smiley had a long cat-
like modern tail. The Dire Wolf bones were in the mix, 
so it was an easy decision. A few years later, after the 
skeleton was articulated, other species’ bones, including 
dire wolves, were discovered at the tar pits, and with bet-
ter scientific knowledge over time, it was discovered that 
Saber Tooths had bobbed tails, and that an incorrect tail 

As impressive in death 
as it must have been in 

life, a Saber Toothed Cat, 
affectionately named 

“Smiley,” is on display on 
the second floor of the 

Abraham Campus Center. 
Anne Collier, Cultural and 

Natural History Collec-
tions curator/cataloger, 

and Felicia Beardsley, 
professor of anthropol-
ogy and director of the 

Cultural and Natural His-
tory Collections, regularly 

perform maintenance to 
the vitrine that houses its 

skeleton.

BY ANABEL MARTINEZ   PHOTOGRAPHY BY DARCELLE JONES-WESLEY

La Verne’s 10,000 Year-Old Cat
The Campus Center has student resources, activities and ‘Smiley.’

was attached to Smiley. “These are 
guys who thought, ‘Well, he’s a cat 
like any cat, right? He should be 
part of the overall giant cat family 
so he must have a long tail. Right?’” 
Beardsley says. 

Anne Collier, Cultural and 
Natural History Collections 
curator, voiced to keep the 

tail. “I fought to keep that tail because 
we relate to imperfect people. We don’t 
relate to perfect people,” Collier says. 
Smiley’s tail is a product of the mis-
takes that are made during the learning 
process. “We’ve all had to learn. We’re 
surrounded by professors on campus. You 
go to these people for expert advice. Then 
you look at our cat. That was an expert 
who put Smiley together,” Collier says. “It 
shows you learn to become the expert, and 
that’s the beauty of Smiley.”

Even the installation process of placing 
Smiley in the Campus Center was a learning 
experience for everyone involved. Many 
different departments and people helped 
bring Smiley into his new home in 2016. 
With Beardsley and Collier, the team from 
facilities, the display case company, the 
campus center manager, and many others 
contributed on the big day. Beardsley says 
facilities even went above and beyond to 
install special non heat-generating lights 
to be pointed directly at Smiley and to 
give him the perfect spotlight. “It makes 
him a learning experience, when you 
have to put together something that 
you have no idea what it looks like, 
and you just have a lot of bones and 
a lot of fragments,” Beardsley says. “It’s like 
putting together a puzzle, even though the 
pieces might be somewhat in place.”

So, there he resides, finally in full view 
in the University’s Campus Center. 
Smiley, assigned a diminutive name 
that belies his true feared power of 
successfully hunting mammoths and 
mastodons and ruling over Los Angeles. 
But in death as in life, he is still a show 
stopper, an animal who comes to us from 
another time but is finally in his right 
place at the University of La Verne. ■

J.Z. Gilbert, a pioneer paleontologist, originally dug 
“Smiley” out of the muck and tar of the Los Angeles 
La Brea Tar Pits. Gilbert, a Church of the Brethren 
member associated for a time as a part-time biology 
professor at the College, gifted the skeleton to the 
then-named Lordsburg College in 1916.



Think fun. Think tradition. Think pageantry, games 
and entertainment. The 2020 pandemic may have 
halted all that, but it is time to think again. The L.A. 

County Fair, where birthdays are celebrated, anniversaries 
are honored, vacations are taken, date nights are held, 
where great family memories are made—for no reason at 
all—is back After two years of forced closure, bowing to 
COVID-19 health protocols, the Fair will welcome back 
all who love to be entertained with a special “Back to 
Our Roots” theme that celebrates its 100th calendar an-
niversary. “We decided to keep the theme simple and to 
feel the nostalgia of the first fair,” says Renee Hernandez, 
director of Communications at Fairplex, who is keenly 
involved in Fair planning and implementation, serving as 
lead of the planning committee.

The Fair may be returning to its roots, but in many 
ways, the Fair is reinventing itself. For starters, the Fair is 
moving its run dates from fall to spring—May 5 to May 

30—to be precise. The move perfectly lets the Fair bolster 
its agricultural heritage. For 99 years, it was a harvest 
festival. Now, it will be a spring planting festival. Missing 
will be the torrid September heat that on opening day 
2019 hit 110 degrees Fahrenheit.

After 100 years of this Southern California tradition, 
fair goers can expect to be welcomed back to one of 
the largest county fairs in America with special “back to 
our roots” attractions. Experiencing the fair of the past, 
present, and future, the L.A. County Fair will bring back 
many of its own past traditions, which will be presented 
throughout the fairgrounds. Carnival operators will strive 
to have classic fair rides like traditional Ferris wheels 
and bumper cars. The Future Farmers of America (FFA) 
youth will return to prominence. “We wanted to take a 
nostalgic look back at the past 100 years and really go 
back to our roots with this upcoming anniversary,” says 
Hernandez. Posters and photos will be placed around 

the grounds showing previous fairs dating back to the 1920s. Fair 
goers can also expect to see more farm animals in the barn to tie in 
the Fair’s agricultural influence. The display garden in that area will 
be enlarged. Horticulturist Don Delano heads “Farm at Fairplex” and 
grows an impressive garden in the fairgrounds each year. The produce 
is utilized in the McKinley’s Grille Restaurant, in addition to being 
a showcase garden of what grows in La Verne. The on-site five-acre 
“Farm at Fairplex” features California specialty crops including fruits, 
vegetables and herbs.  

Bringing back FFA pays homage to the Fair’s farming influence 
by having breeder shows for students to show their animals—goats, 
cows, pigs, sheep, llamas—in a competition 
setting to gain experience for future auction 
shows. “There hasn’t been much work with 
FFA in recent years, but we saw that it was 
such a big part of our history so it’s important 
to bring them back,” says Hernandez. 

The theme “Back to Our Roots” came to be 
from wanting to celebrate the 100th anni-
versary and instead of looking at the modern 
era, organizers took a step back to really 
capture the nostalgia of the L.A. County Fair.

Then the pandemic came as a sur-
prise. The Fairgrounds were re-pur-
posed as a temporary shelter for 

nearly 10,000 migrant children. While the 
2020 Fair was cancelled, after 719 days a 
down-sized “Bite Sized Fair” was held Sept 
10 to Sept. 26, Friday to Sunday in the Fair’s 
west parking lot, which Hernandez calls the 
“Last hurrah for the 99th year.” Fair admin-
istrators then regrouped and planned a new 
grand gala affair, set to launch this May 5. 
Hernandez says that of the 100-year time pe-
riod of the Fair, it has been closed for a total 
of seven years, two years because of large 
crowd gathering COVID restrictions and five 
years during World War II. 

With the new May 5 to May 30 dates come 
new and old celebrations. Fair organizers 
are planning to have four special weekends 
during the duration of the fair beginning 
with the celebration of Cinco de Mayo with 
a Latin Heritage weekend. The following 
weekends will celebrate CEEM (an economic 
cooperative committed to supporting Afri-
can-American professionals and the Afri-
can-American entrepreneurs), AAPI (Asian 
Americans and Pacific Islanders) and ending 
with a Pride weekend. 

High level competitions are taking place for wine and spirits, olive 
oil and dairy products. Children and youth competitions are run-
ning. So, too are favorite adult competitions. The Millard Sheets Art 
Center will feature archival findings from fairgoers as well as artists’ 
interpretations of the centennial. The flower and garden pavilion will 
celebrate the centennial through floral displays and vignettes. And 
the Haunt Show exhibit is returning and will feature its “100 Years of 
Monsters” museum.

Fair days will feature, for all to enjoy, new foods, retro foods and 
special performances throughout the fair grounds. These events, how-
ever, will not take away from the special celebrations. The concert 
series will feature 14 separate bands and artists, with headliners in-
cluding “War,” “KC and the Sunshine Band,” “Lynyrd Skynyrd,” “Brett 
Young,” “Ramon Ayala,” “Cole Swindell,” “Juanes,” “The Brothers 
Johnson,” Lady A,” “Kansas and Blue Oyster Cult,” “The Beach Boys,” 
“The Spinners,” and “ZZ Top.” A special collectable pin will also be 
distributed to fair goers to commemorate 100 years of the L.A. County 
Fair. A special Fair logo was designed by Marissa Merida of Pomona 
that captures the centennial. “This fair offers an experience that you 

can’t get at any other amusement park be-
cause it’s a different type of entertainment,” 
says Hernandez. 

Hernandez says Fair officials are keeping 
a careful eye on Los Angeles County COVID 
safety precautions. “The Fair will definitely 
be a safe space to come to with more open 
spaces so people won’t be so crowded. 
With a big campus, we want to utilize all 
the space,” she says. Full advertisement 
of the fair begins in earnest in April with 
commercials being shown, billboards going 
up, and display ads being placed. Organiz-
ers will also continue to promote the 2022 
Fair across their social media platforms like 
Instagram, Facebook and TikTok. “This Fair 
offers an experience that you can’t get at any 
other amusement park because it’s a differ-
ent type of entertainment,” says Hernandez. 
She notes that the fair is a visual event, with 
vibrant colors, flower gardens, petting zoos 
and musical performances. There is pag-
eantry that comes to you from every angle, 
including mobile performers who suddenly 
pop into view.

At 487 acres, it is the largest county fair in 
America. And while a fair in Houston holds 
top billing for attendance, the LA County Fair 
at 1.6 million guests in the 1990s, was one 
of the top three in attendance. Before COVID 
closure, the attendance dropped to No. 11 in 
the nation. Hernandez says that hot Southern 
California days contributed to that decline; 
she is confident that the cooler May weather 
will prompt people to return.

The Fair bridges generations, and attending 
the L.A. County Fair is a family tradition for 
so many Southern California people who 

steadfastly have made it an annual can’t miss pilgrimage to come to 
the Pomona/La Verne based event. “The spirit of the Fair is tradition,” 
says Hernandez, “whether it is a first kiss, first date or a child petting 
a goat for the first time. The Fair puts smiles on everyone’s faces.” 

Not just guests but vendors are also looking forward to the Fair’s 
start, she says. “People are so excited to come back because we are, 
for so many people, their tradition with individuals getting proposed 
to or simply attending every year,” she says. “It is going to be an 
amazing fair.” ■

‘This Fair offers an 
experience that you can’t 

get at any other amusement 
park because it’s a different 

type of entertainment.’
—Renee Hernandez, 
Fairplex director of 

communications
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100 Years of Fair Tradition
The L.A. County Fair brings together its past, present and future this May.

For the past two years, the 
Fair’s iconic attractions have 

taken a back seat to the 
coronavirus pandemic and 
the use of the fairgrounds 

for vaccinations, testing 
clinics and temporary shelter 

for nearly 10,000 migrant 
children. Now waiting 

for May fair visitors is the 
Marketplace Food court. 
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Jacob Freedman paces the room after receiving the 
news that there is a chance vaccines will be man-
datory to play sports at The University of La Verne. 

Freedman, not necessarily against the vaccine itself, does 
not believe in the use of force and being “bullied,” as he 
says, into a “complex medical decision.” “Maybe I am 
ignorant. Maybe the vaccine will increase my immune re-

sponse because I have more antigens. I still do not agree 
with being directly or indirectly forced into any decision, 
especially medical.” 

The date is March 2021. It has already been 12 months 
since normal life was stripped away. The coronavirus 
is still not letting up, especially after the 2020 holiday 
season where California, especially the Los Angeles 

area, saw a spike into record-setting cases 
every day. His fragmented thoughts capture 
him: Months and months of preparing for 
a baseball season. Preparing to come back 
and make-up for the cancelled 2020 season. 
Preparing for a pivotal junior season that in 
normal circumstances would see his growth 
from a young contributor into an older men-
tor and leader. A hopeful season that came 
to a sudden stop because he didn’t know 
whether he wanted to continue.

His thoughts jumped to the present: Scott 
Winterburn, head coach of the University 
of La Verne baseball team, asked who was 
opposed to a mandatory vaccine. “I am not 
against the vaccine and believe that every 
individual should make the best decision 
for themselves. I am against the use of force. 
Medical decisions are private, and people 
should feel ultimate comfort in deciding what 
is best for them,” says Jacob.

It started on Monday, March 9, 2020. 
Practice went on as normal, and the team 
was cleaning the field and tightening up 
with its usual end-of-day duties before going 
home. As players threw bag straps over their 
shoulders and took the first steps to leave, the 
news was announced by one of the young 
players. Chapman, SCIAC conference rival 
and defending national champion, just can-
celled the rest of its season due to the rising 
concern of the coronavirus. 

It was shocking news but not entirely 
alarming. Chapman was the first to cancel 
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Exploring the Path of Life
Jacob Freedman made the hardest decision in his life, but it was one he had 
to make.

Jacob Freedman, who debated dropping out of school, 
returned to the University of La Verne spring of 2022 after 
changing his major from biology to kinesiology. Jacob took 
a gap semester during the fall of 2021 in order to live in his 
home town of San Diego and to save up money while he 
worked as a server in downtown San Diego. 

its season, and it was only big news because the Pan-
thers were the defending NCAA Division III champions. 
COVID had yet to affect anybody personally, so no one 
had too much concern. The players hoped that Chapman 
was an anomaly. The practice week went on as normal. 
The Leopard baseball team prepared for its upcoming 
weekend slate of games, starting with a single game 
against their closest rival Claremont-Mudd-Scripps. 

March 12, 2020, was the day the ball dropped. 
Thursday was gloomy, dark and pouring rain. There 

would be brief 15- and 20-minute intervals where the 
rain would stop, but not enough ultimately, to get the Ben 
Hines Field game in. The coaches were trying unusually 
hard to try and squeeze this game in, despite the inclem-
ent weather. It was a little suspicious, almost as if they 
knew. 

The cancellation of the game was also the cancellation 
of the season. But no one dared to think that way—at 
first. Yes, a week was definite, but school was supposed 
to return in a week, right after spring break. Then it was 
quickly two weeks. As the end of the two-week time 
frame approached, it was over. The University of La Verne 
went completely online, and Jacob Freedman was going 
to stay home in San Diego. “I love San Diego, and when 
school went online it was shocking. I didn’t know how 
serious COVID was at the time; no one did.” 

As Jacob spent time adjusting to online school, he 
picked up in earnest a hobby he started in sum-
mer 2020: Jiu-jitsu. The combat training fired 

him up, and he found passion for it. He would spend 
the summer playing summer baseball in the best college 
league in the nation, the San Diego League. Then, he 
would spend every evening after baseball going to jiu-jit-
su classes at one of the best gyms in San Diego. He still 
loved baseball, but a new fire was growing within him. 

As the University of La Verne geared up for its first 
full semester online, it was frustrating for most students. 
Jacob, a biology major, felt there was not the same 
authenticity in the classroom since labs were no longer 
hands-on; consequently, he lost his incentive to attend 
class due to the lack of social interaction of classmates 
and a collective effort to learn the material. School was 
half of what it was when in person, and for Jacob, it was 
not worth it anymore. Jiu-jitsu gave him youthful excite-
ment back into his life, and his only motivation to come 
back to La Verne August 2020 was baseball. Plus, he 
enjoyed the brotherhood felt with his roommate friends 
with whom he lived in a house where La Verne meets 
Pomona on Bonita Avenue. 

 Each week, there was a Zoom meeting, with the 
baseball team discussing progress and how to handle 
this situation and how to move forward without missing 
any beats. Coach Winterburn preached weekly about 
overcoming adversity, practicing positive thinking and 
persistence through this time where everyone, neverthe-
less, seemed to be falling behind. 

The baseball team carried this message and tried its 
best to apply it week-after-week with private workouts. 

Jacob, with his four baseball roommates, held practices 
in local parks. Soon, the casual practices became more 
intense practices—just to stay on top of the normal 
off-season work. They were conducted with up to 35 
players, but without coaches at Cahuilla Park in Cla-
remont, which had an open Claremont High School 
freshman baseball field, 

These were the things that made it worth the 
wait. However, the entire situation still did not 
sit right with him. For Jacob, the coronavirus 

itself was suspicious. It did not make sense to shut down 
the functions of the entire country, causing people to 
lose their businesses while others were able to contin-
ue working or continue their careers online. There was 
general suspicion. “If the vaccine is going to save my life, 
why is there a commercial trying to convince me what 
to believe? Who is funding that prime time million dollar 

commercial? Shouldn’t the proof of the vaccine be relat-
ed to scientific method based research, not emotionally 
manipulative advertising?” Regardless, much of society 
was stuck online. And the fact that contemporary life was 
so fragile that it could all be taken away so fast, changed 
his prior perspective.

As the Fall 2020 semester came and went, Zoom class-
es were not his absolute priority. School was easier, but it 
was harder to stay on task without a structured environ-
ment conducive for learning. As virus waves washed over 
the population, the entire world was still stopped. Jacob 
spent most of his time working out, practicing for base-
ball and working on his hobbies like vegetable gardening 
and jiu-jitsu training. 

Soon, the holidays came and went. The pressure to 
be ready for a potential shortened baseball season was 
increasing. Week in, week out, the team was prepar-
ing through player practices and staying ready to go, in 
anticipation when the potential return moment might 
come. Jacob was going to the park every day, working on 
his craft by taking ground balls and hitting. This was the 
reason he was even at the University right now. He kept 
those thoughts to himself. Deep down, he realized he 

‘I decided it would be best for me to pitch a 
12-person cabin tent and live in a tent for a 

few months. So that’s what I did and lived 
in the backyard of a house with some of my 

closest friends in San Diego.’ 
—Jacob Freedman,  

University of La Verne senior
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A Gourmet Take on Your  
Everyday Favorites
The Butter Café shows how great ingredients can make a recipe  
tour de force.

Fresh, well-made food is one of the big-
gest comforts and pleasures of life. There 
is nothing a hand-crafted cup of coffee 

paired with a warm pastry can’t cure. Never 
underestimate the power of a well-cooked 
meal.

Butter Cafe and Bakery has earned a 
special place in the city of San Dimas. In 
fact, it has become a weekly staple for many 
locals. Husband and wife team owners Ryan 
and Melissa Buan, and their partner Heather 
Sulaeman, started the restaurant adventure 
in 2015 when they opened Butter Cafe and 
Bakery and from the start made it more than 
just another local café. Butter has it all and 
features a full breakfast and lunch menu. At 
Butter Cafe and Bakery, you can get artisan 
pastries, specialty coffee and American com-
fort food. 

Comfort food has a different meaning to 
each person. In my case, it equals home-
cooked meals made by my mom, specifi-
cally her chicken noodle soup and mac and 
cheese.

In general, comfort food is any dish that 
has the ability to warm your heart and lift 
your spirits even on the worst days. At Butter, 
the Buans and Sulaeman have elevated 
American classics to a gourmet level, provid-
ing an extensive menu to satisfy of all of their 
customers’ cravings. 

Butter Café is known for its versatility and 
variety. Certain menu items, such as the 
huevos rancheros, chilaquiles and breakfast 
tacos are Hispanic inspired, and the owners 
offer an abundance of varieties to diners. 
Butter’s menu is consistent year-round, but, 
depending on the season, you might see a 
special holiday drink or pastry. For instance, 
when strawberries are in season, Butter offers 
its famous strawberry-ricotta cakes. During 
the fall season, you will see their pumpkin 

Butter Café features a special breakfast burrito, and a fried 
chicken sandwich paired with tater tots.
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would much rather be at home working and doing school 
and saving money, but being present practicing with his 
teammates was more important to him. He persistently 
dragged other teammates to practice with him when they 
didn’t feel like it or lacked motivation.

He was “never worried about contracting COVID 
and dying.” He would play by the rules, but he wasn’t 
worried. And he knew that baseball might come back. 
As the middle of the spring 2021 semester approached, 
ULV baseball did come back. In early April, most spring 
athletes were cleared for some practice with the potential 
of a shortened season. 

Jacob was ready, but he had one foot out the door. 
“At this point in my career, I realized the expecta-
tions of what it would take to be a Leopard baseball 

player. Expectations included being fully committed to 
your craft. A lot of guys on the team are fully committed 
to their craft, and deep down I knew I was not fully com-
mitted to baseball. I did not want to hold the team back 
so I had to make an adult decision to quit baseball. It was 
a very tough decision in the end.”

He knew what it took to be a productive Leopard base-
ball teammate. He knew what it meant to his teammates, 
coaches and the alumni before him. He needed to give 
100 percent of his efforts dedicated to baseball. He loved 
his team and appreciated the coaches for getting them 
back. But he knew he wasn’t ready for the commitment. 
He knew it was unfair to everyone. 

The first weeks back were running and conditioning 
practices only. No baseballs, no actual baseball practices, 
but at least the team was on the field, doing things as a 
team with the coaches with them. It was a start. There 
was light at the end of the tunnel, and every practice that 
passed brought the anticipation of whether today was 
going to be the day they were able to fully practice again. 

Two weeks went by, and no baseballs were brought 
out. Just conditioning and updates from the coaches each 
day filled the hour-long socially distanced groups of six 
practices. Jacob still was in a transition mode, thinking 
about both his future and his actions, and how they 
would affect his life moving forward. 

After a long talk with Coach Winterburn following an 
intense practice, his mind became clear. Jacob decided to 
stop playing baseball. It was a tough decision, a breakup, 
“a divorce.” 

“The program is extremely detail oriented, and I was 
not a detailed baseball player. There are plenty of guys 
on the team who are very hard working and detailed ori-
ented baseball players. A lot of the guys on the baseball 
team work very hard and pursue the task of becoming a 
better baseball player relentlessly. I started doing jiu jitsu 
as a competitive sport when I stopped playing baseball. 
I realized while learning jiu jitsu I was also not detail 
oriented while learning precise skill,” and Jacob says he 
knew the team needed more from him.

Jacob played his entire life and while being on the 
cusp of coming back to play after quarantine, he decided 
it was best to not return. This was the commitment to a 

different way of life, and it was time to go and explore 
another path. 

Immediately after leaving the Leopard baseball pro-
gram, Jacob moved back home to San Diego and looked 
for a job. One of his best friends worked at a pancake 
shop right outside of downtown San Diego, and Jacob 
started working as a busser during the opening shift, 
starting at 6 a.m. all while going to jiu jitsu classes every 
evening after his shifts five to six times a week. “I decided 
to save money and compete in jiu jitsu tournaments.”

Two full months would pass. At the beginning of the 
summer in June, Jacob picked up another bussing job at 
Town and Country, a popular resort in downtown San 
Diego that consists of two restaurants. Jacob worked 
anywhere from 70 to 90 hours a week opening for the 
pancake shop and closing 10 hours shifts at the resort, 
getting off at 1:30 a.m. some nights. 

He continued bussing at both jobs through the sum-
mer until August when he was offered a better position 
serving at the resort. “I wanted to get promoted to a 
server, and I needed to gain that experience first. I really 
enjoyed the bussing jobs and the serving job because it 
helped my communication skills and gave me confidence 
as a worker and with my ability to make money because 
I never really made my own money or had a proper job 
before” 

After getting promoted, Jacob left his morning job 
as a busser because the amount of commission 
and tips at the resort allowed him to leave the 

pancake shop. During this transition, he decided to move 
out of his parents’ house and move into his friends’ house 
where he lived with five high school friends. “I decided 
that it was time for me to move out of my house with my 
parents. No hard feelings between me and my parents 
or anything; it’s just I feel kind of old to be depending 
on someone else to put a roof over my head. I decided it 
would be best for me to pitch a 12-person cabin tent and 
live in a tent for a few months. So that’s what I did and 
lived in the backyard of a house with some of my closest 
friends in San Diego.” 

Jacob’s first intention when he left La Verne was to drop 
out of school with 25 units left to graduate. However, 
after some thought and taking the fall semester off, he de-
cided to come back spring 2022 to continue his degree. 
“At this point I’m excited to come back to school. I am 
going to appreciate being back in person and going to 
class. I feel I am going to get more out of it this time.” 

Jacob has changed his major from biology to kinesiol-
ogy in order to finish earlier. He is currently on pace to 
graduate in the fall of 2022. 

Does he feel others should follow his path? “Personally, 
I don’t think I am a role model for anyone, and I do not 
recommend anything to anyone. I do think people should 
do what is best for them. I think with the right attitude 
there are positives or at least growth you can take from 
what may feel like negative experiences. I think it’s really 
important to be grateful. This is something I am working 
on and will continue to work on.” ■



made from their in-house brioche bread, which is very 
decadent and sweet and the perfect way to start your 
morning if you have a sweet tooth. Their challah French 
toast is topped with whipped cream, fresh bananas and 
strawberries. Moreover, their avocado toast is very pop-
ular as well, as the Butter chefs have created their own 
twist to it, adding pickled onions and arugula on top. At 
Butter, the Buans and Sulaeman have mastered the ability 
to add depth to any plate, even if it is as simple as a piece 
of bread and an avocado spread. 

As a regular, I’ve sampled several menu items. Believe 
me when I tell you, there is no wrong choice at Butter, as 
everything is absolutely amazing. Nevertheless, I do have 
my favorites. For example, their turkey-pesto sandwich 
and Asian chicken salad are my two go-tos when I am 
craving something savory. When I am in the mood for 
something sweeter, I love their chocolate chip pancakes 
and fresh cinnamon rolls paired with a hot white choc-
olate latte. These items are the perfect energy boost to 
conquer my day. 

Butter is popular among all age groups. On a normal 
day, you see families, college students, senior citizens, 
cyclists, law enforcement officers—all gathered in one 

space. As a regular San Dimas 
customer, I have even seen small 
birthday celebrations taking 
place at Butter. Its atmosphere 
is always filled with positive 
energy and laughter. The energy 
is contagious. Everyone feels safe 
and welcome. 

San Dimas resident Mark 
Zolotoff says he enjoys the 
relaxed atmosphere of Butter. 
He especially enjoys the waffles 
and omelets. Mark says Butter is 
the perfect spot for the weekend 
brunch with your significant 
other. Rosario Melara, Rancho 
Cucamonga resident, says Butter 
is her favorite spot for breakfast 
in San Dimas. “I love how ex-
tensive and diverse the menu is,” 
she says. “I get to try something 
new every time.”  

Since the venue in San Dimas 
is five minutes drive from the 
University of La Verne, it has 
become a popular spot among 
students. Allyssa Smiley, senior 
kinesiology major, says her 
favorite menu item is the Butter’s 
special breakfast burrito. “I love 
that Butter is so close to the 
University,” says Allyssa. “Their 
food is always so fresh, and they 
have great customer service.” 
Victoria Tavera, senior digital 

media major, says she loves eating at Butter because the 
prices are reasonable, and the food is top quality. Victoria 
also believes it is a great spot to study near campus. Her 
favorite menu item is the cookie butter latte. 

Both venues offer a minimalistic style with clean lines 
and warm, light colors. “When you go to a restaurant you 
want it to be very welcoming, comforting, and clean,” 
says Ryan Buan. The owners decided on a minimalistic 
approach to avoid any distractions from the food. 

Butter Cafe and Bakery was not immune to the 
economic harm brought by COVID-19. “As a 
small business, we are suffering from the lack of 

available employees,” says Ryan. Unfortunately, the pan-
demic forced many local businesses to close their doors 
permanently. Not Butter Café. The owners are grateful 
to their customers for supporting their two businesses 
through it all. Since their Upland location falls under San 
Bernardino County health mandates, they were able to 
open this location for dine-in before San Dimas. They say 
many loyal San Dimas customers showed their support 
by making the drive to Upland. 

Ryan describes the pandemic as a very challenging 
time, as it created a lot of uncertainty in his life as a 
business owner. “I worried about my business, paying 
my bills and keeping my employees,” he says. “It was 
very scary, not knowing if our business is going to sur-
vive.” Nevertheless, he  never sacrificed quality in their 
business but certainly had to make some adjustments. 
For instance, the owners reduced hours of operation and 
created new recipes in order to remain relevant and keep 
their customers’ attention. 

“From age 12, I knew I was going to be in the food in-
dustry,” says Ryan. He has always had a love and passion 
for cooking. He gained his bachelor’s degree in Business 
Administration from San Jose State University and for a 
while he ran a medical clinic, something he was also 
very passionate about. He went to culinary school at Los 
Angeles Trade Tech and worked in several restaurants and 
cafes. Before starting his business, Ryan dedicated some 
years to acquire real-life experience. 

Melissa Buan studied culinary at Lake Tahoe Commu-
nity College and honed her craft at local businesses and 
the large casinos in the Tahoe area. Heather Sulaeman at-
tended Le Cordon Bleu culinary school in Pasadena and 
specializes in baking pastries. Heather is always present 
in their San Dimas venue. If she is not in the kitchen, 
you can see her taking people’s orders at the register or 
preparing Butter’s specialty drinks. Heather’s positive 
and welcoming attitude is part of the San Dimas dine-in 
experience of Butter. 

Ryan Buan’s personal advice for anyone who is look-
ing to start a business is to be extremely prepared. He 
believes you always need to have a plan for the worst 
circumstances. In his opinion, hard work is the key to 
success. “If you are willing to do the hard work, then 
everything else will fall into place.” Butter Café and Bak-
ery is his testament to inspire the younger generation to 
pursue their dreams and turn their ideas into actions. ■
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inspired menu items. 
With time and hard work, the business has expanded 

and now offers two locations. “Butter first started in San 
Dimas in 2015 and then expanded to Upland in 2019 
with our second venue,” says Ryan Buan. The San Dimas 
restaurant is open from 8 a.m. to 2 p.m., seven days a 
week while the Upland restaurant holds the same hours 
but is closed on Tuesdays. 

According to Buan, Butter was born from the 
yearning of creative freedom and the ability 
to provide a one stop shop for quality break-

fast food and beverage. Prior to Butter, The Buans and 
Sulaeman were long working in the food industry, lastly 
at a cafe in Pasadena, which was similar to the concept of 
Butter. They were tired of not being able to make any cre-
ative decisions or innovate new recipes, so they followed 
their dream and opened their own business. 

In regard to their restaurant’s name, “butter” always felt 
natural to them, as it is something essential for almost 
every recipe. In fact, butter is a prime ingredient in any 
restaurant, especially when dealing with pastries. Plus, it 
was catchy and easy for clients to remember, they say. 

They say Butter is the only cafe that offers specialty 

coffee, artisan pastries and comfort food in the Inland 
Empire. Butter’s pastries are made daily and in-house at 
their facility in Upland headed by executive pastry chef 
Melissa Buan. Even the brioche bread used for the French 
toast and avocado toast is made in-house. The Buans and 
Suleaman pride themselves in making everything from 
scratch. 

Furthermore, their specialty coffee is the highest-grade 
coffee you can get, which means their coffee has the 
greatest uniformity and is produced by small indepen-
dent farmers. This fact assures that every single cup of 
coffee will be consistently good. Bad coffee does not 
exist at Butter. Plus, Butter has a personal-trained barista 
who pays exceptional attention to detail and remembers 
regulars’ orders. You’ll find that Butter’s customer service 
is one of a kind.  

According to Ryan Buan, the breakfast burrito is the 
all-time and most popular menu item. He believes the 
burrito’s popularity can be attributed to its various com-
binations, high-quality ingredients and its transportability. 
As he says, a burrito can be eaten anywhere. Burritos are 
effective and delicious. 

Another client-favorite is the challah French toast, 

A farmhouse kitchen ambi-
ance greets customers at the 
Butter Café, where breakfast 
customers feel comfortable 
taking care of business via 
social media while eating 
and waiting for food. The 
restaurant’s acclaimed 
creative and innovative 
recipes come from owners 
who studied the culinary arts 
in college. They named the 
restaurant “Butter” because 
it is an essential ingredient 
in food, especially their 
delicious pastries.
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Picnic Places That Say Fun
La Verne’s parks are perfect for picnics, especially if you bring great food.

Now is your opportunity to dust off that gift picnic basket that 
has been sitting in your pantry closet. The city of La Verne 
offers some pristine places to stage a picnic. It is about time. 

COVID-19 has trapped you inside, and you now have the opportunity 
to go back out and enjoy life again. 

If you’re looking for a safe way to connect with friends and family, a 
picnic is a great way to do it. Living in Southern California gives you 
weather grace, and there is nothing better than venturing outdoors, 
spending time with friends and family, and enjoying the La Verne 
hillside scenic views. If you have children, there is a bonus. These 
recommended parks have ample entertainment included. 

Ready to go? Wait a moment—you need food in that basket. But 
the time when mother spent hours preparing sandwiches is so Brady 
Bunch. Included here are recommended places to buy great inex-
pensive food for that basket to make your experience hassle free, and 
more importantly, memorable for all the right reasons. 

Las Flores Park, 3175 Bolling Ave. 
 This large park offers ample space for throwing your blanket down 

on the spacious green grass, or you can sit at one of the many cov-

ered tables that also offer grills if you wish to cook your own food. 
There is free street parking in a friendly and quiet neighborhood. 
A new playground sports all sorts of slides to keep a smile on your 
child’s face. There is also a sand volleyball court set up, along with 
tennis courts. A bonus: In the summer, La Verne Aquatic Center (Las 
Flores swimming pool) offers public swimming hours. 

When friends Bianca Sanchez and Porsche Double, both Univer-
sity of La Verne students, get the opportunity to hang out at this local 
park, they enjoy playing spike ball and later sampling simple finger 
foods from the Vons market deli, located on Foothill Boulevard. “I 
practice at the Las Flores pool, and after practices sometimes my 
friends and I like hanging out in the grass,” says Sanchez, a ULV 
senior biology major. The park offers grills to cook your own food if 
you are so inclined.

In the park is also the beautiful Evelyn Hollinger Redwood Tree 
Grove that you could picnic under. The Grove was planted to com-
memorate the life of this eminent city historian. Shade is abundant, 
and it makes a nice background for memorable photos. On the right 
days, the air feels crisp on the face, and birds sing in the trees. You 
might even see a flying flock of squawking parrots. You’ll also see 

LEFT: Sushi rolls make 
great finger food for a picnic 
outing. The days of making 
peanut butter and jelly  
sandwiches for a picnic are 
gone thanks to La Verne’s 
wide variety of restaurants 
that meet individual food 
tastes and make for  
memorable picnics.
BELOW: Children play on the 
newly installed playground 
at Las Flores Park. Most of La 
Verne’s parks offer quality 
entertainment venues that 
enhance a picnic  
experience. Come ready 
to play volleyball, soccer, 
basketball, tennis or softball. 
You can gather your thoughts 
in a Redwood grove, bike, 
walk along a canyon stream, 
or watch aircraft take off 
and land.

adorable squirrels running around everywhere.  

Brackett Field Airport, 1615 McKinley Ave. 
Brackett Airport is made for taking children on a picnic. 

It is the last of the breed where you can eat a picnic on a 
covered table that is feet from an idling plane or heli-
copter. Because you are so close to the tarmac and the 
runway, you can watch planes and helicopters take off 
into the sky. Remember that part of the ambiance of this 
place is the loud engine noise of taxing aircraft, but it’s an 
amazing experience to see small planes and helicopters 
take off from so close. While sitting there, you might see 
a rare vintage airplane leap into the sky. On clear days, 
the entertainment is non-stop. “Seeing the planes take off 
from so close was an awesome experience,” says Patrick 
Beemer, men’s and women’s water polo head coach at 
University of La Verne. An airplane themed gift shop, full 
of children themed toys, is in the main building, along 
with clean restrooms. 

A bicycle trail exits the airport parking lot and wanders 
into Frank G Bonelli Regional Park (Puddingstone Lake) if 
you want to go for a bike ride or walk. This, too, is a great 
place to stage a picnic. A great tip: You can enter the 
park free of charge if you bike or walk in from the airport 
parking lot.  

Gene’s Grinders, located at 2125 Wright Ave., La 
Verne, is the perfect place to go pick up some food to 
bring to the airport to watch the planes. Gene’s Grind-
ers is just a few minutes away from the airport and has 
burgers, subs, hot sandwiches, salads, Mexican, Asian 
and fish plates. You can’t go wrong with all the different 
varieties of foods they offer. A tip: Try the chicken Teriyaki 
plate that comes with a salad. 

Marshall Canyon Regional Park, 6550 N. Stephens Ranch 
Road 

Marshall Canyon is a great 
place for a hike. It is also a super 
place to have a picnic. You 
can take a restorative hike on 
Stephens Ranch trail, spot ample 
wildlife, and then sit and have a 
picnic at one of the tables that 
is under the Live Oak Trees that 
form a natural shade canopy. 
Stephens Ranch Road holds a 
dirt parking lot where you can 
park your car and see a beautiful 
view looking over the city of La 
Verne. On clear days, you can 
spot Catalina Island. “The view 
is so pretty from the parking lot. 
This was my first time coming 
here, and I plan on coming back 
to do the hike,” says Porsche 
Double, ULV senior psychology 
major. There is no bathroom, so 
be prepared to hold it, or hike 

along the trail until you come upon a porta potty about a 
mile into your trek. If you like breakfast foods, La Verne’s 
Miss Donuts and Bagel is a great place to get some light 
delicious food for your early morning hike.       

 
Lowell Brandt Park, 7201 Stephens Ranch Road 

This small park feels like it is part of the nearby gated 
community. You can hear the birds singing all around in 
the trees. There are tables and benches, along with grassy 
areas where you can sit. A quality sand volleyball court, 
basketball court, playground, and huge baseball field are 
here; restrooms are on site. From the park, you will also 
see beautiful views of the mountains. “The neighborhood 
is nice and quiet, which is perfect for a beautiful day at 
the park,” says Jason Soohoo, ULV senior, majoring in 
criminology. There are no food places near Lowell Brandt 
Park or Marshall Canyon. But a great food pairing is 
Warehouse Pizza, 2340 D St., La Verne. Try the turkey/
avocado or beef sandwich for great picnic fare. 

Live Oak Park, 5100 Esperanza Drive 
Live Oak Park is also next to a gated community, and 

has La Verne Fire Station 3 at its entrance. The park offers 
tennis courts, a huge soccer field and a playground. Am-
ple street parking and clean bathrooms invite you over. 
Uncovered tables with barbecue grills are here, but if you 
are pairing food, try Aoki Japanese Restaurant, 2307 D 
St., for takeout food. If sushi is your thing, you have found 
the place. For everyone else, try the chicken/beef teriyaki 
and California roll combination, which comes with a 
salad and mashed potato. 

Make sure to bring your friends, family, blanket and 
food and head out to one of these fun local parks. Your 
experience will be great. You probably will come back 
so many times that you may actually wear out that picnic 
basket. ■




