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By Allen F. Richardson

Tom Grace and Randy 
Gardner are old friends, col-
lege chums who’ve known 
each other for almost 50 years. 
But when they reunite this 
week in Pasadena and Whit-
tier, the talk won’t simply be 
about old school days gone by, 
girls they both knew back in 
the day, football and parties 
and favorite professors. Or the 
long, unfolding events of their 
lives since.

Both men also share unique
moments in the broader his-
tory of the United States. And 
because of that, they also 
share an equally unique con-
nection to past tragedies.

In 1970, Grace, then a soph-
omore at Kent State University 
in Ohio, took a bullet in the 
foot during the worst killing of 
students under the color of au-
thority in American history. 
Gardner, a fellow student at 
Kent, was standing just a few 
feet away — near a young man 
who was killed instantly — 
though he escaped unscathed 
as the National Guard fired 
into a crowd of anti-Vietnam 
War protesters.

Grace, 67, is now a college 
professor in Buffalo, N.Y., and 
will be in Southern Califor-
nia this week to promote his 
new book, “Kent State, Death 
and Dissent in the Long Six-
ties” at USC, Whittier College 
and the Pasadena Central Li-
brary. Gardner, 66, a Southern 
Californian and retired mental 
health care therapist, is help-
ing organize those talks and 
will, once again, help bear wit-
ness to the men’s shared his-
tory.

But author Grace, in turn, 
has also borne witness to his 
friend’s moment in the head-
lines, for their story has an 
odd and emblematic twist. 
Seven years ago, Gardner also 
took a bullet in the foot during 
the mass shooting that almost 
ended Rep. Gabrielle “Gabby” 
Gifford’s life — and did kill 
two people standing next to 
Gardner in a Tucson, Ariz., re-
ceiving line.

One of victims near Gard-
ner — in all, six were killed, 13 
wounded — was a 9-year-old 
girl. The other was a 79-year-
old grandmother. “Here I am 
again,” Gardner told The Ar-
izona Republic at the time, 
“dodging bullets.”

For years, Gardner had tried 
to distance himself from the 
memory of Kent State by mov-
ing farther west. But it would 
not leave him. He carried a 
“low, burning anger” in his 
soul, he says, and an almost 
“ever-present sense of melan-
choly.”

The shootings at Kent State 

elected president on a promise 
to end that war. But on the last 
day of April 1970, he suddenly 
announced that he was esca-
lating the conflict by invading 
neighboring Cambodia. Cities 
and campuses throughout the 
U.S. erupted in protest.

At Kent State, angry stu-
dents smashed windows in 
the downtown, and a small 
ROTC building on campus was 
torched. Then-Gov. James A. 
Rhodes called in the Ohio Na-
tional Guard. Blaming “outside
agitators” and likening Kent 
State students to Nazi storm-
troopers and KKK terrorists, 
he asserted that “we are go-
ing to eradicate the problem. 
We’re not going to treat the 
symptoms.”

The next day, under a clear, 
high blue sky, with campus 
bells ringing for class breaks 
at noon, a squad of Guards-
men waded into a group of 
some 2,000 student demon-
strators and confused and cu-
rious onlookers, firing off tear 
gas. Within 25 minutes, the 
troops had unleased a 67-shot 
volley of real bullets, killing 
four and wounding nine oth-
ers.

The victims were all stu-
dents. None was armed. Some 
were shot in the back while 
fleeing. And the nearest dead 
body to the Guardsmen — the 
boy standing next to Gard-
ner — was 265 feet away from
their firing position.

The Guardsmen later 
claimed they were about to be 
rushed and overwhelmed, de-
spite numerous photographs 
and films — the killing field
was adjacent to the school’s

man was ever convicted or
held liable. 

Kent State, however, did not 
happen in a vacuum, as the 
subtitle of Grace’s book points 
out, and as he details in the 
text. Bookending the events in 
May 1970 in Ohio were large 
demonstrations and other 
pointless deaths in Southern 
California.

In February of 1970, a Bank 
of America building in Isla 
Vista was fire-bombed by pro-
testors who saw it as a sym-
bol of the country’s link to the 
Vietnam War, and who were 
protesting mass arrests and a 
police beating of a student.

Then-Gov. Ronald Reagan 
turned up the heat, declaring 
a state of emergency, blaming 
“outside agitators,” and add-
ing: “If it’s to be a bloodbath, 
let it be now.” Five days later, 
during a subsequent demon-
stration, a young UC Santa 
Barbara student — armed with 
a fire extinguisher to put out 
any flames — was shot and 
killed by the police. The officer 
was later exonerated.

Back in Ohio, Kent State 
students were painfully aware 
of, and mourned, these events. 
They recognized the rhetoric
that helped stoke the flames. 
The air in America was poi-
sonous at the time, the coun-
try angry and divided.

Both Grace and Gardner 
worry that today’s similar po-
larization — and the heated 
rhetoric of the past election — 
could lead to a renewal of such 
tragedies in America.

“I think it’s going to be a 
long, hot summer,” Gardner 
says, “and when I hear [Presi-

Gardner adds: “I shud-
der when I see police officers 
armed and armored like Ro-
boCop, and the use of military 
equipment and tactics against 
civilian demonstratiors in 
places like Ferguson [Mo.].”

Gardner pauses, recalling 
what he had thought in Ari-
zona, as he lay bleeding on the 
ground. “Here we go again,” he 
remembers thinking, “This is 
America. We still settle things 
with guns.”

For his part, Grace hopes 
that his book alters the notion 
that Kent State marked the 
end of the idealism and resis-
tance of the 1960s era.

“It remains a widespread 
belief that repression silences 
dissent,” Grace says, “but, if 
true, Kent State proved the ex-
ception. At Kent State repres-
sion bred resistance.”

Indeed, rather than quelling 
the anti-war movement, Kent 
State led to far more activism 
— hundreds of colleges shut 
down in protest — and finally, 
action in Congress to slow the 
pace of the Vietnam war.

Eventually, the Nixon ad-
ministration was forced to ac-
cept peace terms not much 
dissimilar to those on the ta-
ble before the 1968 election. 
For the millions who died in 
Southeast Asia, and those who 
perished in the United States, 
it was too little, too late. But 
the war did finally end.

Allen F. Richardson, a 
journalist, was also a Kent 
State student in 1970, and 
a witness to the shootings. 
Tom Grace will talk about his 
book April 12 at 6:30 p.m. at 

DISSENT  AND  REPRESSION

Survivors of Kent State, 
they hear echoes of past
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In a May 4, 1970 file photo, Ohio National Guard troops move in on rioting students at Kent State 
University in Kent, Ohio. Four people were killed and nine others wounded when National Guardsmen 
opened fire. 

By Tom Coleman

It’s true that water levels in 
aquifers at some farms across 
the state have dropped be-
cause of excessive groundwater 
pumping, and regulations limit 
the transport of more North-
ern California water south-
ward. But those issues, along 
with more demand from an in-
creasing population than can 
be met in a normal year, don’t 
constitute a drought. They add 
up to a water shortage.

The evidence of this short-
age has become abundantly 
clear this winter.

Take, for instance, the spec-
tacle of millions of gallons of 
water rushing over the emer-
gency spillway at a storm-swol-
len Lake Oroville.

While there is too much wa-
ter in the state’s second-larg-
est reservoir, and parts of Cal-
ifornia are on track this year 
for historic rain and snowfall, 
regulators insist on maintain-
ing emergency drought rules 
because groundwater levels are 
depleted in some regions.

Drought is determined by 
precipitation, and there is no 
shortage of that this winter. 
After more than five dry years, 

the Sierra Nevada snowpack is 
nearly double the historic av-
erage for this time of year, and 
more storms are on the way.

Declaration of drought is 
tricky. There are no universal 
rules for when one begins or 
ends. But there are some im-
portant criteria.

When state water regulators 
declare drought, they do not 
address localized impacts like 
ranchers engaged in dryland 
grazing or small water systems 
lacking a reliable water source.

Recovery depends on reser-
voir levels and the abundance 
of spring snowmelt. Histori-
cally, California’s severe, multi-
year droughts have ended 
when statewide precipitation is 
about 150 percent of average.

We are there.
According to the latest 

weekly report from the U.S. 
Drought Monitor, areas of ex-
ceptional and extreme drought 
have disappeared from Cali-
fornia, down from more than 
60 percent a year ago. Severe 
drought conditions remain in 
a mere 1 percent of the state, 
while 8 percent remains in 
moderate drought.

Things haven’t looked this 
good, hydrologically speaking, 
since 2013.

Even our reservoirs are re-
plenished in all areas except 
for Santa Barbara and Ventura 
counties, and aquifers in the 
Central Valley could be raised 
to near pre-drought levels by 
the end of this rainy season.

So why are we still in emer-
gency drought mode, with the 
governor and state regulators 
extending restrictions on wa-
ter use?

It is imperative that the 
state use emergency drought 
regulations only when neces-
sary. Otherwise, when calls for 
shorter showers and drought-
tolerant landscaping accom-
pany the next drought, the 
public will be less willing to 
comply.

Under current regulations, 
which the state recently ex-
tended through at least May, 

water districts are allowed to 
set their own efficiency tar-
gets for customers, based on 
whether they have enough sup-
plies to withstand three years 
of drought. Only a handful of 
water providers in the state 
lack those long-term sources 
and require water-use restric-
tions.        

California’s water shortage 
can also be blamed on environ-
mental regulations that hold 
back our full allotment from 
the State Water Project.  

This is nothing new for 
Southern California, where 
water suppliers are adept at 
drought planning and storage. 
We have invested heavily in 
water efficiency and no longer 
require the state’s oversight.

When the snowpack is at re-
cord levels, when flood plains 
and bypasses are brimming 
with water, when reservoirs 
are full and releasing water in 
anticipation of additional run-
off and when surface water is 
plentiful, then you do not have 
a drought.

Let’s call it what it is: a wa-
ter shortage.

Tom Coleman is general 
manager of the Rowland Water 
District in Rowland Heights.

STATE  RESTRICTIONS

It’s a water shortage, not a drought
It is imperative 
that the state 
use emergency 
drought 
regulations 
only when 
necessary.

Lotta good writers out there.
Lotta good novelists.
Few craft an entirely new 

genre, though. One who did, Oc-
tavia Butler, who thousands 
of acolytes credit with creat-
ing Afro-Futurism, left her pa-
pers to the Huntington Library, 
which in a new show celebrates 
her amazing writing and won-
derfully American life story of 
self-creation after a childhood of 
poverty in the Northwest Pasa-
dena ghetto.

“Telling My 
Stories,” which 
runs through Aug. 
7, is one of those 
roomful-of-ar-
cana museum bi-
opics that I sup-
pose you have to 
come to with at 
least a little in-
terest beforehand

in the subject. But once visitors 
wander past the West Hall of the
main library exhibit space at the
Huntington, many who other-
wise just wanted to get a gander 
at the Gutenberg will be pulled 
into Butler’s room, first by the
oversized black and white por-
trait of the formidable, 6-foot-
tall author staring out, and then
by all that’s contained on the
walls and in the display cases.

This isn’t like a visit with 
the papers of some Ivy League
tweedster. Octavia Butler’s wid-
owed mother was a maid in a 
wealthy Pasadena household. 
Octavia’s exposure to books but 
for the Bible was not going to 
happen at home. But, thanks 
to the children’s section — then
known as the Peter Pan Room
— of the Pasadena Library, she
discovered reading for pleasure. 
She began to scrawl little escap-
ist stories about horses and ro-
mance. And then, according to 
Natalie Russell, the Hunting-
ton’s assistant curator of liter-
ary collections, Butler saw the
1954 B movie “Devil Girl from
Mars,” and had a simple inspira-
tion in reaction to the dumbed-
down tale: “I can write better 
than that.”

Once she graduated from
Muir High and Pasadena City 
College, and began hanging 
out at the Los Angeles Library 
downtown, reading more sci-
ence fiction, Russell says But-
ler grew tired of stories featur-
ing only white male heroes. “I 
can write my own stories and I
can write myself in,” Butler of-
ten said after that.

It almost looks easy, or at least 
inevitable, a writer’s life in hind-
sight. But a shy, gangly girl such
as Butler had zero role models 
for her craft. This exhibit shows 
the Benjamin Franklin-esque 
manner in which Butler created 
herself through the national 
pastime of over-the-top moti-
vational imagineering. “I am a 

riter,” she wrote in 
 lined three-hole-

nched papers in the show. “I 
stselling books and ex-

cellent short stories. Both books 
and short stories win prizes and
awards.”

And so she did. Eventually, 
because she willed it, she was 
mentored by Harlan Ellison, the
Sherman Oaks sci fi giant, and
gained entry to the Open Door
Program for minority writers of 
the Writer’s Guild of America, 
West. Not that it was easy. No 
MFA programs or scholarships 
for her. In a “Dear Mama” let-
ter Butler typed but never sent
from a workshop, she wrote, 
“I’m afraid I can’t write and I
know I can’t do anything else. 
I’m blocked. ... I’m alone here. I 
mean, I’m the only Negro. That 
shouldn’t mean anything. It
means a lot.”

She unblocked, and, work-
ing menial L.A. office jobs by 
day, she wrote at night. She was 
28 when she sold her first novel, 
“Patternmaster,” to Doubleday
in 1975. As she gave me a pre-
view of the show on Thursday, 
curator Russell noted of Butler’s
astounding “Kindred,” in which
an African-American woman of
today time travels back to a slave 
plantation, that only a woman 
protagonist such as the novel’s 
Dana “had a chance of flying un-
der the radar” of the antebellum 
South and and making it home.

Butler won the Hugo, Nebula 
and a MacArthur “genius” grant. 
The big one. Like a salary, leav-
ing her free to write. The only 
thing she ever wanted to do.

Larry Wilson is on the Southern 
California News Group editorial 
board. lwilson@scng.com.

SELF-CREATION

Her own 
story may 
be her 
greatest

Larry 
Wilson

Columnist
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