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Boulder man's memories of life on Cannery Row fuel a tribute to
Steinbeck's old stomping grounds
Vince Darcangelo Boulder Daily Camera
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It was 1966, and Bill Johnk had left home for the first time. Like many young people in the '60s, the
Boulder native headed west to Northern California. His destination: Cannery Row, the one-time home to
numerous sardine canning factories along the waterfront in Monterey, Calif. — an area made famous by
author John Steinbeck in his 1945 novel, "Cannery Row."

Johnk had gone to the Row to be part of an artists' colony. He hadn't yet read Steinbeck's book, but once
there he quickly immersed himself in the area's rich history.

"I just fell in love with the place," says Johnk from the living room of his Boulder townhouse four decades
later. "You just ran into some really strange characters. They weren't the same characters that were in the
book, but they were, a generation removed, characters that filled the same niche."

These days there are few remnants of the original Row, a place Steinbeck described as "tin and iron and
rust and splintered wood, chipped pavement and weedy lots and junk heaps, sardine canneries of
corrugated iron." Most of the defunct canneries have been torn down, replaced by restaurants and hotels,
and the enormous Monterey Bay Aquarium now occupies the north end. But thanks to Johnk, Cannery
Row's history has been preserved for generations to come.

For the past 12 years Johnk, an artist who had worked as a mechanical designer for two decades prior to
retirement, has been developing and building a scale model of the Row as it appeared in Steinbeck's time.
While bibliophiles and history buffs may never be able to walk the streets as they were in 1945, they will
be able to revisit the Row in its historic form at the Oakland Museum of California, which will permanently
display Johnk's model. The Cannery Row replica was shipped to California this week.

The model measures 48 by 42 inches and spans the area from the old Del Mar Canning Company north
to the Hovden Cannery, which is now the aquarium. It encompasses the literary core of Steinbeck's novel,
including such places as Ed "Doc" Ricketts' laboratory, the Wing Chong Market (renamed Lee Chong's in
the book) and the Lone Star Café (which was actually more of a brothel than a restaurant and was
renamed the Bear Flag in the book). The model is a mishmash of mixed media, including everything from
model train parts to aluminum that has been dipped in an etching solution to create the dilapidated
appearance of the old canneries. Joining the party are styrene plastic, wood, metal and plaster.

As difficult as it was to build the elaborately detailed piece, for Johnk the hardest part at times was the
research and development.

"It's kind of a fascinating endeavor in that it is kind of like detective work and archeology," he says, noting
that one of the biggest difficulties was finding floor plans for the original buildings. "There are a few
buildings that have plans, but they're the new ones. The old ones hardly have anything."

To recreate the historic Row, he sorted through thousands of old photographs, examined architects'
records and worked with Doc Ricketts' son. He taught himself Computer-Aided Design (CAD) and would
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create CAD-generated images of what his model would look like. Then he would painstakingly bring these
images to life via the tiny parts that make up the model — a process he estimates took 8,000 hours.

"I've never seen anyone so self-disciplined," says Johnk's wife, Leann, who was with him throughout the
entire project. "It was amazing. Every day I'd come home from work and he'd show me what he had done.
He would spend an entire day making a little tiny pair of wading boots that Ed (Ricketts) would have worn.
It's just hard to comprehend the amount of discipline and creativity it took."

Johnk also encountered logistical pitfalls along the way. His initial plan was to recreate the entire one-mile
stretch of Cannery Row, and with the support of an initial sponsor he created scale models of Doc's
Pacific Biological Laboratories and the Wing Chong Market. But when that funding fell through, and the
Oakland Museum of California picked up his contract, Johnk scaled back the project to its current size.

The latter obstacle proved serendipitous. By decreasing the model to a quarter of its original size (which
he had initially intended to be 20 feet in length), Johnk was able to create a less-cumbersome version.
Had he stayed true to his original vision the project would still be years from completion, Johnk says.

As it is, the project, which began in April of 1995 and was just recently completed, was 12 years in the
making. It really took off in 1998 when Johnk retired from Boulder's Valleylab, where he worked for 15
years. That same year the National Trust for Historical Preservation listed Cannery Row as one of
America's 10 most endangered historical sites. The project was aided, Johnk says, by the patience and
support of Leann, whom he's been with for 32 years.

"He's always loved Cannery Row, and being an artist he always wanted to do something tied into it,"
Leann says. "I'm just proud of him. I think it's beautiful."

Johnk's efforts will preserve a piece of American cultural and literary history. Ultimately, though, with a
project this time- and labor-intensive, the final product perhaps reveals as much about its creator as its
subject.

Gentrification has displaced Cannery Row's character and leveled many of its historic buildings, but it
hasn't displaced Johnk's memories. He recalls the young man who moved there to be part of an artists'
colony and rented a room in the upstairs of Wing Chong's. He remembers walking two miles to the
restaurant where he washed dishes at 5:30 in the morning, breathing in the smell of the ocean and the
canning factories.

"I wanted to capture this magical period of my life," Johnk says. "I was just kind of going through a midlife
crisis perhaps — looking for a meaningful creative outlet."

He found one. And in the process the man who was so enamored with Cannery Row's rich cultural
heritage has now become part of its legacy.

http://www.dailycamera.com/ci_13079110#

