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“It helped a lot with my confidence. Now I have so many 
friends because of FFA. I’ve really grown a lot.”

EDUARDO LOPEZ 
MT. WHITNEY STUDENT OF THE YEAR



Mt. Whitney’s

of the Year Has IT
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Mt. Whitney Senior Eduardo Lopez says he is 
interested in just about everything. He’s been in-
volved in the FFA industrial technology (IT) pro-
gram since he was a freshman, but it wasn’t until his 
junior year that the FFA program enveloped him. 
And recently, he was named the school’s FFA In-
dustrial Technology Student of the Year.

In his junior year, Lopez got involved in FFA 
citrus judging through a friend who suggested he 
join. That, compounded with his interest in tech-
nology classes, got him very involved in FFA. While 
FFA does stand for Future Farmers of America it is 
much more than that, he said. He went on to get 
involved in FFA meat judging, showed a lamb at 
the fair, and joined the Opening and Closing Club 
to learn about public speaking.

“It helped a lot with my confidence,” he said. 
“Now I have so many friends because of FFA. I’ve 
really grown a lot.”

At Mt. Whitney, the industrial technology 
program falls under the FFA umbrella. There are 
three separate and unique programs, explained Don 
Patrick, FFA advisor and construction instruc-
tor. There’s ag mechanics which includes welding, 
plumbing and electrical; construction/woodshop 
which focuses on framing and building; and power 
technology which focuses on motors, ag equipment, 
and automotive shop.

Lopez has been involved in all three. He start-
ed in the power technology curriculum.

“I started with cars as a freshman and then had 
Ms. Cardoza for mechanics. I learned a lot of stuff I 
really didn’t know about,” he said.

He’s currently building a coffee table which 
combines mechanics with woodworking. To com-
pleted his project, he draws plans, plans out a work 
order which has to be approved before he begins, 

and then takes his knowledge to fabricate it.
Lopez plans on attending COS to learn more 

about welding and to earn an associate’s degree. 
And, he’d like to work in the fabrication field.

His instructors don’t think he’ll have any prob-
lems.

“He’s one of our stars, he does everything,” said 
Patrick. 

The three industrial technology instructors put 
their heads together to decide on their Student of 
the Year. For consideration, the student has to have 
been involved in all three divisions of industrial 
technology and a student under all three instruc-
tors.

They look for the student who they feel is the 
most well-rounded and can move forward in the 
field. While there was some competition, it was 
pretty much a clear-cut decision this year.

“He has a great work ethic and is willing to 
learn,” said Tule Cardoza, ag mechanics instructor 
and FFA advisor. “He’s very self-driven, is always on 
task, and driven to learn more.”

Lopez has passed all of his welding proficien-
cies. He’s also repaired riding lawn mowers, taken 
apart and rebuilt a diesel engine and a four-cylinder 
car motor, and he’s forklift certified, according to 
Carlos Reis, instructor of power technology. And, 
this year, along with some other students, he is 
cleaning up and authenticating a nine-cylinder air-
plane engine as a display piece.

“I was so surprised and happy,” Lopez said of 
learning he was to be named Student of the Year. 

“There’s nothing more rewarding than teach-
ing,” Patrick said of his own career. “I look forward 
to them [his students] doing great things.”

Lopez may just be one of those students. 

Text and Photography by 
nancy vigran

Student
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It is zero degrees in Crawford, Nebraska. There’s a 
wind plowing across the Great Plains. And it’s calv-
ing season. Les Wright is alternating shifts between 
watching for newborns and managing a warming 
center for them in the basement, where he’s cur-
rently trying to keep seven newborn calves alive.

This is just where the retired Fresno County ag 
commissioner wants to be. The only thing missing is 
his wife, Marilyn, who is currently working her last 
month as Tulare County ag commissioner before 
her own retirement.

The Wrights were the first married duo of 
California ag commissioners. For Les, it is a family 
affair. His father was ag commissioner for Modoc 
County; his sister is an assistant ag commissioner 
in Northern California. However, it really wasn’t 
something he had planned on.

“It was the last thing I wanted to do,” he said. ”I 
wanted to be a cowboy.”

And he was for a while, as a young man. But he 
needed some security, he said, so he started working 
in the local ag commissioner’s office.

For Marilyn, it was a family first. A native Ne-
braskan farm girl, she earned her bachelor’s from 
the University of Nebraska, got married and moved 
to Castle Air Force Base with her former military 
officer husband. She landed a position as a pest de-
tector trapper in Merced County.

Following her separation and divorce, Mari-
lyn was hired as an ag inspector trainee in Tulare 
County. She quickly worked on obtaining any and 
all of the licenses she could, as she wanted to work 
her way “up the food chain,” and she did. She hit 
the top ag commissioner spot in 2010.

Text by 
nancy vigran

Local Ag Commissioners Had the

Before Retiring to Nebraska

Wright Stuff
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Meanwhile, Les had been working in Kings 
County when the couple met in 2006. They’ve been 
married about a dozen years. He was appointed the 
top position in Fresno County in 2013.

Marilyn had been dreaming of moving back to 
Nebraska upon her retirement. Les is happy to be a 
part of that dream.

“It’s a lot like Modoc County,” he said.
The Wright’s have invested in property in 

Dawes County, in northwestern Nebraska near Mar-
ilyn’s childhood home. Currently they are building a 
shop with living quarter upstairs providing a place 
for them to live while their house is being built. It’s a 
cattle ranch, although they don’t plan on acquiring a 
herd of their own.

They want just one sole longhorn as a mascot 
and a pet. Marilyn wants to name him “Mr. Pick-
les.” Every year there’s a longhorn and buffalo sale at 
nearby Fort Robinson, she said. There she wants to 
pick out a calf to raise. He better have a good tem-
perament though.

“If he’s mean, we’ll eat him and try again,” she 
said.

Currently the Wright’s have three yorkie terriers 
and two pet tarantulas. She admits she’s a bit con-
cerned about her little dogs living in rural Nebraska.

“The neighbor’s cat has been missing for about 
10 days,” she said, and it’s been suggested they may 
have to totally enclose their backyard, including the 

top, to protect the little dogs.
There’s a lot of wildlife in the area, and a lot of 

predators. 
The wildlife is something they are both inter-

ested in, as they both are avid hunters, she said.
It’s doubtful that either will sit still for very long. 

They’re going to plant a big garden in the spring, and 
tour this historical area where Crazy Horse died. 
Perhaps they’ll visit Mt. Rushmore again, which is 
only a couple hours away, and take in some draft 
horse shows.

One of Marilyn’s favorite things about work-
ing as ag commissioner is that of helping people. 
Whether they had two citrus trees or 20 acres to 
tend to, she has always been happy when her of-
fice could lend a helping hand. It is something the 
couple will continue to do. It’s what Les was doing 
earlier this month, helping his new neighbors with 
their Black Angus herd.

Marilyn’s brothers, nieces, and nephews live in 
the state. And, the couple is looking forward to Les’ 
children, grandchildren, and any of the rest of his 
family visiting.

Marilyn likes to cook; Les is responsible for 
washing the dishes. And, while she is taking art 
classes, he looks forward to being a cowboy again.

“I don’t have a job anymore. I don’t need a job 
anymore,” he said. “Being a cowboy again, it’s what 
I want to do.”



Creating a perfect little world where magic can 
happen is what got me hooked on miniature gar-
dens. Creating these little scenes brings out our in-
ner child and offers endless opportunities to stimu-
late our imaginations and express our creativity.

The first decision to make —what theme or scene 
do you desire? If your goal is to create a traditional 
landscape that you might find in your own backyard, 
then your choice of container, plants and furnishings 
will be determined by that. Or do you want to create a 
more whimsical place where fairies might play? 

Choosing a theme will narrow down those choices. 
Some themes you might consider are Under the Sea, 
the Farm, School, Dinosaurs, or Holidays. The possi-
bilities are endless. Sometimes it’s easier to find your 
accessories or furnishings first and then find a container 
and plants to compliment those furnishings. Or you 
might find a very unusual container that inspires you to 
create a unique garden that would complement it.

Will your finished garden be outside, exposed to 
the elements and full of sun; or on a patio where it 
will be protected from the hot afternoon sun? This will 
affect your choice of container, plants, and the furnish-
ings you accessorize with. If the garden will live out in 
the elements fulltime, then you will want a sturdy con-
tainer and plants that will not be susceptible to freez-
ing or sunburn. Accessories will need to be durable.

Next, fill your container with potting soil. Do not 
use soil from your garden! It will compact and prevent 
roots from growing. If you plan on using succulents, use 
a cactus mix. Your plants will be happy if you use a plant 
mix that goes with the type of plants you are using.

The next step is choosing the plants. You 
should look for plants that have small leaves and fit 
the scale and proportion of your furnishings. Also 
consider the light and water requirements of each 
plant. You want to choose plants that have similar 
water and light requirements so that all can co-exist 

happily together. If you are creating a miniature 
landscape surrounding a tiny house, plant foliage 
should be in a similar scale. Choose plants that are 
compact or that can be easily pruned. Limiting the 
plant colors will create a more cohesive design.

Choosing plants that are naturally dwarf or small 
in scale will mean less maintenance for you. Some 
plants such as dwarf boxwood in a one gallon con-
tainer can be trimmed down to become a mini land-
scape tree. Consider using herbs, as they are easy to 
grow, and some stay small with just a little trimming. 
Dwarf curry makes a great bush or shrub and pro-
vides wonderful contrast with its delicate gray foliage. 
Creeping thyme makes a wonderful lawn and small 
scented geraniums can be easily shaped into shrubs 
or small trees. Sweet alyssum can be trimmed into a 
flowering hedge. Isotoma makes an excellent ground 
cover. Wire vine is great for climbing up arbors, but it 
will need some trimming to keep it from overtaking 
the container. 

An all-succulent garden can take a lot of neglect, 
while a grouping of ferns or tropicals will require a 
great deal of attention and water during our scorch-
ing summers. If you choose to create an all-succulent 
garden, Firesticks and Pine Tree crassula will give the 
illusion of landscape trees. For shrubs, choose small 
leafed crassula or santolina. Small sedums can be 
used as ground covers.

For an outside miniature garden, consider us-
ing small emitters and connect it to your irrigation 
system. This will prevent plants from drying out and 
save a multitude of headaches for you. 

Lastly, add all the furnishings. This will create 
the illusion of a real space. Buildings should be kept 
in scale with your plants. Think of all the accent 
pieces you have in your yard, benches, bird houses, 
bird baths, lawn furniture, etc. this adds to the au-
thenticity of the space. 

Mastering the 

Garden
Text by 

priscilla girard 
ucce master gardener

Miniature
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Ingredients
 2 cups coarsely torn sourdough
 ½ cup walnuts
 6  tbsp. extra-virgin olive oil
 3  tbsp. sherry vinegar
 1  garlic clove, finely grated
 ¼  tsp. crushed red pepper flakes
 2  fennel bulbs with fronds
 ¾ cup torn mint leaves
 ½  lemon
 2  oz. Parmesan, shaved

Instructions
Preheat oven to 400°F. Place bread on 

one side of a rimmed baking sheet and 
walnuts on the other side (they cook at 
different rates). Drizzle bread with oil; 
season. Squeeze bread to help it absorb 
as much oil as possible, until evenly 
coated. Bake until walnuts are golden 
brown and croutons are deeply browned 
and very crisp, 8–10 minutes for walnuts, 
12–15 minutes for croutons. Let cool, 

then coarsely chop walnuts.
Meanwhile, combine vinegar, garlic, 

and red pepper flakes in a medium bowl. 
Let sit 10 minutes to let garlic mellow 
and flavor the vinegar.

Whisk oil into vinegar mixture, then 
add croutons and chopped walnuts. 
Season crouton mixture with some salt 
and toss to coat and let croutons soften 
slightly; set aside.

Remove stalks and fronds from fennel 
bulbs. Remove fronds from stalks and 
coarsely chop; thinly slice stalks. Place 
in a large bowl. Cut fennel bulbs in half 
and thinly slice. Add to same bowl along 
with mint. Zest lemon half over salad, 
then squeeze in juice. Season with salt 
and toss to combine.

Divide reserved crouton mixture 
among plates and top with half of the 
Parmesan. Arrange fennel salad over; top 
with remaining Parmesan and drizzle 
with oil.

-Epicurious.com

Mix
Market 

Shaved Fennel Salad

Find the best ingredients for 
your recipes at the Visalia 
Farmers Market: Thursdays 
from 5 to 8 p.m. at Church 
and Main St. in downtown 
Visalia; Saturdays from 8 
to 11:30 a.m. in the Sears 
parking lot on Mooney Blvd.; 
Tuesdays from 9 a.m. to 
12:30 p.m. on Main Street in 
Porterville.
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Text and Photography by 

reggie ellis

fresh?
What's

Fennel

f variety is the spice of life, the versatile fennel 
herb protects our palate, and even our person, from 
blandness and badness.  

The earliest account of the plant comes from 
ancient Greece. While the word fennel is taken from 
the medieval word fenol, the Greeks called the plant 
marathon, after the plain where it once grew. Fennel 
was one of the main plants growing beneath the feet 
of a few hundred Athenians as they staved off an inva-
sion by a thousand Persians in 490 BC, the first vic-
tory for the Greeks in the Greco-Persian Wars. The 
mythology of the battle centers around Pheidippides, 
an Athenian runner who covered 140 miles without 
stopping to ask Sparta for help in the battle. It is said 
that the runner could have easily grabbed fennel on 
the route as a snack to suppress his appetite and sus-
tain himself long enough to make the trip and save his 
city state before dying from exhaustion. 

We know now, that fennel seeds are considered a 
rich source of protein, fiber, B vitamins, and minerals 
and an extremely efficient carbohydrate.

The early Roman author Pliny believed serpents 
ate and rubbed against fennel because it could improve 
their eyesight. He believed the aromatic and tasty herb 
was so powerful that he used it to treat 22 different 
ailments. The Romans, as well as Chinese and Hindu 
cultures, widely believed the plant was an antidote for 
poison, such as mushrooms and snakebites.

The flowering herb has long been associated with 
warding off evil spirits, and not the drinking kind, un-
less of course you are referring to the licorice-flavored 
alcohol absinthe, which contains a good amount of 
fennel. When medicine, reason, and knowledge nearly 
died off in medieval times, fennel was hung over door-
ways to protect the house from evil spirits and inserted 
into keyholes to prevent unwanted ghosts from en-
tering. A 13th Century medical book proclaimed “he 
who sees fennel and gathers it not, is not a man but a 

devil.” 
In 1842, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow refers to 

the plant as “gifted with the wondrous powers” in his 
poem “The Goblet of Life.”

Fennel grows naturally in Italy, where it is often 
used as a spice for pasta and flavoring Italian sausage, 
and in California, where it is rumored to have been 
planted by Italian immigrants, along roadsides and 
rivers and in pastures including the Tulare County 
foothills. Commercially, it is primarily grown in India, 
the land of spices, which produces about half of the 
world’s supply. It is considered an essential spice In In-
dia, China, and the Middle East.

Often referred to as every chef ’s “secret 
ingredient”, fennel pollen, not the flowers 
themselves, is a standard shelf item in many 
chef-run kitchens across the world. Fennel is 
bold, yet complimentary. Depending on how it is used, 
it can provide notes of licorice, citrus, and marshmal-
low. Just a pinch accents other flavors while a handful 
smothers the intended balance. So instead of throwing 
salt on your food and over your shoulder, pick up a 
packet of fennel pollen and protect yourself from poor 
taste and premonitions. 
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Once thought of as major polluters, Central Val-
ley dairies are now converting the gases released from 
tons of cow manure into one of the most cost effective 
and renewable energies, natural gas. And earlier this 
month, a Tulare County facility became the first ever to 
pump renewable natural gas from dairies directly into a 
state utility’s pipeline.

On Feb. 14, Southern California Gas Co. (So-
CalGas) and biogas producer Calgren Dairy Fuels an-
nounced that renewable natural gas produced at Cal-
gren’s dairy digester facility in Pixley, Calif. was being 
injected into SoCalGas pipelines. The alternative fuel is 
not only considered carbon neutral, it is carbon-nega-
tive because it captures the methane produced by ma-
nure before it is released into the atmosphere, a major 
contributor to global warming, creating an alternative 
to dirtier forms of fossil fuel, such as diesel. The etha-
nol-based fuel can then be used in trucks and buses, to 
generate electricity, fuel heating systems in homes and 
businesses, and for cooking.

“Biomethane, or renewable natural gas, is no dif-
ferent than traditional natural gas found under the 
earth,” said George Minter, regional VP of external af-
fairs and environmental strategy. “The difference is that 
it can be created much faster by using waste that would 
be created by animals or humans either way. Instead 
of digging something up and burning it, we are taking 
what’s already on the surface and using that as fuel, so it 
isn’t adding to the problem, and is actually reducing by 
leaving fossil fuels in the ground.”

From Plop to Pipeline
Calgren’s facility, known as a dairy digester pipeline 

cluster, will collect biogas from anaerobic digesters at 
12 Tulare County dairies and then removes unwanted 
chemicals and gases to produce pipeline-quality renew-
able natural gas.

Minter said both traditional natural gas and renew-

able natural gas (RNG) are produced through anaerobic 
digestion, where bacteria feed on solid waste and release 
and produce gases, primarily methane, and, to a lesser 
extent, carbon dioxide. Instead of waiting for manure 
to decompose on a glacial timeframe, Minter said the 
manure is stored in lagoons encapsulated in large struc-
tures. By sealing the lagoons, oxygen is removed from 
the equation and speeds up the digestion process. The 
gases created at each dairies’ digester are then siphoned 
off to Calgren’s treatment facility where the methane is 
cleaned and refined similar to the process for removing 
carbon dioxide from traditional natural gas. Once the 
RNG leaves Calgren’s facility, it is then piped directly 
into SoCalGas’ pipeline for utility and fuel customers.

“What used to take millions of years to produce 
underground is now being constantly created at these 

Dairy Cows

Gas to Homes
Text and Photography by 

reggie ellis

Passing
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facilities,” Minter said.
This is the first such dairy digester pipeline cluster 

in California and is expected to be the largest dairy 
biogas operation in the U.S. when Calgren adds nine 
additional dairies later this year. The facility, which 
came online in 2015, will capture the methane pro-
duced from the manure of more than 75,000 cows, 
preventing about 130,000 tons of greenhouse gas 
from entering the atmosphere each year, the equiva-
lent of taking more than 25,000 passenger cars off 
the road for a year. Methane accounts for about 9% of 
all greenhouse gases in California and car and heavy 
truck traffic represents about 41% of all emissions, ac-
cording to the California Air Resources Board.

“We are proud of what we have accomplished 
here,” said Lyle Schlyer, Calgren’s president. “The 
benefits of this partnership between dairy farm-
ers, private industry and SoCalGas are numerous. 
We produce clean renewable natural gas for use as 
a carbon-negative fuel which benefits the local com-
munity through cleaner air and jobs.”

RNG can be produced from dairy manure, food 
waste, landfills, and wastewater treatment plants and 
other sources. Capturing this otherwise wasted gas and 
turning it into a renewable fuel significantly reduces 
greenhouse gas emissions from these waste sources. 
With its affiliates, Calgren has been producing renew-
able fuels in California’s Central Valley since 2008. Its 
fuel ethanol is among the cleanest available. As a re-
sult of its pipeline dairy digester project, Calgren will 
be able to add renewable compressed natural gas to 
its slate of products. The company is also constructing 

a facility to produce biodiesel from waste feed stocks 
without the use of chemical catalysts.

Research shows that California can achieve the 
same greenhouse gas emissions reductions as electri-
fying 100 percent of the state’s buildings by displac-
ing 16 to 20 percent of traditional natural gas with 
renewable natural gas sourced from dairies, landfills 
and wastewater treatment plants. This scenario is two 
to three times more cost-effective than mandated 
electrification and does not require expensive appli-
ance change outs or impose limitations on the forms 
of energy Californians can choose.

“Renewable natural gas options have presented 
themselves as an incredibly viable way of achieving 
our environmental sustainability goals,” said Assem-
blymember Devon J. Mathis. “Tulare County is the 
dairy capital of the world, and it’s wonderful to see 
a logical blend of agriculture and technology in a 
way which benefits everyone. The potential for these 
technologies is outstanding and deserves to be fur-
ther developed and funded.”
Herding Climate Change

SoCalGas will be capable of adding up to 2.26 
billion cubic feet of renewable natural gas each year 
to its pipeline system from the facility, enough to fuel 
more than 1,200 Class 8 heavy duty trucks. Renew-
able natural gas has already begun to clean the air 
and reduce greenhouse gas emissions in California’s 
transportation sector, which accounts for more than 
80 percent of smog forming emissions and about 40 
percent of greenhouse gas emissions in the state. The 
latest generation of natural gas engines for heavy 

Workers install piping to take biomethane from Calgren’s dairy digester facility in Pixley directly to the SoCalGas pipeline which provides natural gas to 21 
million customers for heating, cooking, and laundry. Calgren’s facility converts manure already being produced into a fuel that is 100% cleaner than diesel.

14   MINERAL K ING PUBLISHING,  INC.   THESUNGAZETTE.COM



duty vehicles can reduce smog-forming emissions by 
more than 90 percent. When fueled with renewable 
natural gas, they can reduce greenhouse gas emis-
sions by 80 percent or more. Already, more than 60 
percent of natural gas trucks in California are fueled 
by RNG delivered by SoCalGas pipelines.“

The biogas project brought to Tulare County 
by Calgren will be a welcomed economic benefit to 
Tulare County communities,” said Pete Vander Poel, 
Vice Chair of the Tulare County Board of Supervi-
sors and supervisor for District 2 which encompasses 
Pixley. “This new energy sector will not only reduce 
greenhouse gases and improve air quality, it will pro-
vide real job opportunities for County residents and 
economic growth.”

A renewable natural gas solution to reducing 
emissions from the transportation and building sec-
tors is also consistent with the mandate under Senate 
Bill 1383 to reduce short-lived climate pollutants, 80 
percent of which comes from waste streams, dairies 
and agriculture. Today, there are already 24 California 
dairy methane capture projects either operating or in 
development, and experts estimate there could be as 
many as 120 projects funded and operating in next 
five years. In addition, as the state seeks to divert or-
ganic waste from landfills and capture emissions from 
wastewater treatment plants, more and more renew-
able natural gas will become available.

Landfills and dairies make up the vast majority of 
methane emissions in California. SoCalGas’ Minter 
said about half of the methane release from a dairy is 
from manure and the other half is from cow flatulence.

“If every dairy had a digester you would be reduc-
ing that dairy’s methane emissions by half,” Minter said. 
“That’s an important step considering the state has set 
a goal of reducing greenhouse gases by 40% by 2030.”

The Calgren project and others like it are partly 
funded under California’s Dairy Digester Research and 

Development Program, which aims to reduce green-
house gas emissions from manure generated at state 
dairy farms. Calgren’s preference is to provide renewable 
fuel for existing CNG refuelers in California via SoCal-
Gas’ pipeline system. However, the Calgren facility is 
also able to use the renewable gas to indirectly produce 
a high-octane gasoline additive or in a new biodiesel 
plant that will come online midyear.
Cooking with Cow Power

About 90% of SoCalGas’ 21.8 million custom-
ers use natural gas for heating, hot water, cooking, 
drying clothes or other uses. Natural gas delivered 
through the company’s pipelines also plays a key role 
in providing electricity to even more Californians as 
about 60 percent of electric power generation comes 
from gas-fired power plants.

“Developing renewable natural gas is a smart 
and cost-effective solution to reducing greenhouse 
gas emissions from the transportation and building 
sectors,” said Sharon Tomkins SoCalGas vice presi-
dent for customer solutions and strategy.

Consumer preference polls support the increased 
production and use of RNG. Research shows nine out 
of 10 California families use natural gas in their homes 
and prefer it by a margin of 4 to 1 over electricity. In 
addition, strong majorities of consumers—nearly 80 
percent—prefer to use natural gas for cooking in their 
homes, and nearly two-thirds of consumers believe gas 
is their most affordable energy choice. According to the 
American Gas Association (AGA), households that 
use natural gas for water and space heating, cooking and 
clothes drying save an average of $874 per year com-
pared to homes using electricity for those applications.

In addition, unlike solar and wind energy, renew-
able natural gas is available when needed—day or 
night—for use in homes or electric generation.

For more information on renewable natural gas, go 
to: socalgas.com/smart-energy.
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J
Text by 

nancy vigran

Girls from

Centro
uni Fisher is well-known for her songwriting 
and musical performances, but in December her 
first book came out and it appears to be a hit! The 
award-winning musician still calls Tulare County 
home, along with a second home just outside of 
Nashville. Her roots in the South Valley are key 
to her first novel, Girls from Centro, al-
though the story line takes place close to 
Nogales, Arizona while starting across 
the Mexican border.

“People say, ‘I think I’ve got a novel 
in me,’” Fisher said. 

And, she didn’t want to be one of 
those people who said that, but never 
got around to writing it.

A few years back Fisher decided to 
attend a writing workshop being held 
at a musical festival where she was per-
forming. They were given a homework 
assignment, and “I just kept going,” she 
said.

Following she got involved in an 
online writing group. There, writers were given 
some type of prompt to write about, such as a pho-
tograph. One day there was a word prompt, “My 
father never forgave me for . . .”

Fisher’s response was, “my mother drowning at 
the border.”

While that particular line never made it to the 
book, the concept did. Fisher writes from the heart 
of two women a generation and three decades apart.  
She wrote while on the road touring —it took her 
three years to get her first draft done, well ahead of 
the recent political rhetoric about immigration at 
the Southern Border.

She talked with a friend and mentor who told 
her to edit it three times, and then to let her see it.

“Well,” she told Fisher, “we have a lot of work 
to do.”

Fisher and her mentor reworked it about seven 
times, Fisher said. She also figures she had edited it 
herself about 17 times in total. She landed a pub-

lishing contract after receiving two offers. Noted is 
the fact she had only pitched it twice as well.

A writer friend intervened at Pen-L Publishing 
where she herself had been published with. She felt 
Fisher’s work and the small publishing house would 
be a good fit. They weren’t taking new submissions 

at the time, “but I think you’ll want 
to take a look at this,” she had told 
them. They offered Fisher a contract, 
which she took.

While touring for her music, 
Fisher has traveled the countryside 
around where her story takes place. 
She also spent some time in Mexico 
visiting where a friend taught at a 
magnet school. People leaving wa-
ter for those attempting to cross the 
desert is real, she said. 

“They give up a lot,” she said of 
those attempting to get into the U.S.  
“They’re just trying to make a better 
life for their kids, for their family.”

Also important to her story though, she said, 
was her life growing up in Tulare County where she 
went to school with fellow students who came from 
immigrant families.

Her book is purely fiction telling stories of 
child trafficking. One protagonist is a 12-year-old 
Mexican girl, Teresa, who with her two sisters and 
their mother attempt to cross the border. Their 
mother drowns, and the girls decide to keep on go-
ing forward rather than back.

The other story line involves a 20-year-old 
woman, Ana, who works as a cook at a Catho-
lic convent. She is offered a good-paying job by a 
wealthy rancher, an offer she cannot turn down.

“There is no political side to the book,” Fisher 
said. “I am just telling a story.”

But, she also hopes it brings awareness to those 
people who are trying for a better life.

“I hope that is how it will feel to people,” she 
said.
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Downtown Exeter’s All

About Pollen
Text and Photography by 

reggie ellisExeter has a new food shop in town. If you are 
a chef or just have an interest in cooking, you may 
just want to pay a visit to the Pollen Ranch on Pine 
Street.

The Pollen Ranch isn’t new. It’s been around 
for a couple of decades, but Exeter is now home to 
its first storefront and its business base of operation.

David Rebb Firman practically grew up col-
lecting pollen and then adding it for increased pro-
duction in cherries. It’s a skill he learned from his 
grandmother while living in the State of Washing-
ton. 

As a young man Firman decided to move to 
California where he would find more agriculture to 
utilize his services. He settled first in Stockton, then 
moved to Visalia and opened a pollen processing 
plant in Goshen. The company provides pollination 
services to almond, pistachio, and stone fruit grow-
ers up and down the state. 

Firman has made his home in Lemon Cove, 
which has been the business base of the operation 
until now.

The Pine Street space became available about 
the same time the business, under the management 
of Gary Woolley, began looking for a retail location. 
Firman wants to turn the old business office out in 
the country into mother-in-law type of quarters, 
possibly for a B&B operation, Woolley said. The 
retail store/office move was on.

While the processing plant remains in Gos-
hen, all food-grade pollen is now shipped from the 
Pine St. to stores and shops around the country and 
around the world, as well as individuals who pur-
chase from the website. Lucky Tulare County resi-
dents and visitors can purchase right from the shop.
Development of a product line

An avid reader, Firman came up with the idea 

Abuzz
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for food-grade fennel pollen from reading a San 
Francisco Chronicle food article by Peggy Knicker-
bocker, shortly before the turn of the century. 

“She had just returned from Italy and was rav-
ing about the pork with fennel spice,” Woolley said. 
“She called it the spice that fell from the wings of 
angels.”

Firman decided to apply his pollen collec-
tion experience into another facet of business and 
worked out a way to extract pollen from the fen-
nel plant. In 2001, he found fennel grew as a native 
plant in Solano, Sonoma and Napa counties. The 
company was able to work out agreements with var-
ious county, city and state entities to allow extrac-
tion of pollen from those native plants, a practice it 
continues today.

About five years ago Woolley happened upon a 
vendor in Seattle with fresh flavors of dill. 

“It was really good,” he said.
The company then move forward with contacts 

to purchase dill from this Washington grower. 
Around the same time, Firman and Woolley 

attended a food show and met Chef Bernard Guil-
las, a master chef from France. Guillas was familiar 
with fennel pollen as his grandmother had cooked 
with it when he was a child. He wanted to create 
different spice blends of it for the Pollen Ranch, 
Woolley said.

A product line of unique fennel pollen flavor-
ings was formed, including Hog Heaven, Zen-sa-
tional (for vegetables), M-ocean, and Divine Des-
serts, to name a few.

“The unique thing about fennel pollen,” Wool-
ley added, “is that it doesn’t taste like it smells, un-
less it is all by itself.”

The Pollen Ranch’s certified, organic fennel 
pollen, the blends thereof, and dill pollen are all 
available at the new store. It is located at 255 E. 
Pine St. and is open from 9 a.m. to 3 p.m., Monday 
through Friday. The store operated by Bailey Walter, 
who is in charge of the food-grade fennel operation, 
Becky Wallace, business office manager, and Wool-
ley. They are looking to expand the retail shop to in-
clude other unique food products in the near future.
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Spring Events
MARCH 21 –  Visalia Chamber’s Impact 
Leadership Conference at the Visalia 
Convention Center from 7:30 a.m. to 4:30 
p.m. Event focuses on creating opportu-
nities for learning that focus on activism, 
leadership and workplace skills. Tickets 
are $250–$325 at  visaliachamber.org/
impact.

MARCH 23 – Woodlake Flying Tigers’ 
Open Hangar Day at Woodlake Airport at 
9 a.m. Event occurs every fourth Saturday. 
Call 559-804-0946 for more information.

MARCH 23 – CASA of Tulare County’s 
3rd annual Superhero Run featuring a 
5K and 1K Run/Walk, raffle, and pancake 
breakfast from the Visalia Breakfast Lions, 
plus a superhero costume contest. Entire 
event is from 7 to 11:30 a.m. at Mooney 
Grove Park in Visalia. Registration is $25–
$35 at runsignup.com.

MARCH 23 – Soroptimist International of 
Visalia presents the annual Spring Fling 
celebrating 80 years of history and service 
with a Vintage Garden Party from 10 a.m. 
to 2:30 p.m. at Wyndham, 9000 W. Air-
port Dr. in Visalia. Tickets are $35–$280 at 
eventbrite.com.

MARCH 23 – Spring Fling Oldies Concert 
at the Visalia Fox Theatre at 6 p.m. Tickets 
are $30-$51 at ticketfly.com.

MARCH 23 – The County Line Trio, a 
Kingston Trio tribute band, will perform 
live at 7:30 p.m. at the Lindsay Theater, 
190 N. Elmwood in Lindsay. Tickets are 
$14.99 before March 2; $19.99 thereafter 
at  lindsaycommunitytheater.com. For 
more info, call 559-284-2223.

MARCH 29 – Family Night at Visalia Ad-
venture Park, Hwy 198 and Akers St., 9 
p.m. to 12:30 a.m. $18 wristband gets 
you unlimited access to go karts, bumper 
boats, mini golf, batting cages, and laser 
tag. Karaoke mic will be available, too. 
For more info, visit adventurepark.com/
family-fun.

MARCH 30 – Fellowship of Christian Ath-
letes’ 2nd annual Trap Shoot fundraiser 
beginning at 9:30 a.m. at Tulare County 
Trap Club. $60 includes two rounds of 
trap, lunch, raffle ticket and Annie Oakley 
Shootout. First place prize is a Ruger Car-
bine Rifle 9mm! To RSVP, text 805-801-
2617 or email mmartinez@fca.org.

MARCH 30 – Visalia Host Lions presents 
its 2nd annual Murder Mystery Dinner 
beginning with cocktails at 6 p.m. and 
dinner at 7 p.m. at the Visalia Conven-
tion Center. The Roaring 1920s theme 
encourages participants to don flapper 
dresses and double-breasted suits. $75 
per person at 559-936-5712 or laguilar@
thelockwoodagency.net.

MARCH 30 – Edwin San Juan and Friends 
Comedy Night featuring Kabir Singh and 
Anthony K. at the Fox Theatre in Visalia at 
8 p.m., presented by Perico Productions. 
Tickets are $25-$30 at ticketfly.com.

MARCH 31–APRIL 6  – Just Between 
Friends’ Children’s and Maternity Con-
signment Event at the Sequoia Mall (in 
the anchor store west of the theater) in 
Visalia. Shop over 100,000 name-brand 
items at 50-90% off retail. Tickets are 
free–$10 at eventbrite.com.

APRIL 6 – Arts Consortium presents 1st 
Saturday in Three Rivers from 11 a.m. to 
5 p.m. Art studios, restaurants and mer-
chants open their doors and invite all for 
a town-wide celebration. Go to the Three 
Rivers Historical Museum, 42268 Sierra 
Hwy. for a map of participating venues. 
For more info, visit 1stsaturdaytr.com or 
call 559-561-3463.

APRIL 6 – Exeter Optimists’ 2nd annual 
Totally Forked Fundraiser and Foodies’ 
Night Out from 4 to 7 p.m. at the Veter-
ans Memorial Building, 324 N. Kaweah 
Ave. in Exeter. Enjoy a silent auction and 
live entertainment as local chefs dazzle at-
tendees with off-menu delights with wine 
and craft beer pairings. Tickets are $35 
and available at optimistsofexeter.org.

APRIL 6 –The Okie From Muskogee: A 
Tribute to the Bakersfield Sound will show 
at 7:30 p.m. at the Fox Theatre in Visalia. 
Tickets are $15-$30 at ticketfly.com.

APRIL 13 – Sequoia Symphony Orchestra 
presents “Wonders of Europe”—Rodri-
go’s Concerto de Aranjuez and Respigni’s 
Pines of Rome—at the Fox Theatre, 300 
W. Main St. in Visalia at 7:30 p.m. Tick-
ets are $10-$45 at sequoiasymphonyor-
chestra.com.

APRIL 17 –  Alzheimer’s Caregiver Sup-
port Group meets from 10 to 11:30 a.m. 
at Quail Park on Cypress, 4520 W. Cy-
press Ave. in Visalia. Meets every third 
Wednesday. For more info, call 559-624-
3503.

APRIL 24–26 – WD Youth Convention 
2019, an annual three-day Christian gath-
ering of around 3,000 young people. 
Taking place at the Visalia Convention 
Center, this life-changing event has im-
pacted lives for over 50 years. Tickets are 
$10-$100 at wdyouth.org.

APRIL 26 – Family Night at  Visalia Ad-
venture Park, Hwy 198 and Akers St., 9 
p.m. to 12:30 a.m. $18 wristband gets 
you unlimited access to go karts, bumper 
boats, mini golf, batting cages, and laser 
tag. Karaoke mic will be available, too. 
For more info, visit adventurepark.com/
family-fun.

APRIL 26 – Visalia Fox Theatre’s 3rd an-
nual Spotlight Visalia with Stan Taylor at 
7:30 p.m. Tickets are $15-$55 at ticketfly.
com. $5 student tickets can be purchased 
from the Fox Theatre box office.

APRIL 27 – Woodlake Flying Tigers’ 
Open Hangar Day at Woodlake Airport at 
9 a.m. Event occurs every fourth Saturday. 
Call 559-804-0946 for more information.

MAY 2 – Tulare County Youth Orchestras 
will perform a concert on the Visalia Fox 
Theatre stage at 7:30 p.m. Free event. 
For more info, visit foxvisalia.org.

MAY 3 – Hands in the Community’s 
6th  annual Golf Tournament at  Ridge 
Creek Golf Course in Dinuba to ben-
efit local first responder teams. Sign ups, 
sponsorships and additional info  avail-
able at www.hnconline.org, or call 559-
625-3822.

MAY 4 –  Arts Consortium presents 1st 
Saturday in Three Rivers from 11 a.m. to 
5 p.m. Art studios, restaurants and mer-
chants open their doors and invite all for 
a town-wide celebration. Go to the Three 
Rivers Historical Museum, 42268 Sierra 
Hwy. for a map of participating venues. 
For more info, visit 1stsaturdaytr.com or 
call 559-561-3463.

MAY 4 – James Garner’s Tribute to John-
ny Cash  at the Fox Theatre in Visalia at 
7:30 p.m., presented by Blue Shadows. 
Tickets are $24-$46 at ticketfly.com.

MAY 5 – Sierra Vocal Arts Ensemble pres-
ents their annual Spring Concert, ”Sing-
ing Into Spring,” at 3 p.m. at First United 
Methodist Church, 344 E. Morton Ave. in 
Porterville. Tickets are $25; $20 for se-
niors and students at the door, at Hanson 
Travel Ideas, or at 559-804-7995.

MAY 11 & 12 – 66th annual  Woodlake 
Lions Rodeo and Parade in Woodlake. 
Visit woodlakelionsclub.com for all the 
details.

MAY 15 – Alzheimer’s Caregiver Support 
Group meets from 10 to 11:30 a.m. at 
Quail Park on Cypress, 4520 W. Cypress 
Ave. in Visalia. Meets every third Wednes-
day. For more info, call 559-624-3503. 

MAY 22 – Want to see The Wizard of Oz 
(1939) on the big screen? The Fox The-
atre in Visalia will be screening the film 
at 6:30 p.m. for the month’s Way Back 
Wednesdays event. Tickets are $5 at 
ticketfly.com.  The first 100 guests will 
receive a free popcorn.

MAY 25 – Woodlake Flying Tigers’ Open 
Hangar Day at Woodlake Airport at 9 a.m. 
Event occurs every fourth Saturday. Call 
559-804-0946 for more information.

MAY 25 – Pride Visalia,  South Valley’s 
premier all-ages community event for 
the LGBT+ community and their friends, 
families and allies, will have food, infor-
mation and craft booths, live music and 
more from 11 a.m. to 4 p.m. at the Old 
Lumber Yard, 300 E. Oak Ave. in Visalia. 
Tickets are $5–$125 at eventbrite.com.

MAY 31 – Family Night at  Visalia Ad-
venture Park, Hwy 198 and Akers St., 9 
p.m. to 12:30 a.m. $18 wristband gets 
you unlimited access to go karts, bumper 
boats, mini golf, batting cages, and laser 
tag. Karaoke mic will be available, too. 
For more info, visit adventurepark.com/
family-fun.
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