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Beauty, peril in 
abalone’s pursuit
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A FRUITFUL DAY: Chris Chouteau of Healdsburg navigates slick rocks as he returns with his limit of three abalone after diving north of Fort Ross in May. 
Chouteau and his cousin have been making their annual journey to the northern Sonoma Coast to dive for abalone for more than two decades.

A t a small ocean cove north of  Fort Ross, Greg Loarie 
and Chris Chouteau picked their way across a jum-
ble of  mussel-encrusted rocks and slick sea plants, 

their progress slowed and their footing made more precar-
ious by the long swim fins they wore over stout neoprene 
booties. 

The men, cousins from Healdsburg, had donned thick 
black wet suits with hoods that left 
little exposed save for their faces, which 
soon would be obscured by dive masks 
and snorkels. They each carried what 
amounted to a modified inner tube that 
would function as both their stash for 
gear and floating rest station once they 
entered the roaring surf.

The cove was at the peak of  a low 
tide, and the area along the rocky 
shoreline looked like a drained and 
ragged bathtub. Chouteau, who’s been 
coming to this spot and others along 
the northern Sonoma Coast for two de-
cades, kept a keen watch on the water. 

“Usually when we dive here it’s deeper,” he said.
Already, three other black-hooded figures bobbed in the 

swells about 100 yards offshore. The sharp bark of  a seal 
sounded across the ocean’s surface. Beneath lay a world 
hidden to most and explored each year by a relative hardy 

GRASPING THE PRIZE: Brian Balbas, 49, brings up an abalone he caught in 
May off the coast of Little River in Mendocino County. Balbas was part of a group 
camping at Van Damme State Park that included his 78-year-old father, an avid diver.
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Following the lure of the delectable mollusk a family tradition for many 
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INSIDE 
Wife of man who 
drowned while diving 
turned to neighbor 
for help recovering 
his body / A10

COMING 
MONDAY 
Spying, tips from 
public help state 
game officers catch 
abalone poachers.

Iconic SF 
district 

clings to 
its roots

SAN FRANCISCO — For a 
century and a half, San Fran-
cisco’s Chinatown, the nation’s 
oldest, has sheltered waves of  
immigrants seeking a new life.

It’s the birthplace of  Chinese 
America, and to some extent, 
the broader Asian America that 
descended from immigration 
over the Pacific Ocean through-
out the 19th and 20th centuries.

Now, Chinatown faces power-
ful economic and demographic 
challenges that could upend its 
identity as the city undergoes an 
unprecedented growth in tech 
jobs.

Rising rent elsewhere in the 
city has entrepreneurs eyeing 
Chinatown for offices, entertain-
ment and housing. A $1.6 billion 
subway set to open in 2019 could 
provide an economic boost, 
bringing customers from out-
side while taking residents out 
to jobs. But speedier transit also 
brings added development pres-
sures, especially in a pocket of  
the city coveted for its location.

At the same time, many Chi-
nese Americans have scattered 
across the Bay Area, reducing 
the customer base of  San Fran-
cisco’s historic Chinese center. 
Banquet houses that once host-
ed celebrations are closed, with 
some making way for modern 

As Chinatown attracts 
attention of tech industry, 
community leaders bristle
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Judge: Release 
immigrant 

children, moms

A federal judge in Califor-
nia has ruled that the Obama 
administration’s detention of  
children and their mothers who 
were caught crossing the border 
illegally is a serious violation 
of  a long-standing court set-
tlement, and that the families 
should be released as quickly as 
possible.

In a decision late Friday 
roundly rejecting the adminis-
tration’s arguments for holding 
the families, Judge Dolly M. Gee 
of  U.S. District Court for the 
Central District of  California 
found that two detention centers 
in Texas that the administration 
opened last summer fail to meet 
minimum legal requirements of  
the 1997 settlement for facilities 
housing children.

Gee also found that migrant 
children had been held in “wide-
spread deplorable conditions” 
in Border Patrol stations after 
they were first caught, and she 
said the authorities had “wholly 
failed” to provide the “safe and 
sanitary” conditions required 

By JULIA PRESTON
NEW YORK TIMES
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