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“The Catalyst/

Two decades of beatnik-hippie-new wave eccentrici

By TOM LONG
Sentinel Staff Writer

T’S NOT YOUR usual res-
taurant, er... club, er... bar, er...
pool hall, er...

Well, it’s not your usual anything.

Jesus Christ plays electric guitar
above the entrance, framed by a
neon halo. ‘

A rowboat hangs over dining
tables in the main room. Lazy carp
swim about in a fern-adorned foun-
tain beneath. A wooden box filled
with troll-like creatures drinking
beer and sharing merriment hangs
on a wall by the bar.

Huge murals of camels and rein-
deer and some low-riding Santa
Claus span the wall space behind the
deli counter, while in the back room,
naked Indian women dance and de-
evblve across the walls.

A Heineken windmill sits on the
back bar wearing a straw sombrero.
Nearby, a mobile of red stars drifts
down from a skylight.

It is, of course, the Catalyst and
this month it is celebrating its 10th
anniversary at its current location.

THINK architecture is a greatly

exaggerated art. Actually, I

think a lot of architects should
-be taken out and shot,”’ says Randall
Kane, owner of the Catalyst.

As a consequence (and possibly to
avoid criminal charges) Kane is not
only the owner and manager of the
Catalyst, but its designer as well.

After it became obvious that he
would have to move the club from its
original site beneath and behind the
St. George Hotel, where a restaurant
called Gatsby’s now dwells, Kane set
off in search of a new location more
than a decade ago. He found it in a
bowling alley at the beach end of
Pacific Avenue.

“I was limited with the building;
it looked exactly like a shoebox,”
says Kane. ‘“‘Basically, I was trying
to de-uglify it.”

The road to the current Catalyst
stretches further back than that
move, howevér. Kane was a regular
patron of the original Catalyst,
which was a small coffee house
founded in 1966 and operated by a co-
op in hopes of being a — you guessed
it — a catalyst of sorts for mingling

between the then-new university

types and the good folk of Santa

the bar is packed and the front room
is near-full with overflow.

Upstairs, the game room is
crackling and its bar is packed. Pool
tables are filled, quarters are laying
in wait. Racks are broken, the elec-
tronic zings of video games shoot-
through the air, and all the while a
jukebox pumps out raunch and roll.

If somebody could harness the
Catalyst’s volume and turn it into
energy, OPEC would be out of busi-
ness forever.

Randall Kane’s racket is still alive
and well.

TS NOT run in a business-like
way. It sort of runs itself,”” says
Kane. ‘I think management is

an exaggerated skill.”
“I’'m not very greedy,”’ he says.

“‘As long as the bills get paid and the

troops get their money, things are
fine.”

And things are fine around the
Catalyst. Many of the employees
have turned what started out as
busboy jobs into long-term careers.
And after so many years together,
the crew itself has turned into some-
thing of a family. ;

“It’s definitely a family type of -

situation,” says security head Dino
Defendis. ‘“It’s like a home. People
leave but they always seem to come
back.”

‘A lot of the time people will work
here for a couple of years, go do
something else for a while, and then
come back,” says talent buyer Bo
Tighe.

“In a lot of places people go home
and don’t want to see the peopie they
work with,”’ adds Tighe. ‘‘But
around. here people will wind up at
somebody else’s house quite often
after a show.

“You would think that everybody
would be dead tired of one another,
yet...” .

‘Still, the club isn’t run quite as
loosely as it used to be.

“It’s a lot more structured now,”’
says Kane. ‘‘“There’s a much greater
accent on entertainment now. It’s
drifted off in a Bill Graham direc-
tion.”

But the Catalyst’s concept of
structure isn’t quite as restrictive as
most businesses. In fact, the place is
in a state of perpetual flux.

“It’s my canvas,”. says Kane.
“I’'m still screwing around with it.”
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Kane shmgs. “Sometimes people
don’t know what to make of the
place, but...”

HAT TO MAKE of this
place. And why make any-
thing of it?

Mainly because the Catalyst could
only have happened in Santa Cruz.
This crazy-quilt pastiche of beatnik-
hippie-new wave eccentricity, Cali-
fornia Cool and capitalistic in-
dulgence would not be a possibility in
Anaheim. The citizens of Duluth
would faint dead away.

Anyone suggesting such a place in
the Soviet Union would probably be
taken out and shot.

‘“There probably isn’t another
place like this in the world,” says
Kane, and he attributes a lot of its
magic to Santa Cruz as well. ‘‘This is
a great place to live. I know I can’t
imagine living anywhere else.”

In many ways, the Catalyst is an
ongoing work of functional art re-
flecting the changes Santa Cruz has
experienced during the past 20 years.
When you come right down to it, it’s
a pretty nutty place, but... welcome
to Santa Cruz.

“I’'m a philosopher,” says Kane.

~~~~~




For a while it served the purpose
admirably, but as so often happens
with co-op coffee houses, the profits
did not match the vision. When the
co-op realized they would have to
either sell the place or close it down
they approached Kane, who had
moved to the area after years spent
working in everything from news-
papers to education and real estate.

He decided to buy it and trans-
formed it from a coffee house to a
nightclub-deli-bar-hangout that soon
became famous throughout Cali-
fornia among the hip as the place to
visit when you came through Santa
Cruz.

Unfortunately, the place to visit
was falling apart, from the plumbing
to the electricity. There also were
constant complaints from the resi-
dents of the hotel above it.

“The old crocks up there wanted
to die in peace,” says Kane. “‘Per-
sonally, I'd rather die someplace
where there was a lot of racket.”

So Kane, even though he wasn’t
planning on dying anytime soon, set
out to build a place where he could

_ make a lot of racket.

He succeeded.

T’S FRIDAY night and the
Catalyst is still the Catalyst.

Many of the faces have

changed — although a surprising
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Owner Randall Kane brings his own eclectic taste to the Catalyst pastiche.

number are the same — and the
haircuts are shorter, the pants are
tighter and the plaid shirts are no-
where to be seen.

But back behind the gate separ-
ating the Catalyst’s front restaurant
area from it’s back nightclub area,
the crowd still mingles furiously.
The mix of voices is so loud it com-
pletely drowns out the sound of a
television hanging in a corner, offer-
ing MTV images. Old friends are
being run into, new friends are being
made, singles on the prowl are mak-
ing moves, being spurned or re-
warded.

Fifteen years ago, it might have
been the fabled Oganookie inspiring
the stomping with their hot country-

rock bounce. Some 300 people would
be backed up from the one, and only,

stage in the room to the long glass

deli case. Half the folks would be
freaking out, half would be surveying
the scene.

Tonight it’s Eddie and the Tide,
locals who've actually managed a
record contract after years of
pushing their way into the music biz,
belting out their polished new wave-
Springsteen-pop tunes. All that’s left
of Oganookie is a carved wood
nameplate that hangs next to the
coat-check room.

But the game is the same. I'm
sitting on a table towards the back of
the stuffed room, taking notes, when
a young inebriate approaches and

says, “‘If you're writing something
about this place, be sure and write
about that.”

He points to the derriere of a
young lady who is bent over another
table, wiggling back and forth to the
music.

Behind the bar, 10 bartenders are
pouring like crazy, under seige. Most
have been with the Catalyst for some
time, a few are actually veterans of
the original site. They rap the bar
with their knuckles to signal their
appreciation of tips.

The conversation is easily at Lear
Jet level and the louder the din gets,
the louder people yell back and forth
to one another, which makes the din
louder yet. The dance floor is
crowded, the balconies are crowded,

any taste, so I call it eclectic,” he
says.

“Sometimes I don’t like a piece
but an artist will badger me until it
gets done. Sometimes it’s fun to just
put things up even if I don’t like
them.”

fun and satisfaction along the way.
“] own the place and get a few

laughs out of it. What more can you

expect out of life?”” he asks.

“I’ve had a good time here.”

So have a lot of people.
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There’s always a dull roar around the bar




