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City's lofty experiment 

Santa Ana lofts stirring commerce, camaraderie and creativity to help downtown revival. 

Author: COURTNEY PERKES 

Edition: 1
Section: News
Page: Cal
Dateline: SANTA ANA 

Article Text: 

SANTA ANA Fernando Leone practices law from his downtown loft, a few steps away from the designer who made his jeans. Jade Howe, the denim designer, hired another neighbor to shoot his fashion catalog. 

The photographer, Brian Konoske, bought two paintings from the artist next door. Michael Maas left his studio to personally hang those works on Konoske's orange walls. 

Creativity, commerce and camaraderie are fusing together in an urban experiment hinged on 30 spacious lofts equipped for living and working in downtown Santa Ana. The loft owners, who moved from places like Laguna Beach, Orange and Dana Point, have bonded like a floor of freshmen in a dorm. 

"Instead of sitting around talking about what the make-believe people did on TV last night, people are talking about what they're actually doing, what they made -- and they want to show it to you," said Maas, 48, a pony-tailed former insurance broker, whose paintings sell from $200 to $15,000. 

Around Orange County, other cities also hope to lure residents and retail downtown by creating pedestrian villages. The idea is that residents tired of suburbia will leave their cars in the garage and stroll to restaurants, clothing stores and maybe even work. Denser, urban projects also fulfill a sharp demand for housing despite limited land availability. 

MODERN LIVING 

In Santa Ana, change has brought controversy, from fears of gentrification among Latino merchants who revived the downtown decades ago, to complaints from loft buyers about construction delays for the next phase. 

The Santa Ana lofts, called Main Street Studios, were built over the summer and designed for self-_expression. In four buildings and framed with large windows, the lofts start with a downstairs work or commercial space and extend up to the open living space, where the only doors are on closets and bathrooms. 

"It's the closest thing you can get in Orange County to modern, aesthetic living," said loft owner Brian Christenson, a 28-year-old self-employed graphic designer, who runs an art gallery with his wife, Robin. "No walls. Concrete floors. It suits our lifestyle. We don't have kids. We both work a lot. We don't have time for a yard." 

The Christensons found salvaged brick to texture the wall sloping up from their art gallery to their living space. Artist Angela D'Agostino displays tiny paintings in the compartments of vending machines. Ceramics artist Robert Brown molds clay in a room painted charcoal and maroon. 

The lofts, subsidized with redevelopment funds, are intended to complete the Artists Village, a collection of theaters, galleries and California State University, Fullerton's graduate art program. The colony, started more than a decade ago, draws crowds for a monthly Saturday night open house, but then reverts to a sleepier pace. 

'LIKE THE PERFECT WORLD' 

The lofts blend seamlessly into the old City Hall next door, built in 1935 and now home to an advertising agency. But as the downtown cityscape evolves, merchants who have been around for decades worry about how old and new will mix in a neighborhood that is 90 percent Latino, according to the census. 

A block away on Fourth Street, an assortment of bridal shops, hair salons, Mexican grocers and jewelry stores cater to immigrants. Vendors sell chips drenched in salsa from the sidewalks. Mothers bring their teen daughters to pick out quinceañera dresses. Few who shop there say they venture to the neighboring outdoor cafes and art galleries. 

Some like Leone, an immigration attorney, have incorporated the two flavors. He named his practice The Artists Village Law Group, but new clients find him because of fliers passed out along Fourth Street. 

"We're either all nuts or we're all trailblazers," said Leone, 43, who sold his home in Laguna Beach to give up commuting. "It's just like the perfect world. I like modern architecture and an urban atmosphere and I'm right around where all my clients live." 

Fourth Street merchants disagree over how to handle changing demographics in a downtown that once contained the county's most posh department stores in the 1940s and 1950s. Some fear higher rents could drive them out of business as the area gentrifies. Others see the arts movement as a chance to broaden their clienteles. 

"If the bridal shops are a success, why do you want to destroy success?" asked Sam Romero, owner of St. Teresa's, a Catholic bookstore. 

DISCOVERIES 

The two worlds crossed paths during the May arts open house, which coincided with Cinco de Mayo festivities organized by store owners. Immigrant mothers pushed strollers toward the merry- go-round, while young, pierced hipsters walked to galleries with wine-filled plastic cups. A crowd gathered to sway with a jazz band playing in the middle of a pedestrian promenade, not far from the Super Antojitos catering truck drawing a line for tacos. 

Socorro Perez, a factory worker from Guadalajara, Mexico, watched a ferris wheel spin in front of the lofts, where about half a dozen were open to the public. 

The Santa Ana resident said she liked the idea of an arts movement, especially if she could bring her son down town for drawing lessons. But she also wondered if cultural festivities like the Cinco de Mayo celebration would last with new upscale neighbors. 

"The truth is I don't know if they'll like this," said Perez, 34. "Most people don't like a lot of noise." 

Inside a loft gallery, Luisa Alvarez, a 28-year-old graduate student from Fullerton, mingled with the artist on exhibit, in town from the Bay Area. She had picked up an invitation at the nearby Gypsy Den, which she discovered after a visit to a neighboring hair salon. 

"Someone told me this is the art district and I didn't even know this was here," Alvarez said. "I would absolutely love to live in a place like this." 

OUT OF REACH 

Artist Frank Swann, who walked from his downtown apartment that doubles as his studio, said the lofts are impressive, but he can't afford one. Lofts under construction have fetched prices in the low $500,000s and some already-owned lofts are listed for more than $600,000. Prices started initially in the mid-$200,000s. 

"I don't know that it's really going to help the emerging artist," said Swann, 35. "The city is failing to help artists like me. I wish I could afford one." 

John Reekstin, Santa Ana's redevelopment director, said the city is working with artists to find an existing building that could be converted into more affordable rental lofts. 

"We understand that's a critical need for the arts community," Reekstin said. 

There are also gripes from within, particularly over parking and limited amenities. The newest construction other than the lofts, is a Sav-On across the street from a Rite-Aid. 

"There's very few places to hang out at this point. There's no place to go in the evening," said Matt Emery, a 43-year-old photojournalist. "We hope that this next year or so brings more shops and more things to do, and more restaurants. We also realize it's going to be a five to 10-year process." 

David Livingston, an interior designer, put his loft up for sale to move to Palm Springs. He likes loft living but found upscale clients turned up their noses at the idea of visiting him downtown with instructions to park in the drug store lot next door. 

"It has the reputation of being very ... low-end and very impoverished," said Livingston, 31. "There isn't a PF Changs. We don't have a Gap. I like the view I have. I enjoy the space, but I don't enjoy my lack of choices." 

FRUSTRATIONS 

Others have grown impatient about the slow pace of building the second phase of 40 lofts. Some buyers have complained about repeated delays to the city and developer, The Olson Co. 

Buyer Sonja Powell and her husband, Ronald, sold their house in Santa Ana almost a year ago, after they were told their loft would be ready last October. Powell said the move-in date keeps moving and moving, while the couple rents a one-bedroom apartment with most of their possessions in storage. 

"We didn't want to get stuck with two mortgages; we have three daughters in college," Sonja Powell said. "If they'd told us it would be a year, we'd still be in our house and it would be appreciating. Also, interest rates have gone up. That's costing us thousands of dollars. I'm just at wits' end." 

The Seal Beach developer offered the Powells a $1,500 discount to thank them for their patience. Bill Holford, senior vice president of sales and marketing, said the lofts will be finished this month. He attributed delays to permitting and additional requirements. 

NEW CAMARADERIE 

Most residents agree that relationships and hope for the future have helped their new community gel. They say checking the mail or emptying the trash now takes longer because invariably they bump into a friend. 

Howe, the clothing designer, said he's been late to work more than once "because I'm having a 30-minute sidewalk conversation with my neighbor." 

Roberto Leyvan, a sculptor originally from Michoacan, Mexico, said years went by without getting to know his neighbors when he lived elsewhere in Orange County. 

"Here in America it's so different from Mexico where you know everybody," said Leyvan, 31. "It gives me the feeling of home, for my neighbors to come over for a drink and to hang out." 

During the most recent arts open house, Leyvan and his wife, Sue Anne, visited Gallery Two Sixteen inside the loft of their neighbors Micah Tran and Phu Duong. They mingled upstairs before a spread of cheese, fruit and bottles of Charles Shaw wine. 

Around the corner, Konoske, the photographer -- wearing a shirt designed by Howe -- stopped in on the Christensons' Scribble Theory gallery. 

"It's just good to be around people who are interested in the same things," said Konoske, 26. "I like the mix of people down here. There's always something going on."
