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SAN JOSE — Blazing above the
front doors inside Southern Lumber
is an upbeat sign that for decades
has called out, “Thank You … Come
Again.”

For countless lovers of all things
wood, half that sentiment is drifting
into history as the San Jose institu-
tion will soon shut its doors forever.

“I’d like to thank everyone for
110 memorable years,” said family
owner Jeff Pohle, who for the past
21 years has operated the giant
wood wonderland left to him by his
dad, Bruce Pohle. Before Bruce was
Jeff’s grandpa, the late Ed Pohle,
a stylish visionary and logger who
purchased the lumber business dur-
ing the Great Depression.

“My dad was glad to find out
that one of his three sons had saw-

dust in his blood,” said Jeff Pohle. In
1994, Bruce was set to teach Jeff the
ropes for five years, but a year and
a half in, his dad bolted confidently
into retirement, where he remains
today.

But then a few weeks ago, ev-
erything in the Southern Lumber
universe tilted when Jeff, only 47,
announced he was selling the 3.4-
acre spread off Monterey Highway
to local real estate developers for an
undisclosed price. “I’m ready to do
something different with my life.”
He finalized a deal with Imwalle
Properties, which will refurbish the
enormous building for some other
retail purpose.

The unexpected move has bro-
ken the hearts of craftsmen and
contractors, hobbyists and home-

WOODWORKERS’
PARADISE LOST
After 110 years, local fixture Southern Lumber is closing its doors

‘A big part of San Jose history’
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Three generations: Jeff Pohle, owner of Southern Lumber, is selling his family-run business to real estate
developers. He has operated the big wood depot for 21 years after inheriting it from his father, Bruce Pohle.

ONLINE EXTRA
See a photo gallery
from Southern
Lumber’s 110 years
at http://photos.
mercurynews.com

1936: Ed Pohle, a
former logger, buys
the business.
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By Jack Dolan
Los Angeles Times

Nearly two decades ago, Plains All American
Pipeline embarked on a buying spree across the
United States and Canada, acquiring thousands of
miles of aging pipeline.

The purchases turned Plains into one of North
America’s biggest energy pipeline companies. But
it also left the firm with a patchwork of pipes, some
in need of crucial maintenance.

Mechanical failures on the company’s network
have contributed to more than a dozen spills that
have released nearly 2 million gallons of hazard-
ous liquid in the U.S. and Canada since 2004. That
does not include more than 100,000 gallons of oil
spilled along the Santa Barbara County coast on
May 19, about 20,000 gallons of which went into
the Pacific Ocean, prompting a massive and ongo-
ing cleanup.

Pipeline
failures
plague
owner
Firm has seen more than a dozen
leaks in U.S., Canada since 2004

Santa Barbara spill not isolated

By Nicholas Weiler
Staff writer

Two years before Cait-
lyn Jenner showed up on this
week’s  cover of Vanity Fair, Oli-
ver Bishop was in crisis.

The Sonora teen’s grades
had dropped, and he’d become
suicidal as he sensed that pu-
berty was beginning to trap him
in a female body that seemed

alien to the boy he had always
been inside.

“You know you’re a guy,” he
said, “but everybody doesn’t see
it that way.”

Now, as the nation sees a
growing acceptance of trans-
gender people such as the for-
mer Olympian Jenner, Bay
Area therapists and physicians
are seeing a surge in the num-
ber of families seeking advice
— and sometimes medical in-
tervention — to help children

More kids questioning their gender
Doctors, therapists
see surge in teens,
parents seeking advice

‘We have lifted the lid culturally’

COURTESY OF DALE BISHOP

Oliver Bishop, 17, is in the process
of transitioning from girl to boy.

ONLINE
A guide to
transgender
terminology:
http://
transequality.
org/issues/
resources/
transgender-
terminology

By Matthew Artz
martz@bayareanewsgroup.com

WALNUT CREEK — Like millions of Ameri-
can motorists these days, when Richard  Branton
glances down at his air bag, he can’t know for sure
whether it will save his life in an accident — or kill
him.

Branton’s 2007 Honda Pilot is one of more than
30 million vehicles, manufactured by 10 automak-
ers, that are part of the largest recall in U.S. auto-
motive history — one that led to long waits for the
needed repair.

The vehicles, which account for more than one

Long wait for new
air bags expected
to get even longer

Biggest recall in U.S. automotive history

KRISTOPHER SKINNER/STAFF

Richard Branton  says his Honda dealer in Livermore
only recently received his replacement air bag.
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owners, experts and ama-
teurs, long romanced by the
clean and cavernous indoor
lumber store known for its
premium cuts of wood —
from building boards to the
most exotic varieties.

Since the announcement,
armies of Southern Lumber
devotees have been flowing
through the store like pil-
grims to a holy place. The
“Everything Must Go” ur-
gency could close the store
as early as next week , Pohle
said Friday.

“It is horrible news, a
real bummer,” said Ross
Luebbe, of San Jose, who
recently came midday to
the store that was bearing
a new sign: “Ultimate re-
tirement sale.” Luebbe left
with only a slab of poplar,
a blue-collar wood, and a
length of exotic padauk, a
reddish board hailing from
both Asia and Africa.

“I was looking to spend
a lot more,” he said, but
many of the usually stocked
shelves of pristine wood had
been “picked bone clean.”

Famed for long aisles
of 16-foot-tall racks — ev-
erything standing on end
— fans of the store loved
strolling through canyons
of boards, so easy to study
and select. That setup was
handed down by Ed Pohle,
a fashionable dandy who
bought the business in 1936
and transformed it into a
“woodworkers’ paradise.”

Southern’s true begin-
ning was in 1904 when it
opened as  McAbee Broth-
ers, a company that sold
lumber to area quicksilver
mines and orchards. In
1910 it moved to its present
location and in 1973, it was
destroyed in one of the big-
gest blazes in San Jose his-
tory. The store reopened
in a little more than a year
and, to this day, 5-year-
old Jeff’s footprints — and
those of his two brothers
and two cousins — are still
on display in what was wet
concrete, poured next to
the key-making machine.

As a kid, Jeff recalls years
of helping out around the
place and hiding away for
naps on a cot in Grandpa
Ed’s dusty old office. “Dad
was actually working in his
office.”

Along with a huge vari-
ety of plywoods, there were
stairs, handrails, bases,
crowns, trim, coves, cas-
ings — you name it. From
specialized screws, nuts,
nails and bolts, to connec-
tors, hinges, knobs, drawer

slides — “no matter what,
you could get it at Southern
Lumber,” declared Greg
Martin, 77, of Los Gatos, a
fan since before he could
drive. The store also offered
low-key experts offering ad-
vice and custom milling.

But most special was the
selection of wood — always
planed flat on all four sides.
From workaday types —
oak, fir, birch, pine and red-
wood — to an array of exot-
ics — zebrawood, cocobolo,

snakewood, black limba
and even the hard-to-find
gaboon ebony. The dense
African wood, with the heft
of lead, was last priced at
$169 a board foot.

Donna Rae Peachey , a
kitchen and bathroom de-
signer toting a thick set 
of a client’s architectural
plans, recently found the 
store disappointing for the 
first time in her 50 years
of patronage, going back 
to childhood visits with her 

dad. Turned out, she had 
not heard it was closing.
The news of Jeff Pohle’s 
decision made Peachey 
blanch. “That can’t be 
right. This is the one-stop 
shop for my studio. I don’t 
know what I’m going to do 
from now on.”

Other worshipers have
been spending the final,
passing days stocking up
on myriad supplies, power
tools and precious wood
varieties — rarely on sale.
And others have been hop-
ing to purchase antique
hand tools from Ed Pohle’s
in-store museum.

“I’ve got my eye on an
old woodworkers vise,”
said Martin, 77, a longtime
boat builder who said he
could not fault the younger
Pohle for wanting to leave
behind the stresses of run-
ning a business. “He should
be proud, because Southern
Lumber is a big part of San
Jose history.”

When word of the un-

expected closing leaked in
late May, a shudder went
through the 44 people who
work in the family-owned
store — some for decades.

“It was very hard to
tell them,” Jeff Pohle said.
That’s why, when word
spread that he was bailing
because, “I just can’t do this
anymore,” he was horrified.

“It sounded like some
crotchety guy who just
doesn’t want to work,” said
Pohle, who explained that
he meant he no longer had
the patience to deal with
California’s onerous, regu-
latory demands. He pointed
particularly to the “1 per-
cent lumber tax that has
been levied on us ” in recent
years and the need to install
“$10,000 retrofit jobs on all
our trucks.” He wondered
what forces in the last five
years helped usher out Em-
pire Lumber in Belmont,
Colonial Lumber in San Ma-
teo and both San Bruno and
Millbrae Lumber.

While regulatory chal-
lenges might have played a
role in Pohle calling it quits,
he said he was also forced to
do some serious soul search-
ing when he researched the
true value of his property,
now adjacent to the sprout-
ing new Sun Garden Shop-
ping Center.

Hearing the figure, he
felt excited about the pos-
sibility of getting back to
pursuits like writing fiction
and screenplays, which he
did before business domi-
nated his life. And he craved
spending more leisure time
with his wife and three kids,
especially collaborating on
art projects with Angie, his
15-year-old daughter — a
painter.

“A lot of people are very
upset about my decision,”
he said of closing down a
still-profitable and beloved
business, “but what they
don’t understand is I’ve
been doing this since I was a
small child. Sure, I’ve been
running it for more than 20
years, but I have been here
my whole, entire life.”

Contact David E. Early at
408-920-5836. Follow him at
Twitter.com/davidearlysr.

COURTESY OF SOUTHERN LUMBER

A fire destroyed Southern Lumber in San Jose in 1973. The
blaze is still one of the biggest in the city’s history.

KARL MONDON/STAFF

Jeff Pohle, owner of Southern Lumber, helps a longtime customer at the business in San Jose on Friday.
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whose perceived genders
and bodies don’t seem to
match.

“We have lifted the lid
culturally,” said develop-
mental psychologist Diane
Ehrensaft, whose Oakland
practice has seen a fourfold
increase in the number of
gender-questioning children
in recent years. “These kids
have always existed, but
they kept it underground.”

Her colleague, Steve
Rosenthal, started the
UCSF Child and Adolescent
Gender Center three years
ago, and it now serves 200
families, including Bishop’s,
and has opened a satellite
branch in San Mateo. The
gender center took on 13
new families in May, the
clinic’s busiest month yet.

A couple of months be-
fore Bishop’s 15th birthday,
after years of trying to fit in
as a girl in middle school, he
ran across the word “trans-
gender” on the Internet
— and all his struggles sud-
denly clicked into place. “It
was awesome,” seeing that
others had blazed a path
before him and “realizing

there was something I could
do,” said Bishop, who later
persuaded his family to take
him to the UCSF clinic.

One of the challenges
now faced by gender special-
ists is sorting out the tom-
boys and boys enchanted by
princess dresses from the
truly transgendered.

“Sometimes we have to
slow the kids down to give
them space to think, be-
cause kids want to go fast
and make things happen,”
Ehrensaft said. But when
kids express true urgency,
she said, “sometimes we
have to speed ourselves
up.”

Some come to accept
their bodies but continue
exploring what it means to
be male or female in their
own way, Ehrensaft said.
Others may discover that
they’re gay or lesbian.

But for about 10 to 15
percent of these children it’s
different, said Rosenthal, a
pediatric endocrinologist.

Feeling they’re in the
wrong body makes them
miserable, he said. It keeps
them up at night and gets
worse as they hit puberty.
And, he said, nearly all who
feel that way into adoles-
cence go on to be transgen-
der adults.

For children who are
“persistent, consistent and
insistent” that their biologi-
cal gender doesn’t match
who they really are, it’s
critical to act, Ehrensaft
said. “Holding a kid back
when they know there’s
an intervention that could
help them feels to them like
they’re swimming in deep
water, nearly drowning,
and you’re standing with a
life jacket around your arm
and not giving it to them,”
she said.

In a 2010 study by the
National Center for Trans-
gender Equality, 41 percent
of transgender adults re-
ported having attempted
suicide — a rate 25 times
higher than the general
population. A quarter of
transgender adults re-
ported suffering from drug
or alcohol addiction.

But the increasing pres-
ence of transgender people
online and in the media has
helped give young people
the confidence to express
the gender they feel them-
selves to be, Ehrensaft said.
Parents, too, she said, are
becoming more aware than
ever of the suffering trans-
gender teens face and the
need to take children who
resist traditional gender

roles seriously.
“When a family says,

‘OK, let’s listen to this kid,
let him wear dresses if he
wants,’ they often say they
find a kid they’ve never met
before,” said Joel Baum, di-
rector of Oakland nonprofit
Gender Spectrum. “A kid
who’s suddenly happy.”

Bishop had known for
years that he wanted to be
male: At the age of 10, he
started saving money with
the idea of one day getting
breast-reduction surgery.
Five years later, when he
finally learned about tran-
sitioning to a male, he re-
solved: “I’m either going to
do it and be happy, or I’m
not going to live life.”

At first, Bishop’s par-
ents couldn’t accept that
the child they had always
thought of as a daughter
was determined to become
their son.

“It took me a bit to be-
come a really supportive
dad,” said Bishop’s father,
Dale.

For months, they didn’t
speak. But in the end, read-
ing the suicide statistics for
transgender teens brought
him around.

“My kid’s not going to kill
himself,” the older Bishop
said. “I don’t care what he

is, as long as he’s a produc-
tive person in society, and
he needs all the support we
can give him.”

UCSF and other gen-
der clinics now often use
reversible hormone block-
ers to delay puberty and
the permanent biological
changes that come with it
until mid-adolescence. This
gives children and families
a chance to fully explore
and be certain about their
path before going on to sex-
hormone treatments, which
cause permanent physical
changes.

For biological girls who
know they are boys deep
down, Rosenthal said, grow-
ing breasts and starting
menstruation are “basically
intolerable.” The same goes
for transgender girls who
feel physically trapped in a
boy’s body, he said. Devel-
oping a deep voice and an
Adam’s apple can feel like a
permanent deformity.

Bishop started taking
hormone blockers in spring
2013 at the UCSF gender
clinic at the end of his fresh-
man year. That summer, he
started taking testosterone
to switch from female to
male puberty. He has had
surgeries to flatten his chest
and remove his ovaries and

uterus. He hopes his transi-
tion will be complete by this
summer after one more sur-
gery.

With the support of his 
family and community, 
Bishop is thriving, his fa-
ther said. At 17, he’s a 
straight-A student, a popu-
lar drum major in his high
school marching band and 
excited about heading off 
to college.

His only regret is not
starting the transition
sooner, before female pu-
berty started to make
changes that had to be
rolled back with surgery.

So far, the easiest part of
Bishop’s transition has been
his coming out at school, he
said. When he announced
that he was now a boy to his
freshman class, he recalled,
“They were like, ‘Cool —
and? That’s not a big deal.’ ”

This is typical of a gen-
erational shift in attitudes
toward gender and sexual-
ity, said Baum, of Gender
Spectrum.

“It’s a movement being
led by young people,” he
said. “And the pace of it is
remarkable. It has caught
us staggering.”

Follow Nicholas Weiler at
Twitter.com/Lore_Nick.

of every 10 cars on the road,
have defective air bags that
in very few cases have ig-
nited with such explosive
force that shrapnel shoots
into the passenger cabin.
Five deaths and nearly 100
injuries in the United States
have been linked to the air
bags manufactured by the
Japanese firm Takata, ac-
cording to federal regula-
tors.

For all the publicity
about the air bag problem
and the expanded recall,
many motorists in the Bay
Area and across the coun-
try are now in a less-noticed
and enormously frustrating
holding pattern, as they wait
for replacements to become
available.

With so many cars sud-
denly in need of a poten-
tially lifesaving repair, and
production capacity limited,
auto industry experts say it
could take up to two years
or more to replace all the
defective air bags.

“Because the manufac-
turer concealed the prob-
lem for so long, we have a
bottleneck in the supply
chain, and now the cus-
tomer has to bear the brunt
of it,” said Sean Kane, presi-
dent of Safety Research and
Strategies.

Branton, who credits an
air bag in his former truck
with saving his life, re-
sponded right away when
he got a recall notice from
Honda a couple of months
ago. But he said his local
Honda dealer in Livermore
only recently received the
replacement air bag, which
is finally scheduled to be in-
stalled next week.

“I’m driving around with
my family thinking, ‘Great,
if my air bag goes off, am I
going to get shrapnel in my
face?’ ” Branton said.

There is no average time
frame when it comes to re-
placing defective Takata
air bags. Several motorists
reported waiting several
months; others said their
dealer had replacement
parts on hand.

“There are some capac-
ity issues, but we can handle

it pretty quickly,” said Gor-
don Walton, Walnut Creek
Honda general manager .

Honda has been most af-
fected by the faulty air bags,
and it also was one of the
first automakers to recall
air bags in California. Sev-
eral other automakers had
limited recalls in states with
high humidity, which is seen
as one of the key contribut-
ing factors to the malfunc-
tions.

Walton said his dealer-
ship is replacing several air
bags per day and that none
of his customers are waiting
more than a week or so for
parts to arrive. “I think the
supply has gotten much bet-
ter,” he said.

But automotive experts
say the supply won’t be
enough to handle the coming
barrage of vehicle recalls.
Last month, under pressure
from the National Highway
Traffic Safety Administra-
tion, Takata nearly doubled
the recall from about 17 mil-
lion to more than 30 million
air bags.

Even though other air
bag manufacturers are help-
ing supply replacement kits,

completing all 34 million re-
calls would require suppli-
ers to essentially triple their
output, and they don’t have
the capacity to do that, said
Joe Wiesenfelder, executive
editor of Cars.com.

“Automakers typically
initiate their own recalls,
and they get all their ducks
in a row before they make
the announcement,” Wi-
esenfelder said, explain-
ing why motorists usually
don’t have to wait long for
repairs when their cars are
recalled.

“With the Takata recall,
it was done by the NHTSA,”
he added. “As a result, the
automakers are playing
catch-up.”

Several automakers 
are still researching which 
cars must be recalled and 
whether the defective air 
bags are installed in both
the driver and passenger 
compartments. Some au-
tomakers contract with
multiple air bag manufac-
turers, so not every car in 
a particular model year will
be recalled, auto experts 
said.

As manufacturers de-
termine which cars must 
be recalled, the federal 
highway administration 
is working to take control 
over the recall and deter-
mine how to prioritize re-
pairs. Older cars and cars 
in humid areas could get 
top priority, Wiesenfelder
said,  though the adminis-
tration’s spokesman, Gor-
don Trowbridge, said it 
was too early to make those 
determinations.

“The bottom line is that
we will gather information
from automakers, parts
suppliers and the public to
develop a plan that coordi-
nates the remedy programs
in a way that maximizes
safety,” Trowbridge said in

an email.
The defect in the air bags

is centered on the inflater
canister, which houses
chemicals that inflate the
actual air bag. In some
cases, the inflater has rup-
tured upon impact, spray-
ing shrapnel at drivers.

Although high humidity
does appear to be a con-
tributing factor, Bay Area
drivers could still be at risk,
Kane said.

“Yes, humidity does
seem to accelerate the is-
sue, but these component
parts seem to be degrading
over time as well,” he said,
noting that one of the fatali-
ties occurred near Los An-
geles.

With companies still 
posting recall notices, Kane 
said drivers should keep 
checking www.safercar.
gov for the latest informa-
tion. 

“I’d be looking at it ev-
ery week for a while,” he 
said. “If there is a recall, 
contact the dealer and wait 
in line.”

Contact Matthew Artz at
510-208-6435.

CAR COMPANIESAFFECTED
BYRECALL

For information on auto
recalls, go to www.safercar.
gov.

BMW
Chrysler
Ford
General
Motors

Honda
Mazda
Mitsubishi
Subaru
Toyota

Gender
Continued from Page 1

Airbag
Continued from Page 1

A8 BAY AREA NEWS GROUP 111 SATURDAY, JUNE 6, 2015


