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Arnie’s Cafe will move in early August to the former NAPA
Auto Parts building in downtown Warrenton.

Brewery: Part of
downtown revamp
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an industrial, concrete look
paying homage to the bow-
ery’s namesake.

“We wanted it to look as
much like a battery on the
inside” as possible, Elliott
said. “So slanted lights.
We wanted to do concrete
floors, but we’ll have to see
about that. We had a con-
tractor that said he knew
how to do a concrete bar
for us. He can do concrete
seating.”

Downtown revamp

Warrenton’s down-
town, sometimes forgot-
ten amid the bustle of com-
merce at big-box stores
along U.S. Highway 101,
has received more attention
in recent years, with new
sidewalks, planters and the
Warrenton Memorial Plaza
constructed near the post
office.

City Commissioner
Rick Newton announced
last week that Arnie’s Cafe,
a popular local breakfast
and lunch spot, will open
in early August in his for-
mer NAPA Auto Parts store
after moving closer into
downtown from near the
high school.

The project at the Fen-
ton Building is part of a
larger budget for the city’s
Urban Renewal Agency,

which includes paving a
parking lot next to City Hall
to make it more attractive
to food carts, adding more
sidewalks and moving util-
ity lines underground along
Main Avenue.

Kevin Cronin, the city’s
community development
director until he left Fri-
day to be city manager of
Mount Angel, had been
searching for a brewery
that could help drive more
people downtown.

Cronin faced questions
from city commissioners
last week about whether
the matching program, big-
ger than many of the city’s
facade improvement proj-
ects, was being properly
overseen.

City Manager Linda
Engbretson gave her word
that the facade improve-
ment will be overseen to
ensure the city’s money 1is
properly spent. Cronin cast
the renovation of the drab
Fenton Grocery building
as a more involved proj-
ect that could ultimately
reap bigger rewards for
downtown.

“Really, when you think
about it, it’s really a stimu-
lus package for the down-
town,” he said. “And God
knows we need something
for our downtown, given
the situation that we have
today.”
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When the college decided
it could not afford to con-
tinue operating the facility,
curtailed the performing arts
curriculum and considered a
sale of the building, the Part-
ners fought for preservation
as a community center, fund-
raising and campaigning to
keep the doors open.

Monday’s transfer rep-
resents the culmination of
years of advocacy and effort,
but it couldn’t have hap-
pened at a stranger time.

In addition to navigat-
ing new terrain as full cus-
todians of the Performing
Arts Center, the Partners
also face a challenge all ven-
ues are grappling with: the
coronavirus.

A large question mark

The pandemic shut down
most traditional live perfor-
mance venues in the spring
and reopening remains a sig-
nificant hurdle. With state
restrictions on crowd sizes
still in place and as the num-
ber of cases of the disease
continues to rise, few ven-
ues have a firm plan in place
for reopening. Even events
scheduled out as far as Octo-
ber still come with a large
question mark attached. Cer-
tain types of performances
might be impossible to stage
safely for a long time.

This reality has not
dimmed  the Partners’
excitement.

“The excitement is pretty
high,” said Charlene Larsen,
the group’s president. “Mov-
ing forward, I think every-
body is in a mode to say it’s
time to think outside of the
box.”

They are approaching
the future “with eyes wide
open,” she said.

When the coronavirus
began to spread, performing
arts venues were the first to
close — “and we’re going
to be the last to open,” said
Jennifer Crockett, execu-
tive director of the Liberty
Theatre.

Crockett is helping to
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facilitate regular Zoom calls
with other performing arts
organizations. They talk
about how people are doing,
what funding sources are
available, what advocacy is
occurring and the various,
often shifting guidelines for
reopening. They also try to
provide mental support for
each other.

“So many of these orga-
nizations, the people that run
them, this is their lifestyle,”
Crockett said. “It’s wrapped
up in your mental well-be-
ing as well as your financial
well-being.”

Theaters, dance studios
and other venues and stu-
dios are facing the same
conundrum restaurants face,
Crockett said. How do you
pencil out reduced capac-
ity while also meeting staft-
ing costs? How do you make
events safe? Will people
come?

Advantages

But in this future, the Part-
ners believe the Performing
Arts Center has some key
advantages.

It is a fairly large venue,
but not too large — the “lit-
tle sister of the Liberty The-
atre,” said Kit Ketchum, a
board member of Partners
for the PAC.

It is large enough that
organizers believe an audi-
ence and performers will be
able to maintain the recom-
mended distance from each
other to prevent the spread of
the coronavirus. But not so
large that the possibility of a
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PAC: Approaching the future ‘with eyes wide open’

Charlene Larsen pulls
back the curtains to one
of the building’s many
beautiful stained-glass
windows.
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smaller audience or perfor-
mance automatically means
a less profitable or less com-
pelling show.

It is also a wversatile
space and has been used
to host everything from
classes to debates, in addi-
tion to musical and theatri-
cal performances. It fills a
true community niche, said
executive director Bereniece
Jones-Centeno.

The center has always
been a place for community
discourse, she added. She
and other board members
believe the social tumult of
the coronavirus and deeper
cultural and social questions
raised by recent events like
the nationwide Black Lives
Matter protests provide an
opportunity to go deeper
with events and speakers.

“The events that reflect
who is Astoria and what its
environs are, the voices that
we might not have heard
have been heard at the PAC
and they will continue to
be heard,” she said, adding
that the Partners themselves
made a statement when they
hired her, a Black woman, to
be their executive director.

Constance Waisanen, a
local financial adviser and
former board member for
Partners for the PAC, is the
reason the Partners now get
to wrestle with program-
ming questions, reopening
challenges and the old build-
ing’s maintenance needs in a
much more direct way.

She purchased the prop-
erty from the college with

the intent of giving it to the
Partners in the future.

She is not wealthy. She is
not building an arts empire,
nor does she plan to use the
building in any other way
except to offer it as a com-
munity  performing  arts
center.

“I think I pretty much
have everything I need in this
life,” Waisanen explained.
“I felt like I wanted to do
something good for the
community.”

She worried if someone
didn’t step up, the build-
ing could be sold away from
community use or razed to
make way for something
new.

“Most of us don’t think
big enough about what we’re
actually able to do as an indi-
vidual,” she added. “It’s just
imagining on a bigger scale.”

She believes in the power
of art to change and enhance
lives and thinks it is espe-
cially important to expose
young people to art. She and
Larsen are both eager to offer
more educational opportuni-
ties out of the center, much
as the college once did.

If Waisanen opened the
doors to ownership, though,
she is adamant that Larsen
is the woman who brought
the group to this point, the
anchor for everything else.

“She’s a rock,” Waisenan
said.

Larsen has “done every-
thing from cleaning the toi-
lets to meeting with (state
Sen.) Betsy Johnson and
(Congresswoman) Suzanne
Bonamici,” Jones-Centeno
said. “She is on all sides of
this thing ... That woman
has been the force behind
the life of the Partners for the
PAC.”

“She is a force. I wish
I had her tenacity and
fortitude.”

Waisenan retained the
right to rename the building
if she wanted to. Unknown to
Larsen, she chose to rename
it the Charlene Larsen Cen-
ter for the Performing Arts.

The new name debuted
Monday.
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NEW MANAGEMENT!
NEW OWNERS!

GO KARTS
MINI GOLF,
ICE CREAM &
ESPRESSO
AND MORE!

Visit us on Facebook or
on our website at
funbeachfuncenterlb.com
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