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Tribute To A Santa Barbara Icon Selma Rubin and the Community
of Life
Tribute To A Santa Barbara Icon, by Sharon Byrne
Selma Rubin and the Community of Life – a documentary by Beezhan Tulu.

The film opens with shots of Selma shuffling to her garage, loading up her walker, and getting into a
car besotted with slogans like “No Farms, No Food”. She’s 95, per the subtitle.

Of course, you’re thinking, ‘Wait…she’s going to drive???’

And drive she does. She turns that familiar hatted head to you, big eyeglasses full frontal, and then
she’s zooming down the highway. “I like driving on the freeway,” she says. Then adds, “of course, I
don’t want it to get any bigger…”

packed audience at screening

So opens the documentary tribute Selma Rubin and the Community of Life, which screened Tuesday
night at the Santa Barbara Museum of Art. The film lets her tell most of the story, with serious
supplemental praise from the hoi polloi of the environmental movement here. Selma moved here
from Los Angeles in 1964 with her husband. They’d been politically active in LA, but wanted to look
at a quieter life, leave all that behind. 6 weeks later, a friend called, and came to stay with them. He
was black. The next day, all the tires were slashed on both their cars. Selma sighed. “Vacation’s over.”

She played a huge hand in co-founding Santa Barbara stalwart non-profits Environmental Defense
Center, Community Environmental Council, PUEBLO, and more.

And her first fight launched her into a lifetime of being the glue and energy behind these non-profits.
In 1969, Jules Berman, the man who brought Kahlua to America, decided to develop El Capitan
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Canyon. He wanted to put 1,535 homes on it.

Selma tells how she sat around with some friends, talking about it, and they decided that wasn’t a
very good idea. So they decided to fight it.

And in doing so, pulled a community together around a vision that we need to preserve and protect
our coastline, our pristine beauty, ‘for the children of the future, and the people of the future’,
according to Rubin.

They pushed for a referendum with the County Supervisors, who’d already approved the project.
They lost.

Then they gathered signatures for a petition to put it on the ballot. What unfolded from that is a
moving story of a community rising up, organizing, and persevering through a protracted legal battle
that went all the way to the California Supreme Court, and resulted in an arrest warrant for Rubin,
courtesy of the Santa Barbara County District Attorney. The charge was altering the petitions.

She realized ‘we now had an aroused public.’ National-level coverage on the issue helped propel it
into passage, and El Capitan now boasts the Selma Rubin trail, forever preserved.

It’s a great film to see, particularly if you’re a Pearl Chase fan. Both women decided to stand up for
their community, and assert some say in the kind of place it would be. Pearl helped create the look of
the city of Santa Barbara we love today. She’s the reason there aren’t Hong Kong-height skyscrapers
along the waterfront and marching up State St. Selma understood there was something special about
the undeveloped Gaviota Coast that needed protecting, and a slew of environmentalists in the film
take great pains to explain how the warm and cold currents of the Pacific meet here, creating a
unique marine environment where species from British Columbia meet species from the Baja, not
found anywhere else. In the world.

Selma’s effort to save Gaviota opened it up to environmental studies for decades after, and spawned
a whole new movement of environmental leadership in Santa Barbara County.

Chase and Rubin significantly shifted the prevailing collective consciousness of their respective eras.
You realize, watching the film, that the reason Santa Barbara is so special is because it is preserved.
The reason people fought so hard to preserve it is because it is so special. I sat next to John
Campanella on the Planning Commission during the film, and suddenly some of the development
fights that go on around here made complete sense. Some places should not be lost to economic
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forces that would totally reshape them, altering them forever, and stripping them of the very
qualities that made them unique in the first place.

Bheezan Tulu, the director, is originally from Iran, and makes positive, uplifting films about the
environment and the people who work on its behalf. Dave Fortson, Eastside resident and owner of
Loa Tree, is a good friend of his, and encouraged him to make the film about Rubin. Tulu trusted
Fortson’s instincts, moved in with Rubin for 6 months during filming, and created a film that’s very
educational about a key era in our history, as well as a stunning tribute to Rubin.

Selma’s hats at reception after the film. Sign up, and take one home!
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