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The Barber of
18th and Castro

On the last day of spring, June 20, 1973, at high noon, at 
the corner of 18th and Castro in San Francisco, Robert Place 
found the Face of God in a pornographic photograph. Not 
that he was given to dirty pictures. Rather, he had been drawn, 
by some — what? — thing to this neighborhood, by some thing 
he had vaguely heard or read or sensed, that had nothing to 
do with the corner barber shop where he had sought refuge, 
but had everything to do with whatever was intersecting the 
intersection which was inventing its flamboyant self even as 
he watched.

He had parked his 1957 Chevy BelAire with the candy-
apple red body, tuck-and-roll upholstery, and the white “Says-
who? Says-me!” top, and then he had walked all four of the 
single-block arms reaching out like a cross from the main 
intersection which was more like ground zero than anything 
he’d expected even in California. Everything rushed oingo-
boingo right up at him: the omelet-brunch cafes with cake 
made out of, go figure, carrots; the dandy little flower shop 
near the corner kiosk where a one-legged ancient eye, maybe 
the world’s oldest newsboy, hawked the call, “Chronicle!” like 
the last screech of a dying species; the loud beer bars with 
slender young men in white tanktops and baseball caps pos-
ing and partying in windows open to the street; the chic bou-
tiques selling nothing anybody would ever need after a nuclear 
attack.

All of it was alien to him. Or he was alien to it. He had 
entered foreign territory. Fear — not so much the fear of the 
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