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'First Fest' celebrates region's innovative, historical [at The 88]
San Jose is the third largest city in the state, the fourth safest city in America and among the top 100 most expensive places to pay property taxes, buy lunch or park your car.

But New Year's Day was a time to celebrate being first, at least according to local scorekeepers. While other cities awoke to hangovers, our civic boosters logged onto computers — of course! — to announce the results of the region's first-ever "First Fest" contest. It was a reminder of not just our innovations but also, perhaps, of our inferiority complex.

The contest was conceived by former Mercury News columnist Leigh Weimers as a way to share local history. San Francisco and Oakland were not invited.

"I kept hearing people saying they were surprised when they heard of things that happened here," said Weimers, who prepared for the morning with a strong cup of coffee, a couple strips of bacon and eggs cooked sunny-side up. "I wanted a way to post our firsts, for all to see."

Dressed in red silk pajamas, Weimers joined judge Apple Computer co-founder Steve Wozniak and many guests in a jocular computer chat, swapping memories of a long-ago Santana performance at the Santa Clara County Fairgrounds, Doobie Brothers rehearsals in Redwood Estates and a concert by the late '60s band It's A Beautiful Day at Santa Clara University. ("Life changing," Wozniak recalled.) 

They exchanged tales of early computer hacker Captain Crunch, the conception of the arcade game industry and the creation of the world's first battery-operated computer. Wozniak offered his own personal "first": A Dial-A-Joke business when he said it was illegal to own, use or purchase a personal answering machine. Every morning for two years, Wozniak erased one joke, then recorded a new one.

Strictly speaking, the competition was not just about San Jose. According to the rules of the contest, sponsored by the San Jose Chamber of Commerce and other nonprofits, any city in Silicon Valley could be nominated for its historic, innovative and unique achievements.  But the city cleaned up in all five categories, winning in fields as diverse as sports to entertainment. (Palo Alto, Los Gatos and Mountain View earned some applause; Alviso, Gilroy and Redwood City didn't merit mention.)

The judging by Wozniak, former San Jose Mayor Janet Gray Hayes and former U.S. Olympic Judo Team Coach Yoshihiro Uchida was highly personal and not always unanimous, said Weimers. Winners will be invited to a cocktail reception with judges and sponsors at The 88, the downtown San Jose condominiums.
Here's a recap of the winners — and some of the best, and silliest, nominees. (A full list is at www.firstfest.org.)

Personal: Clyde P. Smith, the first black California Highway Patrol officer in San Jose and Santa Clara County. Although he died at only age 52, his son, Michael Capri Smith, is carrying on the family tradition — and a reproduction of his badge — as a San Jose police officer. 

Other "personal first" nominations included a toddler's theater performance, a local podiatrist's creation of a children's music album and a woman who mourned her first-ever layoff. The unofficial Unclear-On-The-Concept award went to the author of a second edition of a baby shower book.

Business and Tech: The integrated-circuits industry, which fostered such local firms as Fairchild Semiconductor, Signetics, Intel and others. 

The father of the silicon-firm family tree beat out such local favorites as the Los Gatos-based Macabee Gopher Trap ("the best known and most successful gopher trap in existence"), Hobee's Restaurant ("the first restaurant to make coffeecake a Silicon Valley signature item") and the Bean Spray Magic Pump, a pioneer of bug sprays.

Sports: San Jose State's Tommie Smith and John Carlos, who raised their gloved fists on the medal podium to protest injustice after winning the gold and bronze medals, respectively, at the Mexico City Olympics in 1968. 

Other nominees included BMX bike champions Rob Artigo and Ryan Nyquist, as well as Raquel Orneles, the first woman to row for four years at Santa Clara University.

Arts and Culture: Irene Dalis, San Jose's first internationally renowned opera star.

Other cultural claims to fame included San Jose's downtown ice skating rink (the first ice rink surrounded by palm trees) and a band named Panthelion, who nominated themselves as the first musicians to release material on USB flash drives. 

History: San Jose State University, the oldest institute of higher education on the West Coast.

You knew that, of course. But did you know that the world's first regularly scheduled commercial radio broadcasts came from downtown's Second Street? That Palo Alto's Becky Morgan was the first woman to wear pants on the state Senate floor?

Nominations are already open for next year's First Fest, said Weimers. 

"It's all fair game, from the personal to the earthshaking," Weimers said. "It will be next year's news."
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