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As is true for many American homeowners, Toni Cunningham sees her multihued mid-century home as a source of

pride and pleasure. But unlike most of our homes, hers serves a rare community function. “It's been incredible,” she
says. "People come and knock on my door. They tell me stories. It's just been a very healing presence in the

neighborhood.”

If you're imagining that Cunningham has gotten all this response for her rare architecture or fancy landscaping, think
again. What distinguishes her San Francisco home is a large mural of the Virgin of Guadalupe, the patron saint of
Mexico, floating over the words "Amor y Paz"on the wall next to her garage door. Alongside the driveway, a long flower

box overflowing with a motley array of blossoms bears the words ‘No guerra.”

It's no secret that the rise of real estate prices and the fall of the Twin Towers have created a perfect storm for
domestic nesting. Taking care of our homes offers us a rare sense of sanctuary in an increasingly scary world. The
wars in Afghanistan and Iraqg, along with ubiquitous easy credit and the utopian branding of so many home products
have only fomented our passion for all things residential. Can't stop the bombs? Buy a new couch instead! Feel
powerless about global warming? Subscribe to Dwell and plan that green remodel. Don't have the money? Here's an

equity loan!

But recently I've noticed a few homes put to an all together different purpose. Not as shelter, or investment, not even

as pride-in-ownership. But as political statements. Welcome to the small planet of antiwar real estate.

Across the country, ordinary homeowners have long made their lawns the pitching ground for signage that speaks
their owner's mind. Many such political houses have become a source of community controversy. David Quinly in

Prairie Village, Kan., sought help from the ACLU after the city ticketed him for posting a large sign on his front lawn
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which read: "Dubya — End the occupation. Stop murdering the poor in Iraq and help the poor in New Orleans!" Many
homeowners in condo developments have been forced to remove the political signs from windows and lawns or face
steep fines from their home owners association. (California has a statute which protects the resident's right to free

speech.)

In the Bay Area the most famous antiwar lawn isn't connected to a home at all. On a private hillside overlooking the
Lafayette BART station, thousands of wooden crosses stand as memorials to American soldiers killed in Irag. The site
of protests both for and against the war, the crosses have become the center of a fierce debate about free speech,

property values and what constitutes respectful protest.

Performance artist and presidential candidate Frank Moore's bright purple North Berkeley home has borne various
antiwar messages for the past four years. Currently, the home sports a neon peace sign in the window, a giant "War is
Terrorism” sign, along with his campaign signs. Although some people hated the purple paint job, Moore says that the
response to the antiwar signage has been very positive: "People in cars back up to get a better look,” he told me via e-
mail. "People come by to take photos. People always brighten up, smile. A lot of people thank us. People who take

BART tell us they look at our house everyday.”

Other protesting homeowners take a slightly less overt approach. By displaying a vivid idiosyncratic paint job and the
virgin, Toni Cunningham has made her home not simply a sanctuary for herself, but for her neighbors. "When | bought
the home in 1995," she said, "l decided | wanted it to be sacred space. If there's anyway we can counter the isolation,

the aggressiveness of what's going on outside, we should.”

Cunningham, an ESL teacher at City College of San Francisco, said she's not sure why she chose to put the image on
her home. "I'm not Catholic, but after | visited Mexico and saw images of her there, | kept seeing her on the house," she
said. The painting of Guadalupe predates the war, though as she's added details, the home has come to carry an
antiwar message. When she received a tax rebate from President Bush in 2001, she commissioned the painting from
an artist named Rick Price, but it didn't go up until after Sept. 11. Cunningham added the words "Amor y Paz,"though
traditionally these are not words accompanying the Virgin's image. A couple of years later she added the Spanish
antiwar message to the flower box as a subtle critique of our current green mania: 'l really feel that all this talk about
being green is great but the biggest eco-terrorism going on is the bombing and the military. If we could just stop

that."

"What's struck me is that the house has attracted so many kind of people,” she said. ‘It's all ages and backgrounds,
not just Catholics.” She describes an old Japanese gentleman who recently had a stroke shuffling by, giving her a
thumbs-up. Latino Catholics touch the painting on the way to church. Other people visiting the hospital nearby

sometimes end up on her doorstep with their story and their grief. | take them inside and give them tea,"” she said.

One runaway teen from Mexico who was sleeping behind a Dumpster on the City College campus strung out on drugs

saw the painting and fell down on his knees and started crying. "l ended up feeding him breakfast and learned he was
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this incredible rapper. | gave him a book and told him to keep writing no matter what." Two years later he returned for

a visit. "He was all cleaned up and working for an organization that helped homeless youth.”

Another local home has chosen to communicate an antiwar statement entirely through a piece of art. Four years ago,
Judy Starbuck-Sorro mounted one of her paintings to the front wall of her Victorian home on Virginia Street in Bernal
Heights. It depicts a Byzantine-style Madonna and child, veiled in Muslim wear. In the background bombs seem to be
falling; a tear is falling down the Madonna's cheek. Floating around the central figures are hooded figures on crucifixes,
reminiscent of the torture methods at Abu Ghraib. Done as one of a series of multicultural Madonna and child
paintings which emphasize the universality of mother and child, this one seemed to be the most relevant to the war

in Iraq.

Although the dark, foreboding piece is a far cry from an overflowing window box or a bit of decorative trim, Starbuck-
Sorro says she's received an overwhelmingly positive response. "At one point | took it down to repaint the house,” she

said. "And | got all these notes: 'Please put it back up.” One Saturday morning she heard a lot of noise outside and she

emerged in her pajamas to see a crowd of 75 people looking at the piece with a woman from the Sierra Club giving a

little lecture about it.

Visiting these homes, | can't help but wonder: What's keeping the rest of us from expressing ourselves through our
houses? It doesn't have to be an antiwar statement, or even a political statement. Sure, perhaps most people don't
want strangers knocking on their door with stories of grief. Others may not want their neighbors to be angry at them.
But in a time when we feel our votes hardly count, our elected officials don't listen, it's intriguing to think that our
houses might be more than our biggest investment and our greatest preoccupation: They might even help us live

according to our own beliefs.

But as Cunningham has noticed, it's not an idea that most people even think possible. "People stop me in the street
and ask, 'You can actually do that?' and | say, sure, you don't have to stay grey and beige and think about property

values. It's your house, make it yours."
Oct 12,2007
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