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  Retired international airline pilots are not paricularly known for being razzle-dazzle free 

spirits. They're more likely to be buttoned down, straight arrows who keep their sizable 

retirement nest eggs in solid money market accounts and sure-thing stocks-or, these days 

under the mattress. But that's not how Kevin Brown's life worked out when he retired in 

1996 after more than 30 years as a 747 Captain with Pan Am and Delta. 

 

  With his feet planted firmly in mid-air, Brown executed a 180 degree turn from the 

cockpit control panel and, using the other half of his brain (left side: mathematicians, and 

airline pilots; right side: dreamers and artists) became-the Gertrude Stein of North Beach, 

if you will. How did this against-the-brain transition occur? 

 

  Now 71, Kevin has been exercising his creative juices with paint and brush since he was 

a child. His father was a Navy officer and the family moved around a lot-from Alton, 

Illinois where Kevin was born, to Washington D.C. where he finished high school. Then 

later he attended Arizona State University in Tempe on a scholarship and majored in Art. 

But, realizing he would have to earn a living, he also took pilot training and wound up 

spending five years flying for the Air Force- It was a logical step for a future airline pilot 

but not for an artist. 

 

  Nevertheless, today, his abstract oils and acrylics sell for $500 to $7,000 and in recent 

years his work has been displayed in one man and group shows in the U .S. and in 

Europe. He calls his work "old fashioned modernism."  "I have had many artistic 

influences. Quite often an earlier artist is going to make his or her presence known to me. 

Right now I'm experimenting and reaching out for something new, but I still can't jump 

over shadows," he says. 

 

  Something new for Kevin consists of large, bold canvases with a lot of built-in tension. 

Wildly leaping abstracts with heavy strokes and splashes of intense color streaking 

around here and there. Other paintings depict monumental black squares and rectangles 

angled against stark white backgrounds- somewhat reminiscent of Mark Rothkd's highly-

valued colored panels.  These days Kevin is justifiably proud of a painting he completed 

on the 50th anniversary of the death of Henri Matisse (November 4, 2004) that was 

purchased not long ago by a professor at Cambridge University in England and now 

hangs in a meeting room of that university's business school. If there was an influence on 

that one lurking back there somewhere it might have been Joan Miro. 

 



  Since we may have evoked a state of puzzlement earlier with the Gertrude Stein 

comparison, here's amplification: Kevin Brown has become an important benefactor of 

artistic expression in the North Beach neighborhood just as Stein was in Paris. Brown 

operates an art gallery-Stein would have insisted on calling it an atelier -on Upper Grant 

Avenue. He calls the gallery Live Worms and it's on the site of the old Figoni Hardware, 

a neighborhood landmark dating back to the early 1900s. Here, Kevin not only paints and 

displays his own work but offers the space for aspiring young painters to hang their work 

and for readings by local writers. 

 

  Kevin Brown is a modest and mild-mannered North Beach character in a neighborhood 

ripe with loopy characters that are frequently not modest or mild-mannered. And, he has 

added a high degree of renewed excitement and color to Upper Grant Avenue--just the 

kind of pizzazz that complements nearby quirky shops, bars and coffeehouses. These few 

short blocks are beginning to remind us of the era of the Beats when North Beach 

celebrated itself and was a center for artistic expression that swept around the world. 

 

  So what was the route from international airline pilot to North Beach artistic benefactor? 

How did this happen? Well, back in 1971 Kevin and his wife Marianne a former airline 

flight attendant bought a house in San Francisco's Cow Hollow. They lived there off and 

on when they weren't traveling. Then, one day about six years ago, having settled down a 

bit, Kevin was strolling along Upper Grant Avenue in search of inspiration-what else? 

 

  And indeed inspiration appeared in the form of the empty Figoni Hardware space at 

1345 Grant Avenue-adjacent to what is now Shinmin Li's custom cake shop, I Dream of 

Cake, at 1351. The old Figoni Hardware occupied both sites with an interior pass 

through. 

 

  "I'd been thinking of finding a place where I could paint and hang my work, and here it 

was; Kevin says." I made a deal with the landlord Teresa Dunn and suddenly I had a 

studio and gallery. Later, when I was cleaning out the place I found an old slate 

blackboard with the words" Live Worms" chalked on it. It was true serendipity. Figoni 

once sold live bait for local fishermen. What a great name for my gallery, I thought."  

 

And so the former airline pilot opened Live Worms in 2003, hung some of his own 

paintings and sold a few. Soon he got his bright idea to make the space available for other 

artists-painters and poets came to mind. "I decided I would charge them a small fee for 

the use of the space and if they sold anything I would not it take a commission;' he says. 

 

  Kevin established a modest scale of fees for use of the gallery-$150 per day during 

weekdays, $250 per day on weekends and $750 for Friday, Saturday and Sunday. The 

concept worked and soon Live Worms was busy. It began attracting those with art on 

their minds and a few bucks in their jeans. They came not only from the neighborhood 

but from around the city and from other strange places like Sausalito, Bolinas and even 

across the Bay in Gertrude Steins Oakland. And, at least on days when Live Worms had a 

showing, foot traffic increased on Upper Grant. Since Live Worms opened, it has not 

only displayed the work of Kevin Brown but also of young painters from the nearby San 



Francisco Art Institute over on Chestnut. Also Ronald Sauer and Rebecca Peters, North 

Beach collage artists who consider themselves a community resource, take over the Live 

Worms space regularly for group shows and display their own work with that of local 

modernist artists George Long, Roger Strobel, Rosemary Manno, Jack Freeman Mery 

Bernard, Fanny Renoir and others. These have been highly successful and average more 

than 20 sales per show. 

 

  Still other artists-these employing the power of the printed word-like Jack Hirschman, 

San Francisco's Poet Laureate, George Tsongas, the poet whose home base is just down 

the street at Caffe Trieste and who has written an opus called The Trieste Chronicles, and 

Herbert Gold, prolific San Francisco-based writer of novels, memoirs and essays, have 

drawn enthusiastic crowds during readings at Live Worms. 

 

  It seems that what we may have here is a case of homegrown artistic mystique 

intersecting with the neighborhood bars and coffeehouses and sparking a renewed 

bohemian energy in North Beach. 

 

  Now, if we could only talk Allen Ginsberg's spirit into coming back and reading Howl 

at Live Worms things would really be looking up. 

 

  Ernest Beyl is a North Beach-based writer whose work has appeared in neighborhood 

publications as well as in national magazines. He is presently working on a book 

tentatively called Sketches from a North Beach Journal. This essay on Live Worms will 

find its way into that book. 


