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Outlook Cautiously Upbeat at SDBJ’s 
2022 Economic Trends Summit

ECONOMY: Experts Forecast Higher Interest Rates, Tight Labor Markets

 � By GEORGE LURIE

More than 200 people attended the 2022 
Economic Trends Summit, presented by 
the San Diego Business Journal and held 
Jan. 27 in La Jolla at the Hyatt Regency.

SDBJ Publisher Barb Chodos hosted 
the gathering and Mark Cafferty, CEO at 
the San Diego Regional EDC, moderated 
the two-hour event, which also included a 
panel discussion and presentations by key 

national and local business leaders.
This year’s keynote speaker, Michael 

Pugliese, VP and economist at Wells Far-
go, addressed the gathering via big-screen 
video after being forced to cancel his trip 
from the East Coat to San Diego because 
of the Omicron surge.

“Just like the rest of the United States, 
San Diego is grappling with the Omicron 
wave,” Pugliese said at the onset of  the 
event, which also included a breakfast. 

Pugliese said the Omicron surge “dis-
rupted the normalization process” that 
had begun after vaccines became wide-
ly available in 2021. Yet his overall out-
look for 2022 was cautiously optimistic, 
colored in part by the fact that the Omi-
cron surge appeared to be waning in late 
January.

After forecasting a “slower” Q1 because 
of Omicron, the Wells economist turned his 
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Excellos Launches to Speed Cell, 
Gene Therapy Innovation

LIFE SCIENCES: CDMO Led by San Diego Blood Bank Veterans 
 � By GEORGE LURIE 

San Diego-based Excellos, Inc., which 
was incubated within the San Diego Blood 
Bank (SDBB), announced its official cor-
porate launch in late January. The launch 
announcement also detailed the closing 

of  $15 million in growth funding from 
Telegraph Hill Partners (THP).

The new company boasts an experienced 
management team headed by the former 
CEO of the San Diego Blood Bank (SDBB).

“The launch of Excellos creates a sin-
gle commercial entity backed by the 

resources and infrastructure of the San 
Diego Blood Bank. This allows for direct 
focus on providing world-class products 
and services to the cell and gene ther-
apy industry,” Excellos CEO Dr. David 
Wellis told an industry publication at the 
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1859, Inc. Poised 
to Industrialize 
Medicine 
Discovery
BIOTECH: Company 
Raises $40M in Series A 
Funding Round 

 � By JEFF CLEMETSON 

Last week, drug discovery platform 
company 1859, Inc. came out of stealth 
with the announcement it had raised $40 
million in Series A 
financing for its 
mission to indus-
trialize new med-
icine discovery us-
ing artificial intel-
ligence and empir-
ical screening data 
at the pico-scale. 

The funding 
round was led by 
Northpond Ventures 
and OMX Ventures, 

Atlas, AHLA 
Offer Annual 
Hotel Reports
HOSPITALITY: County 
Adds More Than 700 
New Rooms in 2021

 � By KAREN PEARLMAN

San Diego County added five new ho-
tels with 717 rooms in 2021, the largest 
being the 226-room Seabird Resort in 
Oceanside, according to an end-year re-
port from hotel brokerage and research 
firm Atlas Hospitality Group.

 ¨Atlas page 56

 ¨1859 page 54
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The County of San Diego Black Chamber of Commerce (CSDBCC) is the premier hub for local Black
professionals. Our strong roots in the San Diego area can help you meet the people who could change the

course of your professional life.
 

Join the strength of our numbers and let’s grow together!

Ready to Move Forward?

Become a Member

Photo by Bob Hoffman Photography & Video
Mark Cafferty of EDC moderates the panel discussion of San Diego’s industry leaders at the 2022 Economic Trends event. 
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Message from Donna DeBerry
President and CEO
County of San Diego Black Chamber of Commerce

During Black History Month, on the heels of Martin Luther King Jr Day, we often find ourselves referring back 
to Dr. King’s words in search of comfort and resilience and to celebrate our progress as a nation. It’s tempting 
to feel complacent with our achievements when we look back on our history and see how far we have come. 
However, what we should be looking to celebrate is our potential to thrive in the present and the future. 
Against complacency, we can turn again to Dr. King’s words as guidance on how to shape a more just and 
prosperous future.  

Dr King described a vision wherein all the people of the world can share in the wealth of the earth because 
human decency will no longer permit poverty, hunger, and homelessness. With access to a historic 
abundance of wealth and resources, we have the chance to create positive change and lean into an inclusive 
future, wherein all are uplifted from poverty, hunger, and homelessness. Let’s seize the opportunity before us 
to create economic growth and prosperity for all people and businesses in San Diego County.   

The tips below can provide companies with concrete ways to help Black-owned businesses flourish: 

If you’d like to support Black businesses in San Diego, and you’re still not sure of where to start, contact the 
County of San Diego Black Chamber of Commerce for more guidance and information. You can email us at 
info@sdblackchamber.org or find us on Twitter at @CSDBlackChamber. Join us in our mission to create generational wealth 
through business enterprise, education, employment, and investments and together we 
can bring the spirit of Black History Month into the present and the future.  

Support community organizations - From my work with the County of San Diego Black Chamber of Commerce, 
I know that supporting community organizations can be one of the best ways to bolster Black owned businesses. 
CSDBCC and organizations like it act as a localized, centralized platform for Black-owned businesses to navigate 
the available resources and opportunities. Community organizations such as CSDBCC can provide grass roots 
insight into local needs as well as local talent.  

Mentor Black businesses and professionals - When you’re at the table, you have the chance to look around and 
see who doesn’t have a plate yet. When you have access to what you need to succeed, you have the chance to look 
around and see who could benefit from your acumen, from your knowledge, from your network and pull them up 
behind you. People become energized for their own success when they receive the boost they need to help them 
advance.  

Partner with Black organizations - A diversity of thought and experience is an asset to any enterprise. These 
partnerships are an opportunity for enrichment on both sides. Underrepresented groups do have valuable 
things to contribute to public life and to the success of any company. Don’t lose out by continuing to overlook 
opportunities to collaborate with Black organizations.  

Help Black owned businesses access capital - You need to have money to make money. The documented 
generational wealth gap puts Black-owned businesses at a distinct disadvantage because every business needs 
capital to start and to grow and Black entrepreneurs tend to begin their enterprise with less capital. Even a 
comparatively small grant from a corporation can have a transformative impact on the success of a developing 
business.  

Create an inclusion initiative at your organization - Attract, recruit, and retain people from underrepresented 
communities at every level from executives to support staff. Not only is it just and uplifting, but because diversity 
is vital to any thriving organization. Remember that retention is impossible unless each employee is treated with 
respect and consider appointing a Diversity Officer to ensure your company acts equitably.  

Champion local initiatives for fair housing and anti-homelessness - The days of considering homelessness a 
personal failing should be long behind us. No one can reach their full potential without confidence that they will 
have a safe and stable place to live.   

1. 

2.

3.

4.

5.

6. 
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President and CEO
Central San Diego Black Chamber of Commerce
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Lead the way to a healthier workplace culture.

Choose Better. Choose Kaiser Permanente.

As a leader, you’re uniquely positioned to influence the health of your employees. 
Making sure employees get the support they need to develop healthier lifestyles 
can positively impact your bottom line. Learn more at kp.org/choosebetter.
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Tropical Vegan Café: A Tropical Delight in La Mesa
 �By KAREN PEARLMAN

Food has always been a passion for 
Geannie Hyacinthe, a native of  South 
Florida who moved to San Diego with 
her family in 2009.

With a penchant for creating special-
ty Haitian dishes and a love for Carib-
bean food in general, Hyacinthe in the 
mid 2010s started participating in local 
events around San Diego County to sell 
different entrees and side dishes that 
she was making from scratch.

She was taken aback by conversations 
she had with many people she encoun-
tered while serving up meals.

“I found that at these events where 
I was making Caribbean-based street 
foods, I was getting a lot of  requests for 
vegan food,” the 25-year-old La Mesa 
resident said. “I wasn’t aware of  that 
type of  cuisine, but I decided I would 
experiment with different products.”

Fast forward to June 2019, when Hy-
acinthe’s Tropical Vegan Café was born, 
Caribbean food with a West Coast 
twist. It is now known for its “krab” 
legs and sliders, “seafood” boil, maple 
hash, fried “chick’n,” beachside tacos, 
power greens, garlic yucca fries, tropi-
cal fried rice and sweet boiled plantains.

Its online presence includes an Insta-
gram page where Hyacinthe shows off  
her creations in photographs. There are 
also entertaining, high-energy videos of 
her in the kitchen smiling, dancing and 
using a wooden spoon as a microphone.

When first considering ways to take 
animal products out of  the Caribbean 
staples she was familiar with, Hyacin-
the went to a variety of  vegan restau-
rants in San Diego. There she was able 
to get ideas about ways to use meat sub-
stitutes, such as seitan (vital wheat glu-
ten). She said in doing so, she became 

“really intrigued.”
She said she learned that “you can 

get the full food experience with the 
meat substitutes,” and that by using the 
right cooking techniques and methods 
of  marinating, the flavors and textures 
come together in the same way they 
would if  using something other than a 
plant-based protein.

Hyacinthe said she started doing re-
search on vegan food and that around 
the same time she noticed that when 
she cut out dairy and 
meat products in her 
own diet, the stomach 
cramps she had been 
experiencing for years 
“all of  a sudden went 
away.”

She said she contin-
ued to bring her cu-
linary skills to music 
events, charity fund-
raisers,  communi-
ty get-togethers and 
health & wellness 
fairs and noticed a 
large demand for the 
Caribbean food she 
knew how to make – 
and the transition in 
her business and her 
life started.

Making the switch to a vegan diet
“A little after a year after I started 

doing this business, I made the change 
in my diet,” she said. “That was the 
missing puzzle piece and it changed my 
life. For me, vegan cooking made me 
more intentional with what I am put-
ting into my body.”

Tropical Vegan Café is now a per-
sonal chef  company that also offers 
catering services. Hyacinthe does it all 

on her own – from client menu needs 
consultation to shopping for food and 
prep work, from creating and plating 
the food to cleaning the kitchen.

Hyacinthe said her favorite thing to 
cook is “anything new.”

“I look at cooking like an art chal-
lenge,” she said. “Some things work out, 
some things don’t, but being able to 
take that experience and those notes for 
improvement is one of  the best parts.”

Looking to help 
others in need

Hyacinthe said she 
was not able to secure 
government funding 
during the Covid-19 
pandemic and has 
been appreciative of 
businesses that help 
each other out during 
the current challeng-
ing times in the food 
service industry.

She also said she 
has been looking for 
ways to support Hai-
tians coming into the 
community, and ex-
pand Tropical Vegan 
Café so that she can 
provide opportunities 

for local refugees to work, helping them 
gain confidence and experience.

“I’m in the beginning stages of  mak-
ing it all come together,” she said. “My 
goal is to be a community resource for 
recycling opportunities and helping 
others.”

She said since moving to a vegan diet, 
her mood is better and her energy level 
has increased during the day.

“I love how after eating a meal, I get more 
energized as opposed to sluggish,” she said. 

“Feeling good goes along with doing more 
things with intention. Being intentional 
starts with food, and moves into what you’re 
watching and who you’re talking to.”

Keeping a pop-up going at events 
around the county is currently not in 
the plans. But she is working on offer-
ing takeout food and meals.

“My plan is hopefully to partner with 
a brewery or coffee shop and offer take-
out once or twice a week,” she said. “I 
have reached out to 50 different venues. 
On the top of  my list are some minori-
ty-owned businesses like Spacebar Café 
in La Mesa and Chula Vista Brewery.”

Hyacinthe said she hopes to be an 
internationally known vegan chef  in 
the future.

“I plan to be an inspiration and moti-
vation to those interested in making the 
switch to veganism or searching to ele-
vate their vegan cooking skills,” she said.” 
I love being able to share my knowledge 
through social media while being able to 
throw in some dance moves to brighten up 
my viewers’ day. All in all, I just want to 
share my love and passion for vegan cui-
sine, share my vegan experiences and mo-
tivate (people) to cook more plant-based 
meals.”�

FOUNDED: 2019
FOUNDER: Geannie Hyacinthe
BUSINESS: Vegan Caribbean- and Haitian-style food 
personal chef and catering
WEBSITE: https://www.tropicalvegancafe.com/
INSTAGRAM: https://www.instagram.com/
tropicalvegancafe/
NOTABLE: Many vegan dishes are made with seitan; 
a ¼-cup serving of vital wheat gluten (the main 
ingredient in seitan) has just over 100 calories and 
21 grams of protein

TROPICAL VEGAN  
CAFÉ

Geannie Hyacinthe 
Founder 

Tropical Vegan Café 

Photo courtesy Nahum Hyacinthe
Geannie Hyacinthe, founder of Tropical Vegan Cafe, and some of her food creations.
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GETTING F.A.N.C.Y. IN SAN DIEGO
 �By KAREN PEARLMAN

Nurturing and mentoring middle school 
and high school girls across San Diego 
County, helping them find their best paths 
in life is a passion for Tinesia Conwright.

Conwright in 2009 developed what she 
calls a “boots on the ground” nonprofit 
venture called Depositing Empowerment 
Through Outreach and Urban Redevelop-
ment. DETOUR seeks to inspire girls of 
color to find their way during a time in life 
when they are typically most vulnerable.

It has been successful, too – with more 
than 70 percent of its graduates going into 
Science Technology Engineering Arts and 
Mathematics (STEM) fields in college.

“Advancing eq-
uity and equality 
for people of  col-
or in leadership 
has to start as ear-
ly as possible,” 
she said. “It’s im-
portant that each 
girl sees that she 
is valuable and is 
here for a reason… 
and that taking ad-
vantage of oppor-
tunities is import-

ant if  you want to maximize your impact 
in the world.”

Conwright and a staff  of  four guide 
the girls from grades six through 12 to-
ward successful futures with DETOUR’s 
Focused And Naturally Confident Youth 
(F.A.N.C.Y.) program for teenage girls.

DETOUR/F.A.N.C.Y’s long vision is 
to see equity and inclusion for teen girls 
of  color in higher education and em-
ployment opportunities, especially in the 
STEM fields.

Internship program and 
Leadership academy

Four staff  members lead two com-
munity-based groups, the DE-
TOUR/F.A.N.C.Y. Ambassador Intern-
ship Program and DETOUR/F.A.N.C.Y. 
Teen Girls Leadership Academy.

The ambassador program helps place 
girls of  color into community-based in-
ternships.

“The paid internship program also al-
lows the girls to have an option to work 
for us on the F.A.N.C.Y. Teen Girl Expo, 
which is our workforce development 
piece,” Conwright said. “The goal is to 
give girls the self-esteem and confidence 
so they know they can go into leadership 
positions and change the world.”

The leadership academy seeks to con-
nect and empower girls of color with lead-
ership programs, creating higher awareness 
and further education. The academy also 
hosts empowerment events aimed toward 
increasing the self-esteem and confidence 
levels of girls. 

“We teach them life skills and how to 
conquer teenage hood,” Conwright said. 
“We hold workshops on healthy relation-
ships, conflict resolution and communi-
cation.”

On weekends, the group often goes on 
outings, from snowboarding to camping.

“We want them to have a safe space to 
form relationships with their peers,” Con-
wright said. “A lot of them go to schools 
where they may be the only black girl, 
that no one else looks like them on cam-
pus. They can feel at home with DETOUR 
support and feel comfortable, able to relate 
with other girls who know what that’s like.”

Seeking Corporate 
Sponsors and Partners

Working with the girls on foundational 
skills, DETOUR/F.A.N.C.Y. actively seeks 
corporate partnerships in what Conwright 
said is perhaps its most important link - 
providing a pipeline for girls of color into 
different industries.

While the group advocates for higher 
education, Conwright said it recognizes 
that college may not be for everyone.

Its annual report for 2020 said that 
despite the challenges of  COVID-19, it 
worked with 82 girls within the commu-
nity and at several public-school sites, al-
beit virtually.

During the pandemic, the program’s 
community outreach delivered “swag” 
bags to low-income apartment complex-
es in southeastern San Diego.

Its DETOUR/F.A.N.C.Y. in STEAM 
program allowed for Zoom training in 
technology activities, social media tuto-
rials and public speaking – all of  which 

culminated in a “Shark Tank”-like pitch 
event.

The nonprofit has also partnered in the 
past with Sylvan Learning Center for ex-
tra algebra assistance for girls in need and 
with SONY for a coding workshop or girls 
who wanted to learn about coding, robot-
ics and design.

Conwright said the program functions 
like an extended family and follows the 
paths of  program graduates to univer-
sities like SDSU, USC, UCLA, and UC 
Santa Cruz.

DETOUR/F.A.N.C.Y. has a presence 
and holds F.A.N.C.Y. meetings at three 
middle school campuses in San Diego 
County, Harley E. Knox Middle School, 
Horace Mann Middle School and Keiller 
Leadership Academy. Conwright said the 
group recently got a grant from the San 
Diego Foundation to work with 80 girls at 
Lincoln High School.

Conwright, 40, was born and raised in 
the southeastern part of San Diego. She 

attended elementary school in Hillcrest 
and remembers being one of  the only 
Black girls at school.

She said her mother became a foster 
parent when she was 8, and Conwright 
said the mentoring she did with those 
younger siblings naturally led to becom-
ing a mentor to young girls of  color in 
the community.

She said she was part of a youth dance 
group when she was going to Morse High 
School that helped her find purpose. She 
graduated with a public administration 
degree from San Diego State and earned 
a master’s degree in nonprofit manage-
ment and leadership from the University 
of San Diego.

She said she sees that sometimes girls of 
color feel like they’re just going through 
the motions and aren’t being heard, and 
concern about that keeps her focused on 
the work DETOUR/F.A.N.C.Y. is doing.

‘They Have a Voice, 
They are Important’

“We are teaching them that they do 
have a voice, they are important and that 
they do matter,” she said. “We help them 
take their lives a bit more seriously and 
show that they can have control over what 
they like and can create the future they 
want. 

“We want to be a resource for them… 
a bridge between families and programs 
that are available to them. It’s important 
because it’s easy for kids to today to fall 
into the shadows. We try to reach them in 
middle school because by high school you 
risk losing them.” �

FOUNDED: 2009
FOUNDER AND EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR: Tinesia 
Conwright
BUSINESS: Nonprofit
STAFF MEMBERS: Five
WEBSITE: http://detourempowers.org/
NOTABLE: The program has empowered more than 
1,000 girls since its inception.

DETOUR

Tinesia Conwright
Executive Director

DETOUR DETOUR/F.A.N.C.Y. staff members Chenel Slaughter (pink sweatshirt) and Tara Madden (rust colored long sweater) with girls at Jackie Robinson 
YMCA

Tinesia Conwright with girls in the DETOUR/F.A.N.C.Y. class on Monday, Feb. 7 at Jackie 
Robinson YMCA in San Diego



When Cal State San Marcos colleagues see Leon 

Wyden strolling through Craven Hall as the work day 

is beginning, few likely know that he already has been 

awake for several hours. 

Wyden rises every morning at precisely 4:20 a.m., and 

he does so without the aid of a blaring alarm clock. If that 

weren’t striking enough, each weekday he goes to the 

Crunch Fitness gym in San Marcos by the time it opens at 

5 for a long, vigorous workout composed of cardio training 

and weightlifting. He hits the gym on both weekend days 

as well, but that’s not until 7 – only because Crunch doesn’t 

open until then on Saturdays and Sundays. 

“I’m trying to talk the management to open at 5 on 

weekends,” Wyden said with a smile. “Just give me a key. 

I’ll open for you.” 

It’s that level of self-discipline and work ethic that 

Wyden is bringing to his role as CSUSM’s vice president 

of Finance and Administrative Services. 

As the head of FAS, Wyden oversees a division that 

is composed of 240 employees and six subdivisions: 

administration, business and fi nancial services, facilities 

development and management, human resources, the 

university police department, and the CSUSM Corporation. 

Like about half of those studying at CSUSM, Wyden 

is a fi rst-generation college student. The son of parents 

from rural Tennessee who moved to Detroit as part of the 

Great Migration so his father could work in a Ford auto 

factory, Wyden was indoctrinated with the belief that 

education was a “golden key.” 

“I think my background gives me a great perspective 

on what our students are going through,” Wyden 

said. “Because my parents didn’t have the college 

experience, they couldn’t help me. I 

was very much on my own. There are so 

many impediments to learning if you’re 

a first-generation kid. For so many 

of them, this is their way out, and I’m 

happy to do my part to help them on 

their journey.” 

As CSUSM’s director for Service Learning 

and Civic Engagement, Rochelle Smarr 

advocates for applied-learning programs 

that connect students to meaningful 

community engagement opportunities 

that foster active citizenship in one’s 

community, locally and globally. Smarr 

also implements the CSUSM Civic 

Action Plan and develops new programs 

that help students discover their agency 

and influence.  

Smarr began her career as a labor 

organizer in Philadelphia, Chicago and 

Fresno and was a community organizer 

in New York. She went on to work at 

the City College of New York as the 

program manager for the Partners for 

Change Fellowship. She has also worked 

at Cornell University as the assistant 

director of Engaged Leadership and as 

the associate director for Penn’s College 

Achievement Program and the Pre-

Freshman Program at the University of 

Pennsylvania. 

Smarr serves as a member of the 

Board of Directors for the International 

Association for Research on Service 

Learning and Community Engagement, 

bringing additional diversity to the team 

as a mid-career professional. Smarr also 

is a member of the San Diego chapter 

of the League of Women Voters and the 

director of Diversity Recruitment and 

Campus/University Relations for the Del 

Mar-Leucadia chapter of the American 

Association of University Women.  

Smarr earned her bachelor’s in English 

from San Jose State and master’s in 

Educational Leadership, Politics, and 

Advocacy from New York University, 

both with honors. Currently, she is an 

educational doctoral candidate at UC 

San Diego and California State University 

San Marcos. 

Rochelle Smarr
Director of Service Learning 

& Civic Engagement

FINANCE AND ADMINISTRATIVE SERVICES VICE 
PRESIDENT IS EARLY TO RISE – AND HARD AT WORK 

C e l e b r a t i n g  B l a c k  E x c e l l e n c e  a t  C S U S M

THE POWER OF 
VOICE AND VISIBILITY

As the head of FAS, Wyden oversees a division that 

is composed of 240 employees and six subdivisions: 

their journey.” 

CHECK OUT ALL THE EVENTS 
THIS MONTH AT CSUSM
bit.ly/CSUSMBEM22

READ THE 
FULL STORY 

C e l e b r a t i n g  B l a c k  E x c e l l e n c e  a t  C S U S M

Leon Wyden
Vice President, Finance & Administrative 
Services and Chief Financial O�  cer

MEET THE LEADER
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Altipiano Vineyard & Winery: A Little Bit of Italy in Escondido
 �By KAREN PEARLMAN

Denise Clarke has taken a unique path over 
the years on her way to guiding a top boutique 
vineyard and winery with a tasting room, bar-
rel room, crush facility and four guest rooms 
in Escondido.

Clarke grew up a spunky tomboy in the 
southeast part of the city of San Diego. She 
ran track & field at Crawford High and played 
shortstop -- not for a softball team but on a 
girls baseball team -- and spent her senior year 
at Dorsey High in Los Angeles.

She put in nearly seven years in the Unit-
ed States Air Force starting in the mid-1970s. 
She worked in Human Resources for the fed-
eral government for more than 15 years, start-
ing in Sacramento and landing in Georgia be-
fore eventually making it back to San Diego 
County in 1985.

Clarke initially met her husband of 30 years, 
Peter Clarke, through a personal ad she an-
swered in a local San Diego newspaper back 
in 1990. Clark, 85, is a native of the Gross-
mont-Mount Helix area with deep roots in 
East County.

Now in her mid-60s, Denise Clarke is fi-
nally and firmly planted with Peter along the 
paths she most prefers, amongst the acres of 
vineyards tucked in the cozy hills and valleys 
of the North County countryside.

It is there where she heads Altipiano Vine-
yard & Winery, an Italian-inspired site with ter-
raced gardens, fountains, pieces of art, several 
large patio areas with ample seating, many with 
majestic views of the vineyard and beyond. 

It also has the distinction of being the only 
Black female-owned winery in Southern Cal-
ifornia. She is one of about a dozen female 
vintners in San Diego County.

Far removed from her life in the city and with 
government, Clarke lives on the sprawling 5-acre 
property of Altipiano with Peter, two dogs and 
several cats. A daughter from her first marriage, 
Tonesha, and Tonesha’s four children, live in 
their own home on the private estate.

Clarke and her attorney husband planted 
the vineyard in 2008 and Altipiano opened for 
the public four years later.

Popular spot to enjoy the 
San Pasqual Valley views

The winery is open on Saturdays and Sun-
days, with open patio seating outdoors and 
careful attention paid to Covid-19 health pro-
tocols. The venue is open by reservation only 
and typically draws about 50 people per day to 
enjoy the wine, light snacks, conversation and 
beautiful views of the San Pasqual Valley area.

For the past 10 years, she has overseen the 
growing of grapes on more than 4,000 vines, 
producing Italy-inspired varietals, including 
petite Syrah, Cabernet Sauvignon, Brunello 
Sangiovese and Barbera.

Clarke said she has been fascinated with 
winemaking for a long 
time, the growing of 
grapes “seemed like mag-
ic.” She said the artistry 
and science of winemak-
ing also appeals to her.

And according to data 
she has gleaned through 
some genealogical dig-
ging, Clarke is not the first 
in her family to dabble in 
turning fruit to wine.

“My father’s grand-
mother was a winemaker 
in Oklahoma,” Clarke said. 
“My father always had a 
very impeccable palate. 
You often wonder where 
something attracted you 
to it, and you often won-
der where it comes from. 
Sometimes it’s something deep inside you.”

The meaning of “Altipiano”
Altipiano, which means plateau in Italian, 

was randomly plucked out of a dictionary by 
Peter, who was seeking the perfect word to de-
scribe their venue, according to Denise Clarke.

The couple bought the property in 1998, 
and the site originally had 900 avocado trees 
that fruited plentifully for years. But the Octo-
ber 2007 Witch Creek Fire tore through their 
acres of trees, scorched their land and left all 
but their home barren.

“Little did we know a devastating fire would 
repaint what it looks like,” she said. “Every-
thing happens for a reason, but this was defi-
nitely the hardest journey.”

Almost serendipitously, an overseas trip sev-
eral months before seemingly laid the ground-
work for what was to come on the property in 
the blaze’s aftermath.

The Clarkes had traveled to Tuscany in 
March of 2007 to celebrate her birthday, and 
Denise Clarke said there she fell in love with 
the countryside.

“I was drawn to the elegance of the country-
side, the beauty of it,” Clarke said. “You could 
look at it and just feel there was a story to be 

told. The food there was 
out of this world and the 
wines were simply amaz-
ing. There was definite-
ly an attraction for me 
about it.”

She said she moved 
forward with having the 
property’s soil analyzed 
for her plan to create her 
own piece of Italy in Es-
condido, and so the new 
career began.

Clarke said people of-
ten mistakenly comment 
that it is her husband, 
who is White, that is the 
winemaker.

“I realize that because 
of who I am, the oddity 
that I am, I might serve 

as a role model, and I am proud of that,” she 
said. “It has been such a humbling experience. 
I had to start this at age 54, and I’m still writ-
ing my story.”

She said there was only one question that 
came to mind about being the only Black fe-
male winemaker and vineyard owner “between 
here and Napa.”

The big question: ‘Well, why not? 
… Failure is not an option’

“Well, why not?” she said, laughing. 
“We didn’t start out saying I’m going to be 

a vintner,” she said. “I know that I’m an odd-
ity and a rarity but I would say that more im-
portantly, failure was not an option. The way 
we lived on the property, we had to do some-
thing with it.”

Clarke said people didn’t take her seriously 
at first when she said she was going to become 
a winemaker, but Altipiano has won myriad 
awards over the years, including 

She said she has a true passion for wine, a 
love for creating.

“I look at myself as a conductor, and lis-
tening to my symphony and mother nature 
is the best,” she said. “To me winemaking is 
hard. For others it may be easy but it is a lot 
on your plate.

“I get one time a year to bring in the har-
vest, praying on it that you don’t screw up!”

Clarke said people have asked her about 
retiring and her answer is, “Retire? And do 
what?”

“We need to be doing something, and some-
thing that you love,” she said. “I love what I 
do and I love seeing people come up here and 
have a good time. I love people enjoying what 
we’re blessed with. 

“Peter and I, all we need is the kitchen, the 
laundry room and the bedroom. Other than 
that, it’s meant to be enjoyed by family and 
friends. We created something beautiful for 
other people to enjoy. We are enjoying our lives. 
At the end of the day, I’m grateful I can look 
around and see what we’ve accomplished. �

Photo by Karen Pearlman
Visitors (from left to right) Adam Winter of Kensington, Ray Apodaca of Bankers Hills and Jay Warren of San Marcos with Denise Clarke

FOUNDED: 2008 (Opened to public in 2012)
OWNER: Denise Clarke
LOCATION: 20365 Camino Del Aguila, Escondido
HOURS: Noon to 6 p.m. Saturday and Sunday
RESERVATIONS: Made through Open Table, 21 and 
up only, dogs welcome
NOTABLE: Altipiano has a Wine Club, in which 
members can join free and receive special offers 
and discounts on their wine. They also have four 
guest rooms on site of the main house, each with 
separate entrances.

ALTIPIANO  
VINEYARD & WINERY

Denise Clarke 
Owner 

Altipiano Vineyard & Winery
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genomic changes that contribute 
to each patient’s unique cancer. 

For more information, visit:  
www.FoundationMedicine.com

San Diego Business Journal Ad_Ad 1_Corp Comms_V1.indd   1San Diego Business Journal Ad_Ad 1_Corp Comms_V1.indd   1 2/9/22   12:50 PM2/9/22   12:50 PM

www.sdbj.comFEBRUARY 14, 2022   19  

Building Inclusive and
Diverse Community
Clark Construction is committed to advancing inclusion 
and diversity for our company, our industry, and our 
communities. We embrace the opportunity to make a 
meaningful and positive impact by creating an inclusive 
and respectful workplace, supporting small businesses 
and workforce development, and giving back through 
community service.



Pickens Creative Taps Entrepreneur's Storytelling and Strategic Talents
 �By KAREN PEARLMAN

A six-year stint in the United States Navy 
landed Gabrielle Pickens in San Diego.

Running her own independent communica-
tions company has kept the Chicago native here.

Pickens, 31, heads the aptly named Pickens 
Creative LLC, a public relations consultancy 
for professional women, specializing in media 
relations, brand building and storytelling that 
increases visibility and authority for women 
leaders. 

Pickens specializes in public relations strate-
gy, integrated marketing strategy, media pitch-
ing, copywriting, editing, proofreading, website 
rebranding and podcast PR and production.

Her clients have had their needed commu-
nications and information placed in Business 
Insider, Yahoo! Finance, Parents.com (the on-
line version of Parents magazine), in USA To-
day, Vogue and as part of the PBS News Hour 
website.

Pickens studied journalism at Northern Il-
linois University but left early to join the mili-
tary, where she started off as a ship handler in 
the U.S. Navy beginning in 2013. Her experi-
ences included learning about budgets, event 
management – and even how to drive the ship.

“For me, joining the military was not a pa-
triotic decision,” she said. “Literally it was just 
an escape from current circumstances. For me 
it was a stepping stone.”

“Yes, I learned how to get up at 6 and tie 
my boots,” Pickens said. “I learned a lot about 
teamwork. I learned about hard work. I learned 
about working with people that you don’t nec-
essarily like, but you learn that if you don’t 
work together in the military, people die. You 
develop the idea that work doesn’t end at 4 

p.m. You develop these strong characteristics 
for leadership.”

At one time, she recalled saying to herself, 
“This is not what I want. I’m looking for more.” 
She eventually got her degree in public rela-
tions/marketing from the University of Arizo-
na’s global program.

“My journey has been 
spontaneous, but I feel 
like a serendipitous theme 
goes through it,” she said. 
“Everything that has hap-
pened so far and has led 
me to this point has been 
connected.”

Her last Navy stop be-
fore transferring to Cali-
fornia in 2019 was at Wal-
ter Reed National Military 
Medical Center in Bethes-
da, Md.

Once she “officially sep-
arated” from the military 
she took an internship at 
EQ Studios in Barrio Lo-
gan and “hit the ground 
running.”

She said she ran the camera, learned how to 
produce video and do post-production work. 
She said she learned skills that helped her start 
her consulting PR firm.

“My journey to entrepreneurship was not 
linear but it was interesting,” Pickens said. “I 
didn’t have a problem with the (Covid-19) pan-
demic shutting people out of work in 2020 be-
cause I was already working remotely. I was 
already shifting to try to find out how I would 
start a new life, a new career. For me, entrepre-
neurship was a necessity. I did not want to go 

out and find a new job.”
In addition to running the PR company 

and as a mother to a newborn baby, Pickens 
also finds the time to host a podcast specifical-
ly seeking to raise the profile of women in the 
military service.

Pickens said that Black 
women are overrepresent-
ed in the military. She said 
Black women make up 26 
percent of all female ac-
tive duty U.S. military 
members – yet are only 
16 percent of all women 
in America. 

She cites a 2016 publi-
cation in the New England 
Journal of Public Policy -- 
“Desperate Choices: Why 
Black Women Join the 
U.S. Military at Higher 
Rates than Men and All 
Other Racial and Ethnic 
Groups.” A 2020 demo-
graphics profile reported 
by Military OneSource, 
part of the U.S. Depart-

ment of Defense’s network of support for the 
military community backs up the New England 
journal findings.

Pickens’ podcast, “The Mindful Military” 
(Mindful Military (themindfulmilitary.com) seeks 
to inspire military women and their supporters 
to grasp their economic independence, mental 
healing and spiritual liberation.

“When I got out of the military, I said, ‘I 
don’t want to do anything I’m not passionate 
about,’” Pickens said. “I thought what can I do? 
What are my strengths? I thought about PR, 

because then I can still write, I can still talk to 
people, I can partner with other women, busi-
nesswomen, professional women. That’s what 
I wanted to do with my life.”

She said as a woman who meditates regu-
larly and tries to live a mindful life, she said she 
was seeking to understand the bigger picture 
and had conversations with herself about how 
to go about it. 

Pickens said that she believes her success has 
much to do with her mindset.

“According to the statistics, the Black female 
veteran should be the low man on the totem 
pole. But that doesn’t mean anything. You have 
to believe in yourself. Release the expectations, 
the trauma, the shame and take care of your 
mental health. Do what you can to light up 
your little corner of the world.”

The podcast also began as a way of trying 
to process and understand her military expe-
rience, Pickens said. 

“The military podcast is my ode to Black 
veterans and women,” Pickens said. “When we 
hear ‘Veterans Day,’ we think about older men. 
But we are not all 60- and 70-year old World 
War II veterans. We are people who look like 
me. There are fresh-faced entrepreneurs, wom-
en, mothers, high ranking in military, doing 
excellent work.”  �
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Nasara Gargonnu: San Diego’s Fitness Fanatic
 �By KAREN PEARLMAN

During the week, Nasara Gargonnu is a 
physical education teacher at Morse High 
School – where he was named Teacher of 
the Year in 2019 – running kids through 
the gamut of all things fitness.

But after the school day is over and on 
weekends, the New York native is… still 
running kids – plus adults – through the 
gamut of all-things fitness.

At 53, Gargonnu seems to have endless 
amounts of energy, if  not time. By himself  
for years he has been keeping the cardio-
vascular systems of hundreds of San Di-
egans in top condition.

If  he looks familiar, it is because Gar-
gonnu for years has also been an ambas-
sador at several local running events, in-
cluding the Fit Foodie 5K, the Hot Choc-
olate 15K (in San Diego on March 20 this 
year and also is held on different dates 
nationwide), the SoCal Reso-
lution Run and the San Diego 
Half Marathon. 

He is the perpetually upbeat 
guy warming up runners at 6 
a.m. before early morning rac-
es with an undeniably positive 
demeanor. He is also an exer-
cise lead for other races around 
the country, including San 
Francisco and New Orleans.

Gargonnu also runs on his 
own time – and also runs his 
own business, called Sirius Fit-
ness. He has been a “Live Well San Di-
ego” official partner with the county of 
San Diego since 2015 and is a group ex-
ercise instructor at several YMCA sites.

The married father of  two 
high-school age sons, Gargon-
nu landed in San Diego during 
(and after) a four-year stint in 
the U.S. Navy, where he was a 
postal clerk.

He started attending San 
Diego City College and stud-
ied general education classes, 
but left for Atlanta, seeking 
the “black experience” that he 
said he felt was missing in San 
Diego.

While in Georgia, he start-
ed going to a workout gym and said he 
got a job at the gym “making sure peo-
ple do things right” while exercising. He 
said he started bringing in his own music 

to replace the classical music that blast-
ed out of the speakers, and by doing so, 
changed the vibe of the gym.

“I don’t know exactly how it happened,” 
Gargonnu said. “I brought in a CD with 
upbeat, booty-shaking music, 2 Live Crew, 
but clean, and everybody seemed to start 
liking it.”

He got a job at Kinko’s (now FedEx 
Office) and transferred back to Califor-
nia, coming back to San Diego for good 
in 1999. 

Starting the African Student 
Union at San Diego City College

He went back to San Diego City Col-
lege where he started the African Student 
Union with Makena, who would later 

become his wife, and eventually gradu-
ated from San Diego State with a degree 
in kinesiology.

Gargonnu said that while he worked at 
the gym in Atlanta, he did step aerobics, 
and kept taking similar classes in San Di-
ego and said that his vocal presence often 
landed him in front of the class as a leader.

He eventually got certification to teach 
cardio fitness classes through American 
Council on Exercise. He began to teach 
classes for corporations and eventually 
that led him to found Sirius Fitness.

He also is the captain of the local San 
Diego Black Men Run running group. 
The group counts more than 700 Afri-
can-American male members who live 
throughout San Diego County, he said.

On Feb. 5 the group took part in the 
city of San Diego Black Employees As-
sociation’s 5K run dedicated to seeking 
justice for Breonna Taylor. Taylor was the 
Black medical worker who was shot and 
killed by police in a botched raid inside   
her Louisville, Ky., apartment in March 
2020. �

FOUNDED: 2009
FOUNDER: Nasara Gargonnu
BUSINESS: Fitness for individuals and groups
WEBSITE: http://siriuswellness-nasara.blogspot.com/
FACEBOOK: https://www.facebook.com/
CoachNasaraGargonnu/
NOTABLE: Founder Nasara Gargonnu’s entire 
education as a youth was in Catholic schools in 
New York.

SIRIUS FITNESS

Nasara Gargonnu 
Owner

Sirius Fitness

Photo courtesy of Makena Gargonnu
Fitness class participants with Nasara Gargonnu.

FOUNDER: Gabrielle Pickens
FOUNDED: 2019
WEBSITE: https://www.gabriellepickens.com
OTHER ENDEAVOR: Mindful Military LLC (podcast)
NOTABLE: After serving six years in the U.S. Navy, native 
Chicagoan Gabrielle Pickens now lives in National City.

PICKENS CREATIVE LLC

Gabrielle Pickens 
Founder 

Pickens Creative LLC 
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