Frank Gutierrez outside what is now Salinas Men's Residential Program.
Photo Credit: The Salinas Californian, 1985.

Growing up, my understanding of my great-uncle, Uncle Frank, and my uncle, Uncle Bob, was
simple: they were large, deeply loved men who cared for others. As a child, | knew they were
counselors, and | knew they used to have a problem with alcohol, but | was entirely blind to the
architecture of addiction. | did not understand how the brutal experience of hitting bottom, and the
immense courage it took for Uncle Frank to finally accept his need for recovery, was the exact thing
that shaped him into a man who could serve others.

It was not until | was thirty-one, sitting in the pews at Uncle Frank’s funeral in 2006, that the full
magnitude of his legacy—and my own reality—collided.

At thirty-one, | was ten years into what would ultimately become a twenty-year journey living under
the suffocating pressure and shame of active addiction. | sat in that chapel carrying a heavy, private
quiet, looking toward the front of the room where Uncle Frank’s life was mapped out from the
podium by three distinct voices. First, his adult son spoke, offering the honest, complicated
perspective of a child who grew up in the shadow of addiction’s early wreckage, while still honoring
the redemption of his father's later years. Then a gang member, heavily tattooed wept in gratitude
as he crediting Uncle Frank with saving his life. Finally, Sun Street Center founder Martin Dodd took
the podium and revealed the unbelievable history of the man we were saying goodbye to.

Martin Dodd spoke of a man who had been a street-tough, arrested more times than anyone could
remember. Frank would get sentenced, ask the judge for a shot at sobriety, get sent to Sun Street
Center, and duck out a few days later. He did that seventeen times. Seventeen. After the
seventeenth time, Martin Dodd banned him for life, telling the courts that Frank was simply using
the center to skirt justice, with no real goal of ever becoming sober.



Months later, Martin Dodd left town on vacation and Uncle Frank stumbled back through the doors
of Sun Street Center. A new, well-meaning, and unaware attendant admitted Uncle Frank. That was
the time it stuck. Against all institutional odds, he achieved lasting sobriety and turned his life
around completely.

Uncle Frank (pictured here inside Salinas
Residential) went on to become one of the
earliest and longest-serving Substance Use
counselors at Sun Street Center, dedicating
his life to helping others beat the streets just
as he had. He oversaw family and court-
mandated programs, taught law enforcement
classes at the county jail, and earned
widespread community accolades—including

a resolution from the Monterey County Board
of Supervisors placed in the courthouse archives, and Special Congressional Recognition for his
extraordinary service.

That lifetime of service extended directly into our own family. Uncle Frank became a mentor to my
Uncle Bob, helping him with his own recovery and inspiring him to become a counselor. Uncle Bob
would go on to work as a Substance Use counselor for the Department of Veterans Affairs, and also
provided support at Sun Street Center, where he too was once a resident.

Hearing the truth of Uncle Frank's seventeen attempts in the dense fog of my own struggle did not
cure me overnight, but it planted a radical seed of hope. It suggested that a door closed by human
exhaustion could still be swung open by a stroke of blind grace.

In 2020, when | was five years into what is now nearly eleven years of continuous sobriety, |
attended a recovery fundraiser and had a chance encounter with counselor Roberto Garcia. When |
introduced myself as Uncle Frank’s nephew, his face lit up. On that morning, Roberto told me that
he still shares the story of the unlikely miracle that brought Frank to sobriety with every new patient
who walks through the doors.

To look at Uncle Frank's seventeen entries from the outside is to see something far greater than a
record of human failure; it stands as a profound commentary on Sun Street Center's absolute
dedication to Recovery. His legacy is still used today to remind every new arrival that it doesn’t
matter how many times they may have tried and failed. The story proves that Sun Street Center will
work with them no matter what, and that the center will always be ready for them.

This is the enduring power of Uncle Frank's story, and a testament to Sun Street Center’s fifty-eight

years of service. By never truly closing the door, the center does not just rescue an individual in the

moment—it creates a living history of recovery that continues to offer a lifeline to those who need it
most.



