
 

THE NOE VALLEY VOICE
Twins on a 
Mission to Save 
Soles 
Noe Brothers Find a Green Way 
To ReLace Shoes 

By Matthew S. Bajko 

Brothers Roshan and Niam Jain have
played various sports growing up, 

like tennis, soccer, and flag football. 
Over the years, the fraternal twins, now 
15, have routinely worn out or grown 
out of the shoes their athletic pursuits 
required. 

And as they got older, the eco-
 conscious siblings wondered: what can 
we do with our still-good-to-use sneak-
ers and cleats so the shoes don’t end up 
rotting in a landfill? They knew the 
city’s recycling program didn’t allow 
that kind of footwear to be placed in the 
blue bins. Instead, it advised residents 
to donate them. 

However, the teens saw that donating 
wasn’t so easy for students in middle or 
high school, who often have packed 
class schedules and a ton of extracurric-
ular activities. Most kids are not old 
enough to drive themselves to a place 
that accepts donated shoes, like 
Goodwill or the Salvation Army. 

“Every year, we play a lot of sports 
and get a lot of shoes, and throw away 

a lot of shoes,” notes Roshan. “We 
thought there must be a better way to 
give away the shoes rather than throw 
them out.” 

Living in a city with a sizable home-
less population, including many fami-
lies with children who find themselves 
unhoused, the Jains felt it would be a 
better fit to see their discarded shoes 
and that of their teammates and fellow 
students, as well as their family 
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The Shoes Brothers: Niam and Roshan Jain pick up a barrel of old Nikes at the California 

Tennis Club, one of their ReLace collection sites. In May the twins were looking for a Noe 

Valley spot for local residents to recycle their old athletic shoes.  Photo by Art Bodner

Residents Still 
Reeling From 
May Fire  
Two Dogs Die in 26th Street 
Blaze  

By Corrie M. Anders 

It was more than a week after a fire
destroyed his home and took the lives 

of his pets. But Pitchaw Thongkom was 
still lost. 

“I don’t know what I’m going to do,” 
said Thongkom, 50, barely speaking 
above a whisper as he stood on the 
sidewalk outside his home at 4213 26th 
St.  

Thongkom was sorting through a 
field of soggy and burnt debris, trying 
to salvage whatever he could. 

There wasn’t much. A fire in the pre-
dawn hours of Monday, May 19, had 
raced through the dwelling, sending up 
a tower of flames seen miles away. 

First to respond were firefighters 
from Noe Valley’s Station 11 three 
blocks down the hill, at 26th and 
Church streets. They put out the blaze 
in less than a half hour. Sadly, they 
were unable to save two dogs found in 
the home. 

The fire was a devastating blow to 
Thongkom, who had lived in the house 
since 2016.  

Thongkom said the loss of his pets, 
chihuahuas named Eggy and Monster, 
was extremely hard. The dogs were the 
much-loved companions of Thongkom 
and his husband, William Wellman, 
who died in 2023, he said. 

“They were the only things my hus-
band left me,” he said. “They were my 
world.” 

At the time of the fire, the two-
 bedroom, two-story house was home to 
three people: Thongkom, whose 
deceased husband was a co-owner of 
the property, and Thongkom’s two 

Night Market 
Moves Onto  
24th Street 
June 24 Event Promises to 
Double the Vendors 

By Matthew S. Bajko 

The Noe Valley Night Market will be
taking over a block of 24th Street 

in addition to its home base of the Noe 
Valley Town Square when it returns the 
evening of Tuesday, June 24, with 
expanded hours. The event will allow 
for more vendors and be the first of 
three markets planned to have larger 
footprints this year. 

The block of 24th Street between 
Sanchez and Vicksburg streets will be 
closed to vehicle traffic from 3 to 10 
p.m. to allow for the setup and later
takedown of the market booths and
other infrastructure.

Due to the special nature of the June 
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Tragic Losses: Two dogs perished and three people were displaced in a deadly fire on 26th 

Street the morning of Monday, May 19. Photo courtesy San Francisco Fire Department

Reincarnated Store Sells Books, 
Hosts Events at Bernie’s Coffee 

By Emily Hayes 

There is no “book shame” at Noe
Valley Books, says owner Katerina 

Argyres. From the 
most literary tome 
to the silliest 
romance, what 
matters most, she 
says, is that a book 
makes you happy. 

“Reading is sup-
posed to bring you 
joy in whatever 
that is for you,” 
Argyres says. “We 
don't do a lot of 
‘pretentious’ here. 
We just like to be 
your friendly 
 neighborhood 
 bookstore.” 

Asked to give her 
top picks for sum-
mer, Argyres rec-
ommends Ocean 
Vuong’s new book 
The Emperor of 
Gladness, the story 
of a young 
Vietnamese immi-
grant who develops 
a relationship with 

an elderly widow. In May, the book-
store was offering signed copies.  

She also suggests Fredrik Backman’s 
humorous and touching My Friends, or 
Susanna Kwan’s Awake in the Floating 
City, a dystopian tale told through the 
eyes of the last people living in an 
underwater San Francisco.  

Argyres’ favorite new books for kids 
this summer include Ella Josephine: 
Resident in Charge, by local author 
Nina LaCour, featuring a 9-year-old 
who is the queen of her apartment 
house, and Neil Sharpson’s Don’t Trust 
Fish, a comedic nature guide aimed at 
children aged 3 to 5 years.  

Another book she’s recommending is 
A Hero’s Guide to Summer Vacation, 
the fantasy-laced saga of a young boy 
and his grumpy author grandfather. (For 
Argyres’ complete lists, see page 11.)  

Noe Valley Books is the latest incar-
nation of a bookstore located at 3957 
24th St., across from Whole Foods.  

For many years, Folio Books filled 
this spot, but the store closed in 
February 2024, when the group of own-
ers left to pursue other endeavors.  

But one of the owners—Argyres—
wanted to carry on. She successfully 
raised more than $150,000 via 
GoFundMe to launch a new bookstore 
in November 2024. As part of the 
 venture, the store was painted green, 

What’s on Noe Valley Books’ Summer 
Reading List?

CONTINUED ON PAGE 11

Niam Jain
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members and other adults, repurposed 
rather than tossed in the garbage.  

They decided to take action two 
years ago while in seventh grade at the 
private San Francisco Day School on 
Masonic Avenue. After brainstorming a 
solution, Roshan and Niam launched a 
shoe collection drive. 

To coordinate their efforts, the broth-
ers formed a nonprofit they named 
ReLace, a not-so-subtle reference to re-
tying one’s shoelaces to ensure the 
footwear is usable again. Niam created 
a logo depicting a white shoelace 
wrapped around a green orb, with 
“ReLace” in the middle in white letters. 
The green made clear their environ-
mental zeal. 

“It was a hard decision,” Roshan told 
the Voice about landing on the right 
name for their 501(c)3 entity, which 
was officially recognized by the 
Internal Revenue Service on Aug. 13, 
2023. “This one made the most sense.” 

The brothers began by asking 
gyms—or other places where they 
worked out or played tennis—if they 
could set up collection bins on their 
site, so people could leave their 
unwanted shoes. The California Tennis 
Club in Lower Pacific Heights, 
CrossFit Alinea in the Mission, and 
Diakadi Fitness in Showplace Square 
all agreed to become collection points. 

With help from their parents, the 
brothers collect the shoes on a regular 
basis. They’ve been surprised to see 
how many shoes appear to be hardly 
used and in excellent condition. Some 
look as if they’ve never been worn or 
were bought purposely to be donated to 
ReLace. 

“People are literally donating brand 
new shoes with the tags still on,” said 
the teens’ mother, Shilpa Jain. 

Widening the Circuit 

The young philanthropists also 
received permission from Day School 
administrators to hold a shoe drive on 
their campus. It netted several hundred 
shoes and an ongoing partnership once 
the brothers matriculated to ninth grade, 
with Niam now at Lick Wilmerding 
High School and Roshan at University 
High School. 

“Our goal, really, is not about shoes 
but more about getting volunteers and 
seeing if this model works and if we 
can scale up our operation,” says Niam. 

The Voice met up with the brothers 
and their parents at their Noe Valley 
home on the 1000 block of Castro 

Street in early May. They were gearing 
up for a shoe drive to be held in a few 
weeks at their former middle school. 
The event was to be overseen by four 
current Day School students the Jains 
had recruited to organize it with them. 

“If the model goes well, our plan is 
to multiply it to other middle schools in 
the fall,” said Roshan. 

They set a goal of collecting 800 
pairs of shoes this year, a goal they 
expect to meet.  

Shoe Waste Can Be Toxic 

The brothers are partnering with two 
other established shoe-recycling non-
profits, Sneakers 4 Good and Got 
Sneakers?, to which they ship the 
footwear they collect that is too ratty to 
be reused but salvageable in some other 
way. According to Got Sneakers?, most 
people don’t think to recycle their 
sneakers and will throw them away 125 
to 200 days after buying them, with an 

estimated 200 million pairs of shoes 
and sneakers annually thrown in the 
trash. Much of the material used to 
make sneakers isn’t biodegradable, 
notes the nonprofit, and can take 30 to 
40 years to decompose in a landfill. If 
the shoes end up being incinerated, the 
burning rubber creates toxic chemicals 
that pollute the air and soil. 

39 Million Pounds of Textiles  

San Francisco’s Department of the 
Environment calculates that 4,500 
pounds of textiles are sent to the city’s 
landfill every hour, totaling 39 million 
pounds per year. (It doesn’t break out 
footwear from the other textiles.)  

Via ReLace, the Jain brothers are 
helping the city reach its goal of reduc-
ing disposal to landfill and incineration 
by 50 percent come 2030 (meaning cut-
ting in half what gets thrown into the 
black garbage bins given to businesses 
and households).  

As of the spring, ReLace had collect-
ed 1,251 pairs of shoes, donated 202 
pairs of shoes to local families and chil-
dren, and displaced 37,530 pounds of 
CO₂ emissions by keeping the footwear 
out of the landfill. 

Donating to Local Kids 

The brothers take the donated 
shoes—which must be in good condi-
tion, meaning they have no holes and 
come with their laces and soles 
attached—to Compass Family Services 
on Grove Street. The nonprofit organi-
zation works with homeless and at-risk 
families in the city, and hands out the 
ReLace shoes to its clients’ children. 
The brothers have yet to personally 
meet any of the youth who have bene-
fited from their shoe drives, but the 
twins do receive notes of gratitude from 
the families, relayed by Compass staff. 

“My son, Andy, is growing so fast, 
and just as I was about to buy him a 
new pair of shoes, this generous dona-
tion came through. It was such a 
thoughtful and much-needed item, and 
we are grateful for the support,” read 
one note accompanied by a photo of a 
smiling Andy holding his pair of 
Babolat white tennis shoes. (The mes-
sage can be seen on ReLace’s 
Instagram page at https://www.insta-
gram.com/relacesf/.) 

Seeing the impact their efforts are 
having on fellow San Francisco resi-
dents has been “really powerful,” said 
Roshan. “We are able to help the envi-
ronment and are able to help our local 
community.” 

A Collection Bin in Noe? 

The brothers have yet to form a 
board of directors to help them run the 
nonprofit, though it is something they 
are looking into doing. With their head-
ing off to college in three years, the 
Voice inquired about the teens’ plans for 
ReLace once they graduate from high 
school. 

Niam replied they hadn’t given “too 
much thought” to the future of the non-
profit but hope it will keep going. It is 
one of the reasons they are looking to 
connect with students at other schools 
who might take on leadership roles in 
ReLace, should Niam and Roshan end 
up at universities outside the Bay Area. 

“The key factor is that we are able to 
continue this,” Niam said. 

A more immediate goal is to secure a 
location in Noe Valley to set up a col-
lection point where neighborhood resi-
dents can drop off their unwanted 
footwear. The brothers have started the 
search but have not yet found the right 
business to partner with. 

To contact them, email 
relacesf@gmail.com. To learn more 
about ReLace, visit its website at 
https://relacesf.org/.  �

Roshan and Niam Jain load up to deliver their shoes to Compass Family Services, an agency 

that will hand them out to families in need. Photo by Art Bodner 

ReLace Brothers 
Give New Life to 
Old Shoes  

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

  

Noe Valley 
3868 24th Street • 641-4433 
Noe Valley 
1551 Church (at Duncan) • 648-1166 
Bernal Heights 
745 Cortland Avenue • 642-7585 

Offering 50 Varieties  
C • O • F • F • E • E  
by the pound or half-pound 
 

Custom Drinks 
Healthy Breakfasts 
Delicious Pastries 
Mouthwatering 
Desserts 

• • •  
Open Monday through Saturday 

5:00 a.m. to 7:30 p.m. 
Sundays 5:30 a.m. to 7:00 p.m. 




