Chapter 8 “Skipper’s Always Right, You Know,”  

“Skipper’s always right, you know,” Michael said…
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I had lived at the pharm for less than two weeks when we first met.  He was pleasant, smiled with a twinkle in his eyes, and asked the normal, get-acquainted type questions.  He seemed to like asking questions about you.  They were proper questions.  Skipper was "proper.”  They were also smart questions -- smart as in they were intended to tell Skipper how smart you were and to remind you that Skipper was smart.

In the proper sense, Frank Landon Jr. was raised "right.”  His dad was a successful businessman and his mother was a swell lady.  Skipper was taught to get and value a good education and discipline.  He did.

Skipper, however, never looked proper on his noisy 175CC Kawasaki motorbike.  Pushing 6', Skipper seemed too big for that toy bike.  Michael had his giant Harley, Scott had his souped up tear drop, and Glen and I had our Honda 350s.  Why didn't Skipper have a real bike?

One day, when Glen and I were washing our bikes and Skipper rode onto the Pharm with his, I circuitously probed for the answer with, "Your smaller bike's a lot noisier than ours.  How come?"

"Well, mine's a four banger and yours are two cycle bikes.  So my four pistons are pounding up and down a lot more than yours.  There are advantages and disadvantages to that which are..." With that opening, Skipper launched into one of his engineering educational treatises, which he delivered as often as allowed.

Ever since they were kids, Michael and he had been friends.  They romped through the orchards, roamed the hills, played pranks, and built forts together.  Somewhere between kidhood and formal schooling, Michael came to respect Skipper's engineering acumen.  Soon after that, Michael added a couple more levels of regard to the lofty plateaus of respect, which he held on whatever Skipper had to say about engineering, government, or business. 

One needed only to sit and listen to see how much Michael respected what Skipper had to say and how closely their thoughts coincided.  Through the late 60’s, there was plenty of opportunity to sit and listen to their thoughts.  

About once a week one could mosey up to the Tin Palace, slide back the 10 foot door, walk by the wine cellar elevator, with cuckoos popping out from their clock doors and art work covering the walls and floor, step through the open 6" thick wooden refrigerator door, and take a place on the rugged floor of Michael's bedroom; a converted citrus refrigerator, big enough for a bed, couple chairs and desks, bank vault and various memo​rabilia.  Three to 10 people from 15 to 65 years in age might be there on any given night.  The Pharm's proverbial gallon of cheap wine would be passed, filling the Pharm's recycled large jelly jars or smaller shrimp cocktail wine glasses.  The Vietnam War, race relations, work ethic, drugs, hippies, poverty, economic development, education, students, Glendora High School, politics, Republicans, Democrats, Black Panthers, girls, love, marriage, experiences, adventures -- especially Michael's, Pharm events and more were open on any night's agenda.  

Michael's room was not like most rooms.  The riveting "click-clack" of the pendulum on the 1872 Seth Thomas mechanical clock, the steely stare of the Wells Fargo vault with large cloth on top, the blinking on-and-off red and green lights popping out from the conduit lining the wall near the ceiling, the little lights connected to the phone and coded black box on the wall against his bed not far from his pillow, the loaded rifles across from the Marine Corps memorabilia, the two Waldenesque solitary sitting chairs, the oriental rugs on the oak floor - filled a wooden refrigerator room bolted close by a steel handle on the 6" thick slated wooden door. 

Like most rooms, it had four corners.  The captivating spirit of the room came not from all its stuff.  It came from the elec​tricity that flowed on those ringside nights when spots on the oriental rugs or oak floor were at a premium.

Would people pay big dollars to sit ringside if someone zinging his ideas didn't come out from each corner?  Would people have continued sprawled on the floor of that old freezer room each week for years if people didn't provide their own electrici​ty?  Believe me, Michael's cheap gallon jug wine wasn't the draw.  

Guarding the Right

For those who like to see things clearly in pictures, Mi​chael and the likes of Skipper and John McCann guarded the right corner with most of the crowd cheering them on.  Glen and I danced to the left with a sparser cheering section, if any, offering support.  And on any given night, some unexpected out​side Pharm hands would come with points to make and stories to tell.
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Those were wonderful, challenging free-for-alls with raised voices, gestures, emotions, facts, figures, and experiences inter​twined with physical, philosophical, moral, and scien​tific theories.  No matter how heated or involved the topic or crowd became, bellowing laughter and guffaws always resounded from each and every of Michael's bedroom debate nights.  No matter how noisy the night's discussion had been, there were usually so many with so much to be said that your mind always had time to be quiet, listen, and digest.  Somewhere, late into the night, with Michael's rifles, family, Pharm, and Marine Corps memorabilia adorning the walls beneath the little red and green lights of the Pharm's ever-vigilant radar system, we'd also hear the click-clack of the mechanical clock.  When those metallic heart beats filled larger gaps between thoughtful words, we knew it was time to go home, rest our heads, and let the talk sink in.  
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It didn't take much sinking in time for one to discover the profound respect with which Michael held Skipper.  How Skipper gained this respect might be evident from a few examples.

For example, Skipper had something to do with preparing fortifications for Michael's 40' high childhood tower.  Yes, pre-teenage Michael with friends like Skipper built a four-story fort.  In looking at its picture in the Castles by Mike book, you immediately realize that this thing is prodigiously built with brilliance, planning, and vision that comes with a warped or warped speed childhood.  
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All the more reason, I guess, that it needed a good defense system.  Skipper, knowing even as a kid that he was a masterful tactician and strategist, assumed an instrumen​tal role in defending this bastion of freedom for kids like him and Michael from other not-so-nice kids.  Trenches were laid around the fort and lined with broken glass and other sharp objects.  Barbed wire lay just beyond that.  Next were fences behind which working cannons filled with large carbide rocks charged by the gas from an old Hudson sprayer lay ready.  Held in defensive reserve were BB guns, catapults, dogs, water hoses, and firecrackers.  

(Amazingly, kid Rubel’s Fortress Defense System remains essentially unchanged for Fortress Rubelia and Rubelia’s Defense Budget, unlike that for Fortress America, remains steady at $7.89 per year.  To the elves of the world, Rubelia is a heart and wallet warming example of how cheaply people can thrive in a peaceful, productive community built from leftovers.)

Skipper's defense system was wonderful and Michael loved it.  You may remember, however, your parents warning you that there "will always be someone tougher than you, so don't go looking for a fight.”  Well, their fortress and defense system advertise​ment brought someone tougher out of the bushes.  Michael's fa​ther.  Like any grown-up, he immediately saw how dangerous that fort could be to any neighborhood kids, so father's bulldozer plowed Skipper's defenses and the fort into a field of dreams.

I guess even the passage of years didn't erase the thought of designing a defense system for a castle from Skipper's mind.  While Michael was in the Marine Corps, dispatching heavy military equipment fell into one of his areas of responsibility.  Such access made these two grown kids realize how the Rubelian Cas​tle's safety could be enhanced by a ----- TANK.

Now let me stress that Camp Pendleton is not today missing a tank from years ago.  But should God's video play back some days from back then, it might show that for a few days there was a tank camouflaged in bushes a lot closer to Rubelia than to Camp Pendleton.

Maturity refined Skipper's skills and turned his engineering skills to more peaceful pursuits.  Guess you might even suggest it turned from harboring tanks to cleansing doves. 

“Just blow it up!’

When Michael was trying to cement enough old junk together so that not even the bank would dare dismantle or plow under his grown up castle, Klaus Schilling, Ted Folley, Skipper, Glen, and Michael went riding out into the hinterlands in search of a large, ugly, out-dated engine.  Miles from the Pharm, in the middle of a field on the outskirts of an unnamed city, as usual they found just what the Pharm needed.  Unfortunately, this engine was ensconced in a slab of concrete that measured 10'x12' and 8" deep.

"No problem," said Skipper.  "I'll just blast it out." 

After speeding away for about 5 minutes, these scared young men heard a blast.  A THUNDERING BLAST!  Their concern with a blast much more horrendous than they had expected was reflected by the 2 weeks they waited before returning to the outskirts of this unnamed city.

"See, I told you.  No problem!”  Skipper said as he kicked back to "advise" Michael and gang on how to load the unensconced 8 ton steam engine onto a truck and take it back to the Pharm.  

Today the engine brings bathing and chirping birds, cleanses doves, and rushes neighbors to their bathrooms.  

The downstroke of its piston uses the neighborhood sewer line for decompression, which raises the neighbors’ decibel and toilet water levels.  It also sometimes raises their ire.  The birds, however, are ecstatic for whenever the engine belches toilet water to its ceramic lip level -- the birdbath squirts six inches of water heavenward... Although not documented, we think grandfather once said, “Only a bird brain would give up a bath over concern about humans’ gyrating toilet bowl water levels.”

Put in text box and place to left of paragraphs that begins, “By the late 60’s..” the following  bolded  words…

“…the “Pharm's” specially assigned Guardian Angel provided the materials at the appropri​ate time and price.”  [[end text boc]
By the late 60's Michael's “Pharm” goals had moved well beyond riding Harleys, collecting second hand tools, installing ship engines to power bird baths, swiping Marine tanks, digging 20’ deep cesspools, and filling the wine cellar with empty Gallo gallon wine jugs.  Michael was more and more looking heavenward, wanting to spike cemented tower’s into heaven's skies.  And, evidently, considering how he could re-circulate LA’s then gagging smoggy air.  As usual, the Pharm's specially assigned Guardian Angel provided the materials at the appropri​ate time and price.  

Out of the smog, the phone rang.  The phone company asked Michael if he would like their old telephone poles.  Voila!  Now Michael just needed the windmill.  Guardian Angels, as you know, pay special attention to recyclers and idiots.  Since Michael was supposedly one of those, God provided the windmill.  As was common in those days for zany, crazy projects, a crowd of in-and-out patient “Pharm” hands gathered to help bring the windmill back from a pig farm abutting a California State Pris​on.  About 40 fools, with nothing better to do than joust with windmills and eat pig, lined up early one weekend morning out​side the Castle walls for the jaunt to Lompoc.  With all the regular suspects gathered, the tools of their trade were piled in an old truck -- old wrenches, acetylene torches, come-alongs, ropes, cables, sledges, crowbars, hammers, pliers, shields and spears.  After checking for old Mother Luck, the caravan of Quixotes went off again to test their pluck. 

Freeing Lompoc’s imprisoned windmill

The Lompoc farmer would be glad to rid himself of the wind​mill if we would disassemble and leave for him the 60' tower.  He was so happy that a handful of city slicking fools were willing to leave him this pile of scrap steel for free that he decided to host a barbecue for us.  He even invited us out to watch him shoot the master of ceremonies, the to-be barbecued pig.  There weren't many squeals of delight from us city slicking fools when we watched the bullet from the farmer's rifle pork the pork.

Michael wasn't as concerned about the barbecued feast to come.  Squealing, though not as badly as the pig, Michael was nervously asking, "How are we going to get that thing down in one-piece?" as he looked six stories up at the windmill, reflecting puzzled concern that often arose on Michael's face during his castle building years.

"No problem." said Skipper.  "Just get me about a half dozen old mattresses."

The next day, while the grunts ran around for mattresses and started torching and unbolting whatever Skipper told them to, Skipper wandered and pondered while looking up at the windmill.  Finally, as the torchers and cutters were running out of tower to torch and cut, Skipper said to the mattress bearers, "Put those there and there and there."

Yes, Skipper was good in the field.  Perhaps it sounded like he used a little too much dynamite to get that birdbath engine out, but he was close, and it got out.  In Lompoc that day, as the ropes were pulled, the last torch cut made, and the tower followed Newton's rule to earth, we knew again that Skipper was good.  He was also close.  The windmill was off the tower.  It was now ensconced in the earth a "close" 5' from the cushioning mattresses.  

So what if Michael had to rebuild the engine.  Taking the job, coming close, and getting it done is part of what brings respect.  If you have never built castles out of junk and defend​ed forts, dynamited an engine or removed a windmill, but you've worn cleats or been a sporting couch potato, you know the adage.  "It's not whether you win or lose, it's how you play the game."  
Big Pharm projects always became a wonderful game to play.  Skipper played the game.  And he played it well.

Of course, when you are new to the Pharm you neither know how much credence to put into the renowned reputation of a guy every​one calls "Skipper," nor in more recent times how much to trust suburban DC guys named “Scooter.”  So you just listen to the stories, watch, and beware, or wary.  

“The Great Flood will come!’

After the summer forest fires of 1968, Skipper told Michael that the mountain was going to wash down the hill and destroy the Pharm. Michael listened.  Then he went out to the Pharm entrance at the foot of Glencoe Heights Drive.  He started digging and piling, then buried and nailed 4"x 6" posts and 3"x8" planks until he had an eight-foot high wall.  The Romans would have appreciated its strength.

Although Michael spent much of that summer building what we Pharm hands were certain was a wall, smarter people than us, whose smarts were reflected in the much bigger and fancier cars they drove, saw it as something else.  Over and over again, one of those fancy cars would stop, the silent electronic and tinted window would slide down, and a Darth Vaderish voice from inside would ask, "Hey, Noah, how's your Ark goin?  ...Hah, Hah.”  Usually Michael, in his stained and holey hat, floppy and creosoted pants, would turn to look again at the wall as the car accelerated away.  Then he began asking us, "What do you think?" as he'd position us to look at his work.

"Looks plenty strong, Michael."

"Ah huh.  And what do you think of it?" he'd repeat.

"What do you mean, Michael?   ‘What do we think of the wall?’"

"Yeah, well, you do think?  It's a wall, huh?" he'd ask.

"Yeah.  Well, isn't it?"

"Yeah, well, yeah it's supposed to be."

Well, Skipper's forecasting and Michael's work looked pretty silly and perhaps unbelievable until those few days in October 1969 when about 20 inches of rain flushed the mountain down.  Noah's Ark didn't get up and float.  It stood tall against tons of flowing mud.  Sure, a garage, station wagon, boat, and tons of mud eventually broached over the wall.  But the wall stood.  Without Skipper's words and foolish Noah's wall, the other uncountable tons of mud wouldn't have turned "left" and the neighborhood and pharm would have needed only lots of drying sun to become California's largest sandbox.

A few years after the flood, Michael thought the cesspool for the Tin Palace's bathroom was filled.  Skipper, of course, told Mi​chael where and how to build a new cesspool the old-fashioned way, with stacked and spaced red bricks.  Michael spent many an evening digging that 20' deep by about 7' wide hole and carefully laying the red brick mosaic.  When the top was approaching, Skipper explained how you bring each successive layer of red bricks to the center of the hole to close it off.  Well, standing over a 15' hole, on the red bricks one is laying, while laying each additional row of bricks a little bit in from the previous row didn't look inviting.  No matter how structurally safe Skipper promised it would be, it took Skipper standing on top laying those last few rows to make this doubting Thomas believe that he wouldn't fall to the bottom of a toilet flushing hole.

Nibble fingered Jesse James
Some months after National Geographic ran the Pharm as its October 1969 Mud Flood centerfold, Glen and I helped Michael unload an old Wells Fargo bank vault from the flat bed of one of the dilapidated Pharm trucks.  This vault was so heavy, or the flat bed so worn, that we put six more holes into the truck’s flatbed just rolling it off and into Michael's bedroom in the Tin Palace.  

One evening, after the vault had been cleaned and prominent​ly displayed in Michael's bedroom, Scott, another pharm hand, came upon Skipper sitting in Michael's room.  "Listen," Skipper said, with his ear pinned to the vault as he was rolling the combinations, "I can pick this."

"You're crazy, Skipper.  You can't do that."

With a couple turns, the tell tale unlocking sound of the outer vault could be heard.  "Holy cow!" or something cows emit, said Scott.

"Ah.  It's a double lock vault.  I've got to pick the next one.”  Skipper said as he moved on to his next mechanical chal​lenge.

"God, Skipper, you better not."

"Ah, what's the problem?  It'll be great fun."

"Well, maybe, but just in case, I don't want to be here,” said Scott.

With that, Scott left and Skipper finished his fun.  A few days later, Mrs. Friezner, the Pharm's good witch, keeper of the house and Editor of The Shriek pharm newsletter, informed us that Skipper had shed a lot of grown up tears in the Tin Palace after performing his tumbler routine.  The gnashing of teeth and shed​ding of tears took place shortly after Michael discovered a suffocated white mouse in the inner sanctum of his Wells Fargo vault.  
Luckily, for all of us pharmhands, a good safecracker and a vault were not enough to lock out for long Michael and Skipper's friendship.  As with fine wines, their fine memories of a crack​ling good youth spent together have forever locked them together as friends.  That...  plus Skipper paying a locksmith to reset the tumblers and vowing never to impersonate Butch or Sundance, Clyde, or Jesse again...

<begin text box> insert  

"I had been traveling all over the world trying to find myself," MCR explained

“I had hitchhiked through Europe, Asia, and Africa.  Worked as a jackeroo (cowboy) in Australia, and as a purser on a Spanish ship.  The Captain (Boggs) hired me on as a paint chipper. In time, I became the purser.  We sailed through the Mediterranean, the Suez Canal, to the East Indies, Japan, and Australia.

"After a couple years, I returned to California to figure out what I should do with the reservoir and packing house.

“In 1969, years after I'd sailed with the captain I was informed he had died and left me a bunch of money.

<end text box>  adjacent to paragraph that ends “

Post Script:  Skipper is that top flight engineer he always knew he was.  Flour Corporation kept him working on many assignments for years, until he quit to work on his Bullhead City development and Frank Landon consulting projects, none of which match up to the engineering challenges he dealt with as a pharmer.

His wife and children have tempered his whimsical play times, but he still found time to share Glendora lunches with Michael and the ROMEOS (Real Odd Men Eating Out).  

Incidentally, NASA declined Skipper’s offer to have him assist them on future Moon landings.  Prescient Pharmers have suggested Skipper assist the North Koreans with their soft touchdowns.

Slightly edited with some additions made from  the glendoran magazine – July/Aug 1992  
So, it was said…

It wouldn't be worth nothing, if it weren't for people….
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Michael’s Very Special 1986 Party
[[insert text box]]

MCR’s 1986 Clock Tower Reunion.  All 86 guests began by roaming downtown Glendora looking for Michael’s lost charter buses to take them to dinner… 

After finding the buses and being shuttled a few cities away in the great “Dinner Hunt,” the two well dressed busloads rocked the buses, bellowing, as the drivers took them into a San Bernardino Golden Arches parking lot, 
“We’re eating at McDonald’s?!?

We’re eating at McDonald’s!?!

BOOO, Michael BOOO!

BOOO!   BOOO!  BOOO”

[[end text box]]
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