
Chapter 1 Grandfather on enterprise and reservoirs
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Rubel Farms

Grandfather and the reservoir

By M.C. Rubel, written around 1969

Oh, I suppose it isn’t worth mentioning.  By and by, though, everyone finds it out . . . about the reservoir and my Grandfather, I mean.

He is a friend, my Grandfather.  We like one another a lot.  He likes to talk.  He has a whole lot to talk about, being ninety-six and all.  We would all have a lot to say at ninety-six.  Anyway, he is my friend.

In 1963, he was ninety-four, and we’re sitting by the kitchen win​dow.  He drinks wine there.  He wanted to know what I wanted to do.  I’m his grandson, so he banks on me a bit to amount to something.  I like it, being it isn’t difficult to amount to something in Grandfather’s eyes.  He thinks everyone is just one hundred per cent.  Almost everyone.  

To understand his suggestion you have to know that on my place there is a big reservoir.  It holds 3 ½ million gallons of water if you fill it UP, but it had so many fish in it that it began to smell bad, and the City inspector said I’d have to empty the water out because it was a public nuisance.  The reservoir covers a half-acre in square feet if you could square it off, but it was a seventeen-foot circular wall around the edge and a drain in the bottom, which goes out into the streets of the subdivision down below.  We found this out when we unplugged the drain and when the neighbors went out to get their Sunday papers the streets were flooded with smelly water and small fish batting their tails frantically trying to get back: into deep water.  I joined them in consternation and wondered with them where the water was coming from.  I offered to go up the canyon back of the place to see where the water was coming from, in-fact, and they appreciated my help.  The City had to send a crew out to clean up the dead fish that Sunday afternoon.

Now that there wasn’t any water in the reservoir, everyone we know thought something ought to be done with it, and Grandfather decided I should be a farmer.  He admitted land was expensive, but be insisted that here we had a place made to order . . . the bottom of the reservoir.  Grandfather was taken back by the profit you could make in strawberry growing.  But with land so expensive, and strawberries taking some land to grow in, Grandfather decided we should grow strawberries in coffee cans hung on wires, row above row, as high as the eye could see.  For every row of hanging coffee cans, the land use doubled.  Who could beat that?  It was a hundred per cent.  Never a better idea. 

The Agricultural people from the United States Government all drove out to talk with my Grandfather. They explained that the top two rows would be just top grade.  No problem as far as they could see.  The under one may not turn red, they surmised, but would be just as sweet probably.

Grandfather decided advertising was too expensive.  Trying to change the nation into buying yellow strawberries was a big job for a little beginning farmer.  Rubel Farms had not yet gotten off the ground, let alone change the taste of a nation.
Mushrooms came next.  Grandfather likes to ride around in my 1932 Ford. We drove a long ways off to see a Mushroom Farm.  They had a bulldozer pushing their compost piles about. Grandfather did not like the smell. We walked into cavernous dark buildings made out of old Army barracks and it was dank and dismal.  Grandfather claimed it was a dirty kind of building… no sunlight and all that.  We drove home in silence.  Grandfather was thinking.  Orchids came next.  So we went downtown to meet Mr. Sherman, the Orchid man.  He was sure friendly.  Grandfather did not like him.  I guess because we listened to him talk for such a long time… about how many years it took before a flower would develop into a plant; the temperature which had to be kept just so; the watering which bad to be on schedule.  Grandfather decided orchids would take too long, and since I had never grown anything yet, perhaps a little touchy.  They needed care.  No question about that. 

Grandfather decided we could grow frogs in the big half-acre reservoir.  Just put a tab of water and dump in some frogs.  They’ll sell like hot—cakes, Grandfather decided.  It was settled.  We drove up into the Canyon to talk to Papa Peck.  He always claimed frogs grew their leg back if cut off right.  Grandfather said Peck was the man to talk to, since he knew something about the business.  We got some real fine frogs at a dollar apiece.  Grandfather chuckled all the way home.  Why, we would have a million frogs in no time and every restaurant in the country would come buying.    

It was a happy day.  My future was settled.  Rubel Frog Farms -- in Lights and all – like downtown.  It did not take too long for the area around the reservoir nestled at the foot of the hills just north of the swank subdivision to echo the sound of frog barking.  It was inspiring.  The noise sort of grew out of the reservoir and mega-phoned all over the neighborhood.  Grandfather said it would remind all the people in their freshly built homes of the country.  Grandfather said people wanted to be reminded of the country and they proved it by planting lawns around their homes.

Grandfather was mad when the City inspector came and said to kill all the frogs.

Grandfather seemed upset for weeks after the City Council said we were disturbing the peace, but good old Grandfather was never put down for long.  He said we could grow cucumbers in the reservoir and make them climb up strings and put a plastic root over the reservoir to make a hot house.  Cucumbers bring twenty-five cents per each one when winter hits field crops and kills lots of them... 
We could get seven dozen on each climbing plant, claimed the United States Government Official who came out from Los Angeles to talk with Grandfather.  The grower got 12 cents apiece and Grandfather decided we could get 3300 plants in the reservoir if we planted right.  Wel1, after a lot of pencil work in the dirt on the driveway, Grandfather blessed the damned neighbors.  Grandfather said that if I stuck to it we could buy up the neighborhood and do any damned thing we liked before long. 

I asked Grandfather how one could grow cucumbers on cement in a reservoir.  Grandfather just stated that with 3300 plants and seven dozen cucumbers on each plant, we would have $33,264 per year and we would do it, and do it fast.  People like Grandfather just put this whole country right where it is today.  No wonder the politicians have such a hard time destroying it.  That’s what Grandfather thinks, anyway.
We got a truck from a friend and dumped thirty truckloads of dirt into the reservoir.  My cousin wanted to help, but I would not let him. I wanted all the money.  I’m not dumb.  Grandfather agreed with that.
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Taking the dirt in a wheelbarrow and dumping it into the tin troughs, which I made to hold it was three months of hard work.  There was no money for the roof, so I planted anyway.  I got the seeds wholesale, and hundreds of seeds for cucumbers would go in my wallet.  Enough to plant the whole reservoir didn’t weigh a half a pound. 

On cold nights, I lit the smudge pots to keep the reservoir warm.  I slept one cold might and everything died.

Grandfather told me something about Mr. Edison.

So I decided to try again, but thought that maybe my cousin would be help after all.  He always did things after thinking about them.  He told me that the troughs did not have enough dirt in them to support a cucumber.  He was probably right.  We rented a big dump truck and dumped twenty loads of dirt and five loads of sand and four loads of redwood sawdust from a redwood mill out by San Bernardino.  I was glad Austin helped haul the dirt and sand.

We worked almost all night every night.  Grandfather slept during the night.  Austin and I had big lights that lighted up the reservoir.  We worked hard.  Hour after hour of hauling.  We had to work at night because my cousin worked during the day where they paid money for his time.  He was a bill collector.  I wanted to be one too.  No one would hire me, excepting the old paper mill in San Dimas.  I began to work there for a dollar-fifty per hour from 3 PM to 11 PM.  I pushed cardboard into a big crunching machine.  It then was made into pulp for the big machines in the other rooms.



I was tired, but Austin and I worked from mid-night to four AM every night. 

We were happy in our project.  We had big ideas.  Grandfather smiled all the time.  He kept telling the new neighbors that they had had made our fortunes with their damned criticism and complaints.  If it hadn’t been for them we might still be wasting our time on frogs.  The neighbors always listened to my Grandfather.

When our plastic arrived, we draped it over the wires that had strung across the top of the reservoir to hold it.  The plastic came in wide sheets.  The plastic made it so big and warm looking inside.  We were proud… almost cried with that rare sense of accomplishment... accomplishing on our very own.  Our plants were three inches high.  Thirty three hundred and six plants growing... making our fortunes.  Austin and I went to bed, leaving the big gas heater running to keep the farm warm.

Austin thought there had been a terrible explosion, but Grandfather said the Santa Ana winds from the desert had come up with hurricane force and ripped off the plastic.  It was banging hit and amiss on a lot of the new neighbor’s homes.  It was all over their trees and gardens too.  It was a sad Sunday morning.  Austin and I were feeling rather low.  Grandfather tried to cheer us up but we could see the tears in his eyes.  That did not help.  We loved the old man and we hated to see him disappointed.

Austin and I gathered up some of the re-usable plastic and went to the town Banker, Mr. Hodges.  He said we could have five hundred dollars to buy new plastic.  He said he had driven up to see our project several times and was impressed with the way we worked.  We thanked Mr. Hodges and bought new plastic.  Our second roof was really better than the first. We still had our plants alive too.  Austin made sure they were irrigated correctly.  They were six inches high and we were starting to guide them onto strings.  Most everyone thinks that cucumbers can only lie on the ground, but we did a lot of research, and know better. 

Our second roof rippled in the breeze.  All our friends said we were crazy, but Grandfather said for us not to pay any attention to them.  Nothing ventured, nothing gained.  They did not have a brain in their head is what Grandfather believed.  
When our first heating bill came, Austin and I were somewhat impressed.  It was an expense we had not counted on.  Grandfather paid it.  He said it was the least he could do.  He walked, around among the plants a lot.  He was never in the way.  The gas heater burned his coat once, but he got it out in time.

The whole project went very well.  We were planning on buying trucks and more land and building other doomed greenhouses.

When the roof blew again, and it rained and froze the following night, we had no energy to begin again.  Our crop would have come after the field crops were marketable anyway.


So Grandfather convinced us to plant eggplants to recover some of our lost investment.  They could stand more cold than cucumbers.  He meant well and it was worth a try.  We planted eggplants and they grew. 

But the excess nitrogen from the decaying redwood sawdust, which we had mixed into the earth in the troughs, made the eggplants look beautiful but remain hollow and tasteless.  At least that was what the men from the United States Agricultural Division said.

Grandfather told us something about Edison.

“What about those Rubelian bullfrogs?”
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So, it was said…

“Granddad, where’s your hearing aide?” asked Chris Rubel, Michael’s older brother.

Waving the question off, Granddad retorted, “I don’t need it… There’s nothing being said worth hearing.  Besides, if I’m wearing the hearing aide, I have to wait for others to quit talking before I talk.

Without that thing, I can talk any goddamn time I want.”

To Christopher Rubel
Some people were walking through the packinghouse and they asked Grandfather, “How did all this stuff happen?”

Grandpa replied, 

“We just forget to take things to the dump.
















Michael was asked, “What about those Rubelian bullfrogs?”


"Well, I tried raising strawberries in an old reservoir which is now in the center of where I'm building the castle.  But the darn things wouldn't turn red.  They just ripened to a dull yellow and my grandfather figured I couldn't change the nation's taste in color, so he suggested I try raising bullfrogs and sell them to high-class restaurants.


“It was a great idea (to 21 year old Michael in 1961), so I got a bucket of (bullfrog) larva from a friend.


“I didn't figure there was enough in that bucket to make me a millionaire, but the first thing I knew I was dumping shovels of liver and sacks of dog food into the pond were more than 1 million frogs were croaking away.


“The reservoir served as huge bullhorn for the bullfrogs’ croaking and the noise became so unbearable that the neighbors started to complain.


"My grandfather, who was 91 at the time had prepared the frogs haven and the pond and let the water drain out through an old abandoned sewage line. Trouble was, however, a new housing development down the hill had closed it off and the water ripped up the street and sidewalks and all the frogs went everywhere -- hell, you can still find frogs all through the town and that's been nearly 20 years ago.”


			 Said Michael Rubel to a reporter








Blown cucumbers make tired farmers.





Covered cucumbers - almost





Reservoired cucumbers, not  pickleable


. 





Grandfather Deuel 
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