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Preface
First off I want to make it clear that this book is for those folks that enjoy roasted anything, BBQ, good hamburgers, steaks, fish dinners and wear leather shoes or other products that may come from animal origins. If you do not eat meat or animal products of any sort and are a member of PETA, then this book is decidedly not for you. This book also contains minor colorful language but no F bombs. I highly recommend that adults screen for what they might consider objectionable content.
That said, this book is dedicated to Dad and my yellow Labrador Retriever Bunkie. I also wish to thank my lovely wife Sherry for her encouragement while I wrote this memoir.
My son Jared helped with editing; he's the one responsible for the typos and bad grammar.
I don’t expect this book to change your life, but the events that I write about in this book have forever changed mine. My main intention is to record my experiences with Dad and Bunkie, so those that come after me can know what a good man Dad was and what a great dog Bunkie was as well. This book also offers a glimpse into life in Southern California in the 1960’s, 1970’s and 1980’s.
Dad loved to hunt and fish. He lived for trips to the Salton Sea to fish for Corvina and duck hunting and he loved Lake Irvine for the Catfish. He was an uncomplicated man but I remember how in love he was with Mom. I mean he was smitten all his life by Mom and she with him.
They could not have been more different. He had never finished the 8th grade and Mom was a high school graduate. He was a natural with mechanical devices likes locks (he could open combination locks by feel) and Mom could not operate a can opener, but she eventually became a Regional Vice President of Security Pacific Bank (later absorbed by Bank of America).
Mom was also a chess champion and kicked my butt on a regular basis until I learned to hold my own. Dad was a very quiet and private man, while Mom did not meet a person that she didn’t like (well, not many anyway) and would not talk to.
Mom always had a full house, family or friends, my sister and I never knew who we were going to run into in the kitchen in the morning.
My sister is a lot like Mom, I can see Mom in her eyes and Mom's love of people and family. I tend to be more like Dad in those respects; I keep close council with myself and allow few in to my private domain. It's both strength and a weakness.
Carfax Street in Bellflower, California was a wonderful place to grow up in the 60’s. It was a hodge-podge of different cultures; Mexican, white northern, white southern. Low riders and racers and surfers had their own culture and got along well.
Southern California in the Los Angeles suburbs was a great place to be in the 60’s & 70’s; crisp, cold clean air in the winter daytime and frigid nights, beautiful weather winter, spring & fall. Hot as hell in the summer, it was glorious. There were lots of kids in the neighborhood; we even had a street bully.
Anyhow, welcome to my world.
Dad
“The light filters through the curtains in the bedroom as the sun dawns a new day. The couple in the small bed are crowded but comfortable; a marriage not yet strained by time. The man in the bed is in his late twenties, but the way he wheezes you’d think he was in his sixties. However, his labored breathing is not from a physical malady, but from the weight of his three year old son planted firmly on his chest in deep slumber. Rather than wake his son, the father bears the weight agreeably; the father knows it’s a fine morning.”
My earliest memories of Dad consist of moments sliced from time in vignettes such as the one that leads us into this chapter. Dad was so busy providing for our family that we had to grab those slices and do the best we could with what we had.
Dad was born in 1931 in Mt. Vernon Indiana. He was raised on the family farm and I believe a lot of Dad's humor and insights comes from that life on the farm. His constant exposure to farmyard animals and the hunting he did in the southern Indiana bottomlands lent itself well to his outlook on life and innate sense of humor.
He had an awful lot of animal jokes and lots of common sense anecdotes from those experiences. He always told me that if I wanted some insight on how to act, watch a dog. He says dogs do things for a reason unlike human beings and if a dog won't do something, well then, I shouldn't do it either.
I've remembered most of those jokes and anecdotes, and pass them on when I can; much to the chagrin of my wife Sherry and the delight of my son Jared. I admit it; I'm a sucker for cornball humor and my life with Dad brimmed with humor of all flavors.
Dad was not a traditionally learned man, having not finished 8th grade. But regardless of the lack of a formal education, he was one of the smartest men I've ever known. He was a wise man that was fond of foolishness; that quality made his lessons to me all the more palatable. Dad was quiet most of the time, but that brain was always churning. Dad could say more with a look than most college professors could get out in an hour of class.
If I had to describe the defining quality that embodied Dad’s spirit, I would have to say it was his sense of humor. Dad loved and lived to laugh, and even in our darkest family moments we found a way to inject some humor into the situation.
Ever since I can remember, Dad worked for Weiser Lock in South Gate, California, except for a short period of time when he got laid off and worked for Smith Tool. He eventually went back to work for Weiser Lock.
Dad’s layoff was a major forming of my work ethic and a transformational experience for Dad. I learned from Dad's layoff experience that the days of employee company loyalty went the way of the horse buggy, and that you need to develop skills that you could take from job to job.
A company sure wasn't going to be looking out for you. As soon as they think that they can get along without you, they'll dump you to save some cash.
Dad and I held the belief that the more knowledge and experience you can garner the more valuable you become to an employer or client. When the job comes to an end, and it will end, you'll be prepared to move to a new assignment and won't miss a lick.
Dad loved beer; Burgermeister was his favorite, it was also known as Burgie. Dad gave me a sip one time and ruined my taste for beer until I tasted some real beer in my Navy days. That Burgermeister was vile stuff; I think they repackaged carburetor cleaner and sold off their inventory that way.
Dad was a smoker, his favorite brand was Camel unfiltered. He'd smoked since he was 10 years old and until he passed away in 2002. Mom and Dads smoking cured me of ever wanting to try it. I had massive migraines from the second hand smoke and for a while they thought I had a brain tumor and subjected me to every test available at the time. As it turned out, it was the cigarette smoke that was giving me the headaches.
They couldn't quit; so they built an addition on the house and I lived in that, away from the heavy smoke. Once I was out of the constant pall of the cigarette smoke, my headaches went away completely and I haven’t had a migraine headache since.
One of the earliest memories I have of Dad was his early morning coughing and hacking. It would start every day around 3am. At that early age, I had no idea what it was all about; to me it was a normal process that Dad's went through. Mom smoked but she never had it as bad as Dad. Mom stopped smoking around 1985 and never looked back.
Dad eventually quit right after Mom died, but later when we moved him to Pennsylvania, he started up again. That was a sad day for me but at that point in Dads life, I decided not to give him any grief about it. He smoked on the porch of the Pennsylvania stone house and watched life and the critters go by.
Enough of that, I digress.
The year was 1964 and Dad was a dyed in the wool Democrat pulling for Johnson and Mom was a rabid Republican cheering Goldwater on.
Dad could never understand why I voted republican; he always said a working man should be voting democrat; to do otherwise was like shooting yourself in the foot.
Let me just say, that I probably remember this time vividly for the excitement and arguments taking place at the dinner table every night.
We know from history that Johnson wiped Goldwater out, but that story carried through till Mom passed away in 2000; that was the longest election and argument in history, if you lived in our household.
1964 was notable for one other reason; Christmas. I got a BB gun from Dad.
That BB gun sparked a bigger debate that year than the election. Mom did not like guns or hunting, and Dad and I loved both. Mom also didn't like the way we killed fish either; but we loved fishing too, so she eventually learned to live with our passion for hunting and fishing.
Dad loved the outdoors; he was an avid hunter and fisherman, but I'd have to say that he loved fishing best. We spent most of our fishing time at the Salton Sea in the California desert, man was that place hot. It was a perfect place for kids to run wild and not have to worry about getting into much mischief. The Salton Sea is a huge inland saltwater lake located close to Indio California.
Dad spent four years in the Navy aboard light and heavy cruisers during the Korean War; sailing between Long Beach CA and Korea. He was seasick from the time the ship left the dock till the time it berthed. He did this for four years; this should be an indication as to how tough he was. If you've ever been seasick before I don't have to explain this.
I always tried to get him to go ocean fishing with me, but he would have none of it; he used to say that he was seasick for four solid years and he swore that he'd never go on the ocean again. And he didn't either.
Dad bought a 14' Sea King Montgomery Ward aluminum boat with a 6 horsepower Sea King outboard motor, and that's what we’d use at Salton Sea and Lake Irvine. Dad never got seasick on Lake Irvine but there were a few times on the Salton Sea that he'd green up and in we'd go to do our fishing from shore.
Once in, Dad would get a sleeping bag out and lay it out under a tree and go to sleep in that 120 degree plus desert campsite. That was after he'd had a few Burgie's of course. Hey, it was hot out there.
We usually had my best friend Jack with us and Jack and I would head off and do some shore or wade fishing. If we weren't doing that, we’d be trying to catch lizards. Those were some fast lizards; they could run upright like a man and use that tail for a rudder, we didn't catch many of those, but we never stopped trying.
Dad would lay there and watch us chase lizards; he'd be smoking and sipping a Burgie, cheering us on. He'd eventually take a nap and wake in time for some late afternoon and night fishing.
Dad always made sure I had a few bucks to spend on fishing during the weekends when he had to work overtime and couldn't take me. I'd wake up and there would be a five on the table with a note from Dad saying "Go Fishing!"
Dad loved animals, especially dogs. We always had dogs; Mom had cats. Dad could sit for hours and just watch animals. He had a pet covey of quail in Hesperia California that used to roam his back lot. I always kidded him about getting a few for supper and he'd rear back and give me the 'look'.
Dad always had a bond with nature and I know he looked to nature for guidance in his life; I know that's where I got it from. I guess what I'm trying to say is that I still feel Dad around me at all times; as long as I stay connected with nature, I stay connected with Dad.
I don't think I know of but a few folks that Dad didn't cotton to. He was civil, even to people he wasn't particularly fond of.
One of his favorite sayings was: "This guy's as full of shit as a Christmas goose." I could always tell when he was thinking that, he'd look over at me and wink real fast. It'd always bring a smile to my face.
Dad loved to flirt with the ladies too. When I was older and started bringing girls around the house, Dad was always hitting on them. I think he would have had a heart attack though if one ever took him up on it. It flustered the hell out of them and gave him the biggest kick.
He'd always let me know if he approved or not; there weren't many girls he didn't approve of though. Mom would just sit there and roll her eyes at Dads antics, she knew she had nothing to worry about there; Dad was just a natural born charmer. He especially liked picking on Cecilia and Phyllis, Mom's work friends.
No story about Dad would be complete without talking about Mom some.
Mom was Dad's life. I can't say it any other way.
To this day, I have never known married couples that were as devoted to each other as Mom and Dad. They weren't perfect by any means, but they sure had that going for them. In fact, I can only remember one time where they had a loud enough argument that frightened me.
I was about seven years old and I heard a ruckus coming from Mom and Dad's bedroom early one morning. I was still in my pajamas and was standing in the darkened hallway when Dad burst out of the bedroom. He turned around and told Mom "I'm leaving!"
I was stunned. Dad had turned around and saw me standing there. I looked him in the eyes and said "If you leave now, I’ll kill you!"
I don't know why I said that, I guess that I thought Dad was leaving forever and I'd never see him again or Mom would get hurt, or probably both.
He stood there shocked.
Then he started to laugh. He came over to me and knelt down in that darkened hallway, put his arms around me and said "Chuck, you know I'd never leave you kids or your Mom. I'll be with you forever." I grabbed onto him and probably started crying, I don't remember, but it seems that crying is something a seven year old boy would do in those circumstances.
I didn't know that Mom had left the bedroom and was standing behind Dad and Mom had witnessed the whole thing. She was standing there crying.
Dad waited till he knew that I was ok and then went with Mom into their bedroom and closed the door. From that time forward, I never saw a blowout like that between them. Sure, they had their differences and I'm sure that a lot went on behind closed doors. But I was never privy to their arguments after that and I'm pretty sure that they made sure that we kids were never subjected to their arguments after that episode.
Mom was about as close to a genius as I've ever known. She had a head for business and did very well with her career at Security Pacific National Bank. The only thing that kept her back was her weight; I can certainly relate to that, it's a life long struggle for anyone that has bad eating habits and does not exercise enough. I'm sure that this criterion applies to lots of folks.
Mom loved people; I don't believe that I've heard her speak against more than a few people my entire life. She loved her friends, and man, she had a lot of them.
Mom was one of the most loving and kind persons I've ever known.
Mom had a love for family; no matter how bad they were, she still loved them. And we had some bad relatives.
I used to kid Mom that we could trace her side of the family through the State of Indiana Prison System records. She didn't find that too funny, but Dad and I did.
Mom loved to play games; any kind of games that did not involve sports. She loved board games, and was a chess champion on a regional level. We played all the time and especially when we all went camping at Salton Sea. When the personal computer debuted, Mom was in heaven. Here was a whole new gaming world exposed to her. She became a computer geek and marathon gamer.
She played them all: Nintendo, Atari and any game available on IBM computers.
While Mom was a genius, accomplished business woman and gamer, she was absolutely inept in the kitchen. Mom hated to cook; I always thought that Mom was so bad at cooking by design. Like I said, she was a genius.
Mom left the cooking to my Aunt Dee, who was an excellent cook. Aunt Dee was a saint as well. To this day, I've never known a person who was so selfless in her dealings with family and friends. Aunt Dee had a wild side too, but I'll leave that for her kids to write about when they see fit. She was lots of fun and good natured to boot. She passed away at a relatively early age and I miss her terribly, the world is poorer for her leaving us, and that's a fact.
Mom could cook a few things well though; fried chicken and fried fish. Dad loved fried chicken and fish, so that's probably why Mom did it so well.
It just about killed Dad when Mom passed away. But life goes on; Dad was still attracted to the ladies but this time around, Mom was not around to protect him.
When I moved Dad to the old stone house in Pennsylvania to stay with us in the country, it was an adventure for him. We had critters everywhere. It was a joyous experience for him. He'd sit on the front porch in a Cracker Barrel rocking chair and watch the life all around him for hours.
These are just some of the memories I have of Dad. If you've made it this far, maybe you'll stick around for some more. I need to start another chapter, or this book will end with this one.
The Salton Sea
"The young man has wandered away from the campsite and comforting hiss of the Coleman lanterns. It is a clear and warm late summer night with a light, steady breeze. He finds a clear sandy area along the Salton Sea beach and decides to set a while. He lies on his back, gazing upward into the heavens. The Southern California low desert sky at night shimmers; the bright and varied pinpoints of starlight stand out in stark contrast against an infinite cocoon of darkness. How insignificant he feels, enveloped by the darkness and presented with the magnificence of the starry sky above. He feels privileged to witness and be a part of this tapestry; this point in time is his and his alone, certainly a gift. The fresh, yet melancholy scent of sage brush wafts over and through him and refreshes him anew. Yes, this time is most certainly a gift."
The Salton Sea is the perfect place for kids to raise hell. It does not matter how old your kids are; young children can have a good time, teenagers can have a better time.
It's hot though. Boy is it hot.
And sometimes it stinks. Boy howdy, does it ever.
Once a year, the red tide moves in and depletes the oxygen in the salty water and the fish die off. They float to the top and start to rot. Eventually, the dead fish carpet the beach in waves for miles. But heck, kids don't care about rotting fish, that's cool.
Mom, on the other hand, always called the Ranger Stations to see if the red tide was in; if it was in, she'd stay home and read. She wasn't partial to rotting fish. That never stopped me and Dad though; we'd go and camp far away from the beach to miss the rankest stench. It was still pretty ripe though.
They also had mutant horse flies at Salton Sea. They would cruise around the campgrounds looking for their next meal, usually a human back was a preferred lunching spot or maybe they would just latch onto a small dog and cart him off for brunch.
Just kidding about the dog; the horse flies preferred squirrels over the dogs and very rarely made off with Chi-Chi.
The store owners up at North Shore used to pay us kids a nickel apiece for a horse fly; a dime for scorpions.
Between fishing, chasing lizards and killing and selling mutant horse flies, we kept pretty busy.
Most of the time it was just really hot at Salton Sea. It was so hot in the daytime that the lizards would run from shady spot to shady spot; just like us kids. Summertime nights were so hot, that I slept in the campground showers with the showers running as a sort of impromptu swamp cooler.
Speaking of lizards, there is a desert lizard in the southern California desert that runs upright on its two hind legs, just like a human. They use their tail like a rudder. Those lizards can haul ass too and turn on a dime. Many hectic hours were spent by my friends and me chasing those suckers from shade spot to shade spot. We provided many hours of entertainment to the beer drinking adults in the campgrounds.
I bet you're thinking that this Salton Sea place must be a pretty fantastic place to spend your weekend's right?
You're damn straight it was.
If you were a teenager, it was even better. If there were girls in the other campsites, it was the best. On holiday weekends it was a teenage boys dreams come true. There were plenty of girls for the boys to choose from and plenty of boys for the girls to choose from. There were all kinds of dark and private places to run off to and… talk.
Hormone City in the desert; oh what stories those campgrounds could tell.
That's enough of that for right now.
Salton Sea was all about fishing. We used to stop at the bait shops around the Salton Sea and buy a few dozen mud suckers. A mud sucker was an ugly and dark brown little fish, properly slimy with a big mouth. The Corvina loved them. The Corvina was the prized game fish at the Salton Sea; it was basically a White Sea Bass with an orange rimmed mouth. They had teeth, but were never a threat to a fisherman, but were certainly a threat to the mud sucker on your hook.
Corvina was good eating fish, and the neighborhood always enjoyed the fish fries we would throw after a Salton Sea trip.
There were other fish in the Salton Sea; Croaker and Sargo were the other main fish to catch; Croakers made good Corvina bait. The Sargo were fair table fare, but were by far the best fighters in the bunch.
There are some BIG fish in the Salton Sea. I mean the Corvina can get big; some up to 32 pounds or better. But this is a different kind of fish story.
Dad and I were fishing at the south end of the Sea by Bombay Beach. We were in Dad's 14 foot aluminum boat and Dad always kept a pretty stout rod rigged with a Croaker for bait. He had never had a hit on that rod till that day. Something picked up that Croaker and took off. Dad set the hook and line started screaming of the reel. Dad tightened the drag and the fight was on. We had been drifting north with the wind; but that fish was heading south. It started pulling the boat against the wind. Dad looked over at me and you could tell he was pretty excited.
There was rumor of giant black sea Bass planted in Salton Sea. I don't think it's a rumor. Something a lot bigger than any Corvina was at the end of Dad's line.
Dad fought that thing for over an hour; finally something gave. Dad reeled it what line was left out there and that was the first time in my life that I saw a hook that was straightened. When Dad finally lost the fish, we were over a mile away from where he hooked it.
There's a monster in Salton Sea; I know there is because we left it there.
I remember one time Jack and I took off to do some shore fishing while Dad was taking a nap. We got into the Croaker heavy that day; I remember we got exactly 42 of them. We had no stringer, so we used Dad's favorite green army jacket to haul them back to the camp in, you know like a stretcher. Unbeknownst to Jack and me, we had caught a bunch of spawning Croaker and that jacket was soaked in milt (Croaker spunk) by the time we got back to camp.
We tried to wash the jacket out, but Croaker spunk is some clingy stuff. That jacket looked like a glazed doughnut by the time we got through with it. It smelled really great too. We thought we'd be smart and hide the jacket in the truck cab, behind the seat. We rolled up the truck windows and stashed it behind the seat.
Did I mention that Salton Sea was hot? It was 120 degrees in the shade that August weekend.
Well, we thought it smelled great before; it smelled REALLY great when Dad opened the truck cab door two days later. I can laugh about it now, but I can tell you that Jack and I weren't doing much laughing then.
Later (much later, like 20 years later) Dad would laugh about it.
Needless to say, Dad's favorite green army jacket did not make the trip home with us. For a while there, I thought Jack and I weren't going to make the trip home either.
Jack and I were best friends growing up; Jack's Mom Aggie was divorced and talking care of three kids and was having a hard time of it. Jack spent a majority of his childhood years growing up at my house and I believe that Dad also served as Jack's Dad during that time. I know we each got our butts spanked by Dad on occasion (too many occasions I thought at the time!) when we got out of line. We got out of line a lot.
Dad hated to give a spanking. Boy, I hated the sight of that belt. I always made sure I had my 'Whipping Jeans' on when Dad used to give us a spanking. 'Whipping Jeans' were a brand spanking new set of Levi's; those things were so stiff that you could tolerate a good spanking. Add some good theatrics and you could slide by with minimal damage. Mom always wondered why I never wore those jeans; if they got washed, they'd soften up and not do their job when the belt came out.
Like I said Dad hated to give a spanking. But he knew that it was for our own good; at least that's what he said to us when we were a fixin' to get one.
I learned from Dad that the most effective spankings weren't the ones that hurt the most; they were the ones that sounded the worst. In a kids mind the louder the whack, the worse the spanking. If you held your hand just right, you could make a loud whack that didn't have much bite. I used it on my kids later, and I'm telling you it works.
One of the best things about Salton Sea was the night and ghost stories. Out there in the middle of the desert by a campfire telling scary stories, it doesn't get any better than that.
One night, I was telling Jack a story about the dreaded 'Arbogaster' (I got the name from a fishing lure that I used to have), and he was freaked - I could tell. We were in our sleeping bags lying on the ground. Jacks head was close to a Coleman lantern. Just as I delivered the shock line (you know, the one that scares the stuffing out of you), a bat swooped down at the lantern after a bug and buried itself in Jacks hair. Jack had longish hair that Dad was constantly on his butt about.
Anyway, when that bat buried itself in Jack's hair, Jack screamed.
What happened next is the gospel truth. Jack cleared that fully zipped up sleeping bag in an instant; it was turned completely inside out. He was hopping around the camp trying to get a bat that was long gone out of his hair.
Dad and I didn't stop laughing for an hour. Jack was pissed and I'm sure that when he went running off for the campground bathrooms it was for something more than washing his face. All I know is that he came back in his bathing suit. We made him wash out the sleeping bag when we got home.
Dad liked to gamble some; he got my allowance (25 cents) every week for a year one time by skinning me at the pool table. He loved to play poker once a week at the house with his neighborhood buddies. He used to skin them on a regular basis as well. Later on, I'd play too, and between Dad and me, we'd skin them all alive. I paid for a lot of my dates that way.
Dad usually took me for my allowance but I got him back good at Salton Sea one time.
One day, down at the Salton Sea beach I told Dad that I could make a rock float. He said something to effect of 'Yah, right.' I said 'I'll bet twenty bucks that I can'. So he agreed to the bet in a heartbeat. I reached down and grabbed a big chunk of round rock and pitched it into the sea.
It bobbed around out there like a bath toy. Dad was flabbergasted. I took his twenty bucks.
Here's why that rock floated: Salton Sea is situated in an area that at one time had significant volcanic activity. As a result of that activity, there is a lot of pumice rock in the area. Pumice in its native form looks like a river rock, with pin holes. Pumice is very light. And it floats. Dad did not know that pumice would float; he thought it was just a bunch of round rocks and small boulders.
Dad was pissed and amused at the same time. He didn't stop trying to win that twenty bucks back for years.
Later on I also discovered that pumice was a great BBQ grill cleaner. I went down to Salton Sea and loaded up a truck full of it and took it to the swap meet to sell. I unloaded every bit of that pumice in no time.
I went deer hunting with Dad and Uncle Bob for the first time when I turned sixteen years old. I used a Remington 700 BDL in 30.06 that I borrowed from my uncle Junior Hust. It was a gun that my uncle never used; I believe that I was the first one to ever fire it. It didn't have a scope, just the factory iron sights. It was a good shooter; I sighted it in a few days before we went hunting and I could put three rounds into a three inch circle at 100 yards.
We left for Shaver Lake in the California Sierras that next weekend. You're probably wondering what Shaver Lake has to do with Salton Sea, but trust me; there is a connection.
Anyway, this was my first deer hunt and I was pretty excited. Dad was excited too, he'd been going deer hunting with Uncle Bob for years and neither he nor Uncle Bob had ever gotten a deer.
We made camp by the lake and Dad and Uncle Bob stayed up late talking about past hunts and the hunt coming up. I listened and soaked it all in. we cooked up some canned corned beef and hot dogs over the open fire and roasted marshmallows for desert. The grownups drank their beer and I made do with Cokes.
There is nothing like a night in the Sierras; the flickering light, crackle and smell from an open campfire, the smell of the Ponderosa pines, the mountain air is cool and crisp and the sky is a blazing carpet of stars.
The light from the campfire slowly dwindles as the fire reduces itself to glowing embers; the stars are even more spectacular as the campfire light wanes. I can hardly imagine a more peaceful time as those spent in the Sierras and Salton Sea at night.
I was too excited to sleep much and at the first light, I made a new fire and put the coffee on. I left the coffee percolating and went down to the lake to try for some Trout. In half an hour's time I had five Trout on the stringer, three rainbows and two browns. I caught them on a Mepp's spinner and as Dad would say "They were biting so good, I had to stand behind a tree to bait my hook!"
I cleaned them down at the lake and brought them back to camp. Dad and Uncle Bob had gotten up when they smelled the coffee. When they saw the Trout, the Trout soon joined the eggs and Spam that were frying up in the skillet on the Coleman stove. There is nothing like fresh Trout for breakfast. I fished all three days and filled up the coolers with fresh rainbow and brown Trout and smallmouth Bass.
We ate breakfast, cleaned the dishes and put the food up out of the bears reach before we headed out to scout around and claim our hunting spots. We had purposely picked an area far away from the other hunters that were up on the mountain. It's nuts up there with all the fair weather hunters that show up on opening day and we didn't want to take a chance on getting shot by a newbie hunter. We had our bright orange caps on; it's too easy for someone to mistake you for a deer without having some orange on.
Some folks shoot at anything that moves, but Dad taught me at an early age to make sure of what I was hunting before I took a shot. Sure, you might miss an opportunity but at least you won't make any tragic mistakes.
Anyway, we found an area a few miles from our camp that was heavily trafficked by game, game trails were worn through the Manzanita brush. Uncle Bob set up a few hundred yards away, as was Dad in the opposite direction. Our positions formed a triangle and we knew exactly where each other was.
I found a spot on top of some huge boulders overlooking a clearing in the pines and above a heavy Manzanita patch. I set back up there and waited for something to show. I feel asleep on those boulders with my back up against one of them.
I was awakened by a shot. I stood up and looked around. I saw a buck running away from me through the Manzanita brush at an angle about 50 yards going from left to right and opening the distance. I chambered a round in the Remington bolt action and took aim at his shoulder. I fired and he didn't even slow down. Damn.
By this time he was out 75-80 yards and I chambered another round. I aimed and fired and this time I hit him. He catapulted forward and did a somersault and landed on his back in the Manzanita brush with his feet in the air. He didn't budge an inch after that shot; he was dead before he hit the ground.
I was shaking from the adrenaline and got down off the boulders to go and check out my deer. I made my way through the brush and onto a game trail to get over to the buck. I got over to where I thought he was, but had a hard time seeing him in the brush. When I finally found him ten minutes later, he was still in the same position; on his back with all four legs in the air.
I checked to make sure the buck was dead and then I dragged him onto the game trail to get a better look. By that time Dad and Uncle Bob had found me to see if I got what I was shooting at. When they saw me with the buck, they couldn't believe it. They'd been hunting here for years and here was a kid, on his first hunt, standing over a buck that he'd shot with a rifle with iron sights, no scope.
Dad was beside himself; he'd never live this down when he got home and Mom found out that I'd got a deer the first time out on the first day of the hunt and he didn't. The pressure was on him to not go home empty handed.
We looked the buck over. He was a forked horn; on the west coast he was a two pointer; on the east coast he'd be counted as a four pointer. The antler tines were about five inches long and he was heavy for his size, about 140 pounds dressed out. My first shot had passed through the top of his neck. Uncle Bob was convinced that that hole was from his shot; he was the one that fired the shot that woke me up. But since it was my deer, I get to tell the story my way.
Sorry, Uncle Bob.
My second shot hit him in the shoulder and took out the buck's heart and lungs. He didn't know what happened; like I said, he was dead before he hit the ground.
Uncle Bob showed me how to dress out a deer; I won't go into that here. Not a pleasant job, but a necessary one if you are to hunt or fish.
We dragged that deer back to camp and that was a chore, let me tell you. We dragged that buck up gullies, down gullies and across rocks and streams. When we finally got that sucker back to camp we were beat. We had to get the deer strung up, skinned and bagged before we could rest up though.
We got the buck roped up where we could skin him. I washed him down with lake water and Dad and Uncle Bob showed me how to skin a deer; we bagged the skin for tanning and I stashed it in the crook of a tree away from bears and other critters. Then we washed the deer down again with some more lake water and we bagged the carcass for butchering later and up it went in the tree out of harms and bears way.
Then we rested up and got ready for the next day's hunt. I was ragging on those guys pretty hard and they were taking it pretty good and razzing each other and telling me how lucky I was.
We cracked open a can of Pork and Beans and passed it around. As anyone who has eaten this concoction knows, there is rarely more than one piece of pork in the can. Being the kid in the bunch, I was third in line for the can. I looked in there and saw the pork and spooned it up. I said "I can't believe you guys missed the pork!" and scarfed it down.
That's when I learned of the Tradition. It seems that the Tradition involved canned Pork and Beans.
The Tradition is this: he who shares a can of Pork and Beans and finds and then eats the one piece of pork, gets thrown into a lake, river, ocean, pond or whatever body of water is closest.
In this case, the closest body of water was Shaver Lake; fed from the Sierra ice pack. Did I mention it was fall in the Sierras? Uncle Bob and Dad informed me of the Tradition as they marched me down to the lake. I was a big kid, but I was no match for Dad and Uncle Bob.
They pitched me off the boulders at the edge of the lake into the ice cold November lake water and laughed their asses off. I wasn't laughing; I was trying to get to the bank and out of the water, all the while cussing them as much as I knew how to do at sixteen years of age.
I made it out after a few minutes and spent the next few minutes checking to see where my boys (balls) had gone. I believe that they scrambled up into wherever it is that balls go when they're frozen solid. It took a few hours and a good campfire to get the boys to come out from where they were hiding and join the party.
Dad and Uncle Bob would laugh for hours after the dunking. They'd look over at me and start cracking up all over again. I wasn't really mad; I was having a good time playing along with it. It was pretty funny after all.
We spent the next two days hunting up there. Since I got my deer and filled my tag on the first day of the hunt, my hunting was over. I helped Dad and Uncle Bob by walking through the Manzanita brush trying to get the deer to move so they could get a shot. That Manzanita is some wicked stuff; I needed new jeans and shirts after that two days.
We didn't see a deer in those last two days.
Uncle Bob and Dad were good sports about it though; at least we were coming home with something, the last six years they had been skunked.
We left on Monday morning and made our way home. As expected Dad and Uncle Bob came in for some pretty good razzing from Mom and Aunt Dot.
Uncle Bob butchered the buck and gave me the antlers. I still have those antlers; a few years ago I told my wife Sherry the story after she found them in an old box of my belongings. Unbeknownst to me, she had the antlers mounted on a plaque and gave them to me on my birthday. They are now on display in my office and I look at them on occasion; good memories there.
Uncle Bob made venison sausage with some of the meat and we split the sausage, remaining venison cuts and fish up between our families. That's how our families did it; we would always split up fish and game, so the families would share equally in our hunts and fishing trips. Back then it helped a lot with the food bills for our families and the passel of kids we had.
Our families liked wild game and the venison was a welcome addition to the family meals. Uncle Bob got the hide, I think he tanned and cured it. He took the hooves and used them to make knife handles.
I never did get Uncle Bob back for the lake dunking. I did get Dad back for it the next year. This is where the Salton Sea tie comes in.
Dad and I took off to Salton Sea in the spring to do some Corvina fishing. We were doing really well and had filled our limits of nine fish apiece everyday that weekend. We were making our last trip on Sunday afternoon and only had a few fish to go before we limited out that day.
We had an old 1960 Elgin boat and 40 horsepower Elgin outboard motor that Dad had traded our 14 foot aluminum boat and six horsepower outboard motor to Uncle Bob to get. Let me put it to you this way; Uncle Bob got the better end of that deal; that Elgin outboard motor was a piece of crap. But it was very dependable; you could depend on that thing to not work when you needed it most every time.
We normally never ventured far from shore, but on this day we were way out on the Sea. Sure enough, when it came time to move to a new spot, the Elgin would not start.
Dad got up and took the cowling of the Elgin and started fooling around with it. Thank God we had a good battery, because it took a half hour of cranking the Elgin over to finally get it running.
Dad put the cowling back on the Elgin and stood up. I was at the controls and put the boat into forward gear and started motoring out. I increased speed; Dad was braced up against the motor. I backed down suddenly and Dad lost his balance and staggered forward.
As Dad staggered forward, I jammed the throttle forward, causing Dad to go ass over teakettle flying backward and out of the boat into the Salton Sea.
Payback for the Shaver Lake dunking was upon us.
I was laughing and circling Dad in the water. Dad's sailor ways surfaced and he was calling me anything but Chuck. He was laughing too but he was mad also. That, in itself, was funny as hell. I circled him for a good twenty minutes, reminding him of how cold Shaver Lake was and he should be thankful that we were at Salton Sea in bathtub temperature water.
He didn't seem very appreciative of my consideration though.
I finally let him back into the boat, after I knew that he wouldn't kick my ass. I kept my eye on him for the rest of trip and for a long time after that. We would recall that story later on and for many years after that and laugh about it.
Dad loved his camper truck; Dad loved his camper truck because he now had a place inside out of the sun to keep his beer cold. Dad liked to drink beer. Dad's friends like to drink beer. Sometimes they all drank too much beer. It never got violent, but was almost always funny.
One night Dad and his Salton Sea fishing buddies got a little loose during the beer fest and one of his buddies got sick and puked in Dad's shoes. Dad always left his shoes outside on the ground at the bottom of the steps to the camper door. Grown-ups slept in the camper and the kids slept on cots outside.
I remember getting up and thinking that someone must have gotten sick, cause it was reeking pretty good out there; but I couldn't see anything, so I went back to my frosted flakes. Dad got up and sat down in the camper door opening and slid his feet into his shoes.
I remember looking at him while he was doing this, and I remember the look of wonderment and surprise as his feet hit that cold puke. He hollered and kicked the shoes off and stood there in all his glory with puked up feet. I started laughing when I realized what happened and Dad starting hoofing it across that rocky beach, bare-footed, to the sea to wash his feet off. Now that was disgusting, but man was it funny watching Dad hoof it off down there, swearing a blue streak.
I think his shoes ended up with his favorite green army jacket.
We fished Salton Sea from 1959 until I went into the Navy in 1977. Salton Sea could be a nasty place, but it could also be a fun place, especially when I was with Dad.
Hell, I think anyplace would have been alright with me as long as Dad was there with me.
Big Fish
"The boy enters the tepid waters of the Salton Sea armed with a seven foot fiberglass rod and Garcia-Mitchell 300 spinning reel. It's late at night and the only light is from the Coleman lantern hissing forth upon the bank. The boy feels his way out into the water; feet being scraped and cut by the salt crystal formations that carpet the bottom of the Sea and form a gauntlet between the boy and the chest deep water that is his destination. The boy traverses the gauntlet and reaches water deep enough to start his wade-fishing. The boy sets the bail on the old reel and rears back and pitches his bait deep into the night in search of the big Corvina prowling the depths in search of an easy meal. It's peaceful and the boy drifts off into a light nap, awaiting a tug on his line."
Wade fishing in the Salton Sea at night is an experience that every kid should have to do at least once. First off, there is nothing in the Sea that can hurt you, other than the chunks of salt crystal that litter the Salton Sea floor. Those things will cut your feet to ribbons if you're not careful; of course, how many kids do you know that are careful?
Needless to say, my feet were killing me from the previous night's wade fishing trip.
Let's get back to the wade fishing.
Now that we've established that no sea faring critters are in the Sea to terrorize an unsuspecting populace, we'll get back as to why a kid needs to do it.
First, the Southern California desert night sky is a sight to behold. Every kid should see it; he should see it as far away from any source of light that he can get to. Your mind will open and be stunned by the sheer enormity of the universe displayed above. If the sight of that stellar panorama doesn't makes you wonder, feel awe and help you realize that there is more to this life than just the earth and your home town, then you don't have a soul. It's fantastic.
Second, it's dark. It's really dark. I mean it's so dark out there that you can't see your hands in front of your face. The only light is from the beach bound Coleman lanterns and the light from the campsites a good distance away. On some nights the starlight and moon is so bright, it's like dusk all night long. If you're fishing with a buddy, you can tell ghost stories all night long and scare the beejeezus out of each other.
Third, the air and water are very warm, most of the time you can hardly feel a temperature difference between the two. It's like bath water. In fact, you don't have to get out of the water to find a bathroom it's so warm. Hey, you're a kid. It's the last time before you get to the nursing home that it'll be acceptable to piss your pants.
Fourth, minnows and small Croaker nibble at your legs all night long. You haven't lived till you've felt small fish eat away at you. They don't have any teeth, but you can feel them biting away at your leg hair. It's creepy, therefore glorious to kids.
Fifth, you can sleep standing up. That's right, you can nap standing up. The Salton Sea is so salty that the human body floats like a cork. You can be in chest deep water and just sort of float in place. It's like being in a vertical, all encompassing water bed.
Sixth, bio-luminescence. This might be the coolest thing about being in the Salton Sea at night. When the conditions are right you can see green trails in the water from the big fish chasing the little bait fish. It's awesome. Sometimes it looks like bright green spider web against a black background. It's like a light show sometimes. I'm grateful to have seen it and if you ever get the opportunity, do it.
Okay, now that we all know how cool it is and why every kid needs to do it, let's go fishing forty years ago on a hot August night.
Dad and I had started out for our fishing spot along the Salton Sea beach around dusk. We carried Coleman lanterns, an Ice chest stocked with Burgie, Pepsi and snacks, and our fishing tackle. We didn't have to travel very far to get there; that was an advantage of fishing at Salton Sea, you didn't have to travel very far away from the campsites to get to good places to fish.
We set up our night camp, baited up with live mudsuckers and got into the water.
We pitched out our baits and stood there in the warm chest deep water at the sun set over the mirror like surface of the Sea.
It didn’t take long for the Corvina to make an appearance; I about had my rod yanked out of my hands.
The Corvina made a run, line screaming off the reel. It wasn’t a big fish, but made a decent showing. I got him close enough to me and yelled over to Dad “Ha! I got the first fish, he’s about five pounds.”
When you catch a fish while wade fishing at Salton Sea, you need to walk it back with the fish still in the water and then put him on a stringer. Then you can bait up and start the wade back to where you can start fishing again.
So, that’s what I did. I was right; he was about five pounds and would make a fine meal. Life was good and I had the first fish. I was one up on Dad right off the bat. It was shaping up to be a good night.
It was dark by now, with just enough light cast from the Coleman lantern to see where I was going and to make out Dad’s outline about twenty yards from me.
Dad was walking his first fish back to the stringer. As he passed me he hollered “You might have got the first one, but mines bigger! He’s a ten pounder at least.”
A ten pound Corvina is a pretty good fish. But there are much bigger ones in the Salton Sea. At the time, the state record was 32 pounds.
I pitched my mudsucker out there. I stood out there napping and waited for the next strike. Dad had made his way back out after putting his fish on the stringer and pitched his bait out there.
It wasn’t but a few minutes that I heard Dad yelling and his reel screaming. Hell, it was the middle of the night and pitch black but I could tell that Dad was into a big one.
He yelled “I’m gonna get spooled! I can’t stop him!”
When you get spooled that means that the fish is so strong you can’t stop him; all your line gets stripped off the reel. That's a Big Fish.
I couldn’t see it, but I knew that Dad was running after the fish as best he could. Running in chest deep water is not an easy thing to do. But he was doing it.
Dad yelled “I turned him! He’s a big one! Oh my God, Chuck get to the beach and grab the net!”
Grab the net. I didn’t bring the net. Oh shit.
I reeled in and hauled ass for the shore. Dad was still fighting the fish when I clambered up onto the beach. It was too far to go back and get a net, so I just waited there for Dad.
Dad had finally won the battle and was walking the fish to the beach. As Dad approached the bank he could see me standing there without the net. He started laughing and said “You didn’t bring the net, did you?”
I said “Nope. We’ll have to wrestle him up here.”
We wrestled that monster onto the beach; Dad had the tail and I had him by the gills.
That thing was huge. It was the biggest Corvina Dad (or me) had ever caught. We double stringered that dude and we were done for the night. That fish was easily twenty pounds plus.
Dad was one happy fisherman that night.
We got back to the camp and put the fish on ice. It would not fit all the way in the chest, it was just too big. We forced it in by bending the tail in a hook shape and iced it down good. We got up early the following morning and took the ice chest holding Dad’s fish down to the North Shore Marina to get it weighed before cleaning it.
It weighed in at 26 pounds. The guy that was running the marina said it was the biggest fish ever weighed in at that marina. Now I can’t swear to that, but that’s what he said. It was short of the 32 pound record, but Dad’s fish was still a monster. The guy said that the fish could have easily lost a few pounds of weight since Dad caught it the night before. That fish could have gone 30 pounds.
The guy took some Polaroid pictures and gave one to Dad. Dad later had that picture framed; that was the only fish that Dad ever did that for. I have that picture now; it’s on the wall in my office. Dad has the biggest shit eating grin on his face, he didn’t stop smiling for days after that.
What a sight.
Dad thought about getting the fish mounted but we liked to eat them more than look at them, so we cleaned and steaked that fish.
Mom was used to our fish stories but she didn’t believe this one until she saw the picture and the size of the steaked fish pieces. Mom couldn’t cook much, but she knew how to fry chicken and fish. She made up a big fish fry and we had a neighborhood feast. That was the one and only time I ever saw Dad actually talk in front of people.
He told the fish story of his life and we all listened. It was Dad’s Moment and a well deserved one at that. He had people laughing and calling bullshit throughout the story, especially after he claimed that the fish bit him on the ass.
Over the years that raced by us we caught many more fish and made many more memories. But that episode of Dad’s big Corvina stands out above all others. He caught that fish in 1969 and 40 years later I’m still grinning about it and Dad did too until the day he passed away.
Now I hope that everyone who reads this story grins along with us.
Gavilan Hills
"A late summer breeze wafts through the Pepper trees and caresses the skin of the young man sprawled out on the ground leaning against the foundation of the old farmhouse ruins. The morning's dove hunt has gone well and the brace of cottontail rabbits are a bonus for that days harvest; the old Winchester pump shotgun has performed well. He hunts alone that day; Dad had to work the overtime this Saturday. The son misses the fathers banter and companionship that day, but knows that Dad will welcome the fresh game at dinner that night. They will talk of the hunt and plan for the next weekend late into the night. It's a fine way to end the day for both."
It does not seem so long ago; but I guess it was. I was twelve years old at the time. That would make it around 1968.
My family was living in Bellflower, California. Dad was working for Weiser Lock in Southgate and he was always working overtime on the weekends.
Our neighbors across the street were the Hollingsworth’s; they were my family’s best friends. They were so close that we Emery kids called the Hollingsworth’s grownups Aunt Dot and Uncle Bob.
The boys, Allen, Bob Jr, Frank and Dewey were like brothers to me. Allen was like my big brother, there were many times he defended me in the neighborhood. He saved me from some serious ass beatings.
Our families shared a love for the outdoors; we were all avid fishermen and hunters. It was a great time in my life.
Our neighborhood was a great place to grow up. Things were always happening; it was kid heaven. That neighborhood was crawling with a bunch of kids and we were always into something.
After school we would head to the riverbed and hunt grasshoppers. Did you know that grasshoppers in southern California had lime green wings and, sometimes, bright orange? We’d smack ‘em with sticks and then lay them out on boards at the end of the hunt. The bright orange winged ones were the most highly prized. We’d pack them up and use them for Trout and bluegill bait on the weekends.
In the summer, the grass in the riverbed would be waist high. We’d get down in the grass and hide; sometimes we’d make a fort in the grass.
Later on, when we discovered shovels, we would dig deep pits and use old plywood and discarded lumber for the roofs in our fort/pit. As we became older, these hideouts would become favored make-out spots.
All the neighborhood houses would border the riverbed fields and all these houses had fruit trees. We kids would make our way along the fences and snag fruit from the neighbor’s trees; it was like a grocery store. Man, we made some of the neighbors mad. You know how kids are; we’d flat go through some vittles. Sweet oranges, apricots, nectarines, figs, you name it, we ravaged it, no fruit was safe. Life was sweet and oh so uncomplicated.
Anyway, the Hollingsworth kids and I were inseparable.
Our Dad’s were best friends and that worked out really well for us.
We used to hunt an area in Riverside County that was called Gavilan Hills. It was off Toro Road in a wide-open country area that was teeming with quail, dove and rabbits. I cut my teeth on upland game hunting there; it was a wondrous place.
I understand that row upon row of tract homes sit upon my memories now.
That area of Riverside was populated from the turn of the century (1890’s) through the early 1930’s and then the area was pretty much deserted. We hunted among deserted homestead ruins.
I remember those days. They were hot and dusty, with the wind rustling the eucalyptus and pepper trees, and dust devils swirling along the old wagon roads. Many times we’d sleep in the late afternoon under those trees.
It was very peaceful.
At night we would build a fire and the Dad’s would tell tall stories, pioneer ghosts writhing just outside of the light cast from the fire. We’d use Pepper tree wood for the campfire; sometimes the pepper tree wood would explode like a firecracker at the exact time Dad or Uncle Bob would deliver the shock line to a good ghost story, scaring the beejeezus out of us kids. We’d laugh and tease each other, fun stuff. We’d cook up canned roast beef and roast hot dogs and marshmallows over the open fire. The Dad’s would be drinking beer and we kids would be drinking RC Cola’s and Pepsi.
At night, by firelight, we’d talk late into the night; about girls, cowboys, girls, fishing, girls, hunting, girls, cars and just about anything (girls) that would pop into our heads. It was a great time to be alive.
And then we'd get up in the morning and do it all over again.
Even then, I knew that it was a special time.
Dad and Racing
"The hot summer night air was filled with the stench of high octane racing fuel and the haze of burnt rubber. This assault on the senses was a combination that was an aphrodisiac to the young man driving the 1970 Plymouth GTX lined up against the 1971 Chevrolet Camaro Z-28 in the next lane. The staging lights traverse from yellow to green and the race was on. The Z-28 gets the jump on the Mopar, but the 440 gets with the program and triggers the win light that night at Irwindale Raceway."
I started my fascination with cars at an early age. The neighborhood in Bellflower that I grew up in bordered the San Gabriel River bed on Carfax Street.
It was a multicultural neighborhood; Mexican and white mostly. Very few Negroes lived in Bellflower at that time. It was a great place for kids; there were a million of us. We could always get a gang together for riding bikes, hunting grasshoppers, building forts in the river bed or anything else that a kid would want to do.
The river bed was a wondrous place; wide open spaces to shoot BB guns, hunt and fish, you name it. Great place to build forts and make out with the neighborhood girls too. You had to watch out for the hobo's though, they were a mean bunch. They lived under the bridges spanning the river bed and were dangerous. It was good place to scavenge for bike parts; someone was always stealing bikes and then throwing them over the bridge into the river bed below.
You never knew what you would find in the river bed.
One time we found a postman's uniform and mail bag in the river bed. We went home and told our parents and they called the cops. It turned out that someone had killed the postman and dumped his stuff in the river; at least that was the story that we got. We also found an emptied out mechanical stamp machine down there one day; the Postal Service came and got it.
Later on, stripped and stolen cars started showing up in the river bed. We used to get some really good parts off the abandoned cars. It was too expensive to drag them out of the sand, so the insurance companies would just leave them there to rot.
There was a family down the street; I can't remember their names other than the older brother Curtis. He was into Fords but would wheel and deal in most anything that would put a few bucks in his pocket.
He had a 1966 Ford Fairlane that he was awfully proud of; I used to hang around over there for the cars that would come through his yard. He also had a pretty nice sister that was known to enjoy male company. What can I say? I was an optimist; I was around 12-13 years old at the time.
One time Curtis came over and asked me if I wanted to go get some parts off a 1969 Plymouth Roadrunner that someone had pushed off a cliff in Rancho Palos Verdes over by Marineland. I said ok and off we went.
He wasn't kidding when he said it was pushed off a cliff. That cliff had to be 300-400 feet high. The Roadrunner was piled up at the bottom of the cliff and we got there before the tide had started to come in. We didn't have much time to strip that thing before the tide ruined what parts were savable.
We skinned down that cliff face with a bunch of tools and commenced to salvage that poor car. It was a beauty at one time; bright blue with a black interior, 383 engine and four speed transmission.
I'm telling you, that you haven't lived until you've lugged a Mopar cast iron four speed transmission, clutch and bell housing up 400 feet of hard scrabble cliff face. But I did it.
Curtis got the intake, heads and carburetor up there before the tide came in and ruined what was left.
We got that stuff home and unloaded and were stiff for three days after.
There was a Mexican kid on the block that used to race a 1956 Chevrolet Bel-Air; that year and model are to this day, one of my favorites. He broke a crankshaft one summer's night, and the resulting engine teardown was the first time that I got a look at the internals of a V8 engine.
I was hooked.
I had to have an engine. I was 12 years old at the time and made a plan. I asked Dad if it was OK for me to have an engine in the backyard. He looked at me like I was crazy and said "If you can buy one and get it home, I don't see why not." I'm sure that he believed that I was just in a phase and he wouldn't have to worry about me getting an engine.
Dad was wrong.
I walked from Carfax Street to Lakewood Boulevard the next Saturday afternoon to Axle Rods Junk Yard on Artesia Boulevard. It was about a three mile journey. I had pushed two old wooden skateboards that I had attached a 2 foot by four foot 3/4" sheet of plywood all the way to the junkyard.
As I pushed my contraption up to the junkyard counter, the guys inside were just sitting there watching me. They were probably wondering what the hell this kid was up to.
The guy running the place and came over and said "What can I do for you kid?" I said "I want a motor."
He asked what I wanted the engine for and I told him I wanted to see how to take it apart and rebuild it; I didn't know how they worked.
That shocked the boys at the counter. Now they were curious. One asked what kind of engine I wanted. I said "I want a HEMI." They all thought that was pretty funny. The guy running the place says "How much money you got?"
I pulled out my money and started counting it out. I had $15.00 in bills and another $2.78 in coins. I said "I got $17.78, what'll that get me?" The guy says, "Well that won't get you a HEMI." He looks around at the other guys and says "That's a considerable amount of money though. It will get you this 327 Chevrolet motor over here though. How about that?"
I said "Well it ain't no HEMI, but it'll have to do." The guys were roaring at this time. The guy said "How are you planning on getting that engine home?" I said "I'm going to put it up here on these skateboards and push it home." The guys at the counter stopped laughing and one asked if I was serious. I said I was.
Well, those guys took that skateboard contraption over and added some 2x4 boards for strength and used bolts instead of nails to hold everything together. Then they took those metal skateboard wheels off and bolted on some casters. Then they lifted that small block 327 onto that contraption and tied it down with rope. I thanked them for helping me and the coke they had bought me.
Then I pushed that engine all the way home. It was quite a trip; more than a few people stopped and helped me at different parts of the journey. I had some problems getting it over curbs and onto sidewalks. But I made it.
I had just finished pushing the engine up the driveway and into the garage when Dad got home from work. I thought he was going to have a seizure when he saw the 327.
He asked where I got the engine. I told him that I got it from Axle Rods Junkyard. He asked how I got it home. I told him I pushed it home. Then he asked me how much I paid for it. I told him I paid $17.78 for it.
Dad said that that engine was worth at least $250 and probably a lot more considering that it looked so good and was probably capable of running just as it was. Dad called Axle Rods and spoke to the guy that sold me the engine. The guy said that he was so tickled by me, that he sold it to me for almost nothing. He said the guys there were worried about me and were fixing to drive around to check up on my journey home. Dad told them thanks and hung up.
Dad said "Well, you've got an engine now Chuck. What are you going to do with it?" I told Dad that I was going to rebuild it and then sell it.
And I did.
It took me two years but I rebuilt that 327 Chevrolet small block and sold it to a guy building a Jeep. He installed it and fired it up and it ran like a top. I didn't get much for it, but I learned a lot. It was worth it to me.
Soon after, we moved to another part of Bellflower in a nicer neighborhood. It sucked at first. No kids my age anywhere around and the parochial high school that I started that year was so small the kids were scattered over too wide of an area for us to get together.
I was a freshman in high school in 1970; the year that we moved to Rosser Street. I was 14 years old and still hunting and fishing with Dad but I was buying every issue of Hot Rod and Car Craft magazine that I could lay my hands on.
A few years passed and I was 15 1/2 years old with a driver learner's permit. I was working at a McDonalds in Norwalk California and it was time for me to get a car. Dad asked around and soon had a gem of a car located; a 1962 Chevrolet Corvair for $105.00, what a deal. I was so desperate for a car that I jumped on it.
That car burned and leaked more oil than it used in gasoline. I never changed the oil because I was going through 5 quarts of oil in a week. I did like it though, even if it leaked worse than the Exxon Valdez.
I eventually sold the car to my Aunt Dee for $100.00 and bought a 1964 Chevrolet Malibu station wagon. I jacked it up in the rear with Gabriel Hi-Jacker air shocks and spiffed her up with chrome baby moon rims and tires that I got from the trash in back of the tire change place down on Bellflower Boulevard.
I was living large, let me tell you.
I blacked out the rear windows in the station wagon and threw some sleeping bags in there and I was ready for some dates with my girl friend. Dad told me that it looked like a rolling whorehouse and I'd be lucky if Cindy's (my girlfriend) Dad didn't shoot me.
One day I noticed a "For Sale" sign on a 1970 Plymouth GTX a few houses down. I'd been drooling over that car every time I saw it out and about. I asked Dad if I could buy the car. He asked what it was; I told him it was an old Plymouth down the street.
Dad says that an old Plymouth would be better than some of the other high performance cars that I'd been bugging him about. He obviously didn't know what a GTX was.
That Plymouth GTX was a monster. It had a 440 Magnum engine, Torqueflite automatic transmission with a 3.55 rear gear. I went down the street with the money that I'd been saving; it ended up costing me $900.00, I drove that puppy home.
Dad saw that car wheel into the driveway and knew he'd been had. He told me to take it back, but I told him a deal is a deal. He looked at me and said "only bad things can come of you having a car like that." But he let me keep it.
Mom was not happy about it either and I was probably responsible for their gray hairs during that time frame. They really had no idea what I was up to; I was street racing.
I street raced that thing everyday for a year. I only lost twice during that time. I got six exhibition of speed tickets, three speed contest tickets and more loud exhaust tickets than I care to remember. I also lost my license for six months. I was a racing fool.
During my license suspension I worked on the car. I had bought a brand new set of Goodyear Polyglas G60-15 rear tires for it and had left it parked in the garage while a buddy had come to pick me up for a little cruising action that night.
The next morning I went out to do some work on the GTX and noticed that my brand new tires were worn through to the belts. What the hell?!
I went to the front to tell Dad that someone has been joy riding my car, when I noticed the burn out stripes in front of the house. Dad was sitting on the front porch. He looked over at me and grinned. He said "That old Plymouth runs pretty good boy!"
Dad was the one that burned all the rubber off my brand new Goodyear Polyglas G60-15 tires.
He ended up buying me a new set. I took the rotor out of the distributor so he couldn't start it and do it again.
I ended up selling the GTX a few months later. That was a Big Mistake. Responsibility is a real buzz kill, let me tell you.
I learned that the only place to race is a drag strip and that I was lucky to have survived my street racing days. I not only endangered myself and those in the car with me, but people driving on the street with no racing involvement. Sure it was fun; but it was really stupid. I started racing at the track and never street raced again.
Mom and Dad were extremely glad when I transitioned to the track and quit street racing; they paid my track entry fees to get me off the street and on a sanctioned track.
When I got out of boot camp in 1977, I picked up a Hemi Orange 1972 Dodge Challenger 340 Rallye with a four speed; my racing insanity has been going strong ever since. I now race a 1963 Plymouth Savoy in Nostalgia Super Stock.
Conflagration
"The light is dim in the Irvine Burn Center Intensive Care Unit. The steady whirring of the breathing machines, chimes and beeps of the monitoring equipment are the only noise apart from the occasional moans and sedated screams emanating from the burn victims lying abed in the ward. The young sailor home on emergency leave stands watch at the bedside of his father who was severely burned in an industrial accident. The father is barely conscious but knows that his son stands vigil. The father turns his head towards the son and says "Chuck, go home and get the pistol and put me out of my misery, please Chuck do this." The son looks down at the father and says "Dad, if I need to, I will. Get some sleep and we'll see how it goes in a day or so, and if you haven't changed your mind by then, I'll do it." The father looks at his son and makes the OK sign with his left hand, the only hand that survived the inferno relatively intact. The father closes his eyes as the drugs drive him into a deep slumber. The son turns away and resumes the vigil."
I was in the Navy stationed in Charleston, South Carolina, but I was home on leave when I got the call from Mom. Dad had been severely burned in an industrial accident at the plant in South Gate, California and Mom wasn't sure if Dad was going to make it or not. Mom said they were taking him to the Irvine Burn Center and that Dad had been asking for me.
I got to the ICU at the Irvine Burn Center before Dad did. I saw him being unloaded from the ambulance and ran to his side. He was a mess, to this day I've only seen one other person burned as badly as Dad; that would be Dad's best friend Marcel, who was being unloaded from the other ambulance.
Dad recognized me and asked if Marcel was alright. I told Dad that Marcel didn't look good and that I'd keep an eye on him.
God, what a nightmare that time was.
The medics told me to come on and I went with them to get Dad to ICU. I left Dad in their care and went to check up on Marcel. Marcel was burned badly, I could hardly see where his skin began and his scorched clothing ended. Marcel was a fan of double knit vinyl shirts and pants and patent leather shoes. That stuff was flammable. He was burned so badly that his rubber soled shoes had melted into the soles of his feet. Parts of him were charred so badly, you could see the white of bone. Dad was not burned as badly as Marcel for the sole reason that Dad always wore cotton shirts and dungarees with real leather work brogans.
The doctors asked me if I was family. I said no but he was a friend of mine and Dad's. They told me that if his family wanted to see him alive, that they'd better hurry and get there.
I found Mom in the ICU waiting room and asked her to get a hold of Marcel's wife and kids and get them over here. I went to find Dad.
I found Dad in the ICU; I wasn't supposed to be in there with him, but they let me stay. They were pulling what was left of his clothes from his body. The big chunks of clothes and burned flesh would come off in the whirlpool later. They were just trying to clear enough off Dad to get to him to work on him properly.
Dad was incoherent from the pain and drugs; it was not his or my best Moment. I think the most miserable feeling in the world has to be just standing by not being able to help a loved one or anyone else for that matter. It was horrible.
The only place he wasn't badly burned was his face, under his chin, the feet bottoms and his left hand. They were pumping him full of morphine to kill the pain, but it wasn't working very well.
I hope that you never have to see a loved one go through something like this.
The doctors finally kicked me out of there; deep down I was glad they did, it was more than I could stand seeing Dad like that. It was hours before they had cleaned Dad and Marcel of the remnants of the clothes they were burned in and stabilized them.
This is how the accident happened, as was told to me by Dad. The coatings used at the plant were tough to get off your hands, so they had installed portable sinks in the middle of the work floor. The sinks were fed with a solvent that the workers could use to remove the coatings. The solvent was flammable. The plant had just finished installing first generation powder paint machines next to the solvent wash area. Unbeknownst to the workers, the new machines were not grounded properly.
They were doing start-up testing on the new machines. The new machines grounded themselves to the wash sinks and a worker touching the sink would get a shock; this caused someone to jump back and knock over a barrel of the highly flammable solvent. Dad and Marcel were standing in the middle of the pool of solvent when the solvent ignited. Dad and Marcel caught on fire and were fully engulfed in seconds; Dad and Marcel both took off running and they both were still on fire. Were it not for the fact that Dewey Holinsworth ran after Dad and tackled him to put out the flames, Dad would surely have died that day. Marcel was not so lucky.
I am in debt to Dewey for what he did that day.
The paramedics responded and took Dad and Marcel to the Irvine Burn Center ICU. At the time, the Irvine Burn Center was one of the best burn treatment facilities in the nation.
Now, back to Dad at the Irvine Burn Center ICU.
They put Dad under with heavy doses of morphine to kill the pain and make him sleep. We were allowed to see him sleeping for a few minutes before they kicked us out again. Marcel was in the same room as Dad was, but he was conscious. They were keeping him awake until his family could see him. I don't know why they hadn't shown up yet.
I went over to him and he looked up at me.
Marcel said "Hi, Chuck." I said "Hi Marcel." He said "I'm going to die, huh, Chuck?" and I said "Yeah, Marcel you're going to die. I'm so sorry Marcel." And then I started to cry. He said "Don't be sad Chuck. It's not your fault." I said "I know Marcel, I'm going to miss you and Dad will never forgive himself, he was doing nothing but asking if you were going to be alright."
I could see Marcel's eyes tear up when I mentioned Dad and he said "Chuck, your Dad is the best friend that a man could ever have and I'm going to miss him. You tell your Dad that I'll be waiting on him in heaven and then we can smoke and drink all we want to then. You're a good boy and I want you to tell your Dad that, ok?" I said "Ok, Marcel." The drugs kicked in and Marcel went to sleep and that was the last words I ever said to him. May God rest his soul. I think his family got a chance to say goodbye, but I don't know for certain.
The next morning when I came back to the hospital to see Dad, Mom had already broken the news to Dad about Marcel's death. Dad was inconsolable; I told him what Marcel had asked me to tell him, I think it helped.
I asked for and received emergency leave to stay with Dad until he was out of the woods; it took three weeks before we knew that Dad was on the mend.
Severe third degree burns are the most miserable thing to ever happen to a living being. The treatment is painful beyond comprehension and the recovery is slow and agonizing.
Dad was constantly being submerged in a whirlpool device to strip dead meat and skin from all over his body.
This was more painful than I can describe. Dad wanted to die. One night he asked me to go home and get his .380 caliber pistol and put him out of his misery. I asked him to give it a little more time. He insisted that he wanted to die, he was serious. I could see that he was making some progress and I told him so. I also said that if he still felt this way in a few days that I'd kill him; I meant it too. When I went back to the house, I put that pistol in the car, just in case. It turned out then that I didn't have to kill Dad; but I would have.
Dad was still grieving over Marcel and I could tell that he felt guilty that he survived and Marcel didn't. My heart was breaking watching Dad grieve. But Dad was getting better by the day, he was one tough hombre.
Once the doctors got the dead tissue and skin off him, they put him into a sterile cadaver skin. That's right; they inserted his body from the neck down in someone else's whole skin. They use a sterile cadaver skin to ward off and prevent infection. Infection is a burn victim's most deadly threat.
The cadaver skin buys some time to let the body recover somewhat before the skin grafts begin.
The skin grafts. They took patches of unburned skin from the arm pits, in between Dad's leg's and anywhere else they could grab on to some unburned skin at. When the areas that skin was removed for grafts formed new skin, they took that too and used it wherever Dad needed it. It was years before Dad would stop wearing long sleeved shirts. He looked like a patchwork quilt when he had his shirt and pants off, he was embarrassed.
Later on we'd laugh about how he had hair where no hair should be. That was much later on though.
While visiting Dad one day, the paramedics brought in a young man, a kid really, he was my age. He was burned so badly that they didn't even try to keep him alive for long; they just wanted him sedated to the point that he wasn't in pain any more.
The kid was burned pulling his girlfriend and her brother from his burning Jeep; the Jeep had been rear ended by a drunk driver, unfortunately the kids were on their way to the desert for a camping trip and the jerry cans on the back of the Jeep were full of gasoline. His girlfriend and brother got some burns but they were going to be ok.
He wasn't going to make it and he knew it; but he also knew that he had saved his girlfriend and her brother. I guess that must have given him some comfort, I know that the knowledge would have comforted me had I been in his position.
The doctors told me that he was burned so badly that he really didn't feel much pain but they loaded him up all the same. He passed away soon after getting to the hospital; he died a hero, not many can lay claim to that.
The burn center doctors are heroes as well; what those folks do for people is a godsend and I'm eternally grateful for what they did for Dad. To have to do that job day in and day out has to wear on you both physically and emotionally.
Once Dad was out of the woods and starting therapy and skin grafting, it was time for me to go. I wanted to stay, but Mom basically kicked me out back to the Navy.
I would come home on leave over the next four years and Dad was getting better all the time. Between the physical therapy and the continual skin grafting, things were going as well as could be expected.
Dad eventually recovered to the point he was mostly functional, but the muscle and tissue damage to Dad's right hand and both arms kept him from returning to work. He retired on disability and a pension from his company and stayed home to care for Mom in his later years.
I'd always call him and ask how he was doing. He'd get exasperated and state "I can still get a hard on, if that's what's worrying you." I'd laugh and he'd join in. It became a traditional reply between us and later he said the same thing to my wife Sherry one day at the dinner table in the old stone farm house in Pennsylvania; that shocked her down to her toes. We got a big laugh out of that one, still do.
Bunkie - Enter the Dog
“With warm breath shimmering in the frosty morning light, the yellow lab sits attentively along a verdant river bank. Peering into the rising sun, he watches for the next teal or mallard to show itself. A sense of well-being floods the hunter as he watches his companion with pride and reflects on his good fortune to be at this place with this dog. Life is good.”
It was February 1982. I was in the Navy stationed on the US Navy Fast Attack submarine USS Queenfish (SSN-651) at the Bremerton Naval Shipyard in Washington State. Bremerton in the 1980's was a typical small town in western Washington State; a town of faded glory, small businesses and not much of a night life outside of the White Pig Tavern. The White Pig was known locally as the Albino Swino.
I was a newlywed, married to my future ex-wife Nicole. Things were good.
We had just recently discovered that she was pregnant and we went out to do some minor celebrating in the booming metropolis that was Bremerton. Our celebration was minor by necessity; the Navy did not pay well enough for major celebrations.
It was a cold and bright day on Bremerton’s main drag, too cold to be lingering on the streets for long. We were moving from small shop to small shop, picking up the odd bit to decorate our home with.
As we walked along, I spied a lady standing on the corner with a towel covered cardboard box sitting on the sidewalk.
As we passed, she asked us if we would be interested in a puppy.
My wife immediately said "No thanks."
I said "Sure, let’s see what you’ve got."
The lady pulled the towel off the top of the box; inside were five Labrador retriever puppies. They were probably six weeks old at the time.
I’m a sucker for bird dogs; I always have been.
I was raised in a hunting family, and Dad and I lived for hunting quail and doves. We loved dogs that could hunt; the dogs didn't have to be purebreds, just good dogs that loved to hunt.
Four of the dogs were black females. One of the dogs was a yellow male.
I was drawn to the yellow pup and stooped to pick him up. I cradled him in the crook of my elbow on his back and waited. He just lay there looking up at me with those big, soft, brown eyes; he was very compliant.
I placed my hand on his tiny chest and he curled his front paws around my hand and lay docilely staring up at me.
Oh, how that dog fooled me.
He made me think he was simply a gentle creature that wanted nothing more than to bask in the glory of my presence. I could feel my wife's eyes burning into my brain; I knew that I would pay dearly if I bought that dog.
What the hell, I wanted the dog.
As Admiral David G. Farragut once said, "Damn the torpedoes, full speed ahead!"
So, I sailed that water, I did.
I was sunk. I had to have him. I asked the lady how much. The lady hemmed and hawed a bit and then said, “Ten bucks.” I fished two fives from my wallet and he was mine.
Needless to say Nicole was not happy. I told her that I bought the dog for her, to keep her company while I’m at the shipyard doing the Navy thing.
Oh, what a liar I was, that dog was mine.
The lie mollified her somewhat and she even played with him a while as we walked back towards the car.
We got back to the house we were renting in Port Orchard and introduced the dog to his new home. He tinkled with joy, tinkled meaning that he liberally splashed dog piss from the front door foyer linoleum to the brand new living room carpet.
I grabbed him up and took him outside into the snow covered front yard and set him down in a drift.
He was belly deep in snow. He didn’t look too happy with his family jewels buried in the snow. Come to think of it, I wouldn’t have been too happy if my family jewels were buried in snow either.
I placed him under the eaves in the flowerbed and he did his business and then we went into the house.
He was a happy little guy, always on the move. He followed us everywhere we went and seemed to have the opposite sleeping hours that we did.
He was a mischievous little dude, playfully leaving stinky, slimy, disgusting mounds of dog offal deposited in the most unlikely places. He was a real joy, he was.
Nicole was teeming with love for the dog. She had endearing little names for him, alternating between "That little jerk!” and “Oh, that little creep!”
I didn’t think that those names were appropriate titles for a family loved one, so I thought of another name for him.
I named him Bunkie.
I named him Bunkie because that is what the Navy slang term for your bed was. Everyone knows that a sailor loves to sleep and that he loves his bunkie.
There you have it. Bunkie was the perfect name.
As the weeks passed, Bunkie became better at going outside to the bathroom. Of course it helped that he was rapidly growing and now his family jewels weren't buried too deep in the snow.
I took Bunkie to the veterinary doctor on Friday afternoon for his shots and we had a great time.
He tore that place up. He pissed. He crapped. He demolished a Boys Life magazine. He terrorized a Pekingese.
That was in the first fifteen minutes that we were in the office.
So much for my docile, basking in the glory of my presence dog. I was mortified. I apologized to the owner of the Pekingese.
The receptionist fixed me with an icy glare while I cleaned up the mess.
Where did my perfect little soldier go? Oh, he fooled me all right.
I hogtied that Cerberus, that Hound of Hades, and went into the vet's examining room.
I set Bunkie on the table and the doc took a look. The vet looked at his eyes, ears and feet. He pried open Bunkie’s mouth and looked at his teeth and gums. He checked out the dog’s coat and checked the family jewels. He nodded approvingly. Bunkie pissed all over the table. The doc was no longer nodding approvingly.
I cleaned up the mess. The doc got the hypodermic needle out and loaded up for the shots. I think the doc was looking forward to this part.
Bunkie took his shots without a whimper. I was impressed. The doc was impressed, he was nodding approvingly again.
The doc said he was a little concerned with Bunkie’s potbelly. He said Bunkie might need to get wormed.
Such an innocent phrase it was “might need to get wormed.” I said OK, let’s worm him. The doctor gave me some worming medication and told me to give him some before bedtime tonight and then check his stool the next day for any evidence of worms.
Yuck.
I got Bunkie out of the vet's office without too much trouble and a minimum of mess and off in the car we went to the house. I told Nicole what happened and she shook her head and asked me if I really wanted to keep Bunkie. I said, "Yeah, I’ll deal with him from here on out; he’ll be my responsibility."
He was mine now.
I followed the vet’s directions and gave Bunkie the worm medicine that night. He liked the taste I think, he swallowed it all without missing a drop. We had a fairly uneventful night. I only had to get up with the dog eleven times to take him out to pee. He didn’t crap all night.
I got up around 8am and Bunkie was already up and about. There was a horrible stench coming from the living room.
"Oh no", I thought. I entered the living room and the first thing I did was step into a pile of dog crap.
Not any old pile of dog crap mind you, but a living, writhing, wormy pile of crap. I was horrified. I was hopping around on one foot trying to avoid the other living piles of offal strewn about the floor.
I did the only thing I could do; I plopped on the couch. Right on another pile of wormy crap he had left for my sitting pleasure.
Nicole had entered the room at this time; she didn’t say a word and retreated into the bedroom.
I cleaned the mess up and guess what? Bunkie didn’t have a potbelly any more.
I can laugh about it now. In fact, I laughed about it then. After a few days had passed that is. Nicole never did laugh about it though.
The poor little guy, no wonder he couldn’t hold his water. That wormy mess was probably pushing against his bladder and he had to pee all the time. After he was wormed, he was much easier to potty train. He still had his accidents, but much less frequently.
He was my faithful companion for 14 ½ years. I feel his spirit around me to this day. He has been gone since 1996 and there is not a day that goes by that I don’t think of my Bunkie.
To this day, I smile when I think of Bunkie and grimace when I think about my ex-wife.
Oh well, one out of two ain’t bad.
Demolition Derby
”The puppy sits attentively; head cocked to one side. The pup is a yellow Lab, a hunters blood courses through his veins. What is he listening for? Is it the cackling of a Ring neck Pheasant? The cooing of a Mourning Dove? Perhaps the chi-qui-ta call of a California Valley Quail? Nope. He awaits the sound of the key in the front door and the arrival of his Master, the bearer of the remains of today’s lunch.”
At this time in Bunkie’s life, he was the ripe old age of six months. He was still a puppy (in my eyes anyway) and was my constant companion. I was still in the US Navy.
I was working 12 hour shifts at the shipyard, readying the Queenfish for sea trials and I would spend time with the family after working my shift. I would be home most nights, but on occasion I would be on duty and have to spend the night at the shipyard. At this time we were living in Navy Housing. However, that’s another story in itself.
Nicole was having a hard time adjusting to the Navy way of life. She was very close to her parents emotionally, and pined to see her parents on a regular basis. Her being pregnant and uncomfortable wasn't helping matters either.
Being the new husband, I was trying to be responsive to her needs; which I must admit, did not come naturally to me.
As a result of this mismatch, there were many times that Bunkie and I discussed the mysteries of the fairer sex on the porch in back of the house that we lived in and that the US Navy owned.
He didn’t have much to say, but he listened intently and rolled his eyes whenever Colleen, the neighbors bitch Collie pranced by.
It was like he was saying, “I’m with you there Buddy!”
The holidays were fast approaching and the wife was making noises about going home to La Mirada, California and her parents for Christmas. I resisted this idea to no avail. It looked like I was heading south to be with her family for Christmas. I was tasked with finding a kennel to lock my best buddy up in. I was not digging this idea. We argued incessantly about it, in addition to the other incessant arguments we conducted on a routine basis.
Man, I was tired. Between the arguing at home and the shift work at the shipyard I was beat. What I wouldn’t have given then for a Colt 45.
Not the beer, the gun.
I resigned myself to searching for a good kennel to jail my dog.
I finally found a decent kennel in Port Orchard. I visited my dog’s future jailers and made sure that Bunkie would be well treated.
A few days before we were scheduled to fly out to California, I loaded Bunkie up in my ’72 Dodge Challenger.
I'd had had this car since boot camp and it was my pride and joy. I’d finished the car’s restoration just before I got married, and it was a beauty. It was an original Rallye car, with a 340 cubic inch mill and a four-speed transmission. The color was Hemi Orange and was so bright you could see it coming for a mile.
Can you tell I liked that car?
I fired up the Dodge and Bunkie and I set out for Port Orchard about 5PM. It was fall in Washington State, so dusk was already happening. Also, being that it was western Washington State, it had already started to rain. It was starting to rain harder and harder as our journey progressed.
Visibility was horrible.
We were about half way there; the weather was worsening and I’m getting nervous about making it there in one piece. Bunkie is picking up on my nervousness and was becoming restless.
When we traveled in the Challenger, Bunkie would always sit in the back with his front paws on my shoulders looking ahead through the windshield, like he was driving the car too. It was a riot on good days. Today was no different. Bunkie was in his customary position, right behind me, peering over my head.
I remember the next events like they were happening right now. Out of the corner of my left eye, I see a pair of headlights right at my door.
The next thing I know, my head is breaking the driver's side window. The other car hit my Challenger so hard that my car was buckled in the middle. That distortion of the cars body popped the front windshield out, shattering it in a million pieces.
I had started out in the left lane of a two-lane road and the Challenger was pushed into the right lane by the force of the collision. I was smashed into the right hand lane and collided with the rear of another car in that lane.
You are probably wondering about what is going on with Bunkie at this time.
When I collided with the car in the right lane, the force of the impact threw Bunkie over the top of my head. I watched as Bunkie went through where the windshield once was. He was scrabbling, trying to get a purchase with his paws and he ended up turned around, facing me on the hood of the car.
I was trying to get the Challenger stopped and Bunkie was sliding down the hood towards the front of the car. He couldn’t stop. He watched me, panic in his eyes but strangely calm, and I watched him as he went down the hood and then disappeared. I ran him over with the Challenger; there was nothing that I could do.
Oh my God.
I finally got the car stopped and threw the car door open.
Cars were everywhere, sliding sideways and braking hard. It was dark and raining heavily, the light from the stopped and sliding cars headlights illuminated the crash area like a lightning storm scene from a black and white film of Frankenstein or Dracula’s castle.
I ran back and looked for Bunkie, I was sure that he was dead.
I couldn’t find him. Then I heard horns honking and looked over. There was Bunkie running maniacally through traffic, dodging cars as they were trying to dodge him.
I must have been knocked senseless, because I sure didn’t have any sense as I ran into traffic after my dog. I caught him or I guess I should say that he caught me. He saw me and made straight for me at a dead run. He tackled me and about bowled me over. I reached down and grabbed his collar and made a beeline for the side of the road and the smoking hulk that was the car that had rammed me.
The car was back down the road a ways, still sideways in the road, cars and trucks were soaring past trying to keep from hitting it. I must have covered a quarter mile or better as I rushed to the assistance of the driver in that car.
When I got to the car, I realized that I still had Bunkie by the collar. In fact, he had been off the ground the whole time since I'd grabbed him.
I was hanging my dog. For a quarter of a mile I had had him suspended by his collar.
I dropped Bunkie and he lie there in a heap.
I got down on all fours and worked his throat over. He was still breathing, but he was a hurting puppy.
He was going to be OK; at least I hadn’t killed him.
I checked on the other driver and got her out of the car, she was OK, but drunk and shaking. She was apologizing and I wanted to kill her.
Luckily, all people and critters involved were OK with no injuries, just some scratches.
The Challenger was a total loss, as well as the other driver’s car. The guy that I had hit in the rear had taken off; I can only guess that he didn’t have insurance and didn’t want to be there when the cops arrived.
When the police arrived, they arrested the other driver for driving under the influence. One of the cops surveyed my wrecked Challenger and I think he was as upset as I was. He grabbed my shoulder and said he felt sorry for me and it looked like it was a great car that I had put a lot of work into. He looked over at Bunkie and said "At least the dog is all right." That cop was OK in my book.
The wrecker showed up and towed my Challenger off after giving me a ride back to my Navy house.
Bunkie never made it to the kennel. After Bunkie’s demo derby experience, I made a decision to ship the boy with us on the plane. Bunkie was headed home for the holidays. There was no way I was leaving him after what we went through.
I’ll never forget the look in Bunkie’s eyes as he slipped over the hood of the Challenger.
Blind panic but also trust. He kept eye contact the whole time until he was gone from sight. Even after all that, his main focus was on finding me.
From that day forward, whenever Bunkie was in the same vicinity as me, he would never leave my side. There were times when that dog would mold his body next to mine as if he wanted to be a second skin. When I would sit in a chair, he would lay on the floor with his head lying on my right foot; he was never farther away than my foot, and most of the time he would be curled up in my lap if I were sitting down.
You haven’t lived till you’ve had a 60 pound Labrador Retriever sleeping in your lap.
If I were standing up, he would be sitting next to my side with his head lying against my thigh. If I were lying down, he would be pressed up against my right side from the waist down towards my feet.
The next day, I had the Challenger flat bedded to the house. Bunkie and I went out to check the car over.
As I looked the car over, I was amazed that we had come through the accident relatively unscathed. The car was a total loss.
While I was looking it over I smelled something bad. The whole back seat area behind the driver's seat was soaked with dog piss.
This would become a recurring theme throughout our life together; my dog and the piss he would leave anywhere, anytime, liberally sprinkled if not on me, all around me.
I don’t know why but I started to laugh. I laughed so hard; I had to sit down, so I just plopped down right there in the carport and Bunkie hopped in my lap.
I was laughing so hard, I was crying. I bawled for what seemed like an hour, but was only a few minutes I’m sure.
You know, with Bunkie around I was frequently either laughing or crying; I was grateful that there was no one but my dog to witness that scene.
I fished my camouflage jacket that I was wearing that night out of the front seat and it reeked too.
This time I just laughed and Bunkie grinned. I loved that dog.
Bunkie Discovers Physics
”The forest is dimly lit, I can see Bunkie’s yellow coat buried deep within the lush ferns. He is on point; muscles frozen, waiting for the flush of the grouse and the blast of the shotgun. Those were glorious days.”
We were still living in Washington State and I was still wed to Nicole. Things were going ok, it was spring and the sky was blue and the birds were chirping. I guess what I'm trying to say is that things were tolerable.
The Challenger was long gone to that great junkyard in the sky and in its place was a great hulk of a car, a 1973 Plymouth Satellite.
The Satellite was a majestic car; from the faded mustard yellow paint to the craggy, rusted quarter panels. It had the optional silver duct tape seat covers and featured a saggy headliner.
We were living large; the Satellite had cost me almost three hundred dollars.
Bunkie was growing by leaps and bounds. He was 9 months old and was already 40 pounds or better. He was almost potty trained at this point and I only had to clean up the occasional accident every couple of days.
Bunkie was maturing nicely.
Bunkie had taken up with a collie a few houses down and I’m sure the collie’s owner was thrilled with the prospect of a lab/collie mix. I tried to keep Bunkie under wraps, but you know how young love is.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/10758 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!