Chapter 14 Cruising into his sixth inning
“What memories were made here…”

In the last decade of the 20th century, my chipped but painted Marin County mailbox hinged on my vined fence had several bills, a couple real estate solicitations for pricey neighboring properties, and this postcard from Mykee and Kaia.
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Kaia gave her Estonia farmland away and returned to the Castle she already had.  She was grateful and shared her gratefulness with her Estonian and other more genealogically distant brothers and sisters.

Dear brothers and sisters,

I feel as though I am a character in a romance novel as I write these lines in my cozy room on the third level of the Pigeon Tower which Michael furnished for me with many of his treasures i.e., antique rifles complete with fixed bayonets, WW I hand grenades, battle axes from the 17th century, various knives, steam engines, collections of sheriffs badges from the Wild West, and brass camp stoves we collected on trips to Denmark.  The British battle flag Prince Philip gave to Michael during one of his visits to the castle hangs above my daybed, and on my daybed I can nap snuggling under a quilt made for me by my colleagues at the Libraries.  (Claremont Colleges’ Honnold Library)  

I have for entertainment an extraordinary stage.  My window looks down to the courtyard below.  Michael dressed in his agrarian jumpsuit is tinkering with the 1930’s air compressor.  Warren Asa’s blacksmithing class is learning the almost lost art of tempering steel.  One of the students just completed a suit of armor and several jousting poles.  Docent Macy lectures a gaggle of ladies in Red Hats and purple dresses who are touring the Castle/Tin Palace about the history of this place, how all this junk was acquired and who did it.  Five high school girls from Orange County are filming a class project using as inspiration the Reality TV show "While You Were Out."

Every day this activity continues -- different characters -- different stories that are performed against the backdrop of towers, parapets, and walls built from river boulders…   all framed by the rugged San Gabriel Mountains and softened by lovely Washingtonian Robusta palms and eucalyptus trees.  The tower bells ring every half-hour and the 1870s steam engine whistle blows at noon to break for lunch and 6 PM reminding farmers it's time to put the tools away and go home.

Kaia

Shortly after getting his cruise feet wet, Michael stumbled into even cheaper ways to ply the seas in even plusher digs by merely being who he was.  After booking a cruise with Holland American lines, Michael received a phone call asking whether he was “Michael Clarke Rubel, who booked an inner cabin for our upcoming cruise?”

Concerned, MCR asked, “Yes, is there something wrong?”

“No, sir.  We’d just like to make a few adjustments and refunds to your booking,”

As the conversation continued, MCR became a bit befuddled.  He stressed that the room he had booked fit their room and budgetary needs and hoped that the changes they were doing would not impinge on those needs.  The caller tried to allay his fears, but the simple Pharmer was still concerned.  The always-collected Kaia wasn’t as befuddled after reading on European Cruises letterhead dated 24/9/95 such lines as:

Insert <text box>
Our Director has instructed me to extend to you and Ms. Kaia Niiler Poorbaugh a refund on your transatlantic passage with the Holland American line... 

Under separate postal cover you will receive a letter asking that you honor our Director with a visit and dinner when visiting the Netherlands... 

Our office has instructed the cursor to extend to you all available services when traveling and also extend a $500 credit for charges not covered by the Line’s fare…  

As a personal note, let me say that your former employer, the notorious Boggs, was a close friend and I heard of you through this association.  It would be our family’s pleasure to have an opportunity to meet you if possible. 

When Kaia and Michael arrived for early boarding, they were ushered up many levels above their previously booked inner rooms to the plushest of staterooms, adorned with sunken tubs, views, and comfy stuff…   

All these comforts for a two-bit black market bookie who, in his swashbuckling years, worked his way up from swabbee to Purser on the ships that Captain Boggs kept at sea.

Close<text box>
Back story

How Michael became a seafarer

Decades ago, where the muggy airs of the Middle East mixes with those of Africa, a big, naive American boy sat on his bunk behind Egyptian jail bars.  Patiently, he waited for his guards to appear, so they could escort him to his self-paid lunch.  After serving many days behind bars, it began taking longer for his luncheon guards to appear; for instead of having his original one or two guards, he now had a half dozen.  Increased security stemmed not from fearing that Michael would flee, but from his tea generosity,

When Michael started going to lunch, he had one or two guards and instinctively bought them a pot of penny tea, lest Mother Dorothy scold him subconsciously...  Word of this much appreciated American’s early “Three Pots of Tea” hospitality spread quickly, which provided Michael with a friendly contingent of a half dozen happily armed guards at each of his armed forked and knifed outings. 

Yes, jailed Pharmer Michael’s Three Pots of Tea personal generosity was the precursor to Author Greg Mortenson’s Three Cups of Tea diplomacy, which if America were better versed in the world would be the bulwark of America’s 21st century Middle Eastern diplomacy.  (This will be the focus of the next book in this Castle Building for Dummies series.)

How did Michael come to initiate what should be the replacement for our costly gunboat droneplomacy with cheap tealeaf diplomacy?

Here’s the splintered in-field education that led this aging teenager to initiate the right American public policy.  

As a kid, Michael counted a lot.  He counted birdshot, nails, lumber, rocks, etc.  He counted hours till school ended and he could go build forts with his friends.  This developed his facility for juggling numbers in his head.  

Knowing just enough history to visualize endless adventures and immortality in his head, he set out to see the world.  Knowing such history, he adorned his Harley with both an Algerian and French flag while buzzing through the Algerian desert during their lingering warfare.  Consequently, one or both sides shot him off his bike.  

Subsequently, governing officials found many different currencies in his pockets.  When the officials asked why, Michael explained that he had found that exchanging them in different countries usually allowed him to stretch his food dollar further.  To the officials, this sounded a lot like Black Marketeering.  The sentence for working the Egyptian Black was like -- death by beheading, lynching, or something like that, except maybe for young dummies from what was then the world’s foremost and best-liked power.  

Then again, Michael might have been jailed for being caught trying to stow away aboard a cargo ship in an Egyptian port.  Anyway, whichever foreign offense MCR fessed-up to in his recollections depended on how many shrimp cocktail glasses of wine Michael had swallowed before he specified his mode of Sphinxable offense.

No matter his mode of offense, since Egyptian jails didn’t budget for sustenance back then, Michael had to feed himself.  So, when Michael wanted to eat lunch or dinner, he had to be escorted by a guard, or more.

((
On one of his six guard luncheon escapades, while Michael was simultaneously lowering his plate of piled high food and raising his cholesterol, a Dane loomed above his table, and asked, “What are you doing?”

“Eating,” MCR replied, breaking for only a glance away from his feeding trough.

“I see that.  Why are you eating here?”

Filling his fork and spoon again, MCR replied, “Cheap.”

“Well,” replied the Dane, “It’s also the best food around here.”

“Didn’t know that,” replied the well-protected prisoner.

“Why are all these soldiers with you?”

“I’m their prisoner,” Michael began.

As his plate’s chompable mound dwindled, Michael rambled some about his cheap travel, his facility with numbers playing, and his hope that some money might come from home before his food allowance ran out, and added, “Who are those people with you?”

“They are some of my crew,” Captain Boggs replied.

By day’s end, the guards’ most gracious tea provider was taken from the now chai-less guards.  Bailed out by the Danish captain, Michael was now a swabbee of deck, hull, toilet, and anything else very low on the ship’s totem pole that needed scrubbing.

Although commuted to a job with a short commute, Michael didn’t unabashedly love his job or its community, and the First Mate didn’t love Michael.  After a while, responsibilities and complexities increased under the First Mate’s guardianship, when the Purser jumped ship in some Asian port.

 “Michael,” said the captain, “didn’t you say your mother did real estate?’

“Yes, sir.”

“Did you say you kept the books for her?”

“Yes, sir.  I did.”

“Do you think you could keep the books for us?”

“Ah, yes, sir.  I think so,” responded the swabbee with visions of a better life swelling in his fertile mind.

Thus began Michael’s venture into trying to balance Captain C. J. Boggs’s purse strings.  On the undeniably happy side of this venture – Michael got his own little cabin and forsook clutching at sheep in a bunk under some steaming, dripping pipes surrounded by sweaty, hairy-armed men.  In his room, Michael immediately went about trying to balance the ship’s books.  After working almost a week on balancing revenues and costs, rather than sanitizing garbages, toilet bowls, and such things, Michael thought he had one more full day to try to get the ship’s finances ship-shape.

The First Mate, however, ran the ship from a different schedule and perspective.  When they entered a Japanese harbor, he ordered strapping Michael to spend his day lifting cargo instead of pushing numbers,

“But I’m Purser now,” replied Michael.

Those hours of fixing the numbers disappeared with the raspy sound of the First Darth Vader’s utterances, “Get down and unload the ship!” 

A few hours after leaving port, Michael, attended his first Officers’ Meeting, where he was called upon to stand and deliver – the Purser’s Report.  With an obvious “jiggly” in his legs and voice, Michael quickly delivered a very shaky financial report, and thereupon promptly sat down.   

For many seconds, silence reigned supreme over the youngster’s report, until the First Mate’s empathy-less words crackled and hung in the air, “Rubel, we’ve never been $400,000 out of balance…” 

Banter continued, including some sympathy for the rookie expressed by the captain.  The First Mate, however, seemed to deliver the prevailing sentiment, “Rubel, do you know how long you will have to scrub toilets to make up a $400,000 loss?”

After what seemed like a long silence, Michael rose again, imploring, “Ah, excuse me, sir.  Sir, I guess I wasn’t clear but, sir, we’re not $400,000 in the red…  We’re $400,000 in the black.”

Again, many seconds of stillness ensued.  And again, the First Mate was the first to express disdain at this youngster’s lack of knowledge and detail, “Rubel, did it ever occur to you that moving that surplus off of the books could have balanced everything?”

The embarrassed youngster rose again, “But, sir, wouldn’t that have been improper?”

Deeper Back Story

For those of pure – or dubious -- accounting hearts  

This section is for those who are pure of heart and have no need to subscribe to the philosophy that “Greed is good!”  It is for the uninitiated who are unaware that many large corporations keep two sets of books, one for regulators and the public and one for their own self-aggrandizement   It is also for those who slept through the Bernie Nadoff ponzi scam and don’t see the significance of red and black numbers early enough to do something positive about it.
Once, when telling this story from the comfort of one of his rocking chairs, Michael fessed-up that the thought of moving the surplus to another account had occurred to him.  It had occurred to him often during his first days on the job.  No one would know, he thought.  There the money could sit till someone needed it...  Maybe even someone like him.

“It was a tempting thought,” Michael said.

It was much later in their relationship that the captain said to Michael, “Michael, I want you to know something, I knew to the penny how much overage we had in those accounts.”

Sometime later Captain Boogs passed on.  A little later, Michael was named as one of only thirteen in the captain’s will.  Michael, in what he thought was a Skipper hoax, was directed to report to the Bank of Swiss, or some such named bank.

If you are having trouble getting the kids or your roommates to scrub the toilets, learn how to add,  and keep hones books, have them read about the Captain Boggs here, the Captain who owned more than thirteen ships.

Yes, kids, the basics are important.  So, learn how to add and subtract, to keep the toilet bowl clean, and to play games honesty.

It wasn’t much after the will naming that Glen and I rolled a Wells Fargo vault into Michael’s refrigerator bedroom in the Tin Packing House…  

But that Wells Fargo safe gets into another Rubelian story that you may have to hear in person rather than in printed word.  And that story is only told when the room is cleaned of IRS agents, listening devices, and snitches.  That story includes possibly forged letters, borderline destitution, safe cracking, bitter-sweet accusations and flights, romances with captain’s daughters and an heiress, European counts, marbled halls, high finance, dead mice, high walls, and rifles, as well as the innocent and stupid.  In other words, it contains almost all the prerequisites of a Grade B+ movie shot at a Hoagsmithian Castle.

Phun Cruising

There in that Holland American Line’s letter dated 24/9/95  was another result of Michael cruising through life, steering clear of bad words, and avoiding doing anything “terribly improper,” unless, of course, the improprieties revolved around castle building.   

 How does that Big Clockmaker in the Sky know how to tie cruising on a Harley to running numbers to sipping tea with jailers to scrubbing toilets to mixing cement into a community that stumbles into building a wondrous recycled Castle of Junk?  

The answer lies somewhere between Grandfather saying,

“My lack of knowledge is terrifying.” 

&

“Isn’t life wonderful?”

On those wonderful days, when a bunch of Pharmhands and Michael would chew food, drink wine, and reminisce on a messy and maybe constructive day’s work, Castle life was the best cruisin one could do.
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 “Cruising” became a comfortable travel mode for Michael and Kaia, as was “Training.”  Sometimes, however, Michael’s inherent vagabondish spirit tumbled out, and got in the way of “comfortable” training.  It’s a good thing “comfortable comforting” didn’t matter much to Kaia.

CANADIAN TRAINS

(I WISH I WASN’T SO STUPID)

By

MYKEE

KAIA AND I WERE IN THE MOST SCENIC AREA OF THE CANADIAN ROCKIES.  I SPOTTED A STEAM TRAIN AND ASKED THE CAR ATTENDANT IF WE COULD GET OFF.  THE TRAIN WE WERE ON WILL STOP ANYWHERE THAT EITHER DELIVER PACKAGES OR PEOPLE OR PICK UP HIKERS OR WILDERNESS CAMPERS.  HE READILY AGREED AND STOPPED THE TRAIN.  WE WALKED TO A DILAPIDATED BUILDING AND KAIA SAT ON A LOG WHILE I WENT OVER TO ADMIRE THE ENGINE.  THE ENGINEER WAS SHOVELING COAL AND ENJOYED TELLING ME ABOUT THIS 1922 FR GRACE ENGINE.  I ASKED ABOUT THE TRIP HE WAS INTENDING AND HE SAID THAT THE ORE TRAIN TOOK ABOUT TWO HOURS.  THERE IS A CREW CAR ATTACHED AND I ASKED IF MY WIFE AND I COULD RIDE ALONG.  HE SAID ANYONE COULD RIDE ALONG AND THAT HE FREQUENTLY TOOK WLDERNESS PARTIES TO THE END OF THE LINE TO HELP THEM ALONG ON THEIR CAMPING TRIP.  “YOU DONT LOOK LIKE A WILDERNESS PERSON,” HE OBSERVED.  I EXPLAINED THAT WE WEREN'T BUT THAT WE REALLY LIKED STEAM TRAINS AND THIS ONE WAS A REAL FIND.  HE WAS PLEASED AND BEGAN SHOVELING COAL.

WE RODE ALONE IN A DIRTY CREW CAR AT ABOUT TEN MILES AN HOUR.  WHEN WE ARRIVED ABOUT TEN IN THE MORNING AT A COPPER MINE, WE GOT OFF AND ASKED WHERE A CAFE OR RESTAURANT MIGHT BE FOUND.  TWO WILD LOOKING MEN STARED AT US LIKE WE HAD JUST FALLEN OFF A TURNIP TRUCK.  THEY EXPIAINED IN COLORFUL LANGUAGE THAT THERE WERE NO PROVISIONS AND THAT PEOPLE NEEDED TO BRING THEIR GEAR WITH THEM.  WE HAD A CAN OF BREA AND TWO APPLES, SO THAT WOULD CARRY US OVER UNTIL THE TRAIN WENT BACK.  

I WALKED UP TO THE ENGINEER AND ASKED HOW LONG HIS LAYOVER WOULD BE BEFORE HEADING BACK.  HE STARED WITH THIS BLANK BEWILDERMENT AND SAID IT WOULD BE FIVE OR SIX DAYS.  KAIA, WHEN I WENT BACK TO TELL HER, BEGAN TO SMILE.  I ALSO EXPLAINED THAT THERE WAS NO FOOD NOR ANYWHERE TO STAY FOR TOURISTS.  I APOLOGIZED AND SAT ON THE CREW CAR STEP.  AFTER WHAT KAIA AND HER FAMILY WENT THROUGH DURING WWII, THIS WAS A PIECE OF CAKE FOR HER.

THERE WAS AN OLD PICK-UP TRUCK AND WALKING OVER TO ONE OF THE WILD MEN I ASKED IF IT WAS POSSIBLE TO GET A RIDE BACK TO THE MAINLINER TRACK.  THE FELLOW TOLD ME THAT HE HAD NOT DRIVEN THE TRAIL FOR SEVERAL MONTHS AND IT WOULD BE PRETTY DIFFICULT.  WHEN HE WAS OFFERED A HUNDRED DOLLARS, HE SAID, “HOP IN, WE'LL MAKE IT!”  HE WENT AND GOT A CHAIN SAW THAT LOOKED LIKE IT HAD BEEN RUN OVER BY THE TRAIN.  HE WALKED ABOUT A LOT AND GATHERED UP STUFF LIKE GASOLINE AND AN AX.  KAIA SAT IN THE MIDDLE OF THE MOST HORRIBLE CONDITIONS AS WE BOUNCED AND JERKED ALONG A TRAIL THAT LEWIS AND CLARK PROBABLY CUT.  IT WAS TERRIBLE!  WE STOPPED AT A SMALL STREAM AND OUR DRIVER (HIS NAME IS LEAD) IDLED NEXT TO THE WATER AND BEGAN SHAKING HIS HEAD.  HIS CONVERSATION WENT LIKE THIS: "NOW IF IT WAS JUST ME I’D GIVE IT A TRY.  RISKING THE TWO OF YOU IS SOMETHING I DON’T WANT TO DO.  WE HAVE HAD MORE SNOW THIS YEAR THAN IN MY MEMORY AND THE WARM WEATHER MAKES THIS MIGHTY BAD.  CAN YOU BOTH SWIM?  THE WATER IS COLD AND WE STILL HAVE ABOUT THREE HOURS OF DRIVING OR AT LEAST A DAY OF WALKING, THAT IS IF WE GET YOU ACROSS."  WE SAT THERE FOR ABOUT A HALF HOUR TRYING TO THINK OUT OUR OPTIONS.  LEAD SAID THAT THE TRUCK WOULD BE ALL RIGHT EVEN IF THE MOTOR QUIT, WHICH HE THOUGHT WAS LIKELY, AND HE COULD HAVE HELP BACK TO GET US IN ABOUT TWO DAYS.  HE DIDNT THINK WE SHOULD BAIL OUT AND TRY TO GET TO THE BANK.  IT WAS A SMALL STREAM BUT KAIA AND I WERE WORRIED.  WHILE WE WERE THINKING WHAT WE SHOULD DO, LEAD YELLED OUT, “O’ HELL - - EXCUSE ME MA’AM."  AND OFF WE WENT ACROSS THE STREAM.  WE HAD THREE MORE STREAMS TO CROSS (SMALLER ONES THANKFULLY) AND ABOUT SIX TREES TO CUT AND REMOVE FROM OUR PATH.  KAIA SAID THAT WE SHOULD HAVE KNOWN THIS WAS A PECULIAR SERVICE SINCE NO ONE WANTED TO SELL US A TICKET.  I PAID LEAD WHO SEEMED DELIGHTED IN HIS DAY'S WORK.  HE RAN OVER TO A DILAPIDATED PUB.  WE ASSUME HE WAS GOING TO ENJOY A PERSONAL DRINKING PROBLEM.  WE STAYED IN A B&B SHED NEXT TO THE PUB AND DRANK BEER.  THIS WAS IN THE SPRUCE KINGDOM OF THE WORLD ON A BEAUTIFUL DAY IN JUNE OF 1999.

More stories but…

There are more stories and thoughts.  Some may even be worth living by, but carpel tunnel suggests that they should be saved for telling at village and town bookstores, and especially the Village Bookstore in Glendora, where some people might come to: 

· Repeat some of their grandfather’s sayings.

· ‘Splain how those sayings routed their lives.

· Hear, refute, embellish, and add to Pharm lore.

· View power pointed pixilated pictures that add to what’s here.

· See if you and your friends might be seduced into: 

· Buying some books for posterity. 

· Encouraging the Rubelian Castle building spirit in your community. 

· Inspiring some readers to become unique leaders.

· Strengthening some healthy attitudes.

· Working to insure that your town has a Castle too.

So, it was said.

ATTITUDE

By Charles Swindoll

The longer I live, the more I realize the impact of attitude on my life.  Attitude, to me, is more important than facts.  It is more important than the past, than education, than money, than circumstances, than failures, than successes, than what other people think or say or do.  It is more important than appearances, giftedness, or skill.  It will make or break a company … a church… a home. 
The remarkable thing is we have a choice everyday regarding the attitude we will embrace for that day.  We cannot change our past…  We cannot change the fact that people will act in a certain way.  We cannot change the inevitable.  The only thing we can do is play on the string that we have, and that is our attitude…  I am convinced that life is 10% what happens to me and 90% how I react to it.

And it is with you…

“wE ARE IN CHARGE OF OUR Attitudes.”

On one of MCR’s many mailers
















