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INTRODUCTION


Have you ever wondered where your personality traits come from? What makes you unique and different from everyone else? While genetics plays a role, the environment and external factors are thought to make up over 50 percent of our personality, often shaped by inspirational individuals whom you have encountered over your formative years, mostly in early to mid-childhood. 


Maybe it was that sweet grandmother who baked cookies, played games, watched over you, and shared important life lessons. Or maybe it was that instrumental teacher who spent tireless hours making sure you understood times tables or the mindless intricacies of the English language. Or it could have been that athletic coach who didn’t just spend time teaching specific skills to hone your abilities, but made sure you understood lessons about sportsmanship, humbleness, fair play, and teamwork. 


Everyone has their own set of inspirational individuals. But for me it was James Rockford. Yes, that’s right. James Fuckin’ Rockford!


You may ask, Who the hell is James Rockford? Well, I’ll get to that in a bit. You see, for me it was all about TV. And nothing matched the TV shows from the 1970s and ’80s, the time when only three networks existed and when theme songs meant something. Yes, the diversity and breadth of the television experience is far superior now, and when looking back at some of these shows, many don’t stand up to the test of time. But that does not negate the importance and impact these shows had on my life at a time when there were few other options available. 


And who was to blame for this obsession I had with TV? Who was the cause of my twisted past that exploited television as a source of inspiration, and not the knowledge imparted from novels, like most of the rest of the human population? That would have been my mom. The apple does not fall far from the tree. We used to sit together on our living room couch in front of our old RCA box television with the clicker remote that had five buttons (no pause, stop, rewind, or taping capabilities back then) and watch numerous programs, like Love Boat, Fantasy Island, Simon and Simon, Murder She Wrote, and The Hogan Family. Of course, all of this was accompanied by a large bag of Old Dutch (Canadian brand) salt and vinegar potato chips and a blender of strawberry milkshakes (can’t say she was the best role model for a healthy diet). I also remember her enabling me during dinner time, allowing me to either take my food into the living room to watch a show or leave the set on and watch from the kitchen (with the volume turned way up). She still watches a lot of television today, although now mostly centered around trite, mindless, and predictable Hallmark movies. But whatever makes her happy is fine by me.


So, what made these shows special to me? Well, besides the fact that I simply loved everything from crime dramas to comedies to action to game shows to even soap operas, it was the unique characters that were an integral part of every show. Each one of them brought something different to the screen, resonated with me, and eventually became part of my personality. 


The intent of this book is to provide a glimpse into these unique characters through a few different episodes and show how they resonated with me by sharing some of my own life experiences, ones that I hope are mildly entertaining for the reader. For those of you either old enough to remember these shows or who have gone back and watched streaming reruns, maybe this will be a reminiscing reminder of the brilliance of these characters. For those of you who have never even heard of these shows, maybe this will be a spark to get you to watch one or two of them. But for all of you, it is an opportunity to recollect what things in your life have helped form your personality. Maybe it wasn’t TV, but music, or art, or something else? I also go one step further in trying to provide some guidance along the way—offering some self-help tips to improve your balanced outlook on life.


So, let’s get started. Who are these illustrious characters who have inspired me? We’ll start with the swashbuckling crime-fighter James Rockford.









THE ROCKFORD FILES


(1974–1980)


The Rockford Files was a crime drama in the mid-1970s; it followed the adventures of James (or Jim) Rockford, a private investigator who lived in Southern California, specifically the Malibu area. (In 2020, I actually coerced my family to visit the parking lot where his mobile home and office once resided; it’s next to a restaurant now called the Paradise Cove Beach Café.) Rockford was played by James Garner, who, coincidentally, starred in the western show Maverick, on which The Rockford Files was based on. The show also boasted one of the most unique theme songs, starting off with an answering machine message, followed by a guitar solo; it won a Grammy for Best Instrumental Arrangement in 1975.


James Rockford was most recognized for his off-the-rack clothing, typified by houndstooth check blazers, wing-collar shirts, and tan loafers. And if it wasn’t the clothes, it was the classic gold Pontiac Firebird that was continually peeling out of the Malibu parking lot, escaping from assorted criminals. His specialty was missing persons cases and insurance scams, often employing various cons to meet his objectives. Some of this savvy came from his five-year stint in San Quentin, time spent for a crime in which he was eventually pardoned.


Now there were many crime dramas of the 1970s; including Baretta, Kojak, Charlie’s Angels, Columbo (we’ll get to that one later for different reasons), Hawaii Five-O, Hart to Hart, McMillan and Wife, Quincy, Starsky and Hutch, and Vega$ just to name a few. And each of these shows had their own interesting characters from Kojak himself to Steve McGarrett to Johnatan Hart to Dan Tanna. They all brought something different to the screen. But for me, James Rockford resonated the most due to his quick wit and sarcastic personality. He was constantly chirping back, often to large thugs wishing to do him harm. This would often lead to a violent altercation, but he could not resist. 


One of the more classic episodes was “Chicken Little is a Little Chicken,” featuring Stuart Margolin, who played Evelyn “Angel” Martin, the perpetual swindler, con artist, and fellow prison cellmate of Jim. Angel was a short man with a scruffy beard, distinct dialect, often wearing a red shirt and black pants. And he always tried to talk his way out of a jam. And there was no better episode than “Chicken Little,” where we saw Angel continue to try to squirm his way out of a corner. 


The episode starts out in Jim’s trailer, where Angel asks him to do a favor. Knowing all along that Angel was up to no good, Jim’s dad reminds him to not get sucked into his criminal schemes. Not one minute into the episode, Jim playfully responds, “I’m not going to stick up any gas stations, Dad. Of course, a supermarket close to the freeway wouldn’t be too bad.”


As Jim proceeds to help his friend out, he learns that Angel has inadvertently left out some critical information—he’s been hired by an associate named Tom Little to go to the stock market and buy $30,000 (which is in a brown paper bag) of preferred stocks, sell them later, and bring him back the money. Jim questions Angel whether it ever occurred to him that the money might be hot. When Angel responds that Tom told him the money wasn’t hot, Jim flippantly replies, “Tom Little, the great cream spinach flinger, gave you his word; that ought to be good enough.” Now, it was not just the words, it was the beauty of his mannerisms in which he delivers these remarks. It was simply poetry in motion. Angel even calls out his sarcastic behavior.


We later learn that the money is tied to the mob and originally came from a swindle at Angel’s place of employment, the local newspaper where his brother-in-law Aaron had graciously given him a job. And when they find the receipts and check plates in Angel’s desk drawer, potentially incriminating him of the crime, Jim fervently states, “You deserve this frame, it was built for a dummy, and it looks good on you.” Once again, always there with a witty, sniping remark. 


Jim is able to figure a way out of the mess by staging Angel’s death in the local newspaper, drawing multiple mob bosses to Angel’s funeral, and instituting a shell game with three black briefcases—one with the money, one with the evidence of the swindle, and one that is empty. And why the funeral? As he tells one of the mob bosses, “I figure even a dipso like you wouldn’t be dumb enough to shoot up a funeral.” What absolute gall! I know this is simply a TV show, but it provided me with the ammunition to fire off quip after quip, sometimes insulting others in the process.


And there was no shortage of shrewd barbs in the episode “White on White and Nearly Perfect,” featuring Tom Selleck (best known for his role in Magnum P.I. or, for the newer generations, as Dr. Richard Burke in the TV sitcom Friends), who played the rich, good-looking, and almost perfect detective Lance White. And although Jim had some level of respect for him, he could not understand why nothing seemed to faze Lance—everything always worked out for him. And that was the overriding premise of the episode as Lance unites with Jim on a kidnapping case based on a mutual friendship with the client’s secretary. As the two are discussing the case with the client, Lance refuses to take the lead and the money, insisting he is only there to help, to which Jim quickly retorts, “Not for anything, Lance... don’t kid a kidder.” 


As the client calls out Lance’s impeccable character, Jim flippantly replies, “Lance is perfect, it’s his only flaw.” And as they are reminiscing on their previous interaction, when Jim ends up getting sent to prison (called a “farm” in this scene) due to Lance’s reluctance to divulge his client’s identity, he humorously responds, “Oh, isn’t that nice, a happy ending. All of us got to go to a farm.” All three of these comments came before the opening credits—what a fabulous start!


They start investigating the disappearance of Veronica Teasdale, the client’s daughter, and Joey Blackwood, Veronica’s boyfriend with alleged mob connections, by questioning a former associate of Joey’s, dancer Belle Labelle. Turns out that Belle used to know another dancer named Sally Moreno, who worked in a chorus line at a previous club. It was this club that reminded Lance of Don Hillman, who took in Belle when she was down and out and whose father was an old client whom Lance had previously saved from dying. 


Jim was fed up with the unbelievable story and connective tissue between these two apparent strangers and piped in with, “Is it about time for the intermission? I’m out of popcorn.” And as Belle gives them some indication of where Joey and Veronica may be located, Jim questions Lance (who at this point is whimsically smiling without a care in the world) on his naivete. “You have to be cynical. You have to question things. You can’t take someone named Belle Labelle on face value... you start moving fast and crooked. You go through doorways sideways and low, at odd angles. You look for the big lie, question everything.” Of course, Lance was not buying it.


When they arrive at Belle’s location, a cabin located in the woods just outside Los Angeles, Lance is grazed by a bullet as the kidnappers escape. They have taken Veronica hostage but left Joey dead on the balcony floor. As the police arrive, Jim is distressed when he sees Lieutenant Doug Chapman, someone with whom he has an antagonistic relationship. But of course, Lance and Doug seem to be best friends (it turns out Lance once saved Doug’s life). And as they start to discuss the case in greater detail, coming to the brilliant conclusion that the perpetrators are holding Veronica for ransom, Jim grumbles, “Oh, there’s a hot flash.” And all the while rolling his eyes and shrugging his shoulders. See, it was not just his comments, but his demeanor, body language, and behavior that was riddled with sarcastic overtones.


When Jim does not believe that Mr. Teasdale has died, he tries to convince Lance: “People lie all the time, Lance. I know it’s a downer, I know that, but it happens.” In the end, Veronica is saved and (in complete irony and fitting with the entire story) she ends up marrying Lance. At the wedding reception, the ailing Mr. Teasdale turns over control of his multibillion-dollar company. Lance believes that it would be in the company’s best interest to not charge the Israelis for a previous missile deal. He was informed that this would potentially bring a lawsuit from the stockholders and ruin their stock within three days. 


But Jim gets the last laugh, appealing to Lance’s nearly perfect persona: “I wouldn’t worry about all that. No, things have a way of working out, they always do.” 


And of course, all throughout the episode was the prevailing symbolism of the glove compartment (ensconced in fur, holding a gun) in Lance’s white convertible lined with red leather seats that kept opening and banging Jim’s legs as Lance closed his door.


Now, I would be remiss not to mention some of Jim’s other skills, most notably his ability to con his way into or out of anything. His artistry really shines in the episode “The House on Willis Avenue,” where he teams up with rookie private investigator Richie Brockelman, played by Dennis Dugan. 


They first meet each other after a fellow colleague mysteriously dies in a car crash on a freeway, a freeway on which he was known to never take, especially without his eyeglasses. Richie was a young, polite, unassuming lad, but had the gift for gab, like Jim. Their first lead takes them to a house with nothing inside but a large air conditioner, which Jim suspects may be used for cooling large pieces of electrical equipment. This brings them to the office building of the registered house owner, where they begin to search for more answers. This is where we see Jim in his prime, able to con just about anyone. Talking about micro-spools, terminal gates, and ghost printouts, he comes across as an expert computer technician just to get past a secretary in order to access inside information. And Richie follows suit on the way out noting the computer issues they found to the secretary—a 1600 docking transfer button, deactivator tripod, and a future recommendation to degauss. All terms that meant absolutely nothing, but sufficient for the deception (we see a much more in-depth, elaborate con in which we see the two team up again in the episode “Never Send a Boy King to Do a Man’s Job”). And as they start to unpeel more of the mystery behind their colleague’s disappearance, Jim is confronted by two apparent goons. When asked where Richie is, he responds, “Oh, it’s not my turn to watch him... I try to stay bright, in spite of the company.” Even in these more imaginative episodes, there is always at least some bit of sarcasm intertwined with the plot.


In the episode “The Farnsworth Stratagem,” his good friend police officer Seargeant Dennis Becker gets scammed by con artist Simon Lloyd, owing up to $700,000 for only a hotel lobby, as opposed to being partial owner to any of the hotel rooms. The contract was iron-clad, and Simon had gotten away with a whole lot of money, including Becker’s boss and other associates that were part of a syndicate. But after Jim bought up all the mineral rights from members of the syndicate, he found a way around the contract with his own con—pretending to be J. W. Farnsworth, a Texas oil tycoon. 


Sporting his new cowboy hat and brown leather coat, he starts drilling for oil on the hotel property. And he starts working Lloyd over, with his smooth-talking Southern accent. But after Jim finds out that most of the hotel’s residents are in organized crime, he finds a way out of the con, by selling back the contracts to Lloyd. This move was solidified when the rig apparently strikes gas, from the visual sight of spewing water, but unbeknownst to Lloyd and the mobsters, was that the rig’s target was the underground water main.


And lastly, in the episode “Tall Woman in Red Wagon,” he searches for a missing woman, Chalotte Dusky, alongside one of her friends, Sandra Turkel. During his pursuit, he uses phony cards from an insurance investigation agency, a funeral supply company, a mental hospital, and the federal government, all constructed from his own card-making machine in his car. “The whole secret to a good confidence game is having the right props.” He uses these tools and crafts to his profession in soliciting information from pertinent strangers in helping him solve a crime or find a missing person. 


He also figures out that the man following them, Mr. Harry Stoner, is posing as a federal tax agent, as Charlotte is thought to have stolen illegal money from the mob. After escaping from Stoner, finding an empty coffin at a funeral home, and discovering Charlotte lying on the floor of her house in Minneapolis, he decides to go back to the original gravesite to search for the money. But the mob is there to greet him and put him out of commission for two weeks. When he recovers, Stoner surprises him again, but this time Jim is simply too tired to engage. In the end, he sends him on a wild goose chase, feeds Sandra a bogus story, while all along not having a clue where the money ended up.


Now, I would like to say that I gleaned some level of craftiness from Jim. Or maybe I gained the ability to con others by emulating his silver tongue. That was not the case. It was only the wittiness, sarcasm, and cynicism. 


And one of the best examples of this behavior was in the episode “So Help Me God.” After initially answering a few questions to the grand jury questioning him about a recently disappeared union official, Frank Sorvino, he then figures that the questions are not leading in a good direction, so he opts to not answer any more—pleading the Fifth Amendment. However, the ill-mannered prosecutor Gary Bevins informs Jim that he has already waived his Fifth Amendment rights by speaking and charges him with contempt of court. He is later released on a technicality by his shrewd lawyer, Beth Davenport, and after some investigation and an attempted murder on him in prison, the truth is finally revealed—that of a mistaken identity. 


But the stinger comes with the final speech given back to Mr. Bevins, which is written into testimony: “There is no such thing as a small injustice. There is no such thing as a minor abridgment of rights. That if even one citizen is so deprived, make no mistake, we all suffer.” The irony here is that it was Bevins himself who had said those words many years earlier as he was being subjected to harassment and a series of injustices. Bevins looked stunned, and Jim walked out of the courtroom with a sense of exalted justice.


This scene must have been pumping through my veins roughly fourteen years later after a late night at a local Canadian bar (by the way, I grew up in Canada, where the drinking age was only eighteen). Two of my friends and I were walking home and were stopped along the way by two policemen. One of my friends started arguing with them for some reason. (He was completely hammered, so who remembers what he was saying?) One of the officers had heard enough and threw my friend in the back of the squad car. 


Feeling like a huge injustice was occurring, I asked the officer, “Where are you taking my friend?” The reply was, “None of your business”; to which I replied, “Where are you taking my friend?” The reply was the same, and this cycle continued for a while until the officer eventually said to me, “One more peep out of you, and you are going with your friend.” 


Mustering every bit of the James Rockford self-confidence, I chirped back, “Peep,” and that was it—away I went with my friend to the slammer. 


We were both off to the “drunk tank,” the Canadian equivalent of sending people who need to sober up in a protective environment for the night. The ultimate irony was that I hadn’t had a drink all night (not sure how that happened in those days), but my sarcastic mouth could not keep shut.


Fast-forward about five years: an American bar in a relatively small college town. One of my friends forgot his ID (the minimum legal drinking age was now twenty-one), but we both thought that his apartment ID would be sufficient. Looking back, I am not sure what we were thinking, but I was hammered this time. The bouncer denied this feeble attempt at entry, but I could not stop arguing. It was like I was Perry Mason or Matlock, blindly throwing caution to the wind with incredulous arguments. It finally ended with the cop next to the bouncer asking me to “leave the premises.” So, what did I do? I took one step off the perched stoop that, in my pickled mind, was “the premises,” and said, “Now what?” 


I don’t believe that went over very well, but to this day I don’t recall what transpired after that. Nothing bad happened, but I don’t know why not. I was such an obnoxious asshole (it seemed fun at the time). And as you can see, a common thread around drinking and obnoxious behavior is starting to emerge—we’ll unpack that a bit more later in the story.


So, is sarcasm really a good thing? Well, that depends. It does require a high level of intelligence and quick wit, but if used in the wrong way or at inappropriate times, it can be dangerous. This type of aggressive humor can be harmful and easily offend people who are more sensitive in nature. So, it is important to recognize the risks, be mindful of your delivery and tone, and know your audience; otherwise you may get whacked in the face, like James Rockford. 


Another trait that is similar to having a quick wit is an insatiable thirst for knowledge by being inquisitive. And who better epitomized that characteristic than the never-ending questioning detective Columbo.
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