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Introduction




The title The Kitchen Readings refers to Hunter’s writing process. He loved to hear his own words read aloud. He would write; his friends would read. This is how he edited, how his work evolved…on into the night. That process took place in the kitchen at Owl Farm, Hunter’s home in Woody Creek, Colorado. The kitchen was the center of life at Owl Farm and it was the engine room for Hunter’s literary juggernaut. The kitchen may indeed be the hub of many American homes—and though life at Owl Farm was Hunter S. Thompson’s life, it certainly was not traditional American fare, nor was it quite the life that might be imagined by the many thousands of Hunter’s fans. Hunter made himself the hero of his books. He also manipulated the tools of the information age to create a mystique that stood apart from his writing. Hunter has a huge base of people who love his writing and a second, perhaps even larger, fan base of people who are drawn to his mystique. Hunter’s admirers base their knowledge of him on three sources: his writings, the image he crafted in his writing and projected in his life, and the almost endless stream of superficial profiles created by journalists who would briefly visit Owl Farm and rush home to crank out their “Hunter Thompson in Woody Creek” story.

[image: ]

Doc, Cleverly, and artists Mary Conover and Earl Biss enjoy a quiet evening in the kitchen.

Over the years, we have watched Owl Farm visitors come and go, the famous and the forever unknown, celebrities and artists, intellectuals and fools. Many of them took a turn reading in the kitchen, and we were there. We were part of Hunter’s life on a daily basis.

Pitkin County sheriff Bob Braudis, one of your narrators, was Hunter’s closest confidant for many years. He was told that he had earned the right to “show up anytime” without invitation or notice, a reward for loyalty, professional problem solving, and tolerance. Hunter intimidated most people, but not the sheriff. Hunter and Bob came to each other as equals, and this created a healthy atmosphere that they both relished.

Hunter would use Bob to ease the tension during difficult business negotiations, or anytime, in fact, that it was to Hunter’s advantage for a guest in the kitchen to remain calm and unterrified. How bad could things get with the sheriff there? Bob would also act as interpreter. It took years for Hunter’s friends to get used to his mumble. Learning his language would occur through some sort of weird osmosis over a long period of time. At some point it would simply dawn on you that you could understand every word that Hunter was saying, while those around you were just staring at him and nodding or scratching their heads. First you’d ponder just how the hell this had happened, and then you’d begin to worry about what exactly it meant. Both Bill Murray and Johnny Depp managed to find a way to mimic Hunter’s speech while keeping it intelligible, an astounding feat, but not one Hunter was interested in duplicating. Bob Braudis was fluent in Hunter’s mumblese and would fill the interpreter role with diplomacy and charm. He could be counted on to keep to himself what transpired, and to offer an intelligent, objective perspective when needed.

In the 1970s, Hunter was in and out of the Roaring Fork Valley looking for stories, and he actually wrote some of them. Bob would always be there when Hunter returned, to give him the inside scoop on whatever had happened at home during his absence and to provide an honest sounding board for Hunter’s tales of his own adventures. The two men who rarely needed backup from anyone could lean on each other. Bob says that if you held his feet to the fire he’d have to say that Hunter gave him more than he gave Hunter, but neither of them kept a ledger.

Bob Braudis has been Pitkin County sheriff for the last twenty years and was recently elected to another term. Before that, he spent nearly a decade as a sheriff’s deputy and two years as a county commissioner. Bob came to Aspen seeking the life of a ski bum, but the ski bum life is that of a single man, and Bob had a family. After eight years he finally surrendered and found a “straight” job. That job was in law enforcement, and the rest is history.
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Cleverly enjoying a beverage with Doc on the deck, perhaps straining to understand the words coming out of Hunter’s mouth.
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Sheriff Braudis, not showing the strain of his friendships with

Your other narrator, artist Michael Cleverly, migrated to Aspen in the early seventies. Back then, Aspen was a classic ski town and still retained some of the charming qualities of small-town America. Aspen’s artists and writers were an intimate community, and it would have been impossible for Cleverly and Hunter not to meet. In fact, Cleverly’s studio was in the Aspen Times building, right next to the Hotel Jerome and its famous “J-Bar.” A hardworking painter needs a break sometimes, and quite often Hunter would be at the far end of the bar having “office hours.” Cleverly and Hunter shared many interests, and the two became close. Later Cleverly would move to a cabin in Woody Creek, just up the road from Owl Farm. Already friends, when they became neighbors Cleverly and Thompson found their contact evolving into an almost daily (or nightly) event. Hunter had someone he could trust just minutes away, and that meant a lot to him. Cleverly spent more waking hours in Hunter’s kitchen than in his own living room.

The stage for the earliest stories in this book is Aspen, Colorado. In the 1970s the J-Bar was the hip gathering place in Aspen. Movie stars mingled with construction workers, wealthy trust-funders with ski bums. There was a wonderful democracy about the town in general, and the J-Bar in particular. It was a comfortable atmosphere for artists and writers, and it was where we spent our “off” hours. It became the clubhouse. “The J-Bar” was our name for what was officially “The Bar at the Hotel Jerome.” Happy hour was “roll call,” and attendance was required. If you didn’t show up, people worried and got on the phone. The bar was the scene of many legendary events, and of some stories that can’t be told even decades later. Our friend Michael Solheim ran the place, the waitresses were all young and beautiful, and the bartenders were our buddies. It was a happy family of people whose only common denominator might have been their madness. Our gatherings there went on for years, maybe a little longer than they should have. We began to lose friends to rehab and jail. Eventually the hotel renamed it “The J-Bar” and lettered that on the windows. By then we had pretty much stopped going there. We gave it up to the next generation and the principal action moved down valley, to the Woody Creek Tavern.
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Legendary Tavern bartender Steve Bennet and waitress Cheryl Frymire with young Bob and Doc; Cleverly with friend and neighbor Sue Carrolan. Sue was at Owl Farm with Cleverly the Friday night before Hunter died.
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Waitress Cheryl with Doc and Johnny Depp. The Tavern staff got a little mileage out of the celebrities who visited.

The Tavern was located just over a mile from Owl Farm, so getting home from there was a lot safer than driving all the way back from Aspen after a hard night. The only word in the English language that begins to describe the décor of the Tavern is eclectic, but that doesn’t really do it. The slightly decaying Victorian opulence of the J-Bar was easy to envision; the Tavern was the polar opposite. The walls were covered with photographs, and newspaper and magazine clippings that went several layers deep. The visual chaos made it impossible for the eye to rest on the few pieces of framed art that shared the wall space. The place was basically an insult to Aspen snootiness; it looked as if the interior decorating decisions had been made with an eye toward withstanding a chair-swinging barroom brawl rather than to make the customers feel special. The fact that it was located in the middle of a trailer park was perfectly consistent with its overall “no-frills” working-class ambience. Of course, by the time Hunter died, Woody Creek had seen its fair share of celebrities move in, along with the building of monster homes by the superrich. But in the beginning the Tavern was a place for regular folks, where Aspen types came on safari, and Hunter was king.

The Kitchen Readings are tales of events that took place in the Jerome, the Tavern, and, of course, the Owl Farm kitchen. There are also stories that take us to exotic locales, such as Vietnam during the fall of Saigon, Grenada as the U.S. invades, and New Orleans with its pub crawls and transsexuals. The stories are compiled from our own recollections and those of Hunter’s other close friends and neighbors, people who tend to keep their memories private, but who disinterred them for us. The stories span a period from 1968, when Hunter first arrived in Woody Creek, delivering a load of furniture for art dealer Patricia Moore, to the day of his death. They deal with his 3:00 A.M. phone calls to discuss vital, urgent, matters such as…firewood—and the 5:00 A.M. drive-bys, with Hunter leaning on the horn in the predawn darkness and pitching explosives out the window of his car. His idiosyncrasies and bizarre habits are explored at length and in depth. We’ll both be writing first-person accounts of our adventures with Hunter, so we’ll identify who’s speaking (Braudis or Cleverly) at the beginning of the chapters. The stories that are a result of our interviews with others close to Hunter are written in the third person.

The kitchen in Hunter’s cabin at Owl Farm was a simple knotty-pine affair, both the walls and the cabinets. A few years ago the pine cabinets were replaced with cherry, but the walls remained knotty pine, with vintage orange shellac. Hunter’s famous counter stretched across two thirds of the kitchen. Behind the counter sat Hunter, and behind Hunter were the range, the sink, countertop, and assorted cutting boards. Cooking on the range essentially put you back to back with Hunter, a dubious honor or a dangerous position, depending on his mood. The couch was backed up against the front of the counter so everyone was facing the same direction: the TV. The only other stool at the counter, besides Hunter’s, was just to Hunter’s left. That stool was always occupied by the person highest in Hunter’s pecking order, the sheriff, if he was in attendance. The regulars knew to vacate it when a higher-ranking crony entered the kitchen; newcomers had to be told. Next to that stool was an exercise bicycle. Ostensibly it was there so Hunter could just hop on and get a bunch of exercise, Hunter not being one to go charging off to the gym. It must be reported that Hunter had been seen on the thing, but exercise isn’t the word to describe what he was doing. We old-timers weren’t too fond of it, but younger guests thought it was pretty cool and would cheerfully jump on and pedal away. There was one easy chair that also faced the TV. Next to the television was the upright piano; in all those years, no one seems to remember ever having heard one note out of it. When Hunter was working on a major project he’d have a large corkboard hung in front of the piano, which would fill up with notes for the book, as well as random aphorisms and bits of pornography. The kitchen would morph to meet the requirements of the event at hand, with more furniture being hauled in so the maximum number of people could be jammed in to watch the Kentucky Derby, Super Bowl, or perhaps presidential debates.

The living room was through the door next to the piano. It was a nice large room, especially considering Hunter’s cabin wasn’t particularly huge. A big fieldstone fireplace dominated one end. The wall to the right, as you entered from the kitchen, had the front door and picture windows looking out on the deck and the peacock cage. The room was full of books, plus stuffed animals, skulls, and the sort of exotic memorabilia that people associate with Hunter S. Thompson.
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Election Night was always huge at Owl Farm. Some ended well. Some not so well. I think Hunter just kept the pool money from the 2000 election that took so long to resolve.

An old friend, who goes way back with Hunter, explained why that big comfortable room wasn’t the center of activity at Owl Farm. It started years ago, when Hunter was between girlfriends and couldn’t afford someone to keep house for him. Everyone used to hang out in the living room, but it got to a point where no one had cleaned it up for weeks, maybe months, and it had devolved into an utterly squalid, fetid, pigsty. There were decaying turkey carcasses, which were convenient to snack on for the first few days but started to smell like corpses after a while. Half-eaten ham sandwiches lying around that you’d remember as having been in the same place on your last visit, and all the other general trash and debris of daily living. Hunter didn’t have a very good sense of smell; maybe he was just oblivious to all of it. Ultimately it was easier to just move to the kitchen than it would have been to tackle that god-awful mess. Once the scene moved into the kitchen, it never moved back.

For the big Kentucky Derby and Super Bowl parties, the TV from Hunter’s bedroom would be hauled into the living room. The buffet would be set up in there, and that’s where the overflow would watch the game. Those of us who spent as much time in Doc’s kitchen as we did our own homes would often opt for the living room, as the kitchen would fill up with acolytes and first-timers desperate to be close to him.

Usually the people assembled at Owl Farm fit quite comfortably into the kitchen. When things became uncomfortable there, it wasn’t due to overcrowding; that would have been too simple. It was because someone was making things uncomfortable. It was something Hunter was very good at.

The good folk of Woody Creek were proud of the fact that Hunter Thompson called their little village home. Woody Creekers are famous for having a set of values different than those of the people up the road in Aspen, and they go out of their way to demonstrate it every chance they get. They embraced Hunter, and he was a good neighbor. He didn’t care if you were of the same political stripe as he was, or if you shared his hobbies or leisure-time activities; being a neighbor was different from being a crony; a neighbor was a neighbor no matter what. That feeling was reciprocated. People who were political opposites of Hunter, who would never have joined us in the kitchen for a game or other dubious behavior, felt very warm toward him because they knew he truly was a good neighbor who was cordial and courteous and could be counted on if he were needed.


Hunter felt safe in Woody Creek. Those around him always respected his privacy and would insulate him from outsiders who might try to intrude. You could never get directions to Owl Farm from a Tavern bartender. If a pilgrim set on meeting Hunter seemed overly persistent, a call would be made and someone, such as Cleverly, would appear to do the screening. It would be explained to the individual that he hadn’t been asked to come to Woody Creek, and that the thousands of miles that he might have traveled to worship at the altar of “gonzo” were irrelevant. Doc wasn’t interested. If a reasonable chat didn’t work, there was always the Sheriff.

No matter how exotic or glamorous Hunter’s journeys, he always looked forward to his return to Owl Farm, Woody Creek, and the company of his small circle of trusted friends. These are their stories. These tales aren’t necessarily the outrageous “gonzo” stuff that people tend to write, and that fans expect to read, about Hunter. Often funny, sometimes poignant, these stories are the real Hunter, the private Hunter. Hunter was a gentleman; he would always rise when a woman entered the room and would always greet someone new with courtesy and decorum. Hunter was a well-bred Southerner with good manners, and that was important to him. When, upon occasion, those manners weren’t apparent, it wasn’t because he’d forgotten them. He could also be the madman his fans envisioned, the one portrayed in film and in Ralph Steadman’s brilliant illustrations. He was also a friend, a husband, and a father.

We’re writing this book to show the many sides of Hunter—the Hunter Thompson who was unavailable to anyone but those closest to him. Even if other writers thought that these were qualities of Doc’s they wanted to explore, they couldn’t have; they wouldn’t have had the access, and now never will.

  







    

Two Beginnings




CLEVERLY DISCUSSES COCAINE AND TITS AS BIG AS TEXAS

It’s funny that I don’t remember the first time I met Hunter. I had read Hell’s Angels and Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas before moving to Aspen, so I was well aware of who Hunter Thompson was. I remember seeing him on his stool at the end of the Jerome Bar. But for all that, I can’t remember our first real encounter. Maybe I can blame this memory lapse on the seventies; maybe someone was on something. It’s likely we were introduced by our mutual friend Tom Benton. Tom is the artist who designed Hunter’s GONZO fist logo and also the original cover for Fear and Loathing on the Campaign Trail, the one with the stars-and-stripes skull. Tom worked on Hunter’s sheriff’s campaign and created the “Aspen Wall Posters,” which were a large part of the PR blitz for that campaign. Tom and Hunter were very good friends and had a mutual respect. As it turned out, Tom and I spent a lot of the seventies and eighties driving the same galleries out of business. It was hard work; we became close. It’s likely that at some point he was the one who first put Hunter and me together.

My first real recollection, my first Hunter story, was an encounter that took place at the far end of the Jerome Bar in the mid-1970s. Hunter was perched on his stool; I was on the stool next to him. By now we had become friendly. Friendly enough to share drinks, conversation, whatever else. We were doing just that when a young couple approached with caution. Hippies. I thought I’d left you guys back in Vermont.

It was mid-afternoon on a beautiful sunny day. It was far too nice out for good people to be in a saloon. So it was just Hunter, me, the bartender, a couple of real estate agents scheming in a distant corner, and the hippies. The guy was a furry little fellow, standard hippie-issue fare. The girl was hot. She had great Texas-size breasts swelling out against her hippie top, which did a terrible job of covering them, cleavage to the wind. Hunter chose not to ignore them, the hippies, for two obvious reasons.

“Hi,” the hippies said. It turned out that they were on a pilgrimage, and Hunter was it. They had traveled some distance to meet the great man, and now they were here. And here he was.

“Hi,” Hunter responded. “No, no, not disturbing us at all, just having a little lunch,” he said, eyes glued on Texas.

Hippie ears were cocked, trying to figure what the hell Hunter was saying. This was a classic response for those chatting with Doc for the first time. Or the thousandth. There was plenty of adoration to go around, and Hunter graciously accepted every ounce of it. He even went so far as to show some interest in them, while mentally willing those young breasts closer and closer to him. He had somehow maneuvered the hippie girl between us and now had his arm around her. I was enjoying her smell. The target area was pointed directly at Doc.

Suddenly the guy edged very close. “Hey,” he whispered, “you guys want a bump?”

Only one answer to that question.

“Where do we go?” the hippie asked.

“Right here’s fine,” Hunter said.

It was the seventies in Aspen. We thought the stuff was legal; we thought it was good for you. None of our friends had been hauled off to rehab yet. Hippie boy produced a vial, chock full. Yum, yum. Hunter reached out and snatched it from his hand like a striking cobra. Lightning fast.

He unscrewed the top and held it up to the light, then proceeded to dump out a large pile of cocaine onto the top of each of the young lady’s breasts. Both hippies were frozen, mouths agape. I watched, waiting for Hunter to produce a bill to roll up, or some other cocaine-snorting device. None was forthcoming. Hunter proceeded to place a finger over one nostril and bury his face into one of the breasts, making loud snarfling sounds with liberal flashes of tongue. The pile of cocaine disappeared. He repeated the process, covering the other nostril and snarfling the other breast. When he pulled his face away from the girl’s bosom, his nose and upper lip were smeared with the white powder. Saliva glistened around his mouth.

He held the vial up to the light again: about a quarter full. He handed it to me. I dumped the remainder of the substance onto the back of my hand and snorted it the same way Hunter had, but unfortunately sans breast. My pulse quickened and there was a pleasant sensation, though I still was pretty sure that Hunter had had the most fun.

I handed the vial back to Hunter. He held it up again, empty. He screwed the top back on and tossed it to the hippie boy. The hippies stared, mouths hanging open, the girl’s cleavage soaked with Hunter’s spit. What had just happened?

Hunter turned to me, his back to the hippies, and resumed our conversation at exactly the point where the young couple had interrupted it. They lingered; they had only Hunters back. Then the boy took the girl’s arm, and they slowly retreated. Backing up, then turning to the door. They had met Hunter S. Thompson. Did we get their names? Did they get mine? Did we know where they were going, where they came from? They were gone, perhaps off on their next quest.

BRAUDIS REMEMBERS ROUGH AND TUMBLE: PAVEMENT AND POLITICS

My earliest memories are of pavement. South Boston, 1948. Concrete sidewalks and tar streets. Blacktop playgrounds. In the winter people scattered ashes from their coal furnaces on the ice so they wouldn’t slip. I remember one cold day being pulled on a sled by my mother. I remember the metal runners screeching over the ash and clinkers. I was bundled in a hooded snowsuit with one ear sticking out. My mother took a shortcut across a vacant lot and a twig got stuck in my eye. As I cried I saw my mother’s guilt.

Today, as I gaze out the window at the Elk Mountain range, there is no tar in sight. I came here to ski. Back in Boston, we played hockey on a frozen pond at Farragut Park. Shin guards were copies of the Boston Globe friction-taped to my legs. I was a good skater and a good fighter. When I first tried skiing in Vermont I was a natural.


I outgrew the gangs and the juvenile crime. I briefly believed in our government. I married and sired two daughters. I copped a corporate job and thought I was happy. We owned a Ford Country Squire station wagon and a VW bug.

Wasn’t this the life everyone wanted? Maybe, but I had this coppery taste in my mouth because of the war in Vietnam.

Instead of baiting cops for sport in Southie, I was shedding the three-piece pinstripes on weekends and getting tear-gassed in antiwar demonstrations. The seeds of rebellion from Boston bloomed in New York. Dope replaced Beefeater, Levi Strauss supplanted Brooks Brothers, and my rail out of the East was greased. I arrived in Colorado to ski. No purpose was the new purpose. Tell me not to do it and I’ll do it. Good Jesuit gone awry.

The Teutonic establishment in Aspen was postwar Swiss and Austrian. Never German by admission. We were the newcomers, the outsiders, postgrad hippies and a threat to the status quo and the bottom line. Our growing ranks might hurt real estate values. We thought we could save the Rocky Mountains from those who saw only the bottom line.

[image: ]

Young Braudis, as a rookie, taking advantage of Aspen’s social scene.

I had seen Hunter at the bar in the Hotel Jerome. I had read about his battles against the city council and the municipal court. His group was a loose alliance of artists, lawyers, writers, and shady imports with no visible means of support. They had their end of the long bar.

My bunch skied every day and self-medicated with whatever was handy. We all converged at the Jerome. Without any clear introduction, Hunter and I started calling each other by name. Osmosis by whiskey. Eight nights a week.

Jesus! It seems as though everyone who knew Hunter met him at the Jerome. Its high ceiling, tile floor, and grand Victorian back bar made it a great place to drink. As the sides were forming in the Battle of Aspen, the office of sheriff was Hunter’s choice for his first beachhead. In the United States of America the office of sheriff is the only chief law enforcement position controlled by the voters.

That spring the snow was melting, the lifts were closed, jobs had ended, and relationships were difficult. As frozen horse shit thawed, not a tourist was to be found. The climate for conversation was good, and I found my stool was getting closer to Hunter’s. I listened to Doc and his brain trust formulate a plan. Hunter saw the opportunity. Power resided with the people. Freaks were people, and more of us arrived every day. If we registered and if we voted, we just might outnumber the complacent conservatives in November. “Freak power” was the surge, and HST had the courage to ride that wave.

Hunter had crafted a platform that might have seemed an odd match for the office he was seeking. He spoke to land use, zoning, and greed control. The sheriff in Hunter’s model would become an ombudsman. He declared that as sheriff of Pitkin County, he would change the name of the city of Aspen to “Fat City.” Everything he said that summer appealed to me. I enlisted as a foot soldier in my first real crusade. I understood guns and badges, but what the hell did growth control have to do with a sheriff? Hunter knew the answer to that question. He was a highly evolved student of essential political matters. In 1958, in The Rum Diary, he described the threat posed by greedy land developers by stating that, unchecked, they “spread like piss puddles in a parking lot.” At age twenty-one, he grasped the reality that it was always greed versus the environment.
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Bob’s campaigns have been consistently more successful than Hunter’s.
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The brilliant artist Tom Benton designed posters for both Hunter and Braudis. Both are much-sought-after collectibles.

What might have appeared to an outsider in 1970 as Thompson’s brainless rant against the machine was actually his refined statement about the art of controlling one’s environment. That year Hunter already had the powerful magnetism that lasted until his death. As the nucleus for an embryonic political force that shook Aspen’s establishment, Hunter infected a small group of future candidates with a fever that eventually led to victories that we shared with him.

For most of us, that campaign, filled with passion and some tears, was the political apogee. But the friendships and loyalties that Hunter cemented gave some traction—not unlike those ashes on the ice in my old ’hood—to subsequent campaigns that gave life to the original agenda that the Doc connected to the concept called quality of life.

Following his loss in November, I remember Hunter asking me about the informal power-up model of gang structure. It was as if he were taking mental notes. I had gone from dean’s list to dropout; but now Hunter told me that his foray into politics had exposed weaknesses in the comfortable oligarchy of Aspen. I was starting to feel my part in what Hunter foresaw. Despite the “Carpe Noctum” existentialism and the denial of death and tomorrow, Hunter persuaded me and other supporters to view his loss on Election Day as the beginning, not the end, of “Freak Power.”

The curtain was rising on the Gonzo Years, the hyperbole and craziness, but the pendulum was creeping toward its position of natural repose, with the Doc’s hand in touch. He was to become, for me, a polestar and a conscience. Thirty-five years later he was a sharp twig in my eye.







    

Cleverly Chats with the Doctor




There’s really no other way to put it. Facts are facts. Hunter mumbled. In short staccato bursts. The way they teach you to use a fully automatic weapon. A quick spray, then another, then another. Covering the field. His mind was so quick that he had his words processed and considered before he could get them out. When the rest of us speak before we think, it gets us in trouble. For Hunter it was just the opposite. He couldn’t get the words out fast enough, and his pauses were semicolons, not commas. Besides, he didn’t give a hoot and a holler what anyone thought anyway.

Our ability to comprehend Hunter—or not—was our problem, not Hunter’s. I don’t think that I ever witnessed him make an effort to clarify himself. For some reason, none of this deterred TV hosts from courting him for their talk shows, or colleges from begging him to come lecture. Though these weren’t Hunter’s favorite activities, it wasn’t because he was worried about people not understanding him—like I said, he really couldn’t care less. What he didn’t like was the structure of the things. In agreeing to them, he actually had to be somewhere at a certain time. You might say that tardiness was a shortcoming of Hunter’s. People constantly forgave him this small flaw, I think, because it was so remarkable that he showed up at all. I suspect that the reason that he showed up was because he had some sort of agreement with his publisher—you know, the kind of agreement that’s in writing, attended by lawyers, and signed with blood. That, plus I think the dough was pretty good on the lecture circuit. Money is always a wonderful motivator. Hunter tried to keep his lectures down to questions and answers; the way most people end their talks was how Hunter began his. He usually ended them by felonious assault with a handy fire extinguisher.

A few years ago I was sitting in a state of non-Zen nothingness and it occurred to me that at some unknown point I had become able to understand every word that Hunter said. How long had it been since I leaned closer in an effort to turn the sounds into words? I couldn’t say. This epiphany kind of unnerved me. What did it mean? Was I spending too much time at Owl Farm? Was my ear–brain continuum evolving in some strange way? Was it the drugs? Nah. Couldn’t be the drugs. I concluded that it didn’t mean anything. I come to that conclusion a lot. It’s safe.

Still, it did get me thinking, and took me back to the Jerome Bar years before, to what might have been my first one-on-one conversation with Doc, when we were just getting to know each other.


I walked into the place in mid-afternoon. Hunter was sitting at the bar having lunch. As usual he had ordered half the menu and was picking at the food. He had all the beverage bases covered as well: a Bloody Mary, a beer, a glass of water, and a tumbler of Chivas. Apparently some doofus had spotted Hunter just before I arrived. The doofus was dancing around the room, table to table, pointing out, “That’s Hunter Thompson over there.” Everyone loves that stuff. Figuring me as his only potential ally, Hunter asked me to join him. I sat down, and he said to help myself to some lunch. He had enough in front of him to feed two or three. He ordered me a beer, and I started picking around the different plates the same way he was. The doofus began to hover closer and closer and finally sat down next to us. Doc explained how he and I were in the middle of an important meeting and could really use some privacy. The guy actually took the hint and drifted off.

Doc and I started chatting, both of us relieved that we didn’t have to deal with the fool. We talked and drank and grazed over the food, with me occasionally leaning close to make sure that I wasn’t missing any Hunter Thompson wisdom. I thought it was going all right; sure, I’d miss some stuff here and there, but I believed I was keeping up. That is, I thought that I was keeping up until Hunter really took the ball and started to run with it. Now he was doing all the talking; I was merely audience. I listened carefully to every word, straining to understand, with only intermittent success. Nodding and smiling when I hoped it was appropriate, half comprehending, half bluffing. It seemed to be working. Hunter went on and on. One of us was having a great conversation. I started to get nervous about what would happen if, all of a sudden, Hunter required a reply from me. No need to fret; Doc was happy. He continued.


Finally he stopped dead. He fixed me with a hard, searching look. “Michael,” he said, “you’re the most unflappable person I’ve ever talked to.” I am? My God, I thought, what the hell have we been talking about? The possibilities raced through my brain. Everything from sedition to loaning him my wife. “Hunter,” I confessed, “I’m sorry. I haven’t understood a word you’ve said for the last five minutes.” Hunter gave me a kindly smile. I knew it was all right because it wasn’t about me.

The doofus was gone, and we had finished our drinks and Hunter’s lunch. We bade each other a good afternoon and promised to do this again soon.







    

Bob Tells Us About Maria and Lost Love




Hunter and Maria lived together for several years; but by 1987 Maria Khan had left the farm. A beautiful girl of Pakistani descent from a prominent Phoenix family, Maria finally decided that she had completed her enlistment as Hunter’s live-in, sleep-in administrative assistant. Her black hair and gray/blue eyes probably accounted for part of Hunter’s attraction to her, but she was also very smart. Smart enough to know it was time to return to Phoenix to continue her education.

Her parents despised Hunter, and although he knew it, he had difficulty accepting it. He retaliated by writing a gonzo exposé of the Khan clan in the Sunday supplement of a prominent Phoenix newspaper. This resulted in a serious widening of the Thompson/Khan chasm. His charges against the Khans were borderline libel, but in some sense funny—particularly if you knew that part of Hunter’s motivation was revenge for the family’s supporting Maria’s escape from Woody Creek. She had moved out unexpectedly, and Hunter was having trouble locating the particular straw that broke the back of the relationship. Certainly there had been some behavior issues, but nothing that dovetailed with the time immediately preceding her departure. Perhaps he deserved it, but in a just and fair universe there’d be an explanation, a measure of understanding. There’d be a straw.

[image: ]

Maria and Hunter in happier times, joined on the links by David McCumber, Tex, Deb Fuller, and a pro.

After Maria left him, Hunter had been sent to Phoenix on assignment with the San Francisco Examiner to cover the Evan Mecham impeachment hearings.

Evan Mecham had run for governor of Arizona three times before finally being elected in 1986. After one short year in office, a recall effort was under way. An archconservative with megalomaniacal tendencies, he had canceled Martin Luther King Day, defended the use of the word pickaninny, along with other racist slurs, and had declared the editor of the Phoenix Gazette, John Kolbe, a nonperson.

Mecham’s whacko, loose-cannon style had cost the state of Arizona plenty of money, which was a matter that even those who could have forgiven those other little missteps couldn’t ignore. Some estimates claim that his behavior cost the state as much as five hundred million dollars, including two hundred million in revenues when the NFL decided to pull the Super Bowl out of Phoenix. A recall petition was circulated garnering twice the necessary number of signatures. An election was scheduled, but before it could be held, impeachment proceedings were begun. Mecham was accused of concealing $350,000 in campaign contributions, and misusing state funds with an $80,000 state loan to Mecham Pontiac, a dealership owned by you know who. It was a made-for–Hunter Thompson kind of story.

When Hunter arrived in Phoenix he immediately called Maria, and she refused to see him. There was nothing left for him to do but invite me and a couple of other Aspen guys to join him for a few rounds of golf. When I got to his room at a Scottsdale resort, he had rearranged it, tearing off some wainscoting in an effort to find a receptacle that would accept the plug of his IBM Selectric typewriter. He had just ordered $160 worth of shrimp cocktails and two bottles of champagne, two bottles of Chivas, and two cases of beer. The place looked like a landfill. In one corner of the mess was his golf bag. He didn’t have a traveling case for the bag, so he’d wrapped the top with two blankets and used about a roll of duct tape to keep the clubs in the bag. His rental car—a convertible, of course—had been delivered but not released to him because his driver’s license had expired.

While Maria boycotted his visit to Arizona, her brother, Bobby, who didn’t share the Khan loathing for Hunter, responded to an invitation. When he came into the hotel room, Bobby said hello as Hunter was untaping his golf bag. Hunter opened a zippered pouch, pulled out a nine-millimeter semiautomatic pistol, and flipped it across the room to Bobby. Bobby fielded it, and Hunter said, “Nice catch,” adding, “That’s the best way to get a gun on an airplane.”

When the phone rang, Hunter asked me to answer. It was Willie Hearst, Hunter’s editor at the Examiner. I had often run interference for Hunter with Hearst, especially in reference to deadlines. This time he was questioning the room service charges, the still-parked rental car, and the lack of reports on the impeachment. I told Hearst that Hunter had taken a cab to the hearings venue and that I would tell him to call the Examiner on his return. I lied.

Hunter eventually submitted his coverage of one of the juiciest political scandals in recent memory without ever leaving the hotel. Another in a long list of hotel rooms was utterly destroyed. Maria didn’t visit, and we never got Hunter to the golf course.



A few months later, Hunter used his wiles to convince Maria to come back to Colorado for a long weekend to attend his son Juan’s graduation, summa cum laude, Phi Beta Kappa, from the University of Colorado. This was the only sort of bait that could work on Maria. Juan was a huge source of pride for Hunter, his ex-wife Sandy, Juan’s mother, and everyone in their orbit. People were willing to accept the smallest scrap of credit for how well he had turned out, and did their best to conceal their amazement at his achievements. Juan hadn’t grown up in a normal household.


Despite the unimaginable strangeness of being a child at Owl Farm, Juan was an excellent student from the get-go. He attended The Aspen Community School during his primary years. The Community School was an extremely liberal, progressive private institution located just up the hill from the farmhouse. Some might have called it a hippie school. The school gave over an inordinate portion of its academic year to the school play, and had spawned successful actors such as Oliver Platt and Felicity Huffman. Juan, too, was an emerging talent. At that time, a friend of Hunter’s named Paul Rubin was directing most of the plays.

Paul Rubin’s taste in theater was adult and sophisticated. He never let the fact that his cast and crew were schoolchildren affect his choices. He never pandered to the kids. Paul directed them in Eugene O’Neil’s Desire Under the Elms, in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, and in James Baldwin’s Blues for Mr. Charlie. Juan Thompson always had good roles. In Blues, he had the male lead, Preacher; the female lead, Juanita, was played by Thea Bent, the cute blond daughter of a well-loved Aspen physician. Blues for Mr. Charlie was performed by the cast of whiter-than-white Aspen kids in blackface. Thea wore a huge black frizzy wig. I’m not sure if even Woody Creek was ready for Paul Rubin, but you can see why he and Hunter got along.

Acting and academics were Juan’s strengths; sports, not so much, so he was just about the perfect Community School student, as academics and the arts were what the parents were interested in. They didn’t give a hoot about jock stuff, except maybe skiing.

The last two weeks of rehearsal before opening night, the kids’ asses belonged to Rubin. They’d rehearse all day in groups and individually. When the kids weren’t rehearsing, they’d get a pickup co-ed softball game together. Paul noticed that Juan didn’t own a glove; he always had to borrow one. One weekend, Hunter and Paul were having lunch at the Jerome Bar. Hunter stopped in mid-conversation and looked up. “Tomorrow’s Juan’s birthday”—seemingly something just remembered. “What am I going to get him?” Doc had instantly made this Paul’s project. Sensible, since Paul was spending more time with the kids than their parents were at that point. Paul thought. “A baseball glove. Juan doesn’t have one; he always has to borrow one.” Doc was ecstatic. Sports had always been so much a part of Hunter’s life, and Juan had always leaned toward the academic. Hunter bolted from the J-Bar and down the block to Carl’s Pharmacy, not just close but maybe the only place to purchase a ball glove in Aspen in those days.

On Monday it was back to school and rehearsals. Paul kept his eye out for the first sign of a softball game. When he saw bats and balls being rounded up, he told the kids he was working with to take five and he sought out Juan. Paul caught up with him on the side of the field. “How’d you like your birthday present?” he asked with pride, knowing he was the author of the idea. Juan looked down at the palms of his gloveless hands, then looked up into Paul’s eyes and, with a sardonic smile, said, “I’m left-handed.”

And yet, somehow, the combination of the Community School and Owl Farm had bred a young man who was graduating from CU with highest honors.

Hunter sent Maria a round-trip ticket to Aspen, and they drove to Boulder for Juan’s commencement.

When Hunter and Maria returned to Woody Creek, he hid her purse and return ticket. He was de facto holding her hostage. Just after lunch one day, Maria called my office at the county courthouse and asked me to help her escape. She had a plane to catch in two hours.

She told me she was sitting on the bus stop bench outside the Woody Creek Tavern. Hunter was inside, at the bar. She said his house was locked tight, doors and windows, and she needed help. She emphasized that only I could possibly help. She didn’t want any “official” intervention. With chivalry in my heart and no fear of Hunter, I drove down to the Tavern and talked to Maria. Then I went inside and saw Hunter at the bar with a tall Chivas-water the hue of mahogany in front of him. I asked him to return Maria’s purse and her ticket to Phoenix, but he only grinned and told me that it was between him and Maria. I said I was going to help her, and he said, “So you’re going to take her side?” I said, “Yes, she’s right and you’re wrong,” walked out, and escorted Maria to my car. One can only speculate as to what went through Hunter’s mind in the face of such betrayal. An educated guess might be “Right? What the hell does right have to do with anything?” However, Hunter followed me out and shouted, “Good luck getting into the house. It’s a fortress, locked up tight as a drum. You’ll never get in!”

I drove Maria to Owl Farm, tried the doors and some windows. It was indeed locked tight. She suggested the bathroom window. It’s eight feet off the ground, and she hadn’t been able to reach it. My own Spider-Man skills weren’t up to the task, so I put her on my shoulders and boosted her up, an oddly pleasurable experience. She lifted the window open and climbed in. Drifting through the house, she unlocked the front door for me just as Hunter entered the driveway, his car in a four-wheel drift. He got out and said to me, “Well, that didn’t take you long. But good luck finding Maria’s stuff. Ho ho!”


Hunter and I watched. In less than a minute Maria appeared with her purse and ticket. With jaw-dropping efficiency she’d gone right to the smoke shelf inside the chimney for her ticket and directly to the freezer for her purse. She knew where her captor hid things. It was an impressive display to me, but painful for Hunter—to be thwarted so easily. We headed to my car as Hunter watched in stunned silence. I drove her to the airport and waited until she boarded her flight.

What to think in the face of such treachery and abandonment? Later, as Hunter watched the sun slide behind the Rocky Mountains, the darkness that fell over Woody Creek was indeed greater than night.

The next evening I called Hunter, and he expressed his admiration for our “defeating” his craft and invited me for a drink, which I accepted, and we watched a basketball game. He knew he had been wrong and never mentioned that day again. I certainly did, when it benefited conversations in the kitchen.
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