IRON REBEL: The Race to Palomar Mountain

I had been in the Tavern for less than ten minutes, but those five guys might as well have grown
up here. They were rough, rowdy boys, the kind who thrived on chaos. The guy with the wrench
prowled closer... too close for comfort. I slid out of the booth, slow and deliberate, my heart
thumping louder than the jukebox. I crossed the floor, slapping five twenties onto the table —no
change, just a statement.

Bruno, the leader, loomed tall and imposing, his blond hair catching the dim light. The shadows
twisted around him like faithful followers. Years of survival had taught me one crucial lesson:
confidence was my only shield. I knew I had to say something, anything, or I could end up six
feet under. But I held my ground, meeting his icy gaze without flinching. Silence clung to the air,
thick and heavy, as I waited. No words escaped my lips.

Bruno’s jacket bore his name in bold letters. He radiated calm, a predator sizing up its prey.
Behind me, the other four closed in; I caught their movements in the bar’s mirror—the shuffle of
boots, the clink of metal. One gripped a pipe, another a muffler, and my skin crawled at what that
meant. I stood there, heart racing, a lone wolf surrounded by a pack. The room dropped into a
suffocating silence. I could taste the whiskey on Bruno's breath, the stench of danger thickening
between us.

Then he leaned in, his voice low and dangerous. “Who the hell are you?”

“Jack... Jack Norton,” I replied, pushing the money closer like it was a grenade pin. “One
hundred bucks, two bikes. First to the observatory wins.”

A slow grin spread across his face. If  won, I’d get the jacket he wore. I tugged at his lapel,
demanding respect. “If not, take your hundred bucks and forget you ever met me.” The Asian
guy with the muffler slid up beside me, nearly blending into the shadows. They called him Ning
—fitting, given the ear-splitting chaos he brewed in the garage. His engines screamed high-
pitched, revving like a banshee, and I felt the weight of his reputation.

Next was Red, stepping into my line of sight. Combed-back red hair, a beard that screamed 'don’t
mess with me', and those eyes —piercing and relentless. They called him Red for two reasons: his
hair and his penchant for Kilarny Red Ale chased with Johnny Walker. He was wiry, fierce, and
fast, a true contender born from the Irish racing leagues. I didn’t flinch; I simply waited, my gaze
fixed out the window of the Crossroads Tavern, a biker sanctuary nestled deep in the northeast
corner of San Diego County, where the road met the wild.

My competition: a glimmering red Ducati—sleek and menacing, all tucked bars and fat slicks,
pure adrenaline waiting to be unleashed. Across the lot stood my ride, a humble *66 Triumph
Bonneville. Shiny, chromed, and stock as the day I bought it. But I had three things in my favor:
a finely-tuned four-stroke engine, Metzler TT tires, and an overwhelming desire to wear that Iron
Rebels M.C. jacket.

As I outlined my odds, a shiny black two forty Z pulled up, cutting through the tension. The
gravel crunched under its tires as a vision stepped out—a goddess named Pam Star. Cropped
blonde hair, sun-kissed skin, and blue jeans tighter than a vice grip. Her halter top hugged her
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curves like a second skin, and everything about her screamed trouble. It was like witnessing
Bathsheba, a dangerous sin in every glance.

I met Pam a month ago during an interview for the North Coast Herald. She owned Carlsbad
Cycles, a sharp business woman by day, a wild child by night. Her taste in company was always
selective, and now she stood there, flirting with disaster, as she approached Bruno T.T. Schwartz
—the racer and head mechanic at Oceanside Harley Davidson.

It made no sense; she was too sharp to be caught with a punk like Schwartz. Yet here she was,
striding in, lighting up the darkened Tavern. Bruno acknowledged her with a nod and shot a
glance my way. “Hey Red, you up for a trip to the top of Palomar? This punk wagered a hundred
bucks, claiming he’s faster than you.”

Red barked out a laugh, the sound echoing in the tense air. “Why waste my time? Look at that
shiny piece of crap he’s riding—a stock Bonnie. He won't make it past the first stop sign before
I'm a mile ahead of him.”

Reaching into my pocket I pulled out a single hundred dollar bill, and slammed it down on the
stack of bills.

“It may look stock, but two hundred dollars says I'll be wait’n for you at the top.”
Schwartz looked at me and then back to his rider.

“What you say Red? I'll split it with ya--a hundred bucks for a 15 minute ride--should be a piece
of cake. And you can have Ning do a quick hi-rev tune.

Ning walked up, “Tell this punk to put down another hundred for me, and he’s got a deal. He
must not know who I am or how fast Red is.”

I reached in my pocket and pulled out another century. Put it on top of the pile. Three hundred
bucks.

I did know who Ning was, and all the races he won.
But I also knew a few other things...

As the lead fabricator and mechanic for Carlsbad Custom Automotive during the day, I had built
everything from a go cart to a Corvette. I knew how to make power, but I also knew how put it to
the ground. I also knew as a part time reporter for my dad, the famous Norm Norton of the San
Diego Herald, that I had more experience on the back roads of North County San Diego than
anyone else. I rode every day after work for 2 to 3 hours looking for pictures, news stories, and
just for the joy of the wind in my face. I always carried a Pentax and a pen in my saddlebags.

I knew the 12 mile windy road from the Tavern to the top of Mt. Palomar like the back of my
hand. And I knew 3 secrets. Secrets that would help me win easily.

I knew the corners with the loose gravel and sand. The corners that would take a fast bike down.
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I knew that I had a super sticky Metzler tires that would be like glue on asphalt, gravel, or the
deadly sand- covered corners.

I also knew that at S5pm on May 1st, 1984 at Spm in the evening, that Sheriff Kendall
“Purgatory” Jones and his deputies were would be all miles away at a police convention in
Escondido.

Purgatory Jones, the lazy Podunk Sheriff that put fear into the minds of anyone who drove the
back roads of the county. He was just like any other backwater Sheriff, he reveled in power and
ruled his roost with an iron fist. But Kendall had one unique advantage. He ran the chain gangs
for the state.

If you got caught littering, you picked up trash along the highways for the weekend. Humiliating,
but not deadly.

Get caught racing on a bike with alcohol on your breath, you would do a month.
There was no such thing as a DUI--more like a DOA.

When you showed up, bound in chains on the hot asphalt back roads of Warner Springs, you
wished you were dead. With temperatures over 120 and more like 140 in the direct sun, hell
would seem like a vacation. The work was hard, and deadly.

Bruno signaled the bartender for two shots of whisky. He handed me one and gave the other to
Red.

“This will cut down on the fear” - he said. I drank up.

He then collected the money and signaled for everyone to go out to the parking lot. Walking over
to my bike, I checked my tire pressures, and pushed it over to where the group was assembled.
Ming had the Ducati up on stands and was tuning the motor. Red put on his helmet and his
gloves. He stood next to his revving bike and waited.

As I was standing next to my bike, Pam walked past me and gave me a wink. She walked over
and opened the passenger door on her car. Out stepped a Brunette about her age, dressed in blue
jeans, a red striped top and a very tight red leather jacket. She motioned for her to come my way.
Pam introduced her friend.

“Jack, this is Bridget, our new secretary at the shop.”

I held out my hand to a very gorgeous woman.

She had a beautiful smile and a red bandana around her neck. No ring on her finger.
I now had another reason to win the race.

I needed her riding on the back of my bike.
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I fired up the Triumph and coasted over next to Red. He eyed the new girl too. Her red scarf
surely caught his eye.

Now it was not just about the jacket.
It was about Bridget.

It was about winning.

Bruno held up his hand...

“Fire ‘em up boys...”



