SUNDLAND

He had a first name: Bob, but we just called him “Sundland.”  He was bizarre. His antics legendary. Sundland was strangest guy ever to set foot at Chiat/Day.  Maybe anywhere.  

He was a writer who worked in the Olympic Boulevard and the San Francisco offices in the 70’s.  He resembled a corpse. Tall. Gaunt.  Bony-thin. Bloodless and hollow eyed. His face was expressionless. His mouth a diagonal slit.  He was the antithesis of hip:  khaki trousers and long sleeve conservative shirts buttoned at his wrists.  His hair as stylish as his outfits:  Short.  Sandy.  Combed straight across his head.  Sundland was one of the unhealthiest and least attractive people I’d ever seen.  He looked like he’d smoked and drank every day of his life and had never gone outdoors.

He was a serious ex-drunk who’d been dry for a decade.  He recalled his last bender:  “I woke up in a Bowery alley with a hideous hangover and realized that someone had stolen my shoes.”  He swore off booze on the spot, discovered Ayn Rand, and became an unyielding Objectivist.  He owned and read every one of Ayn Rand’s books.  When he advertised in the Free Press for a wife, having read Ayn Rand and being a practicing Objectivist were his two most important criteria.  Alcohol and tobacco abstention were a couple of others.  I asked him if he didn’t think the Ayn Rand qualifier might be limiting? That screening out otherwise worthy candidates who may share these values, but might not have bumped into Ayn Rand, might be slendering his options? 

That would be impossible!” he said enduring me like a moron.  

Someone did respond to that ad.  A desperate woman from Chicago.  He flew her to Los Angeles for an interview and married her.  She looked normal but that of course was not the case. She had a fatal flaw:  She was a smoker.  Sundland built her an air-tight closet-sized compartment in their Westwood condo.  It was the only place she was permitted to smoke.  He drove her crazy and she ended up divorcing him…which made him suicidal.  That’s when Jay shipped him to San Francisco.  He sent Marv Rich the only art director who would work with him too.  Marv and Bob had a screwy relationship.

Marvin was sweet, gentle, and accommodating.  Sundland, was none of those things.  He was maniacal, had an explosive temper, and wouldn’t budge an inch on anything.  He treated everybody with the same disdain. Chiat included. He had zero fear of any one.  He would get so pissed off at Marvin that he wouldn’t talk to him for weeks on end.  He would slide his copy under Marv’s door, and Marv would slide his lay-outs under Bob’s which was always locked tight.  Marvin loved him. I think it was reciprocal.

The one thing they shared was talent. They did fantastic ads together.  Sundland’s unique skill was “last sentences.”  He wrote them better than anyone. When he presented his copy I’d jump right to the end sentence.  They were always perfect.  At times his body text might have been a bit jumbled, but his wrap-ups were phenomenal.  I was convinced he wrote his ads backwards.

Among his many other eccentricities, Sundland was paranoid.  One morning while we were heading to a client meeting he noticed a coat hanger lying by his car door and panicked.  Someone had busted into his car.  “They stole my gun,” he freaked (feeling somewhat better when he discovered the thief had missed his ammo clip). “Why do you have a gun?” I asked.  He explained, like I was clueless, “It’s for protection when the anarchists take over.”

I’d forgotten about the anarchists. 

Sundland wasn’t afraid of anybody, but he was terrified about the prospect of going broke.  Ending up in the gutter penniless.  He seldom spent a dime (certainly nothing on booze or clothes).  He squirreled all his money away.  In the 60’s he said he needed $10,000 in the bank before he could call it quits. In the 70’s it dawned on him he would need more.  $100,000, he figured would kick-off $10,000 a year in interest allowing him to make do.  So his objective was to bank $100 grand.  He was 80% there before Vegas.

There was a brief halcyon period on the eve of “Vegas.”  Sundland had an 18th floor apartment in the Embarcadero’s Golden Gateway towers, adjacent to the agency offices.  It was a company lease.  Sundland was using it until the lease ran out to save some money.  Because I was frightened that one day he might jump, I suggested we exchange it for a ground floor unit.  He then miraculously found a new woman.  His disposition changed.  He was happier and more productive than I’d ever seen him.  I suggested to Chiat that we put her on a monthly retainer. The love affair went on for a few months before she took an inevitable powder. 

I was once again spooked by that 18th floor apartment.

It was at this time Sundland discovered grass.  He initially told me he tried some and hated it.  It made him sick.  I asked him how much he took and he told me 10 joints.  “No wonder,” I explained.  “That’s like saying you had two quarts of scotch and didn’t like it because it made you sick.”  A week went by.  Then Sundland told me that he had tried marijuana again and enjoyed it.  And that he had stocked up more for the upcoming weekend (where he locked himself up in his aerie apartment and wouldn’t come out until Monday morning).  “Do you want to know how many joints I rolled for this weekend?” “60.” he told me proudly. It got more ridiculous the next weekend when he told me had had rolled over 200!

It was after this weekend that Vegas happened.  Sundland cashed in all his cherished savings and headed his late model Oldsmobile to Las Vegas.  He would put all of it on one number on a roulette wheel and kill himself if he lost. He told Marv Rich of his plan, and Marv, convinced he wasn’t kidding, told me.  I called Chiat who filed suicide alerts with the CHP and the Nevada Police Department. Days went by without one word from him or the dreaded cops. We were scared out of our wits.  I aged 10 years over a 5 day period. Then one sunny afternoon we hear a horn honking outside the office.  There was Sundland sitting, smiling in a brand new convertible.  He had won!  He had bought the car with some of his winnings.  Pointing to the car, I asked “Why?...you already own one.”

“Because I’m crazy.” 

