Memorial for Mike LaRocque

I’ve had several requests, but I’ve decided to speak anyway. My name is Gene Meyer and I am guilty of associating with Mike LaRocque. I guess that’s why I’m here. 

I attended St Elisabeth grammar school in Van Nuys with Mike. I was a year ahead of him, but my brother Jeff was in his grade. No surprise, Mike was always high octane. By the way, at that time, the only people who called him Michael were the nuns and Father O’Dwyer, the pastor who gave out report cards every six weeks. He was Mike to the rest of us.

We used to all hang out at Vanowen Park in Van Nuys, where we’d play baseball, football, basketball on the dirt courts, and mess around on in a sand enclosed area of the park called “The Rings.” It had a gymnastic bar and Olympic rings, and was next to a concrete handball court. We had no idea about rings; all we did was dismounts, see that could do a flip. I couldn’t. La Rocque could. But he did more.

There was a regular group of tough guys who used to hang around the rings at Vanowen Park. They had no money and nowhere else to go, so took their friendships and limited but strenuous gymnastic skills and developed, with the help of Mike, into the Avengers, one of the most feared gangs in the Valley. Now when I say gang, people nowadays think of guns, knives, and drugs. But the Avengers weren’t really into drugs, didn’t own guns, or more than two cars for that matter and could barely afford a 6 pack of beer among them. They got into enough trouble and fights without that stuff. Mike was the toughest and smartest guy in the Avengers, thus he was president. Now I wasn’t a member of the Avengers due to the fear of seeing my own blood. But no matter what kind of trouble they were in, Mike was always the same nice guy to my friends and me. He also ushered us out of the way of several fights. Paul Atkinson commented that wherever Mike went, he was a badass, but he was a protector, and a good guy, to us.  Another childhood friend, Tom Campbell always said that when we were kids, we ruled the Valley. Actually, Mike LaRocque ruled the Valley; we were just allowed to inhabit it.

Some of Mike’s friends here today are members of the Caribou Club. Dennis, is it ok to shout out a website at a memorial service? The Caribou Club is a bunch of old friends from the San Fernando Valley who stay in touch, enjoy life, and share friendship, which, judging from the size of this crowd, was something that Mike excelled at. When Mike heard about the Caribou Club campouts and beach parties, he showed up, always with Lynn, Jackie or Joey. Mike submitted most of the photos on his Caribou Club web page.

I knew Mike at the beginning and I knew him at the end. Many people have helped fill in the middle for me. One of them is Dick Sable, Who I met through Tim Donnelly, another childhood friend who could not attend today. Dick Sable knew Mike all through the middle of Mike’s life, some 45 years. He told me a story about when he and Mike first met as veterans, (Dick Navy, Mike, Marine Corps), going to Valley College on the GI Bill. They joined the Veterans Club, Mike got elected president, (of course), and the enrollment went from 25 to 150 members. For a club community project, they teamed up with the Veterans Hospital, truly a righteous gesture. The hospital would send a bus to Valley College once a month, pick up Veterans Club Members and, of course a bunch of girls, (That’s why they were doing it) and take them to the Vets Hospital for a dance with the patients.  But Dick says about the experience, he and Mike never told any of the girls that the guys from the VA hospital were mental patients. Sorry if I offended any Caribou Club mental patients, past or present.

While they were still students, in 70 & 71, Dick and Mike formed a Veterans Club flag football team. Mike was a running back. …. How would you like a 25 year old Mike LaRocque Running at you full steam.

How brutal is that for a linebacker, Joey? They beat every team on campus, and were finally challenged to play a game against LA Valley College at Grant High School. Dick said that a halftime, the score was 35-0 Valley. But Mike and Dick’s team held them to no score in the second half, a victory in itself. 

The more I’ve talked to people recently, the more I realize what an important guy Mike was throughout his entire life. To Lynn, I know I probably went beyond my few words, to Jeff, Jackie, and Joey, I want to say we will all treasure Mike’s memory, and we’ll never stop talking about him. I’ve learned that nobody knew Mike every mile of his life, but if you were lucky enough to ride with him during any point of his extraordinary roadtrip, and if you’re sitting here you were lucky enough, I’m sure it was nothing short of high octane. 

