Has it really been three decades? Phil Frank's satirical eye as sharp as ever in Farley.

Marianne Costantinou, The San Francisco Chronicle

Thursday, June 16, 2005

Few could have predicted that the gentle wanderer with the giant schnoz, crown of wavy black hair and old-fashioned mustache would survive more than a few road trips -- least of all his creator, Phil Frank. But here it is, 30 years today, and the comic strip Farley is still with us

And what a trip it's been. A right-wing raven named Bruce. Baba Rebop, the only guru to wear a propeller beanie. Alphonse the bear, the diehard Giants fan who runs the Fog City Dumpster restaurant with three other bears. Irene the meter maid and her 7-year-old daughter, Olive -- who, shh, finally grows up in Friday's strip. The ghost of Emperor Norton, a true-life San Francisco legend of the mid-19th century, brought back to help with his pet project, the Bay Bridge. Feral cats who took it all off -- their flea collars, that is -- to make a statement. 

The cast and shenanigans go on and on, topped off, perhaps, by Velma Melmac, a chain-smoking, tattooed woman from Manteca who goes around Asphalt State Park and Yosemite hanging No Pest Strips around campsites and vacuuming the nature trails. The menagerie has grown so huge that Farley himself only appears once in a while. 

To celebrate the strip's anniversary, highlights from the past 30 years will be on display beginning tonight at 7 at the Cartoon Art Museum in San Francisco. At the beginning, the strip was called Travels With Farley, and the everyman character wandered America, the eyes and ears of readers of big newspapers and small, who followed his adventures in the nationally syndicated strip. Twenty years ago, Farley, who had done a stint as a park ranger and was by then an intrepid reporter at a dying afternoon paper called the Daily Demise, packed his bags and headed to San Francisco, where he got a job at the Daily Requirement, located at Myth and Fission. The Daily Requirement was a thinly veiled Chronicle, of course, and Farley became a six-day-a-week feature exclusive to our readers. The strip runs Sundays through Fridays in the Bay Area section of the paper. 

Now that he was writing only for a Bay Area audience, the Sausalito cartoonist focused on local characters and issues. Former Mayor Willie Brown provided such good fodder that a collection of those strips made up a whole book, one of Frank's six anthologies. Not that His Williness seemed to mind the attention: At one public event, the mayor showed up in kingly red robe and gold crown, just as he appeared in the strip. "Willie was a gift from the cartoon gods," says Frank, 62, who bears a striking resemblance to his Farley character, though his own black hair and mustache are now peppered with gray. "He would shoot from the lip. He had a patronage army of 'special assistants.' He ...'' Frank stops mid-sentence and sighs, looking nostalgic. 

Alas, Gavin Newsom, Willie Brown's successor, and the fifth San Francisco mayor to be given the Farley treatment, is too much of "a good Catholic boy" to poke much fun at, says Frank. "He's too sincere.'' Newsom's mayoralty seemed so idyllic that Frank was even going for a Camelot theme -- but "There went the princess" when Newsom and his wife broke up. 

Farley is not so much a comic strip as it is a column, says Frank. The opinionated strip is overseen by the Chronicle's editorial department. "It's really a horizontal column, documenting the life and times of the characters of the Bay Area," says Frank. 

Although it is satire, he considers it gentle ribbing rather than acerbic wit, like that of Doonesbury, which also comments on current events. "As much as I love what Garry Trudeau does, I don't do that sort of go-for-the-jugular thing," he says. 

To come up with material, Frank reads several local and national newspapers each day and watches TV news. If a story breaks, he can jump in and update his strip with little time lapse, since it runs six days a week. 

Though Frank always liked to draw, he thought he was going to be a Jesuit priest, and even attended a high school seminary for two years. An only child, Frank was born in Pittsburgh but grew up in the small town of Holland, Mich., right on the lake. His mom was a housewife. His dad traveled the Midwest, buying crops for the Heinz food company. 

While in high school, Frank did hand-lettering and cartoons for a sign company. He went to Michigan State in East Lansing, intending to become a commercial artist, but he spotted an ad in the student newspaper. The State News needed someone to do a daily cartoon and was willing to pay $5 apiece. This being 1961, $5 for a cartoon was good money, and Frank jumped. Frankly Speaking, a single-panel cartoon, focused on student life and soon became such a big hit that 350 other campus papers started running it. It also created such an impressive portfolio that Frank was hired right out of college to be an artist and writer for Hallmark cards. During his four years in Kansas City, Mo., he worked with other professional cartoonists from around the country and learned enough about freelancing and syndication to launch his own career as a newspaper cartoonist. 

Travels With Farley launched June 16, 1975, in 50 newspapers. By then, Frank was living with his second wife aboard a houseboat in Sausalito. The couple finally moved to land after 13 years, but Frank, now the father of two adult children and grandfather of two, still does much of his thinking and writing in a studio he rents on a ferryboat. Though Farley keeps him busy, Frank six months ago launched a second cartoon called Elderberries, about a group of feisty people in a low-budget retirement home. The strip runs in The Chronicle and dozens of newspapers across the country, seven days a week. 

A history buff, Frank is active in the local historical societies in Sausalito and in Bolinas, where he and his wife own a farmhouse and cabin. To relax, Frank will work on one of his three antique British cars. Or he will head off to the hills with a metal detector, put on his headphones and muse to the gentle hum of the machine until it picks up a metallic treasure hidden beneath the earth. Frank's studio is filled with these found treasures, from lead soldiers to valuable coins. He also collects antique hood ornaments and tin cartoon character toys. 

As for Farley, what will the future bring? Beyond adding a few more gray hairs to his main character, Frank is not quite sure. He likes to have the strip evolve naturally, playing off the news. 

"I just look ahead week by week," he says. "That's how 30 years can just sneak up on you.'' 

