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Mickey Christiason, a Cerritos resident whose 1957 Chevy Nomad was stolen two months ago, stands in front of McMillen's Body & Paint in Bellflower, Calif. The Nomad was at the body shop for repairs when it was stolen. See more photos/buy reprints (Jeff Gritchen / Press-Telegram)

CERRITOS - Fewer than 7,000 of its kind rolled out of the Chevrolet production line in 1957. 

The Nomad is a distinctive two-door station wagon with chrome trim and tail fins. 

Mickey Christianson of Cerritos was lucky enough to have owned two. 

Once, in 1964 as a Mark Keppel High School student in Alhambra; and again in 1992, after the first of two kidney transplant surgeries. 

Motivated during his recovery period, Christianson found and purchased for $6,000 a bright yellow Nomad from an Orange County owner, and turned it from an "ugly duckling" into the beloved turquoise-and-white of adolescent memory. When he drove it to his 30th high school reunion, most classmates thought it was the original ride, the car on campus back in the day. It lived up to its specialty license plate, 2NDTYME. 

It was stolen Feb. 21 as it sat overnight in a Bellflower auto shop awaiting specialty work. The thief broke the window in the back of McMillen's Auto Repair in the 9100 block of Artesia Boulevard, said Los Angeles County Sheriff's Department Detective Robert Manning. 

"The window in the back of the shop was broken out and (the suspect) got into the back of the shop," Manning said. "There was an alarm in the shop, but it never went off." 

"It's not just a Ford Explorer," said Christianson, 61. "There's a lot of history tied to it, my health." 

`Our babies' 

"I'm almost 62 years old," Christianson said in a recent interview, dressed in a Hawaiian shirt printed with classic Chevy automobiles. In the corner of his living room was a full-color "missing" poster for his 1957 Nomad, a collection of magazine and automobile newsletters with articles about the car, and in the kitchen a small model of the Nomad itself. 

It was all he had left, Christianson said, asking "Do I really want to rebuild another car?" 

Christianson estimates about $40,000 went into restoring his second Nomad between 2006 and 2007. As a supervisor at Rancho Los Amigos National Rehabilitation Center, he frequently brought the Nomad to work to inspire patients. As a conversation piece, it transcended age, race and stereotypes. 

Christianson said it enabled him to bond with muscular dystrophy patients and hardened young men who wouldn't have taken "an old white guy seriously." 

Declining health forced him to retire in 2001, but he continued to drive the car even while on dialysis. Last year, he survived the second kidney transplant - this time, the kidney was donated by his wife, JoAnn. 

Despite his health problems, the car continued to be a source of happiness. 

"That's what hurts, that part of you is gone," he said. "And a part of your head knows you may not see it again." 

"These are our babies, we love these cars," said Jerry Mull, president of the Los Angeles Classic Chevy Club. "They're a part of the family." 

Mull is familiar with Christianson's case, as well as those of several other Los Angeles and Orange county-area auto theft victims whose missing classic cars are on the minds of the Southland's classic car community. The "TriFives" - the three Chevy Nomads that were produced between 1955 and 1957 - are particularly hot, he said. 

"(The thefts) have gone from none to about five to six this past month or two, which is really bizarre," Mull said. "It's really caught fire." 

"These guys know what they're doing," said Mull, an Inglewood resident. "They know how to hot-wire, put them away in a tow truck, in closed trailers going to San Pedro, and shipping them out of the country." 

The spate of classic car thefts have inspired Mull's club members and other area car clubs to change attitudes about the way their classics are safeguarded, he said. 

Many are no longer parking them in the street and owners are urging others to drive once around block before going home to make sure they aren't being followed. When the cars are stored in the garage, they're done so under lock, key and security alarm. 

Mull said his group has lately discussed purchasing LoJack or GPS car security alarms. 

Where are cars going? 

There are several theories and possibilities regarding where stolen classics end up. 

"They're either being cut up or going out of the country," said Darryl Nance, owner of Huntington-based D&P Classic Chevy and a retired Los Angeles and Orange county police detective who specialized in property crimes. 

Car parts are sold out of state, some in swap meets. Cars that remain intact are shipped to Australia, Europe and Asia, where there is a strong hobbyist interest in classic American cars, Mull said. 

Nance became familiar with several gimmicks while working in the field. A Pomona shop owner more than two years ago paid "bounties" to taxi and tow truck drivers in the Los Angeles area to scout classic cars, he said. 

Those cars, in turn, were dismembered and their parts sold. Police found the man when a stolen car's security tracking system led them to the shop where they found numerous classic car parts and a coffee can full of VIN tags. The man was arrested and received 18 months, Nance said. 

Nance spread word of the thefts at a recent Las Vegas classic automobile convention and gave out information about several modern tracking systems. 

Nance personally hasn't yet seen an increased demand for car security systems at D&P, where about 60 classic and muscle cars are undergoing work at any given time. He spoke highly of a recently released tracking system modeled after a military satellite tracking system that when activated alerts car owners via text message or e-mail if their cars are either moved or entered. Nance's business has so far installed a few dozen of this system - a cost averaging $700 to $800 - for customers. 

Christianson's first Nomad was stolen twice before he turned 20, stripped for its tires, rims, interior and stereo, prompting his insurance company to drop him. 

While Christianson said he remains realistic, he's also hoping that the story of his second Nomad will be solved. 

"Even crooks have consciences," he said. "I believe in forgiveness ... I'm resigned, but I'm hopeful and prayerful something will happen." 

Anyone with information about Christianson's 1957 Nomad is urged to call Detective Robert Manning at 562-755-6443 or Mickey Christianson at 562-412-8652. 
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