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Suddenly I wondered. That slight stiffnecked turn of Del’s head, as if to
let in what he deigned to hear. Taking advantage of that to shuffle sideways a few
feet, just past the corner of his eye, I experimentally snapped my fingers.

Del showed no response, although Pop showed plenty. Eyes narrowed
and voice low, he directed me:

“Do that again.”

I instantaneously did, with the same result.

“Hmm? Do what?” Inquisitively Del looked around at Pop, then at me.
There was no mistaking it, he had missed my finger snap both times.

“Delano,” Pop was saying in the deadly tone he used on drunks who had
to shape up or ship out, “am I right that you don’t hear so good?”

Del drew himself up against that implication, or at least tried to. “What
makes you think that?”

Hard stares from both of us were his answer.

I have to say, his confession was wrenching to watch as well as to listen
to: you never saw a guy look so guilty of something not of his own doing.

“All right, now you know. I’m deaf in that left ear,” he said miserably.
He rubbed a hand tenderly across it as if trying to feel the lost sense of hearing.
“A lacrosse accident, when I was about Rusty’s age. It broke the eardrum.”

“Then why in all hell are you in a line of work where you have to catch
every word people say?”’

“Tom, this may sound paradoxical,” he launched into desperate
explanation, “but--what I can hear, I really hear. When a person is sitting on the
other side of the microphone from me, I don’t miss a thing, [ absolutely don’t.”
From the look of him, everything in Delano Robertson, ostensible oral historian,
strained to make this understood. “It goes deeper in me than just catching some

nice turn of phrase, I can feel the language making itself. It’s, it’s the words,



202

yes, but the history they draw from takes me over in almost a kind of trance when
people tell me their lives in their own way. An instinct kicks in, it seems like, and
I know what to ask, how to keep them talking, what will draw them out.” He
spun his hands in front of him as if trying to get traction on the notion. “It’s hard
to describe, but when I’'m collecting people’s stories, there’s always that feeling
I’m capturing more than what’s being said. A kind of sixth sense of how much
else there is, in back of the words.” Stopping to read our faces, he weakly
imitated Canada Dan: “I hope that’s clear, ain’t it?”

Give Pop full credit; he did not tell Del a bartender hardly needed a
disquisition on the art of listening. Nor did he suggest the equally obvious, that a
person with a hearing loss might seek to compensate for it the same as someone
with a voice like a bullfrog would take up blues singing. He stuck with the heart
of the matter.

“Whatever you’re hearing in your head doesn’t change the fact you’re half
deaf and going around trying to make talk with people.” He locked eyes with Del.
“That’s why you want me to be your bird dog at the reunion, isn’t it.”

“No, honestly, Tom, that’s only the least part of it.”” Del’s voice shook.
“You and the Blue Eagle are absolutely up there at the front of people’s memories
of Fort Peck, I wasn’t putting you on about what an institution you were. [ mean,
are. The reunion really needs you, it’s not just me.”

Pop squinted at him as if trying to believe what he saw. “Before you tie
yourself in any more knots, let me ask you something. Why don’t you just settle
for a nice office job back there at oral history headquarters, instead of beating your
one good ear against the situation this way?”

“I wouldn’t last half an hour.”

“Why’s that?”
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“The phone.” Del pantomimed the problem. A right-handed person like

him, to dial and be free to write and so on, naturally held the receiver in thc; other

TotArt thotl Are

hand, to the left ear; he couldn’t hear if he did it that way. “’I'hé'yédipot that in an
office right away.” He drew a finger across his throat in the slitting motion.
“That’s why I have to make it as a collector in the field.”

“You’re like one of those spy stories,” Pop said grimly. “Every time
anything clears up and halfway makes sense, some other damn thing comes along.”

During this, Del sent him a silent look of appeal, and I admit I added an
extra-strength one of my own. If rummy old sheepherders couldn’t be left in that
awful place of predicament, the lurch, how could he abandon poor one-eared
Delano Robertson to it? He couldn’t let that be on his conscience, could he?
Could he?

He withstood us in silence as long as he could. “Lay off while I consolidate
my thinking, okay?” he snapped. “Rule number one is don’t rush into things.”

I wasn’t letting him get away with that. “Are you sure, Pop? I thought it
was, you got to play the hand you been dealt.”

He gave me a darkly furrowed look. Followed by one at Del. “Cripes,
why couldn’t you have two good ears instead of getting yourself hit in the head by
some goofy kind of stick?”

“Actually, I’ve asked myself that,” Del said delicately.

“For starters,” Pop now reeled off as if in an argument with himself, “Fort
Peck isn’t just a hop, skip, and jump from here, it’s way to hell and gone across the
state. And there’s two half-pint actors with their hearts set on me taking them to a
certain play in Valier at the same time, right, Rusty?”

I would like to say I instantaneously and bravely made my decision. In

reality, for the longest few seconds I went back and forth like a swinging gate
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before deciding. Lady Bracknell would have to prevail without me. “Zoe can ride
with Bill Reinking. I want to go with you and Del to the mud thing reunion.”

No sound followed that except for the rain drumming on the roof,
accompaniment of the summer. Del tensely watched the two of us, his good ear
slightly turned our way. Looking like he badly needed a cigarette, Pop lit one and
proceeded to growl his way through any number of reasons not to go to Fort Peck--
the howl Earl Zane would send up about postponing the sale of the saloon, the
howl from Howie when he was tapped for bartending without any notice, the howl
customers would put up when they came into the Medicine Lodge to lay eyes on its
nationally famous bartender and he wasn’t there, and so on.

Finally running out of growls, he took one last exasperated drag on his
cigarette.

“The hell with it, let them howl. If it’ll make the two of you quit looking

like kicked puppies, we’ll go gab with mudjacks.”
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As Pop would have put it, anyone with a brain in their cranium grasps what
a lumberjack does. And it’s no great mental feat to figure out a steeplejack even if
you’ve never seen one climbing the peak of a church. But a mudjack? If Fort Peck
was the damnedest dirt dam in all of Creation as he said, why weren’t its builders
called dirtjacks? Perched restlessly in back of the two very different heads in the
front seat that midweek morning while Del drove the Gab Lab at no more than the
speed limit even on long empty stretches of the highway--surely the only vehicle in
Montana behaving so--I asked just that.

“Use your thinking part, kiddo.” Still growly about the trip, Pop took the
question as if he had been waiting for something to do besides watch grainfields go
by too slowly. We’d had to pile ourselves and everything else into the van even
earlier than on a fishing trip, and dawn found us heading east on the plains with the
mountains of the Two Medicine country already slipping from sight behind us. The
day came bright and washed after the latest deluge, but besides constant wheat and
occasional farmhouses crouched behind scrubby trees planted as windbreaks--

Igdrasil would have stood out like a redwood in this landscape--there was not much

9
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to look at. Boring as the geography was, I attached plenty of meaning to it.
Somewhere not distant in the gray prairie to the north was the start of Canada,
scene of those trips of his that had driven me wild. Were they really over, with the
back room accumulation to be dealt with somehow? I would have to worry about
that some other timeyright now the lesson of the day was as basic as dirt, according
to his tone of voice. .

“Say you wanted to take one of those buttes,” he was squinting into the
distance toward the only landmarks anywhere around, the Sweetgrass Hills rising
like three Treasure Islands on the horizon, “and use it to dam up the Missouri
River. What’s the slickest way to move that much fill?”

“Uhm, lots and lots of trucks?”

Wrong, his expression told me, not even close. “You’d be trucking for a
hundred years. Naw, what you want to do is add water,” he said as though mixing
the simplest drink. “Dredge up the soil, turn it into mud, a kind of slurry anyhow,
and then pipe the stuff to wherever you want it. Dump enough of it and guess
what, you’ve got a dam.”

Okay, that explained mudjacks enough for me. But he wasn’t through.
Shifting around as though the passenger seat and for that matter the Volkswagen
van was too small for him, he lit a cigarette, already his third of the day, and blew
smoke as if letting off steam. “I bet you didn’t know Fort Peck had the biggest
dredges ever built.” This tidbit of information was provided as if for my benefit,
but doubtless for that of the straining listener in the driver’s seat as well.

“Every piece of machinery on those mudboats was the biggest of its kind,”
we heard next. “Just the cutter heads alone stood higher than the feather on a tall
Indian.” He smoked and spoke very quietly, apparently drawn back in spite of
himself to that time of making a mountain of mud and moving it. Del, hands tight

on the steering wheel, looked agonized at not being able to write this down.
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“Those things took a real bite out of the riverbank at a time,” the dredge tale
went on, “a whole hillside would be gone before you could give it a second look
and you’d wonder where the hell it went to. Then way down at the end of the
pipeline,” he flourished his cigarette toward the horizon until the ash was about to
drop, “you’d see this brown geyser shooting out, and mudjack crews all over the
dam like an anthill that had been stirred up.” He paused with timing any actor
would have envied. “It was quite the sight.”

Was this great or what? Boats in the middle of Montana with teeth huge
enough to eat hills. Geysers of muck adding up to the biggest dam on the planet.
My very own father right there witnessing the mudjacks at tl'leir muddiest. I was
back on top of the world. The magnitude of Fort Peck in Br;';s-telling of it gripped
me the way the notion of a thirty-year winter had, and Zoe’s magical presence in the

Lo tuns. Lo s
back room, and the selection of the?o&m’ as the most pleasurable of all the saloons in
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the state, anh“fm;‘{gfame in newspapers far and wide, and Delan W%v1ng in
a cloud of sheep, the entire cascade of this one-of-a-kind year; the idea of outsize
life, the feeling of being present as things happened way beyond ordinary in human
experience. I suppose it was something like a mental fever, the headiest kind to
have. Ever since Pop consolidated his thinking there in the hallway of the house
where my finger snap still echoed, my imagination and I knew no limits, and there
is no spell more dizzying at twelve or any other known age.

Besides, as Zoe would have said, the Zanes didn’t have their weenie hands
on the Medicine Lodge yet. Temporary luck was better than none, right?

Now Del in his bushy-tailed way began asking Pop about this, that, and the
other at Fort Peck. Crouched there with the van’s cargo stacked almost against my
hip pockets, I listened for all I was worth. It was up to me to tell Zoe everything

that happened, just as she had vowed to give me the full report on The Importance
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of Being Earnest and Mrs. Reinking’s crosseyed bit, so I nearly stretched my neck
into the front seat when Del all of a sudden popped out with:

“Is it true you built the Blue Eagle in one day?”

Pop snorted. “Where did you get that haywire idea?” He couldn’t help
looking rather pleased with himself, though. “I had the floor laid in one night, is
all. There was a family of honyocker farmers by the name of Duff, they were
working fools. Three of them hammered all night until their arms about dropped
off, and I was serving drinks by breakfast time.”

“How enterprising of you,” Del enthused.

Pop shrugged. “You got to take the chance when it comes. Hey, is this as
fast as this crate will go?”

“Hmm?” Del speeded up the van fractionally. He himself kept going full-tilt
at trying to find out about everything back there in the Depression yearsyeven his
crewcut seemed to be standing at sharper attention now that he had Pop tztlking even
the slightest bit about the Blue Eagle. I was burning up to ask the question that I for
so long had wanted to, but did not get the chance before Del switched to:

“Do you mind telling me, Tom, why you left Fort Peck before the dam was

finished?”

Pop took so long to answer that I thought he wasn’t going to. Finally he
rough as a_rasp.”

said, “It was time.” He was back to being\%sewlyf’“‘Every winter was colder than
an Eskimo’s butt, for one thing. And in the summer, you’d fry.” He shook his
head. “Nature had it in for the place, bad.”

“Yes, but you were right in the middle of so much that was happening,” Del
sounded wistful, “all that history being made.”

“What the hell, aren’t we always?”

And that was that, for anything worthwhile about my father’s experience at

the damnedest dirt dam of all time.
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We reached the dam before I fully realized it. I was expecting something as

grand as the Egyptian pyramids, rising against the sky, as mighty as eternity. But
Fort Peck stretched across what must have been a gentle valley between high
bluffs, and all that caught the eye at first was an immense sheet of water that met a
very broad grassy slope, like a glacier stopped by a rise of the land. As we drove
down from the west bluff, though, I saw the fantastic gush of water way down at
the foot of that rise, the entire Missouri River discharging out of a tunnel--I may
have been imagining, but the air seemed to tremble from the force of that white
torrent as we drew nearer--and there was no mistaking that the earthen bank of the
dam simply was so huge it seemed a natural feature of the landscape.

Del drove onto the dam and a considerable distance across to a wayside
overlook where we could get out ar{d t,retc{l and have a look around. There on the
world’s biggest dike, even Pop, I gl:x:‘;ﬂéci;n;ed out like a pilgrim at a fateful
shrine.

It still was quite the sight, all these years after a much younger Tom Harry
saw the mud start to fly. A mountain’s worth of boulders lined the entire water side
of the four-mile length of the dam, and the whole piece of engineering was
staggering to think of, the heavy lid of rocks and gravel pressing down on what had
started as the mud fill, to compress everything into place and hold back the biggest
river of the West. The sparkling lake, picture-perfect with circling white pelicans
gravely looking down their long beaks at the water below, was like Rainbow
Reservoir magnified uncountable times. I could see now why the people who built
this would proudly come back to it, even if my reluctant father had to be taken by
an ear--Del’s deaf one--to join in the mudjacks reunion.

“It’d‘Lreaﬁ)?;sk/(;me rezavoy,”bf;?sounded as if he wished he were here to

go fishing, looking at the water stretching for miles before it disappeared beyond
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more bluffs. He shifted his gaze to the extent of the dam and the huge spillway
off in the distance, shaking his head as though the sight was hard to believe.
“Wasn’t any of this here when I came in ‘33.”

Del took the chance to ask: “How old were you then, Tom?”

I came alert, ready to do the arithmetic.

“Old enough to know better and too young to resist.” And we could tell
that was all the answer there going to be.

As the three of us gazed around from the overlook, my curiosity about
something else finally burst. “Where was it, Pop?”

“Where was what?”

“You know! The Blue Eagle!”

He gave me a dodgy look, which was not at all the answer I wanted, until
Del jumped in to my support. “I was going to ask if Rusty didn’t.”

“If it isn’t one of you, it:s the other,” Pop grumbled. “I thought there was a
law against double jeopardy."’i {-Iowever reluctantly, he squared around toward the
high bluff we had driven down and pointed halfway up the slope?f‘Okay, see that
wide spot in the road? You’re looking at the town of Wheeler. The highway was
the main drag and there was a whole lineup of saloons, mine”--he stumbled slightly
on the word--“right smack in the middle.”

Where there was nothing but bunchgrass and tumbleweeds? I let Del ask
the next. “What happened to the buildings?”

“Torn down or moved,” came the curt response. “I bet we saw plenty of
them on the way here--chicken coops and tool sheds.”

I couldn’t contain my dismay. “Even the Blue Eagle?”

“It was big enough to make a nice barn, kiddo.”

Wheeler’s fate of disappearance, Pop went on to tell us, was also that of the

town of Idlewile. And of Parkdale, Park Grove, Midway, Valley, McCone City,
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Lakeview, Willow Bend, Delano Heights, New Deal, Square Deal, and Free Deal,

all of the workers’ shantytowns that sprang up at the dam site in the 1930s like

Hoovervilles with paydays. Del and I hung on his every word as he described how

twenty thousand people lived any crazy way they could while the wages lasted, in

tarpaper shacks and drafty government barracks and any other kind of shelter that

could be slapped together and called housing. It made the life of Two Medicine

sheepherders seem luxurious. s “f“
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Carried away by a sense of the occasion, however, Del insisted on taking a
picture before we budged from the dam and went scrambling into the Gab Lab to
find his camera. He had to squirm in from the front seat through the space where
I’d been sitting, because the back of the van was so loaded with our cargo, and we
could hear him grunting as he shifted things around to reach the camera. “Do you
think we brought too much?” I worried to Pop. “He doesn’t have any room in
there to get his recording stuff ready.”

“Unless mudjacks have changed,” he said without concern, “there’s no
such thing as too much. Delano will have to fend as best he can, it’ll be good for
him. This’d all be easier if he wasn’t as green as goose crap.” Edgily he walked to
the railing of the wayside, peered over to the water, then grimaced toward the van.
“I wish to hell he’d hurry up. This spot gives me the willies. It slid, you know.”

I knew no such thing, which was becoming chronic where Fort Peck was
concerned.

“This part of the dam gave way in ’38,” Pop impatiently enlightened me.
“Killed eight mudjacks in the slide.” He indicated the boulder-banked slope down
to the lake. “It happened before they got the rocks onto it, this was all fresh fill,

and a quarter of a mile of it along here slipped loose and slid into the rezavoy.” He
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“Help me with something Tom,” Del asked as if stumped on his
homework. “From everything I’ve been been able to find out, the town of Wheeler
had no shortage of saloons. The Buckhorn Club, the Wheeler Inn--"

“Yeah, and Ed’s Place, and the Bar X,” the recital seemed to improve Pop’s
mood. “The Dew Drop Inn, terrible name for a joint. The Mint and the Stockman,
you can’t have a genuine drinking town without those.”

“--yet the one that sticks in people’s minds is the Blue Eagle. How in the
world did you win over so many customers against so much competition?”

Pop actually smiled a little. “Easy as pie. I took the front door off its
hinges, first thing.”

Del looked as if he hadn’t heard that quite right, but I knew I had and I still
goggled.

“Word got around fast that the Blue Eagle never closed, day or night,” Pop
spelled out. “Couldn’t close, no door, see? Three shifts were running on the dam,
around the clock, so we had guys coming in from midnight to dawn as well as all
day long.” From the glint in his eye, this was one satisfying memory of Fort Peck.
“Eventually I put the door back on and closed the joint late at night like a sane
person, but that didn’t matter by then.” He shrugged. “You get the right kind of
reputation, Delano, and you’ve got it made.”

The other two of us could have heard more and more of his secrets of
success, but he broke the discourse off all too soon. “Enough of that. We better

get to getting, or we won’t be ready at the damn reunion.”
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shook his head. “They were lucky the whole thing didn’t go, or it’d have drowned
out every place from here to St. Louie.”

The vision of the biggest dirt dam of all time, which we happened to be
standing on, turning into the biggest flood of all time definitely made an impression
on me. Gulping, I asked:

“Wh-where were you when it happened?”

“Where would I be? Slinging drinks in the Blue Eagle.”

“Found it!” Del sang out, brandishing the camera and motioning for us to
stand together at the outer edge of the dam, which I would l}axe been happier to
do if Pop hadn’t mentioned the big slide. He?ﬁpa&%é}{ ﬁoﬁfe}for the
photograph--it shows one of us big-eyed as a puppy for whatever the day would
bring and the other looking like he was about to have teeth pulled; you can guess
which was which--but the instant the shutter was clicked, he had us into action.

“Let’s go to the government burg and look around,” he directed Del, and we

headed back to shore.

The little town carrying the Fort Peck name had outlasted all the others by

housing the federal workers who tended the dam and its powerhouse, and it
appeared determined to make up in neat identical streets of houses for the
notorious messiness of the shantytowns. Lawns blazed green, like swatches of a
golf course. Besides those spotless neighborhoods there was a tiny business
section that Del cruised us into. Old hotel, post office, gas station, grocery store--
the store had a big fresh sign saying ICE!

“Pull in here,” Pop spoke up. “It’s time to give your expense account
some exercise.”

Del parked and none too willingly pulled out his wallet.
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“Give Rusty, oh,‘?&f/bucks,” Pop instructed, “that ought to do it.” He
turned to me and told me the plan. “Delano, better go in with him to help carry

it 2

I

Del balked. “The Library of CongreEMe odd expendi--”

“What they don’t know back there won’t hurt them. Call it emergency
rations.”

It was my turn to balk. “What if the store person doesn’t want to sell that
much?”

“No sweat,” Pop waved that off and instructed me on how to handle
matters inside.

Repeating over and over to myself what I was supposed to say, I
advanced toward the store with trepidatiory, glis was not like doing a bit when Zoe
was the only audience. Beside me, Del lool?ed as uncertain about this as I was.

The storekeeper glanced up as the pair of us shuffled in. “How do,
fellows. What can I get for you?”

“Hi.” Nervously I spread the money on the counter, my voice squeaking
as I ordered up:

“All the ice you’ve got, please.”

Startled, the man behind the counter asked, “What are you going to do
with it all?”

“I’m, we’re from the Boy Scouts. This is our troop leader.” Del did
vaguely look like that in his semi-safari shirt and tan pants. “We’re selling pop to
raise money for the big Scout Jamboree that’s going to be at the dam, and our
cooler tipped over on the way here and everything melted, and now we need all
the ice you’ve got. Please.”

“Funny I hadn’t heard about any big jamboree,” the storekeeper pondered

that. “When’s this?”
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“Labor Day weekend?”

The thought of a horde of hungry thirsty boys as customers across a three-
day weekend made him sit up and take notice. Still, he questioned our purpose a
bit further. “What’ll this pop money you raise be spent on, exactly?”

“We need tents. Lots of tents.”

“Dozens,” Del unexpectedly put in.

“Hundreds,” I adjusted his nice try.

The storekeeper rubbed his jaw. “Gee whiz, I sure hate to run out of ice
this early in the day, so many peoﬁ%c%hﬁaﬁrf:%%%ér a good
cause--"

Del and I stacked bags of ice in every available nook and cranny of the
van, with Pop supervising. “Drive down to the boat ramp,” he directed next.
There, he opened up the first of the cases of Great Falls Select stacked solid in the
back of the van and dragged out the washtub brought along for this purpose.

Professionally he iced the tub of beer with a number of bags of our monumental
«.and stowed. some in reserve .)

purchase) The rest of the ice, he had us dump in the lake. Looking satisfied for
the first time all day, he told Delano: “Get your apparatus ready. People are going

to want a tall cool one, and when they do, we nab them.”

In the next little while, mudjacks began arriving to Fort Peck as if they had

come up the river to spawn. The reunion site was a riverbank park with picnic
tables and scrubby windbent trees that provided mere spots of shade, and that,
too, proved to be part of Pop’s plan. He’d had Del unfurl the camper van’s
awning that was supported by a couple of aluminum poles and set up his table and
tape recorder squarely beneath it, then supplemented that with a big tarp fastened
onto the awning and stretched to the nearest couple of trees. The result was a nice

sizable patch of shade, and the three of us hung back there in the cool shadow,
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watching cars pour off the approach road and park in the bunchgrass in a mass of
glittering windshields and hoods and fenders polished for the occasion, and
people in their good clothes climbing out and greeting one another like long-lost
relatives. We viewed the handshaking and backslapping and general camaraderie
of the reunion until Del grew antsy.

“Ah, Tom, I do want to get as many interviews as I possibly can, so
hadn’t I better begin??”

“Not until the hats start to come off.”

“The--7"

Very shortly it became evident what Pop meant. Those in the crowd who
remembered what Fort Peck was like on a summer day wore straw cowboy hats
or other ventilated headgear. (The three of us had on the best loose-weave
Panamas from the back room.) Those who had been less mindful sweated in
Stetsons and fedoras, and they were the first to start lifting their lids and wiping
their brows.

“Okay, let’s get at it,” Pop granted, and we sprang into action. He and
Del lugged the loaded beer tub from the rear of the van to a prominent spot in the
shade of the tarp while I started setting up some folding chairs that had been
gathering dust in the Medicine Lodge back room. When those were in place, Pop
briskly brushed his hands and turned to the waiting two of us.

“Remind me, Delano--which one is your lame ear?”

“Hmm? The left, why?”

“Keep the good one closest to me so you can hear and try to act like a
normal human being, is all. Rusty, just come on along and don’t say anything,
got that?” He squared his bowtie and set his jaw. “Come on, let’s go highjack

mudjacks.”
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I wish I had adequate words for the performance that followed. He sifted
into that Fort Peck crowd, meeting and greeting old customers not seen for more
than twenty years, swapping remarks about how time flew, and in that gathering
on that day my father was treated as if he was parting the waters of the Missouri
River. “Tom, how you doing?”” man after man greeted him joyously and he
would smile a little and respond with something like, “Still teetering and
tottering.” No question, the practically Shakespearean newspaper story accounted
for some of the regard that enveloped him, fame finding its mark for all to see, but
what Pop was experiencing went much deeper than that, I am still convinced. As
we trailed in his wake like pageboys behind royalty, Del kept slipping me a grin
that said Didn’t I tell you he’s a living legend? And that was openly true, for the
people assembled here no longer were fledgling dambuilders escaping the
Depression for a night out in a boomtown saloon, but middle-aging husbands and
fathers who saw in a familiar white-shirted bowtied figure with eyebrows
knowledgably cocked a vision from when they were young and unmarred by what
lay ahead of them in life. Memory does that, unerring as a spotlight. I noticed
Pop didn’t seem all that displeased with the attention that followed him through
the crowd, either, but he dispensed with it as if he were on business in back of the
bar, staying on the move until, over at the edge of the throng, he spotted a lanky
man in bib overalls and an old gray fedora.

“There’s your first victim,” he murmured as Del strained to hear. “Hey,
Musically Challenged,” he called out, “how’s the world been treating you?”

“Tom Harry, or I'm seeing things!” The bibbed man and Pop swatted each
other on the shoulders until Pop managed to step back out of range and bring us in

ond )
for introduction. “Delano, Rusty, meet Curly ‘P‘r&dnsf”
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“Used to be, anyhow,” Curly told us with a forlorn grin, lifting his hat to
display a bald head. Providing Del a handshake that seemed to startle him, our new
acquaintance began talking a blue streak. “Son, you’re packing around the best
name this side of the Bible. If it wasn’t for old Roosevelt, Id still be living out in
the tumbleweeds and eating gophers.” Then it was my turn for a startling
handshake while Curly expanded the conversation to Pop. “Tom, you old son of a
gun, you sure bring back the memories. Remember the time that drunk Swede
grabbed that milk-blonde taxi dancer, what was her name anyhow, and tried to drag
her up onto the bandstand to sing with him? You threw him out halfway across the
street, dang if you didn’t. Came back in with most of your shirt tore off and told
us, ‘Play ‘Roses of Picardy,’ get people to dancin’ again.””

I gaped at my father. Bouncing an objectionable customer halfway across
the street was not news. But people danced in the Blue Eagle? Whose vefy same
owner would not permit so much as a jukebox tune in tI;e I\{/Iedicir’lie Lodge?

eonie haal +a ,.

“That’s another story, Curly, ” Pop éleamdh;&throat “but what Delano

here would rather hear about is something hke when the dam slid. You were
14 \l_ P\M MW L“Q n“‘" )

mudjacking that day; Aw*;&yea””

“Whoo, you know I was. Right there on the top of the dam when the
g(%ﬁmn railroad tracks started to bow and the gﬁ%\é{mn ground turned to jelly
right under my--"

“Hold it,” Pop suspended the narrative. “See, Delano has come out here
all the way from Washington, D.C., to collect stories like that from the old days”
--Del was almost nodding his head off ratifying that--“and so you’d be doing the
world a favor by telling this into his tape recorder.”

Instantly Curly dried up like a prune. “Aw, I’d be kind of bashful about

doing something like that.” He looked around as if for rescue. “Besides, the



217

fellows and me are gonna see if we remember how to play music at all. I better be
getting at that. Been nice visiting with you.”

Looking stricken as Curly (made his escape, Del started to call after him but
Pop beat him to it. :

“You know what, though, it’s gonna be kind of hot playing music out in
this sun. If it was me, Curly, I’d get myself ready with a nice cold Shellac over
there in the shade while Delano asks you a few things about the big slide.”

Curly halted practically in mid-step. “Now you’re talking.” He turned
around to Del. “Where’s this little piece of heaven?”

We watched Del eagerly usher him to the Gab Lab, with Curly already
talking a mile a minute again. I asked Pop, “Does he really play music?”

“Yeah, with the Melody Mechanics. He’s guitar.”

My hand still was feeling that handshake. “He’s only got three fingers.”

“Sure,” he shrugged, “that’s how he made his musical reputation--Three
Fingered Curly.”

Obviously there was a lot to learn about what went on in the Blue Eagle.
But I didn’t have time to pursue that because Pop kept on the move picking out
people to steer to Del, murmuring the names to me as faces fit his memory. “Cece
Medwick from the boatyard, yeah, he’d be good....Taine, he was the diving-barge
boss, he’d have a lot to tell about the slide...Chick Siderius, naw, he was always a
management stooge...Hey, there’s Ron and Dola, they’d be just what Delano
wants. They ran a cafe, moref'like a hash joint.”

“What was it callegf?ﬂ{x

“What do you think, the Rondola.”

All too soon, he sent me scooting off to keep the beer tub filled while he
sorted through the crowd for further mudjacks to send over. Before long, quite a

gang of them was bunched around that tub and the only ice anywhere to be found,
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and if these had been Missing Voices, they weren’t by the time they had a couple of
Shellacs and sat down under the Gab Lab awning one after another to be
interviewed by Del. I have to say, I was amazed at him. He was working at high
sPeed, yet somehow managing to draw the best out of each Fort Peck veteran. As
‘éﬁfhad tried to make us understand, his bad ear didn’t matter when the person was
seated across the microphone from him because he listened with all of himself,
from intent brow down his whole body which at times would be practically doubled
up with anticipation and other times would be thrust back in his chair at the wonder
of what was being said. Throughout it all he made nearly silent clucks of
encouragement between dealing out questlon%g attuned to whatever was
being said, the five W’s and an H taken care of in the most natural kind of way.
Maybe he was doing a bit each time or maybe it was just Del, but whatever the
topic, he radiated such keen interest in the person in the interview chair that I almost
wanted to jump in and start talking into his microphone myself. Besides that, he

* wwji;s'fwhﬁ \;ﬁme tape reels; when the little counter on the recorder, like the
odometer on a car, hit a certain number, he was there in a flash with a fresh reel,
threading it on so quickly I would have bet he had practiced blindfolded. Even the
safari shirt proved itself, pockets producing batteries to keep the recorder rolling
and old clippings about Fort Peck to help jog memories and labels to slap names
onto the reels and other supplies that kept things rolling smoothly. If only Zoe had
been there to applaud his performance properly with, “Swuft!”

I listened all I could between making runs of Select to the slushy tub;
listened entranced to the mythic Thirties coming to life, little knowing that the
Sixties would echo the same way someday. The interviews as conducted by Del
were like jazz, or, yes, the blues; riffs of memory in a language all their own. So I

learned that Fort Peck’s populace had been such working fools that even the

barbers wore bib overalls, and shantytown living conditions were so barny you’d
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half expect to wake up in the morning next to a horse, but that never stopped
married couples from pouring foundations in the dark--I figured out this meant
making babies happen--and a job at the dam was as welcome as Christmas because
when the eagle laid--payday--a person so broke he was dragging the ground would
at last have some cartwheels--silver dollars--to rub together. And over and over, it
was said that the day of the big slide, you’d have thought Hell was afloat and the
river rising.

What is it about human nature that dwells on close calls? As Del and I hung
on their tales, the mudjacks almost to a man had stories of terror when the face of
the dam slid, of riding the pipeline down the avalanche of mud as if on the back of a
dragon, of being pulled from the island of mud and debris, of narrowly escaping
drowning before the rescuers could get there. I listened with shivers, especially as
they all said in one way or another that if the dam had broken, it would have been
the damnedest flood ever.

But that was what this day was for, those memories, those stories. Del was
in his element and the mudjacks were in theirs and the reels of tape ran and ran, the
voices becoming permanent echoes of a certain time, a certain place, a rediscovered
lingua america.

Eventually Pop showed up with another fresh supply of mudjacks, listened
for a few minutes, then signaled me with a jerk of his head. “That ought to hold
Delano for a while,” he said with satisfaction. “Let’s grab some grub.”

Generally a reunion is an occasion with the worst of the past rinsed away by
the passage of time, and this one now was determinedly lighthearted. On the flatbed
of a truck the Melody Mechanics were playing vigorously--sure enough, Curly was
strumming a guitar as if three fingers were plenty--and between numbers an
announcer with the sound of a livestock auctioneer worked the crowd to find out

who had come the longest distance, who had produced the most children, and so
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on. The air had turned heavy--big prairie thunderheads were bﬁilding up in the
distance; I could tell what Pop meant about nature having it in for Fort Peck--but no
one seemed to mind the weather this day. Skirting the throng, he and I stayed on
course down to the riverbank where the food tables were, then found a spot to sit
under a scrawny shade tree with our paper plates of macaroni salad and hot dogs.
We barely were settled before I could not contain the question one moment longer.

“What’s a taxi dancer?”

“You would ask.” He chewed on a bite of hot dog as well as my
question. “Let me put it this way@i‘}’s a dance partner you pay for her time, just
like cab fare to go someplace.” &

“You mean, guys would rent these, uh, partners right there in the Blue
Eagle?”

“Yeah, in the joint. It brought in herds of customers, savvy?”

I was starting to, putting two and two together and it was adding up
rapidly. “All those renters and taxi dancers ever did,” I could hear how dubious I
sounded, “was just dance?”

He hesitated. “With some of the taxi dancers, that was kind of open for
negotiation if the customer wanted to go farther than that, I guess you could say.”

“So,” I pressed on dangerously, “really it was like on First Avenue South
in Great Falls?”

The sigh of ages, as the topic of prostitution no doubt has produced down
through history. With his forehead scrunched, the famous owner of the Blue
Eagle set to the task of explaining matters for me.

“Not every taxi dancer was a whore, if that’s what you’re thinking. Most
weren’t. Plenty of them ended up married to those dance partners, I could point
out some of them here today.;;‘/ He saw me trying to keep up with this and finding

it hara'."t"’i"‘Rusty, here’s the how of it. Things were different in the Thirties, and
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Fort Peck was even differenter, if that’s a word. The Depression, when it hit”’--he
looked off across the still water of the manmade lake as though searching back
into that time--“it did things to people it’s hard to believe now. If you were on a
farm out here, chances were your crops dried up and blew away year after year
until all you were left with was tumbleweeds and a foreclosure notice, and you

ati)
lost everything. If you were just a workingjoé, you got laid off because Wall

A
Street crashed, and next thing you knew, the bank down the street went under and
took your life’s savings with it.”

I had read all this in school, but hearing it from him sank in vastly deeper.
He was grimacing painfully as he spoke.

“It changed people, they had to do whatever they could to get by. Curly
wasn’t only kidding about eating gophers--some families in this part of the state
were that desperate.” He lowered his voice, as grave as I had ever heard him. “I
still don’t know why there wasn’t a revolution. But people toughed it out until
Roosevelt came into office and projects like this dam got underway. Then before
long there’s these thousands of mudjacks drawing wages, and others who
showed up here because the mudjacks had money in their pockets.” His voice
gathered itself and he mustered a kind of smile. “Cripes, that was me, too, if you
can imagine.”

He drew a breath. “Okay, that’s the long way around the barn to taxi
dancing, but it’s all connected, see. There were women who had to make a

living, too, and getting out on the floor with a guy for two bits a dance was a way

to do it. Anything talk of business beyond that, let’s say, was up to them, not

o

2

me.
By this point I was practically memorizing his each word. Zoe was going

to want every tiniest detail of this.

»
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“The dance partner more than likely would buy the woman a drink or two
and a few for himself,” he went on doggedly, “so there’s where it paid off for me.
It was what you might call a sideline. Like letting the Medicine Lodge customers
hock stuff. Same kind of thing.”

Renting out women didn’t sound to me like the same kind of thing. Was
there even any way it sounded legal? The past casts a tricky shadow, I was
discovering.

Pop read my face, then gazed off toward the truck bandstand where the
Melody Mechanics were producing another spirited tune and the crowd around
them was clapping and whooping.

“Kiddo,” he said softly, “you have to understand, every night in Wheeler

y—took t

he-door pff the hinges;—if you can-imegine.

7&*51‘36]3'{ ’&Ie istened to the raucous music for a few
¥

moments. “It was a different time, back then. Everybody was young and hot to

trot, excuse my Latin. Sure, people liked to drink in the Blue Eagle, the way I ran

the joint, but what they really liked was to drink and dance and kind of get to

e
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know each other, the way men and women do. If I was going to be in business in_z__
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