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THE 1STEADERS 

The Great Herdsman Above must have thrown up his hams 

over the territory of bald plains between here ard North 

Dakota and ordaired it to be eternally stampede country. 

First of all, He turned loose the buffalo there; next the 

cattle herds in too days of open range; am now the homesteaders 

are flocking in by the thoo. sand. Nearest us , a Paris of the 

prairie called Valier already exists on the naps the irrigation 

company is providing to hopeful immigrants, and there can 

even be foum in the townsi te vicinity occasional buildings 

which, if rourrl ed up and bedded dCM n into som3 sort of order, 

might constitute a town eventually. 

--Gros Ventre Weekly Gleaner, May 13, 1909 

I mean this better than it will sound. Adair was the biggest 

change my life had known since sheep came into it. 

"Dair? You don't snore." 

She stopped the work of her fork, that breakfast time in the early 

weeks of our narriage, and looked across at me curiously. "Such high 

praise Mo early in the day." 

"All I meant was--it 's a nice surprise•" Surprise and cause for 

wonder, this small woman silent in the dark as if she wasn 1 t there in 

the bed beside me. My years of alone life had made ?TB think that adding 
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a seco ni per son to a household would be like bringing in a crcwd. 

Whenever you looked up, there would be a presence-..i:wwiiwa hadn' t been, 

now at the stove, now at the wimow, now in the chair across from you, 

now in the blanket warmth next to you. But not so, wi 1h Adair. 

She was not what could be called a thro~ of wives. No, ~ instead 

she was provif€ to be a second solitude on the homestead, a new aloneness 

my own. That was tte parallel I meant 

with 'the sheep. Which is to s83", as much as words ever can, that in 

the way I had needed to aim my mim as fast as possible--faster, really--

in at least t~ same ge~ral direction as those pathless clouds of fleece 

when Rob and I became men of sre ep, I now ha::J to try to .fathom this 

suiden young gray-eyed woman with my name joined onto hers. 

from the past. This afterthought bride in tl'e lare of time where I 

for~a. The seying is that to be successful with sheep, even 

wh9n you 're not thinking aoout them you had better think about them a 

little. Now that I was coupled into life with Adair, even when I was 

to wonder I had to wonder whet her I was up to this o 

=!f 
.._ . ... iii I was letting this 

across the breakfast eggs from me about her 

to tte presence 

was.n ' t I . Figuring 
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of the topic before damage was 

sure you 're related to Rob Barclay, the Scotch Banshee?" 

for 
"Would you like ne to ask R~ssons in sawing with my nose?" 

she said back, lightly enough. 

"No, no, no. I can step out arrl listen to the coyotes whenever 

I feel too deprived." 

My wife lifted her chin at ~ am 

mws for you, old Angus Mccaskill. You aren't a snorer eitoor." 

"Now wMre do you get the evidence for that?" For if she was 

asleep as she seemed while I lay there searching the night--

"I wake up early, well before you do. Arrl you 're there, quiet 

as a gateposto" 

were we, at either end of 

the night. The dark quiet between, we· shared. 

ttYou don't have that bachelor look on yo He sucked his 

cheeks in , ·:ii ·I to holl<Jo1s arrl meanwhile crossed his eyes, just 



Adair had barely come acr~ s the threshhold when Rob and I had to trail his 

wethers and my lambs to too railhead at Conrad for shippingo Quick 

after that, school began again and I was making the ride from homestead 

In weekends ard other spare minutes, 

to day of teaching arrl tl'Yan back. 

..--
ha::l to be readied for. It sons times seemed I • saw more of Scorpion 

than I did of ~· rrry new wife• 

She said nothing of my here-an:i-gone pace, just as I said nothing 

of her beginning attempts at r~ a household. Accustomed to tea, 

AJ~plied the principle 'Of ·boiling. to cof':fee aiti prOO.uced · a: decootion 

nearly as stiff as the cup. Her meals were able enough, but 

absentJjminded, so to speak; the same menu might shOW' up at dinner and 

at supper, then again at the sane meals tm next ~, as if the food 

had forgotten its way h0Jr8. Courage, I tcld my stomach and myself, 

we 1 d eventually 

-<s;;t such mat~rs out• but not just yet. There already was a problem 

far at the head of the line of all others. Adair's lack of liking for 

the homes t ead and , when you come all the way down to it , for Montana . 

Again, words were not what said soo I simply could see it, feel it, 

in ~~ whenever she went across tts yard to fling out a dishpan of 
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· Montana winter havingr no, known -~emedy, . 
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water ani footsteps. 

The mountains and their weather, o notice n they 

were at their most threatening. I counted ahead the not nsny weeks to 

winter arrl the white cage it would bring for soneone sue h as Adair~ an:l 

tried to swallow that chilly future awey. ....--"' 

Before winter found its chance to happen, toough, there was_.. a 

Friday end-of-afternoon when a session of convincing Ninian on tre need 

for new arithmetic books-ay, are you telling me there are new numbers 

home 
be learred these da: Angus?--didn't get me from the school house __ .....;,; ____________ _....._.__-:::..-... 

\inti:). supperti.me. During my ride, I had watched the promise of storm 

being formed, the mountains showing only as sh oalB in ~ clru ds by the 

time I stepped down from Scorpion. 

"Sorry, Dair," 

wash basin while she put the waiting food on the table. "It's just 

lucky I didn't end up arguing with Ni nian by moonllghto 11 

"The old. dark comes so early these days," she said and took the 

glass chimney off to light the lamp wick. 

"We get a little spell of this weather every year about now," I 

moll ified her as I craned around to peer out tte wirdow at the clouds 

atop tl'e mountains, hop~ trey would look lessened, " 
~~. 

it clears away bright as a new penny: We 11 b e basking in Indian 

swnmer before you know what ' s mp-" The sound of shatter , the cascade 

of glass , spun me to Adair . 

I~ 



. ··.,.·· 
. .. · .. }, · 

She was staring dumbstruck at the table strewn with shrapnel of 

too lamp chimney, shards in our waiting plates and in the potatoes and 

the gravy and other food dishes as ·if a shotgun loaded with glass had 

gone off . In rer ham she still held a glinting jagged r ing of glass, 

the very top of the chi:mney~I went and grasped her, wi:Jrl ly scanning 

her hands , ams, up the aproned front of her , up all the fearful way 

gazed 

back at 

She did not look as if she even knew what the 

fusillad e of glass could have inflicted on her . 

puzzle, those eyes above the twin freckle marks • .:S ~· 

I put it back on the lamp • 11 

"That happens~ *"*Mer, the heat cracks it to smithereens . But 

what rntters ,
1 

none of it cut you? Anywhere ? are 

you, Dair?" 

11 Yes, of course. It surprised me , is all. Am look at poor rupper •" 

~ 
sounded so affronted about the surprise an d the stabbing of supper 

that it cruld have been comical. But my heart went on thundering as 

I stepped to the shelf where I kept a spare lamp chimney. 
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In t~ morning I said what had lain in my mind through the night. 

"Dair? !"ou need to learn to ride a horse." 

She thought it was one of my odder jokes. "I do, do I. What, do 

''No, I mean it. As far back in here as we are, no one else 

around, it'd be well for you to lmGoT how to handle a horse. Just in 

case, is all." l-In case lamp chimneys detonate in innocent moma'lts, in 

case any of the accidents and a:i. l.Ioonts of homestead life strike when 

I am .not here with you, I was attempt~ to say without the scaring words. 

riding a horse isn't all that hard. Come along out, ScorpiontetJiJJ!• 

I 

and I 11 have you galloping in no time•" I got up from my chair and stood waiting. 

"Now?" 

---
"Now. Out to the barn." I put my arm in hers, ready escort. 

"Scorpion awaits." 

Her gaze said all right, I will humor you, show m9 what a horse 

of saddliJl?; , then 

said : "Your~ turn." 

"Angus. This is--" 



"No, no, you don't do it with words. Hands and arms are unfortunately 

required. They're there at the ends of your shoulders if I'm not wrong." 

No smile from her. Well, I cwldn 1 t be lp that. "Just lift th9 saddle 

onto him arrl reach slowly under for the cinch." 

Beside the big gingerbread-colored horse, Adair was a small pillar 

of reluctance. 

"Now then, Dair,H f encouraged. "Saddle him and get it over with." 

-........ 
She cast me a llllfl glance full of why? 

"Please," I said. 



The saddle seeTIEd as big as she was, but she managed to it 

onto Scorpion . Then in ttree tries she struggled tre cinch tight enough 

that I granted it would probably hold ;41"There," she panted . "Are you 

satisfied?" 

{cf1- . -~ 
"Starting to begin to be . N~r riding less on . 

Over Pegasus I '11 fling rrry leg/ and m ver a shoe wi 11 I need to beg." 

Verse didn't seem to loft ~r any more than the rest of my words. c::::!IBK. 

"What you do is put your left foot in the stirrup," I demonstrated wi. th 

myself, "take hold of tl'l:t saddle hor 

to Adair, then swng 

off the horse. "Your turn. Left foot in to sti rrup ." 

"No." She sounded decisive aoout it. 

This isn't .Nethermuir. Montana miles are 

~cm 
hitch up the team an~for you. So unless you're going to sprout 

v~ 
wings or leaves horseback." 



"No, Angus. Not today. I have this dress on. When I can 

riding ski rt--" 

"There's nobody '00 see you but me. Arrl I've glimpsed the territory 

before, have I not?" I hugged her and urged 

that 

Cl\~ 

to 

11 You can do this . My schoolgirls ride like Comanc hes o11 



"I 1m not ore of your wi ld Montana schoolgirls. I~m your wife, 

and I--" 

"I realize that nel<es your case harder, love, but we 111 try to work 

around that handicap." She didn't give ne the surrendering smile I'd 

hoped that wruld bring. By now I realized she 

she wasn't bei.q; 

time and choosing, riding skirt newly on, she might <Mi!"91""1-11,-· 

)~ 
this couldn ' t wait . "I 'm sorry, Dair, but there's no halfway 

to this . Come on now , " I directed . "Up . 11 

"No." 

I suppose this next did come out livelier than I intended. 

"Dair, lass, you came across the goddamned Atlantic Ocean! 

Getting up into a saddle is no distance, oompared. .Nav will you put 

your foot _.,..here i n the stirrup--" 

"Nol Angus, I won' tl You 're being silly aboo.t this." 

\ 
tyt-O 4\ Adair herself wasn t quite stamping }\ foot yet, but oor voice waso 

She sou.Med as adamant as if I 1d wakened her in the middle of the night 

and oold her to go outside arrl tie herself upside down in the nearest tree. 



.:-· .... ~ .. -.. 

~ 
_,, The only thing I could think of to do, I did. I stepped to and 

lifted her so that she was cradled in my arms. Surprised pleasure came 



{O 

"Ang us , what--" 

"Upsy-daisy, lazy Maisie," I said. "Whoa now, Scorpion," and 

with a grunt I lifted Adair, feet high to clear the saddle horn and 

I hoped aiming her bot tom into the sadd]B • 

~ ~~ 
JAnGU~l Angus, quit1 What're you--u 

c.t"t.Vn-

"Dair, let yourself inoo too saddle. Whoa, Scorpion, steady there, 

whoa new. Don't, Dair, you'll scare the horse. Just get on, you're 

all but there. Whoa now, whoa--" 

Her fists were rapping my back aid chest, and not love taps either. 

But with no place else but mid-air to go, at last she was in the 

~ 

saddle, my arms 7 f clasped around her hips to keEP her there. 

listen to ne. Sit still, you have to sit sti 11. Scorq»ion isn't going 

to stand for much more com.motion. Just sit a minute. You have to get 

used to t\'E horse and~et him get used to you." 

She was gulping now, rut only for breath after our struggle; her 

tears were quiet ores. "Angus, why are you doing this?" 

"Because you have to know how to handle a horse, Dair o Yoo. just 

l 
absolutely do, in this country." I buried my face in her dress as 



her hip while the sentences wrenched themselves out of 100 • 

I could rarar stand it if 

something happened to you on accrunt of mrrying me. An accident, you 

' here alore, this place off by itself thi~ way~ -:} 
----.> --.............. -~ - . _.,.I ' ' .. # • .- . ... .. 

The ache of my fear !mown to both of us nav. I had lost ore woman. 

If I lost another, lost her because of the homestead--" But this place is all 

I've got. We've got. So you have to learn• how to live here. You 

just have to." A silent time, tt:en I raised my head to her. 

She was~but the tear# tracks were drying. "Hello 

"Y-yes. Angus, I didn't know--hCM much it neant to yru. I thought 

you were just being--" 

I cleared enough of the anxiety out of m.y throat to say: •tThinking 

will lead to trouble time after tine, won't it. Now then, all you need 

do is take these reins• Hold them in your right rand, not too slack 

but not tight either, there's the way. Don't worry, I'll be hanging tight 

onto Scorpion's bridle and .first we 111 circle the ;}l!lrd. ~ e4?" 
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"I wonder if I a~ becoming feral, .. Sue HubQbell ,specula~es equably 

-- '-••.:-- ..,w h,g V~ .&.O VWU~U rJY el.gnt:een m1llion honeybees in the • 

Missouri Ozarks. By the evidence of her every sentence, sne is also 

a beautifully blossoming writer. How about: "'There is a magnificent 

dapoled brown and gold house spider changing her skin today in a 



You won 1 t find it in the instructions on the thing, but 

dense 
first year of a marriage , tine bunches itself i~y it never quite 

does again . Everything happens doub l e- quick and twice as strong t o a 

new pair in life--and not just in tre o~ro~-P,. expect . 

Here , now , in the time so far beyond then, when I 

see back into that wint er after Adair and I were married , it abruptly 

is always from the day in May. The day that stayed with us as if stained into 

our skins. Take away that day and so much woo.ld be different, the history 

of Adair and myself and--

fit 
even on tD9 calendar -.~ .. _... ahead of May, am 

Adair 
~ 

that first winter outlined us to one another as if' we were ee.,- black 

the Sla.te After the .first snOW'fall the weather cleared, the 

mountains stood up as white majesties in the blue and tile sun, the air was . 
-crisp without being truly cold jle t: being Jf t outsided was a cl'Bme to 

when it puts its winter fur on, 

glimpse the glory the earth ' n ta be and Rob a.ni JQllllli1Jl I 
J... 

.(I.,¢ 

riding the hays~s we fed the sheep. "Come along out_.. •• ~ .. and see 

Thay 'd dlarge you a young fortune for an outing like it: in 



the Alps." But nothing doing. Adair quietly smiled us away, brother 

as well as hus bani • winter from where she is," she 

assured uso 

) 
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For a while my hope was that she was simply content to be on the inside 

of winter lookingliout, the way sl'e paused at any wirrlow she passed to gaze 

out into 1M;'scotch Heaven's new whiteress. •••••l!llI'l,r" the snow season 
That hope lasted until ~ choretime dusk soon after the start of 

when George Frew, qui et ox in a sheepskin coat ard a flap cap, trooped 

behim me into t\13 home. "Anythi~ you'd like from town besides the nail, 

Dair?11 I asked heartily. "George is nrling in tomcr r<M •" 

.. Yes, .. she responded, although you couldn't really say it was to 

George or myself. Times such as this, conversing with her was like 

speaking to a person the real Adair had sent out to deal with you. 

Wherever was otherwise occupied at the moment, the 

George positively echoed with significant silence as he took 

those words in. Flora Duff might want darning thread, Jen Erskine 

might want dried peaches for pie, but what did Adair McCaskill want 

but a--

.. You beard the lady, George, .. I 

in for some fierce whist in this household, these white 

nights. Kuuvus's best deck of cards, if you please--I'll ride down 

and pick 

rullllly when I took the care true 

' ~ 

garoo was what I bad. known she intern • soli ta.ire. After ttie deck of 
~ .,,,,,,. 

cards arrived, I began tD 

-~ 



I 
seven marchi 

notice the~columns of solitaire laid out on t~ sideboard during tte day. 

Aces, faces, and on down, the queues of cards awaiting their next in number. 

Adair amid her housework would stop am deal from the waiting deck to herself, 

play any eligible card where it belonged, am then go on a boo.t whatever she 

had been doing, only to stop again her next tine past and repeat the 

ritual. 

But I soon was repeating my own silent ritual that winter, 

wasn 1 t I. My own solitary preoccupation. Against every intention in 

myself, I was soon doi. ng that. 

The schoolhouse dances brought it on. At the first dance in my 

schoolroom, fresh silver of snCMfall softening the night, I was in 

mid-tUM with Adair when I caught sight of Anna and Isaac Reese entering. 

The sensation instantly made itself lmown within me, unerringly as 

the first tine I ever saw Anna. Toussaint Rennie once told me of a 

Blackfeet who carried in his ribcage an arra1head .from a fight with 

the Craw tribe. Tmt was the way the feeling for Anna was lodged in 

me: just there, its lumped outline unier the skin same and strong as ever. 

) 



in my arms, what am I going to do with 

myself? Marryi~ you was supposed to cure me of Anna. Why tasn 1t it? 

Until that moment of Anna &ntering from the snow-softened dark, not 

having laid eyes on her since the day Adair ani I were married I was 

able to hope it was my body alone, the teasing appetite of the loins, 

that made me see Anna so often as I waited for sleep. I am not inviting 

any of this, I mver invited it. Her in the midst of this sa.ne music, 

that first night of glorious dareing with her he re in my schoolroom. 

Her in the Noon Creek school, turning to ne uni er a word in the air, 

her braid swinging decisively over her shoulder to the top of her breast. 

Dair, I w:ish you could know could understard 

. 0.Jl'#.0- -4 c;.__ 
beneath me, watching] 

intently as we made the dawn come, arousing each other as the sun kindled 

the start of morning. Double daybreak such as I had just once shared 

with a wone.n, not too woman iiiiil I had wed. Night upon night I had been opening 

my eyes to explode those scenes, driving sleep even farther awav-. Beside 

100, Adair who slept as if she was part of the night; there in th3 dark 

was the one place she seemed to fit too life I had narried. her into 0 
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But this other i nhabitant of my nights--I knew 

now, again, that whether she was Anna Ramsay or Anna Reese or Anna 

Might-Have-Been-McCaskill, every bit of me was in love with the woman 

as drastically as evero But can't a person sonehow sometime s~ to 

life: Wait new there's been a mis reckoning, you've put the wrong man 



ilent rit\Bl that winter, wasn't I. 
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here in love with the wrong woman, I only want to go along t~ years 

making life right for the woman I wed? 

How many tines that winter, '00 how many tunes, was I going to treOO. 

the floor of my South Fork schoolroom or her Noon Creek one, glimpsing 

Anna while Adair flew in my arms? Can't a person, sorrehow sometime? 

I am going to need to try like almighty aren 1t I. I couldn't not come 

to the dances, even if Adair would have heard c£ that--which she definitely 

would not hive. To her, the dances were the one tins that Montana 

winter wasn't Montana winter o 

"She's another person, out there in the music•" This from Rob. 

He meant it to extoll, but that he said anything at all about an cxldness 

of Aciai r was a surprise • 

"She is that," I co ulrl n 1 t but agree. Dancing wi. th Adair yoo. were 

partnered with some glidi. ng being she had become, music in a frock, 

a ringleted 

silken motion weari~ Adair mask. It was what I had seen when she 

danced with Allan Frew after the s~arlng, a tranced person who seaned 

to talce the tunes into herself. Where this cane from, who knew. At hone 

she didn't even hum. But here from first note to last she was on the 

floor with Rob or me or occasional other partners, am it was becoming 
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more than noticeable that she never pitched in with the other wives when they 

put midnight supper tog ether • To Adair, ea ting wasn't in the sam "e uni verse 

with dancing • 

.. Angus, you look peaked,·· Adair remarked at the end of that first 

schoolhouse dance. ..Are you all right? .. 

.. A bit under the weather. It' 11 pass.·· 

But then the Momay of school, after that dame. A squally day, 

quick curtains of snow back arrl forth across the winter sun, the 

schoolroom alight one minute am dimnBd the next. By afternoon the 

pppils were leaning closer and closer over their books and I knew I 

needed to light the overhead lanterns. Yet I waited, watching, puzzled 

with myself but held by the mock dusk that see?OOd to find the back 

of the schoolroom a.Di settle there. Davie Erskire in the last desk 

gradually felt my stare over his head toward that end of the room. 

He 

11 Not now there isn't, Davie•" Of all the tricks of light, that 

particular one. Slivers of cloud-thinned sunshim, so like the moonsilver 

when Anna and I lay with each other on the floor there. You •ve got 
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: . :~_,_:~ 
.. ~, to let the moonbeams in on a dance, Davie. The silvered glim had 

come and gone in the past half-minute, a moment's tone that I had seen 

in this schoolroom any number of times without really noticing, that now 

I would a l:w al18 notice. 

"Daviel" I called out so sha:rply his head snapped up, "help ne 

light the lanterns, would you please." 



That winter, then. Adair arrl I ~ rew to each at her, and the 

snow-heavy valley of the Nor th Fork so new to her. I at least believed 

I could take hop! from the calendar. Even as the year-en:Ung days 

slafed with cold a:rrl I fully realized that Adair's glances out into 

the winter were a prisomr 's automatic eye-escapes toward any wirrlow, 

even then I still could tell myself th at with any luck at all she woo.ld 

not have to go through a second Scotch Heaven winter 

) 



any luck at all, this wruld be our only .... -
childless winter. Children, soon and several, we both wanted. Adair 

seemed to have an indefinite but major number in mind--it came with 

being a Barclay, I supposed--while I lived always with the haunt of 

that fact that my parents had needed to have four to have one who 

survived. It would be heartening to think the world is growing less 

harsh, but the evidence doesn't often say so, does it. In any case, 

the next McCaskill, the first American one, was our invisible visitor 

from the winters to come. 



It was a morning in mid-March when Rob and I declared spring. Or 

•" . ·. 

r ather when the sheep did, arrl he and I, fresh from the lanbing shed, 

cane into t03 kitchen bearing those declarations, a chilled newborn 

lamb apiece. 

She gave a look of concern at our floppy infants , who in their 

first hour s of life are a majority of legs , long arrl askew as the drone 

pi pas of a limp bagpipe • " "But whatever 1s wrong with them?" 
v 

"A bit cold , is all, " I told her . "Bring us that apple bo,"'{ , 

..... ~o 11..A...A • '' would you,.. ir------. 

"Poor things . " She went and fetched the box: . "What are you 

going to do with trem?" 



, .. Y .... ···.-
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"Put them in the oven, of oour se •11 

"The oven?" 

"A cold lamb's best friend," vouched Rob. 

"In--this oven? The oven of my eookstove?" 

"It's too only av en there is," I replied reasonably. 

"But--" 

"They '11 be fine,'' I provided ins true ti on to m r as I dropped 

the oven door am Rob arranged his little geezer in the box next to mine, 

"all you need do is set tm box behind too stove 'When they cone to. 

In you go, tykes." With their amplitude of legs out from sight under 

tl'em, the lamb babes in the open oven now looked like a pai.r 

~~~ 
of plucked rabbi ts close to expiration, their eyes all but shut and the 

tips of their tongues protruding feebly. "They ' re not as bad off as 

they l ook," I encouraged Adair. "They '11 be up and a:rou nd before you 

know it 0 11 

"But, but what if they 

"In a situati on like that , " Rob postulated , " I ' d put them back in. 

Unles s you want designs on your floor . " 

"How lor:g are they goi~ to be in he re?" 

Rob gawked around studiously. 11 Do you have an almanac? I can 

never remember whether it ' s too Fourth of July or Thanksgiving .._ that 



can you?" 

"You lmOW' better than to listen to him, 11 I coo. nseled her • "He 111 be 

up to get these lambs when they t\'1'.w out in an hour or a>. Dair, the lambs 

as a lot of them are aJ.ways going tD be , 

are our living. We've got to save every one we can, and w~n they 're chilled, 

this is tte only way to do it .u 

"How long did you say lambing goes on?" 

"Only about six weeks•" 



.~ .. 
and the begirming of weather that wasn 1 t winter. Her spirits rose day 

day by day, taking mine with them o By the holy, if you can't believe 

in possibilities in the greening Montana of May, when CC\1l you? Conpared 

with how we had win tared, Adair arrl I were next things to larks the 

afternoon when we were to go to Gros Ventre for provisions. "You 're ready 

for ta1n, are you?" I called in thrrugh the doorway to her. "Or can you 

stam to be away from the company of lambs for that long?" 

4f' 11Adair is more than ready for town," she infar-med me. 

"If sl'B 's that eager she can practice her driving, can't she. 

I 111 go agreeable to you handling 

their reins." 

"Tell them trey 'd better be if ttey lmow what's gocx:i for them." 

The day was raw, despite the new green of the grass end the fact 

that the spring sun was trying its best. We were a bit late startingt 

because I'd ha:i to take a look at the last bunch of ewes and .fresh lambs 

that had been put out to graze. Even so, how fine · felt to have a change 

from the muck of the lambing shed -j/11 This must be what trey mean by the 

civilized life, n I said with my arm aroum Adair as she handled the reins. 

"A carriage and a driver ar:rl the kind of day that makes poets t:pout. 



Have you heard this one: My life your lane, my love your cart/come ~ take 

my rein, ooroo take my heart?" 

"I've heard it now, haven't I. Deperrl on you an::1 your old verses•" 

We were almost at the sideroad up Breed Butte. 11Had we better see if 

want 
Rob and Jt.xii th anything from town?11 

"Rob was in just yesterday, there 111 be no needo .Let's make up 

~ 
~+,~time instead. Poke the team along a little, wmt 

a turn .. driving aftEr we cross the creek." 
_..r.!'.~ ~; .. ~). ~~~~ 

Jupiter and Beast e 
- · stepped along friskily as we passed meada.1 after 

~ 

meadow of half-grown hay beside the North Fork. I never tired of 

reviewing Scotch Heaven, the knob ahead where I first looked dGln into 

this valley, :t:m Breed Butte and the south ridges on either side of us 

arrl tre plains opening ahead through the benchland gap made by the creeko 

lost in admiration far my driving to have any thoughts." 

"Actua.l:cy, I've bean watching that horse." Considerably distant 

d:n~ 
yet, tre animal was moving along the fenceline between the Findlater 

place and Erskines' low·er pasture. It acted skittish. Go~ and stopping, 

) 
going again. Shying sideways • Too Odd. 



"Dair, stop the team. I need to see over there." 
·~ .. ~ •,. 

With the buckboard halted, I stood up and peered. The distant horse 

shied once more, aro the inside of ne rolled over in sick realization. 

That stray horse had a saddle on. 

slapped the team into a startled run. 

"Soioo thing 1 s tEp pemd over the re, to .go see what. 

Hang on, Dair." She did, for dear 

at a rattling pace. 

The wire gate into the Erskine field was closed: it would be. l 

saw the scene in my mini as ARa.ir held the team and I flung the 

gate aside, the rider starting to remo~ 

-------..-.------------------~·-----
after having come thrrugh the gate and closed it, his 

cl\. 
stirrup, the horse S'lying at the aidden flight of a bird a dried weed 

T\J.11.ll A.-~ 

blowing, stirrup ••• 

I swerved our team from the worst rocks and dips in but 

we could not miss them al 1 and keep any speed, so we clinging 

pa.rt to me a.rrl part ta> the wagon seat, closer an:i closer 

saddlehorse and the figure dragging below its flanks o 



By the time I got 1h1 rd•!iP•li our agitated from 

"Dair, you've got to get down and hold them by their heads. 

Don't let go, whatever happens. Talk to them, croon to them, anything, 

but hold onto those halters. We can't have a runaway of our own." 

Beastie Jupiter 

"Go~ good~ yes, you're good horses, you're good 

old dears ••• " Her words came with me as I slowly approoched the restless 

saddlehorse, my hands cupped as if offering oats. 

fearfully 
clatter behind me; I lo~roun:l to where our team had jerked Adair 

off her feet for a Jlanent, but she still clung to their heads, still 

recited "Beastie ••• Jupiter ••• be good horses now," she sti 11 bravely had 

a ton and a half of an:lwals held in her slll8l.l hands .111 Are you sll right 

tnere, Dair?" I called with urgent softness, not to tJtartle the saddlehorse 

off into another dragging of its vict!m.1 "Yes," she said, and resumed 

--- Jupiter and Beastie1 "Easy now," my voice added to 

Adair's horse chorus as I turned back to the saddlehorse, "easy now, fellow, 

e1J1Sy, easy, easy ••• 11 



The false offer of oats got me to within a few steps before the 

· ... ~. . . ·· . . 

saddlehorse snorted arrl began to turn away. I lu~ed a:rrl caught a rein, 

WN:ro-
then ha:i both hands clinging to his bridle. " son of a bitch, 

t;Jr. r11 ~# 
bastard, ~··•';7] The worst wasn't done ~mehow 

I rnd to hold his head roe k-firm and at the same time sidle along his 

side until I could reach the stirrup and the ankle and foot trapped in 

the long oone s of m.y bod7 

it. For once I was glad 

opposite directions to tr,. this rescue. 

When I managed to free the ankle and foot I hcrl time to look down 

_.. at the dragged and kicked rider. · The battering he had ...,,;; undergone, it 

took ·a long moroont to recognize himo 



"Dair, 11 I called. "It 1 s Davie Erskine. He's alive, but just o 

You'll have to lead the team arrl wagon over here. Slow and easy, tha.t·;•.s 

the way." 

ooves and earth 

had done their work on Davie. "Angus. Is he going to live?" 

"I don •t knar that," I answered arrl tried to swallal my coppery 

~ in pain just 

taste of fear for avie. He was a bloodied sight it male the eyes 

to look at. 

The 

best we can do is get him home to Donald and Jen." Now our ride to the 

Erskine homestead had to be the reversal of the careening dash we 

....__...... in the back or the wag on 
had j us t do ne--as careful as possible, lililllillt our coats under 

while Adair held his head steady, the saddlehorse docilely tied to 

the tailgate. 



By the time the doctor had been fetched to the Erskir:e place and 

delivered his verdict of Davie to white-faced Donald airl Jen, his rews 

was only wha. t Adair am I expected. Oh, it is hindsight, there is no 

way she am. I coul d have known as we conveyed him hc:m3 in the creeping 

but still jolting wagon, that the places of shatter in Davie coo.ld mver 

entirely true themselves, that he would lead the limping nalf-atilt 

life he had to afterward. But I still feel, we ooth sonehow did know. 



Six days after that, Adair had the mis carriage • 

"Angus, you dasn 't blame yourself." 

Adair 
Seeing me silent arrl loq;-faced, herself brought the matter 

into words. "We had to help Davie. That's just the way it hcppened. 

You heard the doctor say it 's not even certain the wagon ride caused 

it. Maybe so, naybe no. Isn't that the~ everythi~ is?" 

I had heard. And as best I ccnlrl divine, Adair entirely meant it 

when she said there was no blame on ne. As well blame tre rocks for 

jarring the wagon wheels, or the wheels for finding the rocks. Ir bone 

strike stone, a hurt for bone. If stone strike bone, no hurt for stone. 

No, I knew where Adair put the blame. On Scotch Heaven itself, on Montana, 

on a land so big that people stretc~ d dangerously to meet its dista:r:ces 

an:l seasonlong moods. Not that she came out am saw so. Another case 

of dasn't; she did not dare lay open blame on our homestead life, for 

she and I hcd no otha- footing of existence mg ether. You wru ld have 

to say, then, Adair took the loss of our child-t>o-be as well as can 

take a thing such as that. Not so, me. To me, a double dea. th was in 

that loss. The child itself, the packet of life, we ha:i withheld from 
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us ; and the mi scar ria ge also had cost us a possible Adair, Adair as 

she coo.ld be, Adair with the son or daughter s~ needed to turn her 

mim from the ho.mestead, the isolation. I had lost my am best self 

when Anna spurned our life together. How many possibles are in us? 

And of those, how many can we ever afford to lose? 

"Angus.'' Adair by me new, touching me, her voice bravely j ... bright. 

As if the ill person had climbed from bed to dance arrl cheer up the 

mcurning visitor, she was doing her best to bolster me. "We'll have 

other children," she assured me. "You're definitely a men fer trying." 

That December, Adair miscarried agai.n. This ti~, four months 

into her tenn. 

lrl~,,,.....~ 
winter asp;ingle long night. A night in the shape 

of the four walls of a bedroom. The man Angus with thoughts hammering 

at him from the dark. How has it turned out this w;q? I saw where 

my life ought to go, to Anna. Why then this other existence, if thatti 

is wrn.t it is, of Adair and me not able to attain the single thiq; we 

-both want? The woman Adair this time the one 1lilll staying grievous, 

silent as the frost I al ' a .. on tl'B wi ndCM arrl as unknowableo A pair 

patternless as the night, us. 



I turn onto my side, to contemplate again the sleeping stranger 

who as. ~ my wife. And am startled to meet tsr awake, hEr head turned 

t<:Mard me. 

11 Angus • Angus, wh al; --what if we can 1 t have any children. 'f//Silence 

of darkness, our silence added into it. ''If I can't have any childrEll ." 

"You don't seem like a stone field to me." I move my hand to her. 

"Or feel like one either." 

"I need to know. H P rM Do you still want me for a wife, if?" 

How to answer th.at, in the face of if? 

"Dair, renember what the doctor keeps saying. 'There 's not that 

much wrong; as you~ a strong as yru are, there's every chance ••• •" 

"Every chance. But none has a:>rre yet, has it. 11 She didn't E¢d 

there anyway: will it ever? 

Suddenlj I was angry with life. Not in the spit-against-the-wind 

way of exasperation, but vexed all the way up from my core, from whatever 

heartpit of existence I have. For life to be against this marriage ot 

ours was one matter--Adair and I could answer for that, we ~ answering 

for it--but why begrudge ua our child, life? A child would be the next 

~ 
link of time, the human knot from all McCaskills and Barclays there 
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., .... ...... ... 

ever ha! been, the new splice of Scotlarrl and America and Montana am 

what was am what needs to be. But here where our child ooght to tit--

by your am goddamn logic of us, lif e--tb:t only strands of tine in sight 

to us were the old harsh ones of winter and night. Well, you haven't 

done us in yet , I vowed silently to the winter tho ms of frost on the 

wind o and the night, we will stave you off a while yet. 

Adair did her utmost to bolster me after the wagon ride cost us our 

first child. My tum now. 

listen to me." - toucn.t to her, stroking the gentle horizon of her body. 

'Dair," I say with the *" kind of declara tlo n 

that can be said only in bed, "we'll get you a baby." 

We I rj.se over her and kiss her li~ @ next kiss, fer the point 

of her chin get now down to her throat for the n3xt kiss and the 

tender un ttoning you this kiss on her breastbom ! kissing back and 

forth on her breasts now baby as she lifts to ne with her quickening 

breath. 



'.1 
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It was one of those May mornings which could have just as well 

saved itself the trwble of posing as spring and simply admitted it was 

A washday , too, arrl Adair was hard at it when I pecked her cheek arrl 

went oubll into thec ay • ..) 

In the gray chilliness of the barn I had untied. 

my sheepskin coa. t from behirrl Scorpion's saddle am gratefully put it on, 

and was ready to swing onto the horse when I heard Adair, calling from 

the house: "Angus I Come lookl" 

a 
~ow had begun to fall~at arrl 
... 

saw Adair as if through 

clouq tufts 
I strode "What ' s mppened?" 

"Just l ook around you ! It's sno'Wing l " 

~~ 
I peered a t her, then had to laugh . "Either that or it ' s"'early 

for darrl eli ons to f ly. " 

Laugh was the least thing this wife of mine was in a mood to hear o 

She was the closest I had ever seen her to open a.Il?;er when sh3 faste ned 

on rre and demanded : ' 

snow? This is May1 Almost sumrrer 1" 

t o. " 

~~ 
She gasaed at rre as if I'd told her the sun was due to go cold . 

L°{ .· ~~ ~ 
Then she was reminded of rer baskett" 11My poor wash, thrugh. What '11 

I do about --" 

nothing else it 111 freeze dry. 11 

"Angus , you really don ' t care that it's snowing in May?" 
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If I couldn ' t say truth about the weather , tren what could I . "Worse 

than that , Dair . I'm gla:i to see it." 

4/ "Glad?" s if I 1d said treason . 

11 But this do to the grass? And the lambs?" 

newest lThey'll be fine under roof . 
"I was on my wey to shed up the ewes and am~ And a spring 

such as 

snow is the grass wants . After an oi:e n winter 

needs the moisture . " 

Adair blinked steadily against the snowflakes as we stood looking 

_. 
at each other. "A strange way to get it," she told •-.. - the camtcy and me. 

The next did not surprise me . I had only wandered when it would 

come . 

Two days after the snav, when slush am m\rl were everywhere ani 

spring was starting over , Adair asked : 

"Angus , do you ever have any feeling at all to see Scotland again?" 

"No, Dair . I t never occurs to me . 11 We might as well have t he next 

does 
into the open . 11 But it to you , doesn't it. " 

"I don't mean going back for good . But for a visit . 11 

11 If it's what you want, we can get the money ahead someway for 

you to go . " 

"But you won't come?" 



"No." 

"Is it the ocean? Adair doesn't really like the old Atlantic 

either." 

"No, it's not the ocean, at least not just. Dair, everything I 

have is here now. Scotland is an old calendar to me." To hear that 

from too who once stood pining up tm Clyde to yesterday. Angus, are 

.... , we both for it? And to have the sister of Rob t~ America prophet 

turning back like a compass needle t<:llard Nethermuir am all its defeats. 

Straight paths simply are not in people. 

Adair at least deserved to have the terms between us made clear , 

here • . "If you feel you want to , you can go--for havever long you like 0 11 

She d:id the next clarifying . "Do you want me to, Angus?" 

"No . " The full answer was greatly more complicated than that , 

but that was the uppermost edge of how I felt . I wanted not to be 

alone in life , and whatever else marriage with Adair till' --nrllllt .... wasn ' t , 

it was not utter aloneness . 
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nv::rw-
came ~: "What would I do without you?" 

She answered as simply as those gray eyes gave their knowledge 

of me: "You would still have a life t.o look ahead to•" 

Time to be honest, said the thief in the noose. Since the moment 

of my wedding VCM to this inexplicable . woman,!) 

0> <r:"d spent four-thirds of rq tillll .-- 1 I @ ilnagining how I 

might ever be found out, a.rrl here when it happened, it was nothing 

at all like the rehearsed versions. Time and again in those, out of 

sonewhere it would cone, Adair's question Angus, after all this while 

haven't you been able to forget Arma? There we would be at last. On 

the terrible groo.ni of truth th.at I had hoped we could avoid. Adair 

Convince me otherwise, 

ready myself' to 

would be sqing. And I would begin at it • Dair, you are imagining. 

There is nothing between Anna ani me any more, there has not been for--

The disclaiming would marshal j!!' 19111K 

to troop along my tongue. And instead I would look at Adairf and in 

eight words give up all I ha:i. Dair, you 're too right. I still love 

Anna. 



But now it had happened, arrl not that way at all. Whether Adair 

tried not to watch Arum. at the dances, or whether 

it simply stuck out a11 CNer me as I tried to be a busbaD:i, she kmew 

my love for Anna was not changing. More than that. In her distance-from-

all-this way of daing so, Adair had just told me she lmew that Anna ...-, . ~ - ' .. ' . 

And more than that a ain. 
maybe was possible for me yet, in time. By invoking Scotland, Adair 

was say~ that our marriage need not be a lastil€ barrier••- keeping 

ne from Arma. 

Straight paths are not in people : amidst all my relief that Adair 

knew, arrl granted, my helplessness about Anna, I was sad tba. t the !mowing 

JJf~~ 
had to cost her • She was carefully not showing so, she was~ at that 

slight mocki~ distance from herself as 

grey one. But cost surely was toore, in rer an1 in our marriage from 

here on. 

Our marriage, if that was what it was goi~ to continue to be. 

Wedding vows are one thing; the terns of existing together are 

anotl:er language altogether. "Dair, where are we coming out at here? 

Are yom going back to Scotlan:i?" ---- ~ 

My wife shook her head, not meaning no she wouldn 1 t like 1x> go, 

) 
just that she wasn't deciding now. " I 'll see." We both would. 



"Adair seems a bit drii'ty lately,'' 

next day. 

"Does she," I acknowledged with out really answering. 

~ n.i. ~t:IV.r 
His head went to one side as he studied me. "Angus~ ask 

this because Adair is my sister a:rxi you 're all but my JIJ•'-11 brother. Is 

life all right between you two, these daJS ?" 

"Right as ever," I provided him, and managed '00 put a plain face 

over my oment of irk aatl 'Te before I added: "But you didn't come- all 

the way by to take the terrperature of Adair ani me, I :know•" 

"You 're right, you 're right, there's other news. I've been up 

looking at the grass"--he gave a head toss toward Roman Reef where we 

grazed our sheep each swrmer:--"and there's no reason we can't trail the 

sheep up in a week or so. tt A good early start tar ard fat lan bs in the 

fall, arxi I nodded in satisfaction with his news. Or rather, with thl t 

much of it. 

"We've got a new neighbor up there," Rob went on. "The Double W." 

My turn to cock a look at him. "With how many c~s?" 

"No more than a couple of hundred he ad, is all I net up wi. th • I 

gave them a dose of dog and pushed them north off where we've been pasturing. 



But that damn Williamson," Rob said in what almost might have been 

n~ man bas 
admiration. already got cattle on every spear of grass he owns 

on Noon Creek, he 'borrows' on the Reservation, arrl now he's puttingilllt 

them up in the mountains.a Old Wampus Cat JftUSt have invEll ted the s¢ng, 

'all I want is all I can get, ' ay?" ca. t tle 
"We'd better hope he doesn't make a major ha.bit of putting 

there." 

Rob shook his head. "They're big mountainso No, Angus, I don't 

like having Double W cc:Ms within mouth dis tame of our sumner grass any 

better than you do. But Williamson will have to put enough cCM"s up there 

to tip over the world, before he nakes any real difference to us. 

"""' That's what brought us to Montana, wasn't it--elbow room when we need it?" 
"-' 

True enough, Rob. 

gave me a ilK lifted hand of goodb,e and rode away that day, Montana even 

then did not seell to me the expanse it had beeno 



... 
.. ..... 

At first I thought it was bad pork. Just an evening or two 

after our inconclusive circle of Scotland , Adair took her opening bite 

of supper and then swiftly fled outside, where I cruld hear her retching 

as if her toenails were trying to c orre up . 

I pushed my plate back. Even our meals couJrl not go right . 

The thunder between my fatrer and mother within the stone walls of 

of 

life arrl too unattainable, the Anna shadow, that I wanted . Those 

mirrlblind days before Adair arrl I said the vow there on Breed Butte , 

why had I ever, why had she ever- -

The screendoor slapped again . Adair leaned against the doorway, 

one She wea therish, but 

Fever next?4/11 Dair, are you all right ?" 

Her heart of a face had on the damnedest expression, a smile-try that 

wasn 't anything like a Barclay smile; a nominated look that seemed a 

little afraid to come out. Adair gazed at ma with it. Then she moved 

her cupped hand in a small arc out and down over the front of her s tomach , 

as if smoothing a velvet bulge there o 



I can only hope my face did n' t show too ar ithmeti c racing through 

September-October-November?-December? That calerldar of pregnancy could 

not have been worse . If we lost this chil d as we had the other oo , 

it would be "Wi. th Scot ch Heaven ·winter staring Adair in the face . 

nMcAp;gus, too third tine is the chann," Rob proffered wi 1:h a 

hearty smile rut worried eyeso 

"Sonething grand to look forward to, Angus, pure grand," from 

Lucas, his eyes not matching his words eithero 



We count by years, but we live by days . Rightfully , we should 

do both by seasons . Even now , looking back, it makes greater sense 

to me to recall how that spri!l?;ti!oo, wre n the baby was yet invisible 

in her, nurtured Adair 1 s hope along cautiously, as a sun-welcoming tree 

unobtrusively adds a ring of growth within itself. That summer , when 

the creekside meada-Js became mounded with haystacks , Adair began to 

round out prominently. Then as autumn came and remorselessly wore on 

toward worse weather , a gray on Adai r as well . But so 

far so good, we said to each other in our every glance . Each season 

in too procession had handed her along withoo t jolt, without fatal 

j ostle to the life she was carrying. 

4- Drawing ever nearer to the birthtime, I cosseted her every wey I could 

Find.l ater Jenny 

think of • The 

our cooking ar:rl washing . Adair was the first to declare of herself, 

"Adair has too life of a rra.haranee these days ." I knew it was put 

sorrewhat differently by others in Scotch Heaven . "Adair is still 

feeling delicate, is she ?11 I was queried by Flora Duff, who marched 

babies out of herself as if they were cadets . Elbows of the neighbors ?i 



,, ~ 

~~ 
I did n 1 t care about ; Adair and her iMp u 111 51 bl!e struggle to • bring 

us a child were all that counted . She had become a kind of season 

herself, a time between other times. I noticed~ that once in a 

·while now sre wruld lay a game of solitaire, but only sel dom. Almost 

al l of her existence n~ was waiting . Waiting . 

One single day of tha t time stands out to be told . The day of 

Isaac . 

It ccune courtesy of Ninian . "I'm here to borrow a favor," he said 

straight off. "We have a wagon of coal coming fer the school." Ninian 

stopped to glance sternly at the sky. This was late October nm; first 

snowfall could cone any hour. "But Reese's man can only deliver Suniay 

or never. Ay, he 1 s busy · as tb:! wim these days • Everyone in Gros Ventre 

has ca~t the notion they can't live without coal now. Sun:ia~,-~ 

Angus • • :Jt 1 did • Any hard breathing on Sunday that wasn 't asthma was 

frowned upon by the Duffs an:i Frews . "Angus , I will trade you whatever 

help you need around your place when Adair ' s time comes , if you 'll handle 



this." I agreed to be the welconer of sabbath coal, and on tre day, 

the big wagon and its team of eight were no sooner :in sight on t l-8 road 

from Gros Ventre than I knew. 

"An-gus," he greeted wh!n he had halted the wagon. "You vish for coal?" 

"Isaac," I reciprocated, my throat tight. u1 1u see if your shovel 

fits me." 

Not much more was said as we began unloading tl'E coal. I suppose 

we were saying without words, letting our muscles talk. Coal flew from 

our two shovels. I wondered if he had any.Aidea of my love for his wife. 

Of those words of hers to~, If I ever see that Isaac 

and I have become wrong tog ether I' 11 kn<M where to turn for rightness, 

Angus. Those were words with only the eventual in them, though. The 
- 751-

ones with the actual in them had been the ones that counted: Angus, 

you know how you and I '!ere, U ' '* iarij trlflgMti~u there in your 

schoolhouse together• Isaac and I have been that way, all this &mmer • 

I sent a glimpse at him as we labored. Since when did Denmark mar:iufacture 

Casanovas? Isaac Skorp Yun Reese. Scarecrow of sinew am. mustache 

a.rd 11T'l't'"CUldable .face. If you had tried to tell ne , 

) 
tll3 day I bought Scorpion from him, how this man was going to figure in 

y 
maybe Isaac my life, I wruld have laughed yoo. over the hill. 



) 

the evenmal-­

in turn was living in silken ignorance of m and what I might someday 

do to his life with Anna. Wasn't tl'Bt more than possible? With an 

ordinary human, yes, but with a horse dealer... I would have given 

a strip of skin an inch wide to know what Anna's mate 

in life knew. ~ in no sign I ever wouldo 

'A?Jt 
Through everything, I I\ ever managed to hate Isaac Reese. Not fer lack 

of trying; how many thousand times easier it would have beai had I been 

able to despise tl'e man who was Anna's husband. With him as a target 

my despair would have had a place U> aim. But Isaac was not a man mo 

could be despised. Calm, solid, entirely himself in the way a mruntain 
~ ~ 0/) ()..4:,....;.;;;.;;...-.;. __________ __ 

is itself; that, arxi nothing else I hm might as well despise tba 

black nuggets we were shoveling, equal gocxi it would do. No, all I 
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ever felt when I was around Isaac was a ld..nd of abrupt illness• !Il --
ache that I was myself instead of him. 

stopped to peel off his coat, I did too • As we stood and blew, he 

asked : "How are your missus? 11 

I told him Adair was fine, hoping as ever 

wasn 1 t making a liar of me at that precise moment. Then I was pri vilged 

to ask : "And your better half . How is she, these days ?" 

out: 

e.. 
Isaac Reese gave me a pro babl~ smile under that mustache and gn led 

"Ve got a stork on de ving . " 

into the air 
I held my face together not to laugh, and cas t a glance around 

for the hawk or crane that Isaac was trying to na~. Then his meaning 

came o 

"So, congratulations," I got out, trying not to swallow too 

obviously. Anna now with child, naf of all tines? Now as I watched 

~ 

Adair grow with our own creation,, Arma with this man 's--..... "When does 

the baby arrive?" 
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·. j "Sometime of spring ." He gave me a twinkling look, unquestionably 

gmi:ait~ grinning under his harrllebars nav . "Foalz , calfs, lamps , " he 

recited, as if the busyness of the animal kingdom tre n was contagious . 

I stooped to more shoveling, more porn erirg . But Isaac's hand came down 

onto the haft of my shovel. When I looked at him I found he had something 

more he wanted to say . It came out: "Ve vill be feathers of our 

country , An-gus • 11 

corkscrew 
I had to hope Isaa c was rig ht even if his m ngue wasn 1 t . 

I had to hope he and I indeed wculd be fathers of children whose 

dangerous voyages into life sone hew would do no harm to the women we 

were each wed m • 



.. · 
On the eleventh of November, 1899, 

weeks early but alive, whole, heal thy, squalling for all 'tV3 was worth. 

"It's a wonder a son of yours didn't cone out spouting verse," 

Flora Duff tendered to me when she had dom the midwifing. 

In our bed with tte tiny red storm of noise bundled beside her, 

Ad.air was wan except in her eyes. I leaned over her and said low an:i 

fervent, "He's the finest there ever was. And so is his mother." She 

smiled up while I smiled dow-n. Our son foum higher pitch. We didn't 

care. He oould yell for a year, if that was the fanfare it took to 

bring us a child. Softly Adair asked, "Whatever time of day is it?n 

"Early. Flora is fixing breakfast and rig ht after I 111 need to 

feed the sheep. And you •re going to have a feeding of your am to do, 

with a prettier implerrent t han a pitchfork." WOOn I went out into tha. t 

day and its start-of-winter chores I felt as exultant as any being ever 

has, I felt that this was the morning tm wcr ld was all possibi. lities. 

Adair and I am in the November daybreak this miracle <£ a babyJ 

our son of the sun. 

l_ 



,.1 

To balance this of ours, Adair and I gave him a name. from 

each side of the family. Varick because it was her father's, and then 

the traditional McCaskill Alexander for a middle, in spite of it bai.ng 

my father's. 



I measure the next span of years by you, Varick. You who were 

born intD one century, ore era of Scotch Heaven and the Two Medicine 

country, ani by t~ time you were approaching eight years of age, 

e poc.~ 
different and place had been brought around you . Or so it very much 

seemed to me , as sentinel called father . 

You wer 

by doctor •s verdict t hat 

fi~st birttxlay before yoor mother and t knew 

you were the only child there was gai. ng to be for us• You weren't ps.st 

your second before our hearts ticked on the fact that keeping you in 

life was never goill?: to be sinple. Every winter from tll:ln on you worried 

and bout s of gr i ppe, as influenza was called then, 

u', coming dam with alarming coo ghs a.rrl fevers for which spring seemed 

to be the only cure . Strange , t he invalid ghost of yourself t ha t you 

became as soon as cold weathe~~oped you in t he hai~e . ~ 

As 

But in your ha.le s easons you more than mad e up for t hat , sprouted long 

and knobbly, like me, and rapidly you were oo t and roaming into every 

cormr of the homestead. The first major talking-to I ever had to give 

you was about wanderlust, the afternoon I founi yru in the barn: down 

: ~ .d-o.% ~ 
'bhe fe'b l ocke mid'" • 

aaten:w an:l those hooves iihat with a casual swipe cru.ld have snashed you 

if you were 
~-.. ~~aaip;'lui:1l:1Leet egg. Had your moth tr seen you the re innocent anong 

tre feet of death, she woold have forfeited years of her life 1;e ~A:e 



~ • I 

·:·· .. :- ; 

Of course I had my am ever las ting fret about you 

( ' 
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~~~Mo...-~~.-.;:;a;m:::blntl~ !J}.Y GJn heart pounded several months' worth 

before I managed to aid le : ong t~orses and snatch youo Smtch on4' 

three-year-old 

begins to say it 1 for I also gave ou a stake that rattled your eyeballs, 

a.n:l the appropriate gospel: "If I ever again catch you anywhere, anywhere, 

arourrl the hoof of a hcrse, I'll lather you black and bluel Do you 

urrlerstand me? Varick? Do you?" You looked downright shocked--at 

ne rather than realization of your J.'.)3ril. 

, 

B t 
~ ( ,11 ti all 

u · you apo oge c y, 

"I unnerstani," and lived up to it. 

You went on, in tre next year or so , to your lasso period of trying 

to r ope the chopping block, the dog, the cat, the chickens--and for tum tely 

got over that . 

ut horses, you did not ever get over. By tl'B ti.me yo\llf were five you 

could ride as well as I could, am by six you were twice the person I 

was on the back of a horseo The more horseman you becane, too more 

worrisome it was for your moth er; that haun tful day of our ti.nding 

~°"'-' 
Davie Erskire bloody as a~ of beef never wasn 't there in her eyes 

when she watched you rollicking across a meadow aboard Scorpion or some 

other mount . But she braced herself, as a person will when there seems 



nothing else to be dore J -arrl like a person who has simply deci ded to 

suffer--there is no less way to say i t--she watched you oU;t of sight 

the school morning when you proudly set off toward the South Fork on 

about you . The dread 

deep as the bloodstream in me . What I feared for you, f rom tre time 

you began to t oddle , was what I had until then always pri zed- -the 

water of the Nort h Fork arrl its easy nearness to the house . I who would 

never swim was determined for you to beco!ll3 complete 

tadpole; water and the McCaskills late in 

coming to terms with each other. 

) ....... 
t~ ill minute you were old Enough I got Rob to teach 

you tl'B water, your sna ll strokes dutifully imitatill?; his there in the c 

North Fork's beaver ponds beneath Breed Butte, until he was saying, am 

meant it: tl'By coo.ldn't drown you in a gwmysack. 



Did it lead on from there, th3 alliance between you and Rob? 

"Unk" as you called him from the time you were first persuaded to try 

your tongue on 11 uncle ." No, even without too swimming you and he would 

I have to believe o 

have doted on one two of you made a kind of inevitable 

le ague against your gir 1 cousins, Rob 1 s daughters who for all t hat he 

treasured them like wealth were unmistakably four versions of Judith. 

Your tenet of those years, irls are boss , fit snugly with his customary 

joke about unexpectedly running a convent on Breed Butte, and it was 

your Unk more often than not who enlisted you into riding the gutwagon 

with him during lambing tine or a buckrake during hczying, you little 

more than a tyke but the reins taut in your snall hands as Rob taught 

you to t~ tha workhorses into their re cessary routes. 

You just don 't know how lucky you are, Angus, I heard from your 

I maybe have some idea of it, Rob . 

~:r~ 
~I did not take the school that first)Ye8r of yours, on the doctrine 

tha. t you ought to be spa red the awkward load of having your own parent 

everlastingly up there at the teacher 1s desk. But when that first year 



produced as lit tle in you as it did , I tos sed away doctrine and becane 

f r om Ninian . And found out f or myself that as a pupil, you wer e 

r eminiscent of the fellow who declared that his educ a ti on s i mply hadn 1 t 

happered to inclm e reading , writing and ' ri thmetic. Oh, you could do 

s crape 
well enough to ,.,.by in the schoolroom, and did, with prods from me ; 

but the :rmin parts of you were always outside t he walls r ather than ino 

Riding beside you t o a rrl f r om the sch oolhouse , I 1-1 saw day by day 

what made you absent-mirrled above a book . Absent t o the mountain canyons 

like ; crevices in the wall of the world , absent to too warm velvet back 

of Brownie , ab s ent to the rif fles and trout holes of the North Fork- -yoo 

alr eady wer e a fishing fien::l --absent t o anywher e you r volition coul d be 

your own, rather than an book ' s or a teache r father ' s . 

maybe all parents 

ever have, your moth er arrl I wondered where we got yen o Except in the 
\ 

m,.Q..~~ 
lines of your body, there was much about you that did- no~em to be 

~ 
my son. Except in yoUTar with winter and a certain ha.bit of drii"ting 

~o.ho.. 
quie tly in to your self, there was that did not seem to l:e 

your mother 's son. You seemed to be the Two Medicine country's son. 



Your chosen curriculUM, even toon, was with Rob an:l ne in the year's 

rhythm with our band of sheep, lambing-shearing-summering-shipping-wintering. 

W:i. th us as either Rob or I rode up atop Roman Reef once each summer 

week to tem the camp of our sheepherder, Davie Ersldne, whom I hai 

hired as soon as he g.rew from twisted boy into twisted man. 

With us as we more an:l :more dis cussed--cuased and dis cussed, as Rob put 

it--tM jumping total of Double W cattle on the mountains 1 sunnner grass 

* 11 after the Blackfeet Reservation was fenced against the Williamsons 

of the world in 1904. With us, jackknife in your earnest small hard, 

sld.nning the pelts off 

our st2 ep piled up and smothered during a three-day blizzard. 

With us to every extent a boy could be in his greenli.ng years. 

A last thing that needs saying of those earliest :years of yours, 

Varick; in all th.at was to cone, I hope it was not lost to you that 

Q~(VL4 
sone supreme truces were mde of --...~--. Your mother's with the homestead. 

Mine with the everpresence of t~ shadow between your mother a.rrl ne, the 

shadow named Anna; Anna n~ with children of her own, Lisabeth born half 

a year after you am Peter a few years after that, children who migti t 



..... ;,\ 
·;·-. -... :•) 

have been mine, instead of you. Truce, yes: your mother's atrl mine 

with each other, for I believe--I hope with all that is in me--tha t 

you grew through these years without yet having to know that a truce 

is not full peace • 

..... : 



In the spring of the ·year £hat Toussaint Rennie ever after spoke 

of as that 19- and -7, you at rambunctious seven-going-on-eight . A 

helping me at the shee hed, watering the jugged 

ewes with as much as you cruld carry 111 a bucket while I suckled a 

freshborn lamb onto its reluctant mot~r. As you were maki.mg one of 

your lopsided trips from the creek, out side the shed door I heard a 

voice with Missouri in it say to yru.: 

. "Hullo, mister. Funny how water turns heavy when you put a bucket 

around it, ain 1 t it." 

"Uh, yeah, sure is , I guess . " I cruld hear too the startlement in your 

question back to the Missouri voice : "Who is it you ' r e looking for-:--my dad?" 

nlr he 1s the sheep boss of your outfit here, yeah, I'd kird of 

like to talk to him about something." 

You plummeted into t ~ shed as nearly running as a par son can 

with a bucket of water tilting him sideways. face still 

l it from having been mistered for the first time in your life, 

.A 
re's 

"I hear , son. As soon as little Fiddlesticks here gets his breakfast, 

I 111 be ~ there. Tel l our visi t or so, will you please~" 



bread buttered. Ours, tnough, sa.Hl g1·ace o n .Ly 'v .. .-~t t. vc.1.. 1 ~h~ .. _ • •• a .... _ . .. ,._ .... 

sixty-five days, and that one a joke--my father's New Year's Day invocation 

in that Scotch-preacher burr he could put on: Hogmanay that's born tod~L 

gi' us a year o' white bread and nane o' your gray--and other than that , 

a McCaskill meal started at random, the only tradition to help yourself 

to what was closest and pass the food on clockwise . 
• 

l 



But you lurched on toward me with your water bucket until near 
.. 
• t 

wearing a badge 111 

-9 AL An added fact such as that does take the slack out of a 

person's behavior. I finished with the la.nb quicker than I'd have thought 

possible and stepped out of the shed, yoo. shadowclos e to my heels, Varick. 

Am both of us very re arly tromped on the nose of a chestnut-colored 

saddlehorse, so much white on his head he was the sort called an apron 

"Hullo," the figure "Sorry to pull you 

7 /.-.4.. l1V"I ClA". 

off of your work t his way." If wore a campaign hat and a soft br™n 

le at her vest, 

and was lazing on the horse with ore knee hooked over the s addle horn in 

an easy way I knew I would rever learn. His face had good clean lines 

but only a minimum of them: a sparse , almost pared look to this Meixell . 

And while the badge on his vest seelll3d 

say he was a lannan, he was more casual about it than any I'd 

ever 

r "I am. 11 



I 
-'! 

) 

"Myself, I carry the name Meixell. Stanley Meixell." He put 

down a hand and I respomed with. mine atrl my own name. The restlessness 

behind ne was close Enough to feel, and I added: "This bundle of fidgets 

is my son Varick." 

"Him arrl me has ret just now, though we didn't get quite as far 

as names. Pleased to know you, Varick," arrl the rider put down his 

hand again. While your sJTB 11 om was going in to his . large work-bram 

one I snatched the chance to look hard at the man Meixell's badge. 

Not a law star; not anything I had ever s~~ 
~w 11o'b a~ s~eu, 911r""a shield with a pine tree embossed in its middle. 

~~-~~J 
Stanley Meixell moved his head to take in the ridgeline the summit 

a pretty valley in here. Kini of up toward 

tt:e top of the wrld, though. Get some snow in the winter, do you ?0 

'2!1ore for sauce on 

nA bit," I submitted. "Then a few fee1'eR *~ at" that." 

"Winter," he repeated, as if it were an affliction of the race. 

at the high gI'ass ,_ 

Meanwhile the chestnut saddle horse chewed on the only one of :t.lrK us 

getting anything accomplis ood o 



What ever this Meixell ' s business was he seemed to h 3'0 forever to do 

wait ing o 

"Your badge isn't one •••-••••• I'm familiar with. What, have the 

trees elected you sheriff?" 

"Not exactly the I 1m 

I 
what s called a forest ranger 11 

you here is gonna be made a national forest." shrugged in what 

seemed a mi.lrl ly regretful Wa:f. "They sent IM to make i to" 

"Mr. Meixell, I have to ask yoo. to trot that past me againo A 

which forest?" 

"A natioml one." He began giving me an explanation of the new 

United States Forest Service, and thsl called 

forest reserves existed a number of places in Montana, mostly west of 

reserves itself on this dry side of the mountains. No sell' -respecting 

logger would bother with tl'ese little pines of ours for anything but 

kim ling, now would he?" 



Meixell's gaze had been all around our valley and up the pinnacle 

of Breed Butte and back and forth across the mountains we were illlilillR talking 

of, arrl nOW' it casually found me, and stayed. "No, I don't guess he 

would, Angus--if I can go ahead am call you tha.t ?" I had to nod; 

civility said so.e// 11 But actually it ain't just the trees I'm supposed 

to be the nursemaid of," Meixell went on, "it's The 

.. e!ll 
soil and water too, a person'd have to say. He contanplated me and 

added in a slower voice yet: 'Yeah, am the grass." 

I felt as if a tight rope suddenly was around my insides. It was 

~ 
toon I~ yoo., Varick, "Son, you'd better get on with your watering, 

before those ewes come looking for yru ." 

"Aw." But you went as promptly as a reluctant boy ever can. An:i 

I have regretted since that I sent you, for if you had stayed and heard, 

the time ahead might have come clearer to you. You who were born in 

the Two Medicine country with its rhyt h!ns and seasons in yoo. had a rig ht 

I did not manage to see just then, 

in the welter of apprehensions instantaneously brcught on me by 

Stanley Meixell ' s wor ds, a right to witness what was beginning here . We 

both know it was not the worst you c oo.ld ever hold against me, but if I 

had that exact moment back • •• Instead, as soon as you were out °t 



:) earshot I spun around to the mn Mei.xell. "But we summer our sheep 

up there. Everybody here, on both forks of the creek. That's free 

r~e and always has been." 

"Always is something I don 1 t know that much a bout, A~us • But 

I just inngine maybe the Blackfeet who used to have free run of this 

country had their own notion of always, don't you suppose? And if 

,j 
~ •j 

there was anybody here before them, they probably knew hOW' to say 

always, too." Meixell shook his head as if sorry to be the herald of 

inescapable news. "As I get it--anj I
1
'im the first to admit that the 

) ..,...__, 
Yew Ess Forest Service ain 1 t the easiest thing in the world to .a: savvy--

the notion is we can't go on eating up the land forever. As the lady 

said to the midget, there's a limit to everything." 

I could feel the homestead., seventeen years of labor, hours 

incalculable spent 011 the sheep, all slip bereath my feet as if I 

were on a 160-acre pon::i of ice. ranger spoke 

to my wordless dismay: 

11 Don 1 t take on too hard abrut the national forest, though. More'n 

likely you 're still gonna be able to summer your sheep up there, or 



~~ 
at least most of tmm. There's gonna be prior 

use is something I'm supposed to take i nto account." Up toore on his 

chestnut horse he began outlining to ne how the perm:i t system was to 

work, every inch of it sounding reasonable in his laconic tone, but 

I was still I broke in on him: 

"But then, if we can still use the range, why bother to--Mr. 

Meixell, just wha t in holy hell is it you arrl President Teddy have in 

mind for us?" 

"The idea ain't to keep the range from being used," Meixell said 

as if it was a catechism. "It 1 s to keep it from being used '00 death•" 

Now too summer mountains filled my mind, the r.is ing tide of Double W 

cattle we sheep grazier s were encountering each gra ss season up 

there , Wampus Cat Williamson ' s offhand imperial complaint You people would 

shee this country to death . The awful echo of tm t in what this--what 

Prior use . But~ prior use of that mountain range?/ 
was the word for him, ranger?--had just said . j"Su.ddenly cold with suspicion, 

I studied the hardworn lean face above the badge, beneath the campaign hat : 

had he come as agent of tre Wampus Cat Williamsons of the world, those 

who had the banks arrl mills and foi7 tunes in their white hands? I clipped 



my next words with icy care: "I hope while you ' re so concerned against 

grass being sheeped out, eye for any that 1 s being cattle out , 

too ." 

From his saddle perch Meixell gave ma a look so straight it all but 

twanged in the air . "Yeah," he spoke slowly, 
11 

I figure on doing ·brat • " 

Did he? Who knew . Ruin ' s wheel drove over us/in gold-s oked quietness . 

I had thought it wouldn't be like that in America . Maybe it wasn ' t yet o 

Maybe so, maybe no . I kept my gaze locked with his , as if we were 

memorizing each other . Say for this Meixell , he did not look like anyone's 

person but his own . Yet even if he was coming here neutral , that eternal 

seep of Double W cattle to wherever Williamson's eye alit ••• "You may 

as well kn~ now as later, " I heard myself infcrming the ·mna.n in the saddle, 

ideas about your goverrunen t grass." 

"Oh, they won't have no real trotble telling the difference between 

the forest grass aro their am," absently. "There's 

gonna be a bobwire fence for the boundary. Ard I '11 pretty much be 

on ham myself, if the f enee ain 1 t enough." Still absently, he tacked 

on: 11And if I ain't enough, then Assistant Ranger Windchester likely'll 

~ 

be." The bl tt of his Winchester rifle s"tu ck out of imlt its scabbard 

as casually ready as this forest ranger himsel!o 



...... :· .~ > 
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Oh, you must beware, maidens all, 

that wear gold on your hair 

to come or go by Charterhall 
I 

for young Tam Lin is there. 

/ About the dead hour of the night 

she hea d the bridles ring 

and Jan t was as gl ad of tha. t 

as any earthly thing. 



"Fellow there i n the saloon in town, 11 Meixell resllill3 d as I was 

striving to blink all that in, "he told roo you 're the straw boos of the 

school up here . I wonder if I couJ.rl maybe borrow your schoolhouse for 

a meeting, just in case anybody 's got any 1 2 ' SMIL questions left over 

about the national forest . 11 Meixell paused arrl scanned the long stone 

colonnade of Roman Reef atop the western horizon . "The Yew Ess Forest 

Service i s great on explaining. Anyway, next Saturday wouldn •t be any 

too soon for me about your schoolhouse , if it wruldn ' t for you." 

I answered, "I ' ll reed to talk to our school board," which meant 

Ninian . is , people here are going to have questions 

for you, yes . " 

Meixell nodded as if that was tre fairest proposition he 1d heard 

in years . "Well, 11 he concluded, 

"I better get to getting. Figured I might as well start here at the 

top of too valley with my good news arrl work on ck:>wn. Noticed a place 

on that butte"--he inclined his head an inch toward the summit of Breed 

I.Butte. "I suppose you maybe lm~ the fellCM •s name up there"l" 

Only as well as I knew my am. And although this forest ranger 



was a stranger to me, an:i maybe a di re one, I felt impelled to tell 

s 
him at least the basi c of Rob Barclay. "He h a mind of his own, 

e specially where his sheep are concerned." 

O.Jn~ 
Meixell cast me look from urrl er his hat, a glance that might 

have had a tint of thanks i n i t. "There's some others of us that wey. 

B . An If e seeing you, . gus • Before he swurg the chestnut saddlehorse away, 

he called into the shed to you: "Been my day's pleasure to meet you, 

Varick." 

While the man Stanley Meixell rode away, I stood staring for a 

while at the mountains. Natioml forest. They di d not look like a 

national like mountains. A barbed wire 

fence around them. It did not seem real that a fence could be put 

around mountains1 I would not bet ag aim t this Meixell when l'V3 

said he was going to do a thi~. A fence arcnnd the mountains not to 

control them but us. Did we need that? Most, no. But some, yes. 

The Double W cat tle th.a. t were mor e and more . It oo thered me to think 

it in the sane mental breath with Wampus Ca t Willia mson, but even Rob rs 

penchant for more 1 • •• sheep was a formula too land eventual ly would 



) 

not be able t o s tarrl . And without the land healt hy, mat would those 

of us on it be? The man Meixell ' s argument stood solid as those mountains . 

But whe t her he 

I heard you come out of tm shed wi. th your i k&&i bucket and lllill!O 

start your n~:J~y to the creek. When I ~-9(f"" 
foutrl Jll9I that you had takai a sudden ,...... r new interest in your hat. 

You were wearing it low to your eyes as the forest r~er did. I 

he reached down to shake 

your ham ,.,,_ you looked at Stanley 

' ixell as if ~ sun ros~ and set in him. And I already was telling 

myself that you had better be r.i.ght about that. 

"What in goddamn he 11" --Rob, full steam up--" are we go1. ng to do 

nonsense?" 
about this natio:nal forest--.fl!mliflr 

"You 're of the opinion there's something to be done, are you.'' 

"Angus, you knew as well as I do that 1 s been our sul'Yllmr grass 

ever since we set foot intD this country. We can't just let some 

geezer .in a pinchy hat \".:' 
c.A.. 

in here and tell us h<i>W many sheep we 

can put on this sl<>?', how many on that o:M. What kind of a tightfart 
~ 

way is tmt to operate, now I ask you?" 



) 

"There's maybe another piece to the picture , 

grazing allotirents could mean Williamson can't pour every on earth up 
I\ 

there any more, t.oo •" ) 

eartb there, ~ toi-." 

"Williamson has never ne.mged to crowd us off those mountains yet." 

"Yet." 

"••111,... are you standing there telling ne you 're - going to 

1o 
swallow tm gut f this man tleixall Just because he wears 

4£2f ..... 

swallowing anything, just yet . I do think we ifiJlllilld all need to do some 

chewing on the matter, though. " 

Rob shook his head slowly, deliberately, as if erasing Meixell 

and the he re sy he called a na tio na1 fore st '1 

"I 111 tell you this: I can't stand still arrl accept that any steep 

I own has to have a permit 

• o eat grass that doesn t belong to a goo.damn &>ul." 

"Rob, there's a f'air number or sheep yru own one end of and I 

own the otne r o" 

That drew me a sharp look. I hcd. not seen Rob so ll! t un since 

v t 
,, 

('f' .)'~ 

~ 
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;----? 
our anci ent debates over hav rrmy sheep we ought to t ake on . ima: Yet 

why wouldn't he be; this matter of the national forest g rass was too 

same old dogfight, simply new dogs . 

Rob must have r ealized we were fast getting in deep , for he nav 

backed to: 11All right, all right , I migh t've known you' re going to be 

as independent as a red mule • If it 111 keep peace in the family, 

every one of them. " He cocked h:Ls head arrl made his dediharation then 

and there: 

_.But if that forest ranger of yours thinks oo 1s 

going to boss me, arrl a lot of others around here, he has his work 

cut out for him." 



When I made ~ quick ride down t o Duffs 
1 

after supper, Ninian was 

bleak, even for Ninian . "Ay, we can open the schoolhouse next Saturday 

and give a listen to too man Meixell , 11 he granted . "But if what 

he has to say isn 1 t against our interests as sheepmen , I 111 be much 

and pleasantly surprised . " 

That night at bedtime, I told Adair: "I think we'd better make 

a trip to town, after school Monday." 

She glanced over at roo in surprise. Any t..oNn trip other than a 

'ffl ~~ 
periodic Saturday was during lambi~ time it was unheard of. 

"Davie can handle the lambing shed until we get back," I elaborated. 

"That way, we can take our time a bit, have supper with Lucas arrl ftancy." 

She knew as well as I did that my elaboration 

was mere fancywork, not revelation. 

"Dair, I need to talk to Luc as about this na. ti onal for est • 11 

"Rob has made his opinion clear." 

"Rob isn't Lucas." 

At least that turned off her "No," she said. "No one is 

anyone else . " 



£3 

Gros Ventre these days was a graving stripling of a town, all 

elbows and Jdla: shanks. The main street was beginning to fill in- -

fresh buildings for the Gleaner newspaper, for a new saloon t hat called 

itself the Pastime , for the stagecoach office next to Dantley's stable, 

for an eating place that had opened beside the Medicine Lodge; pur~ 

it , whenever the notion of a me happens to 

strike one of my custon13rs".'"-but still had plenty of room to go • .> 

every conceivable 

though, 

assured by Lucas in the next breath after I ste:rped into the 

Medicine Lodge , the town was advancing granny . A barber, a lawyer, even 

a tailor, kept themselves honed in Gros Ventre these days. "And we 're 

about to get ourselves a bank, Angus . I t's bad business to let such 

places as Choteau and Conrad have our money in tooir pockets•" 

All this he --.. tender to me as ~notic that now 

that a bridge of brjght new lumber hurdled the creek ford, by weathered 

comparison the Northern Hotel looked as if it had been in b1.1Siness 

since Lewis and Clark spent there. ' 

Rob and I preceded tlE Northern , and Lucas preceded us ••• 

I took a sip from the glass Luc as hm furnished me and speculated, 

"Then jf we were to put the royal mint next to the bank, vdth a chute 

) between for the money to fl<JN thro~h, and spigots on the front of the 

bank •• •" 



Lucas had to laue;h . But he crone right out of it with : "Angus, 

you ' ll see the day this t own of ours is the county seat , and of our 

own county, mo . Gros Ventre is a corning place . " 

1/r cou l d agree with that; it had been coming f"or nearly 

twenty years that I knew of personally• Before I coul d say anything 

between his stubs, . t~en ~ 
to that effect, Lucas produced a glass for himself, whiskey 

bottle, freshening my drink after he had poured his CMne "But anoqsh 

progress for om day. Lad"--for a change tha. t was not me but Varick, 

who had wanted to tag along with me ratoor than endure while his mother 

arrl Nancy were fixing supper--"wh at would you say to a fine big glass 

of buttermilk?" 

"Uh, no thanks, " ut t ered Varick with that eloquent dismayed swallow 

only a boy can perform. 

/ Lucas peered over the bar at him. "It 1 s a known fact ttE.t 

buttennilk will grow a mustache on you practi cal:cy- overnight. How do 

) you think this father of yoo rs got hi s? I'm telling you, this is 

your · chance to get"- a cookie duster." Varick grinned up at him am gave 

out a skeptical "aw•" 



.) 

) 

~~ 
Lucas shook his head dubious.. 11 If you 're goiq; to pass up ._....... 

perfectly good buttermilk, I 'm afraid the only choice left is root beero" 

That resolved, while Varick happily started his rich brCMn glassf ul, 

Lucas remarkad all too casuall y in my direction: "It •s not usual to see 

"I thought we ought to talk, Lucas. You just meybe can guess what 

about•" 

"Angus, Angus." Lucas ' s gr eat face behirrl the bar, his balrl dome 

regarding me ; 
and Ji1mic his sti l l-dar k beardJ arrl those how many 

times had I known this moment? "Life was a lot simpl er before this 

man Meixell, wasn't it," Luc.as was saying . 

"You've met up with him,'W-~••" 

I believe this 
"The day he hit tom. 

the Northern." 

"And?" 

,, 

he four:rl after 

"Ard once I 1d picked my jaw up off the f loor after hearing the words 

national forest and what they meant, I stood him a few ..... drinks 

while I tried to figure him out. That, I have to say, didn't even come 



close t o working . " It was an admission chipped in stone, the chilly 

way Lucas said that , then this : "Our Meixell definitely is a man with 

a hollav leg, and by the time he strolled out of here I was the one wobbling •" 

Lucas s topped arrl cocked a look Varick 1s directd.on . Then soul of 
' 

discretion, said : "That was Meixell ' s first half hour in tam , Angus , 

and his secorrl was a visit t o Uncle Dolph, 11 vtlich was to say Spenger 

and his "nieces . " A fellow who attend to p r i ori t ies ;. promptly, this 

Meixell, ay, Lucas ? 

All of this Varick was taking in avidly . The first MonU!na McCaskill, 

trying to hear beyond his :years. Even to myself I couldn't have specified 

why, but I nCM wanted my son to kn<M as many sides as there were to this 

thing called the Two Medici ne National For est, this matter of the land 

and us on it, arrl the sudden forest r aq;er on whom our fut ure pivoted . 

what 1ve 

you concluded about him?" 

To my surprise , Lucas Barcl ay hedged off to : 

talk I hear, this national forest notion is about as popular 

around here as a whore in church." 

11 
I ' ve heard si milar, just recently . But unless our conversation 

walked out the door while I wasn ' t looking, Lucas , we ' re talking now 

about Meixell himself and what we can expect from him . " 
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"Angus, Robbie is not wrong about what this national forest can do 

going a boo t \ N~ 
to us ar:d the way • we 're used to hings o Vr know as well as you 

A 

do that Robbie can be too quickest in the world to get a wild hair up 

his"--Lucas ' s eye caught the attentive face of Varick below--"nose o-· 

But this notion of divvying th3 grass as if it was the oatmeal and we 

--by Jesus? 

were the orphans I don 't knoo why that should have to be , Angus , I 

What I do know is t hat we've al ways run whatever sheep we 

could manage t o, up on that grass , and we've built ourselves and Scotch 

He aven am Gros Vent re and the entire Two count cy by doi ng ? " 

"That's been the case, yes," I had to agree . "But how long can 

any piece of ground, even one the size of those mountains, keep talcing 

whatever sheep get poured onto it?" I studied Lucas to see how he 

would ingest this nax:t: "Or cattle either , for that matter." 

~ ..u.M:f ~,., ... ._._.. 
Lucas rubbed a stub across his beard as if reminded of 1J SJ{ ai==-
~ ---......._.-, 

thereo there either , 

thi 
Angus , any more than I do to this geezer l:1eixell . 

the old 1ady of Ecclefechan when she was told tha-t astronomers had found 

plare ts named Mars and such up there among the stars . Jllllt ' I •ve nae 

doubt they can see those things with tooir long glasses and all,' she 



- • r.' •t,•" 

~·· .. " .. said , ' but how did nanes? '" 

And that pro ved to be Lucas ' s say on planetary matters this night . 

Even after the lilt of that joke, though, I was certain of this much : 

certain that I saw come back into Lucas the same bleakness I ha:l found 

in Ninian Duff two evenings ago . Ay, too one of tham beginning dourly 

about Meixell, ard the other concluding dourly, ay? Not pleasant to be 

squeezed between, Ninian arrl Lucas . If these two old stags of the country 

set their minds arrl horns against Meixell ; if they led the many others 

who wruld listen to them into rank behind Rob 1 s anger ••• a fence could 

be built around a forest, but a fence could be cut, too; grass could be 

allotted, but sheep could forever stray onto the unallotted , too; a forest 

rate 
ranger could be sent to us , but that forest ranger could 

replacement if everything he touched turned to turmoil . 

I looked down at my son arrl had the sl.D den wish for him to be twice 

or three times his not-quit e-eight years, to be old enough, gram enough, 

to help me think throL€ h what I ought to do . 

to the land into my schoolmasterly mind . 

Lucas too now put his attention on the inquisitively watching boy . 

Leaning across the bar., he announced: 



"Varick, I happen to lmow for a fact that Nancy has giilS er 

in oversupply 
cookies --~~t the house. Go tell her I said to 

fot·tune: 

"This close to supper?" 

"I know "But tell 

that mother of yours that I 've known he~ si nce sre was just an idle 

notion up my brother's leg11 --I'd wanted Varick to have 

had I--"and I don't want to hea~~ts out of' har about when a 

it, ay?" 
cookie can be eaten. 

Varick scooted out of the saloon for the house and I sat womering 

if the Barclays maybe constituted an entire separate hUITBn race. It would 

explain a lot. Lucas n!!J 

urned his magnanimity my way and proolain:td: "We've just time to top 

--off these drinks before supper." He poured and Ja toasted, "Rest 

s 
our dust." As we put our glasses d om, Lucas asked: "Am how 1" life 

treating its schoolkeepers?" 

Schoolkeeper!• That ! whis~ring more than just yourself arrl you 

know who_ I :nean by more, 



I studied my glass while all the other whispers of 

in me , yea rs of accumulated echoes of not having her , a chorus of whispers 

adding am adding to themselves until they were like the roar of a chinook 

wind . 

Angus, I ' ve told Isaac yes •• • • Angus , 

Angus , take it slow now, both on this whiskey and yourself •••• Angus , 

man , this is the best news in the wo rld l •• • Angus , I'll try with whatever ' s 

in me to be a gooo wife • • •• An-gus, ve got a stork on de v:ing . And ever 

aroum to first words again : I am cilled Anna Ramsay . And it is Miss 

Ramsay . 

as too much ; if I ever once began 

Even here now t o Lucas , I could stand only t o say the 

"We get by, Lucas. That seems m be the story of schoolkeepers. " 

"And that's enough, is it?" 

" I try to make it beo11 

schoolroom wall, and the bunch ranged belcw seemed to have caught · 

/.) 1!7'Tf"'*"~U,... 

mood If faces could~-.. _- be said to be sitting there with 

crossed arms , these of Scotch Heaven 1 s sheepmen on Saturday morning were o 



I 

Stanley Meixell half - sat half -leaned on the corner of my big 

desk in front of us .:ttmffiimiift RTTCTX By years , he was the youngest iairtifiiliU 

person in this ga therin but with his hat off , th3 start of a widow ' s 
':t - at the corners of his eyes 

his crow-black hair, am the lines webbed in by wind 

a.rrl sun and maybe personal weather as well made his face seem twice as 

old as the rest of him. Having just us the full particulars of the 

land he was botmdarying to create this Two Medicine National 

to let it all sink in, arrl it definitely sllllk. 

A "Why don 1 t you just arrange your go:ldamn lxlu ndaries to the North 

Pole and the Atlantic Ocean while you ' re at it?" spoken lividly by Rob. 

To say the t !'lm.th, the empire of geography the forest ranger had 

delineated to us was stunning . Grizzly Reef . Romm Reef. Rooster 

Mountain. Phantom Woman Mountain. Guthrie Peak. Jericho Reef . Anywhere 

in the high stone skyline to our west , name a rimrock bav of mountain or 

a sharp flange of peak, and it sat now within the Two Medicine National 

Forest . And its foothills below it, and i ts neighbor crags behind i t , 

all the way up to the Continental Divide . All the way up to the moon, 

~"l 
may as well say . And Stanley hadn't only / his indelible boi.mdary 

west to the Divide and north to the Two Medicine River: to the startlement 
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: .. ~~- p-.:··· of us all , he already had put a Forest Service crew to building his 

ranger station here on the east edge of Scotch Heaven, at the juncture 

where the North Fork arrl the South Fork met to form the main creek. The 

narroo- panhandle of national forest boundary he had drawn from the 

mountains down here to the station site took in only• hogback ridges 

of rocks am stunted pine that could never be of use to anyone , but sti llo 

Everyone of Scotch Heaven and the South For k both would need to pass by 

too ranger s tation, arrl the boJrl flag atop its pole, vtienever they traveled 

to or from town . Like having an unexpected lodger l.i..ving on the front 

Angus , arrl yeah; I f:igur e I do . 

hide the ranger station way to 

hell an:3 gone out of sight somewheres, that's not going to do either 

side of the situation an~ good. This station and the forest are gonna 

be facts of life from now on. They 're a part of this Two country and 

I d:idn 1 t much myself• Me arrl the forest got plenty of time, said Stanley , 



for them t o crange their minds . 

Changing of minds wasn ' t the fad 'Jiet , if this schoolroom audience 

was any evidenceo In the seat next to me Rob was tight-jawed , fired up 

as a January stove . On the other side of him, Lucas was the definition 

of skeptical . Ar ound and variations of it on Donald 

Erskine , Archie Find later , the two Frews ••• the only unperturbed one in 

the r oom was Stanley . 

He wasn ' t going to s t ay trnt way if Rob had anything t o do mth it o 

"Christ on a r aft , tran 1 You 1 re taking every goddamn bit tre country 

we use for summer range!" 

"I ain't taking it anywhere , " Stanlsy responded quietly, "it ' s 

still gonna be there • " 

"What rrakes you think, 11 Rob spoke up again, "you can parade in 

here from nowhere and get u~ 

• ••• ' swall0>1 this idea of a national forest and like it?" 

"l woo.ldn •t necessarily say you got 1x> like it, Bob," answered 

Stanley. "If you just got used to it, that'd be plenty to suit meo" 

"But man , what you ' re asking of us" - -pure plSSiona te Rob, this--11 is 

to get us ed to limiting our sheep on that moontain grass . That ' s the same 

as limiting our livelihoods . Our lives too, may as well say. " 



"I'm not here to Stanley resporrl ed. "You' re probably 

L­
not gonna be able to put any more sheep ~nto than 

you've already had up the re, and maybe some fewer.'' \; Glower from Rob, 

on tl'e.t o His look changed to bafflenBl t as he realized ifz nil the ranger 

didn't intend to expa.rxi that response o Rob burst out: 

telliqs us there isn't anything we can do about you 

~~ 
and your goddamn grazing 'P9ll~?" 

"Me personally," Stanley said to Rob, "I guess you could get rid 

of someway. Or at least you cruld try... The schoolhouse filled with 
; . 

consid eration of that. 11 But about the gr azing allotment system, no , 

I don't really see nothing for you to do ." 

Before Rob' s fury found a rext tangent, the forest ranger went 

along us frcrn face to face with his eyes . "But n one of what we been 

sayirg so far he re tc:rlay goes throo.g h the alphabet all the way from 

A w Why, does it . I 've told you what tre national forest is gonna be , 

you ' ve told me what you think about it . Seems to me we both better take 

a look at just why I got sent here to make the Two Medicine National 

Forest . " 

I shifted dras tically in my chair, not just for the exercise . Was 

this going to work? Was I several kinds of a fool for abetting Meixell 

as I had? The night after my visit ix> Lucas in town . another vi.sit . 



thi s ore in the lambing shed after supper: Stanley Meixell appearing 

again where Varick and I first laid eyes on him. Found your note under 

got up and 
left that message, when I announcedly ~~~~~--it!l@l!ili .. 

team for our drive home to Scotch Heaven. Yet I did, yet I had tc 

ITB ke the effort to give Stanley the words, the though ts, for fit ting 

with as little woe as possible to all concerned . 
-cJ...J.rv.-

this national forest onto the Two Medicine country My words to him 

in the lantern light of the shed, that the national forest · 

.J ~~ ~~ ~...--. 

pattern 
-.---~- of America . A quiltpiece of mountains and grass an:3 

water to join onto our work-won squares of homestead . The next necessary sum 

in trying to keep hunankind ' s ledger orderly. Those words of mine , 

Stanley ' s tune of toom now to listening Scotch Heaven: 11 I guess you 're 

all familiar with the term public domain . It ' s too exact same l:mlli bunch 

of lam you were all able to homestead on ••• " Land , naked earthskino 

_,,,,..... .. -..,. ---,.~ . - ~· .. --.. 

America . Montana. We can be our mm men there, the Rob of then to 

tre me of tren. Maybe so, maybe no . What can you have in life, of 

what you think you want? Who gets to do the portioning? Stanley's voice 

going on, low, genuine : 



I 

I 

) 

{ 

"The national forest is a kind of pantry :for tomorra.7 1 for your 

youngsters wren trey grav up and inherit all this you •ve got started •• · " 

Your mother doesn't need to know about this, son; one more i tem put 

sorry to say. 

into that category, But Rob and Lucas already were more Barclays 

than any sane man ought to have to contend against, wi. thou t an Adair 

salient too. I hated for Varick to see me sneak. But I wanted him 

there that night , tD absorb whatever he oould of of the land 

as Stanley and I knew them. 

"My life maybe don •t count up as much in J!ears as sone of yours, 

but I been quite a number of places in it." No om~uld doubt 

that. younger 

~defini te:cy- had the look of a man with a lot of befores in his lifeo 

"Every om of those places," 

behavior toward the country." I watched him twice as carefully as I ha:l 

been . There was none of 100 in these words, this was undiluted Stanley now . 

''I used to ask people about that . 

lam wore out. And ttey always said that when 

they'd used the country up, they'd just move ono But I don 1t kn<JV' 11 

anything you can just keep on using up arxi using up am using up, ani 

not run out of. And that 1s all the Forest Service is seying with this 

Two Medicine National Forest. You can use it, but not use it up." 



The schoolroom was quiet . Stanley was finished with that pcwt 

of the task. But now the next .'ff r wan ;d}t o be the one to ask it • Yet 

no one else was . I wru.ld have to, Stanley rad to have the era.nee to 

answer . Before I got my mouth to agree , though, I heard my intended 

words coming out of Lucas: 

"What about cattle? Do your grazing allotlll3nts take in the fact 

that cattle eat grass too?" 

"I guess I know what you got on your mind, Mr. Barclay. Its 

initials are Double w, ain't they . 11 Stanley paused to gatrer his best 

for this o "I went and did some riding arouni in too mountains, taking 

a look at the ground wherever the snow was off . Trying to figure out 

fer myself just what too country up there can carry. How many sheep . 

I 

And how many cattle . " There s ore thing you ' ve utterly got to oo, my 

ou're 

going to put a rein on Williamson as well as on the rest of us . If you ' re 

going to have this national forest , prove 

to them it's not just going to be another honeypot for the Williamsons 

of tre world . Prove it to me, for:t that matter . And Stanley 

the lantern light, saying:rl only Been a interesting evening . 



,.., And to the watching boy not much higher than our waists : 

Good night, Angus , and ~ thanks . My pleasure one more tine, Varick • 

:,-, ·.:: .. ·: 

Now I waited with the rest, waited for proof . 

11 Ari th!oo tic has never been my long suit," Stanley was saying 

unpromisingly. 11 But I that old formula, which I guess all of 

you know better than I do, that you can run five sheep on the same ground 

it takes for one CON. NOW', each of you in this room has got 

a band of a thousand sheep, by yourself or in partner with somebody'1 --here 

a Stanley glance along the line from me to Rob to Lucas--"or whatever. 

So , too fairest thing I can think of to do is what I went ahead and did--. . 
tell Williamson I 'm allotting him the equal of a barrl of steep. Two 

hundred cows." 

A massive thinking silence filled the schoolroom. 

Stanley spoke again: any, I 

figure he's been running a couple of thousarrl cows up there the last summer 

or so. Fact is, I came across some bald places arrurrl springs and salt 

•• licks wtere it looks like he's been running a couple million. i4elll9 .. ~ 

'e~ C-G.. 

Ca~ across , yes , with my I t would take a man weeks to ride 

an inspection of those mountains, and Stanley ~ had only days; I ' d 

erosion from Williamson cramming the larrl .with Double W cattle. "Manure 



~~~ 
~s, . am the grass worn away just as deep," as Stanley was saying it nav . 

II~ 

<;rierrl Williamson about behavior like that . He told ~ any overgrazing 

up there was done by you sheep guys . I kind of hated to have to point 

out to him I do know the difference between cowflops arrl ste epberries 

when I see them on the ground . " 

·. 



· ncr edulous--it was worth being here mday just for 

instr ucted 

tha. t . I hearing you right , that you've already illiamson 

you •re cutting him to just two hundred read of cattle in those mountains?" 

"Yeah." 
~ · t· ·f Stamley out the window ta-Tard the moun ains , as l. 

A 

for verification. 

"And toon--?" demanded Ninian . 

"Sone other stuff got said , is all . Mostly by him •11 St anley still 

studied the mountains . "As long as I'm the ranger here , though, he ain ' t 

gonna get treated any different than the rest of you . " 

Now ~~:i~ey Meixell looked out among us . 

"None of us needs any more trouble than we already got," the nan 

at my desk with a face older than himseJf offered . "For my part , I 

can alw~ys be worke~wi~ 

one thing in mind. It's somethi ll?; tb~y"--the jerk of 

hi s head eastward, to the i nvisible churck of 

11 claim President Roosevelt himself goes around saying. •r hate a man 

who skins the la.rrl • '" 

Deep silence again. 

"Just so we all know where we're co~ out at here, can I get a sh<M 

'f of~d; ~ii' .. how many 0 ~yo~ ~o · al~ng wit'fi .re ·m-ea· 6 

all otments too way I intend tb3m? 11 



To be pioneers in filling such emptiness. At least we can fiDe our own 

men too re , the Rob of then to the ne of then . 

The North For~ there , that's sinfully fine country , the Lucas of that . 



I raised my hand. 

No othar went up. 

Indecisi on was epidemic in the room . Stanley had said muo h sense • 

But the habit of unrestricted summer grass, the ga teless moo.ntains , the 

way life had been for the twenty years most of these men had put into 

thei r homesteads, those said much too. Skeptici sm and anger and maybe 

worse weren 't gone yet; I could feel Rob ' s stiff look against the side 

of my read . My hand stayed lonely in the air , and was getting more so . 

:Then, from too other side of Rob: 

"Will a slightly used ann do?" 

Lucas's right sleeve, the stub barely showing out its top, slowly 

rose into the air. 

The next assent that went up was that of Ninian Duff. Then Donald 

climbed. 
:Erskine's harrl vaguely Archie Findlater's followed, and George 

Frew' s, an::l Allan Frew 1 s. Until at last Rob 1 s was the only harrl not 'l' o 



The expr es si,on on the trapped one of a man being voted 

into exile. 

sorrow for him. The horizon called Montana was narrower 

for Rob after today. 

4t But you never wanted· to be too quick to oount Robert Burns 

Barclay out. As if by volition of all the other assents there in the 

began to rise 
air, Rob's hand at last gradually oo. For better or for worse, 

6-... .erJ- a.Lt 
in trepidation and 

taken t~ Two Medicine National Forest for a neighbor. 

) 

/ 



There 

was a ore of us who stepped out of that South Fork sch oolroom into 

the spring air of Montana arrl put a glance to the mcuntains of th3 new 

Two Medicine National Forest who did n 1 t think he was looking at 

a principal change . '6~ 

~se of us that day weren ' t even seeing the first wink of what was 

coming . In the next few years , 

table • Change 

us wt-at it cruld do 'When it learned the multiplication 

to the Two Medicine country 

ow not in Stanley Ivfeixell 1 s mountain realm west 

of us but onto the prairies everywhere to our east , it arrived wearing 

thousands of farm boots and farm dresses, and it arrived under the sane 

name.:aMtwe ourselves had come with, homesteaders . 

Overnight , it seemed , the town Lucas had aJJ.J ays said Gros Ventre 

was going to be was also arriving . But it was arriving twenty miles 

away, at p; spot on the prairie which had been given the rame Vaiier o 

A toon made from water , so to speak, by a company fueled by water. 

et ting 
Irrigation was the word every lip now. The waterflows coursing 

from th.9 Rockies would be harnessed as ii' they were clearcolored mares, 

and made to nurture grainfields. Dam to canal '00 ditch to head of wheat 

was going to be the declension. And soon enough it began to be. Scotch 



because the valley of tte North Fork was narra-z 

a.rrl slanted to the extent that enly a smidgen of hayfield irrigation 

h CNU4t~ 
could be done, or, '=Pe8,flY, needed doing. But a water project such as 

the one aroum the townsi te called Valier, eighty thous and acres of 

irrigation bei~ achieved and homesteaders pouring off every train, ,. 
the world 

was reason enough to ret.hink""'RjaN{ and what 

Yet you have to wonder . If sone one among homesteaders, 

Illinoisan or Missourian or Belgian or Gerrre.n, if some far -eyed soul 

~A 
who had come to plaid himself or herself into this Montana land 

· take an occasional moment to watch Scotch Heaven , up Jtiere 

have seemea as fixed i n a rhythm of life as we assumed we were? Riffle 

into us i n those years, arrl you find Scotch Heaven' s f i rst automobile--

Rob ' s Model T Ford . "See now McAng us , I haven 1 t laid eyes on one 

of these contrapti. ons yet that has a wheel worth the name . But t he 

down the road wit hout horses ••• 



I ' 

( 

·, 

Blearily my son managed to locate tte manure-dipped figure of young 

Withrow, 



You find Mavis Frew telling anyone who listen tha t . the suffragettes 

ill prevail , that women will attain :Jftu:aa · the rig ht to vat e . 

You find in my schoolhouse a long - boned boy named Samuel Dur f , son 

inimitable - s~ my first pu i 
of Ninian and brother of inimitable Susan, whose dreams and passions 

are of airplanes and wireless nessages that fly between ships at sea. 
--o.;· · 

So, no , even spaces of ti me tha t seem be calmed mus t be ridi ng a 

considerable tide o 

I knew I was. Not that whatever carried me ar:rl my thoughts could 

be called a clear current of history, not that at allo I was no 

resemblance to a Gibbon, cawing the decline of naughty old Rome/tome 

upon tome upon tome upon tone. But season by season, those around me 

were al taring. Vari ck was ever taller, like a young tree . His quiet 

beyond-the-schoolbook capabilities in him; he had a 

capacity for being just what he was and not other directions 

of life. A capacity that I could notice most in one other figure ,'I/IA when 

I did my wondering about it . Was it in any wa possible that Varick 

somehow saw knack he wanted for his a.vn, began 

in himself even tte n, that first time the two of us laid eyes on Stanley Meix1 



·;· .··· 

..... 
My son, then, was steadily becoming some self tba t only he had the 

to too time when Varick would leave us . Several Jears yet, yes , but 

Adair saw life the way the zoo creature must see the zoo; simply inexorably 

there, to be paced in the pattern required . The requirement beyorrl 

raising Varick through boyhood was losill; him to manhood , was it? 

-- 4 

That being life 's case, she ~ wruld go to the 

She was preparing herself to be childless again. While I watched with 

apprehensi on. Not that Adair was in any way1 
./ 

rending, yet , the companionable truce that was our marriage . We had 

our tiffs , we mended them. in bed gladly enough. 

The polite passions of our life together were persevering. 

But in too newly 1atchful gazes she sent to the mruntains now, in how 

the deck of cards occasionally reappeared now and she would be absorbed 

into the silent game of solitaire, I could more than notice that this 

was beginning to be the Adair of our ii rst winters of marriage again, 

the Adair of Angus, I don't want you disappointed in rre. The Adair 

of A person just doesn't kncwo .. Or at least this one doesn't knowo 



the doubt. And now was too late . Doubt didn ' t count now . 

• I 



·~·· . .. ··· 

$ 6 
~ ere were shades of change~•IL anywhere I looked in these 

years-- except within me . This per son me, permanent in the one way I 

1o 
not · ave been: in siJ.ent love with a MJitan not my wife, not the 

mother of my son; seeing her at dances, thinking acres s the divide of 

the North Fork and Noon Creek to her . Angus the Hopeless . 

If I could have changed myself from that, wuJrl I? Yes, every 

~ 

timeo For it was like having a secom simultaneoos two sets of 

moments ticking away in ne at once, one creating the Angus who was 

and partner to Rob in sheep and schoolmaster to my pupils 

·and all other roles • w the 

community too other the . Angus who did nothing but love Anna Reeseo 

mmy, for the amount of me available . It was cause enough 

to wonder: was everyone more than tm single face they sh~ed the world? 

see so . The side of Adair I could not get to • 

Angles within Rob that could catch me by surprise even after twenty years. 

If so if others too were no more their single face to the world than I , . 

was , then what were we all doing--going through life in the kind of 



armistice that my South Fork pupils used as time - out in their games 

at recess, thrusting up eras sed fingers and calling out King ' s X? But 

how long in this life can you keep fingers constantly cros sed . 

4 For all the surge of change it brought , 

1908 did not anawer that. Nor did 1909. 

1910 was our year of fire . 



A su~r that would have 

Scotch Heaven had seen hot before, we had seen dry 

persistent forest fire 

before, we had But this. This was unearthly. 

What seemed worse than the acrid haze itself was that the great source 

of it lay far beyorrl tm horizon to the west of us, --~ s .... , er · 

all the way ovar in the Bitterroot Mountains 

Every splinter c£ that must have caught aflame, for 

. smoke seeped east to us day after day as if night was drawing over 

from the wrong s:id e of the world • Some body else 1 s smoke, reaching 

across great miles to smear the day and infect the ai.r--it rakes the 

nerves in a way a person has never experienced before. 

And rext, as if our own mountains were catching t~ fire fever 

from tte Bitterroot smoke, in mid-August a blaze broke out in the 

Two Medicine National Forest. From the shoulder of Breed Butte the 

~~ J.av.tR 
boil of~ould be watched, rising and spreading from the timber 

gulcms north of Jericho Reef q Stanley Meixell rounded up crews and 

fo~ht tl'Bt fire for weeks, but it burned and burned--We 1d might as 

well been up there s i tting on ••••" the sonuvabitch, Angus, for 

all the goddamh good we errl ed up doing, Stanley told me after 0 



:.·· . 

With too Two Medicine smudge added into the Bitterroot smudge , the 

sky was saturated with smoke: the day the Northern Hotel caught fire 

and burned like a tar vat--by a miracle of no wind, not quite mar:e.ging 

to ignite the rest of Gros Ventre along vt.ith itsell' - -none of us in 

Scotch Heaven even noticed any smoke beyond usu al in the murky direction 

of tCYNn . 

on the homestead we went through the days red-eyed, throats arrl 

noses raw, nerves worse yet. 

I felt a disquiet in myself even before the season of smoke honestly arrived; 

somehow I rad smelled the smoke coming, a full day before the sky began 

to haze; an ran.indful of something I coo.ld not quite bring 

back into mind . No other aroma so silky, acidic. .. It hung just there 

at the edge of being remembered, pestering , as each dusklike day 

dragged past . 



from the Two Medicine a 

r;%il ripp· 

as it c~o:W, 
/' 

still believed, Rob? After you had returned _ .. -
the black gos~l of what yoo had just said, Rob? ::..:.,: 

words to Varick , did you~ 

"' Want yourself not to ythe tool of anger 

Your face now d · 7 3 had as much anger 

total nar;r, was it , 

try as Arrl nav was too late . 00 didn 1 t coo.nt nav . 



By turns, Varick was wide-eyed arrl fretful--

"It can't burn up all the trees, can it, Dad?"--and entranced by the 

fire season •s undreamt-of events--"Dad, the chi. ckens ! Tooy went back 

in to roostl They think this is nightl" 7fAdair looked done in. These 

days of soot, of smokey heat seeming to make the air ache as f . :st szk the 

lungs took it in, ha1 else coo ld she look. 

A suppertinv:t in our second or third week of smoke, she said across 

the table t.o me 111HCM long can th:ls last?" At first words 

were ritual exasperation, as a person will worrler ·aloud without really 

was genuire ly asking. 

Ca... 

"Dair, I'd ratter take a beating than tell you this. But 

three times since I've been in this ~ ccnntry, it didn't rain 

to disturb the dust. Ard it 111 take a whopping rain to 

kill fires as big as these." I had delivered th:t t much bad news, I 

might as well deliver worse. "They might go on blrning until first snCM 

in the mountains, Labor Day or so~·" 

"Really?" This out of Varick, as he tucked away yet another unheard-of 
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[it was a month later , mid-Octcber, the corral this time the big 

on Noon Creek . 

\ 



~ 
prospect. After he went outside to his nigitly ..._woodpile dlo re, 

his mother turned her face to me again. "And ~t thi s is the one place 

you want to be." 

"Tines like this, I could stand to be somewhere else a minute or 

two•" 

"Angus. I don 1t want this to sound worse than I mean it. But 

Montana mver seems to get any easier." 

And anywhere else in life does , does it? Famous places of ease, 

Adair, such as Scotland and Nether--

Abruptly I knew the smell; the disquieting connection 

that had been teasing in my mind these weeks of the forest smoke . Angus, 

is your sniff er catching what mine is? That unvarying question :illllmt from 

Vare Barclay , Adair a.n::i Rob 1 s father, to me there in the Ne thermuir 

wheelshop . It is , I reply . Better see to it , Ar:gus , best to be sure 

than s orry. Out I go into the woodyard to ins:rect for fire, the 

wheelshop ' s worst dread; but as ever, the sawyers TTEr ely ln ve halved 

an ash tree . It is the black reart of the length 

of the tree, tha. t gives ike burning; of char . 

And now in too 



air of Scot ch Heaven and much of the rest of Montana, that old odor 

from Nethermuir . I wondered if Adair , daughter of that wheels hop , some how 

a • 

this l a test dismay of he rs against Montana . I was in no mood to ask . 

Instead, levelly as I could: 

"Dair, this im 't a simmer you can judge by. I know tte coontry 

is so full of sno~ you can out it with scissors, but this is far out 

of the ordinary. None of us has /\seen a worse fire season an:i we •re 

not likely to." 

to blame the ooo.ntry for how awful these days are. 

I truly am." 

I worn er if you are, ran in my mim. It'd be new of you. But 

that was smoked nerves squeaki"Q?;e I TTBde myself respond to her: "I 

know. It's just a hard timeo They happen. You're perfectly entitled 

to throw your head back and have a conniption fit, if it'll help." 

"Adair would cb that," she went that mocking dista.IX!e from oorself, 



from the monenli , would help." 

~ 
It helped matters none that a few days later I had traveling to do. 

With school to begin in not much more than a week an:i tb:l flood of pupils 

fran the homestead influx that was upon us, the county superintendent 

was calling all country-school teachers to a meeting in rew Valier• 

"I'll be back the day after tomorrow," I told Adair. "Any stray 

rain I see, I '11 bring home with ne • " 

our best 
"Varick an:i not turn into smoked kippers in the iooantime," 

sh:?Jtl*•lll.l:t gave ne in return. 

Riding into Gros Ventre just before nightfall--although it was hard 

to sort dusk from haze any more--! stayed over with Lucas and Na.my, 



am in the small hours got up and resaddled Scorpion am. rode 

eastward. 

The face of the land as dawn began 1D find it took my breath. awa:;r. 

The land I had ridden across so gingerly when Rob and I first came to 

Gros Ventre, the bald prairie where I had met only t~ om Seven Block 

rider in my three days of scouting, now was specked with homestead eabins. 

Built of lumber, not our Scotch Heaven logs. This was as if towns had 

been taken apart, sorrewhere distant, and their houses delivered at random 

to the empty earth. 

a'he rainb0t1 eyes of mmory/that reflect the colors of time• My 

remembering of a hawk hangiJ1S on the wind, steering me with his wings 

to this prairie that was vacant of people tren; these ~ople now in 

these clapboard cabins, would they in twenty years be recalli~ when 

ol 
their plump farms were just rude bomestea~ e nemories-to-come of 

of any of t · in the d 
I 

the next McCaskill: wba t tin ts were waiting to tl=ippen in Varick s mind? 

For tha. t matter, if people continued to floe k in, if the sche~ of 

earth called Montana grew ever more complicated, wt.Ere was there going 

to be room, land, for Varick to root his life arrl manories into? 



·1 

4 With more and more light of the morning, which was 

tinted grey-green even this far from our smoke-catching mcnntains, I 

coulrl see ttB upsloping canal banks of the irrigation project, am 

machinery of every kirrl, and t~n, not far from the V~ier 

the whitish gray of several tents near a corral. As I passed that 

encampment tb:t many colors of horses grew apparent, muted a bit by the 

:wcr khorses 
hazy air but still wonderfully hued; big standing like dozens 

of gathered statues. Quiclµ.y I began to meet ard greet men walking in 

I from homesteads to tooir day's work of teamstering, aiother session or 

moving earth from here to there in the progress of . canals. I rcx:i e on 

trying not to dwell on those tents and the brand on the hips of those 
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workhorses, Isaac Reese's Long Cross • 
. . , ~ .. 
' .. ::~_~_:·:.:-

At Vali~, or what was going ·tA:> be, a ,......_ hree-storey hotel 

of tan brick sat mightil:y above the nain intersection of almost houseless 

streets, as though lines had been drawn from t"M corners of the world 

to mark where the next ei viliza tion was to be built. The other main 

enterprises so far were lumber yards arrl saloons. There was something 

~ 
unsettling abrut coming onto this raw abrupt town sp~ng from the prairie , 

so soon af ter Gros Ventre nestling back there i n its cottonwood grove. 

Valier did not possess a single tree--no, the re, one: a whip• being 

watered from a tub that a tan-faced woman had just cerried out arrl dumped . 

I touched my hat brim, the waste rr111oman gave me a solemn Toussaint-like 

Morning , and we went our ways • 

fledgling t on1, 

been in recent history; the other half of its air was an enthusiastic wind. 

Squinting, I saw through tte scatter of buildings to where the schoolhouse 

sat alone, ani directed Scorpion that way. 
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Past noon, s outh gained the majority of my watching . Rob did not 

and did not appear from the di rection of Scotch Heaven as promised. 



_-,, 

The rural teachers from nearer were already there arrl of oourse 

the Valier oms, six in total, more than Gros Ventre 's sdlool had. 

that four of the Valier oontingent were yoo.ng 

single wonen, none so pretty as to mle a man break down tm door but 

each unhomely enough that in all likelihood four marriage proposals 

were aroun:i not very distant ccrmrs. 

If the Valier maiden teachers wanted a lesson in loveliness, she 

was the next to arrive after me. Anna. 



. ..) 
.•. · 1 
~ .. : "..::• .. · left Davie with the Reserva tion grass 

crispened 
had begun to crispen 



) 

I knew she had been spending the summer here where Isaac's 

horsework was. For how many years now had I hai ears on my ears and 

eyes on my eyes with the sole specialty of gathering any news of Anna, 

a.tXi the early-JWle item in the Gros Ventre Gleaner had shot out of the 

page of print at me: Anna Reese has joined Isaac at Valier. Isaac's 

c w will be the fortunate beneficiaries of tar rovender the duration 

of the simmer, as tb!ly engage in canal construction :ami on the irrigation 

project and grading streets in the forth.coming metropolis. She was 

in tb3 cook tent of that corralside assemblage I rode past, she was 

here in front of ue now as the county superintendent solemnly joked, 

"Mrs. Reese, you and Mr. McCaskill may have made each other's acquaintance . 

~?is past ti· me "110U d.:Ld." ~1v : ., For the benefit of the Valier teachers, he 

pnlu·s 
further identified us: "These two have been the 'l,9-,er~ of education at 

Noon Creek and the South Fork ever since the foundations of the earth 

were laid.'' 

"Angus , how are you." Her half-smile, glorious even when she was 

being most careful with it. 

"Hello, Anna." And you know how I am• -...-. We both. know that, ~a,, . 



) 

I but half-heard tlB morning's discussionsJof school wagons to 

bring children from the nearest homestead farms into Valier, of country 

schools to be built east and south of town for tte 100re distant pupils, 

of the high school to My mind was ahead, on noon. 

\ When that hour came, picnic dinmr was outside in the wind because 

every new Montana town tries to defy its weather. I got myself beside 

Anna as we went out the door in to the first gu.st ~ 11Wouldn' t yru eay 

-we•ve eaten enough wind at our own schools," I suggested,1 'II t
11without 

having to swallCJii' this plAce 1s?f!//The truth of that broog ht DD a 

"I could say that eve:n wi thoo. t 

prompting dJ. out of tl}~ wind 
an~ul/ We stepped around. the cor:rer of the schoolhoo.se am seated 

ourselves on the fire-door steps there. Pronptl.y a high-collared young 

nan, more than likely a clerk at tte hotel or a lumbe yard, st rolled 

by with the most comely of the Valier teachers. There went one. 

What do you talk about when you can't talk about what you want. 

As Anna and I began to eat, we resorted to conversation confined to 

our schools• 

"Three of my pupils this year are children of some of my first 

pupils~" she noted. 



i ' .. .. • 

11 I have that beginning to happen, too." And after them will it 

be thes:e children 1s children in our schoolrooms, and the tW) of us 

still separate? By all evidence. I stood up abruptly. Seeing her 

look, I sai d, "Just a cramp in my leg." 

I drew breath and hoped it had as much resolve in it as it did 

smoke and dust, am sat down beside her again. Even from our stairstep 

Valier and the irrigation future could be seen being wilt, a steam 

dragline soovel at continuous work in too near distance. It was like 

a squared-off ship, even to 



'i 
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the smoke funnel belching a black plume at its middle. Its tremerrlous 

prow, however, was a derrick held out into tl'B air by cables, and from 

too end of the derrick a giant bucket was lifting dire, swinging it, 

dropping it along a lengthening dike for the la.kB that would st ore 

irrigation water. Handfuls of earth as when a child makes a mud dam, 

except that the handfuls were tm size of freight wagons. 

"People come from miles just to watch it," .Anna said. 
A 

"It doe s dig like a banker wh 0 's lost a nic ke 1 oown a gopher hole , II 

I had to grant. "Turning a prairie into Holland. You need to see it 

to believe." 

"Yes. A t<Mn built from a pattern," she armounced as if storing 

away the spelling of a fresh word. "They are planning for ten thousand 

people here." 

"They've got a ways to go." 

"An:J you don't think they'll get th.re?" Not disputing me, merely 

; her instinctive interest in Not Proven. 

curious to hear so minority an opinion' 

"Who knows?n Things are famous for not tu ming out the way I think 

they will' aren't ttey. "Maybe all this tine we•ve been living in the 

Two Medicine grainfield and never realized it•" 



I forced my attention back into my plate. It was as much as 

I could do not to turn to Anna, say Here's sone thing ten thous arrl 

Valieri.ans ought to be here to cheer fer, her in rrry arms and kis s 

"Isaac thinks you are right • " 

direct eyes. 11 To have stayed with sheep as yoo. and the others in 

Scotch. Heaven have arrl not be tempted off into farming or cattle," 

she went on. "He tells our neighbors that if 

they want to go on being ccwboys, they had better buy some sre ep so 

they can afford their hats and boots." 

"Isaac"--my throat coo.ldn 1 t help but tighten on the na.ne--Hha.s 

always been ..... _. tre canny one. " 

Now Anna's plate was drawing diligent attention. After a bit 

she gazed up again and offered, carefully casual: 11Wi th Isaac out and 

around in his ~rk so, we don't see much of Scotch Heaven any more. 

Ekcept at dances, and there 1 s never any real chance to visit during 

those. I don't feel I even much kn<M" Adair arrl Varick." She paused, 

then: "How are they this fire summer?" 

"They're as well as can be. Varick gets an inch taller every hour." 



Her voice was fond. of the t.houg ht. ThEV 're regular 

weeds at that age." But when she turned her face directly to me to ask 

this next, I saw she was starkly serious. "And you yourself. You 

really didn't a:rewer when I asked this :morning. Ha1 is A~us?" 

"The same." We looked levelly into each other's eyes, at least 

we always were capable of honestly seeing each other. ''Always the same, 

Annao" 

She drew a breath, her breasts lifting gently. 11 Ha-1 much better 

if we had never met. " What would have been si.mperl ng apology in any 

other woman's mouth was rueful verdict from hers. "For ycu, I mean." 

have the life you want?" 

She barely hesitated. "Yes. Given that a person can have only 

one, I have what I most want. But you don 1t at. all, do you." 

I shook my head. 11 It 's never asGdo an:i don 1t. The 

version I walk around iil, there's nothing to point to am say, 'this 

is so far wrong, this can't be borne.' Adair ani Varick, they 're as gocd 

as people gemrally come. It's the life I don't lead that is the t:ard one." 



"How is your family?" 

"They're well. Varick gets an inch taller every hour." 
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I turned to her, that face always as frank as it was glorious. 

She had hesitated, before answering my question about her life. There 

was something there, sonething not even the remorseless honesty of Anna 

wanted to admit. I needed to lmow. Was I alone in the unled l:Lfe of 

all these years? Or not alone, simply one separate half and Anna the 

other? 

"I worrler when I'll get used to it," I suddenly was hearing Anna 

say. But this was not answer, I hadn't yet asked, ., she had slipped 

her eyes away from my gaze, past my shcnlder to a chugging noise do"t-11 

the street. "Every automobile still is a surprise," she continued. 

C-~ 
If ~ne was any standard, Valier was going to be a cJamorsome town. 

With no patience I waited for the racketing machine to pass the school. 

It didn't pass. The automobile yanked to a stop and sat ~re 

clattering to itself while tha driver flung himself out. And with 

a lift of his goggles became Ro be 



his words out 
"Ang\J:J 1" 8aM!fi!Mif9ias he came, "there's been--you have to come. 

There was an accident." 

Anna and I were onoo our feet withoo.t my having knom we 
1
d dom 

so, side touching side a.trl her hand now on my ann to he lp me stand 

against Rob's words. He stopped halfway to us, the realization of 

Anna and roo tD gether mingling with what he had to Dumbly I 

stared all the questions to his tense bright face: Adair or Var.ick, 

Varick or Adair, how bad, 4 ' • alive or--

"It's Varick. He was chopping mcrl. We got him in to Doc 

'{,urdoch.L 
i J~ ii a You have to come." He jerked his head almost, violently 

toward the chattering aut crnobile. 

"I'm coming." But to what. I pressed Anna's hand in gratitude 

for her touch, in gratitude for rer. "Goodbye •" 

"One of Isaac 1 s IMn will bring your horse home for you, u Anna 

said before echoing my goodbye . I climbed into one side of tre Ford 

while Rob banged shut the door of the otrer, arrl in a uft!l• ~ roar 

hurled awayo 



I 

".,, 
•·) On the rattling ride to Gros Ventre Rob me the basic about 

Varick 's accident, and tren we both fell silent. In those miles of 

fire haze am dust from the Ford's t i res, I seerred already to know 

the scene at the homestead that morning, before Adair 's wrds told it 

to me. I was just ready to bake bread, before the day got too hot. 

And I heard tl'B sourrl. An auhhh, a low cry of surprise and pa.in. 

Then tre awful silence in her ears told her Vario k's 

stoppedo I ran out, the screen door flying open 

her like a thud of fear. She knew there would be blocrl so mewoore, 

but she was not ready for the scarlet fact of it on our sen 's face, 

on the edge of the hand he was holding over his left eye as he stood 

hunched, frozen. Varick, let ne see, I've got to see--Adair lifting 

his red wet hand far enough away for the eye to show. Hold still J~, 

Perfectly still. The blood was streaming from tt"e outer corner of 

the tight-shut eye, there was no telling whether the eyeball was whole. 

The stick of wood, Varick was gasping. I t flew up. I-- She held both 

his harrls in hers. Sit. Sit ri ht here on the oho ing 

don't I go-- With water and clean rags she terrled 
------------------~---------

the blocxiy mess, too n half-led, half-carried the lx>y big as her into 



I 

the house. Listen to me now-. You have to lie here on the bed until 

....-...... 
I get back. Hold tba rag there against the cut, but don't touch~ your 

no matter h<M it hurts, 
eye. Vari~t•I I'' 3 '9'don't touch your eye. Varick ice-still 

as she left him on the bed holding back the red seep, as she went to 

the barn silently crying and saddled Varick's mare Brownie and swung 

herself up and still was silently crying when she halted the horse 

on Breed Butte 1iJll1I' in front of Rob. Then the Ford journey 

with Varick, past the fenceline where she and I hoo found Davie ~ 

~skine being dragged by his horse, where she and I first learned of 

tre impossibly unfair way life youngo 

Muraocn 
"We '11 just have to wait," to Adair and me 0 To see 

whetrer those eye muscles are going to work. I do have to tell you, 

there's about an even chance they won't." Precisely what we wanted 

not to hear: flip of the coin, whether Varick would be left with one 

powerless eye, a staring egg there in its socket. "But the eyeball 

Luck. Was there any, and if so, where. Had the chunk of wood 

flown a fraction farther away Varick would have cheek or 



ear, ore qui.ck cry and healed in a few days• But a fraction inward arrl 

the eyeball would have been speared. The tiny territory between, the 

stick struck. That •1 -.w?•wlkc must be luck, the territory between. 

at Lucas 's house , the same bed wre re Rob and I 

had spent our 

~~ 
eleven-year-old boy~ ..... ., 

Ventre, Varick lay as still as an 

a week. Then the doctor lifted the 

barrlage and gauged the le ft eye and its eye lid as Adair and I and 

Lucas am Narey wordlessly clustered to watch. 

11 Blink for us now, 11 the doctor directed. And Varick did. "Open 

wide. Close. Excellent. Look this way. Good . The other. Good again. 

Now bat your eyes, trnt's the boy.~' All those too, Varick performed. 



/ 0 

Varick regarded him, and the otoors of us , with his tm good eyes . 

~ 

This can only be retrospect, but I swear I .. U•qla already was seeing 

a Varick considerably the one I ha:i left 
-1-

him. Because, when all at once Varick was grinni~ up at the doctor, 

the smile maybe was as bqyish as ever but that left eyelid independently 

dropi;:ed down to half-shut. 

As it ever did thereafter-. when something pleased him, my son 1 s wis'e 

of amusement and luck. 
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"Varick is twice the son you deserve, McAngus," Rob acclaimed 

when I went b~ 

~ed Butte to tell him and Judith of Var.Lek's 11E11d, More, he clapped 

me on the shoo.lder and walked out with me to the gate wre re I 'd tied 

Scorpion. I stopped there, with Rob beside me, just to enjoy all around. 

I didn't oome all the miles from one River Street to live down there on 

another; this day supported th~estead-building mrds of Rob's, 

The first freshfall of snow shining in the mountains had sopped the 

fore st fires, the air was cleansed am crisp with au twnn now, an:t the 

view from Breed Butte was never better nor would be. My own outlook 

just as .fresh as tte moment. Va.rick's restored eye, another year 

in my schoolroom abrut to begin, the Valier minutes spent *1th Anna 

so recent in my mind--I felt as life 

had Jdlmi just shed a scruffy skin and was growing a · clean new one. 

Absorbed, I was about to swlq; up onto Scorpion wren Rob stopped 

Ire with: 



··. ·t?' ~~~1~ 
I turned to him with the start of a grin,~ ne had some usual 

scold to make about my taking too school again. 

"About Anna Reese," he said, destroying my grino 

"Rob. She 1 s not a topic for general discussion." 

that's 
"But she's generally on your mirxl, isn't she• Angus, 

this is no way to be." 

"Is that a fact?" It was and it wasn't. By choice I would not 

be the way I was toward Anna, carrying this love .. - through the • 

my re cor_ding angel ?" 

years. But choice was not in this. "Rob, who the hell do you think you 

/(o4-
~ad the honesty to look uncomfortable. 

poking my nose in--" 

"You're right about that, anyway." 

~ 

"I !mow ~ I 1m 

" 

' t 
"--but Angus, lis ,tan, man.~ is my sister. I can~ by 

and see you do this to her • " 

My 'i<ci..r~ 
"You 're going to have to."~ eyes straight into eyes .la-

feet aw~gap .,. ... the size of life. "Dair and I are llBna.ging 

"Living with it, are you? That's what you call this,• this 

infatuation you won't let go 0£? 11 



I • 
0 •• ' • 

• ' : r ,-' j.J( 'I 

liberties with treir food that I'd rever dreamt of. Take hotcakes 

as an exan~le: Ray am );1ary Ellen poured sone syrup on, then rolled 

each hotcake up, thm syruf€d the outside and began ea ti~. A kind of 

maple s·yrup tanele, I now knGJ enour;h to realize. When I first be£<..n 

overnightil1£ with them they urged ne ro try mine that wa-;/, but- the 

thought of my motrer 's response to sol'IE thing like t l-E. t made me figure 

I might as well not get c~nverted. At other Ile als too P~ ... and Nary 

Ellen sQuooi:;ed treir fooo around in rernarl<a ble ways arrl ate only as 

much of it as they felt likE. I tell yru, it shocked ne --people my 

a-m age leaviq; plates that looked more as if they'd been walked through 

than eaten from.), Ray's mother, GeneNieve, kept that big two--story 

house dusted am doilied to a fare-you-well. Hary Ellen already had 

her mirrl set on bei~ a nurse--she was a kind of starchy kid anyway, 

so it probably: was a eooo enough idea-,-aro you couldn't scratch a 

finger around there without her wantil'€ to daub it with MerclU'ochro:rre 

am wrap you up like a mw-~. 

Tl-en,, there was Ray's father, Ed. · You could · harl[ your hat on 



I wanted to shout in his face th at there had been a time woon he 

tJ....o_ 
was expert on infatuation, 

him and sent Nancy out of reach am us rere to the North Fork, Robert 

High-and-Mighty Barclay would have takm his own uncle's woman. 

What had been a quick infection in him had escaped every cure I could 

try on myself but it was the same ill. Why couldn't he of all people 

see so, why--• 

Rob was resuming , "I kick myself - -" 

"You needn't , " I tossed in on him, "I 'll be glad to help yoo. 

a t i~' 

11 --Angus , serious now . I kick myself that I didn 1 t see this 

earlier , why you arrl Adair aren!t more glad with each other . It wasn ' t 

until I saw you with Anna t here in Valier tra t I put two and two together." 

"Rob , you have a maj or tendency, when you put t w and two together, 

t o come4 out with t went y-two •11 

Rob surged on: "I •ve known you forever but I can't urrlerstani 

this Anna side of you . How i t is that you ' re still smitten with her . " 

Smitten? I was totally har pooned , a.rrl this man was not willing to make 

himself understand that . Rob stood planted , earnest, waiting . "All I ' m 

asking is ho you can let a thing like this go on a.rrl on . " --



was over Ed sat at the kitchen table goiq; through the Falls Leader 

and visitif€ with Gerevieve while she did the dishes. his dAAn voice 
came his son my age, Ray. I could see perfectly damn well what was 

intended here, and that's the way it did happen. Off up the South 

Fork our fathers rode to eyeball a stand of timber which interested 

Ed for fence posts he could sell at his lumber yard, and Ray and I 

were left to entertain one another • 

. I 

~ 1 
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I 
He meant for this conversation to work as a poultice, I knew. But 

it wasn't going to. 

~ 11 Let me urrl erstand this 1 J .r ou ·re tel ling me I owe you more 

not content with this, h<M can she bei You moping like 

a kicked pup, another mm 's wife aJways on your mind. What woman can 

? " accept that. 

What Barela?. was his real question, wasn 1 t it. Now that I saw 

where this storm had come from I was sad as well as aq$ry. The old great 

gulf, life as it came to the McCaskills and as the Barclays expected it 

to come to them. 

Bu.t Rob, you You who indeed had knam me for ever • 

not listen and then say, yes , I see, you have a friend 

in me for alwa s if I can hel.P d clear . 

instead A. in-lawing l1l3 relentlessly. I got 

l,,, Q... ~ 41, . Thill isn 1 t yours to do • 

rid~nd stayed with angry. 'Rob, I 'm telling you . You can 't 

interfere into my life ard Adair rs this way . So don 1 t even st art 

to try. " 

"Interfere? Angus , you 're not taking this in the 

All I want is for you and Adair not to come apart over-- over Anna .ff Can 

you at least promise me that?" 



out with "turkey dink." 

For some reason that one did it. I swung on Ray and caught him 

just in front of the left ear. Unluckily, not quite hard enough to 

knock him down. 

He popped me back, alongside the neck. We each got in a few more 

·-
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"Promise - -? Where in all hell do you think you get tight 

like that--that I have to promise you anything about my own marriage? 

Listen This is idiots out at play, the pair 

this is." 

of us yammering on arrl on at onto Scorpion and looked 

down at Rob. 11 If it '11 close you, on topic, I ' ll tell you this much: 

Adair and I are co ming apart over Anna Reese . All right?" 

4f Rob as he studied up at me was a mixture of suppressed ire and obvious 

discomfitur e . I at least thought the decent side , discomfiture, won out 

--- ~ when he -.iii spoke: 11All right , Angus . We '11 leave - at what you .a just 

said. " 

I let my breath out slowly over the next several days. But it 

seamed to have passed, that notion of Rob's that he had a say in 

how Adair am I were to mnage our marriage. Rob bei ng all he was 

to~, I was able to forgive him the inci dent, although not 

•Ill• forget it. 
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Rob ' s spate with me was not the only perturoonce that lingered in 

the smoked mEmory of 1910. The other had begun to show up in the 

benchlam country to too south of Scotch Heaven and 

Gros Ventre; the wirrl-blown and slope-skewed landscape where Herbert's 

freight wagon tilted its way through, twenty years earlier, whi. J.e a. 

pair of greenlings named Angus McCaskill arrl Rob Barclay trudged behind. 

of the 

Two country, which now, :ham a J;et:i~ who would have ever thought it, was 

drawing 

They wer e a few famil ies at first , and then several, and then mor e . 

homesteaders who were alighting on dry-land claims instaad of the 
~ 

irrigated acres of Valier and the other water projects. 

It took .'.::itanley Meixell to dub them so sadly right . After ricti. ng past 

one or another of th~ ir shanties optimistic ally sited up a wind-funneling 

coulee or atop a shelterless bench of thin soil and plentiful rock, 

Stanley bestowed : "Homestead, huh? Kind of l ooks to me like more stead 

than home • 11 Am. that is wba t they became in Scotch Heaven's askance 

parlance of them : the 'steaders . 

Sett lers who were coming too late or too poor to obtain water ed 



-.. _;·;,..-- Men am warren arrl children who had heard of Montana 's bonanza of 

space and were giving up their other lives to make themselves into 

f at'IOOr s instead . 

Investors of the next ~ years of their hopes, into a landscape 

that was likely to give them back indifference instead o 

Wat ching the ' steaders come, the first few in 1910 and more in 

miiii the rext summer and the summer after that , I couldn ' t not ask, 

if 

a calendar, a house and chicken coop every quarter of a mile? In 
indu?i~ably 

can 9le land say, 

of 

without some such had the North Fork, water bright 

and clear on the lam. At Valier arrl the other irrigati. on projects, 

those settlers too had water, ditch water. ones out on tt:e 

q,. ... .,.,.. benchlarrls ••• I grant that Rob and I knew next to nothing 
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more pointedly, Duncan turned off the pipeline to the public 
hydrant which was the central source of water for the village, 
then fenced off the wharf so that the Indians could not use 
it either. 

'Tl. ..... ,,. ~ .. ...,.11 hl<>c hrr111oht school administrator Beattie to 

ary's legal basis tor ownersmp. un June ~o, 17 1..J, L.<iuc; ,.,.,u~ ... 

a decision that the government owned all structures on Annette 
Island. Superintendent Beattie, who had changed his mind 
about resigning when the Department of the Interior stiffened 
against Duncan, was ordered to take over the sawmill, cannery, 

•._ • .. :-., 



If Roe wzJ I et;;cizii&ls lat& M11alt about tx>mesteading when we came to 

Montana. to undertake it• e were royal wizards oompared to many of these 

freshcomers . Here were poople straie,ilt frorn jobs in post offices arr:i ribbon 

stores, arriving with hope am. too little else onto the benchlands ani into 

the Jure-green coulees. Entire families dam to the baby at the breast, 

four-five -six people living in a shanty the size o a woodshed or in a 

tent while they tried to build a shanty. And nBanwhile were struggling too 

to break the sod and plant a crop, dig a well, achieve a garden. Lads , 

think of it as a bet the governnen t is mki.ng you tha. t yw. can 1 t last three 

years on the land. I suppose these 'steaders had to be as Rob and I were 

when we beg+ Scotch Heaven• not daring to notice yet that they were 

laboring colossal days and weeks for a wage of nothing or less. I mppose 

tmre is no otmr way to be a hanesteader . Yet, bargainiJ'€ yourself' against 

tm work and the weather is always going to turn out to be greatly more 

difficult than you can ever expect. Even in Scotch Heaven we had the absences 

aroun:i us, the Speddersons ani Tom crtensen, to remini how harsh and ~ure 

a bet homesteading was . Yet aro again, agog as I might be at the nwnbers 

of these incomers arrl aghast as I often was at how little they knew of what 

tmy needed to, I could not deny that the 1 steaders on their raw dry 

quarter•sectlon squares were only attempting the same as we had, trying 

to plaid ne lives into this Montana lard. 

This was bright JunJ. Winter waitftd four or five months a1t1ay yet. 

Nonetl's less I began saying a daily pra)'er to it : be gentle with the s 

pilgrlms. 



4f Not many days l ater, 

e two waylaid me when I was in my lower meadow making a peaceful 

reconaissance of the hay prospect there. Angl ing a look into the 

couldn ' t help b 

as it halted briskly besi de me, I put the query: 

"What's this, now--a war counci 1 of Clan Barclay?" 

Out they climbed, here they were . 

"Lrk thi.s day, McAngus," Rob proclairred," Lucas equally sunny 

beside him. "We 're here with the 

a lif.etime for you•" 

"Wait. Before I hear it 11 --patting each appropriate neighborhood 

of my body I recited: "Testicles, spectacles, wallet, watch. There's 

proof I had all my items before the two of you start in on me, just 

remember." 

"Angus, Angus," chided Lucas. 11 You're as suspicirus as the deacon 

of Ecclefechan. Just hear what we've got in mind, ay?" 

"That sh oulrln 't ta l<e all day. Bring it out • 11 

"There's hop:! for you yet, Angus," Rob averred with a great smile. 

"Now here's the word that's as good as money in the bank: 1 steaders." 

He cocked his head and waited a moment for my appreciation before proceeding: :) 

c;;ou kn<M as 

n..2.-
well as we do that they starting to come into this errl of the Two country 



by tl'E ha tful and they can barely recognize ground when they 're standing 

on it•" 

"Arrl ?11 

Rob's snile greatened more yet. "And we can be their land locators. n 

Lucas broke in: "Angus, it's something I ought '00 •ve listened to 

when I first came '00 Montana, when I was minir.g ." Into his coat pockets 



:,I 
i · ~·· How many ti.mes had I seen this, now. A Barclay locked into 

had torn his 
rightness. Lucas becoming a wild er of the Montana that 'OOre h 

hands from him. Rob so outraged toward re about Anna that he pried 

away from 
my son frona: roo. An:l n0>1 Adair bolting Rob and ~ into impossible 

partrership. 
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went his stubs, as if he was who le again there at the st art of Montana 

life. "Someone asked old Cariston trere in Helena, the same geezer you 

worked for in his mercantile, Angus, what he did for a living. Do 

you know what he said? •I mine the miners, there's where the real mo~ 

is. ' And it's purte. true. Every word of it am then some. In a new 

country the one thing people need is supplies. And what's the supply 

every homesteader needs first of any? Land, Angus. You 

all this land aroum here 

1111-.-.....-...,. by the inch. supply homestead sites." 

I studied from Lucas to Rob, back to Lucas again. 

Usually Lucas was as measuring as a draper, but Rob plainly had him 

entirely talked into the gospe+ of land locating. Rob alone I 

~~ would have given both barrels of argmnenlif ouv for Lucas 's sake I went 

gentler . 11 Jus t how does this rich-making scheme work?" 

"Simple as a d:llnple," Rob attested. "I '11 meet people right at the 
.. , 

the depots, in Valier and Conrad am Browning--you know they ' re pour.ing 

in by the absolute trainload ." They 

were that . Just recently an entire colony of Belgians came to the Valier 

land--m3n, women, children, grandparents, babes, likely cats and canaries 

• LAJa..t:. ~~ 
too. The Great Northern simply ~open the doors of freight cars in 

.~t~ 
St . Paul, and Mont ana-bound famili ~ ~ · th esc~e" in eir belongings and themselves . 
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11 I 111 ferry them out to here in the Lizzie , 11 Rob strategized, 11 and here 1 s 

wrere you come in, AJl5us--you ' re the man with the eye for the land . You '11 

l oca te tre •steaders .. onto the claims , mark the claim for them, tell 

them hew to file on it , all but give them iii& their honestead ~ate . 
Lucas just said it, really . What we '11 be is land supplie rs, pure and simple . " 

The arguing point to all this cruldn 1 t be ignored any longer . "If we 

had t he goods , I cou d see your supply idea, " I toJrl Rob . Then wi t h 

a nod toward the Ea::r:e south benchlands: "But what larrl is left around 

here is thin stuff f or homesteading. " I paused arrl gave him a look along 

with this next : "Concentrate a bit 

and you t 11 maybe ~~~J 
""1!'!fS~~iilQ..~--~~~~~i99.:IL when 

you am I walked into this country behirrl Herbert
0

11 

"By our lights , maybe it is scanty land , " Rob granted . ''lll•lf;~~~ -~~-· 

11 lllll ~But to these 1steaders 

it 's better than whatever to h:9 ll they •ve ha:i 

people are going to come, tM.t 's the plain fact of the matter--whether 

or not we lead them by the hand, they 're going to file homestead claims 

all through this country. ThEV might as well be steered as right as 

possible, by lmowledgable local folk. Which is the sans as s¢ng, us. 
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In tm t way of looking at it, McAngus, we 111 be doing thEITl a l1Bj or 

favor, am I right?" 

"And charging ttem ...... a whack for it, 11 I oouldn 't help saying 

of Rob's version of favor. 

it for free?" caine back at ~ frooi him. 

"Funny I don 1t notice the bulges in your pockets." 

It Iars' nCM, II Lucas ' interceded. ' "Angus , we t re not asking- for your 

idea on your pillow for a few nights , 

answer this very minute. ay?" 

Had they been asking my answer right then, it would have been No , 

in high letters o 
with 

The perpetual problem 
~livestock, 

homesteaaass~,"'?l ... m1r 

maybe 1cCaskills: wcrking yourself gray,,.. year after year, and 

v ~ 
always seeing the debt years eat upA"t he profit Je ars. To now , Adair had 

neve r said boo about the fact that where money was concerned we were aJ.ways 

getting by, hardly ever getting ahead . So t he dollar thoughts were delaying 

my No a bit, arrl I llllilJ' decided to leave matters with the Barclays at: 

"I '11 need to do a lot o.f that pillow work, and to talk it over ith Dair ." 
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11 You can save your breath there," Rob too sed off. 
I "She s thoroughly 

for ito" 

I gave Rob a look he would have felt a mile awa7. "You know that 

already? From her?" 

''I happened to mention it to Adair, yes. Angus, she is my sister. 

I do talk to her ome in a blue moon. Not that I'd particularly have 

to in this case--she 1s bound to be for anything that'll fetch money the 

- way this wi 11. Who woo ld n 't be ?11 
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"Angus , I know how you f eel aoout this coun~ry arrl the ' steaders , 11 

Adair said that night . By then we had been thorougly through it all . 

I 

Adair ' s point that here was a plateful of opportunity on Varick s behalf' , 

as easy a chance as we would ever have at money for his future, his 

own start in l:ife and land in the years not fa r ahead now . My lack of 

any way to refute that , yet my unease about the notion of making myself 

into a land-locator . 11 But change always has to happen," she was saying , 

"doesn ' t it?" 

"Th~uestion is whether it happens for the better or the wors e . " 

"Either case , wha.t can you really do a bout it ? You and Rob came 

as settlers to Montana . So are all these others •11 

~ 

"~ if they were bringing their own water and trees and decent -- -
topsoil, I 1d say let everybody and his brother come . But good Christ , 

this dry- land cr azimss- -Dai r , they say there are ' steaders on the flats 

out north of Conr~ haul all thei r water a couple of miles , a barrel 
A 

at a time on a stone boat . They strain that clou1 y water through a 

gunny sack as trey bucket it into the barrel . My god , what a way to try 

to live . And trese have been wet summers and open winters . What are 

those people going to do when this country decides If to sh av th em some 

real weather ?11 
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"I suppose some will makB it am some won 1 t,1' she answered in all 

calmness . "It ' s their own decision to come here and try- -i t 's not ours 

for trem . 11 The deep gray eyes were steady on ne, asking me to reason 

as she was . 

I could do that . Wba t I wasn 1 t able to manage was the waiting 

conclusion: that I ought to join in, bells, tamb:>u:rines and all, wi ih 

Rob arrl Lucas in putting people onto larrl that ought riot have to bear 

any people . 

"There ' s something more, Angus , " my wife offered now . "We need 

11 It 's not just Varick we need to plan for . It •s each other as well . " 

Her silence , my waiting . Then from rer : "Adair doesn 1 t know if she 

can stay, after Varick is grown and gone ." 

ere it was , out . 

Adair and hav long she would reconcile herself to Scotch Heaven, 

once i t became a childless place to her again, had been in my mind with 
an entire 

Anna at Valier and so I could not call Stunning, yes, 

now that it was here , openly said • But all the years si nee Angus , do 

you ever have any feeJing at all to see Scotland again?, since Do you 

still want me for a wife if?, all those years led here, if you were Adair . 
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I reached he r to me, but th3 re was too much in me to speak straight 

to what she had just said . Adair herself , myself, Anna, past, future , now- -

it all crowded me beyond any saying of it . No , only the one decision, 

~ trflc..t.. 

the one I had than let the next years take care of, came 

~ 
to my tongue. If there were th:ree McCaskill liv~that needed finance--

mine of Scotch Heaven, Varick 's of the Two Medicine country, Adai:r ' s 

of Scotland o:r wherever--th:i n I had to find money . 

11All right, Dair , 11 I whispered . "We ' re in business with a couple 

of Barclays •" 

Squint as hard as you will, you can't see to tomorrow. Had I 

been told in the wheelwright shop in Nethermuir, Angus, the day will 

arrive when you trace the hopes of homesteaders onto too American earth 

~0-Y\ 

with a ~;cr:::xpappee Q'~ wheel ... when the turns of that wheel 

becone the clock that starts dew-fresh families on three years of 

striviq:; ••• when the wheeltracks across the grass single out anothEr 

square of earth for the rippill?; plow ••• I would have ga:r..tped and gulped 
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- - out, You have the wrong !ngus . Yet there I was , that surnroor and the 

next , on the wagon seat with a white handkerchief tied around a wheelspoke 

to count revolutions by, counting .. the oniinations of wheelspin. Fifty . 

Seeing the craft of my unhearing father, the band of i ron encircling 

the spokes, holding all toget her to write the future of 'steaders onto 

Montana . That 1s a hurored . Conveying, in a single day, lives from 

what they had abandoned to where they had dreamed of being . A hundred 

fifty . Here is your first corner of your claim, Mr . and Mrs o Belgium. 

Mr . Missouri bachelor . Miss Dakot.a nurse . Mrs . Wiscorein widow. 

Then to the next corner , and the• next , arrl the next, and the square 

was drawn, here was your homestead utter and comple te : 

SE t Sec. 17, Tp. 27 N, Rge. 8 W: the larrl has been made into 

A sort of weaving , 

wasn 1 t it, squares , the lives t hreaded in arrl out . The 

weaving mill was America, Montana. Bu t these bare dry- land patcl-E s amid 

the mesh of homesteading.. . It was said there were twice as many poople 

in Montana now than five years ago. The growth, the 'steader-specked 

prairies and benchlarrls and coulees, the instant to;.rns, tray were what 

Lucas dreamed of and Rob calculated on, arrl I was earning fran o ~ 
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If I could dance ahead into ti.Ire yet to come , what would I s ee in 

this pro cession of 1 steader s tha. t ought not have been let to happen, 

and what ought to have been encouraged ins tead? But we never do dance 

ahead int o time, every minute iB a tune-step of ours to the past . Say 

it be t ter , the future is our blin:lfold dance , and a dance unseen is 

strangest dance of all, thousands oi' gue sses at once . That was what 

my •steaders amounted to , after all . Say that each of these peo·ple 

beside me on t he wagon seat was a flip of the coin; half would. turn 

up wrong . Arn so for two summers I watched JP1f1 Montana 1s - ' steaders , 

Rob arrl Luca.s's ' steaders--my 'steaders--and wondered just which of them 

were wrong tosses , which would meet only .jlt distress and failure and 

maybe wor se here on this free dry land which was not costless , not 

nearlyo 
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It was a Satnnday early the next May that thEre was the 

occurrence o 

The family 6f four was Rob 's first delivery11slilllll•nmam111i1!1~--m 

to me 9 this new season of 'steaders. As Rob and the Ford .illmlli?m receded 

back davn t~ road to further depot duty , the newcomers and l sized 

each other up . The man was loose-jointed, shambly, with a srrall chin, 

a small mouth, a small nose, and then a sta.rtli~ly high arrl wide forehead . 

The woman was worn, maybe weary after thair journey from 

wherever to Montana, maybe just weary. Two children thin as sticks , 

the boy a replica two-thirds t he size of his father, the girl small yet . 

Both children am too man stared at me as openly as hawks. As to what 

they saw in all this eyework me, I do not really know, do r . 
·n just less than 

I introduced myself, arrl received from the name's 

but you got to ·cal l ma Otto . " 

I invited them into the wagon, and after an odd blank little pause 

while the rest of the family looked 

up they cameo 
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The ride into the south benchla.nds was a few miles , and would be 

longer than that · B • :Ai, w, without conversati on. I inaugunated : 

"Where is it you 're from?" 

The nm.n peered at me in dumb dis may. Hard of hearing, the poor 

pilgrim must be . Deadi' and a 

any ore soul rated . I • my question 

louder and slower o br aying voice , he responded: ~here 

Relief came aver him. "Couldn' cut through your brogue, that 

feller 
first time. ~gets 

reckon At. 
spoiled, I • nlij gazed at 'M~IJ'M~ that was what passed for 

' ... 
\, 

a joke wherever to hell he had been spawned, but no. He rattled on: 

"Anyhow, we come from Oblong, Illinois. Ever hear of it?" 

"Illinois, yes." 

da~' travel from 
Normal." 

"Is it truly. I woulrln 't have tho~ht so." 

the team sone encouragement with the reins . Delivering this man and his 

wan family to their lbO acres of delusion cru.ldn ' t come too s oon for me. 
H ......... J - WULJ 

rim of the benchland , I halted the wagon . Beside me ~~~-

head turned in a gawk toward th3 mou~tains and the North Fork 

for so long that I truly worn ered if he and I both belonged in the human 
,......,..n~,_... IA 

race . Now he gestic ula.ted for his benefit to the hay - gr een valley 

,,. 



of the North Fork, tra newly-lanbed bands of sheep on its ridges arourrl., 

the graceful wooded line of the creek and its periodic tidy knots that 

were our houses and outbuildings . 

"Hannah, honey, those 're wha.t I been tellirK: you aoout _/ 
.. 

he resounded to his wife • Noticing that the boy•s stare was sti~ 
my direction rather than onto the Scotch Heaven homesteads, Hebner added 

sharp to l oud in telling him: "Garland I z.ou listen up to what I'm sayin}( 
:: 

here , you hear?" The boy's gaze 

His father by now had reached his proclamation point : "Those 're 

what our homestead is goinK'"to be like before you know it." 

Bring that momm t around to me again and I would utter what I furiously 

kept myself from uttering at the tim:t. 

down trere. 
you 're loold.~ at twenty years of stark wor enty years of building 

arrl contriving arrl fix~ am starting over again. Twenty lambing times, 

Twenty Montana winters, each of them s:> long they add far 

beyond. that. You're looking at the stubborn vision of Ninian Duff, 

tireless 
you're looking at t e s o you're looking at the durable 

into the groond 
routes Scorpion am I have worn back and forth between sheep ani 

schoolchildren, you're 
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Yet I ::.had to be concerned . It was not like Rob Barclay to not be 

where he said he would . 

I ,. 

-. I . ,. 

·. 
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and empty distance than anyo°' sane ought to have to. You cannot judge 

this country by idlB first glance. I am here to tell you, you cannot. 

I~ 

such as they were nCM. Try t o dike thi~flood with myself 

and all I Walld get was reputation for being all wet. 

I dre a steadying breath. My am gaze _. down intn Scotch 

Heaven helped. On the shoulder of Breed Butte between Rob 1 s homestead 

had come in~ motion1J11111M: 
and mine, a rider 4'Be.ililliil'!_._ Varick, on his wey up to 

episode. 

while I was in the mid st of this Varick • •±ala on a 

horse now looked as big as a man . Already his first year of high school 

was nearly behind him. His school year of boarding in town with Lucas 

and Nancy and returning to Adair and IrE only on weekends was his first 
... · ), -

footprint away from hoJre, and this summer waild 

bring his next--he had asked Stanley Meixell for , and received, the 

___..., 
job of choreboy at the ral'l?;er s t ation until school began again xet in the 

fall . 

need to find his mm foothold i n this country, and oo I swung back to 

the task of delving with 1steaders . 



"Those of us in Scotch Heaven do have a bit of a head start on you, 

so there's--" 

"Otto," he corrected me with a bray. 

was setti ng out 
"Otto, then. As I-:& CfAE~to s a:r, there's no real resemblance 

between a settled creek val ley and a dry-land homestead. So I don't 



"I'm not accepting that you can mtt sniff off after her" --he 

jerked his head north toward Anna's rou te--"Whenever you get tl'e least 
can't see that when you're 

how is tha. t you the way you are a bout Anna, 
chance. Angus, when you 're 00 about Anna you 're only half married 

And 
to Adair. That's not enough." 

ult 111 have to be." 



I 

want to s t artle you , but he re we are at the available land for you 

d d0t1n and 
to have a look at . " across table of 

gravelly earth sprigged 

down from his wife and then helped her out of the wagon. We stood in a 

the section marker stone 
he wind steadily firoing ways to get at us urrler and around the 

wagon, strode off twenty or so paces toward 

the yawning middl e of the benchland as if that was t he favo r ed out l ook. 

After a long gander and kicking his he el inm the soil , what the re was 

of it , a number of tines , he marched back and took up a stance beside me. 

Still scrutinizing the benchland, too shanties and chicken coops arrl pale 

• brown furroNs of the 

here 
dead-sure t~ the best piece 

Anyone with an eye could see that the benohlarrl was equally stark, 

stony, unwelcoming, wherever a "None of it is .fair Canaan, 

is if here in the Two country 

is where you want '00 homestead, right where we •re standing is as good 

as any." 



satisfaction for him to fim in my words. He leaned away 

from me am turned a mt so his silent wife would see the shrewdress of 

what he asked next: HHow deep is it to water?" 

The question I hen been dreading. "I can only tell you this much: 

1< -;- "' 
the~ and the "'lllllllM~ dug about forty feet to get their wells•'' 

"Forty! Back in Illinois we oould dig down fifteen feet anywhere 

wellwater 
and get the nicest softest vein o there isJ" 

to have brought o~ with you." I faced 

around to his wife, on the chance she might not ·,be so hopeless a case 

as him. --.~1891,~ you ha:l better lmow too--the wa-~re is ha.rd. '' 



She made no reply. "Just so you lmow, cone first washday," I tried to 
11 and you won 1 t ctE s me too much." 

Still nothing from her except that abject gaze at her husbarrl. 

her to a homestead eternity of clothes washed oo. t stiff as planks arrl of 

a sour graYD'ss in every teaspoon of water she ever used, why then--

~ems like you ain't o~ 
'¥vu dun' 'b eetm& ai*:l enthusiastic 

now gave ne with a suspicious frown. 

"Otto, toon. Listen a minute. None of this is going to be easy 

or certain, for you an! your fami~t its best, . homesteading is a 

gamble, and it 1s twice that in these benchlands. A dry-land homestead 

is just what it says it is, dry•" 

"I didn' left us any room back dam there along 

~ 
too creek, 11 he retorted, making small attempt to smile around the resentment. 

Lopside 
Roust yourself twenty years ago fro~•< ; or wherever 

it is that spawned you, and there was room along the North Fork, along 

the South Fork, roan everywhere aero ss the Two Medicine country. And 

in the same thinking of that I lmew that I would not have welcomed · 



then; that anyone who did not come accepting tm. t the 

homestead life was going to be hard, all of it hard, I did not want at 

the corner of my eye. 

"Let's call this off," I said abruptly. "We're not doing each 

other any good here •11 

"Call it off l" 

funny doggone arrangement you're pulli~' on us, seem like," be brayed. 

"Leadin' us out t~ _this here ground_.) 

~. \ .. ~ -

and then givirj(' us the poonnou th about it • 
doggone 

This 'a'¥ funny exchange 

for the money we paid, is wha.t I say." 

11 I thought you might want to know what you 're in for, tryil'€ to 

homestead oountcy stX:h as this. I was obviously wrong. I'll give 

you your money back and take still set on 

finding a site, someone in town can do your locating for you." 

t ' 11Nothin doi~" 

did not look around at too land again; he fixed his gaze onto rrzy- face 

~ as if defying me to find any way to say him nay. "This~ wnav ii 1m 

\ 

goiry to claim, right where we 're at~" 

" Even against my advice, you want ne to mark off the claim?" 



I 

0 
"That's what we c~ all the way out here for." 

cor:rer stakes, climbed into the buggy 

north, east, south, and finally 

west to too section stone again. 

-
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By tm time that day was done , krew my craw could not hold any 

~~ 
mor~ ~, ever. to have to dry- land 

4/- In bed 

tremselves to death without my help . as much to Adair. 

"We 're back where we started, then," she said as the fa.ct it was. 

"There may be a wey we can yet , 11 I in the dark . 11Dair, 

if I 'm going to get us arrl Varick anywhere in life, it 's gai ng to have 

to be some way where I savvy arxi believe i.n what I ' m doing--something 

I know the tune of." I could feel her waiting . 

11 Sheep , 11 I announced . 0 If we were to taket on another band of 

sheep, the profit from that we could set aside for Varick." 

Silence between us . Until Adair spoke softly: "You've never 

anted to take on more than too barn you am Rob run . " 

"I ' ll need to try stretch my philosophy, won 't I ." Try, for Varick . 

For you , Dair . For myself? 

11 Do we rave the money for another band of sheep?" 

"No.f Half enough, maybe ." 

"Lucas would have it," she contributed . 
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"Lucas too k his turn in backing me with sheep , long sime. Besides , 

he ' s in up to his neck in land dealings these days. No , I think I knON 

forwar d m hearing it from him: I never thought I ' d see the day, McAngus, 

when you ' d start sourrling like rre-- •More sreep , that ' s the ticket we need .' 

"Dair , I thought 1 I'd see jf Rob will partner with us on another band. " 

what I was counting on, from her, from her brothe r . 

11 He will. 11 



I 

What I had not counted on was Rob's notion of where we ought tAJ 

put a new band of shee:p . "Angus , I won ' t go for putting any more 

sheep up there in Meixell ~cket, even if the damn man would let us •11 

If not on th9 national forest , then we ' d have to rent grazing somewhere 

else , I pointed out to him--maybe in th9 Choteau country, ...._ not that 

4\ 
there was that much open range left there or me a couple of 

days, 11 Rob said . ur just ooybe know the place for those sheep, where 

-- :1t · e ' 

Meixell or some lll •fl~•RJJMllllll1 ill' •· •%11!: Chat eau geezer have a hoot 

in hell to s ay about them. 11 

-I 

The couple of days later, Rob 1 s announcement was pure jubilation. 

"Too Reservation! Angus , you renem ber that Two Medicine grass--

elephants could be grazed on it . The Blackfeet don 't know anything to 

do with i t but sit and look at it. " 

I stirred . "Rob, hold your water a minute here . Those days of 

You know as well as I do why the Agemy fenced the cow outfits out. 

That old business of 'borra1ing 1 Reservation grass--" 



) 

) 

) 

" •Borrowli , who sa:irl anything a bout ' borrow •?" We ' ll be paying good 

leas e morey to the Bla. ckf eet 

ask your pocket whether there •s any 1borrcwing 1 to this. No, 

this is every-dot legal, Angus. The agent 

will let us on -•••lslsss•• that big ridge north of the Two Medicine River 

Man, you can ' t beat this with a stick 1 A full 

,, 
summer on that grass and we ' ll have lambs fat as butter. 

I gave it hard thought 1 sheep on the Blackfeet grass . Sheep were 

not plows tra t ripped the sod, sheep with a good herder were not cattle 

casually flung Double W s t yle . 

Prairie 

that had supported buffalo 't~rds vast as stormclrnxi s ought tt> be able 

to withstand a careful load 

~ 
of 2eep:) 

I 
If Rob saw this band as a ladle to get 

I 

at the cream of Reservation grass, so be it. Wi t h Dg.vie Erskine as 

herder , I @ould see to it the summer was kept civil and ci vie • 

I wanted it begun right, too o 
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"Those are sorre miles, from here tot he Two Medicine , " I pointed 

out . Forty or more, in fact . 

"Sheep have feet , " r etorted Rob. As I knew, though, the days • it 

would take to trail the sheep were not going to be his favorite pastime . 

11 I hate like the dickens to lose that many days of the locating business , 

but I suppose--" 

Varick and 

think I said: "I '11 take the 

Davie along . 11 

I 

study me. Probably it was all too plain that I didn't 

~ ~t'J --J - J,,~ ~. 
want to se~ ~ crop of 'steaders. I~ l · 

"Angus, you 're made of gold ard oak. v~ x; )' 11~•r•19111L 

~--~-~- ~--,-------....---------------~ 
the' Reservation band -J '~ 

f you can h ardle un ti.1 shearing14f' & 'm make it right to you 

woon we settle up this fall." 



:/'./;) 

J 

They were a band of beauties, our mw sheep: the top cut of ewes 

and their six-week lambs frm the big Thorsen sheep outfit in the Choteau 

country• And confident grazers, definitely oonfident. The m.oming 

Varick ani Davie and I bunched them to begin the joumey from Scotch 

Heaven to the Reservation, making them leave · the green slopes above the 

North Fork was sheer wcrk. You couJ.d all but hear 

their single creed an:i conviction in the blatting back ani forth, why 

hour or so 
leave proven grass for not proven? That fir~ seemed that 

every time I looked around a 00.nch breaker was taking off across the 

countryside at a jig trot, her lamb and twenty others in a scampering 

tail behind her. 'lh on~li('Varick and Davie and I dogged that 

at las . orrre.d itself and 
foolishness out of them, am the ba.n:i egan to move like 

th! benchlam between the North Fork arxt Noon creek, tG1ard the 

road to the Two Medicine River• 

Telling Varick am. Davie I'd be with them shortly, I rode 

back down to the house. 



"Varick no• more than a week, Dair. Four days 

to get the sheep there, a day or two to help Davie settle in, an:i then 

the ride hone." 

"I 111 look for you wten I see you coming," sl'e said. 

"We •re going a .famous route, you know. A wife of mine came 

into this ccnntry by way of it," I said from..._ high spirits. "My 

expectation is 

that there'll be monuments to her every mile along the way." 

and surprised me with: o\ 

Adair smi. led "I hope there 1 s not one at a certain coulee sru th 

,, 
of the Two Medicine River. Coachnen, a so-young Adair to Rob at the 

Myself ready to throttle Rob as she disappeared to piddle : Your idea 

inimitable Rob: If it worked out tbrf,t way ••• Rob 1 s was t l'B way it had 

worked out, although whether life after the wedding vow was working out for 

Adair am me seeYMd ever an open questi.on. 

~ ~~ 
"Dair?" The impulseJ felt deeper, truEr, even as 

"Come along with us, why not. To tre Two Medicine." 

Now the surprise was hers. "To christen the monUll&l ts?" she 

asked lightly. 
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or have a turn on Scorpion u whenever you feel like. But just come, 

why don't you. See all that ccnntry again." --With m .,.._ who is your 

~ven if too cruntry an:l I 
husband~••H J"1if~ are not what you came expecting. With 

~~ our son of this country and its namesake Two Medicine River. ~ 

make us the complete three, the Mccasldlls of Montana, America. 

She watched me as if sympathetic to what I was s¢ng, rut tren 

shook her head. "I suppose I think I saw tm country- as much as I 

" am able to that first tim, Angus. No, I'd better .._ stay." ~ She 

lifted her head in the self-mocking way and pronourced: HAdair will take 

care of tere while you arrl Varick have to be there." 

"Well, I tried. But if you can't be btx1ged without a cr<Mbar--" 

she 
Surpri~,ing again, how strong my pang that~ wouldn 1 t be sraring 

\ 

Dair 
this Two Medicine jou mey with me. "Goodbye, 

This wife of . e 
crune up on tiptoes arrl kissed rre manor ably. "Goodbye yourself, 

Angus Mccaskill." 



.'.'-She.:wa'tched ;'me· as if. ~-sy.mpatttetie to what I .. ' ~ \ 

:"': 
-. .;..- ~/ 

::--.. ·· 

.. . .. " 

.:;'!) 

.I.. 
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The bell of the lead wether, the latest Percy, led us all. 

A thousand ewes and their thousand lambs, and Varick ani Davie 

and I and two sheepdogs to propel them acr oss forty miles to the northern 

grass. By all lmawn rules of good sense there was much that I ought 

to have been apprehensive about. Weather first aid last. The very 

morning we started, the mountains looked windy, rain-brewing; one of 

those restless days of the Rockies when a storm seems to be issuing 

~ 

out of every canyon, too many to ossibly miss us. Well, we of Scotch 
'\. 

A.,.l,N)~ - • 

Heaven had seen weather before• that sheep i nvite on themselves 

were another matter. iltl•e n•il 'ee :Jatal patches of death camas or 
• 

I 
lupim~ head amid these grass miles that neither Davie nor I had local 

I ...J... 
ii '• ~ •'---<.... I U\.J ~"-'" ""'~ 

knowledge of. Alkali bogs that lanbs could wander into 

Of course, coyotes. Cayuse ••• Papoose ••• Coyote. Rob Angus,. is our 

serenade comi~g fran a coyote? Badger Creek two days ahead, and Birch 

Creek a day before that, creeks usually lazily fordable but il spri.ng runoff 

was still brimmit¥ them... Things left , right and sideways all could go 

wrong, but they were going to hav e to do i t over the top of nt3 , weren ' t 

they . I had never in my life felt so troublepr oof. This I 
, 

----~~ 

know the tn ne o:i:) 

Co""nviction sang in me 
.from the fir st minute of that sheep drive. This 

barn of sheep was Varick ' s .future 
' his foothold into Two Medicine llie 

when oo would need i t. -n nHJ F e • or his sake , if it en:i ed up t rnt I 
had to car Mr each and .... 1 ... " eveL y ast wonderful woolly fool of a sheEp on 
my back these f orty mile s , this I lmow th e tune of 

0 
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As the first hard drops of rain swept onto us we were shoving 

the In less tiioo than 

it takes to tell, I in our 1*Jlt slickers were wet yellow 

creatures, the ewes and lambs were gray wet ones, as we pressed across 

creek water through storm water. But the rain was traveling through so 

swiftly that ihe lambs did not stay chilled and begin to stiffen too 

much to walk, and there was the first woe we hadn't met. 

seerred fresh , sharp , oo ne as we spread the sheep into a 

quick grazing pace. The mount ains from an 

~ 
angle dllferent the one I ha~ ... __.. than twmty 

~~ ~ :J 
years were somehc:M an encru rag A A news that the world is more than 

the everyday route of our eyes. I could even look west to the Reese 

ranch nestled in the farthest willar bends of Noon Creek and not crush 

down umer the weight of what my life arrl Anna •s cou.ld l'll.ve been, much. 

After a last glarx:e west I swallowed away the thought o£ her, 



) 

at least away as far as it would ever go, 

am dogged my wing of the bani of sh! ep into quicker steps, an:t pointed 

us northo 

Now the rise of the long hills beyon:i the Double W, their pancake 

summits the high flat edge of the Birc I called out 

to Davie , arrl to Adair in my imagination, that these bare ridgelines 

were in dire need of our sheepherder monuments . But there are monuments 

not just of stone, aren 1 t there. When the sheep were topping that first 

great ridge north of where the buildings of the Double W ley wbi te and 

sprawling, the re on that divide I climbed off Scorpion, unbuttoned 11\Y 

slicker, an:i pissed dcwn in the direction of Wampus Cat Williamson 0 

Overnight at Birch Creek, am then across the ford of the creek 

at dawn am through the gate of the Reservation fence an:i into too 

fi rst of the Blackfeet Reservation arrl a land irnrnediately different.-... 
~ 

,9.rier, more prairielike , t he benchlands flatter and more isolatedo --
Here toward the northern heart of the Two country, every di.stance 

see:rre d to increase, as if giving space to tl'B Blackfeet grasslan:i. o The 

mountains no longer were head-on am. near, but marching off northwestward 

toward the peak called the Chief which stood. out separate as if reviewing 



ttem 0 Benchlands here were bigger and higher and more separate than 

~ : .. ~ ....... . 

we were used to, so that cattle arrl horses looked surprisinglp small 

in the Indian pastures we passed, and wren I rode ahead a mile or so 

to be of sheep was hard to spot at al.lo 

~~ , ~ 
'dill£ This Creek o 

Bridgeless arrl brimfull. Time to turn sheep into fisho I had Varick 

lead Percy across, the wether 

uneasy about the creek water up to his belly but going through with his 

leadership role. His followers were nora . For an endless hour trnre 

on the brink of dark, we relearned ·.that malci.ng sheep wade water is a 

task that would catEe a convent to curse inc horus. At last by main 

strength Varick and I hall-led hall-hurled enough sheep into the water 

to give the others the idea, and the connnunity swim began. 

, · •There was a last mob of lambs, frantic aoou t not being across with 

their mamas but also frantic about the water. Varick and Davie and the 

dogs an::l I fought them inoo tM creek, lambs splashing, adsz &is 8 1 - thrasltning, 

no more kinds of 
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From dawn of the re xt day, with not a stormcloud in the Blackfeet 

sky and a fine solid bridge ahead of us at the Two Medicine River, I 

already had happen3d, 

as if now we, Varick and I and our p~avie, we incomparable three 

had only to walk steadily in its tracks . Hour on hour , life sang out 

to me . 

"Any mo~nt that my eyes were not on the sheep and the 1arrl, they were 

on Varick. More am more te was growing to resemble ne; the long frame, 

the face that was a mustaclB less versi.o n of mine, probably of all 

McCaskills back to old Alexander hewing the Bell Roe k lighthouse in-00 

--.... 
the sea. The job was there ••• it was to be done. We - still were 

living re~~mblances of old Alexa.rd er Angus McCaskill in that, ta> 1 

~ 

this son ot mine born attuned 

effort I knew to learn it. Tilre upon ti~ that day, I stood in my 

stirrups and gawed for tha sheer pleasure of gazing. 



~~ 

ridge. The pothole lakes passing, with cloods of ducks indignantly 

M S'~t~~ 
rising at the sight of , seened a Even "'r!!N-t~_. 

seemed more interested in ~ being a horse
0 

By the holy, I was r:ight • Right to have brought these sheep, for 

Varick 1s sake. Right, even, to have married Adair and paosisted through 

distanced life together 
our strange if this strong s:>n was our resulto 
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We came to the Two Medicine River in sunny mid -afternoon and 

were met by gusts of west wind that shimmered the strong new green 

of the cottonwood am aspen groves into too lighter tint of the leaves 1 

bot tom sides, so that tree after tree seemed to be trying to turn its elf 

inside out o In the moving air as we arrl the sheep went down the 

high bluff, a crow lifted off, straight up and lofted backwards, 

letting tte gale loop him upward. I called to Varick my theory that 

maybe wind and not water had bored this colossal open tunnel the '!Wo 

Medicine flClied through0 And then we bedded the sheep , uni er the 

tall trees beside the rivero 

When morning cane , I was sorry this was about to be over . All 

the green miles of May that we 
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had cone, too saddle hours in company with Varick, the hand-to-hand 

contest with the sheep to impel than across brimming Badger Creek, 

~&. . 

yesterday's sight of the Two Medicine edge of an older 

lived over a.rrl over again. This I the tune of. 

The sheep crossed the bridge of the Two Medicine in a series of 

hoofed stammers . Up t~ long slope from the river Varick and Davie and 

the dogs and I pushed them. When they were atop the brav of the first 

big ridge north of the river , we called ourselves off and simply stood 

to watch o 

On the lovely grass that once fed the buffalo, the sheEp spread 

themselves into a calm cloud-colored scatter and began '00 graze, that 

first day of JUDe of l9J.1. o 



What can you have in life? 

•. 

Who gets to do the portioning? 

f"'i . 

µ.A_).. 

~~Mo') ... L.A.,!..~ 
~ ~tOl\r\, 
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