
Mari lyp:- - I can ' t rerembe r 
if yru 1ve done ore of these 
chapter first-pages for t his 
book. Anyway, just type the 
mock newspaper item in the 
upper r--lght as sham, and 
tren begin the :tm: rest of the 
page dcwn where you ' d ordinarily 
start an openi:q; p:tg e . 

This wi 11 mark the fifteenth Fourth 

of July in a raN that Gros Ventre 

has mustered a creek picnic, a rodeo 

and a dance . Regarding those festivities, 

ye editor's wife inquires whether 

s ol1l3 body still has her big ye ll<l-1 

pot a to-salad bowl from last year ; 

the rodeo will feature $140 in prize 

money; and the dance music will• again be 

by Nola Atkins, piano, and Jeff Swan, 

fiddle. 

- -Gros Ventre Weekl Gleaner, June 29 

I have ix> honestly say that the next f ew weeks of this remembered 

summer look soioowhat pale i n comparison wit~ my Stanley episode. 

Only in comparison, though . You can beli eve that I arrived 00.ck 

Jarrl of sheepherders and P§;Ckhorses 

to Englis h Creek from the take any f urther guff 

from that father of wine . What in Holy If.Hell was that all about , him and 

Stanley :Meixell py.ssyf ooting around each other the way they had when 

they net there on the 

~----
mamtain, then before it was over my f ather handing l1l3 over m Stanley 

like an orphan? Some countirg trip, that one. I could spend the rest 

of the summer just trying to doJ:e out why and wha. t and who , if I let 

myself . Considering, then, that my bill of goods against my f ather 

was so long and fresh , life 1s next m:tin development caught me by 



entire surprise . This sane parent who had just lent roo as a towiq; 

service for a whiskeyfied geezer trying to find his way up the Rocky 

would be 

Mountains--this identical fatter nc:u anhoureed tha. t 

a week, and I hereby was elevated into being the man of the house • 

.s::::p- "Your legs are long enough by nGT that they reach too gro6.nd, 11 he 

uilcuziy provided by way of justification the suppertine this was 

ycu think?" 



3 

Weather brought this about, as it did so much else that summer. 

Too cool wet mocrl of Jure continued am about too middle of the month 

our part of Montana had the solidest rain in years, a toad-dr<:Mner 

that settled in arourrl noon and poured on and on into too night o 

That storm delivered snow on to the mountains--several inches fell in 

too Big Belts sou th beyon:i Sun River, an:i that next morning here in 

too Two, along the high sharp parts of all the peaks a white skift 

shired, fresh-looking as a sugar sprinkle . You could bet, though , there 

were a btlllch of perturbed ai:id u:Reasy sheepherders up there looking out 

their wagon doors at it am. not thinking sugar . Arryway, since that 

storm was a ._ straightforward douser wi tt90ut any ligh~ing a.ni left 

the forests so sopping that there was no fire dar:ger for J\ hile , the 

desk jockeys at the na t ional forest offi ce in Great Falls saw this as 

a chance to ship a couple of rangers from the Two over to Region 
Send them back to sch ool as i t was said . 

headquarters for a refresher course . Both my father and Murray Tomlin 

of the Blacktail Gulch station down on 

Sun. River had been so assiduous about evad ing in t he past that the 



• the mornillS came when my fatter appeared in his Forest Service 

monkey suit--uniform, green hat , pine tree badge--and readied himself 

to collect Murr~y at the ta ti on, from where they would drive 

over to Missoula mg ether . 

nMa~oola, 11 he was still grunilili~ . "Why don't they serrl us to 

Hell to study fire and be done with it ?I What I hear , the• mileage 

is probably a oout the same • 11 

My mother's sympathy was not rampant . "All that surprises me 

is that you 've gotten by this long wi thoo t having to go . Have you 
) 

got your diary in some pocl<et of that rig?" 

"Diary, u my father muttered, 11 diary, di.a ry, diary," pat ting various 

pockets . "I never budge without it •" And went to try firrl it 0 

I spectated with some anticipation. My mocrl toward my father 

hadn 't uncurdled entirely, and sorre time on my am, sorre open space 

with out him arouni to remirrl me I was half -sore at him, looked j us t 

dandy to me . As did this first-ever designation of me as the nan of 

the house . Of course , I was well aware my father ha:ln' t literally 



meant that I was to rtm English Creek in his absence . Start with the 

basic that nobody ran my mother • As for s t ation matters, my father's , 

assistant ranger Paul strawbo ssing a f i re-trail crew not far up 

too South Fork; any vital forest business woo.ld be handled by Paul 

or the raq;er south of us on the Irrlian Head district, Cliff Bowen. 

No , I had no gram iose illusions . I was to make the check on Walter 

Kyle ' s place sometirre during the week and ~lp Isidor Pronovost line 

out his pack string when he came to pack suppll:es up to the fire lookouts 
and do some barn cleaniq; 

am generally be on hand for anythir.g my mother thought up. Nothing 

to get wild - eyed about . 

Even so, I wasn't prepared for what lay ahead when my f ather crune 

back from his diary hunt, looked across the kitchen at me , said "Step 

right out here for some free entertainment, u and led me around back 

of the ranger station . 

There he went to the side of the outhouse, being a l i ttl e gingerly 

about it because of his uniform. Turned. Stepped off sixteen paces--

why exactly s i xteen I don' t know, but likely i t was i n Forest Service 

regulations somewhere . Arrl announced: 111 t 1 s t ime we moved Republican 

headquarters . HCM 're your shovel muscl es?" 



. ·" . ..,. So rer e was rrry rrajor duty of II • Ii 
r unnir:g ~lish Creek in my father's 

absence- -diggi!:€ the new hol e to site the over . 

Let me be cl~ar . The job itself I didn't particularly mini . 

Shovel work i s honest swea , even yet I wo uld a88~t as soon do 

some thing nan ual to did dle around with oome temperamental damn 

No , my grouse was of a different feather t han 

that 0 8!!41~"/was perturbed tha. t here was ore more instance of my 

a too blindsiding roo ith a t ask I hadn ' t even dreamt of . Fi st 

St anl ey, nav this out house deal . Here was a 

summer , it was beginning to seem like, when every time I turned around 

and my father was pointing 

me along it "Right this way--11 

All this and I suppose more was on my mim as my father's pickup 

vanished over the r.i.se of the Gros Ventre road and I contan.plated nw 

work siteo Moving an outhouse may not souiid like the nicest occu:pation 

in the world• but reit her i s it as bad as you probably thinko Here 

is the program: When my father got 



back from Missoula we would simply lever up each side of the outhouse 

high enough to d:Lip a pole urrler to serve as a skid , then nai 1 

crosspieces to keep the pair of skids in place and with a length of 

cable attacood to the back of the pickup , snake the building over 

atop the new pit 

So the doesn~t amount m all that much . The new 

was going to take considerable 

doing . Or rather, considerable digging o 

At the spot my fat her had paced to and marked, I pounded 

to represent 

the outhouse dinensions--inasmuch as ours was a two - haler , as was 

family, it made a considerable rectangle; I 

guess about half again bigger than a cemetery grave - -and now all I 

.Ill 
faced was to excavat~ to a depth of aoout seven feet . 

Seven feet divided by, umm, parts of five days , what with the 

ride I had to make to check on Walter Kyle 's place and helping Isidor 

with his pack string arrl general choring for my mot oor: I doped out 

~ 
that if I did a da~gging each afternoon I could handily complete 



~~~ 
the hole by 'M'l'l~~r my father was due back o Jobs which can be br oken 

dCMn int o stints that way, whe re you know · f you put in a certain amount 

overcome 
of daily effor t you 111 h±e~he chore , I have always been able 

"\ 

the more general err ands of life that datmt me . 

I don't mean to spout an entire sermon on this outhouse topic , 

but advancing into too ground does get your mirrl onto the earth, in 

-r" J ' 
more ways t ha.n ore :{: 

~ """" 
n I ~ starte 1. on the out hose rectangle I 

j 
of through the sod, and once that's been shoveled out, 

it l eaves a depression about the size of a cellar door . A sort of 

entryway down int o the plaret, it looked like . Unearthing that sod 

was the om part of task that made me uneasy, arrl it bas taken me 

these :vears to reali ze why. A number of times since, I tn ve been present 

when sod was broken to become a f armed field . And in each inst~e 

I §elt the particular emotion of watching that lam be cut into furrows 

for the first time ever-~; can we even come clooe to grasping what 

that means?--and the nativ e grass being tipped on its s i de and then 

f olded under the brown wave of t urned earth. Anticipation, fasci nation : 

part of the feeling can be described wi th those words or ones close to them. 



It can be understood , watchirt" the rippir:g-plow cut the patterns 

that will become a grainfield , that the homesteaders who caine to Montana 

in tooir thousarrls believed they were seeing a new life uncovered for 

them. 

Yet there ' s a further portion of those feelings , at least in me o 

Uneasiness . The uneasy wondering of whether that ripping -plow is 

honestl y the best ide smothering a natural crop , grass , to try 
':; 

to nurture an artici'icial one . Not that I , or probably a.nyom else 

with the least hint of a qualm, had any vote in the matter . Both 

befor e and after the Depre ssion--which is '00 say, in times when 

far mer s to pay wages--kids such as I was in this 

particular English Creek surrrrner were bat you might call hired arms; 

brought in to pie k roe ks off the newly broken field . And not only the 

newly broken, for more rocks kept appearing and app earing . In fac t 

in our part of Montana , rock pie king was like sor ting through a perpet ua.l 

landslide . Anything bigger than a grapefruit--the heftiest rocks might 

,.f 
rival a watermelon- -was dropped onto a stoneboat pulled by a team o 

horses or tractor, and the eventual load was dumped alo~side the field . 

No stone fences built as in 



;D 

New England or over in Ireland or someplace . 

slag of the plowed prairie . 

I cite all this because by my third 'or digging, 

I had confirmed for myself the Two country 1 s reputation for being a 

toupee of grass on a cranillll1 of rock. Gravel , more accurately, there 

so close to the bed of English Creek , which in its bottom was 100% 

bulldooed 
...,.illili!!ll:t":o We had studied in school that glaciers through this 

part of the world, but until you get to haniling the evidence shovelful 

by shovelful the fact doesn ' t mean as much to you . 

this happened on the third afternoon, a Wednesday, 

because that was the day of the month the English Creek ladies' club 

met . There were enough wives along tre creek to play two tables of 

cards, and so have a rare enough chance to vi....sit, and club day aJHays 

fourrl my mother in a fresh dress right ai'ter lunch, ready to go o This 

day, Alice Van Bebber stopped by to pick her up . "Ny, Jick , you ' re 

growi:rg like a weed, " Alice crooned out the car window to me as my 

mother got in the other side . Alice always was flighty as a chicken 

looking in a mirror- -living with Ed likely would do it to anybody--

and away the car zoomed , up the South Fork road toward Withra-ls', 



as it was Midge ' s hostess o 

I knav too that when I went out for my :xl · £' a1 comfort station shift, 

I began by doing some work with a pick. Now , I didn't absolutely have 

t o swing and the di rt mixed with 

war liked the different feel a:rrl rhythm of that tool, operating 

overhand as it does rathe r than the 

Muscles too need some variety in life, I have always thought . 

So I was loosening t earth at the bottom of the hole with swings 

) 
of the pick, and on the basis of Alice Van Bebber' s blab was wondering 

to myself why a grcwnup never seemed to say anything to me that I 

wanted to hear, a.rrl after some minutes of this, stopped for breath • 

Arrl in looking up , saw just .. Mll:goc starting down the rise of the county 

road a striq; of three horses:t/Sorrel and black arrl ugly gray':!for, 

reading back dovm the ladder of c~lors , Bubbles and the pack mare and 

the saddle horse that Stanley Me:ix: ell was atop • 

I didn ' t think it through . I have no idea why I did it . But I 

ducked dcwn and sat in the bottom of the hole o 

The moment I did, of course, I began to realize what I had committed 

myself to • a person is above the ears, but I swear 



I 

out of sight squatting down there ; when I ' d been startling up working, 

there . 
my excavation by now was about shoulder- deep on ne . No pro bleYi'f"ioillliliiil....,_ 

~ 
long as Stanley didn ' t get a direct look down .-.... into 

the hole• but what if that happered? Wha t if Stalley stopped at the :; 

station, for some reason or other? And, say, the 

outhous e , and a s he 

this pit of mine? What then? Would I pop up like a jack- in- the -box:? 

the dickens 

I ' d sur e just as silly as om . 

learning 

I was also that the position I had to squat in wasn 1t 

And it was going to 

tl'E world ' s most comfortable.~e:ei eeettl r:t1ig-b~-m'lf-t--Aqi~ ... ~~~~1-
~Cl..A<!i~-

of m:inutes for Stanley an:i company to d ON n f rom the 

rise and pass the station and go off up the North Fork road, before I 

Jus t hew mmy minutes began to intere~t me mor e than an:y:ti hing else • . 

could safely sta.rrl up . Of course I had no watch, and the only other 

way I knew to keep t r ack of time was to count it off like each second 

between lightning and th under, one -·a-thous and, two a - thous and-- But 

Tnat I1d have to work~ out in my t:ead Alec style. 

the problem th ere, hOW' much Let ' s see , 

say Stanley ar:d his horses were traveling 5 miles an hour , which was 

'{4 
figure The Major was always raising hell with the Forest Service packers 



about, m average that. But i'he 

Major had never encountered Bubbles . Bubbles surely would slow down 

any enterprise at least half a mile an hour, dragging back on his lead 

like a tug - of\-war contestant 

he did . Okay, 4t miles an hour considering Bubbles, and it 

~ 
was about a mile from the crest of the county road m down im here at 

the ranger station; then from here to where Stanley would pass out 

of sight beyorrl too North Fork brush was , what , a.'1other third of a 

a mile . So nav : for Stanley to cover one mile at 

4t miles an hour woild take--well, 5 miles an hour would be 12 minutes ; 

4 miles an hour would be 15 minutes; rou!rl the 4! mile an hour pace off 

to say 13 minutes; then the other 1/3 to 1/2 mile would take somewhere 

around 6 more minutes , wouldn't it be? So, 13 and 6 , 19 

minutes . Then 19 times 60 (6o seconds to the minute) for the total 

I'd need to count to , and that was , was, was ••• 1100- somethingo 

~ e-t 
enough without me reciting one a-thous and, 

two a - thousand, three a - thous arrl , all the way up to 1100- something • 

Besides , I had no id ea har.r much time I had already spent , in too 

calcula tir:g • Besides again, numbers weren 1 t really what needed thinking 



on . The point to ponder was , why was I hiding anyway? Why had I 

plunked myself into this situation? Why didn't I want to fai:;e Stanley? 

Why had I let the sight of him hoodoo roo like this? 

inquiry as to how his hand was getting along, 

say I had to get back to digging , and th.at would ha.ve been that.. But 

no, here I was, playing turtle in the bottom of an outhouse pit. 

Sometimes there's nobcx:ly strangerw in this world than ourselves. 

So I squatted and mulled . There's this fo:r sure about doing those 

two together, they fairly soon convince you that you can think better 

s tan.ding up . If I had to pop up and 

face Stanley with my face all pie, so be it . 

am came upright with some elaborate arm-

stretching, as if I 1d just ha~ a nice break from work down there . 
-+ 4. 

s 
determine which direction I had to face embarra~ment fromo 

And found nobody:fl No Stanley ~o Bubbles _g.othing 

anywhere around , except one fourteen-year - oJ.rl fool . 

11 everything peaceful arourrl here ? 11 

11Downrig ht lonesorre , 11 I said back. 

rv:..-.. 



I~ 

Now let me tell of my mother's contribution to Xkiix that week . 

It ensued a r ound mid -day on Thursday. First thing that morning 

the f r ont of the day working as car godier for Isidor; helping him 

rre.ke up packs of s upplies to take up to the fire lookouts . Isidor 

("Balance , " Isidor always did . "We got to balance the 

sonsabitches, Jick, that ' s every s ecret of i t . " Harking back to my 

Bubbles experience I thought to myself , don ' t I know it . ) Then I sidor 

was not much more than out of 
A-f ~, 

Jiill•f'whe n here came my mother ' s 

brother , Pete Reese ; English Cr eek was getting about as busy as Broadway. 

Pete had driven into town from his ranch on Noon Cr eek on ore errand 

or another, and now was looping hom3 by way of English Creek tD drop 

off our mail and see hew we were faring . He stepped ov er and admired 

my progress on the outhouse hole - - 11 Everybody on the creek'll be wanting 

to patronize it. You thought of c harging admission?" --and handed me 

the few letters and t hat week's Gleaner • His do~ so remind ed Ire 

I was the temporary host of tre place and I hurri edly invited, "Come 

on Blllll over to the house." 



I A 
- ::- .... ·· 

We no sooner were through the door of the station than my mother 

was saying to Pete.)" You' re staying for dinner, aren 1 t yOlll," more as 

declaration than questi.. on• go Pete shed his hat ani offered that he 

supposed he could, "if it's gt>ing to be sonething edible . " Pete got 

away with more with my mother than just about anyone else could, 
she simply retorted, 

including my father• an.El s'R'i siii:~l;r Pet~ "Park your tongue than~' 

chinned 

and went to work on the meal while Pete and I 

-ye are 



I 

That topic naturally was sta~ near the front of everybody's 
•• ... • • ;1 

service was declaring this the wettest June in 

more than welcome . In Montana too much rain 

is just about enough. All the while the country had been greening and 

greeni~ , the crop and livestock forecasts were flourishing , tooo 

Pete imparted that Morrel Loomis, the biggest lamb buyer opera ting in 

the Two country, had 1- cone up from Great Falls for a look at the 

Reese a.n:i Hahn and Withrow bands , and that Pete and Fritz and Dcxie 

all decided to go ahead and contract their lambs to Loomis on his offer 

1.. D of - 2¢ a pourrl . "Enough to keep me floating toward bankruptcy," ode 

had been heard to say, which neant that even be was pretty well pleased 

with the price. 

"Beats last year by a couple of cents, doesn't it?11 I savvily 

asked Pete . 

"Uh huh, and it's damn well time G Montana 



has got to be t he champion 'next year ' country of the entire damn 

wor ld •" 

"How s oon did you say yru. 'd be haying ?" my mot her in terrog at ed 

without lookiq; around from her meal work at the stove • . I wish now 

that she had in fact been facing arourrl toward Pete and me , for I am 

sure my gratituie for that question was painted all over my face. 

Wherever hayiq; began I was to drive the scatter rake for Pete , as 

I had done the stl!l1l7er before and Alec had for the few summers before 

that . But getting a rancher to estimate a date when he figured his 

hay crop would be ready was like gettillb him to confess to black magic • 

The hemming and hawing did have the basis that hay never was really 

ready t o mow until the day you went out arrl. looked at it and felt it 

arrl co cked an eye at the weatrer and decided this was as gooo a time 

~=:1:_~~~ as any. But I also think ranchers ~ u.ayi~ as the one elastic 

part of their :yea the calendar told them when lambing or calving -.,,, 
would begin, and shipping 

had a chance to be vague - -even Pete, of the same straightforward lineage 

as my mother, nav was pussyfooting to the effect that "all this r ain, 



. .. . ~ •, . ' my's going to be kirrl of late this year"--ttey clung to it o 

"Before the Fourth?" 

It was interesting to see comments go back . 

and forth between s tudying JI drawings of the same face 

done by two different artists . Pete had what might be called the kernel 

~ of my mother's good looks: same ....,... neat nose , appl e cheeks, roo. ndish 

jaw, but proportioned smal~r, t hriftier. 

"The week after?" 

"Could be," Pete a1lowed . "Were yru going to feed us sometime today 

or what?" 

"could be" 
Messages come in capsules as well as bottles . Too content of 

was that no hay would be made by Pete Reese until after tre 

Fourth of July and until then, I was loose in the worldo 

There during dinner , it turned out that Pete na-1 was on the question 

em of the conversation' 

"Alec been arourrl lately?" 

"Ale c ," my mother reported in obituary tores , "is busy Riding the 

Range ." 



11 Day arrl night?" 

"At le%st . Our only hope of seeing him is if he ever needs a 

clean shirt . " 



/'W'\ n ~~ 
My personal theory is that a lot of misunderstanding followed 

aroun:i j ust because of her way of sayi:qs . Lisabeth Reese McCaskill 

could give you t he 

of day arrl make you wonder why you had dared to ask • I recall once 

when that we were visited for the mornif.l: by Louise Bowen, 

was newly assigned onto the Two, havill6 ~to@ii~~· office job at 

,.,,--.... 'w\Jl'l'~- ~f/'U.) 
Region @lie headquarters telling my mother 

hON worried she was that her year-old, Donny, accustomed to tam and 

a fenced yard, would wander off from the station, maybe fall i nto M 

,-Ji:f oM R ~ 
I was in the other room, more or less reading a Collier's and 

miming my am business , but I can still hear hew my mother's response 

suddenly seemed to fill the whole house: 

.. Bell him. • 

\ 

There was a stretch of silence then , until Louise finally kind of peeped : 

"Beg pardon? I don ' t quite--" 

uput a bell nly way to keep track of a wandering child 

is t o hear him. " 

Louise left not all t oo long after 

~~ 
.,..,....,.._. , .. ~ again But I did notice, when I uen:fi :~ my 

~¥a down,./ and I rode along, 
fa a saw-set from Cliff a month or so later that Donny 

Bowen was toddling around with a lamb bell on himo 



Pete was continui~ on the topic of Alec . "Well , he 1s at that age--" 

"Pete," she headed him off, ur know what age my own son is . " 

• 
11 So ycu do , Bet. But tre number isn 1 t all of i t o You might try 

keep that in mirrl • " 

My mother reacred to pass Pete "I'll 

,.~ t.,......,. 11 t...- "11 d 111 W-tll Try. " vv~ .i. .y, S11::: ct owe • ...i... 



When we ' d eaten and Pete declared ~'1}t 1 s time I wasn't here" -.... 
and headed hone '00 Noon Creek, my mother immedi ately began drowning 

dirty dishes ~ I meanwhile rerre mbered the nai l I ' d been handed , an d 

f etcood it from the s i deboard 

where I'd put it down . There was a letter to my motter from Mr. Vannaman, 

the Gros Ventre principal--even though Alec and I were gone from the 

Ell&lish Greek school my motherlwasfstill )on its school board and so 

~c. 

rad occasional dealings with ~ymucks in Gros Ventre and Conrad--

p r ob ably the late :rams • 

and a couple of Forest Service things 

after was the Gleaner, thinking I'd let my dinner settle a little while 

I read o 

I'd been literary for maybe three minutes when I saw the names o 

1' " Mom · You and Pete are in tl!re paper. I 

She turned from where she was washing dishes and gave me her look 

that said , you had now better produce sone fas t truth . 

I pim1ed down the newsprint evideree with my finger . '' See, here . 1' 



25 Years Ago 

in The Gleaner 

Anna Reese and children Lisabeth and Peter visited Isaac 

Reese at St . Mary's Lake for three days last week. Isaac 

is providing the workhorses for the task of building 

tre r oa dbed f r om St . :Mary 1 s to Babb . Isaac sends word 

through Anna t ha t too summer's work on th is and other 

Glacier National Park roads and trails is p r ogressing 

sati:§factor i l y . 

As she read over my shoo.Ider I thought about the joorney that 

would rave been in those days. Undoubtedly by democrat wagon, all 

the way north from the Reese place on Noon Cree • past the landmark 

of Heart Butte, acrres the ~o Medicire River, and then on even beynnd 

Cut Bank Cree , y_ery nearly to Chief Mountain, the last peak that 
..... -

could be seen on too northern horizon. I of course had been over 

that total route with my father, but only a piece at a time, on 



various ridmg trips and by pickup to the northernmost part . But to 

do too whole journey at om e, by hoof and iron wheel, a woman and 

two ldds , struck me as a notable expeditiono 

Sounds like a lo time in a wagon, I prompted cannily. " You never 

told me at.out that. 

Didn't I . And she turned and went back to her dishp:tn. 

Well, some times you could prompt my mother, and sometimes you might 

as well try conversiqs with the stove poker . 

:ti-
Se , ttnenli~"b ened bj m3 wago11ee1 ing iii I retreated into my 

hole , oo to speako Ye t , you knON hw it is when you ' re doing something 

your body can take care of Your mir:rl is going to sneak off 

) 

·ne was on tha. t wagon journey wi t h my mot her 

and Pete and their mother . 

There wouldn ' t have been the paved 

highway north to 

be~een Gros Ventre and the 

Reservation boun:lary at Birch Creek, but probably not man~. ~ose were 

the years hen t e Valier irrigation project was new and anybody who 



~ 
stem was there around Lake Francis trying to 

be a f armer. Mos t ly empty count ry , t hen , except for lives tock, all 

the way t o Birch Creek and its ribl:x>n- line of trees . Emp t y again 

families lived then as t \Q.ey Qi.Q· now. There near Badger 

have pas sed just west of the place where , a cmt ury and 

sorre before , Me riwether Lewis and the Blackfeet clashed. ,.. 

That piece ount:ry to us was simply grass, until my father deduced 

and Clark journals that s onewhere off in there 

and his men killed a couple of Blackfeet over a stealing incident and 

began the long prairie war between whites and I ndians. Passing t h at 

area in a pickup on paved highway 

rever made that hi s·tory seem r eal to ne I would bet it was more 

believable from that wagon. Then up from Badger , the high bencoo s 

t o where t he Two Medicine t r encred deep t hrough the J.andsca~ . 



Maybe another day arrl a half of travel 

Browning and west and t hen north across Cut Bank Creek , and over 

the divide to St . Mary's, and there 

at the en:l of it all the road camp, its crews a:rrl tents andworkho se 

~n my inagination I 

but ·th go-devils and scra~r s and other road machines instead 01· 

ci rcus wagom . And its ringmaster , my grandfather, Isaac Reese . 

He was the only one of my grandpa rents yet alive when I became old 

-enough to remember, and I could ~ just glimpse him in a corner 

of my mirrl . A gray-mustached man at the head of the table wheneve we 



/ 

... · .... 

had Sunday dinner at the Reeses ' , using his kni1·e to load his 

fork with food in a way which would have caused my mother to give 

Alec or me absolute hell if we had dared try it o I gatrer , though, 

that Isaac Reese got away with considerably more than that in life--

I suppose any horse dealer worth his reputation did - -ard it was a 

took over after the old man 1 s dea th . _ 

the conversation 

would she was married to a man 

herself was just half-Scottish o 

'' he oth3r half -;my father would claim when h~. judged tha t she was tt in 

a good enough mocrl he could get aJNay with it ,'' seems to be something like 

\ \ 
badger . Actua l ly, that lineage was Danish • Isak Riis depar ted Denmark 

aboard the ship King Carl sometiire in too 1880s , am the pen of an 

immigration official greeted him onto Anerican soil as Isaac Reese. · 

In that everybody- head-west - and- grab-some-lard period, counting was 

more vital t han spelling anyway . By dint of w mt hi s eyes to 1rl him 



on the j o urney west , arrived to North Dakota determined on a living 
..... 

fro workhorses . The Great Northern railroad was pushing across the 

ni ted States--this was when Jim Hill was promising to cobweb 

Dakota and Montana with railroad iron- -and Isaac began as a teamster 



on tre roadbed . ..J.9f~"~s ways with horses and projects proved to ~ 

as sure as his new language was shaky. (M:r father c" aimed to have been 

on hand the famous tine , years Ja ter , when Isaac couldn't find the words 

11 wagon tongte 11 and ended up calling it" de Godtarnn harrlle to de Godtamn 

after sizing 

back to every shirttail relative in Denmark for money 

to buy .horses!.-my father ~lwad wasJa ready source 

got entertainnent from--am soon ad his own teams arrl drivers working 

on contract for the Great Northern . 

When construction reached 

the east face of the Rockies , the mountains held Isaac . Why, nobody 

in the Certainly in Denmark he must never have 

seen anything But whiJ.e his horses 

proceeded toward the coast, 

Isa.ac and looked around. In a week or so 

c 
south along 



4 relinquishment which became the start of the eventual Reese ranch. 

4/Isaac Reese as at my stage 

-

entirezy clear whether there is any appreciable differ er.ce 

between t he ••ac: guidance r egi on 

~A+~ 
of Mont ana wher e 'bhere wer ~ a coup l e of 

for a nan wit h workhorses. TtE many miles of i r rigation canals of 

the water schemes at Valier and Bynum arrl Choteau and Fairfiel , , 

ranch reservoirs ("ressavoys" to I saac) 1 the roadbed when the br anch 
~ = - -...,,. 

railroad was built north from Choteau to Pendroy street-grading woon --
Valier was built onto the prairi , all t'.:Q'e - roads and. tr ails • 

: 

As each appurtenance was py.t onto the Two country and its neighboring areas , 

Isaac was on hand to realize money from it o 

11 And ne.rried a Scotchwoman to hang onto the dollars for him,'' my 

Ramsay, teacher at the Noon Cr eek school. Her, I kri, 1 next to nothiug 

aoout . Jus t that she died in the influenza epidemic during the war 

and that in the wedding picture of her and Isaac that hung in my 

~ 
parents' bedroom she · the one standi ng arrl looking in charge, while 

beside her with his mustache drooping whimsically. 



Neither my mother nor my father ever said much about Anna Ramsay Reese- -

which helped sharpen my present curiosity , thinldng about her trurdling 

father's supply of stories about Isaac. 

grandparents she 

~ 
into .W. shadOW' by rrry 

In a sense , the first of those tales was the genesis of our family . 



I 

The night my father, 

and reque st my mother in narriage, Isaac greeted him at the door 
lo' 

and before they ·were even properly sat dCMn, had launched i to a 

a whole evening of horse topics , Clydesdales and Belgians and Morgans 

and fetlocks and withers me a Scandinavian 

harbors no sense of humor . 

When my father at Jal.st imnaged to wedge the question in, Isaac 

MlilallWi tried to look taken aback, 

Or as my fatr~r said Isaac pronounced i t: 

•• mare itch? u 
-~-c. H 

looked at my father harder yet and asked: Tell_ 

ll 
me dis . Do you ever took a drink? 

My father figured honesty was the best answer in the face of public 

,, ,, 
knowledge . New and then, yes , I do . 

Isaac weighed Then he got to his feet and loomed over my 

., 
fat re r . Ve 'll took one nav , the 

cupboard, the pairing that began Ale c and me was toasted o 



When I considerad that I 'd done an afternoon's excavating , physically 

~ 

and mentally, I climbed out ii& and had a look at the progress of rrry 

sanitation engineering . By now the pile of dirt and gravel stood 

high and broad, the darker tone on its top showing today's fresh shovel 

work am the drier faded-out stuff beneath, the previous days '. With 

a little imagi nation 

on a cake, of each 

and now today ' s light-chocolate 

this e~rth. 

· scern a gradation, like layers 

country,Jlll•s 

J(~ 
top . T ~n erestirg, 

A 
the ingredients of 

More to the innnediate point , I was pleased with myse1f that I'd 

estimated the work :into too right daily dabs o Tomorrow afternoon was 

would to be bucketed ou ,,_ but the hole looked definitely finishable . 

I ust have been more giddy with myself than I realized, because 

when I ent over to the chopping block to split wood for the kitchen 

rnodbax: , I found myself usiq; the 



/ 

·.,. ·.:··.· 
' .· · .... 

Lo 
axe in rhyttun with a so~ of Stailey's about the gal na.ITed and what 

she was able to do with her wingwangwoo . When I cane into the kitchen 

with the armload , my mother was looking at me oddly . 

''Since when did you take up singing? ''she inqull"ed . 

11 Oh 
' 

\\ 
just feeling gocx:V; I guess, I said and 

enough to try prove it . 

•Wtia.t was that tune, anJ.Way? 11 

I hazarded • • t I think. ' 

That brought a f urther look from her . / While I 'm at i t I mig ht 

as well fill the water bucket t I proposed , and got out of there . 

After supper, lack of anything better t o do 

~de me t ackl my mothe. on t hat l ong- ago wagon trip again . 

That is , I was doi ng something 

brai ,, since hearing Stanley tell about having done that winter of 

hair work a mi · on years ago in Kansas , I had gotten mildly interested 

and was br aiding myself a horsehair hackamore . I wa s dis covering , though, 

t at in ter ms of entertainm nt , braiding is pr e ty muc h like chewing 

gum with your fi~ ers . So--



Wh ere ' d you sleep? 

11 That time . When you al went up to St. Mary ' s;• I kept on with 

my braiding just as if we'd been having this continuing conversation 

every evening of our lives . 

She glanced over at ne , then said :''Under the wagon. ' 1 

1' Rea y ? You?• Which 

I got quite a li tle braidi:rg done in the silence that answered 

-
that , and when I finally figur ed I had to p , I realized that 

she was truly studying me . No just taking apart ·th a look: studying . 

Her voice wasn ' t at all sharp when she aske got your curios~ty 

bump up? 

''-r ' m just interested to me th at didn ' t sound like an av er ly 

,. 
profouUil explana. ti on, so I tried to go on . When I as with Stan ey , 

those days camptendiq; , he told im a lot about the Two . About when 

he was the ranger . It got me inter es 

1 What did he say about being ranger? 11 



" That he was t e And that he set up t he Two 

I\ '?-1 
f o est . lt occurred to me to · 

c:rr,_ 

a piece of 

chronology I had been attempting to work out ever since that night 

of my cabin binge . "What , was Dad the ranger at Indian Head while 

Stanley still was tre - ranger here?" 

"For a while . Maybe a year . " 

~ .~...._ 
"Is that where I renember rom?" 

"I suppose . " 

"Did yoo. arrll Dad neighbor back and forth with him a lot?" 

"Sorre . Wha. t does any of that have to do with how many nigh ts I 

slept urrler a wagon twenty-ii ve years ago?" 

She had a reasonable enough question there . Yet it somehow seemed 

to re that a cormection did exist, that any history of Two country 

person was alloyed with the history of any other Two country person. 

That some given sum of each life had to be added into every other, to 

find the total . But none of which sounded sane to say . All I did 

finally rramge was : "I just would like to knav soroo thing about thi~s 

then . Like when you were around my age •" 



~ 

No doubt there was a response she had to bite her tongue jm:m to keep 

wasn ' t sure she'd ever been this age I seeiood to be at just now o 

Instead Can13 : 
11 All right . Tba t wagon trip to St . Mary ' s . What is 

it you want to kncm about i t ? 11 

H Well, jus t - -why was it you went ? ' 1 

., 
mother took the notion. 
~ 

He often was , contracting horses sonewhere . '' She rustled the Gleaner 



as she turned a page . 11 About like being married to a ranger, '' she 

added, bu lightly enough to show it was her version of a joke . 

trip take then ? 11 

How Now , in a car , it was a matter of 

" She had w think about that • After a minute : Two and a half 

days . Two · ghts ,'1 she um er scored for my benefit , ''under the wagon. -
one at Cut Bank Creek ." 

" How come Cut Bank Creek? Why not in Browning ?'' 

·uMy mothe_r held the opinion t hat the prairie was a more civilized 

place than Browning o" 
" What did you do for food ':'• 

11 We a te out of a belly box . 'Jlhat ol d one from chuckwagon days , 

with al l t he cattle b r ands on it . Mother and I cooked up what 

was recessary, before we left ." 

" Were you the only ones on the road ?11 

"Pr tty much, 

we-~~~~t9-.-...,.~• 2!.cmewhere along the wayf' I guess we met it •" --
She could nail questions shut faster tha. I could think them up . 

Not deli berately , I see now . That was j ust the way s he was : a person 

who put no parUcular importance on having made a prairi e trek and seen 

a stagecoo.ch in the process . My mother seerood to realize that this 



i nto the epic tale I was hopir:g for . HJi ck, that ' s 

al l I knCM alx>u t it . We went, arrl s t ayed a few days , and came b acko" 

Went, stayed, came . T}}9 facts were t here but the feel of them wasn ' t . 

"What a bout the road cam!f?" I resorted to n ex t . "What do you remember 

about that?" The St . Mary's area is one of the most beautiful ones , 

with the mountains of Glacier National Park sheering up beyorrl the lake . 

The world looks t o be all stone and ice and water there . Even my mother 

might have noticed some of tha t glory. 

Here sre found a small smile . ' 4Just that when we pulled in, 

Pete began oolloing all the horses !' I She saw that didn't register 

with me f!/'talling out hello to too workhorses in the various tea.ms , '1 

she explainea . 11 iie hadn ' t seen them for awhile , after all . ' Hello , 

Wooorcw ! ' •Hello , Sneezer 1 1 Methusa.leh. Runt . 
~ 

Copenhagen . 

mother let him. go on with it until he came to a big gray mare called 

Secom Wife . She never as 

There is this about history, you never know which particular anber of 

it is going to glow to life . As s he tol d this , I oould all but hear Pete 

helloing those horses , his dry voice makiqs a chant which sang across 

that road camp . And the look on my mother told rre she could , t oo . 



Not to be too obvious, I braided a moment more . Then decided to 

try tre other part of that St . Mary ' s sce:oo . "Your own mother . What 

was she like?" 

11 That father " of yours h:ts been heard to say tMt I 'm a secorrl 

serving of her. 11 

Well , this at least informed me that old Isaac Reese hadn't gotten away 

in life as I ' d originally thought . But new, how to keep 

this line of talk goir:g--

"Was she a leaper too?" 

nNo, " my mot her outright laughed. nNo, I seem to be the only ore 

of that variety. " 



... 

Probably our best single pi.ece of fainily lor\~ wa s that my mother 

leaped in with the century. The 29th of February of l&OO, she was born on. 

Which of course ,meant tmt e ...... ce!Jt ;;l'hen each leap year showed upj she 
t> 

lacked a defi.ni te calendar date for he r birth:i ay. She herself never 

made anything of that,, just let each off ··year birthday be rra rked on 

·whichf~ver date seenEd most convenient a't the time, Februa. r:r 28th or 

March 1st . But eitb..er m.Y f a toor or Alec one year came up with the 

Ca'!"d-cut idea. So th·ce0 years of every .four, t he hrnch of us congrega t t.:?d 

at the table after the supper dishes ·,.;e re dor!e a nd my rnoth'::! :r sh uf f1ed 

a deck of cards. Likely net mere than brn o:;.o three quick rif fles . ., 

because there was a pretty abrupt 15.mit on hew m•JCh she was u.L lli_r:g 

to fool a.r·ound" Tt.en we e.11 tmuld mac1<e our predictions as to wr.a t. 

rrarmer of birth:lay year th i s se ET1.e d to be--tomo:rrow, or the next day·--

and she cut the cards - --a heart or diamorrl d eli.vering _her a las t-of-

February birth:iay, a club or spade a first-cf -1'1a rch. This par i-j_cular 

;yaar had been a red om, I recall, beca~e sre said at the ti.me : 

"So I don't even get a. day's grace any more." It, s obers me to realize 

that when soo made that phint about th:~ speed of tirrE, she was not 

"-'~.., 
~v:efi two-thirds of the age I am new .. 

I 



41 

- -"Why did I What?" Too Gleaner was forgotten in front of her now , 

her gaze was on me: her particular look that could skin a rock . 

I swear that ~hat I 1 d had framed in mini was 

inquiry about my grandparents, how Anna Ramsay and Isaac Reese 

~j 
they'd decided to get married and so oroowhere a cog 

slipped, and what had fallen out of my mouth instead was : 'Why ' d you 

marry Dad?" 

n"\~ 

11 ii.Tell , you know," 'IJ"floundered, ~--~· 

"what I me an, kids wonder al:x:mt something like ttat. How we got rere . " 

Another perilous direction, that ore . 11 I don ' t mean, uh, ha.v , exactly. 

More like whyo Didn ' t you ever wonder yourself? Why your own mother 

and father decided to get mrried? I mean, how would any of us be here 

if those people back then hadn ' t decided the way they did ? And I just 

thought , since • e 1 re talkiq; abou tjai1 this anyway 1 you co uld fill me in 

on some of i t o Out of your cwn experience , sor t of •11 

My mother looked at me for an eternity more , then shook her heado 

"One of them goes bead over heels after anyt hing bloncl:e , the other one 

ants to know the history of the world . Alec and yro - where did I 

get you two ?11 



I figured I had nothing further to lose by taking the chance: 

nThatt ' s sort of mat Twas asking , isn ' t it?11 

"All right •" She still looked skep_;t,ical of the possibility of 

common sense in me, but her eyes let up on ire a little . "All right , 

..---
Mr . Ji m'ki; '13 nr Inquisitive . You want to know the makings of this 

family, is that it ? 11 

I nodded vjgorouslyo 

Sre thought . Then : "J ick, a person hardly knows how to start on 

this . But you kna.v , don ' t you, that I taught most of that- -that ore 

year at the Noon Creek school?'fl/r did know that chapter . :¥t1~ Tha. v,.r m;t 

mother ' s mother, Anna Ramsay Reese , died in the 'flUll epidemic of 

1918 , my mot he:r cane back from what was to have been her second year 

in college and became ,B!lmllaliDl- ll1£ in her mother 's stead, the Noon Creek 

teacher~1 If i:fb hadn ' t been for that, who lmows what would have happened," 

she went on . "But that did bring me back from college , about the same 

time a long - geared galoot named Varick Mccaskill came back from the 

army. His family still was in here up the North Fork . Scotch £!eaven. --M 111.c.. 
So was back in tte country and the two of us had known each other--

A 

oh, all our lives, really. Though mostly by sight. Our families didn ' t 



That s . 
al ways ge t along . But tha t ' s neit he r here nor th~re .~e;(s 

Mac cha racter was hir ed as as sociation rider --~ 

n Didn ' t get (.Qlong ?" 

I ought ro have known better . My interruption sha rpened re r right 

up again . "That ' s another story . There ' s such a thing as a ore - track 

mirii , but honestly , Jick , you~ Gaskill men sometimes have no-track 

minis . Now . Do you want to Hear This , Or --11 

"You wer e doing just fire . Real good. Dad got iD be • the association 

rid er and then what ?" 

"All right then . He got ro be the association rider and- -well, 

he got to paying attention to me . I suppose it could f!De said I paid 

some back . u 

Right t hen I yearred tre impossible . To have watched that double-

t'( 
sided admirati on. My mo ther had turned 19 ~bruary (or Mar ch 1 ) 

of that teaching year; a little old er than Alec was now , though not 

..., 
a good- look er she was even now , she must have 

\!., 

been extr a special then . Anti my father the cowboy- -hard to imagine 

tha - -would have been in his early twenties , a rangy redhead who ' d 

been out in the orld all the way to Fort Leonard Wood , Missouri o 



Varick and Lisabeth, progressir.g to Ma~ all.d 

terri tory of love language J&19a 1 

' ' • that I couldn ' t even guess at . 

They a r e beyorrl our knaving, those ome- young people who becone our 

parents , which to me has always ma.de them that much more fascinating . 

- - "There was a dance, that spring . In my own schoolhouse, so 

your father ever since has been telling me I have nobody to blame 

but myself •11 She again had a glav to her, as when she ' d told me 

about Pete re lloing the horses . "Mac was on hand , ...,_, by then he ' d 

been hired by the Noon Creek ranchers and was around helping them 

brarrl calves and so on . That dance-- " she shrugged, as if an 

impossible question had been a sked-- 11 that dance I suppose did it , 

though neither of us knew it right theno I ' d been determined I was 

0..... 
never going to marry into a ranch life . Let alone to" cow chouser who 

did n't own muc h more than his chaps and hat o And la te:r I found out 

f r om your f a t her that re ' d vowed never to get interested in a schoolmarm . 

So much for intentions . Anyway, now here he was , in my mm schoolroom. 

I ' d never seen a man take so much pleasure .in dancing . Most of it 

with me , :iimllllllllE!m: need Is ayo Oh, and there was this . I hadn 1 t been 

around him or those other Scotch He aveners while I was away at college, 



a.rrl I • d lost the knack of listening the third 

t:ine that night he said something I couldn ' t catch , I asked him: ' Do 

you always t alk through your nose? t And then he put on a real burr 

tear rr 
<5n my lips . They ' rrre 

in prrrime condition, if you ' rrre everrr currrious .' 

over this , for my mother r eddened a bit and stirred in be r chair and 

declared, "Well, you don ' t need full details . Now then. Is that 

enough family history?" 

Not really. "You mean , the two of you decided to get married 

because you.._ liked how Dad danced ?tt 

"You would be surprised how large a part something like that plays . 

But no, there ' s more to it tha.n that . Jick, when people fall in love 

the way we did , it ' s --I don r t rrean this like it sounds , but it ' s like 

being sic k . Sic k in a worrler ful way, if you can imagire that . The 

feeliq; is in you just all the tine , is what I mean . It takes you over . 

No matter what you do , what you try to think about , the other person 

Or your blood , however ou want to say it . 

is there in your head o It's"--she shrugged at the impossible again--

"there ' s no describing it beyorrl that . And so we knew . summer of 



· .. J 
that--a su.Il1Tl'E r whe n we didn ' t even see eac h other that much, because 

., ·· .. · 

your father was up in the Two tending the association cattle most of 

the time --and we just knew. That fall , we were married . " Here she 

sprung a slight smile at me . 11 Arrl I let myself in for all these 

questi ons •" 

There was ore , though, that hovered . I was trying to determine 

whether to open my yap and voi ce i t, when she took it on herself . 

"My gue s s is , you 're thinking about Alec and Leona . Lord knows , they 

He 1 s always been all go 

imagine they' re in a damright epidemic of l ove . Alec maybe is . 

Leona isn ' t . She can ' t be . She 1 s too ycung and --11 my mother scouted 

not one man A And that •s enough on that subject . 11 She looked across 

in a way that made my fingers quit even pretending they were 

manyfacturi ng a horsehair hackamore . "Now I have ore for you . Jick , 

you worry me a li ttJ..e . " 

11 Huh? I do ?" 

11 You do . All this interest of yours in the way things were . I just 

hope ycu don't go through life paying attention to the past at the 

expense of the fut e . That you don't pass up chances because 



1-f 1 

they ' re new and unexpected . " She said this next softly, yet aJ.so 

more strongly than anything else I ' d ever heard her say. "Jick, 

there isn 't any ,law that says a McCaskill can't be as forwa rd-looking 
• 

as anybooy else . Just because your father am your brother, each in 

his own. way, looks to the past m find life, you needn ' t . They are 

both good rren . I love the two of them--the three of you --in the exact 

way I t old you about , when ;a L yoor father and I started al 1 this . 

~~) 
But}be ready for ille ahead . It can ' t all be read behind you . " 

I looked back at her . I wouldn ' t have bet I had it in me to say 

But it did come out : nMom, I know it all can ' t . But some?" 



I 

Cars a.rrl pickups and trteks were parked so thick that they all 

the part of town around 

but It is nice a tout a 

horse, that yoo. can park him handily while Henry Ford still would be 

circling the block and cus sing o I chose a stan:i of high grass between 

the creek bank arrl the big cottonwoods just west of the park arrl 

Mo~e on a tie of rope short enough that he couldn •t t~le it around 

anything and long enough for him to graze a little . Then gave him a 

final proud pat, am headed off to enlist with too picnickers. 

Some writer or another put down that in the his U>ry of Montana, 

the only definite example of civic upllit was when the Vir~nia City .. -

v:ig ilantes hung the Henry Plumzrer gang in 1864. I think that overstates, 

most scruffy 

of Montana towns and delve 

aroun:l a few minutes arrl in all likelihood fin:l two outstaniing features--



the cemetery and the park. 

In Gros Ventre's instance, the cerretery in fact commanded t~ 

toll1!'l 1s prine site, too small knoll at the southwestern oo.tskirt which 

offered views of mile upon mile of the English Creek valley and beyoro 

that, the won:ierful wall of the Rockies . Too local joke on this was 

that the last reward of a Gros Ventre resident was scenery. The park, 

though, ran a good secord to the cemetery in pleasantness. A hall'-

circle of rmybe an acre, it fronted on English Creek just west of 

arro;red north into t~ plains arrl benchlands. In recent years WPA 

Ani soneone 

during that WPA work caJTe up with an idea seen before or 

since. There near t~ 

a windstorm had ripped off its ma.in branches--a crew sawed the tree 

off l<M to the groun:l, about two feet high; toon att>p the stump 

' PS&is:siw round 

affair sonewhat on the order of a ship's cra-1 's-nest. 



v 

The om and only ti.loo I saw Senator Burton K. Wheeler, who some 

people illi!Ehm'llll'•mtkfWWW911-li thoo.ght miiht become PresidEllt if Roosevel t 

ever stopped bei~, we were let out of school to hear him give a 

speech from this speaki~ stump• 

From wl'er e I had left Mouse I emerged into the of 

the park where the stump pulpit stood, ard I stopped beside i t to 

have a look aroum 0 

A true Two country Fourth of JulYi• ~~ trees were snooing • 
_,. -

Fat old cottonwoods stood all alo~ t~ arc between tl'E park ani the 

neighborhooo, while you~er Jlill!lr trees were spotted here and there 

across the rest of the expanse, as if trey had been sent out tD be 

.r".'.\ l 
shade /:bearers. 

v 
the treetops '00 rattle 

the air like slow snav. 

Through the cottonfall, the spike of tower atop the Sedgwick HoU?e 

stuck up above one big cottonwood runoll?; the trees at the far side of 

the park . As if that tree had on a party hat o 



As for people, too park this day was a bunch of islands of them. I 

literally mean islands ~he summer far had stayed 

seemed so unaccustomed that it was 

even a just-war~ day like this one puttiq; people into the shade 

gathering of family and friends 

on their specific piece of dappled shoo e like those cartoon> of 

castaways on a desert is le with a single palm tree . I had to traipse 

helloing people and being halloed, before I 

spotted my mother and father, sharing shade an:l a sprea:i blanket 

with Pete and Reese and Toussaint Rennie near the back of 

the park. 

- ---- --- ~-~-~ ... - _,_ ..... +~-• ...,,..~ ....... - ..:! ..,..._.,. - ~ .... µ .i... 4-J,,. ft w.:...,i-.; ~ ·· ----~-~ 

Among the greetings, my father's predominated : Thank goodmss 

you •re here. Pete's been loold~ for soma body to challenge to an 

ice-cream making contest: ' So before I even got sat dOln, I was off 

I 

on tra t tangent. / Come on, Jick, Pate said as he reached for their 

ice cream freezer and I picked up ours, '' anybcrly who cranks gets a 

double dish:~e took our treezers over ~ the coffee-arrl-lernonade 

t abl e 'Where everybody else 1 s was . This year, I should expl ain, was 

the turn of English Creek and Noon Creek to provide the picnic with 

ice cream and beverage. Bill Reinking , who despite being a newspaperman 



io ~ ) 
had some fairly practical i deas , was the one wAe- suggest4illi the system -

that instead of everybody and his brother creamers 

and coffee pots and jugs of lemonade, each part of the community t ake 

a turn in providing for all . year 

tbe ice-cream-

coffee- and-ade , the next year the families eas t of Main Street, the 

one after that those of us from English Creek and Noon Creek, and then 

of Creation, " the farm families from 

east some other category. 

) while Pete and I took turrn with the other ice cream 

manufacturers , cranking and cranking . Lots of elbow grease , and jokes 

about where all t hat fai:cy wr i st wor k ha d been learned . Marie shortly 

crune over on coffee du ty- -she was going to do the making, my mother would 
~ ~ , ~ 

serve after~ e~'Sint{--and brought along a rressage from my f ather 

and Toussaint : rThey say, a little faster if you can stand i t . 11 Pete 

doffed his Stetson to them in mock gratitude o The holiday definitely 

was tuning up . And even yet I can think of no better way to ~ begin 

a Fourth of July than there among virtually all of our Englis h Creek 

neighbors . Not Walter 



~ 
I 

Kyle, up on too mountain with his sheep; arrl not the HebnErs, who 

mver showed themselves at these creek picnics; and not the WithrGTs, 

who must have been delayed • some way. But everybody 

Fork folks other than the Withrows--Fri tz and Greta Hahn, Ed and Alice 

Van Bebber. Then the. population of the min creek, those who nerely 

downstream a here to the park, so to speak. Preston and Peg 

Ken and Janet Busby, arrl Bob and 

Arleta Busby--I had half-worrlered whether stanley Meixell might shew 

up with the Busbys, and was relieved that he hOO.n 't. Don and Charity 

Frew. Tre Hills arrived last, while I was sti 11 inventorying 

leaning shakily on h is wife Nan . "Set her do"m. ,' J .L., 11 somebooy called, 

refer riri.g to the ice creamer the Hills had brought with them, "we 
1
ll do 

the twi r ling . n 11 1 get t o s hivering much more t han t his , 11 J .L . r espon:l.ed, 

jus t hold t he goddamn thing in my hands and make ice cream. " 

I n truth, J . L. s tremble was constant and 

by now. It is terrible to see, an ailment fastened 

onto a person and riding him day and night. I hope not to end up 

that way, life aver and done with before existence is. 

I 
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But that was n ot the thought for thi s day. I f a sense of life , 

of the blooo racing beneat h you r skin, is not with you at a Fourth 

of July creek picnic, then i t :is never going to be o 

When Pete arrl I finished ice cream duty arrl returned to the 

bl anket, my father had Toussaint on the topic of what the Fourth 

of July was like when Gros Ventre arrl he were you~'11·1 Phony Nose 

Gornnn,' Toussaint was telling . 11Is he one you rerrember? •l father 

shook his head: ·~fore my ti.roo. u Much of Toussaint 1 s lore was before 

anyone's time. 'rim Gorman,' Toussaint elaborated, ''cox and Floweree 1s 

foreman a while. Down on Sun River. Froze his nose in that 186 

winter. Some doctor at Fort Shaw fixed him up . Grafted skin on. 
~ 

I saw him after, the surgery was good . But Phony Nose Gorman 

was c alled . He was the one the flagpole broke with. There across 

from the Medicine Loo ge, wt-ere the garage is now. He was climbing 

it to put Deaf Smith Mitchell's hat on top. On a bet . Those t imes , 

• they bet on the s un coming up--

/ 



Toussaint Rennie this day looked maybe sixty- five years old , yet 

had to be a possible fifteen beyo:ril that . 

stave off tine by perpetUa lly stayi~ in such hi~ 

humor that the years didn't want to interrupt him. From that little 

current of laugh always purling 9t in him Toussaint's face had crinkled 

it could. 
Tan and wrinkled deep, 

1 
· ke a gi gantic walnut • The 

the general build of a potbelly stove . I suppose 

-
Two Medicine irrigation project, his short-mndled shovel sticking out 

of a rifle scabbard as his horse plodded the canal banks o 

Allotting a foot-and-a-half head of water to each farm ditch; plugging 

gopher holes or muskrat tunnels in the caro 1 bank ith gunny sacks 

of dirt; keeping culverts from clogging; in a l and of scarce water 

a ditch ~id er' s job was vital abo re most others arrl Toussaint 
v 

apparently was going to hold hi~ ~- Jl 

- r 1~,&n until death made it drop from his hand . ~ 



· In alx>ut the way that shovel was carried in that scabbard, t~ 

history of the 'l'wo country rested there in Toussaint 1s memory, handy 

to employ. And It never was clear to me hc:w Toussaint, 
,...... 

isolated way to he 11 and g one - -he bached out the re a few miles west 
~ 

of - here the highway crossed the Two Medicine River, about 1.5 miles from 

Brow.nine: and a gooo 30 from Gros Ventre--could know news from anywhere in 

the Two country as fast as it happened . Whatever too network was--rny father 

called it moccasin telegraph--Tmussaint was its most durable conductor . 



of the buffalo, a boy e i ght or so yea.rs old when his family roved in 

soroowhe re i n the 
from~-~~aa.....f43~~-eomt~~~'!f The Rennies were part 

Fraich--my father thought t~y might have started off as Reyna. uds--

but mostly tribal haz • ~f thei r Indian backgroum, Toossaint him:;elf -
was only ever defini t e in declaring himself not a Blackfeet, which 

had to do with the point that married, Mary Rides Proud, 

/ 
was om. The usual as sump ti on was that the Rennie lineage was Me t is, 

/ 
for other Matis famili es Sel:oie, -QQ,- 00-ha.d ended up in this general 

in 188 ---------- ..--.... gut ul sn 19 ell count• back across -
had grown to manhocrl by the tine 

re in the Two country ~~-941ii-4i.-aie uis Riel and 

foll~ers . 

say was to claim pedigr ee from the Lewis 

and Clark expe di ti on: ''I co me My grandfather 

had r ed hair . " 



/C) 

4J Thinld.~ back on it na.;, I suspect the murk of Toussaint's lineage 

unmistakable 

was carefully maintained. For tl'e one thi~oout too Rennie 

family lire was its knack for ending up on trn side of the winners 

M_ 11 
in any given contest of the ·~ntana frontier. The prairie was so 

black with buffalo it looked burnt. I was with tre Assiniboines, 

we ccme down on the buffalo from the Sweetgrass Hills;' one Toussaint 

tale would relate, and the next,"The trader Joe Kipp hired me to take 

cattle _he was selling to tl'B A!"111Y ~t Fort Benton. He knew I _k . t 

~ 1o ,At.it~ 
Indians from stealil'l!: th9mo"'~hat way, Toussaint had a view 

into almost anything that 

brought the building materials for 

north of Choteau, before there was a Choteau or a Gros Ventre. /1 Ben 

Short was the wagon boos. 
\ 

He was a goc:rl cusser. After the winter of 

•86, I I 
thousands. That was what was 

left in this country by spriq;. More cow hid es t han cowso 
11 

-



// 

He saw you~ Lieutenant John J. Pershing arrl his Negro soldiers 

ride through Gros Ventre 
woebegone 

herd~ a few hundred Crees nor th 

"'
11 Each 

to push them back over the line into Canadao y creek those 

Birch Creek a~ Bad~er Creek 

...-o~~ leaked 
and all of Crees~ away into the brush. '' He saw the 

eighty-thous am acre 
. a a ti canals cone to too prairie, rriiation project that 

built Valier from scratch in and drew in trainloa.ds of homesteaders--

u Pretty quick t~y __ '!Nondered about this country. Dust blew throug h 

Valier~ lates were turned face-down on the table until 
------------~._., __ _...... __ ...__,........_..._.__,~....,.,--- - -¥-~.,.,_.,_,..-=· .--. - ~~..,.,,_,-

you turned them up to eat off of . One tree, the town had . Mrs . 

Guardipee watered it from her wash tubs . tt--and tre Two Medicine canal 

he himself had JXitroled for almost a quarter century, the ditch rider 

job he held and held in spite of being not a Blackfeet : "It stops trem 

being jealous of each other . With me in the job, nore of them is . " 

The first blats of sheep into this part of Montana were heard by 

Toussaint - "I think, 1879 . People called Lyons , dc:Mn on the Teton . 

Other sheep!ll3n cams fast Charlie Scoffin, Charlie McDonald, Oliver 
~ . 

Goldsmith Cooper . " The first survey crews , he watched nake their 

sightings . "1902, men wi th telescopes and Jacob ' s staffs . 11 



I 

-~The first Fourth of Jul saw here/ my father was prompting o 

''Wl'lm was that, do you think? 11 
-· - ..._. -

Touss8int could date it without thinking . 11 Custer 1s year . 176 . We 

heard just before the Fourth . All dead at too Little Bighorn . :Werybody . 

Gros Ventre was just Barclay ' s hotel and saloon . Men took turns , 

----
comiJl?; out of the saloon to starrl sentry. To look nor tho Here 

4{_ All of us echoed his chuckle. Too tease to Marie was a standard 

one from Toussaint . Married to Pete , she of course was my aunt, 

and if I ' d had 1,000 aunts instead of just he~ she still would have 

been my favorite . More to the point here , though , Marie was Toussaint 1 s 

gr arrldaughter, and the only soul anywhere 

in that family who could get along with him. Most of~ sons wouldn 1 t 

evE11 speak to him, is daughters had all married out of his orbit as 

rapidly as they could, and down tM'ough the decades any number of his 

Rides Proud in- laws had threatened to shoot him. (Toussaint clained 

he had a foolproof antidote to such threats : "I tell them bullets can 

fly more than ore direction. ") I myself renember 

that t~ last few years of her life, Toussaint and his wife Mary didn't 

°"""" even live under the same roof ' wherever ray father"' stopped by their place, 

Toussaint was to be fourxl in residence i n too b:mkhoo.se. Thus all the 



I 

evidence said that if you were a rEtnove or two from him Toussaint 

could be a pr ince of the earth t oward you , but anybcrl y sharing the 

Sa.JOO blood with him re begrudged. 



I 

Except Marie . Marie was thin aid not particularly dark--her father 

was Irish, an a£fice man at tre faerey in Browning 

hair, which me wore shouJ.rler-illtras"'1 , brought out the Blackfeet -

• ~'{J1..l.J-~ 

ancestry an:l whatever t hat Toussaint transmitted. 

So her resemblance to reai.ly was only a similar music in her vo i ce, 

ani the sane running chuckle at the bl.ck of her throat when she was 

pleased. Yet be around the two of them 

together for only a minute and you knew wi.thoot mis take that \'ere 

were not merely natural allies but blocx:l kin. There just was som:lthing 

hOW' each of them regarded life. As if they 

.< ,4uu:L1~ 

had seEll it all before ani llle'P&-wi1~11-Cum1rse~ hat things were no better 

this time around • 

l 
~a turn at sentry. 

...,.~ . 

I was 

1t Ancient as Jic~, .. Ma.rie murmured with a smile rrry directiono 

·~Jick has a few months to go yet , '1my mother corrected. Which made 

~ • I me defend: I 'm gett ing there as fast as I can. 



Marilyn--please start this at top of a new page . 

,...-... 
And too good mo<Xi among too cluster of us .. was about to get 

•• better. My motll3r turned to Marie am asked: Do you suppose th ese 

scenery inspectors have earned any food? ' 

" We 111 take pity on trem,''Marie agreed, 

~ 
to emerge from too ptir of oxes. 

The tte blanket becarre like a raftload of food, except that sue h 

a cargo of eating likely would have 

There were the ~ chickens 

fries with drumsticks about t~ thiclmess 

of your thuni> o too, Toussaint b..ad caught a batch of 

trout in the Two .Medicine and now here they beckoned , fried up by 1v1arie . 

Blue enanl31 broilers of fish and fowl , side by side . The gateposts of heaven . 

4{' Marie's SJ.X:?cl.al three-bean salad, the pinnacle of how ~cxi beans 

can taste. My mother's famous potato salad with little new ~reen 

onions cut so fine tll3y were 

New radisoos, sweet ani a bout the size 

of Marie 1 s garden vegetables. A dozen and a half deviled eggs 

arrayed by my mo toor • 

A jar of home-canred pickled beets, a strong point of my mother's. 

A companion j ar of crab-apple pickles, a distinction of Marie's. 



lb 
A plate of my mother 1 s cinnamon rolls. A loaf of Marie 1 s saffron 

bread. Be tween the two, a moon 

A lard pail-. of ·fresh donuts by Marie. A gooseberry pie from my 

11other. 

My eyes feasted while the rest of me readied to. 

1
• Dive in, Toussaint, and the passi~ of dishes got underway. 

Been a while since breakfast, Pete proclaimed w~n he had his 

plate loaded. 
11 

I'm so excited to see food again I'm not sure I '11 

be able to eat. ' 

Too bad about you, Marie said in that soft yet take-it-or-leave-it 

way so like Toussaint •s. Am my mother ~dn 't overlook the chance to put in: 

" Wait, we:nl sell tickets. People will il,llll line up to see Pete 

Reese not eat. 

u Come on now, Bet ' came the protest from Pete. '' I have never eaten 

mere than I oo uld hold. n 

As they should ~ at 

cantered aloJl; tq;ether in 

second plateload, 

the conversing and t.b.e consuming 

I think it was at the 

~11~ 
~-MN.,.,....- out ....... dubious bmmm S" 

asked my father if fire school in Missoula had made him any srrerter 



. .. .. ~ .. •, ., 

than he was before. 

l 
there. 

I 

• The h911. HCJt1 's that gonna work? 
H 

' ' I didn't ~ay it was e;oing to work. I just said what the hoosier 

told us. They're go~ t.o try parachutists--like these guys at fairs? " 

., . ·' Say o~, urged Toussaint, squintirg through a mask of eager puzzlemEnt. 

Toussaint always was avid to hear developroonts of this sort, as if ihey 

confi rned for him the humorous traits of the human race. 11 That radio stuff, 1 

h3 bad declared duri ng the worst of the drought and the dust storms, ~it 

monkeys with the air. Dries it out, all that electric up 
\ 

there. 

they're aoou t to test all this out,'' my father 

continued his report . th . . '1 Se d . 1 up-in- e -air sc1.ence. n an airp ane 

1 ..,.c(}t) w:i th a couple of these parachutists over a mountain smoke am see if 

they can get down there and tromp it out bef'ore it gr<Jt.ts to a real fire. 

~That's the cheery theory, an~~._.,.._ 

Pete shook his head. " They couldn't pay me 

,, 
Hell, Pete The landing is 

of Toussaint' s trout, 
only drawback. 
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.... ~.- : .. ..,:;.. 

full on him n(JI(, waiting to see if there was acy ~ rfl.1 
seriousness in tus--if the pc;trachute was going to be big a-iough for 

ddl h and k t to 
•• 

my sa e orse pac s ring o o 

The vision of rrry fat~r ani assorted horses dr:i.f'ting down from 

the sky the way the cottonw-000 fluffs were floati~ ~ aroun:i us 

..--, 
set everybody to laughi:f1'• like loonies. 



I 

Next it mention of horses remirrled 

~ 

him of a lorg-ago Fourth of July in Gros Ventre when everybody pmt caught 

horse~race fever. 11
Hm it happened, first they matc~d every_ saddle horse 

~--

against every other saddle horse. Ran out of those by middle of the 

afternoon. Still plent of bee_r and daylight left. Then somebody 

got the notion. Dam to the stable, everybcxly. Brought out tl"s 

staiecoach horses. Bridled ttem, put boys _ Raced 

them against each other the length of Main Street. The Toussaint 

''I chuckle • t was hard to know. 

\\ 
too boy would bounce. 

To bet on aha horse, or how high 

Which tickled us all again. Difficult to eat on account of laughi~, 

arrl to lau;:h on account of eating. j_ive me that dilemma any ti meo 
:;,. 

All this horse talk did remirxi me a oou t Mouse, and I excused 

picket him 
myself to giCo~IWle.-:J~fir.ie 

'I 

onto another patch of grasso Truth to tell, 

motion also wou 
ke down some of the food in ne and 

'

1 J make room for more. i i 



Thinking back on that scene as I werrled my way '00 the edge of 

the park where Mouse was tethered, I have wisted someom amo~ us then 

had the talent to paint the portrait of that picnic. A group scene 

that would have preserved_othooe faces from E~lish Creek and Noon Creek 

and Gros Ventre and 

from the convey every one of those people at once 

and yet also their separateness. Thell' selves, I guess the world 

should 
e. I don't mean one of those phoney-baloney gilt concoctions 

such as that one of Custer and all his embattled troopers there at 

"' 
the Little Bighorn, which hangs in three-fourths of the saloons I 

have ever been in and disgusts me every s~le ti me. (To my mini, 

Custer can be done justice only if sha-ln wearing a tall white dunce 

cap.) But once I saw in a magazine, Look ar L:i.f e or one of those dead -
ones, what one pa.inter tried in this respect of showil'1': selves. He 

first painted 11•-••=.ai•aillt little pictures of tropical flowers, in pink 

and other pastels; wild roses I guess would be our closest comparison 

flower tere in the Two country. Some several hundred of those, he 

painted. Then when all these were hung togetoor in the right order 

on the wall, the flower colors fit together from picture to picture 

to create the out line of a tremendously huge snake. In any pie ture 



byilll itself' you cruld not see a hint of that snake. But look at them 

together and he lay kinked a cress that entire wall mighti er than the 

mightiest python. 
'\ 

That i _s the kinJ of portrait I mean of the creek picnic. Not 

called the human equivalent of flC1"1ers, nor that the sum of them 

amounted to a celossal civic srake. But just the point that there, 

that day, they seemed to me each di stinctly themselves and yet added 

up together too. 

I have inquired, though, and so far as I can find, nobody ever 

even thought to take a photo graph of that day o 

'When I ca.ne back from re-tethering Mouse, my parents arrl Pete 

arrl Marie were in a four-way conversation about sonething or other, 

arrl Touss~nt was speari~ himself out of the broiler. 

His seemed to ne too more sensible endeavor, so I dropped down mxt 

I was just be&P-nni 

to do • gocxl work on my favorite piece of whi te meat, a breastbone, when 

Toussaint turned his head toward me. Too potato salad had coroo to rest 



nearest my errl af the blanket and I reached ta-1ard it, expecting that 

oo was going to ask me to pass it to him. Instead Toussaint 

Probably I went red as an apple. I mean, good christamii?htY • 

Toussaint 1s words signaled what I had never dreamt of: moccasin 

telegraph had the story of my sashay with Stanley• 

Everything that coursed through me in those moments, I would 

need Methusaleh 1 s :years to sort out. 

Questions of source am quantity mybe hogged in first. HCM the 

hell did Toussaint lmai? And what exactly did he know? My dimwitted 

approach to a bobwire fence in an electrical stonn? My tussle with 

Bubbles? My alcoholic evening in the cabin? No, he cru.ldn 't knCM 

any of those in detail. Coo.ld te? 

The possibility of Toussaint having dropped sone mention <:£ that 

last and biggest matter, my night of imbibi '/ , into the general 

conversation while I was off terrling Mouse made roo peer toward my 

mother • No real reassurance since the --
parade of the food onto the bl anket , she nCM was half-listming to my 



father and Pete arrl haJf -gazing off tcw ard t he ripples of English Creek. 

Wha. tever was oocupyi.rg her min:i, I could only serrl up prayers that it 

wasn't identical to the topic on mine. 



Ge~raphy mxt. Ha¥ far had the tale of Jick-and-Stanley spread? 

Was I traveling on tongtes throughout t~ whole damn Two country? 

'' Hear about that .. M.cca~kill kid? Yeah, green as frog .feathers, ain't 

he? You wom er hew fuey let him out of the house by himself~ '' 

just what did that 

constitute? The mix of apprehension a.rd surmise was all through roo. 

PllE of some thing which surprisingly like pride. Better 

or worse, part of me now was in Toossaint's lmowle~e, his runn~ 

history of too 'i):fo. In therewith Phony Nose H~ and the last 

buffalo hunt arrl the first sooep and the winter of '86 airl Lieutenant 

Black Jack Pershing arrl tm herded Crees ani--and. what did that mean? 

Being a 
· part of historya, at the age of fourteen years and ten months: 

;( 

why had that responsibility picked me out? 

Trey say - when a cat walks over the ground that will be your 

grave, a shiver i00S thro ~h you. As I sat there that fine July noon 

with a breastbone forgotten in my ham, Toussaint again busy eating 

his trout after leaving the track of those ·:v:e soft words across my 

shivered. 
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ani Jick 
My father's voice broke my trance. ever would get 

done eating for winter, we could move along to the gourmet pa.rt of 

too nBal. Some farcy han:llew.turning went into th3 ma.king of that 

• ice cream, you Jmav. Or at least so I h~ar by rumor. 

My mother was up, declari~ she 1d bring the cups of coffee if 

a certain son of hers would see to the dessert. Toussaint chuckled. 

And put up a restraini~ hlnd as I started to clani:>er to my feet, ready 

to bolt off to retch disoos cL ice cream, bolt off anywre r e to get a 

minute of ti&Ms.. thinking space to myself. 

" Do yen kn<M, Beth, ' Toussaint began, stopping her arrl my heart a t 

the sane tiJm ;"do you know--that po ta to salad was good. ' 

A picnic always sl:irles into oonte?lTu'1lent on ice cream. 

All a r ound us as each li tle batch of people fi ishe 

flopped on to 
on t heir backs or sides while the wmen tfttf;~~~~ sat up 

and chatted with ore another . 

I , thcugh; I wasn ' t doing any sliding or flopping, just sitting 

there bolt- upri ght :brying to think things through. My head was as 

gorged as rrry stomach , which was saying a lot . 



have 
he didn ' t a thing in the world on his 

mind • To my surprise , he scootche arouni until he had room 

to lie flat , th n sank back with his head in my mother 1s lapo 

Pretty close to perfect, he said . Now if I only had an obedient 

~~1 
wife who '~t ese 

/l 

as they float down the creeko 

This is what I have to put un with all the time, Tous sa"nt , came 

his voice from under the hat . She ' s as irrlepenaent as the 

My mother answered that by sticking out a thumb and jabbing it between 

a couple of his ribs , which brought a whuw 1 out of himo 



·· .. ·-

) 

Mar i l yn--pl ease start t his 
on a new page . 

Down at creekside, the 

stepping up into the stump rastrum. 

~+~ 
to at th& back of my mind the cyclone of thoughts 

alx> ut Toussaint and mCX! as sin telegraph arrl myself. 

1 --always a day of pleasure, ' Mr. Vannaman' s voice began to reach 

t hose of us at the back of the park. This is a holiday particularly ___ ..__. 

American. Someti.nes, if the person on t~ stump su::h as I am at this 

moment 

ore-hundredth birthday in 1876: 

'Any per son who insinuates in the ranotest de~ree that America 

i sn ' t the biggest and best country in the world , and far ahead of 

every otoor country in everythin~_, will be filled with f:Unpowder and 

t ouched off• i 

When t he l aughing at that died dc:un, Mr. Vannaman went on : uwe 

thankful to be with our other countrymen . A day for neighbors , 



' some of those mighbors, in fact, are here with a gift of solli 

l, 

for us. Mr. Venruran peered over toward the nearest big cottonwood. 

tt Nola, can the mtmic commeme?~ 

Th:is was interestiq; • For under that tc:wering tree sat a piano. 

Who cane ap with . the idea I mver did know, but some of the Gros Ventre 

nm had hauled the instrument--of course it was om of those olrl 

upright ones--out of Nola Atkins' front room, and now here it was 

readying 
on the bank of Enilish Creek) and Nola on the piano bench to play. 

I'd like to say Nola looked r~ht at hone, but actually she was kept 

busy shooing ootto11W'ocxi fluff off the keys arrl every so often there 1d 

Noretheless, Nola A , , pd bobbed ~s, she was set. 

I think it has to be said that the si~ ing at events sue h as this 

is uaially a pretty d.ubious proposition, 

at each 
out-of-town iJ90Up was invited to perform-.~ .... ~ 

local had anythi~ tD live down. -.Jilll't this year's songsters, the Valier -
Men's gatheri~ themselves beside Nola and the piano. 

Odd to see them up there in that role, farners arrl water company nen, 

in white shirts and with t~ pale summits of their foreheads where 

m ts customarily sa to 



Their voices proved not to be golden, but not really unlis t enable 

a..A 
either. The proiram, thou~h, inadvertently hit our funny oones 

it did our ears. The chorus 1 s first selection was 11 I Cannot 

Sing the Songs of Long Aii:a " nd then, as if offeri~ proof 1 they 

wobbled next into ''Love's Old Sweet Song." Tm picnic 

over that, am I believe I discerned even a trace of 

ore on NoJs. Atkins at the piano. 

Mr. Vennanan came back up on the stump, thankilll the Valerimis 't or 

that nemorable rendition'' and introduci~ ''~t another neiihbor, our 

guest of honor this day.\' Emil Thorsen, tbe 

Choteau., rose 

that oould have been heard all the way downtCJoln that in early tines 

when he was first running for office arrl it 

as all one county through here from Fort Benton to Babb instead of 

being broken up into several as it is now, oo 'd have happily taken 

up our tine ;" but since I can't whinny any votes out Qf _y:ou folks any 
,,__..~---

compliroont you on feeding as gocrl as Y,:OU ever did, and shut self 

,, 
up am sit dam . And dido 



) 

Mr. 
~ 

feet again, leading thellllpp. hand-clapping 

I 'm going to take a lesson from not bother to 

\\ 

fashion ore : 'l\.to traits always marked Mr. Vennarrnn as an educator: 

saying rel lo on t re 

street, he seemed to be looki~ from the front of a classroom at 

you. Now he peered and even went up on his tiptoes a bit, as if 

calling on som:3one in the back row of that classroom, and saq; out : 

,..-::--~ ,. .. 
~ Beth McCas1d.ll? 

the speaker 's stwnp, with folded sheets of pap er clu tc bed in her "'0 .. 
most surprised :p3rson in the stata 

of Montana right then £ut 

even Toussaint 1s face was squinched with curiosity. 

... ...~ . . \ 
What--? I floundered to my father. Did you knoo--? 

•' she's been sitti~ up nights writing this, he told me with a 

tf 
cream-eating grin. •• Your mother, the Eleanor Roosevelt of English Creek. 



) 

She was on the stump ne1N, smoothing the papers onto the little 

s t arrl , being ca refu the creek breeze didn ' t snatch them. She looked 

like she had an p oin ment to fight panthe s, but her voice began 

steady and cle • 

11 My being up here is anybody's suggestion 

but my own. It was argued to me that if I did not nake this talk, 

it would not get made . Th.at might have been better idea. 

Vennaman, not to mntion a certain Varick McCaskill, has 

the art of persuasion . I had'e been knam t o 

-.. 
he has a nen ory so long tillllt oo has to tie knots in it t.D carry 

it arou.rd with himo We 111 all now see just hat-t much rrry am. ranembering 

is made up of slip knots . \' 

Chuckles among the crowd at that . A co uple of hundred people 

bei:r:g entertained by my mothe r: a minute before, I would have bet 

the world against it o 

"But I do s ay this . I can see yet , as clearly as if he was star.ding in 

lo~ outline ~ainst ore of these cottonwoods, the man I have been 

with Ben and the English family. Sat up to a dinner or supper Mae 

tl 
put on the table in that very house across there. Heads turned, nodded. 

The English place was the one jMM~across the creek from. tre i:ark, with 

the walked-away look to it. If you were driTI.n~ north out of Gros 



Ventre the E~lish place cane a:> quick set in there just past the 
) 

hiihway bridie that chances were you wouldn't reco¢ze it as a 
~ 

the empty buildinis acros s there seemed to call th3ir ;; facts over 

to us . The Englishes all dead or moved away. The f amily after them 

feJJ.:ed by the Depr ession . Na-1 the JE.nd leas ed by 

"or, my motb3r was oontinuiqr ,"'or dealt with Ben 

for horses or cattle or barley or hay . But acquaintance doesn ' t 

always etch deep, and so at Vennamm ' s request I have put together 

what is known of Ben English. 
11 



3 

·,/ ttnt of / 
''His is a history which begi ns where t t'f · I:& all settlers of 

tre West a' .. aRm;llllil'llelllllill .. of America has to : elsewhere . 

He liked t,o tell that as re and his brothers one by one left hone , 

their mother provided each of them a Bible , a razor , whatever Eiilt money .y.___, ____________ ._ . . 

she could , and some knit ted underwear . n My mothe~ here looked as 

if she entirely approved of Ben Englis h ' s mot her . "Ben Engl i sh was seventeen 

when he follav-ed his brother Robert into Montana, to Augusta where 

Robert had taken up a homestead . Ben foun:i a job driving freight 

wagon for t~ ~un River ~heep Company from the supply point at Craig 

on the Missouri River to their range i n the mO\mtai.ns . He put in a 

year at that , arrl then , at eighteen, oo was able t o nnve up to driving 
- - . 

the s~ ~ r~-

"MJ'\M\J ~ 1 4~ 
.. '"" n '), A top there with six horses 

) surging benea tb. the world . . Soon , with -----
his wages of forty dollars a month , he was 



" '·; ·. broke team in t he lead and his green ones in the other traces , he 

none theless oomehow kept his reputation as a driver you could set 

' your clock by. Here she looked up from her sheets o:f paper to glance 

er liked to tell that a bonus of stage 

On election day he was able 

to vote when too stage made its stop at too Halfway House. Tren 

again when i t reached Craig . Then a third time when he got home 

' her pages tc-~~s;i:r.temr:==:=C!Jll'4P.. There was a saying t hat any ne.n who 

had been a stagecoach driver was qualii' ied tt> ham le the reim of 

heaven or hell, either one. But Ben English, as so nany of our 

parents did, made the choice halfway between those two . He homesteaded . 

claim southwest of here at t he head of what is 

now called Ben English, Coulee . The particulars of .w· t r the E!'€lish 

homestead on Ben's papers of proof may sound scant , yet many of us 

here today CaJTie from just such beginnings in this country: tA dwelling 

house, stable , corrals, 2~ miles of wire f ences, 30 acres of hay cut 

each season- -total value, $800. 1 n 



~ 

"Around the time of his home steading Ben English married Mae 

Man:ix of Augusta, ar:rl Ben and Mae moved here , to the place acres s 

the creek, in 1896. Their only child, Mary, was born there in 1901 . 

I renember of Miry that , woon we were schoolgirls together , sre could 

recite a verse Ben had taught her . 'Smile and the world 

smiles with you/Kick and you ki ck alom/For a cheerful grin/will 

let you in/where a kicker was never kncx,rn. As might be imagined, 

somewhat 
Mary was always able tD practice that philosophy better 

than I could o \ 

Here my mot~r paused , her look fastened over the heads of all 
toward one of 

of us on the park grass , the trunk o±yfh;- big cottonwoods farthest 
) 

back; as if' , in the way she 1d someone was standing in outline 

against t he gray bark. 

t'A lot of you can remember the look of Ben English . A ra."1gy man, 

standing well over six feet, and always wearing 

a bl.a.ck Stetson, always with a middle crimp. He sorootimes gr, w 

/.= beard, an:-:n hill last years he wore a mustache that ma:ie 

I> 

him look like the unfoolable horse deaJ.er he was . Acres s thi rty-some 

years my fatner--Isaac Reese--and Ben English knew each other and 

liked each other and tried to best each other . Put the pair of toom 



) 

together, my mother used to say of their visits , and 

they wou 1d examine a horse unti 1 there was nothing left of it but a 

hank of tail hair and a dab of l lte • 

Once whal my father bought a horse with an ood stri:p3 in its face, 

Ben told him he was glad to see a man of his age takitl; up a new 

zebras . My fatter _got his turn back whm Ben 

bought a dark bay Clydesdale that stocx:i twenty-one hands high at 



valley, arrl upon asking what the hor se's name was , discovered it 

was Benson 0 Whenever my f ather s aw Ben and the Bens on horse t ogether 

he call ed out , 1•Benson ar:rl t Benson, but t ' ank Godt vun of t 1 em vears 

a hadt . '" 

Of all the crowd, I am sure rrry f ath er laughe d loudest at this 

Isaac Reese tale, and Pete was ncrldi i n confirmation of that accent 

he and my mother had gr~m up under . Our speaker of t he day , t hough, 

was sweeping onward . 

'' Anyone who knew Ben English more tmn ~ssingly will recall his 

knack for nicknames . For those of you old enough to rerrember them 

around town, Glacier Gus Swenson and Three-Day Thurlow both were 

\\ 

christened that way by Ben English. 

amid the audience . Glacier Gus was an idler so sl a-1 that it was said 

he wor e spurs to keep his shadow from treading on his heels 

ever las ti~ local 
Three-Day Thurlcw had an r ep uta ti on as 

his first day on a j ob , a complaimr and gone sometime 

duri~ his third . 

ma lie e behind it , however • 

his tongue o In any event , in Glacier Gus 

am Three- suit given by Ben English . 1 



She put the page sl'e had just finished beneath the others, and 

tre next page she met with a little bob of her head , as i f it was 

the ore she 'd been looking for . '1So it · s a justice of angua e 
I 

t tat a namer himseJf lives on in an extra nartr3. Originally this 

flow of water was · called Gros Ventre Creek, to 

But it came to be a sayi11?; , as the sheepne n and other travelers would 

pass through here, that they would stop for noon or the ~ht when 

they reached English 1 s Creek. An apostrophe is not the easiest thing 

in the world to keep track of, and so we know this as Er:glish Creek. 

She paused again and I brought my hands up ready to clap, that 

soan:iing to ne like the probable extent of the Ben E~lisb. history. 

But no, s~ was resumi.r:g. Do I never leam? My mother had her CMn 

yardstick as to when she was done with a topic. 



0 

' I have a 

myseli . I can see him yet 
· .. 

cattle range in the moo.ntains, leading a string of cayuse pac khorses 

carrying block salt. On his way back he would ride into our yard 

and pass the tine of day with my father while still s:ttting in his 

saddle, but hardly ever would he climb dam and come in. His 

He seemed to feel th at if he stayed in 

•• 

My f ather had h:l.s head cocked in a fas hi on :iiasb::sbHlltlJB&a as if what she 

was reciti l'€ was new to himo I figured that was just his pride in 

her performance, but yet--

"Ard that memory leads to the next, of Ben English in his fields 

across from us here , moving the water . Guiding the water, : 2 ' · it might 
be better said . 

'a-m:aiz~ For Ben Engli sh used the water 

Persuading it -;; to become a product greater than itself.'' Once more 

she smootood the page she was reading from. 



"Greater than itself . As Ben ~lish himself became , greater than 

imself . From the drudgery of a freight wagon to the hell deck of 

a stagecoach to a ra..~ch of green water-fed meadows 

that nicely supported a family, that was the Montana path of Ben English . 

Followiq; his ability-, trusting in it to lead him past the blind alleys 

of life . This is the day to renember a man who did it that way. 11 

Was I the only one to have the iim roo then? That 

suddenly, someha-1 , Alec McCaskill and the Double W had joined Ben 

English in this speech? 

Whether or not , my mother had returned to the irrigation theme . 



. ) 

) 

11 Bill Reinking has been ld.rrl enou gh ro firrl f or me in the Gl e aner 

file s sorre thing which s ays t his better than I 

It is a piece that I reIOOmbered was published ~·_..._ ...... er 

whan the first water flowed into the ditches of the Valier irrigation 

projecto Who wrote it is not known. It was signed simply •Homesteader' 

isn't quite as anonymous as 'Anonymous' but 

... 
titled 'The Lord of the Field.'" ilhxmam!hu Soo drew a deep breat h . " I t reads: 

"'Tba irrigator is the lone lord of his field. A shovel is his 

musket, gumboots are his garb of off~ce, shank's mare is his steed. 

To him through the curving laterals the water arrives mysteriously, 

with cunm?¥, causes the flood to hesitate, seek; and with an eager 

whisper, pour over the ditch bank am onto the grateful land. The 

nan with th3 shovel hears the parched ear th drink. He sees 

its face of dusty brown to glistening black. He smells the 

crlor of life' as the land ' s plants take the water i n green an.brace . 

He feel s like a goo , exalted by this power of his hand arrl brain 

<""'"\ 

to create ma -made rain--yet hunb]e as even a god must be under 

I II the blrden of sue h p CM er • 



I honestly believe the only breath which could be discerned in 

Go. 
was the one my mother let out . Nav she lo ed 

her attention to lier written sheets , and the words it gave her next were : 

11 Ben ~lish is gore from us. He died in the summer of 1927, 

of a strained heart. Died, to say it plainly, of the work ba put 

into this country, as so nBny have. My own .father followed Ben English 

to too grave within two years. SonE say that not a horse in the 

Two country has had a good 1 ookir:g -over sire e their passing:• Which 

was om of the sre could have said to this aud i ence, 

f ull as it was of guys who considered t hemsel ve~ 

pretty fancy horsemm . But she of course said it anyway arrl sailed on . 

"Ben Ell?;lish is gone , and the English place stands empty across there , 

except for the echoes of the auctioneer's · hammer . " A comment with 

larger barbs yet on it . Ted Muntz , whose First National Bank had 

...--
foreclosed on too English place from the people · Mrs . English sold 

it to , without doubt was sorewhere in this audience . And all out 

among the picnic crowd I aaw people shift restlessly, as if the memory 

of the fo r eclosur e auctions , the Depressi on ' s "harn.rrer sales , " was a 

su:lden chafe . 

My father by now· was listening so hard he seemed to be frozen , an 

ice statue wearirg the clothing of a ren, which confirrred to me that 

not even he knew how far my mother was headed with this talko 



"English Creek is my second horre, 11 she was stating now as if someone 

was arguing the point with her, "for you all know that Noon Creek 

is where I was born and grew up . Two creeks , two valleys , two claims 

on my heart . Yet he pair are also day and night to me , as examples of 

what has happened to this country in my illetime . Noon Creek na..r is all 

but empty of the families I kn8w there . Yes, there is still the Reese 

name on a Noon Creek ranch, I am proud as anythi!l$ to say. And the 

Egan nana , for it would be easier to dislodge the Rocky Mountains than 

Dill "i'gan . But the others, all the ranches down Noon Creek but one--

loss , the family gone from here . The 'Emrich place : foreclosed on, the 

family gone from here . The Chute place: sold out at a loss, the family 

gore from here . Thad Wainwright ' s place, Thad one of the first cattlemen 

anywhere in this country: sold out at a loss, Thad passed away within 

a year . The Fain place: foreclosed on, the family gone from here . The 

Eiseley place : sold out at a loss , the family gone from here . The 

Nansen place . " 
~~ 

Here she paused, shook her head a little as ii/disavowing 

Alec 's news that this was ~here he am Leona would set up a household . 

" The Nansen place: foreclosed on, Carl dead by his own hand, Sigrid and 

the children gore from here to her par ents in Minnesota . " 



What she was saying was a feat I hadn 1 t known could be done . Her 

words , too toling rhythm of "sold--foreclosed--gone from here , " expressed 

out rig ht the fate ~ those Noon Creek ranching families . Yet all the 

while soo was tellir:g an equally strone tale by omission . "All the ranches 

down Noon Creek but ore , 11 had been her phrase of indictrent . 

Everybody in this park this day knew "but one 11 could only mean the 

Double W; knew that each and every of t hose sales and foreclosures 

errl ed up :_th Werrl ell Williamson hold iq; the land, by outright buy 

or by lease from the First National Bank of Gros Ventre . A silent echo 

I suppose sounds like a contradiction in terms, yet I swear this was 

hat my mother was achieving; after every "so1d --foreclosed--gone from 

here ," the ringj_ng unspoken fact of that family ranch swallowed by 

the Double Wo 

"English Creek, 11 she was going on, "thankfully has been spared 

the Noon Creek history, except once . 11 We knew the next of her litany, it 

stared us in the face . "The _·Jnglish place (i After Ben 's death, sold 

to t he yngard family who weren't able to IIBke a go 0£ it against 



( -t 

J 

the Depression . Foreclosed on, the Wyngards gone from here . " 

"A little bit ago , Max Ven.rirumn said this is a day for friends and 

... 
neighbors and families . So it is . And so too we must remember these 

friends and neighbors and families who are not among us today because 

they were done in by the times . " This said with a skepticism that 

suggested the times had familiar human faces behim them. 

"But an auction hammer can shatter only a household, not the gifts 

of the earth itself . While it may hurt tre heart to see sue h places 

as the home of Ben English occupied only by time and tthe wind, 

English Creek is still the blooostream of our valley . 

It flavs i t s honest way- -" the least little pause here ; just enough to 

seed the distinction from those who prosper by the auction hammer- -

"while we try to find ours •" 

She looked up now, arrl out across us, all the islands of peopla. 

Either she ha:i this last part by heart or was making it up as sh9 

'f There is much wrong with the world, and I suppose I am not known 

to be especially bashful about my list of those things. Ma.yee I 7 



But I think it could not be more right that we honorlJll'll in this 

valley a man who savvied the lam and its livelihood, who honored 

tbe earth instead of merely coveting it . It could not be more right that 

tall Ben English in his black hat anrlrl his green fields, coaxing a 

head of water to make itself in to hay, is the one who.s e nane this 

creek carries. '' 

She folded her sheets of paper once, then again, stuck them in 

the pocket of her dress ard stepped down from the stump. 

Everybody applauded, lot more luke-warmly than 

otrers. Under our tree we were all clapping hard and rrrJ father 

hardest of all, but I also saw him swallOW' in a large way. And 

when oo realized I was watching him, he canted himself in my 



47 
,, 

direction and murmured so that only I could hear: That mother of 

,, 
yours! 

Then she rtJ as b ack i th us , t aking compliments br iskly . Pete 

studied her and said: "Decided to give ar t icular hell , 

didn 1 t you?" ~ en Toussaint told her: HThat was good , about the irrig atiri.g o\\ 

But of 

us all, it was only to my father that SM said, in what would have 

t 
been a denand if there hadn't been tre ti of anxiousness in it: 

11 Well? What did you think? '\ 

My father reached and with an exten:ied finger traced back into 

place a banner 

''r think,' lhe said, ''r think a that being nnrried to yoo. is worth all 



One thing sure : that was enough picnic to last me a while . 

Toussaint ' s murmur to me , my mother ' s speech to the universe . A 

person ' s thoughts can kite back and forth between those almost forever o 

It was just lucky I had specific matters to put myself to , fetching 

Mouse from where he was tethered and riding through the dispersing 

picnickers and heading on across the Erglish Creek bridge to the 

rodeo grounds . 

'' I was t o meet Ray Heaney on the cor ral alongside t he bucking chutes , 

the best sea ts in t he a r ena if you didn ' t mind perching on a fenc e pole . 

Again this year my father dr illed hone to me his one point of r crl eo protocol. 

to see you down in there with the chute society. By which ~ neant 

fifteen or twent ~ 
the cl ump or ,ngers-on who always clustered arouni the buck::i.q; chute 

gates, visiting ani gossipitl£ and looki~ generally important, and 

who regularly were cleared out of there two or three ilillillll times every 

rodeo by rampa giJl2 p ont1 anyt~ climbable they all would 

scootW to roost, like hens witla a weasel in their midst, and a minute 

or so after the bronc' s passage tooy'd aiil. be ri~ht back in front of 

the chutes, preening arrl yakld.Il; a~ain. I suppose the chute society offended 



my father's precept that a horse was nothing to be careless around. 

In any case, during the hru secleanirf; s when a bronc sent them ~ 

scrambling for the fence it was my father's habit to cheer l oudly 

for tt'E brom • 

No Ray yet, at our fame perch. So I stayed atop Mouse arrl 

wa tcood the world. In t h9 pens behind the chutes the usual kind of 

!before-rodeo confusion was going on, iUys hassling broncs here and 

'" alves there, t~ air full to capacity dust ani bawling and whinnyinc. 

Out front, atx>ut half the chute society was already planted in place, 

ti&ht be wouldn't ~ve ten cents to see Christ ride a bicycle backwards 
u 

" Oh ooll yes. I'll talce a quarter horse C:JVf!r a Mor gan horse any time. 

Them Morgans are With ha.y:i.112 comi?l2 and one 

thing and another, I don 1 t see how I'm ever go in~ to catch up with 

,, 

I saw my motoor and father atrl Pete and 

Marie and Toussaint--and Midge Withr0i1 had joined them., tho~h Dode 

wasn't yet in of the iranistarrl, 

farthest from the dust the bucking horses would ki.c k up. 



. ~·· . : ... .. · streaming by, up inw tre gra.ndsta.rrl or to sit on car 

fenders or too ground alo!l; the outside of too arena fence. I am here 

an advantageous 

to recommerrl the top of a site to view ne.nkin:i ~veryb<xiy 
..,, 

bela,.r sees mostly the horse, not you. 

Defini ir>...J..y I was ready for a recess from attention . From trying 

to judge whether people going by were n u:iging each other and whisP3 ring 

sideways, u That ' s him. That 1 s the one . Got lit lJ) like a ship in a 

storm, out there with that Stanley Meixell - - 11 

Keen as I could be , I caught nobody at it--at least for sure- -

and began to relax sorr:ewha t . Oh, I did get a couple of lookings- over . 

Lila Sedge drifted past in her moony way, spied Mouse and me, and 

circled us suspiciously a few times . And the priest Father Morrisseau 

knew ma by sight from my stays with the Heaneys , and bestowed me a 

salutation. But both those I considered routine inspections , so to 



I 

People kept accumulating , I kept wa t ching. A Gros Ventre rodeo 

always is slc:Mer to ge t umer way than t he Secom Coming. 

Then I ....._ happened to rerrembe r . Not only was I royally mounted , 

I also was carrying wealth. 

brr«tt 
I nudged Mouse i nto action, to go do sonething about tha.t•~t~~ 

~ 
- my father had bestowedo Fifty whole cents . Maybe the 

Depression was on the runo 

The jourmy wasn't far, just fifty yards or so ov er to where, s i nce 

Prohibition went hone with Hoover, the Gros Ventre iiotary Club operated 

i ts beer bootho I swt~ dam f rom Mous e arrl stepped to the plank 

count er. Behind i t, they had several washtubs full of ice water 

and bottle s of Kessler and Gr eat Falls Select stashed oown int o the 

slus h unt il only the br own necks wer e showing . Arrl off to om side a 

little, my interest at the monent, the tub of sod~ pop . 

One of the unresolved questions of my life at t hat age was whe ther 

I liked oraq?;e soda or grape soda better . I t can be more of a dilemma 
icni c 

than i s gene r ally realiz ed : unlike , say, thos e" optiom of t r out or 

fried chicken,11ird1aqri de you can ' t just dive in and have bo th. 

Any.;rny, I had vot ed grape and was takir{; my first gulp when somebcriy 

inquired at my shoulde:r , 11 Jick, h<M ' s the world treating you?" 



.· .. .. 

Dode Withrow, and his condi ti.on answered why he 

Jftidge and my folks arrl trn 
wasn' t up in the 

he looked like a millio but he also ... 

had breath like t be down"Ar.ind side of a brewery. 

, Dode . ou looking for 

at the far e 

Dode hoo his head as if he had wa ter i 

the Nithrow 

the 

on time Doo e serious y drank . Tomor ro" there as going to be a 

ot of rost in the air bet-1/\ een Midge am Dode } - then the si t uatio 

would thaw back to nornal . It seemed to me a funny way to run a marriage- ­

I always wor.rlered wrat the three Withrow daughters, Bea and Marcella and 

Valeri , did with themselves during the annual temper contest between their 

parents--but this summer was showillLJ 

~ I had everything ~learn al:out the ways of man and woman. 

"Charlie , give me a couple Kesslers," Dode was directing across the 

beer counter . "Jick, you want one?" 



'' Dh, no t nks '' umb y hol ing 

1ou d sh ow of a lo lipop . 

our teeth, Po e ~se ~ ''_o_ri_v_e ____ o_i_t_e_._ 

St . itus dance .'• 



'' Did yol_l say two, Dode? 
11 

Charlie Hooper called fro~ one of the 

beer tubs. 

• I got two hands, don 1 t I? 
_s;d~-----=----------..._. ___ __ 

While Dode paid and took a swig from one bottle while holding the 

other in reserve, I tried to calculate how far along he was toward 

being really drunk. Alwa~ tricky arithmetic. Aboo.t all that coo.ld 

be said for sure was that of all too rodeo-goers who were going to 

going to be amo~ the earliest . 

Dode tipped the Kessler down from his mouth arrl looked straight 

at ne. Into ue, it almost seemed. And 

and that •fuddled ne, for plainly Dode was in no mood for pop. But 

no, he s ·till was into 

clarified his message, but did not ease 

are in life, you cone up where I am. Trade, straight across. No, wait, 
-------.....,;;......._.,,;;---~-



I'll toss in Midge to boot. 11 He laug~d, but with no actual humor 
v 

in it . Tren shook his head again in that way as if oo ' d just cone out 

from swimming. 11 That 1s in no way fair . Midge is okay. It's me --" 

he broke that off with a quick swig of Kessler • 

What seemed needed was a ch~e of topic, ani I asked: ' t-niere you 

watching the rodeo from, Dode? Ray arrl I are going to grab a fame 

place up there by the booth, whyn' t you sit with us? H 

0 Many t!1anks, Jick.'' He made it soond as if I had offered him knighthocd. 

''But I'm going to hang around too pens a while. Want to watch the broncs. 



\ 
All I'm good for any more. Wat chin~. And , beer bot tle 

in each hand as if they were levers he was steering hil1'6 eli by. I 

hated to see Dode in such a mood, but at 

Tomorr~ re would be hinself, arrl probably more so, again. 

Still no Ray on the fence. The Heaneys were taking their sweet 

time at that family shindig. When Ray ever s hawed up I wou1rl have to 

compare menus in detail with h:Un, to see how the Heaneys ooulrl possibly 

out-eat what we had gone t hrough at the creek picnic . 

By now my pop had been transferred from its bottle into me , and with 

tine s till to kill and ) 

~ng t:::s long :s I had Mouse I might as well be making use 

in the saddle. 

I so:rretimes wonder: is the oorner of the eye the keenest portion 

of the body? A sort of specie.l sense, eyon:i i the basic five? For 
( 

the corner of my r~ht eye nCM registered, across the arena and above 

a chokecherry-colored shirt; and atop that, 

the fil~ crowd arrl. top p-ple of the fence, a head and set of shoulders 

s o erect they could not be mistaken. 

I nudged Mouse into motion an:i rode around to Alec's side of 

too rodeo groundso 

I 



1 
·when I got there Alec_ was off the horse , a big ale rt deep-chested 

bay, and was fussing with the loop of his lariat in that picky way 

that calf ropers do . All this was taking plF}.ce out away from the 

arena fence and the parked cars, 

Alec and the bay and the lariat seerred to claim as their own. 

I dismounted too . And started things off on an admiring note: 

111 overheard some calves talking , there in the pens . Trey were saying 

how much they admired anybody who'd rope them in a shirt like that . " 



" Jickerl '' he greeted me back • . ,,What do you know for sure?•' Alec 1s words 

were about what they ever would have been, :;iet that tone 

of absent-mindedress behim them a~aino I wanted to write it off 

to the fact that this brot 'her of mine had calf ropi~ on his mind 

all there was to 

the matter. 

It did oocur t o me to check whether Alec was wearing a bandanna 

this year, and he wasn't. 

him pernanently • 

Think ot a chance to win?~ I asked, just to further the 

conversation. 

••strictly no problem; ' assured rre • All the fuss he was giving 

that rope said a:>mething else, hOW'ever. 

'
1 H bo t B · '1 

CM a u runo Martin? He was the young ramher from A~usta 

who had won the calf roping the previous yearo 

• I can catch a cold faster than Bruno Martin can a calf• 11 

quick-as-a-cat 
u Vern Crosby, then? " Another · oper, who I had noticed warmins; 

up behind ttB chute pens. 

/ 



.·., 
"What, you t aking a census or some t h ing ?" Alec swoos he d his lar iat 

overhe ad, t hat ~ctant whir in the air, and cast a little practice 

thrCM o 

I explored for some topic more congenial to him. "Where 'd you 

get the h:ighpaver ed horse?" 

" Cal Petrie lent him to ma. '' Cal Petrie was foreman of tte Double w. 

Evidently Alec's roP9slinging had attracted so~ attention. 

11/t!>IJ"~- "f---o 

W.-ieft~ the bay1 s foreshoulrler. The feel of a horse 

is one of t~ best touches I kna.r. 11 You missed 

a speech '' 

Alec frGTned at his rope. " Yeah. I had to put the si des o.:;:n;.. __ _.........-..-

Cal's pickup and haul this horse in tere. A speech? What aoout? 

How to sleep with a college oo ok unie:r your pilla.1 and let it run 

uphill into your ear? 11 

11 No. About 

huh? Dad must have converted her. •l Alec looked 

like m intended to say more, but didn 'to 



/0 

There wasn 1 t any logical reason why this shoo.ld have been on 

my miro just than, but I asked : "Did you know he had a horse with 

the sane na.rre as himself?" 

"' 1Who? Had a what? ' 1 

Our 

t em vears~a--" 

'' Look, Jicker, I got to walk this horse loose. How about • you 



n 
doing me a b~ hairy favor? '' 

going 

•
1 Only take a couple minutes of your valuable time. .£tll it is, 

I want you to go visit Leona for me while I get this horse ready. 11 

•i Leom? VJt-e re is she? '' 

soo was, when I turned to see. About a hundred feet from us, spe ctating 

this entire brotherly tableau. Leona in a 1lliiill8I clover-green blouse, 

that silver-gold hair above like daybreak over a lush ne adow. 

11 Yeah, well, wm t do yw nean by visit? 0 

'' Just go on aver there and entertain her for me, huh? ~ 1 

\r ., Ent ert--? " 

11 Dance a tell a joke. '' Alec lllll swung into the saddle 
------~----~~----==-~~ 

the bay. 

as the bay did a li ttJ.e prance to try Alec out. Alec reined him uni er 

cont ro 1 and leaned toward me. " I ne 

company for me. Cone get nB if Earl Zane shows up. 

.. 



Uh huh. Revelation, all 22 chapters of it. 

'I Aw, the hell, Alec. to declare that I had other 

things in life to do than fetch him whenever one of Leona's ex-boyfrierrls 

Callle sniffir.g a,rourrl. But that declarat ion mel ted. somewhere before 

I could get it out, for here my way came ore of those Leona aniles t hat 

would burn down a barn. at ted the car fender 

beside her. While I still was 

toucbe d the bay roping horse into a fast walk toward so~• open country 

beyorrl the calf pens. So I figured there was nothing for it but go on 

over "G" I:,;;;;,. ~ f c..L { 

0 'Lo, Leona. 0 

I , ,, 
' Hello, John Angus. Which tangled rre right at the start. I mean, 

think about it. The only possible way in this world she could know 

about my high-toned name was from Alec. Which meant that I had been 

a topic of comrersa ti on between toom. Which implied--I didn 1 t know 

what. Damn it all to hell arryway. First Toussaint, novt this. I 

merely was tryi~ to have a standard summer, not provide word fodder 

for tre entire damn Two country. 

~'Yeah, well. Great day for the race,' ' I cracked tD recoup. 

Leona sniled yet another of her dazzlers. And said nothing. Dicin 't 

even inquire' ti.rfuat race? "so I c ould impart11The huns.n race '~nd thereby 

/ 



break tre ice and-~ 

'
1 You aJ.l by yoo.r shrewd as i t was desi:erate, 

Not only did it fill the air space for a moment 1 I could trut h-

fully tell Alec I had been vigilant about checking on whether or not 

Earl Zane was hanging arourrl . 

~6:1Jlj;~ 
She shook oor head . Try it sonetime, while ~ w keep a full 

Leona could do it and come out with more smile 

my way a little and nodded her head oonspiratorially toward the other 

side of the car . 

Holy Jesus . Was Earl Zane over there? Earl Zane was Alec's size 

ani built as if he'd been put toget her out of railaoad ties. Alec 

ru!'Po....,..._..l!'"" possibility, i.r• ... of Earl Zane already beini on 

hand. What was I supposed to do, tip my hat to ~~yvHi t rere 
et brother 

tm living daylights out of you ?" Or better from the standpoint of my 

v 

own heal th, climb back on Mouse and retreat t o my original side of the arena. 

For infOl'.'mation 1 s sake , I leaned around Leona and peered over the 

hood of the car • And 



l 

: ! .: 

was met by startled stares from Ted arrl Thelma Tracy--Leona 's parents-­

and another couple with whom they were seated on a blanket arrl carrying 

on a conversatio~ . 

"Your folks are looking real gocrl , 11 I mumbled as I pulled my head 

back to norrral. "Nice to see t hem so . 11 



·· ·\ 
•· ... '. ·:J:· 

Leora, though, had shifted attention from me to •Jf-9'c the specinen 

of horseflesh at the other end of the reins I was holdi~. Riding in 

style, aren't ~ou? 1 •she admired. 

' ' His name is Mouse ,u I confided. Though if he was mine, I'd call 

II 
him, uh, Chief Joseph. 

Leona tr, 
r-

sl<Mly revolved her look from • the horse to me, the 

way the beam of a lighthouse mkes its sweep • 

• Crazy Horse? 

From Leona that was tiptop humor, and I yukked about six times as 

much as I ordinarily would have. Arrl in the meantime was readying myself. 

After all, that brother of mire had written the prescription he wanted 

fr001. l'l'e : entertain her. 

"Boy, I 'll have to remember kn<M, that remirrls ma of ore. Did 

you ever hear t he joke about th 

~re.man and the Scotclman in a rowboat on the Sea of Galilee? " 

· Leona shook her head. Luck was with me. Tms was my father's favorite 

joke, one I had heard him tell to other Forest Service guys twenty ti.mes; 

the heaviest arti. llery I could briq; to bear. 

Scotchman arrl says, 'Jock, tell ma. Is it true what they say 



/ 

about Occidental w<J1ren?'/ lm:l the Scotchnmn says, 'Occidental, 

I'm eerrrtai.n as anythi~ that they behave the way they do on purrrpose 

I absolutely believed I had done a royal job o.f telli~, even burring 

the !'s just right. But a little 

smilirg face, right between her eyes. She asked: ' The Sea of Galilee? '' 

c==={f I .for Alec. Or even Far l Zane 1 whom I would 

~crNLb ~~ V'~loL.'I 
ratter fig ban try to explain a joke to somebroy who 

11 

Just then, Mouse got into the act. Why he could not have waited 

anotl:ler two minutes a way to dispatch myself from Leona; 

didn't 
why it cone into his horse brain any other tiJM of the day 

-uj~ r<f\~ 
up until'--rign'b

4 
'bttei!f why--but no why amut it, ~ was proceeding, 

directly in front of where Leona and I 

The hose on a horse is no small sight anyway during this process 

but with Leona there spect,,.ting, Mouse's seemd to poke down, down, 
~ -
dcwn. 



. · . . 
·· .. . ··. -.. ;> 

l / 
I cleared my throat and examined too poles of the arena fence and 

th3n the posts that support~d the poles and then the sky over the posts 

an:l then crossed arrl down pour eontinued. 
v 

A wild impulse raised in me: Mouse's everlastirg whiz reminded ne of 

Withrow 

Dcxle spraddled atop that boulder the second day of this 

sunmer~ and I cl.amped mYilk jaw to keep from blurting to Leona that scene 

and the handhold joke. That would be about like you, John Angus 

J.VlcCaskill. Celebrate disaster with a dose of social suicide. Do it 

up right. 

Ieanwhile Leora continued to serenely view the spectacle as if it 

was the fountains o~ Rome. 

• 1) i 
t' I'll take over a J1cker. Alec s voice crone from behind us, oo 
~....;;:::....;:.;;;.;-...-.:...;:..:...~~-....z. 

had bay horse. Peals of angel song could not 

II 
more welcome. 11

How 1d he do as corrpany, Leona? 
ti 

Leona shined i91 around at Alec, then turned back to bestow me a 

fina 1 glint • 
I J I I\ 

And i9l answered : He s a wo:rrl er. 

I moo.nted up and cleared out of t here--Alec and Leona all too soon 

would be mooning over each other like I didn't exist anyway--and as ~-,,. 

as I was out of eyeshot behirrl too catch pen at the far errl of the arena 

I gave Moose a jab in the ribs that made him woof in surprise. Chief Joseph, 



~ •, r . , . 

t 

my rosy hind em .4f But I suppose my actual tarmet was life . iillll 

ibis situation of being old enough to be on the edge of everythiq; 

and too young to get to ilK the middle of any of it . 

There was this, though. At least Earl Zane hadn't showed up . 

Is it wolfsbane that the stories say will ward off a werewoll'? If 

A~ J.Jdttu( 
~ 

nothing else , maybe I hai future as Zane baneo 
'-/ 

11 Hi," Ray Heaney greeted as I climbed onto the arena fence beside 

him. The grin-cuts were deep into his face, tre big front teeth were 

out on parade. Ray could make you feel that your arrival was the 

central event in his recent life. 11What 1ve you been u 

us ua.l . You? " 

far out of ttE question, I chose neutrality-­

:Y11~.a.,l;).Ma.,......._~iO&i'1...J:ial.l~lliW!i!~~·a.oou t the 

0 Pilot again.'' So saying , Ray re ld up his hands to show his calluses . 

his palms . I nodded in'Mm:ir~'M:o~ My shovel calluses were mosquito 

bites by corrpatison. This made the second sumrrer Ray was stacking lumber 

in his father's lumber yard--tre '-Pile it here, pile it there''nature of that 

job was what produced the "pilot" joke--and his hands and forearms were 

gaining real re fto 



..... JO. 

::·:.:.:-:.)~ 

I 

his right across to within reach of mire. '1Shake 

11 
the hand that shook the hand? he challenged. It was a term we had 

picked up from his fat her --Ray could even ru..Y11bl e it just like Ed 

Heaney's bass-drum voice--who remembered it from his own boyho 

~ J ent around saying Shake the hand that shook the hand of ohn L. 

Sullivan, " tre heavyweight boxing champ of then. 

h - ~ 
I took Ray up on 'f;,he ~e:l~eng~ even though I pretty well knew 

how this habi tu.al contest of ours was going to turn out from now on. 

We made a careful fit1'1)••·~e of the handshake grip; then Ray chanted 

the start, "One two three." After about a minute of mutual grunted , ' --
squeezing, I admitted : "Okay. I ' m out-squooe.11 

'' You '11 get me mxt tins; Ray said• • Didn't I see Alec ridi~ around 

acting like a calf roper? 
I\ 

Sorr:e years before, from Gros Ventre to the 

ranger station one spring Saturday 

to talk f orest busim ss with my father . And with him, to my surprise 

am no little consternation, cane his son my age , Rayo I could see 

perfectlyt\well what was inten:ied here, and that ' s the vay it did happen. 

, 
Off up the NOP-tfl Fork our fathers rode to eyeball a stand of timber 

which interested Ed for fence p oo ts he could sell at his lumber yard, 

and Ray arrl I were lef t to 



.. . 

;~·-:<~> 

entertain one another . 

Living out there at E~lish Creek I always was stumped about what 

of my existence would interest any other boy in the world . There was 

the knoll with the v·iew all the way to the Sweetgrass Hills , rut 

sonehow I felt that might not hold the fascination for others that 

it did for me . Ordinarily horses would have been on hand to ride, 

tcrt\ io 
~,.,,~c- the situation , but the day before Isidor Pronovost had taken 

) 

every one of them in a packstring to a spike ca:mp of ccC tree planters . 

Alec was now here i n the pie t ure as a possible al ly; this was hayill$ time 

arrl he was dri ving the scatter rake for Pe t e Reese. The r~er station 

i tself was no refuge; t he sun was out and my mother would rever 

wctA 
oiling arourrl li!. 11111 .. ir inside, even if I could think:. up a 

reasonable loll. Matters were not at all improved by the fact that , 

since I still was going to the South Fork grade school and Ray went 

i n Gros Ventre, we only 

~w each other by sight . 

He was a haunting kid to look at • His eyes were within long 

deep-set arcs , as if alwaJ~ squinched the way you do to thread a 

needle • And curved av er with eye brows which wouldn ' t needed to have 

,1-..rfr ~ 
f been much thicker to make a couple of respectable.A mustacoos . And 

then a flattish nose which , wide as it was, barely accommodated all 

the freckles assigned to it . 



· .. ·· . ..... 
When Ray really grinned--I didn't see that this first day, al though I 

was to see it thousands of times in the years ahead--deep slice-lines 

cut his cheeks, out opposite the corners of his mouth. Like a big 

set of parentheses aroum the grin. His _ lower lip was so full that 

it too bad a slice-lire urrl er i this kid looked Flore --
Also, even more so than a lot of us at that 

age, his front teeth were far ahead of the rest of him in siz 

any school'eJ there always were a lot of traded jibes of 'Beaver tooth! "' 
A 

but Ray's frontals realzy did seem as if trey 1d been made for toppling 

wi.llOW'S • 

As I say, haunti~ . I mve seai grown nen, guys mo ordinarily 

wouldn't so much as spend a glance at a boy on the street, stop and 

study that face of Ray's . Am. here he was, thank you a whole hell 

So we were afoot with one anotrer arrl not knowing what to do about 

station, with 

boredom wilding up pretw fast in l:nth of us . Finally I got the 

idea of shewing him the pool a little ways dCJNnstream in Engl ish Creek 

/ 

where brook trout always could be seen, the cl ear water . 

.felt like fis hing , but for some reason he looked at 



ne a little suspiciously and muttered"huh uh. 1
\ 

We viewed the pool, which took no time at all, and then thrashed 

on along in the creek brush for awhile, just to be doing anythingo 

I t was semi- swampy going , so at leas t we could cncentrate 

ywas dressed in what I suppose his mother thought 

were old enough cl othes to go into the country with, but his old 

was embarrassed about that . Anyway, for whatever reason, he put up 

with this brushwhacking venture of mi~ . 

Whacked was what he got . My mirrl was on something else , l i kely 

gaped 
sti l~ ahead of us, and w:i th out thinkiqs I 

let a wil lCM spring back as I pushed past it. It whipped Ray across 

the left side of his Allt!MMllMti a real yelp from him. Also 
I\ 

cormnent to me : 'Watch out with those be le brain. " 



h Didn't mean ~ !1 
I apologized . 

#• " the issue , except for wha. t I felt honorbourrl to add next: Sparrow· head. 

You w::>nier afterwards ha-1 two reasonably sane people . 
" 

slanging match like that . 

11 Slobberguts ; ' Ray upped the ante with • 

.---.. " Boeger eater; ' I promptly gave him back. 

'' Pus gut . ' ' 

" Turd biro . '' 

\ 

As I remember it, I held myself in admirable rein until Ray cane 

out wi.th" turkey <link. '' 

For some reason that one did it . I swung on Ray and caught him 

just in front of too left ear . Unluckily, not quite hard enough to 

lmoc k him dGtT n . 

He popped rre back, alo~side the neck . We each got in a few more 

swings, 

a mud wallow o 

enough, to be able to tip the other, so neither ore of 

us emed up permanently on tope Simply, at some point we wore out on 



wantiq; to ma.ul one another any further, and got to• our feet. 

Ray 1 s clothes looked as if he'd been rolled the length of a pig pen. 

Mine I guess weren't much better, but t~y hadn't started off as fancy 

and so I ._figured my muss didn't matter as much. 

Of course, try convince my mother of 

hu.d 4 

in &'ii-~ to get any d inner, and when she us, we were in for a:t-

~~ 
She made lil >u ,\ g~ set of my clothes--

funny, how improved he looked when he was out of that town gear--

she t issued two decrees: ,_. Jick, I believe yoo. would like ~ !o __9-

Read in the 6ther Roomo Ray, I think you woo.ld 

~· the Jigsaw Puzzle I Am Going to Put Here on the Table _ for You. , 

When I started high school in Gros Ventre, Ray crone over to me 

just out of arm's reach 

H q 
from roo am offered: Horse apple• 

I balled up both my fists, an:l my tongue got ready the word , which 

would fan our creekside battle to life again: Beaver tooth. t Yet the 

direction of Ray's remark caught m~ "horse apple" was pretty 

far <:iown the scale from "turkey dink." 

For ome in my life I la tcred on to a possibility. I held my 



•• Ray: Mui 

It started a grin on him while he thought up : "'slough rat . ·• 

11 Gumbo gopher, I provided, barely managi~ to get it out before 

we were both laughing. 

Within the week I was as k ing my mother whether I could 

stay in town overnight with Ray , and after that many 

a stay- over at th~ Heaneys ' throughout the school year . 

Not only did I ga in the value of Ray and me being the best 

of friends ; it was always interesting to me that the Heaneys 

were a family as different from ours as c rochet from oil 

cloth . For one thi!l?; they were Catholic, al though they really didn't 

display it all that muc just through a grace before every maal, and --
by ea ting fish on Friday, which evmt ually occurred -00 me as the reason 

Ray had looked at 100 suspiciously the~e at the cre ek when I asked him 

about fis hing . 



.. · .. -~j 
·· ... 

Now that we - were established atop the arena corral, I reported 

to Ray my chin session with Dcrl e Withrow at the beer booth. 

Ray took what IrJ¥ght be called a spectator interest in the Withrow family. 

He never N&ll-y cane right out and said so, but his eye was on the 

middle Withrc:w girl , Ma.rcella, who was 

Marcella was trim in figure like Midge and M~~~~iii~l;i.Ee"bttlm~ 

I 

approach to Mar cella was distant admir a ti.on, but 

I had the feeliq; he was trying to figure out how to narrow too distanceo 

Maybe the day would come woon I was more interested in a Leona 

I.AA . 

or a Marcella than :p3rching up there above general huma.nity, but right 

"' 
tben I doubted it . I considered that the top-pole perch Ray arrl I 

had there nex t to t~ bucking chutes was the pri~ site of the whole 

rcxleo grounds . We had clear view of every inch of the arena, the dirt 

oval like a small dry lake bed before us . And all the event ~ction 

would originate rig ht beside us , where even now the broncs for the 

first section of bareback riding were being ha.zed into the chutes 

The,.-.Particular Gros Ventre bucking chute 

setup was that as in for thei r set of riders, 



pole panels were retracted between each chute, leaving 

chutes as one l o!l:S narrow pen . Toon as the horses cr owded in in single 

file , the panels were shoved in place behind them one by one , penning 

each bronc in to the chute it would buck into ·the arena from. ~t 

!S slick a system as there is for handlirg rodeo 

\Q... 
is manorable to me about it is too insta.n t before the pole panels ~ 

when the horses 

into t he open chute pen, f lanks heaving , heads up and eyes gli ttering o 

From my per ch, it was like looking down through a transom into a 

long hallway suddenly filhl with big ~~"ft-tlllKl,.. 

equal. 
many s ights 

':Che;po-ape not 
2; -



Above arrl to the left of Ray and me was the amounc ing boo th and 

its to the feeling tm t we were 

part of the inside happ enings of the rodeo . To look at, the oooth 

resembled a little woodshed up on stilts, situated there above and 

just in back of the middle of ucking chutes . It re1d elbow room 

for maybe s:ix people, al thou gh only three of the booth crCMd did any 

actual rodeo work. Tollie Zane, if you could call his announcing work. 

Tollie. evidently was in residence at the far end of the booth, angled 

out of view from us, ~ but a large round microphone like a waffle 

iron stan:iill:?; on end indicat ed his s i te • .A Nearest to us was the 

scorekeeper, Bill Reinking, editor of the Gleaner, prominent with his 

ginger mustache and silver-wire eyeglasses . I suppose he did the 

scorekeeping on the principle that the only sure way for the Gleaner 

to get any accuracy on tre rodeo results was for him to origi.na te the 

arithmetic . Between Bill and Tollie was the space for the timekeeper, 

who ran the stopwatch to time the events and blew the whistle to signal 

when a brore rider ha:i lasted eight seconds atop a bareba ck or ten in 

a saddle ride . The timekeeper 1s spot in the booth was empty, 

was about to be remedied . 

/ 



" wup wup wup , ' some Paul Revere among t he chute society 
I L ladder ~ "~ 

cried, 'here she comes, boys . J ust starting u p the~lP~ 

Head s swiveled like weatherva nes hit by a tornado . And 
Of\ ladder~ 

yes , Ray and I als o sent our eyes to the little · · 

.. 
along the side of the anno~ing booth and the hypnot i zing progress 

up of Velma Simms . 

' Tight er than last year , I swear to God , someone below 

us was c ontending . #
1Like the paper fits.the wall , 1 testifi ed 

another . And yet still need 

the hell does 

ca me of eastern money- - plumbing equipment I believe was 

its source; I have seen her family name, Croake , on h o t - and -

cold spigots - -and in a community and e ra wh ich considered 

divorc e usually more grievous than manslaughter , she had 

been through three husbands . Tha t we knew of . Only the 

fir s t local , the lawyer Paul Bogan o 

They met in Helena when he got himself elected to the 

legislature , and if my count is right , it was at the end 

of h is second term when Velma arrived back to Gros Ventre 

arrl Paul stayed over there at the capital in some kind of s tate job. 

Her next husband was 

agency in Spokane . In Gros Vent re 

he was like a trout out of water , and quickly went . Aft er 
\J ltv\ ~ h1ca.M.4'l~~ 

him came Simms , an a ctor performance 

a t one of the Glac i e r Park lodges . By February of his 

f i rst Two country winter Simm3 was high t ailing his way to California 
00 , 

althoug~ventually did show up back in Gros Ventre , so to speak, as 

one of the cattle rustlers i n a Gene Autry movie at the 0deon. -=-t=-...,""'-

! 

,. 



..... , . .... 
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Lately Ve l ma s eemed to ha ve given u p marrying and i nstead 

eme g ed ea ch Four~~~~ith t he cu r r ent beau- - t hey tended 

to be like the scissorbill following her up t he ladder now, in a 

gabardine stocknan ' s suit and a too - clean cream Stetson, probably a 

bank offi cer fr~m Great Falls--in tav • I cite 

all this because Paul Bogan, the f i rst in the genealogy, always had 

served as rodeo t:irookeepe r, and the next Fourth of July after his change 
..... ,,, . '. ' 

~ 

of r esidence, here Velma presented herself , bold as paint , to take 

up bis s topwatch and whistle . 

I t was her only instance of what might be cal.Jed civi c parti cipation, 

and quite why sre did it, nobcdy llnd a clue . But Velma ' s ascension 

to the booth now was part of • every Gros Ventr e rodeoo Parti cularly 

for too male portion of the audience . For as you :rmy have gathered, 

VeL~a ' s Fourth appearances were encased in 

of stunning snugness . On e of 

t h e theo r eticians in the ch u t e society jus t n ow was 
V <G.lrn a 

pos t ulat ing a fresh c onc e pt , t hat maybe h ea ted t h em 

with a n i r on , put them on hot , and l et them s h rink 

down on her like t he r i m onto a wag on whe el . 

/ 



I saw once, in recent years at the Gros Ventre rodeo, a young 

bronc rider and his ladyfriend watching the action through the pole 

arena gate . 
They each held a can of 

beer in ore hand, and the rider 1s other hand was around the girl ' s 

should ers . Her other hand , though, was down resting lightly on his . -
rump , the tips of her fin gers just touching the ins eam of his Levis 

back there . I '11 admit to you , it ma.de my heart t urn around and face 

north. That the oren now can and wi ll do sue h a thing seems to me 

an advance like radio . My awe of it is tempered only by th3 regret 

My point oore is just that in too earlier time, only rare self-advertised 

tha.t of Velma Simms 

rumps targets of public interast , ani then 

only by what my father and the other r~ers called ocular examinat ion. 

It registered on me there h ad been a connnent from Ray 's direction . 

ncome a gain?" I:• ••• apologized . 

11No hitc:h i n Velma 1 s gitalo~ , 11 Ray offered om more tine . 

I said something equally bright in agreemmt, but I was surprised 

at Ray making an open evaluation of Velma Simms , even so tame a one as 

that . The matter of Marcella nnybe was on his mirrl more than I had figured . 



... · .. ~'" ~. ' 
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Just then an ungcrlly noise somewh~hcwl an:l a yowl issued 

above us . A sor t of high HHHRUNGHHH like a cat was being skinned 

alive o I was startled as hell, but Ray knew its source . 11 You see 

Tol lie 1 s loudspeaking getup?" he inquired wi th a nod toward 

too top of the announcer 1s booth . I couldn ' t help but have noticed 

such a ri~ 

_____ ,___ < ;;::;raption was a pyramid of rods , which held at its peak 

a half-dozen big metal cones like those morni~-glory horns on old 

p oint _i ng t o various oints of the c ompa s s . 
phonographs Just in case those didn't cover the territory, there 

was a second set of four more ' glory horns a ex>uple of feet beneath. 

o Billings for it , 
4
info rmed Ray , wh o had overhea rd 

t hi s information when Tollie c ame to 

2x4s to n help bra c e the con trapt i on into place . "The guy 

who makes them down t here told h im it ' s t he real deal to 

announce with . ' 

VI e were not the only ones contemplating Tollie ' s new 

announcing machinery . •wha t the goddamn hel l ' s Tollie 

go i ng to do; I heard somebody s a y b elow us , ' tell them 
It 

about it in Choteau? Choteau was 33 mi les down the h ighway . 



! 

J 

nWELCO:ME !' crackled a thunderbla s t of voice over our heads . 

" To t he Gros Ventre r ed eo 1 Our fifteenth annua l s how t 

You folks are 1lis e as hooty GITlS to roos t with us 

today. Yes sir! Some of everything i s liable 
here 

t o happen he!'.e today a:nd-::- tollie Zane , f ather of the famous 

Ear l , held the j ob of announc i~ the Gros Ventre rodeo on the 

b~sis by ' iliich a lot of positions of authority seem to get 
(J 

±)1-led : nobody else would be caught dead do ing i t . But 

before this year , all tha t the announcing amounted to wa s 

shouting through a megaphone the name of ea ch bucking horse 

and its rider . The shiny new ' glory horns evidently had 

gone to Tallie ' s head , or at lea st his tonsils . """'::~~:SI:=~~ 

"The Fourth of J uly is called the cowboys ' Chr istmas 

arrl our f e s tivities will get urrlerway in j ust--n 

4/ '' Called w at? ' somebody yelled from the chute society. ' That ' s 

f or yoo. , sweat running down his f a ce an d he thinks i t'~ snowflakes • 

. ' Santy Claus must 

'' N f •t &r, you guys , l aw o f nCJN , a third one put in • 

. rig~t . It ' d expl ain why he 's as fu:U.. of shit a s a Christmas goose . '' 

Everybody below us ~Hlftfft!:'.m ee-heeed at •that while 
spl<!l'\d ;~ ~ &J 

Talli e roared on a bout the tradition of rodeo 

and what heart-stopping excitement we• were go ing to view 

in this arena today . 

down eithe r out of respect for the new so find system or because he was 



translating his rema r k s from pa per- - this July Christmas 

stuff was origina ting from somewhere ; had a kit come with 

the ' glory horns and mic rophone?--you c ould about soft-boil 

a n egg between parts of his sentences . 

Anybody he~from -:;Great Falls? ' 

Qui te a number of people yelled and waved their hands . 

Out in the crOW'd there were laughs and i roans. AM most lik0ly 

some !line hint: in tb.e Rotary beer booth; 
~R"'C~~'IL o-t 

peo ple who ' d had 90 mi l e s • of driving 

time to wonder whether this rodeo was worth coming t o . 

But this seemed to be a day when Tollie, a rmed with 

amplification, 

' was ready to take on the world • How about--North-- Dakota? Wb.o 1 s here--

response. Tourists were a lot scarcer in those days, and 

the .ehances that anybcrly would from North 
ven1 vr 

Dakota to see the Gr~ Ventre rcxieo were zero ani none • 

. ' 
• That~s right l blared Tallie. uif I-.:..Was you--I wou l dn 't--admit 

it-~i ther. 



be made out by all th 1ree watchers. 

"Working like Finn s at it," observed Braaf. nDigging paddles 

that deep, you'd think their arms' d pull
0 

off .n 

Wennberg, still not wanting to accept: "But how in Judas.u ?" 

K~-rlsson md nlucKed the glass from t'iim and was studying a r;ain. 

Rare for him, Braaf was openly perturbed; bis right leg jigged . 

lightly in place, as i.f testing for rJn. Wennberg sought to look 

. _thro.-1t- .~-
stolid, but Karlsson noticed him swallow at his .own fpebble of fear . 

"And a re t r ampled by the Russians ." 



Tallie spieled on for awhile, actually draiNing boos f rom the 

Choteau folks in the crowd when he procl aimed that Choteau was kncwn 

as a town with out a single bedbug : HNo sir trey are all married 

and have big familiesl" At last, though, the handling crew was 

through rressing with too broncs in the chutes alongside Ray 8!ld me , 

and Tollie was declaring "We are just a bout to get 

the 

11 Pumpkin? '• questioned whoever it was in the chute society 

that wa s keeping t ab of Tallie ' s exc urs ions through the 

H. Christ ! Now the 

it ' s Hall oween . • 

About all that is worth mentioning of the early 

part of that rodeo is 

bareba ck riding 2.nd 

a section of 

mauling or whate ver you wa nt to ca ll it, passed fairly 

merc ifully . Ray and I continued to d ivid e 

our time snorting laughs over something either Tollie or the chute 

society provided. Plus our oon wise-acre efforts , of cours Ray 

nearly fell off the corral from cackling one time when I speculated 

wheth3r this much time sitting on a fence pole mightn ' t l eave a person 

with the crack in his behind running crosswise instead af up and dam
0 

You know how that is, hUl'llor is totally contagious when two per sons 

are in the sane light mood o And a gocrl thing, too, for by my estination 

the actual events of a rodeo can always use all the hel n th~nr f',!:l'Yl ·a~+. -

l• 



Although like anybody out here I have seen many and 

many a rode o, to me the arena events 

write home s ecial about . It ' s true 

has its interesting moments , but ba ' ally the is 

over and done with ~t about as it ' s getting started . 

/ 



I don ' t know, a guy flopping around on the naked back of 
-A~f' 

a hor~~eems to me more of a stunt than a sport . 

As for s teer wrestling , that is an abs ol utely phony d eal , 
L~"'l ........ ""V'Cll 

never done except there in front of a rodeo crowd . 

has about asi>muc h t o do with a c tual cattle ranch i ng as 

weari~ turquoise belt buckles 
oes . Ana that calf ropiq; • Calf roping I nominate 

as an event the s:rectators ought to be paid /si~ througho I ~an, 

a cornmuni ty loop an 

and the next guy will pitch a loop so 

off the back of the calf's neck like a 

Whiff whiff whiff , and the n a burs t of c us sing as t h e . 
misses its mar k: ther~s t he ess en c e ~alf r oping . 

dab onto a fencepost twenty feet away, j ust to prove he knows how 

t o build a de c en t l o op . 

Anyway. All I am saying i n t his r oo eo sermon i s th:tt too best featlll"e 

of the whol e aff air to me--except rrnybe f or the processional of a Velna Sinms-­

is t he excuse i t gives everyone t o ga ther t oget-he r f or mos t of m afternoon . 

Present me severa l hundr ed people to gawk around a t and sp eculate on am , 

yes, somehGT be part of , anl t hat is my :id ea of t ha highes t sort of holiday. 

If various forms of nonsens e with livest oc k have to be put up with f or 

that, so be ito 



) 

"Alec's bringing his horse in, 11 Ray reported from his sphere of the 

arena. 

n So 's everybOO y else in too world , it looks like •" 

Hor senen and hemp, hemp and horsemen . It was a wonder the oo mbined 

swishing of the ropes of all the would -be call' ropers]didn •t lift the 

rodeo arena off the ground like an autogyro. As you maybe can ttell, 

my emotions about having a brother forthcoming into this event were 

'strictly mixed . Naturally I was pulling for Alec to win . 

Brotherly blood is at least that thick . Yet a c orner o f 

me was shadowed with doubt as to whether victory was~ 
such a good idea for Ale c . Did he need any more c onfirming 

in his c owboy mod e? Espec ially in th i s dubious talent of 

hangi ng rope necklaces onto slobbering calves? 

This first section of the calf roping now proceeded about 

as I could ha ve f oretold , a lot of a ir f a nned with rope 

but da mn few calves collared . One surprise was produced, 

Augusta mi ssed his tie, the ca lf 

k ic k ing f r ee before it s required six seconds flat on the 

ground were up . If words c ould be seen in the a ir , some 

blue dandies accompanied Martin out of the arena . 

I 



The ot her strong roper , Vern his calf 
suffe r ed 

neatly , a l~ttl e trouble throwing h i m doNn for the 

t i e , but the~g~ered the calf ' s l egs and wrapped the 

pigging string around 

as Tallie spel led out for us , 11fastrr- -th<l- --Houdin~--can_ 

tie - - hi s shoe aces ! 

So when the ~ moment came~ for Alec to guide 

the bay roping horse irito the break- out area beside the 

calf chute , the situat ion was a s evident as Tallie ' s 

voi c e bleating from that tin bouquet of ' glory horns: 

0 Ni n e teen- -

sec ond s --by Vern--Crosby--i s still- - the time- -to beat . 

It ' 11 take --some f ancy- -twi rl i n --by t)li s --next~--young--

a t-- the Double- - w--

00 I S ge tting his self squared aJNay and will be 

ready in j ust - -" 

The calf chute and the break- out area where roper 

and his horse burst out after the creature were at the 

far end of the bucking chutes from us o Ray cupped his 
(o 

hands and c a lled a c ross : •'wrap him up pretty , Al ec 1 \\ 



voice, and of whom even less was remarked; Karlsson. It is told that 

at a Scandinavian free-for-all, Danes will be the ones dancing and 

laughing, Norwegians endeavoring to start a fight, Finns passing 

bottles, and Swedes standing along the wall waiting to be introduced. 

Melander constituted a tall exception to this slander, but Karlsson, 

narrow bland face like t hat of a village parson, would have been there 

among the wall-props. 



Acr oss t here , Alec appe ared a little ne rvous, l3W~~~ 

t han was neces sary as he and the bay horse wait ed for their calf to emerge. 

myself , jiggling 

my f oot on corral pole , and I had n o ex c use whatsoever . 
~ a 75 - ound 

You wouldn ' t cat ch me out there trying to snare animal 

running full - t i lt o 

The starter ' s little red flag whipped down , and the ctall{ 
cat apul t ed from the chute int o t he exp:tnse of the arenao 

Alec' s luck . Sometimes you had to think he held. th e 

on four - leaf clovers andii'rabbit ' s feet . The 

calf h e drew was a straight runner instead of a dodger . 

Up the mi ddle of the arena that calf , gal~oped as if he was 

on rails , ig hor,__,e gain 

every hoofbeat. t hat if you could have pull ed the truth 

f rom my father and mother right• then, even they would have said that 

Alec looked the way a calf roper ought to. Leaning forward bu t .still 

as firm in his s tirrups as if socketed into them, swi~ing the loop 

of the lariat ar ound and around his head strongly enough to give i t 

a good fling but not Evidently t here had been 

much practice p erfcrmed on Double W calves as Alec rode th e coulees 

t hese past weeks. 

"Dab it on him 1" I heard loudly, and realized the ye 11 had been 

by lle o 



1 

Quicker than it can be told Alecjnade his catch . A 

good one , where all the significant actions erupt together: 
'"ta 

the rope straightening into line in the air, the calf 

gargling out 

it backward , Alec ~~~~ 
w;+- , 

in his dismount . 

he was of the tall bay horse and 

scampering beside rope the bay was holding 
.a..o • ~ al.LA 

tau a nd h ow as upending the calf int o the arena dust 

and now gathering calf legs and now whipping\the pigging 

string around them and now done . 

"The time--for Alec--_k1cCaskill -!'r thought I could hear 

remorse inside the tinny blare of Tallie ' s voice , and so 

b knew the report was going to be good - -seventeen--and--
,, 

a half--seconds . 

The c rowd whooped and clapped . over at the far fence 

Leona was beaming as if she might igni te , and down at the 

end of the grands t and my parents were glumly accepting 

congratulations on Alec . Beside me Ray was as surprised 
1 .· 

as I was by Alec ' sAshowing , and his delight didn ' t have 

the c onditions atta ched that mine did . 
#~ ,, 

-tlow much is up? he wondered . I wasn ' t sure of the roping 

prize myself , so I asked the question 

leaned out and informed 

the Sedgwi ck House . ~ 

t Pretty slick, Ray admired . I had to think so myself Q 

my opinion 

of Al ec ' s venue of it . Later in the afternoon there would 
D'1\.l_ ;'V)\ 

be"'wglRe;f section of cal but with thej.nain guys , 

Bruno Martin and Vern Crosby, already behind him , Ale c ' s 

leading time looked good enough to take to the bank 



·, . .. 

v' I 

/I 
Tal l i e was bleating onward . Now--we turn--to some--

pra i r i e --s a ilors--and the--hurricap.e--de ck , 'which translated 

to the first go- r ound of saddle bronc rid i ng . ~~~~l(;ij~a;~ 

I will say for saddl e bronc riding that it seems oo me the one rodeo 

c._~ 

event that close to legitimate . Staying on a moo.nt that is trying 

to unstay yoo. is a historic procedure of t he l i vestock business . "The 

boys are hazing the ponies into the chutes and when 

commenc e--and--get started--the first --man out - - wi ll be-­

Bill Semmle r --on a horse--called- -Conni ption . In t h is -­

meanwhi le--though--did - -you hear- -the one--a bout - -the 
go e s , ~ 1 

fellow--who --into--the barber--snop--and--

I never did get to hear Tollie ' eft ons orial tale , for 

I happ ened to glance down to my left i nt o the bucking chutes 

and see disaster in a spotted horsehide charging full -

tilt at me . 

I yelled to Ray and simultaneously flipflopped 

the fence so that I had my arms 

c lamped around both the top c orral pole and Ray ' s hips o 

we 

WHOMP l and a clatter. 
Ray glommed tight to the pole with hi s hands . The 

impact of the pinto bucking horse slammi ng i nto the chut e - end 

whe r e our s ect i on of c orral c ornered i nt o it fent shuddering 

s l edgehammer had 2't
1

hi t the wood ; 

our double gripping k ept us from being flung off 

the top of the f ence o 

"Jesus ! '' Ray let out , rare for him . ''There ' s a g oosy one ! 't 

Our narrow brush did not escape mi crophone treatment . 

''Thi s little--Coffee Nerves - - int o--down at--chute six--has a - ­

couple of--fence squatters - - hugg i ng--the wo od- -prett good ! '' 
~ . -~ 

T ollie was · · the world . ''We ' 11 s ee- -whethe r--the 

go ahead--and--kiss it 1 '1 



"~· ..... . . "Numbnuts," I muttered in the direction of the Zane end of the 

announcing booth. Or possibly more than muttered , for when I managed 

to glG1er directly up there, Bill Reinking was delivering m' a certifying 

wink arrl Velma Simms was puckered the way a per son does to hold in a laugh . 



-} 

Ray had it right, t h e p 'il'nto was ~riled and then 

some , as I could confirm while ca utiously climbing bac k onto 

my :perch and locking a f i rm arm around th e co r ner :pos t 

between chute and corra l . No way was I going to tak e a 

chance on being dislodg ed dovm into the company of this 

Coffe e Nerves bronc . The drawba ck of this flood-the- chutes­
e 

with- horses system was tha t th first horse in was the 

last to come out, from this end chute next to me. ~hile --- -the initial five horses were being bucked out 11& Coffee 

Nerves was going to be cayusing around in chute six and 

trying to raise general h ell . 

The :pinto looked more t han ca pable 

Coffee Nerve s had :pointy ears; what are called 

:pin ears, and 

Worse, he was hog- eyed o Had small darty eyes tha t shot 

l ook s at the nearest threat all the time . Which , given 

my :position on the fence , happened to be me . I had not 

been the target of so much eyeb~ll since the tussle to 

get tha t Bubbles :pa ckhors e 

Om thing I have skipped in life is any desire toward rodeo riding. 

With no least re~ret. Maybe that makes me less a westerner than I 

ou~ht to be. But it also has made me a less ramshackle hwran beilli:• 

Letti~ a horse scrani:>le your brains and wallop yoo.r bones am joints 

for the fun of it is not my idea of intelligent livitlir• 



Particularly if the bronc is on the order of Coffe e 
·in a real shitfit of fur 

Nerves , t ouchy anyway and now a out being caged 

in a chute . 

Ray was peering behind me to study Coffee Nerves , so 
~ 

he was the one wh o noticed . 'tHuh ! )' Look wh o must ' ve drew 

him . 

There in back of chut e six, Earl Zane was helping the 

hand lers try to saddle the pinto . 

My session of watchdogging Leona for Alec of course 

whe tted my i nt e r est i n the matter of Earl Zane , whom I 

ordinarily wouldn't ba t ~ eye to look at . How here he loomed , not 

the cussing crew of handlers try:ir:g to contem with the pinto an:l the 

saddle that was theoretically sup~osed to go back. Earl Zane 

md ore of those faces that could be read at a glance: 

a s clear as the label on a maple sugar j ug i t proc laime d 

SAP . I suppose he was semi- goodlooking i n a sulky kind 

of way . But my belief wa s t hat Earl Zane' s one known 

possessed brain as 
d4 

and they thus felt 

Though whether Coffee Nerves , who was 

whanging a series of kicks to the chute lumber t hat I could feel ~~--~ 

up 

arl Zane or anybody else remained an open question. 

/ 



In any case , I wa s transfixed by what was brewing here . 

Ale c looked likely to win the ca lf roping . Coffee Nerves 

gave every sign of being the bucki ngest saddle bronc , if 

Earl could st .. ~y on him . Two yvi:r;-ners , one Leona . The 

ari thmetic of tha t 

Various geezers of the chute society were peeri~ in at Coffee 

Nerves and chiming "Whoa, hoss" dcwn 11 which , ... 
was doi~ nothing t o impr ove the pinto' s dispos i tion. After all, 

would it yours? 

Distracted by the geezer antics and t he Earl-Alec equati on, I didn' t 

not i ce t he next arrival until Ray pointed out, "Secorrl ore of the litter ." 

Indeed, Earl Zane had been joined in the volunteer saddling crew 

by his brother Arlee, the one a year ahead of Ray and me in school. 

Another horse fancier with brain to match. And full to overflowing with 

the Zane family swagger, for Arlee Zane was a big pink specinen: about 

wha. t you 'd get 

if you could coax a hog to strut around on i ts hirrl ,....:li legs weari ng blue 

jeans and a rodeo shirto E'ventually maybe Arlee would iiiiiiii~k duplicate 

Earl, brawny i nstead of overstuff !2ut at present there just was too 
• 

f'J,l,IJ~MiliQ.__J up to and i ncluding his mouth. At t he moment, for 

i nstance , Arlee had strutted arourrl to the far side of the announcing 

booth and was yelping up to his sire: " Tell toom to coul}t out too prize 

money1 Old Earl is going to set his horse on firel" God, t hos e Zanes 

/ 



nHcw about a bottle of sorrething? 11 I proposed to Ray. The mental. 
i A 

strain of being Zanebane making me thirsty. 11 1 ' m big rich, I ' 11 buy. 11 

"Ace high," Ray thought this sounded, and added that he'd hold our 

seats . Dam I climbed, and away to the beer booth again . Tbe tubs 

weren ' t showing TIBnY Kessler arrl Select necks by now . I half - eJq:ected 

to coincide with Dode again, but didn 1 t o But by the time I returned 

to Ray with our two bottles of grape , I was 
'1arcella and 

offhandedly report that I had seen;f -

under the grarrlstarrl with a bunch more of the gir ls we went to school 

with . Leona on om side of thef a.r ena , Marcella and the school mul t itude 

on t he othe r , Ve1Jna Sim.ms in the air behirrl us ; I did have to admit , 

lately the wo :rld was more full of females than I had ever previously 

noticed. 

"Under wey again !" Tollie was i s suing fo n,th. "A l ocal buc karoo 

comin g out of ch ute n umber one " --



Bill Semmler made his rid e but to not much tota l, 

h i s bronc a straight buc k er who crowhopped down the 

middle of the a rena in no particularly inspired wa y until 

the ten secondw-;- was up a n d the whi t tle blew . 

'Exercise ,~ Ray co:cimented , meaning t hat wa s a ll Semmler 

wa s g oing to get out of such a rocking- horse ride . 

At t hat, though , exercise was more tha n what wa s 

p roduced by th e next r ider , a n out - of- town guy whose n a me 

I didn ' t recognize . Would - be rider , I ough t to s a y , for 

a horse called Ham What Am sailed him d. nto the -"""'"""'~~" 

almost before the pair of them issued all the wa y out 

then · 
the gate of chute t"'v-ro . Ham What~~tinued his circuit of the arena , 

kicki!lS dirt twenty feet into the air• with every buck, 'While the 

ostensible rider knelt arrl tried to get any breath back into hi.msell • 

" Let ' s gi ve--this --h a rd -luck--ii'b owboy--a big--h a nd t \ ___ _ 

Tallie advocated o "He sure--

a --l ong c rack--in the a ir--

tha t time . •• 

~You guys see any 
,, 

ai r? somebody below 

us inqu ired . ' Where the hell is Tallie getting tha t stuff? 

Monke y Ward ,' it wa s suggested . t From t he s ame pag e 

fe a turing toilet paper . rr 



v.; . . 

But t h e n one of the Rides Proud brothe rs from up at 

Browning--one or a n othe r of Toussaint ' s a rmy of grand ­

n ephews he wa sn ' t on s peaking t er ms wi th--~-¥e~~~~~~ 

to his nam e and mad e a nice p oint total a top 

a chunky roan c a lled Snuffy. Sunfish ing was Snuffy ' s t a ctic, 

s qu i rmi ng h is h ind qua r t e rs to one side a nd then t h e ot h er 

with each jump , and if t h e ri d e r man a ges to s t a y i n t une 

with all • t ha t hula wi ggling it yields a pretty ride . 

This performance was plenty good enough m wi n tha event, unless Earl 

Zane could do something worrle:rful on top of Coffee Nerves. 

Folla~ing the Rides Proud achievement, t he crowd laughed as they did each 

yea r when a lit t l e buc k s k in mare with a f l os sy mane was 

a nnounc ed as Shi rley Temple, and laugh@~ furt h er when the 
A.......,...., . ......_~ 

ma re pile~ the c onte s t a nt , from Shelby , with its t h ird j ump . 

• That Shirley--for a little~al--sh!' s go; a mind-- af her~, ' " . 

bayed Tollie, evidently urder the impression he was providing high 

hwnor. 
· ·~-.: : _ 1 ·- ~~!~ ~~ .. ~J "'_:_.~L:_.~-__ : :_:C.:.: __:. ~~~ :_;.' ~ ~)..>-"' 

C Then, soorer than it seenB d pos sible for him to have d:rawn 
loudspeaker 

sufficient breath fer it, he was givi ng us the rext . · 

doee. 



here--is a rider--I Gett~ 

Show them- - h ow- - Earl J ' 

h ad not dra wn the 

saddling i t was only the Zane 

stickin g a nose int o anythi ng avai l able . 

The f a c t remai n ed , t hough , that Alec ' s rival was a bout 

to bounce out into t~e arena aboard a buc k i ng animal . I 

craned my re ck trying to get a look at Leona, but she was turned in 

earnest conversation with a certain calf roper wearing a chokecherry 

shirt and I could only see a si lver-gold f l oss. Quite a wash of 

disappoi ntnent went through me. Somehow I f el t I was mi ssi ng the most 

interesti ng s cene of the ent i r e rodeo, Leona ' s fac , j ust then. 

"-
And here-- he comes-- a c owboyi ng- -sonofagun--and a s on - -

of --y ours truly- -

In fairness, I will say Earl Zane got a bad exit from the chute, 

the cinnamon-colored bronc he was on taking a ]j_ttle hop into the 

arena and stoppi~ to 

to buck. 

-
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bucking and he altered the rhythm of his spurring to fit 
~ 

that situa tion , began to whirl. A spin to the 

left . Then one to the right . It was worth the admission 

to see , Earl ' s thought process clanking one direction and the 

horse' s the other , then ea ch reversing and passing one 

another in the opposite direction , like two drunks trying 

to find each other in a revolving door o The cinnamon 

bronc, though , was alwa~rs one phase ahead of Earl , and 

his third whirl , whi ch included a sort of sideways dip , 

c.aused Earl to lurch and 

It was all 

lose the oppos ite stirrup . 

a matter of how promptly 

(Blew a stirrup , l\came from the chut e soc iety as Earl 

and the whistle was heard . 

with c~ev-.ring gum before he 

climbed on that rnerry-go- round o' 

Tal lie, however , considered t hat we had seen 

a shini ng feat . 11 Almost-- mad e it--to the- -v,rhis tle-­

{,jj on tha t --rough one! You can--still sh ow--y our f a ce-­

around h orne--Earl 1 

Poss ibly the pint o ' s general irrickat ion with the world 

rather than the diet of Tollie ' s voice produc ed it , but either 

·way , Coffee Nerves now went into his biggest eruption yet . 

Below me in the chute he began to writhe and ki ck , whinnying 

arfully , and I redoubled my life grip on the corner post as 

t h e thunk ! thunk ! of his hooves tattooing the wood of the chute 
~ 

reverberated through the seat of my pant s . 
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11 Careful,''Ray warned , and I suppo s e sens e would have been 

to t rad e my perch for a mo re distant site . Ye t how often 

d oes a pe rson get to see at c lose r ange a horse in combat 

with mankind . Not just see, but feel, i n the continuing 
~'4 

thunks, and hear , th~1hinny a sawblade of sound ripping 

the air ; and smell , sweat and manure an 
~d'I"""""'"' ... , ... . ..-.._ .. 

mingl ed ~~~~ 

Coffee Nerves ' 

of spl i n ters whi ch sent the handlers 

the back of the chut e, and then compa rative silence : just 

the velocity of air through the pint o bronc ' s nostrils . 

4f n _he sonofabitc h is hung up:' somebody reported . 
- > I 

In 

truth , Coffee Nerves was standing with his rear right leg 

up behind him, the way a horse does for a bla c ksmith t o 

except that inst ead of any human having hold of ---tha~ear hoof , it wa s j ammed between a solid chute p ol e 

and the splintered one above it . 

As the hand ling crew gingerly moved in to see what 

could be done about extri cation, Tallie enlightened the 

crowd : 

This little still--

The chute boys--ar_e doing 

s h ow- -will resume--in jus t - - a jiffy . In the--meantime-­

sinc e this-- is t he--c owb oys '--Christmas --so to s a y--that 

' remina s --me--of a - -little st ory . 
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,. 
Jesus, he's back onto the chute society • 

. , 
1

• Dumb as he is, •1t was pointed out, 1it 'll take two of us to read 

it to him.' 

" There wa"M'his--little boy--who wanted--a pony--for~hristmas. 

Somebody had gone for a prybar to loosen the i mprisoning 

poles a nd free the renegade pony 

of chute six, but in the mea ntime there wa s 

noth i ng to do but l e t Tallie wax forth . 

Even at normal, Tallie ' s voic e sounded as if his adenoids 

had gotten twined with his voc a l c ords . wi t h the boost 

from t he address system , his drone now was a rea l ear-

cleaner . Well-- ou 

telli112--the other kids--in the fanily--that he d it--all I'ixed up--

__,.. 

with Santa"te1aus. lausYwas g oil'li:--to brirli: him--a pony--certain 

their stockings --

- there. ( 

'' If I hang up a wo olsack alongside my stove~ somebody in front of 

the chutes pined, 

kids--thought hey1d teach--th.is little y--a lesson. 

~ t So afte everybody--had gone 
a..--..-..----...,..~---

bed--they ~o~ back up ~ain--and went on out--
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of around you." 

-- ~ - •. ,,... ,,.c ~ ; , ,. "'.' · .... .: t:- ~n-1 u. o~ d decla·re it 

We vve been holed here too long. The water But we have deciding to do. 

h 'l ' h T ... say we had better chance ahead of us doesn't shrink w.1 ewe re ·ere. 

Do such things have a single first moment? If so, just here 

Melander begins to depart from a further half dozen years of t he 

salting of fish. 

Karlsson was a part-time bear-milker . That is to say, 

ordinarily he worked as an a xman in the wood-cutt ing crew , but his 

upbrin ng near the forests of Skane had suffic i ently skilled him as 

a woodsman that he wa s sent with the hunting party which o c casional ly 

fo rayed out to help provi sion New Archangel; to milk the bears, as it 

was jested. The sor t of f el low wi th no thing mu ch he cared to put to 

back, arrl with a train of admirers: disappeared into a longhouse with 

it. Otherwise, though, all too come-and-go of the villa·ge still was 



.·, 
to the barn and--got s ome-- ladies , excuse my language--hor.se manut.e--

11 

,, 
ever apolo~zed 

11 --and filled--his stocking with it • . "So the next mornin~--they' re 

all gathered--to look and see--what 

Little Susie says-- 'Look, he left me--a dollie here in--MY stocld.~. 

Arrl little Tommy says-- 'And look--oo left me--a.pples arrl oranges--

in MINE. And they turned--to the little lx>y--and asked-- 'Well, Jotmny--

what did Sant a--leave YOU? And Jotumy looked--i n his stocking--a.nd 

said--'He left me--my pony--but he got away !~t 

There was that sickly laughter a crowd gives out becaase it's 

0 r embarrassed not to, and then ore of the chute IIJ!)n called up to the 

booth that t~y had the goddamn bronc freed, get the rider on him 

before h9 raised any more l'e ll. 

u BACK TO BUS_INESS, lTollie blared as if' he was calli~ elephants, 

before 

•• farther from Tollie 's mouth--back to business--the bronc--in chute- ~--

six--has consented--to rejoin us. Next n&n up--last o~ this ..-. 

go-row"rl--on a horse called--Ooffee Nerves--will be--Dode Withrow. 
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last will end, that these stepping-stone details predominated in 

his thinking abou~ the escape. Rarely, and then never aloud to any 

of the other three, did Melander mull the totality of the coastal 

jour.ney ahead. This made a loss to them all , for Melander alone of 

the four had traveled greatly enough on the planeL to understand 

the full scope of what they --would be attempting. To grasp that 

their intended ten hundred miles of paddling stretched--wove, 

rather, through the island-thick wilderness coast--as far as the 

distance from Stockholm to Venice, or from Gibraltar across al l 

the top of Africa to Sicily. Each mile of the thousanQ~ too, 

along a cold norttern brink of ocean which in winter is misnamed 

entirely: not pacific at all, but mal:i..gn. Melander? s know-l edge of 

water enwrapping the world, the canny force of its res~~stance to 

Karlsson cracked the gate for himself. 

"You're croaking like a raven dow11 there tonight." Karlsson spun 

to the resumed voice from the blockhouse. "Something got you by the 

throat?" 

Motionless, Karlsson frantically rummaged too times he had shared 

_ the hootch jug with Bili.bin, what words ••• Then from beside him in the 
ir~-'~ , ·'I_ ~ I 
r--~r a"" bray in Russian: 

,..\ 

"No~~ fifteen drops won't cureJ" 

K 1 ' . ht "-~---irna gin able ' J'_.,. ar sson s rig elbow was bei~ gri:pped by the largest hand · ~-
. .-n .:\ in the dark: / 

~~~ft8&} , ... which told him what his eyes could ., __ .t/~ -Melan:ler • tt.,W: · ti 

Fresh silence at the other guardpost. Deeper, tauter silence, 

it seemed to Karlsson, unrelenting as Melander•s grip. 

At last: 

"Swig fifteen more for me and make a start on my woes as well. 



I yanked my head around to see for sure . Ye-s . TI ode 

was up top the back of chute six , gazing IMlwH at 

specimen of horse below . Tiode did 

look a little soberer than when I met up with him by the 

beer booth . He wasn ' t any bargain of temperance yet , 

though . His face looked hot and his Stetson sat toward 

the back of his head in a dude way I had never seen him 

wear it 

Ray was saying / I raver knew Dode to enter the bucking, before. ' 

Wmc h coincided with what was going through my mini, that Dode was 

the age of my father arrl Ray's that his bronc-stomping had taken 

ars ago .:!!_hat I lm:lw for a certainty 1"b · 'Dode did not even --
break horses for his own use any more, but bought them saddl e-ready 

Z #l u R Ji ,, 
from Tollie ane. No, I answered ay, not in our time. 

I had a clear view down into the chute as the bronc crew tried 

to keep Coffee NerTes settled long enoo.gh for Dode to ease into the 

saddle~--..The pinto went through another symphony of 

commotion, k i cking and slamming sideways and whinnying 

but then hunched up motionless for 

from its repertoire . In tha t moment Tiode simply said 

Good enough and slid into the saddle . 

As if those words of n od e's were a curfew, the gap ers 

and g a.wkers of the chute soci e ty eva pora ted from the 

vicinity where Coffee Nerves would emerge into the arena , 

some of them even seeking a safe nest up on the corra l
0 

the 



''one of- -our friends--a nd - - n e ighbo r s - - Dode is . Rode many- -

a bad one in-- h is time . He ' ll b~--dancing out - -on this-­

little pinto- -in just--one--minute . t 

It honestly occurred no more tha n a ha ndful of seconds 

from then . Dode had t h e grip h e wanted on the bucking rope 

and his arm was in the air as if rea dy to wave and he 

said in that same simple tone , ·Open . •• 

The gate swung , and Coffee Nerves vaulted into the 

arena . 

I saw Dode suck in a fast breath , then heard it g o 

out of him in a huhhh a s the hors e lit stiff- legg ed 
~k 

with i ts foref eet and kicke d the · wit h i ts him , from toth directions 

ramming the surprise of i ts for ce up thr ough the stirrups 

into Dode . Dode ' s hat left him and bounced once on the 

~~~~· a c ross Coffee Nerves ' rump and then toppled 

into the dust of the arena . j st 

But Dode himself didn ' t shake loose at all , which wa s a 

thing because Coffee Nerves already was uncorking 

ano t her maneuver, this tim e swapping ends before c rashing 

dov n i n Dode still s a t deep 

in the saddle , although another huhhh r eamed its way out 

of him . Maybe i magine you have porch 

roof to the ground twice in give yourself 

s ome idea of the impact Dode was abs orbing . 

o • He must have been getting Coffee Nerves ' respe c t , 
bronc 

for now the exa ctly reversed the end - swapping he had just 
cat ch 

lea ning - wrong . Yet Dode st ill was up there 

the pint o . 
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I rerrember tasting dust . My moo.th was open to call encouragement 
' . ·· 

t o Dode, but there was nothing that seemed gocrl enough to call out for 

this ride he was makirg . 

Now Coffe Nerves l aunched into the jump he had been 
~+~ 

saving up for, a rea l cloud-chaser , Dode at the s a me ~ 

raking the hors e ' s shoulders with his spu rs , both those 

actions fitti ng together as if animal and 

we r e in rhythm t o 

horse twisting into the a i r and the ride r ' s free left arm 

h igh above that , C~ffee Nerve s and Dode s oaring tog eth er 

\1 h ile the r~ seemed to help hold them there, 

a wave of sound sus pending t he pair i¥be r-e above the arena 

earth so t hat we all could have time to fix the sight into mamory 

ever l astingly• 

Somewhere anid it all the whistle blew . That is , off some far 

wall of my awareness echoed that news of Dode 

~ng ridden Coffee Nerves , but the d in that followed 

I still believe that if Coffee Nerves had lit strai~h.t, as aey 

»iDmr sane horse would do descending from a th.at, Dode would 

not have blown that rial* left stirrup. But of fee Nerves soJl'lebOW' 

skewed himself half-sideways aoout the ti.me he hit the &round: :inlgine 

now that tb.e ground y~ itself to one side as 
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that porch: and Dode , who evidently did not hear the 

timer ' s whis tle or was ignori ng it , stayed firm in the 

right stirrup , nicely braced as he was , but the pinto ' s 

slewfoot maneuver jolted his boot from the left one . 

into his next 

buck , 

under Dode , wh o dropped off him back- fi rst 

falling like a man given a surprise shove into a creek. ot water, 

the arena surface. 

The next de~elopments s mudged together . I do know 

out '~ode ! Dode ! and that I lit running 

in the arena direct from the top of the corral, never even 

resorted to any of the poles as rungs to get down , and 

that Ray landed right behind me . As to what we thought 

we were going to a ccomplish I am even lesw clear; simply 

could not see Dode sprawled out there by himself, I suppose . 

The pickup man Dill Ega n was spurr ing his horse between 

Dode and Coffee Nerves , and havi ng to swat 

the pinto in the fa ce with his hat to eRp 

him off Dode . Before it seemed possi ble my father arrl Pete were out 

there too , and a half dozen other mm from out of the grandstandra.rrl 

Ale c and a couple of others from the far side of the arena, their 

bats thwacking at Coffee Nerves as well , and through all the commoti on 

I co u1d h3ar my father rs 

particular roar of HYAH ! HYAH ! again and again before the 

bronc finally veered off . 
. I/ 
~fell off--the r ainbow--en 

Tollie was blaring . 



So tha t registered on me , and the point that the chute 

society , thi s once when they could have been use:trul out 

he re in t he arena , were dangling from various fence 

perches or peering behind the c a lf chute . But the 

sprint Ray and I through the loose arena dirt 

is ma rked in me only by the sound tha t reached us just 

as we r eached Dode . The far end 

of the arena : a t i ngling c rack ! like a tree breaking off 

and then the cras hing and thudding as it c ame down .~or 
a c onf us ed instant~hought a c ottonwood had fallen . 

My mind tried to put together that with all else happening in this 

overcrowded space of time . 

~offee Ne;ves had slammed w~~~ 
i nt o the gate of the catch pen , toppling not g~s t the gate 

but the hefty gat e post , wh ich c runched the hood of a parked 
h o had be en s ctat.ing i~d on the 

car as it fell over . eople e re s ea ttering ofn 

prospect of having Coffee Nerves out a mong them• 

4t' The bronc hcwever had rebounded into the arena o Piling i nto that 

gatepost finally had knocked some of the spunk out of Coffee 

H;,./Y\~ 
Nerves ooked a little gr oggy and was wobbling somewhat , 

'\ 

which gave Dill Egan time to lasso h im and ~---- the rope 

around a corral post . 

wa s the s c en e as I wi ll ever see it . Dode 

Withrow lying out the re with the toes of his boots pointing 

up , and Coffee Nerves woozy but defiant at the end of the 

lasso tether . 



.. 
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Quite a cravd encircJ.s d Dode, al though Ray an d I hung bac k at its 

out edge; exactly what was not needed was any more :fEOple i n t he way• 

Doc Spence f or ged his way tnroug ·, am I nanag ed to 

in past the ~rms and legs of all the around him 

and Dod e . And saw happen what I so de s perately wanted 

Before long I heard Dode give a l ong mmmm , as if he 

was t e rri f ically tired . After that h i s eyes came open 

and he showed that he was able to move , in fact would 

have sat up if Do c Spence hadn ' t stopped him . By 

now Midge and the WithrGJ girls had scurri ed out and ~idge was down 

besi de Dcrle demard i r.g , "You ninny , are you all right?" 

Dode f astened his l ook on her and made an mmrnm agaiD(!) 
,, 

1hen burst out l oud and c lea5 _§.Oddamn that stirrup anyway_ , '' 

which lightened 

all of us aroum him, even Midge looking less ..... warpath-like 

~o{~f-~Wl_; . 
after that . ~the razzing Dode was going ______ _ 

J~c.A.of a . 
Hoy about this I was wor~ for an apprentice bronc 

-----------------------
s tompe r, Dcrl e. Want me to saddle up one of these big ewes, so 1 s you 

t 
? ,, 

s ayi~ on. 
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Reli e f was all over my father as he went over to t h e 

grandstand f en c e to report to my mother and :Marie and 

Toussaint . Ray and I tagged along, so we heard it as quick as 

anybody "Doc thinks he's olmy, 11 my father relayed . "But he's got 

to take him to Conrad for an X-ray just to make sure . " 

My mother at once called out to Midge an offer to ride with her 

~ tho am.e ttlaI:ie e Midge though shook her head . "No, I '11 

be all right . The girls'll be with rre, no sense in yoo. coming . 11 

Toon I noticed . Toussaint was paying no attention to any of 

this conversation, nor to the process of Dede 

being pu t on a stret che r over h i s protestations that h e 

c ould wal k or even f oot- rac e i f he had t o, n o r to Coffe e 
~ littl e 
int o exi t through ·w a was l eft/of the 

N:t., 
cat ~h p en gat e. Inst ead)Toussain~ wa s s t and i ng there 

i nt o t h e ·exact c enter of the arena , as if the 

extravaganza that Coffee Nerves and Dode had put on still 

was c on tinuing out there . The wa l n ut c rinkles deepened 

in his face , his chuckle rippled out, and then the declaration: "That 

one . That one was a ride o 11 



There of course was more on the schedule of events beyond tha t o 

Tallie inevitably thought to proclaim · "Well, folks the sha-1 goe s on . " 

But th3 only wa-g for it to go after that performance by Coffee Nerves 

and Dode was downhill , and Ray arrl I 

through the next section of calf roping to see whether Alec's ll~ 

seconds would hold up . Contestant after contestant rampaged out , 

flailed some air with a lariat , arrl ca.ma nowhere close to Alec 1 s time. 

It had been a rodeo . English Creek had won both the saddle bronc 

riding and the calf ropingo 



We were riding past the Medicine Lodge , which had its 

with a beer keg, 

open probably so the accwnulating fwne of cigarette smoke and alcoholic 

breath wouldn't pop the windows out of too placeo As Dode Wi throw 

would have said , it sourrled like Hell changing shifts in there . The 

jabber and laughter and sheer concentration of humanity beyond that saloon 

do~ course had Ra;v and me gazing in as we rode past , and that gaze 

was what made me abruptly halt Mouse. 

Ray didn'a xanythit1', but i could .feel his curiosity as to 

the middle of the street. Nor was it anythine 

I could put into words .for him. Instead I you 
A 

ridi~ Mouse dam to your place? I'll be along in a little. There's 

- ~ \\ 
so me bcrl y •!t\ 1111 H I got tO A see. 



Ray' s look toward the Medicine Lodge wondered In there? but his 

voice only conveyed "Sure, glad to" and he lifted himself ahead into 

too saddle after I climbed down. Best of both worlds for him: chance 

to be an unquestioning friend and get a horse to ride as wello 

stopped by the figure sitting on the 

secorrl bar stool inside the doorway. The l-1..edicine Lodge was getting 

itself uncorked for the night a.head . Above the general jabber soroobooy 

toward the middle of the bar was relating in a semi -shrut :•"So I told 
OJ\~ t 

that sonofabitc~ he just better watch his stepFtrere gonna be 

a new face in ell for breakfast . " My interest , though, was entirely 

he r e at the seated• figure . 

The brcwn hat moved a.round as he became a.ware of me . 

n ' Lo , Stanley," I began, sti 11 not knowing where I was going 

rext with any of this . 

there , Jick . The crowfoot 

he focused on me . 

He didn ' t look really tanked up, but on the other hand couldn ' t be 

called church- sober either . Someplace in between, as he'd been so much 

of our ti me together on the mountain . "Haven ' t seen you," he continued 

in all pleasantness , usince you started livi ng aboveground . " 

Good Christ, sta.nley had noticed my ducking a.ct t hat day I was 

digging the out house hole and he rode by. Was my every 
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a ~ view of t~ coast a head. ~lha t they saw was this : a shattered 

lire 
~of headlands, shadowed by seastacks .. .J.ike- · stee-oled eft-~hes-,-1...:4<~ 

... --·-··- - _ J .... 
( ,, ~ ... ~~~' 

v~~ hc.J.:.iC~~ ·~like great . sh ipsails and dark tunnel mouths; sea rock , , 

like a fieln of icebergs. 

rethink that a bit by Melander's josh that New Archagel's true 

enterprise was the making of axes to 

charcoal which was then used to make more axes. 

minded New Archangel life a good deal less than 

t-nre e Swedes. What held Karlsson into the pattern of the escap e 

wa s the plan itself. That question of capability, whether 

Melander's idea could be made real , could transport men so far 

~ f f--a_,t ~~-
along the wild coast. ~he.r. - wJs- al s t:1 th e musing to be done 

, '\ 

about how he himself would perform. For one thing, Karlsson 

wondered whether somet i me during the escape he wou l d have to 

kill Wennberg. And for another, whether he could manage to 

kill him. 

------ I 

" : / 



oo people any more, 

California telescopes? 

11 u__ II Yeah, well. lA.Qt you been? 

''F-t '"a. ~J.Q as snoose • 

II Wba. t. t I mean, ha1 1s your hand do~~ 

Stanley looked dcwn at it as if I was the first to ever point out 



its existence . "Not bad . " He pi cked up the bottle of beer from the 

/" 

counter before him . "Woriis good enough for the basics, anyway . " 
/ 

And tipped down . the last of that particular beer . "Can I buy you a 

snort?" 

"No, no thanks o" 

..... _ 

"On the wagon, huh? I 1ve clumb on it some times myself . All else 
~ 

considered, though , I ' d just as soon be down off •" 

I t occurred to me that since I was a'iil' .. mmmu11cm .. •1t1=t in this place anyway 

it didn ' t cost any more to be cordial. The stool between Stanley and 

the doorway was vacant--an empty mixed-drin.l<: glass testified that its 

occupant had traveled on- -so I straddled the seat arrl amended : "Actually 

I would take a bottle of orange, though . " 

Stanley indicated bis enpty beer bottle to Tom Harry, the nearest 

-of the three bartenders trying to cope with the • *1 crowd's liquid wants . 

"When you get time , professor . And a sunjuice for my nur se, here . 11 • 

If l l 
tudied ne. He with you? ·~ asked Stanley. 

II ~1 

' tcloser than kin, 

mi llions of mi les together6 "toam aei •• 



·, 
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"None of it aged him that much," Tom Harry observed, nonetheless 

setting up a bott ihe of oraq;e in front of me and a fresh beer for Stanley . 

0 Stanley,'' I started again. He was pushi.q; coim out of a little 

II 
held it toward m.e between his thwib and forefilll; er. "Know what this is? 

''Sure, a nickel. 41 

"Naw, it 1 s a dollar a Scot chrnan 1 s been squeezing . " The fresh beer 

got a gulp of a t tention. For the sake of the conversation I intended 

I 1 d like to have kncwn how many predecessors that bottle had had , but 

of course Tom Harry ' s style of barterrling was to swoop anpties out of 

I didn 1 t have long to dwell on Stanley 1 s possible intake, for some 

out-of-town guy wearing a panama hat zigged when he rreant to zag on his 

way toward the door and lurched into the pair of us . Abruptly the guy 

was being gri pJ:ed just above the elbow by Stanley- -his right hand evidently 

had recuperated enough from Bubbles for this , too- -and was retargeted 
so you aon ' t 

toward the door with advice from Stanley: 11 Step easy, buddy 
yourself hurt . 

j.n this county there's a $.5 fine for drawirl?; blood on a fool." 

Mr . Panama Hat left our company, and Stanley ' s handling of the 

incident reminded me to ask some thingo "How you getting along with 

Canada Dan these days ?11 

"Better," Stanley allowed . "Yeah, just a whole lot better . " He 

paid recognition to his beer bottle again . "Last I heard, Dan was up 

in Cut Bank. Doing some ta·m herdill5 . " 



Cut Bani:? Tavn herdirg? ttWbat , did the Busby boys can h:im? 11 

"I got them to give Dan a kirrl of vacation . r Then, in afterthought : 

ti Permanent • " 

I considered this . Up there in the Two ·with stanley those weeks 

ago , I would not have bet a pin that he was capable of rousing himself 

to do justice to Camda Dan . Yet re had . 

# Stanley-- u 

" I can tell you got as wen• unload it. \\ 

If I could grapple i t into position, that was exactly what I 

interrled . To ask : what was that all a.bout , when we first met you 

there on t he mountain, the skittishness between you and my f a ther? 

Why, when I ask anyone in this family of mine aoout St anley Meixell, 
lo . 

is there never a straight answer? Just who are yoo. .,..-How did you 

cross paths with the McCaskills i n the past, and why are you back 

crisscrossing ,with us again? 



Somebody just beyorrl Stanley let out a wh oop, then started in on 

a twangy rerrlition of too song that goes: " I 'm a calico do I 'm a 

razorbac~ hqs I ' m a cowoo on the loose ! I can drink towns dry I 

ca.i!i all but fly, I . flavor 

care if too guy hooted, howled, or for that matter bl ew snoke rings out 

his butt, but no si~ ing. 

This, Stanley shook his head ove r . "What ' s the world coming to when a man 

can't offer up a tune? They ruin everything these days • " 

First Dode, now Stanley. It seemed my mission in life this Fourth 
~ 

of July to steer morose beer drinkers away from eeper gloan. At least 

I knew which direction I wanted to point Stanley: back into history o 

"I been trying to figure something out," I urx:1 er took, honestly 

enough, ore mor e time. "Stanl ey, why was it you qui t ranger ing on 

t he Two? 11 

Stanley did some more demoli tion on his beer, t hen cast a visiting 

gla'rlce arourrl the walls at Franklin Delano Roosevelt and t he s t uffed 

he r d , and event ually had to look at me a nd 

. as if veri.fyi.~ : 

"Me?" 

"Uh huh, you . " 

"No special reason. 11 

"Run it by me anyway. " 

"Naw, you ' d be bored fast . " 

1 Whyn 1 t you let roo jtrlge that . " 

"You got better use for your ears . " 

"Jesus, Stanley--" 



' .. ~ ~. 

--dt _ We.nnberg , 
and examined Jr " Hb..at 's here on the back of ~rou, then?H ~ -- demanded. 

, . 

Braaf glanced dull~,. up t m ard the blacksm th. Sl ipping h-i s arnE 



All this while 

tail of my eye was trying to tell me something again. Somaone had 

coma up behind me. Whic h wasn ' t p articular news in the Medicine Lodge 

throng , except this someone evidently had no other site in mini ; his 

presence stayed steadily there , close enough to rr.ake me edgy about it 

I Was ~n case t his guy too was going t o crash sitti ng half-braced as .i.. 

our direction . 

I half- turned on tre bar stool to cope with interloper and 

gazed full into the face , not all that many inches away, of Velma ~:irons 0 

I must tell you , it was like opening a kitchen drawer to reach in 

Eq;land. For I had never been close enough, head-on, m Velma to learn 

that her eyes were gray. Grayl Like mire ! Possibly our four were 

the world ' s only. And to g~Fner further that her 

of ripe cherries . And that she wa s wearing tiny pearl earrings , 

the chestnut hair , 

unbutumed to further secrets even there. 

And t hat while the na.le population of• northern Montana was focusing 
\}~ '.o 

hey were missing important annoumements 

could be found 
up front. Sure, there a few battleli nes a t the corrnrs of her 

eyes am across her forehead; u 

to do with all this arsenal of her s. 
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Unbelievable but so : out of all the crowded flesh in the Medicine 

Lodge just toon, solely onto me was fixed this attention of Velma Simms . 

She just st~crl there eyeing me while I gaped, until the point of 

her attention finall y prodded through to me . 



. ···.,-' 
' Oh• Oh, hello, Mrs.--uh, Velma. Have I got your seat? I 

scrambled off the bar stool as if it was suddenly red-hot • 

• , NCM that you mmtion it,'1 she replied, and- evm just saying th.at, 

her words were one promissory note after another. Velma noated past 

rre and sn~ gled onto the stool. A little 

extra of that snuggle went in Stanley 's direction. 

"Saw you there at the announcing booth, 11 I reminisced brightly. 

"Did you,1' said she . 

k 
I a sla.r s tarter, hlt event ually I catch up with the situation. 

My quick gawp on roo • 

This year's beau in tba gabardine suit was nowhere. 

"Yeah, well," I began to extricate myself . " I got to be getti:q; • 11 

"Don't feel you need tc r ush off," said Stanley. As if 

sti 11 a pup." 

"Uh huh . Tm t 's true, but--" 

"When you got to go ," 

Tom Harry's attention for a refill , 11 you got to go ." 



over coals, the dogfish had proved surprisingly civil to the taste, and 

d l t · J' oke "I saw a bear eat Karlsson was so relieve 1e was rying a rare · 

fi sh once, near Ozherslui . 
- ;-. 

He looked big as an oxe!· 
i. 

ou t of the water and sl-offed them down belly-first. 
11 

Swatted salmon 

Me~anaer·s 1aea could be made real, could transport men so far 

along the wild coast. There was also the musing to be done 

about how he himself would perform. For one thing, Karlsson 

wondered whether sometime during the escape he would have to 

kill Wennberg. And for another, whether he could manage to 

kill him. 

The hardest wait among them was Braaf's. Melander had 

forbidden him from stealing until the final flurry of muskets 

and food on the date of the escape. To keep his hands busy 



"Right," I affirmed . "An! like I say, I , uh, got to go . 1:1/What 

made me add to the total of my footprints already in my mouth, I can't 

truly account f~r. Maybe the blockade I had hit again in wanting to 

ask all the questions of Stanley. In any case, the parting I now 

blurted out was : 

"You two in a dancing mood tonight? What I mean, see you at the 

dance, will I ?" 

Stanley simply passed that inquiry to Velma with a look. In tl'r3ory, 

to l1B, al though slE didn't unlock her gaze 

A 
·m at all as she said it: .,Stanley and I will have to see 91 

. .....-.-----·~- .._..-: 

~ t\ 

--•• whether we have any spare time. 

clambering aboard 
topic my already bent-over brain. Stanley So. 

Meixell and Velma. CrCEke Bogan ~utter Simms. 



) 

11 Ray? What 1d.nd of a summer are you having ?11 

We wer e in the double -window of his bedroom, each of us pr opped 

· within the sill, A nice breeze crone in on us there , the leaves of 

t he big co t tonwood in the Heaneys 1 front yard seeming t o flutte r t he 

air our way. Downstai rs the radio had just bem turned on by Ed Heaney, 

as long as Ray and I we r e going to be windcrN -sitting any11 ay for the next 

while, I I ' d br oach t.o him soroo of all th:lt was on my mirrl . 

'' Didn 1 t I tell you? 

•'No , I don ' t mean that . Wh t ·.a. • d · a l1\J is-- o things seem to you kini 

of unsettled? 11 

'' H ? ow. 

''Well, Christ, I don't knGl. Just in general. People behaving 

like they don •t knCM whether to i nclude you in or out of things . 
1 



•• What kirrl of things? " 

~ Things that went on years a.go. 

fight or something, people fell out over it. Why can't they just 

say, here's what it was about, it's over and done with? Get it out 

their ~stems? '' 

anything, until they figure it's too late to do him any gocxi. '' 

'1 But why is that? What is it that's so goddamn important back 

there that they have to keep it to themselves? '' 

'' J· k ti ,, ic , some mes--

'' What?
11 

., Sometimes maybe yoo. think t<? o much. ti 

. ,, 
I thought that over bri efly. What am I su osed to do about t hat ? 

Christ, Ray, it's not like poling your finger up your nose in public, 

sone kirrl of habit you can remirrl yourself not to do. Thinking is 

th inki!!_g. 

11 Yeah, but you rraybe encourage it more than i t needs. i\ 

•t I what? ., 



"Have fifteen drops, Pavel, it drives the snakes from one's boots ... " 

Karlsson was astounded with the ~vident believability of his 

gate performances~ The hootcn, however, deserved at least equal billing. 

Under the New Archangel allotment of fifty cups of rum per man per 

year, Bilibin was a man perpetually parched. "They might as well 

be spooning out dust to us," he averred to Karlsson between swigs. 

By autumn ~f 1852, Karlsson wa s not departing the stockade until 

nearly dark--"Come along and dip your ladle in the kettle," the slim 

Swede would invite; "No, no, no, I'm limber as a goose's neck, no more 

women for me, you can have mine too," Bilibin would splutter back at 

him--and returning far into the night, proferring the hootchina jug . 

In Melander said in his procedural way that 

the time had come for Braaf to steal the coastal maps by which they 

would navigate south. "It's the Tebenkov maps we want. Tebenkov 

must have been one Russian who had something other than cabbage 

between his ears. When he was governor here he made his captains 

chart all of this coastline, and there's a set aboard each ship. I 

saw the steamship's while Rosenberg was bathing his bottom at Ozherskoi. 

We'll take those, they won't be missed until spring or whenever in 

hell's time the steamship gets fired up again. Can you read ~ Russian, 

Braaf?" Braaf shook his head. "No? Well, no matter, we need the 

about the bottom of your cargo, there." 



Ray ' s eyes squ:Lnchad more than ever as he worked on his notion, 

and the bi g front teet h nipped his lower lip in 

let ' s say na ybe a thought comes into your head , 

it's only about wha t yoo. 're going to do next. Saddle up Mo~e arrl 

-~ take a ride, say. That's all t he thought i t really needs--t~n put 

on tb.e saddle and climb on. But t he mocrl 

think some more. •But i f I 

radio voices, the other fas t like 

Kaltanbor n •s . " ' What is it I 'll see when I get there? Did anybody 

else ever see it? And if anybody did , is it going to look the same 

to me a s i t did to them? And old Mouse here , is it going to look the 

sa.iw to Mous e as it cbes to me? ' 11 

Raymorrl Edmund Heaney Von Kai ten born broke off, and it was just 

Ray a gain . 11 0n and on that way, Jic k . I f you think too much , you 

rrake it int o a whole dictionary of go ing for a ride . Instead of just 

going . See wmt I ' m saying?" 

"Goddamn it now, Ray, what I mean is more important than eoddamn 

riding a horse . " 



1 I 
It s the sa.TTE with anything. It' 11 get to you if yoo. think 

about it too much Jick. " 

1
' But what I 'm telling ycu is, I don't have any choice. This 

stuff I'm talki~ about is on my mind wtether or not I want it to 

Ray took a look at me as if I had s one sort of brain fever that 

might be read i n my face . Then in another of bis radio voices intoned : 

"Have you tried Vick's VapoRub? It sooooothes as it wooooorks •" 

There it lay. Even Ray had no more idea than the man in the moon 

about my perplexity. This house where we sat tucked in i..iiiiidi.d~ 

sills, above its broad lawned yard and um er its high cottonwocrls , 

this almost second home of mine: it ticked to an entirely d.if ferent 

tine than the summer that was coursing through me o The Heaney family 

was in place in the wor ld . &i was going to §o on exiting too do or of 

his lumber J~rd every evening and pickillS up hi s supper fork 

at 10 after 6 and clicking on that Philco radio at , on into 

eternity . Genevieve would go on keeping this hou se shiningwdh z Wm 

and discovering new sites for doilies . Mary Ellen 
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and Karlsson noticed that Braaf did not even pause t o accustom 

himself to the cumulus of 'heat before crossing the room to them, 

nor bother to put the st~am-sieving mask to his mouth until he 

was seated, a little way from the other two . 



wouJJfil gra-1 up and learn nu:rsi:r:g at too Colwnbus Hospital in Great 

Falls . Ray would gra11 up and take a year of rosiness college ~t Missoula 

.. 
and then join his father in the lunber yard . Life under this ·:roof 

rad · of the begattings in the Bible . The Heaneys were not 

not even anywhere iz1 , ii similar , 

the 1'1cCaskills , and I lacked the language to talk about eny of the 

difference, even to my closest friend . 
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