Montana Book Festival reading intro
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'9 Years back, when I was only a few books into thlS 1mprec:1se
,«MMW%:A O e s o o, _«’

career path of being a wandermg word mmstrel from thlS state

eSS

who kept on wanderlng, one the many, many Montanans who
— — —

helped me out with the researeh I needed for my wrltlﬁg was an

unlikely friend named Stan Davison. Stan taught western history
_=7 —7
at the college in Dillon practically forever, and in person he could

have given Garrison Keillor’s Norwegian bachelor farmers lessons

. =% HIS
in the bashful smgle hfe--m retirement when I met him, he was

still living with his mother.
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What an example of Montana grit it was, then, the day he

spotted Carol and me in pursuit of somethmg in a library out here,

e i
came over and fumbled off his D1110n J ohn Deere dealershlp

S S
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tractor cap in deference to Carol and said if I ever wanted any

help on Montana history, he’d be glad to pitch in.

/"; /’M
He did so, very fruitfully for me, and when I sent him a copy

of English Creek in thanks for the spots of research he’d

“""*)

contrlbuted back came a note saying 31mp1y

o A
“A gift 1s notﬂess/apprec1ated JllSt because it 1s undeserved.”

Tonight, here, I truly grasp those words. What an unforeseen

and un-earnable gift it has been for Carol and me to have nearly
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three decades of Missoula friendship and good times with Lois \I‘A’d\
o s e
/ and blessed Jim,/and with Bill and Annick. su/7#
K/ TTREDCE

Now I had better try to at least earn my keep with the Festival,

by doing some reading. TheWhistling Season centers on a
one-room school, a few months before Halley’s Comet is to
emblazon the heavens in 1910. This school, three dozen students

. . . \'...-J
in eight grades, 1s the center, the heartbeat, of a rural

neighborhood of dry-land homesteads in a locale I've named

Ry T
Marias Coulee--if it existed, it would be up there between Cut

Bank and Valier. The voice of this book, Paul Milliron, is a
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bright seventh-grader at Marias Coulee school, but narrating from
M/\,/'\ e
later in life. He has a pa1r of brothers:
Ll ) W P
--Damon, the brother just younger than Paul, 1s in the sixth

grade; as you’ll hear, he’s a bit of an operator, crafty, the kind of
sibling you wouldn’t trade the world for but you probably
wouldn’t want more than one of ¥ either.

--Toby, the second-grader, 1s exuberance personified. He

roars around the place w1th their dog, Houdini, and whenever

o7 e wﬁwmf} — =7 /‘J
anyone asks him that eternal bormg question, “How is school?”

Toby’s eyes light up and he yelps, “I have perfect attendance!”
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The plot gets underway when the Milliron boys’ father,

S

Oliver--a fairly recent widower--gives up in despair at trying to

run the household and his homestead both, and hires, sight
unseen, a housekeeper in Minneapolis who has run an ad in
Montana weekly papers advertising her skills, under the headline
Can’t Cook But Doesn’t Bite.

When she arrives, Rose Llewelynn indeed proves to be a
paragon of housekeeping, and on her first inspection of the mussy

| I———
Milliron domain declares her guideword 1in life, “Upkeep. That’s

-

every secret of a pleasant household, regular upkeep.” As Paul
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observes, what he and the other three males in their household are

used to 1s better described as “downkeep.”
' ' — o
Rose’s appearance on the scene sends everyone’s Spirits up--

with her arrival, they are all freed from various chores they’ve

been doing; among other thlngs Rose has agreed with the

e 3
stipulation that housekeeplng n Montana can include mllklng the

i . .
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cow, S0 they re liberated from the milk pa11 for 1nstance——and the

three boys ride off to school that fifstday' of theneWhousekeepmg

regiae in high hopes:
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" Across the crisp grass of autumn Toby and Damon and I

spurred our horses with a verve we hadn’t had since before
¢

Mother left our lives. Great gains came seldom in our

= S
— —

: = 4 .
experience, but we could already count ours up since Rose’s

arousmg knock on the door a mere hour ago...

I A e

/But that afternoon at recess, I slugged Eddie Turley.”

As 1s said elsewhere 1n the book, just sitting at his desk the big
b U e IS
eighth-grader Eddie Turley looked like a menace to society. Paul

gets in the one punfc“h on him--and earns everlasting schoolyard

— A PAuL  ——
fame as One- Punch Milliron--and Damon holds‘lﬁaﬁck from
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further misadventure whil ?Ehe(boys hold back his astounded

C
A

and enraged opponenﬁb?A vt AZAIN :

“My immediate adversary now was not Eddie Turley but my

=g

brother. In the strictest sense, Damon and I saw eye toegye. He

P

had caught up to me in height, validating--in his own mind, at

e

least--his passion for every kind of spofts over my bookishness.

Now he had me 1n a lasso-like armhold across Iﬁfl}ichg:t, and 1f I

hadn’t been so mad, it should have occurred to me what I was in

— b
for from Eddie if even Damon could so easily handle me. Our
. =

faces nearly touched as we traded savage whispers.

“Have you gone crazy? He’s too much for you.”



“I don’t care. I’'m through tai(ing it about the housekeeper.”
”What’d he say?”

“He asked me 1f she fed us from her tit for breakfast.”

“Why didn’t you hit him harder?”

“Thanks all to hell, Damon.”

Damon takes over, tells Paul h—é knows hdw togetEddleoff

S
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»the IlOthIl of beating the Jelly out of him, and struts off to parley

P

with the other side:

e : Wit N

“Eddie was staring blue murder at me and for that matter AT
Damon. He had the right pedigree for it. Ambrose Turley hunted

wolves and coyotes for a livelihood, and he and Eddie lived not



10

much better than beasts themselves in a ramshackle place on the

Marias River bottomland. People went out of their way to leave
— S— - . ﬁ..m.f;/
Brose Turley alone as he scavenged the countryside setting traps

and collecting pelts. His nearly man-size son looked perfectly
capable of collecting mine.”

Damon points out that Eddie is so muCh bigger than Paul that
a fistfight wouldn’t be fair, but Paul will be more than happy to

take him on in another way.

/6‘349 “Paul will race you. Horseback.”

LS

Eddie sneered. “That the best you can do? Any sissy can sit

on a horse.”
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Damon had him where he wanted him. With a wicked grin he

specified: “Wrong end to.”

Which one of us had come up w1th ridin g backward in the
saddle in our constant races w1th each other I can’t really prove,
- ) |
but my money would be on Damon. It broke the monotony of the

ride to and from school. For a few years there, in good weather
my gamesman brother and I pretty much rode daily doubles

against each other. Whoever lost in the first gallop only had to

(14 “’/m . g 29 =
say “Wrong end to, this time” and off we shot again, crazy

jockeys clinging atop the horse’s hindquarters. Now that the bulk
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of age 1s on me, I can barely imagine ever being that nimble in the

saddle--shucking out of the stirrups, scooting up and around on the
seat of our pants, and ending up reseated as if we were going one

direction and the horse the other--or that my roan Joker or

TR

e

Damon’s p1nto Pa1nt put up with 1t We didn’ t race Wrong end to

g o s

&

e e

as much after Toby started gomg to school w1thwus as he didn’t

need any encouragement in the direction of breaking his neck.

But every so often, when the three of us would reach the stretch of

the road to school that couldn’t be seen from any house, one or the

4 =
other could not resist ﬂ1ng1ng the challenge and the M11hron

vvvvv

e

cavalry would be ﬂy1ng down the road back pockets flrst
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Damon sets the race--naturally, the whole schoolyard had to

be in on it--for Friday after school. And now, Friday has come:



1
Whistling Season reading (the race)

“Meet you at The Cut.”

— e
That was the watchword, when all of us piled out of the

schoolhouse at the end of that interminable day and sprinted to our

o '\ e ™

saddled horses.
K DS
The usual homeward group of us and the Pronovost?,/ with the

various Drobnys and Stinsons and Miles Calhoun trying to look

\

innocently tacked on, traveled at a JU.St fast enough chp to get
TR . § T e é‘

ourselves out of 31ght before parents started looklng out of

Framen
N B e T—— "“‘iu-

\-—-—-—n—?; “"N
windows. We didn’t want to wear out my horse. Joker kept
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flicking his ears at all the patting and rubbing of his mane by so

many strangers.

S— \( K‘

We came down the gradlent from the hlgher ground at the

ST—————

same time as the Turley bunch gallo ed in frorn the north gulch

S

they had crrcled around to. “The suckers,” Damon said to me,

confident enough for both of us.

He had to be, because I wasn’t so sure. I remember my heart

"

beating at what felt like twice its normal rate, while the last few

— e \

preparatrons for the race seemed to take forever The excited

babble of the gathering--Toby was letting loose everything he’d

————

had to save up all day in school--reached me only dimly. We"

o
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needed to kill time while the rest of the kids filtered in, and as

they gradually popped into sight from every direction, I stared at

- e

2 o R
that waiting stretch of road as though Joker’s hoofprints and my

) shifting shadow had not gone back and forth over it c-;\fery day of =2
[\v\,

2

/" the past seven school yearsj...
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The gumbo hill up from our place breaks off into an eroded

k»

claybank area, , where the road runs flat and straight for about half

Mg wws —_—“\% : i \%w&“
a mile before chmblng agaln to the bench cﬁ:lrrﬁry This was The

e
Cut, it was the ground I had known as long as anything in my life,

and its bare beaten dirt looked as foreign and forbidding to me at

—
that suspended moment in time as s the Sahara.

Finally the Kratka brothers, the last of us and with the most

roundabout route to sneak past nosy parents, came spurring madly
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step over the top of Joker and me. The terrible taste of doubt

: 5
in from the river end of the coulee, and Damon got things

underway. “We have to make it fast, before somebody comes

i
along. Martin?” he asked Eddie’s main adherent. “Is Eddie ready

e
to eat dust?
For answer, Eddie stomped up to the starting line leading his

snorty high-shouldered mount. That horse looked like it could

L

nearly did me in. I must admit, I was within the tip of my tongue
— =

of saying uncle, of finding some wild excuse to forfeit the race.

L =

But that would doom me at school even worse than losing to

1 M“:m/
Eddie. And the dreams that would beset me--
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I gave Joker a last pat and led him out onto the road beside

HQ?SE o
Eddie’s big steel gray(

/F here we stood at the line scratched in the dirt. Eddie always

e
wore one of Brose Turley’s old hats that seemed to have been

IS

,57

fashioned out of the dried skin of some major beast. I pulled my

\\,

e e

I ————
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mail-order J unior Stetson lower over my eyes and tried to

concentrate on the road ahead. The race track, to call it that,

stretched from the starting line to a single marker, distant and

st : f i
shining, in the middle of the road. Here was where the genius of
- ‘\a\w Sucste s
Damon came in. At his insistence, the course was a loop, to the

far end of The Cut and back.
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“Flat-out, here to there,” Martln Myrdal understandably had

L
tried to hold out for when the two s1des were negotiating the

ey ‘
ground rules. A horse the size of the steel -gray could bu11d a lot

of Velomty when simply aimed straight ahead.

Damon was pitiless. “What, Eddie can’t steer that cayuse of
his around any kind of a corner?”

“I’ll race your squirt brother around in circles, if that’s what it

takes,” Eddie blurted, snapping up the bait.

Most of us carried small lard pails as lunch buckets, and

M-,

Damon and Martin now had stacked several of those, with a rock

in each for stability, until they made a silver pillar. I understood
A

%
#




YACJ:

.

8 N o S

why Damon demanded the momentum-breaking marker, but I still

fretted about it. Rounding it, if the horses were close together,
would be no easy stunt. On the other hand, if the steel-gray was
half a dozen horse-lengths ahead of Joker by then, traffic at the
marker was going to be the least of my problems, wasn’t it.

Damon and Martin stepped forth to hold the bridles of our

horses. The more or less neutral eighth-grader Verl Fletcher had

been picked to be the race caller.

“Everybody back, glve ’em room,” he directed, and there was

.:g»

a collective groan of saddle leather as thirty horseback
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schoolchildren moved off into the badland cutbanks on either side

to spectate.
”Riders up,” Verl called.

Eddie was watching me from the corner of his eye and I was
—.....-—--*‘"""""‘““‘“’“ s e
doing the same to him. It hit me: he wanted me to be the flI'St to
BT 3
get up there backward in the saddle so he could see how. I

planted myself like a pos;/until Verl said to us, “You gonna ride

’em or walk ’em?”’

P S R TSR I g

—— ’

Eddie lost patlence stuck his other foot than usual into the

stirrup and with a mighty grunt heaved himself upward toward his

® 3 S0
horse’s rump, barely clearing the peril of the saddlehorn as he

N
(e
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wishboned over, then felt around behind him like a bhnd man for

e TSP P— “%

the reins Martln was attemptmg to hand to him. 1 swung into my

saddle the right way, took control of Joker’s reins, then shucked

e,

the stirrups and scooted around on my fanny so that I too was
. S6e- . e
established in the leather basin of the saddle wrong- end to. Eddie

\;c

S R —

glared across at me as if I had _]U.St shaken a ballet tutu in his face.

- N | e >
Damon, though, rose on t1ptoe beside Joker’s mane to

S —Y 4

S UTIT .
ecstatically whlsper up to me:
P
“He hasn’t practiced! The dope! Can you believe it?”
“Damon, that horse of his doesn’t need any practice,” I

whispered back.
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“You worry too much,” D#HoN ASSURED MCq
“Gonna give you a count of three,” Verl let us know.

/ Those next moments have stayed with me with the clarity of a

— S TS

e SR .
clockface. My belt buckle brushed agalnst the cantle of the

=
saddle as I leaned in the direction of Joker’s flanks. The reins

; G,
s e 55 S e e <~"‘”f‘
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were wrapped double around my rlght hand held as far behind me

N

as I could reach 0 as not to tug on the bit of the bridle differently

Nl —

than Joker was used to.

“One,” Verl chanted.

\.
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There was not a sound from the entire mounted leglon of

- %
Marias Coulee school, from either Eddie’s adherents or mine.
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Clans of centaurs must have watched with similar appralsal when

A

»M””j —

match races were run in the groves of Peloponnesus

“Two.”

?}, Joker’s tensed ears were sharpened to a point now, and

probably mine were too.

“Three, SPUR "EM!”

Eddie was the only one dressed for that sporting a pair of
—y ~— e

silver jinglebobs, sharp as can openers that hkely were everyday

e e S —

)

equrpmerff n the Turley family business of encouraging

ns —
saddlehorses to run down wolves The first Jab of those spurs

s ——— >

commanded the steel gray s attention, definitely. But not quite as
[ g g W
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Eddie had intended. The big horse hurtled into actlon shying right
— 4

and left, flshtalhng down the road as it tried to figure out the

wishes of the unbalanced rider on its back. Nor was Eddie tHe

A
master of handhng reins behind his back yet. Joker and I

managed a perfectly nice orderly start when I pressed my shoe

heels against his ribcage and gave the reins the flick he

Q-e\
— %Me—

recognized, but it didn’t do us any 1mmed1ate good Whatever

\

lane of the road we tried, there was a wall of gray horsé in our

way, one instant the Veermg rump of the thing, the next

B kg

practlcally a 31deways view of Edd;e as he tried simultaneously to
W«-
>

stay upright and to saw his horse s head around to the rlght
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direction with that reversed grlp on the reirs. Over the hoofbeats

%}, e

and horse snorts I could hear cheerrng and shouts of equestrlan

\...

adv1ce from the onlookers up n the1r Vantage pornts in the

S

badlands but none of it registered long enough to last When I

S T R,

wasn’t having to keep an eye on Eddre S galloplng wrestimlthw

- s

his horse, I was aware only of the road flylng at uncommon speed

SRS

\> P\ . s — % \
beneath me. It 1s surprising how near the hard ground/seems when

L — . . 2 Sy

there 1s only a horse’s tail between you and it.

e '\"!-?H'&A

Time whirled away like our dust. As well as I could Judge

ahead over my shoulder, we were about to reach the halfway point

of The Cut. By that stage of the race the steel-gray had covered
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at least twice as much road as Joker and I, but we were able to
\ ) ,.Jtl

catch up to w1th1n a length every time it made one e of its s1deways

veers. Apparently that gr1zzled mass of horseﬂesh could hurl

aleng l1ke this all day long didn-t-have-time-to-think-ofit-then;

. Ll
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vas-upfortunatelyv-holding true-se-far:
-
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I collected my wits, at least those that hadn’t been shaken out

e

soreai;
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of me by the jolts that come from r1d1ng backwards in the saddle

e

It was time to make the one maneuver I was capable of. Then or

S

S S R

never, and maybe it already was too late Damon had worked this

- YD

out with me. “Don’t let h1m see how to use the cantle until you
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have to,” my brother the race promoter had counseled. “Pretty

o gL e ok ‘,.
g

good chance old Eddie won’t have brains enough to figure it out

for himself first.”

So, until right then I had stayed more e or less uprlght in the

"’""/

—
saddle the same Jouncmg way Eddle was, both of us loosy- goosy

: = : :
in the seat as we held on to stirrup leather or saddlestrings or

e

whatever we could find to grab in the absence of the usual

saddlehorn. Now, though, when Eddie’s horse made another of

its spooked tangents toward the far side of the road and Joker was

able to close the gap just enough, I dropped down lower than 'an}ul
)

jockey and grabbed the curved back of the saddleframe in a bear
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hug with my left arm. I'd be lying if I said the cantle was the

o s BT e
e Sy

most appeahng thmg I ever hugged n rny hfe But rlght then it

— T

A ‘W\(

served 1ts purpose As one or another of us—-probably the natural

—
daredevil, Toby--had discovered in our wrong-end-to races, if you

b e R

bent over far enough the width of the cantle steadied the base of

vy

your chest, and, swooping up hip-pocket-high on a person s1tt1ng

B3 AT 3 A W R

the normal way 1n the saddle, it pr0V1ded somethlng substanual to

mmk\ )“ / M-ﬁ‘ I} 4
hug onto. And this move greatly streamlined matters for the

horse With a crouched-over jockey now atop him, /albelt one

g RS T S [
— / )

tucked in not the usual d1rect10n Joker galned some more on the

m

skittering steei;g’rdy.



Eddie had his hands full w1th Just his horse; the concept or

Y

affectron for hlS saddle cantle must have been beyond hifn. Yet

N S 1 e T e R —y

there I was, clinging secure as a cockleburr on the back of my

N ’,‘ ot

horse, while the back of hrs was hke a hurrlcane deck Worse,

e e T

\v? k,
surely, was the reahzatlon that J oker was stead11y sneaklng up

= S
N RS A g

every t1me h1s hard to -rein steed careened across the road.

e ]

By now we were thundering down on the turn marker, the

pillar of pails. The view over my shoulder told me what I already

et IR - /

knew, that the road was not w1de enough for both horses to make.

TR,

the turn at the same time. Here the advantage went back to
pii©
Eddie. The way the steel-gray rocketed back and forth across our
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course anyway, Eddie only had to make sure the horse kept gomg”’

S —— : TRl &

a little farther than usual 1n 1ts next veer in front of J oker and me
_ s re— ’\ WWMMM N

then rein it around hard to loop into the turn. All I could do was

e L

Py
to keep us from getting run over by the gray, and try to catch up

k

after the turn somehow Joker was just far enough behind the

"’“».‘

e Y BRI P

other horse that I saw the flash of motlon as Edd1e set to work on

R f

M ¥
e e ——

shoulderlng into our way He d1d what r1ders hke the Turleys do

BT TR

on brawny hardmouthed horses He resorted to h1s spurs&:—

: " .
T —
As Damon and Toby and I could have told him, spurs actually

were not the best idea while riding wrong end to. When you think
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about it, if your heels are in the vicinity of the horse’s shoulders

o,

where your toes usually are, the rowels of your spurs are going to

—

hit the horse up front there in the withers, aren’t they, rather than

L™

s & e e
where he expects it in the flanks.

: 2 ; A R -
Eddie must have Jabbed In an off-balance way, too, raking his
-~

horse more sh Q y on the off-shoulder The big gray animal

_ﬂmched away from Eddle S 1ntended dlrectlon and abruptly

> So—
angled off he opposite way. Stralgh)/mto the turn plllar

— -
There was a tinny thunder as , the steel- gray breasted through

—

the stack of metal, and it rained lunch palils.
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W’ I let Joker gallop on past where the pails were

g > 4
-~y

clattering down, then tugged hard left on the reins. Joker did not

manage to make a sharp turn of it, huffing around like a 1abor{3“ﬁ§

'(»«.:

imitation of a cutting horse but at least we were eventually turned

-
S S . 2
L —_— Bt MM

and headed back down the course toward the finish hne That was

- >

more than could be said for our ‘opposition.

> -
What an advantage riding backward in the saddle provided at

that moment I had a perfect V1ew(éf Eddle/bouncmg away into
e

the badlands as his horse kept going and going. The claybank

- ,

formations there north of The Cut gradually fell away into a maze

—, SRR R
of eroded shapes that in a mile or so ) reached the Marias River.
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The runaway steel-gray showed every sign of taking Eddie for a
e
swim.

And Joker raced on, solo, until I checked ahead and saw VerT

waving his arms and yelithg, “Eddie flubbed the turn! Paul

wins!”’

Other shouts and hoots and whoops of congratuléti£ filled the

, , ,,7_

air as everyone headed thelr horses down onto the road for a better

look at Eddie’s 31tuat10n By the time I hauled Joker to a halt and

= Y

got myself right s1de around in the sadol/ le, Damon and Toby were

\___._..-—-*":,\ ; i M“/ - w«.ﬁ
beside me, each more g1ddy than the other over my VlCtOI'y, and

[ ST -

we watched together as the steel-gray disappeared behind a




mudstone hump. When it emerged on the other 51de /the saddle

k> M
on its back was empty.
\_ A
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None of us were as concerned as we maybe should have been.

: (N S — i SR A
If wolfpacks could not do the Turleys in, surely they were

impervious to the lesser threat of horses and humans, our line of

= = N

thinking ran. Still, the ent1re Marlas Coulee school body plunged

e g\

e et

»1nto the badlands in a loose cavalry charge to the aid of Eddie.
Before we could get there he came hmpmg out from behind

R—
the mudstone, shirt torn, hat gone, chin a}gge bloocfy, scrapes on

— et
every patch of skin that we could see.
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“This backwards stuff,” he complained as we rode up, “is
_? 7

ha;der than it looks.”
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