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To Burn a Book

by Tom Trusky
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We allowed an older couple with their son and daughter-in-law to move into our ranch house on Squaw
Creek [in the mid-1950s].

One day my brother Everett, who lived north of Sweet, telephoned to tell us that a fire was raging up at our
ranch. We jumped into the car (with wet burlap sacks) and drove the 35 miles [from Emmett]. But when we
arrived, all the buildings and trees were burning—no way could we save anything. The old-fashioned cook
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stove and many other antiques were gone. A fire of unknown origin had swept up around the bend in the
creek toward the buildings. The men renters had gone fishing and the women were so scared they jumped
into their car and raced away.

Later we sold the ranch to another cattleman who uses all the ground for cattle grazing.

Around 1970, | decided to get all the scraps of paper together on which | had written a few ranch
happenings when | had time (thank goodness | hadn't left them to get burned up) and compose an
organized log book—sort of a sequel to a letter of mine that Reader’s Digest had printed before we moved
to the ranch so long ago—in it | had given nostalgic reasons we were taking the boys back to the farm. So
many readers had written nice letters to me, complimenting our decision. | thought they might like to
know how the venture turned out.
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While we were feeding hay at the Lower Place yesterday, we thought we could see a cow lying in a boggy
spot below a spring on the hill west. Clark rode up and found it to be a young Holstein cow that | had
named Chinee because black and white markings resembling Chinese writing streaked on her face. She
was lying in the mud, too weak to get up. Clark pulled her around onto more solid ground with her head
uphill until she managed to pull herself onto her feet. As it was too far to drive her back to the barn in her
weakened condition, he left her to graze on the few wisps of green grass coming through.

| sat on the leeward side of the old rickety barn, where | could watch him while he rode back to get her this
morning. He rode up around an immense fresh dirt slide, and started the cow back the same way. But she
was bound to take a short cut back across the dirt slide and he couldn't stop her. | held my breath! |
suppose rock and earth slides that have stabilized are safe, but these looked as though they might start
sliding again at any moment.

Chinee was about two-thirds of the way across when her foot slipped in the softened soil, and down she
rolled, over and over and over, finally stopping about forty-five feet from the creek which was the foot of
the slide. Clark was leaping down after her, and | started on the run to help him. When | got there, he was
holding onto her tail to keep her from rolling again, but he couldn't get her up. The trouble was that we had
raised her at the barn—what we call a bucket calf—and she was too gentle to be afraid of our threats and
too weak to want to get up.

We considered tying a rope to the saddle horse and trying to drag her out, but decided against it, as the
mountain was so steep and the footage so soft in the slide, that we might also lose the horse. After more
deliberation, we let her slip on down into the creek, hoping that when her feet hit solid rock she would
stand up and wade along the edge of the water until she could find a way out. Instead of that, the water
swept her down the creek! She bobbed slowly up and down, swimming just enough to bring her ashore on
the other side several rods downstream. She landed on her feet, but there were bushes all around her, and
instead of trying to find a way out, she just stood there looking back at us, as though to say, "Well, aren't
you coming to get me out?"

The water was too high to take a chance on riding the horse across, so when we arrived back at the
house, Clark, hoping to drag her out with the horse and lariat, crossed above the barn and rode the two
miles back down on the other side of the creek. But when he got there, she was gone, evidently washed
away down the canyon.
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As Clark was going to drive ten miles up the valley to do a few hours welding for a neighbor, | decided to
ride along to visit with the neighbor's wife, take her some early green onions, and find if she was ready for
the raspberry plants | have been saving for her. However, my visit was cancelled when on the road we met
the neighbor, who told us that his wife was attending a textile painting class at another neighbor's home.

| decided to visit the class. Eight ranch women were sitting around tables, busily tracing patterns, blending
colors, and painting flowers on pillow cases. All but three of these women have small children. | listened
to them talking about how each had spent the morning—they had helped to drive cattle, or clean the
chicken house, or plant garden, or drive the school bus—this | knew was in addition to all of their regular
house work, outdoor chores, getting the children off to school, and preparing the noon meal.

What determination, thought I, to learn this work of beauty, when it would have been so much easier to
have taken a nap in the afternoon with the babies. This was their third lesson—one lesson a week—seven
more weeks to go, right at the busiest season.
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Clark and | were in the same grade at Montour [Idaho] High School and graduated during the Great
Depression. Two years later, in 1934, we were married in Sweet.

We lived on several different ranches in southern Idaho, but times being so hard, Clark had to go to work

in the timber industry—logging, sawmill, truck repair, electric shop, maintenance superintendent.

We were living in a logging camp in northern California when we decided to return to Squaw Creek in
August of 1948.

By this time we had three sons: Artell John, age 11 (referred to as Johnny because that is what his father
calls him); Daniel, age 9; and Jimmy, age 7.

We wanted them to grow up in the wholesome atmosphere of the country, where they could have room for

pets of their own, ride horses, and learn about the beauty of the wild out-of-doors.
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This is, needless to say, no beautiful picture window decorated with frilly curtains or rich drapes or potted
plants, but is, rather, two small-paned windows sitting side-by-side with nothing to veil the view toward the
south.

Two dry-grown locust trees, trunks tinted with yellowish-green moss, stand at the edge of the yard on a
carpet of soft, unsoiled snow. From their rough, dark limbs hang clusters of brown seed pods and
snow-frosted birds' nests. Round puffs of snow sit on hollyhock seed pods where bright pink and red
petals once flared in tiers in the summer sun. This season's hues are more mellow—pale yellow dry
grasses, russet syringa bushes.

Snow birds are flicking white, powdery bits from the brushy limbs of the thorn trees where they restlessly
alight for a moment. Yearling, white-face calves drink fresh water from the tank on the other side of the
snow-capped pole fence, while hopping and flying here and there, seeking possible scraps of food, are
glistening, black and white, long-tailed magpies.

Beyond the trees, the rocky crags high up on the mountain stand out black above the speckled yellow,
gray, and white of dry grass, buck brush, and snow. Not a trace of smoke, fog, or wind in the branches: yet
over it all, swiftly floating, white, cumulus clouds, breaking more and more to let patches of deep blue sky
show through.
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Q ?* 2 | , Life in the Upper Country I+ http://lwww.amazon.com/Life-Upper-Country-
Diary-Evelyn/dp/B002R8LF0C/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=digital-text&qid=1255585843&sr=1-1

Tom Trusky is Director of the Hemingway Western Studies Center, Head of the Idaho Film Collection and Professor of
English at Boise State University. His recent book, 8 9 ! D A, J -isreviewed in thisissue of ?* *
A+

The Idaho Librarian is a publication of the Idaho Library Association.
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