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Back to Wolf Willow
A contact bas been made, a mystery touched,

D ,
- Wallace Stegner

In the fall it was always a moment of pure excitement, after a whole

day on the trail, to come to the rim of the South Bench. More likely

than not I would be riding with my mothér in the wagon while my

father had my brother with him in the Ford. The horses would be -

plodding with their noses nearly to their knees, the colt would be
dropping tiredly behind. We would be choked with dust, cranky and
headachy with heat, our joints loosened with fifty miles of jolting.

“Then miraculously the land fell away below us, I would lift my head.

from my mother's lap and push aside the straw hat that had been
protecting my face from the glare, and there below, looped in its green

ey

coils of river, snug and protected in its saﬁcmary valley, lay town.
The land falls away below me now, the suddenness of my child-
hood town is the old familiar surprise. But I stop, looking, for adulr
perception has in ten seconds clarified a childhood error. [ have
always thought of the Whitemud as running its whole course in a
deeply sunken vally. Instead. I see that the river has cut deeply only
through the uplift of the hills; that off to the southeast, out on the
prairie, it crawls disconsolately flat accoss the land. It is a lesson in
how peculiarly limited a child’s sightis: he sees only what he can see.
Only later does he learn to link what he sees with what he already
knows, or has imagined or heard or read, and so come to make
perception serveinference. During my childhood I kept hearing about
the Cypress Hills, and knew that they were somewhere nearby. Now I

-see that I grew up in them. Without destroying the intense familiarity,
the flooding recognition of the moment, that grown-up understanding - o
throws things a little out of line, and so it is with mixed feelings of”
intimacy and strangeness that I start down the dugway grade. Things '
Iookthesame,sUrprisinegthesam&:md yczobscurelydiffercnc,Itic}g

them off, casing watchfully back into the past. .
There is the Frenchman's stcone barn, westward up the river valley
a couple of miles. It looks exactly as it did when we used to go through
the farmyard in wagon or buckboard and see the startled kids disap-
pearing around every corner, and peeking out ac us from hayloft door
and cowshed after we passed. Probably they were Métis, part of the
vague and unknown past that had given our river one of its names. I
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bless them for their permancnce, and creep on past the cemetery,
somewhat larger and somewhat beteer kept than I remember it, but
without disconccning chang(::;. Down below me.is the dam, with its
wide lake behind . It takes me 2 minute to recollect that by the time
we left Whitemud Pop Martin's dam had long since'washed out. This is
a new one; therefore, but in approximately the old place. So far; so
good. i .
The road I bump along is still a dirt road, and it runswhere it used
to run, but the wildcat oil derrick that used to be visible from the tum
atthe footofthe grade is not there any longer. I note, coming in toward
the edge of town, that the river has changed its course soméwhat,
swinging closer to the southern hills and pinching the road space. I see
a black iron bridge, new, that ¢vidently leads some new road off into
the willow bottoms wescward, toward the old Carpenter ranch. I
cannot see the river, masked in willows and alders, and anyway my
attention is taken by the town-ahcad of me, which all at once reveals
one element of the obscure strangeness-that has been-making me
watchful. Trees. ' ' )
My town used to be as bare as a picked bone, with no wee
anywhere around it larger than a ten-foot willow or alder. Now it is a
grove. My memory gropes unecasily, trying to cstablish itself among
fifey-foot cottonwoods, lilac and honeysuckle hedges, and flower

"gardens. Searched for, plenty of familiarities are there: the Pascime

Theater, identical with the one that sits across Main Street from the
firehouse in my mind; the lumber yard where we used to get cloth caps
advertising De Laval Cream Separators; two or three hardware stores (a
prairie wheat town specializes in hardware stores), though each one
now has a lot full of farm machinery next to it the hotel, just as it was
rebuilt after the fire: the bank, now remodelled into the post office;
the Presbyterian ¢hurch, now United, and the Leader office, and the
square brick prison of the school, now with three smaller prisons

replicas in my head and take satisfaction from. Butamong them are the
evidence of Progress—hospital, Masonic Lodge, at least one new
elevator, a big quonsct-like skating rink—and all tree-shaded, dltered
and distorted and made vaguely disturbing by greenery. In the old days
we all used 10 try 1o grow trees, transplanting them from the Hills or
getting them free with any two-dollar purchase from one of the stores,
butthey always dried up and died. To me, who came expecting a duscy
hamlet, the change is charming, butmemory has been fixed by time as
photographs fix the faces of the dead, and chis reality is dreamlike. I
cannot find myself or my family or my companions in it.

My progress up Main Strect, as wide and empty and dusty as I
remember it, has taken me to another iron bridge across the castern
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loop of the river, where the flume of Martin's icrigation ditch used to
cross, and from the briffige I get a good view of the river. It is
disappointing, a quietcreek twenty yards wide, the color of s trong tea,
its banks a tangle of willow and wild rose. How could adventure ever
have inhabimd-rhogc willows, or wonder, or fear, orthe other remem-

. bered emotions? Was it along heré I shot atthe lynx with my brother’s

-25-.20? And out of what log (there is no possiplity of a log in these

brakes, but I distinctly remembera log) did my bullet knock chips just

under the lynx's bobtaiji?

A muddy little stream, a village grown unfamiliar with time and
trees. I turn around and retrace my way up Main Street and park and
havea Coke in the confectionery store. It is run bya Greek, as it used to
be, but whether the same Greek oranother I would not know. He does .
not recognize me, nor I him. Only the smell of his place is familiar,
syrupy with old delights, as if the ghost of my first banana split had
come close to breathe on me. Still in search of something or someone
to make the town fully real to me, I'get thetelephone book off its nail
by the wall telephone and run through it, sitting at the counter. There
are no more than seventy or eighty names in the Whitemud section. I
look for Huffman—none. Bickerton—none. Fetter—none. Orullian—
none. Stenhouse —noane. Young—one, butnotbya first name I remen-
ber. There are 2 few names I do remember—Harold Jones and William-
Christenson and Nels Sieverud and Jules LaPlante. (That last one
startles me. L always thought his name was Jewell.) Burall of the names
I recognize are those of old-timers, pioneers of the town. Not 2 name
that I went to school with, not a single person who would have shared
4s acontemporary my own experience of this town in its carliest years,
when the river still ran clear and beaver swam in it in the evenings.
Who in town remembers Phil Lott, who used to run coyotes with
wolfhounds out on the South Bench? Who remembers in the'way I do
the day he drove up before Leaf's store in his democrat Wégon and
unloaded from it two dead hounds and the lynx that had killed them
when they caught him unwarily exposed out on the flats? Who
remembers in m1y way that angry and disgusted scene, and shares my
recollection of the stiff, half-disemboweled bodies of the hounds and
the bloody grin of the lynx? Who feels it or felt it, as I did and do, as a
parable, a moral lesson for the pursuer to respect the pursued?

' Because it is not shared, the memory seems fictitious, and so do
other memories: The blizzard of 1916 that marooned us in the school-
house foranight and a day, the time the ice went out and brought both
Martin’s dam and the CPR bridge in kindling to our doors, the games of
fox-and-geese in the untracked snow of a field that is now a grove,.the
nights of skating with a great fire leaping from the river ice and
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reflecting red from the cutbanks. I have used those memories for years
as if they really happened, have made stories and novels of them. Now
they seem uncorroborated and delusive. Some of the pionecers still in
the telephone book would remember, but pioneers’ memories are no
good to me. Pioneers would remember the making of the town; to me,
it'was made, complete, timeless. A pioneer’s childis what I need now,

and in this towa the pioneers’ children did not stay, but went on, -

generally to bigger places farther west, where there was more oppor-
tunicy. , o o

Sitting in the sticky-smelling, nostalgic air of the Greek's confec-
tionery store, I am afflicted with the sease of how many whom I have
known are dead, and how litcle evidence I have chat | myself have lived
what I remember. It is not quite the same feeling I imagined when 1
contemplated driving out to the homestead. That would have been
absolute denial. This, with its tanwalizing glimpses, its hints.and
survivals, is not denial bur only doubt. There is enough left to disturb
me, but not to satisfy me. So I will 80 a little closer. I will walk on
down into the west bend and take a look at our house,

In the strange forest of the school yard the boys are friendly, and

theiruniversal airof health, openness, and curiosity reassures me. This
isstilla good town 1o be a boyin. Toseec a couple of them on the prowl
with air rifles (in my time we would have been carrying .22's or
shotguns, but we would have been of the same tribe) forces me to
readjust my disappointed estimate of the scrub growth. When one is
four feer high,‘tcnzfom willows are a sufficient cover,and ten acres are
a wilderness. ‘

By now, circling and more than half unwilling, ['have come into.

the west end of town, have passed Corky Jones's house (put off till
later that meeting) and the open field beside Downs's where we used
to play run-sheep-run in the evenings, and I stand facing the four-
gabled white frame house that my father built. It ought to be explosive
with nostalgia and bright with recollections, for this is where we lived

. foc five or six of My most impressionable years, where we al] nearly

died with the flu in 1918, where my grandmother “‘went crazy' and
had to be taken away by a Mountie to the Provincial asylum because
she ook to standing silently in the door of the room where my brother
and I slept—just hovered there for heaven knows how long before
someone discovered:- her watching and listening in the dack. | iy to

remember my grandmother’s face- and cannot; only her stale old- -

woman’s smell after she became incontinent. 1 can summon up other
smells, too-~it is the smells that seem'to have stayed with me: baking

paint and hot tin and lignite smoke behind the parlor heater; frying

scrapple, which we called headcheese, on chilly fall mornings after
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the slaughtering was done; the rich thick odor of doughnurts frying in a
ketde of boiling lard (I always got to eat the “holes’). With effort, I
can bring back Christmases, birthdays, Sunday School parties in that

- house, and I have not forgotten the licking I got when, aged about six,

[ was.caught playing with my father’s loaded .30-.30 that hung above
thie mantel just un@lcr_ the Rosa Bonheus painting of three white horses
in a storm. After that licking T lay out behind the chopping block all

one afternoon watching my big dark'heavy father as he worked at one

thing and another, and all the time I lay there I kept aiming an empty
cartridge case at him and dreaming murder.

 Even the dreams of murder, which were bright enough at the
time, have faded; he is long dead, and if not forgiven, at least propiti-
ated. My mother too, who saved me from him sO many times, and once
missed saving me when he clouted me with a chunk of stove wood and
knocked me over the woodbox and broke my collarbone: she too has
faded. Standing there looking at the house where our lives entangled

themselves in-one another, I am infuriated that of chat episode I
remember less her love and protection and anger than-my father's

%,

inept contrition. And walking all around the house trying to pump up
recollection, I notice principally that the old barn is gone. What I see,
though less éhangcd than the town in general, still has power to
disturb me; it is all dreamlike, less real than memory, less convincing
than the recollected odors. ' ,

Whoever lives in the house now is a tidy housekeeper; the yard is
neat, the porch swept. The corner where I used to pasture my broken-
legged coltis a bed of flowers, the yard where we hopefully watered
our baby spruces is a lawn enclosed by a green hedge. The old well
with the hand pump isstill in the side yard. Foran instant my teeth are
on edge with the memory of the dry screech of that pump before a
dipperful of priming water took hold, and an instant later I feel the old
stitch in my side from an even earlier time, the time when we still
carried water from the river, and | dipped abucket down into the hole
in the ice and toted it, staggering and with the other arm stuck stiffly
out, up the dugway to the kitchen door. ' :

Those instants of memory are persuasive. [ wonder if I should
knock on the door and ask the housewife to let me look around, go
upstairs to our old room in the west gable, examine the ceiling o see if
the stains from the fire department’s chemicals are still there. My
brother and I used to lie in bed and imagine scenes and faces among
the blotches, giving ourselves inadvertent Rorschach tests. I have a
vivid memory, too, of the night the stains were made, when we came

“out into the hard cold from the Pastime Theater and heacrd the fire-

house bell going and saw the volunteer fire departmentalready on the
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run, and followed them up the ditch toward the glow of_ the fire,

_wondering whose house, until we got close and it was ours.

Nis)

- Itisthere, and yet it does not flow as it should, it is all a pumping
operation. I half suspect that I am remembering not what happened
butsomething I have written. I find that I am as unwilling to go inside
that house as I'was to try to find the old homestead id its ocean of grass.
Alf the people who orice shared the house with me are dead; strangers
would have effaced or made doubtful the things that might restore
them in my mind. '

A Behind our house there used to be a footbridge across the river,

used by the Carpenters and otliers who. lived in the bottoms, and by
summer swimmers from town. I pass by the opaque and troubling
house to the cutbank. The twin shanties that through all the town’s life
have served as men’s and women’s bath houses are still there. In winter
we used to hang our frozen beef in one of them. I remember iron
evenings when I went out with a lantern and sawed and haggled steaks
froma rocklike hind quarter. But it is still an academic exercise; I only
remember it, I do not feet the numb fingers and the fear chac used to
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move just beyond the lantern’s glow.

/“' Then I'walk to the cutbank edge and. look down, and in one step

the past comes closer than it has yet been. There is the grey curving

“cutbank, not much lower than I remember it when we dug cave holes

in it or tunneled down its drified cliff on our sleds. The bar is there at
the inner curve of the bend; and kids are wallowing in a quicksandy
mudhole and shrieking on an oucer slide. They chase each other into
the river and change magically from black o white. The water has its
old quiet, its whirclpools spin lazily into deep water. On the foot-
bridge, nearly exactly where it used to be, rwo little girls lie staring
down into the water a foot below their noses. Probably they are
watching suckers that li¢ just as quietly against the bottom. In my time
we used to snare them from the bridge with nooses of copper wire,

It is with me all at once, what I came hoping to re-establish, an’

ancient, unbearable recognition, and it comes pactly from the children
and the footbridge and the river’s quiet curve, bur much more from
the smell. For here, pungent and pervasive, is the smell that has always
meantmy childhood. [ have neversmelled it anywhere else, and icis as
evocative as Proust’'s Madeleine and tea.

But what is it? Somehow I have always associated it with the bath
house, with wet bathing suits and damp board benches, heaps of
clothing, perhaps even the seldom rinsed corners 'where desperate
boys had made water. I go into the men's bath house, and the smell is
there, but it does not seem to come from any single thing. The whole
airsmells of it. outside as well as in. Perhaps itis the river water, or the
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mud, or something about the float and footbridge. It is the way the old
burlap-tipped diving board used to smell; ivused to remain in the head
after a sinus$-flooding dive. 4 : - o

A¢ wlpick up a handful of mud and sniff it. I step over the little girls
. and bend my nose-to the wet rail of the bridge. I stand-above the water
and sniff. On the other side I strip leaves off wild rose and dogwood.
Nothing doing. And et all around me is, the odor that I have not

smelled since I was eleven, but have never forgotten—have dreamed,

more than once. Then I pull myself up the bank by a grey-leafed bush,
and I have it. The tanulizing and ambiguous and wholly native smell is
0o more than the shrub we called wolf willow, now blooming with
small yellow flowers.

if Itis wolf willow, and not the town or anyone in it, that brings me
home. For a few minutes, with 2 handful of leaves o -my nose, I look
across at the clay bank and the hills‘bcyond where the river loops back
on itself, enclosing the old sports and picnic ground, and the present
and all the years between are shed like a boy’s clothes dumped on the

bath-house bench. The perspective is what it used to be, the dimen-
sions are restored, the senses are as clear as if they had not been
battered with sensation for forty alien years. And the queer adult
compulsion to return to one’s beginnings is assuaged. A contact. has
been made, a mystery touched. For the moment, reality is made
exactly ¢quivalent with memory, and a hunger is satisfied. The sensu-
ous little savage that I once was. is still intacc inside me.

o Later, looking from the North Bench hills across my restored
town, I can see the river where it shallows and crawls southeastward
across the prairie toward the Milk, and the Missouri, and the Gulf, and
['toy with the notion that a man is like the river or the clouds, that he
can be constantly moving and yetsteadily renewed. The sensuous little
savage, atany rate, has not been rubbed away ot dissolved; he is as solid
a part of me as my skeleton. : , ‘

22 And he has a fixed and suitably ‘arrogant relationship with his

o universe, a relationship geometrical and symbolic. From his center of
sensation and question and memory and challenge, the ciccle of the
world is.measured, and in that respece the years of experience [ have
loaded upon my savage have not altered him. Lying on a hillside where
[ once sprawled among the crocuses, watching the town herd and
snaring May's emerging gophers, I feel how the sorld still reduces me
to a point and then measure itself from me. Perhaps the meadowlark
singing from a fence post—a meadowlark whose dialect I recognize —
feels the same way. All points on the circumference are equidistant
from him; in him all radij begin; all diameters run through him; if he
MOves, a new geometry creates jtself around him. -
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No wonder he sings. Itisa good country that can make anyone feel

Anditisa fact once I have, so fo speak, recovered myselfas I used
to be, I can look at the town, whose childhood was exactly contempo-

Responding ,
1. What are-some of Stegner's impressions that have been altered by
 time? ‘

- Discuss the meanings of the following sentences:

a) “There is enough left o disturb me, but nor to satisfy me."
(paragraph 9)

b) “The sensuous little savage, at any rate, has not been rubbed
away or dissolved; he is as solid 2 part of me as my skelecon.”
(4th fast paragraph)

) I feel the world still reduces me to a point and then measures
itself from me.” (3rd fast paragraph) _

- What does the smel] of wolf willow symbolize to Stegner?

- What latent feelings does the author have about his brother, grand-
mother, mother, and father? Support your observations with refer-
ences to specific details in the essay.

5. a) How has Stegner organized this passage?

b) Whart is the point of the geometric images in the third last
paragraph? :

6. a) Which descriptive paragraph do you like best in the selection?

“What do you like abouc ji7
b) Which of the author's boyhood memories do you find- most
attractive, relevant, or intcrcsting?

(Student Notes, page 170)
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