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Ed Myers: From Flunky to Fire Lookout

Going West

I should tell how I left North Dakota to begin with. It was the fall of 1934, and my Dad had given
me the news sometime during the summer that he couldn’t afford to send me through any more school. I
only had two years of high school done and he couldn’t afford to send meback. So four of us—myself and
my cousins Rich and Ray Croy and a cousin of theirs from east of Williston whose name, [ think, was
Harvey Vanderburg—made plans to get on the freight train and go west.

I was a little bit afraid of my Dad’s reaction when he found out about this, so I didn’t tell him. But -
[ did tell Mom. I had my clothes—what little clothes 1 had, an extra shirt and pants and underwear—rolled
up in a little roll with a belt around them, out on the porch, kind of hid. And that’s the way I was going to
go. Anyway, to make a long story short, my mother said that isn’t the way to do it. Tell your Dad.

So I did. And he didn’t get mad at all. He wanted to know how much money I had, and I had a
couple dollars. He said, “Well, let’s go out and sweep up the granaries.” And so we went out to all the
granaries with a shovel and a broom and swept them all out, put the sacks of wheat in the car and took them
into Williston. When we got them sold, I had a total of five dollars, so I felt pretty rich.



Freight Train to Libby

Our first destination was going to be Libby, Montana. That’s because our cousins Chuck and John
Dobias had a shack on an aunt’s place there. It was a little twelve-by-twelve building, and it had a table and
a chair or two and a wood stove, and one bed. Also living in Libby was the Withee family, our uncle, but
we weren’t going to be staying with him, as he had lost his first wife (our aunt) and had remarried so that
wouldn’t have worked out.

Mostly what I remember on the freight train was cold, being awfully cold. This was early
September. We rode boxcars with twenty-five or thirty other men, or flatcars with machinery, or rode on
top, just hanging on. You had to get off at every stop, and sometimes your car might be ieft to be filled with
wheat or machinery, so you got on another. When we got to Havre, Ray and the cousin decided they would
take a different train down to Great Falls. They knew somebody down there or something and thought they
would be able to get a job that way.

Rich and 1 stayed on the Great Northern and went over the top of the mountains. We just about
froze; we didn’t have any blankets or anything. When we got to Libby, the freight train went right straight
through to beat the dickens, about forty miles per hour. We were about ready to jump and somebody else in
the box car said, “Don’t jump, don’t jump, you’ll kill yourself.” So we rode right on and got off at Troy,
which is about twenty miles further, because that was a division point on the railroad.

We hitchhiked back the next morning, but we didn’t get any rides. We walked all the way—
twenty miles. In our old, broken-down shoes, it wasn’t a very good time.

When we got back to Libby, Chuck had two jobs, and he also had some dates for the weekend. He
didn’t really want the one job digging a hole for a septic tank so he gave that job to me. [ worked there for
three days, and got paid about three dollars a day.

Right away we could see that there weren’t enough jobs in Libby to take care of all the people
coming in from North Dakota and Montana and everywhere else. These freight trains were full of people
because all we had in North Dakota was wind and dry weather. We hadn’t had a crop since 1928, and this
was 1934.

Going to Avery

So I wrote to my brother Ernie, who at the time was the barber in Avery, Idaho, to see if there were
any jobs over there. He answered immediately, “If you can get here, you can go right to work. The whole
country’s burning up with forest fires.”

I couldn’t get on a freight train in Libby because they didn’t stop there, so [ bought a ticket for
about two-bits to go the twenty miles back to Troy. I think it was the first time I ever rode on a passenger
train. T got in and took the first seat available and that happened to be the seat where the conductor sat. He
started talking to me, and looking at my clothes and my age, and he never did ask me for my ticket, just
assumed I’d crawled on and didn’t have one, so he didn’t embarrass me by asking for it. He told me I’d
have to get off in Troy or they’d throw me off. So I got off in Troy and got on a freight train for Spokane.

I got into Hillyard in Spokane in the evening and started walking up the tracks. A couple of
fellows were sitting in a car and they asked me what [ was doing there and questioned me a bit. The one
fellow turned out to be running for sheriff, and he said, “Come on, get in the car, we’ll give you a ride
downtown.” He took me right to the Milwaukee Railroad station where I"d leave from the next morning.
Avery was on the Milwaukee Railroad, and they didn’t have any freight trains into Spokane—they leased
track from the Union Pacific and ran a passenger line—so I had to buy a ticket.

[ went across the street and got a room for twenty-five cents, and when 1 slammed the door shut the
darn doorknob fell off and I was locked in my room. 1 crawled through the transom and got the doorknob
and shoved it back through. 1"d no more than got back in the room when somebody knocked on the door. I
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opened it and there was a gal out there wiggling all over the place. She wanted to come in, and Lord, I
didn’t want her. Here [ was staying in a whore house, and [ didn’t know it.

The next momming [ went over and got on the train. [ got to Avery about noon on a Saturday, and
Tuesday morning [ went to work for the Forest Service as a flunky.
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Forest Service Flunky

As a flunky, you’d go to work at four a.m., and you did anything and everything that the cook
" needed you to do—you cut wood, washed dishes, scrubbed floors, peeled potatoes, anything and
- everything. This was a man cook I worked for, and he was pretty good at teaching me how to do things.

After three or four days, another fire started further out in the district. That particular morning, [
went to work at four a.m. as usual, and I waited and waited and waited and no cook showed up. So I
remembered the things he did in the morning. I cut up the bacon and started it frying on the back of the
stove, and the hotcakes I had all mixed up (they were sour-dough hotcakes so you didn’t have to do very -
much). And there was nothing to do but just cook for these people, and they were busy doing something
else so they didn’t have time to help me. So that’s the way we got by for quite awhile. Mostly they had to
eat meat and potatoes, and I didn’t have too much trouble with breakfast, but eventually we ran out of bread
and cake and cookies and I wasn’t good enough at the time to do anything about that.

They had been looking for a cook, and they finally found a retired lady cook downtown. She said
she would cook if she could have a helper in addition to a flunky, so she talked another lady into the
assistant’s role. (The assistant, Ruth Lindow, worked for Ernie when he was the postmaster, and she later
became the postmistress for thirty years or so.) The two of them were good friends and they worked
together and I was the flunky. That was probably one of the easiest times I had flunkying. They dirtied a

lot of pots and pans and dishes, but they were always trying to help out on everything. They hardly even
asked me to peel potatoes.

That went on for ten days or two weeks, and then it started to rain, which put out most of the fires
or got them under control. About that time the two cooks quit or were let go, and it was getting so close to
the end of the season that they just closed up the kitchen.



Blister rust camp

They sent me up toward Round Top—fifteen or twenty miles up to a blister rust camp where they
pulled the weed that gets down underneath and kills the white pine tree. A fellow gave me a ride by pickup
and dropped me off where the trail started to the Fishhook Basin, and he went on to the Round Top Ranger
Station. I had quite a time walking down in there because I hardly knew what a trail was.

I pulled weeds for a while, until the flunky in this camp quit. The cook found out I had worked as
a flunky, and since it was raining all the time and I"d rather not pull weeds, I went into the kitchen.

I learned a lot from this cook, because he felt that everybody should know everything. So after a
week, [ was cooking the potatoes and vegetables, everything but the meat. Then word came up somehow
from Ernie that there was a job opening up at the grocery store, and I’d better come down and get it because
it would be a steady job. So I quit and hiked out to the road, and caught a ride or two going down, and 1

went to work for Ernie White at the grocery store.

Working in the Avery Store

: There were no telephones in Avery, so my job was to drive a Dodge panel truck out first thing in
the morning both ways and take orders from all the people who lived there. I delivered milk on the first
trip, take orders, come back and put them up into boxes, then start out after eleven and again after my lunch
delivering the orders. I was paid fifty doliars a month, twenty doilars of which went to Ernie and Lucille for
board. The hours were eight a.m. to six p.m., and until | p.m. on Sundays.

On the first day, the owner’s wife said it was time to go to lunch and I asked, “How long do we
take for lunch?” She said, “As long as it takes to eat.” So I got that message the first day.

1 enjoyed this job. Avery was such a pretty little town at that time. The town was mainly just
railroad-owned, a good portion of it, and the Theriault family owned a portion of it, and the Forest Service
had a portion of it, and that was about it. A few houses that were individually owned otherwise.

There was no wind there to speak of, and lots of snow. The snow would stand up on the tree
branches until it got so heavy that the branches would just shake it down. There was no way out during the

winter except by railroad.

. “There was a swinging bridge down by the roundhouse that went across the St. Joe River. Once it
was so filled with snow that I got stuck right in the middle of it. I tried to back up to get another start, and
the right-hand side of the car went over the side. I was glad it was the right-hand side because I got off on
the other side and walked over to the roundhouse and they helped me get out of there. Ernie White was so
mad about it that he wouldn’t let me go down in there to take orders anymore until the railroad cleared off
the bridge. The wives weren’t about to let me quit taking orders, so it wasn’t very long before they had the

snow off of that bridge.
At noon every day, the train came in and 1 always had to meet it. That’s when the bread and milk

and fresh vegetables came in, and 1 had to bring that up to the store and put it away. The canned goods
usually came by freight train, so we just waited tilt it showed up and the people at the depot let us know it
was there. Gasoline came by freight in fifty gallon drums. You had to roll them onto the truck and roll
them off. No help from the boss; he wasn’t a bt interested in rolling those barrels off.
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Ruth Larson Lindow painting of Avery, Idaho in 1930s

Sunday morning was usually a very easy day, so far as customers were concerned. We didn’t go
out to take orders on that day. So whenever we got caught up about nine or so in the morning, I usually had
to take the car and do the maintenance work on it, because there was no service station in Avery. I had to
change the oil and grease it and that kind of stuff.

Cutting Meat

We got our meat for the store mostly in hindquarters of beef, and loins of pork, and once in a
while, a front quarter which we had to cut up ourselves. I finally learned how to cut those up but never did
get very good at it. But [ had to do it because the boss didn’t like to do it.

We ground our own hamburger. There was a great big wheel on this grinder, and you’d get it
going real fast and then stuff the meat in the other side. Once I got my finger too far down in there and
flattened it out. There was only one doctor—that was the railroad doctor—and he was gone. Somebody
said Mrs. Harold Theriault had been a nurse when she was younger. So I went down to see her, and she
shaped it and bandaged it, and I didn’t lose the finger but it’s still a little bit flat. I’ show it to you.

And... then we couldn’t get anybody to buy any hamburger for a long time. Even though we told
them that we had thrown all that out, they didn’t believe us. They waited quite a long while, till they knew
it was either spoiled or gone. They weren’t about to eat any of my finger.

Outdated Forest Service Food

This next story was told to me as the truth. The Forest Service was told to get rid of all their
outdated food, which were mainly canned goods. The depression was still very bad then. A lot of people
who usually worked for the railroad weren’t working, and, of course, those who worked for the Forest
Service just worked during the summer mostly. So the assistant ranger walked up and down Avery and told
everyone he met that on a certain day he was going to take a truckload of this outdated food up to the Forest
Service dump. When that day came, they went up with the truck to their dump. Right behind them came
half of the people from Avery. They picked it all up and carried it back down again and used it, because

there really wasn’t anything wrong with it. The stuff that was all dented too bad to use they covered up in a
day or two.



Other Jobs in Avery

There were other jobs where a person could make a little extra money, and that’s about all I was
intereted in then, because | wanted to go back to school. I worked once in a while for the fellow who
worked for the Theriaults in the-pool hall, when he wanted to take a little time off. They had a table where
they played panguingue, and you’d go around every half hour and say, “Bean.” Then each one had to pay
you a nickel, and that was their rent for the chair. The house cleared eighty cents an hour, since there were
seven or eight at a table, and they played every evening and a lot of afternoons and mornings. Some of
them drank beer which T had to bring them; there were no mixed drinks. The pool hall had a lot of fishing
tackle, and a couple pool tables.

1 also did a little bit of babysitting. There was a high school there, but I think it was just the first
two years, then everyone else had to go down to St. Maries to go to school. So there was very much a
shortage of babysitters; that’s the reason I got that job.

Red Ives to Pole Mountain and Mallard Peak

I worked until spring at the store and then Chuck Gill, a younger brother of Pete Gill who was a
good friend of Ernie’s, told me that there were a couple jobs opening up at Red Ives, and why didn’t I go up
there with him. So T said okay and I quit the job with Ernie White and away we went. We caught a Forest
Service truck out of Avery that went across the hill to Wallace, then up to St. Regis, and then over the hill
from St. Regis to Red Ives. :

Working for the Forest Service, I cleared $60 a month the first year and $90 a month the last year.
They provided everything, from food to Band-Aids, and there was no way to cash most of the paychecks so
it built up for school. :

When we got there, they were short on help. They sent Chuck up to Mallard Peak to stay with his
brother, Pete, and go into training there, and they sent me up to Pole Mountain. Jack Cool had that one and
he had a lot of trails to clear and a lot of work to do, so he got the job of training me. We cleared all the
close trails there and one from Pole Mountain down towards the river.

Middle of July or so we had a big storm, and lightning strikes all over the place, and fires. There
was one fire started around Mallard Peak and they called us at Pole Mountain and said I better go over there
and help Pete and Chuck put it out, because it looked like it could be a pretty good-sized one. So I went
over there, and it was kind of a hard trip. It was dark already, but I didn’t have any trouble finding the fire
because it had the whole side of the mountain lit up.

Pete was an old-timer at it. He didn’t seem to be working too hard, and Chuck didn’t seem to be
working too hard either. I was all ready to get right in there and shovel it in, and Pete said, “Oh no, we’ve
got to keep warm overnight. We’ll just keep it contained and we’ll put it out in the morning.” So that’s
what we did. One of us stayed with it all day long the next day making sure it was out. I think we were
supposed to stay with it for twenty-four hours after it was over.

Afterwards we went up to Mallard Peak, which is a pretty high (almost 7000-foot) mountain in
awfully rough country. They ate real well there. On the north side of the mountain there was a great big
snow bank, and they’d built a cave into it, like a big refrigerator. It didn’t take me long to find out they had
a big venison in there, which was out of season, but we needed the fresh meat. ,



Mulligan Hump

Pack train

They called from Red Ives and said there was a pack train coming up and we were to go with it to
Mulligan Hump, and open up the trail on the way. Then [ was to stay at Mulligan Hump. It took us a long
time to get across. We ran into one snow bank on the north side of the mountain that was six feet deep, and

we had to shovel that out to get the pack train through.

Mulligan Hump itself was a tent camp. There was no lookout there. You just had to take your
map and azimuth board up on top of the peak and sit there on a rock and watch for fires. You were
supposed to go up there whenever there was a storm. That was kind of a silly thing to try to do. The wind
would come up with those storms and you couldn’t hold anything down. Finally they said just stay by the -
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One fire was about five or six miles down toward the other ranger district. There was a trail down
at the bottom, but I thought I could get there better by following the ridge down. I think I was wrong, but I
finally got down there. There were two men already there, so I helped them finish up on that fire, and then I
went down the hill with them to a trail camp on the Clearwater River in this other district. T went back to
Mulligan Hump, the next day.

To put out another fire between Mallard Peak and Mulligan Hump, I came down from Mulligan
Hump and Chuck came down from Mallard Peak. After we knocked the tree down and got the fire on the
ground, we went up the hill and cut big chunks of snow and rolled the snow onto the fire. The steam went
way up in the air when it hit.

Once a fellow came up and said we were to clean out the trail going out the other direction from
Mulligan Hump to this other district, because there was a big-shot from Missoula coming up there with a
horse and a couple mules with his stuff. We worked on that and got it almost all open before he came
" through.

While I was at Mulligan Hump, I used to go up on top of the peak and watch the moose eat off the
bottom of a little lake below. I’d sit there sometimes for hours and watch them eat.

Back to Williston

After the first of September, I called down and said I didn’t see how I could stay any longer
because I had to go to school. So they said come on down and leave this other fellow to finish up the
season.

Tt was twenty-six miles down. I left after an early breakfast and got down for dinner that night. I
sure moved. I was ready to go.

There was no road down the St. Joe River yet, so I got a ride over to St. Regis and took the train to
Avery. Then | took the train back to Williston and started my junior year in high school.

I worked for Arnie Peterson for a while in the store, then I went to work in the theater taking
tickets and ushering, a job I worked at for the next two winters. In the spring, I started hitchhiking back to
Avery so I could get back to work.

I had very poor luck hitchhiking, getting as far as Cut Bank, Montana, which wasn’t very far. 1
was running out of time so I had to buy a ticket to Spokane and then to Avery. Then I took the train to St.
Regis, where there was a tavern that let all of us Forest Service guys stay until our ride showed up. It was
just a room in the back with no furniture where you’d sleep on the floor. When the truck came over to pick
up supplies, their last stop would be this tavern to pick up any of us who were there and take us over the
mountain. '

Paddy Mcintyre

My second year in the forest service, I guess they figured if I could take Mulligan Hump (which
was never used after that again), T could take Paddy McIntyre for a little while on a trail crew. So that’s
what I did.

Red Dennis said he “never met anybody quite as dirty as Paddy Mclntyre,” and that was the
understatement of the year. Paddy was a good person to work with. He was a hard worker and there was
always training going on up there in the mountains.

When we got back from a day’s work, he’d say, “You go catch the fish for dinner and I’ll start the
rest of it.” 1kept a fishing pole up the creek a little ways, leaned up against a tree. I didn’t have a real one,
just a wood pole with some line. 1 used the same tackle all the time and it took me about a half-hour to
catch enough fish for dinner. [ think we ate fish every night we were there.




He’d always peel the potatoes and when I got back, I’d look at those potatoes and they were just as
black as black can be. So I’d usually grab a pan of water and say, “Here, Paddy, "1l help you out,” and I’d
scrub those potatoes as best I could. After that dirt was on there, though—

I liked the old guy, but I’d say to him, “Why don’t you let me do that, you sit down for a while,
you’ve had a rough day. I think you did most of the work.” You could say things like that and he’d grin
and sit down for a while. And I would do some of the work, and the more work I could get, the cleaner the
food was. But part of the time you just had to close your eyes to it, and go ahead and take it the way it was.

Anyway, we finally got all of these trails cleared that we could from there, and it was about time
for it to get hot and dry, and it was also time for us to go down for our big training,

Excerpt from Red Ives Bulletin by E.H. Hanson et al.
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Spring Training at Red Ives

Every spring (actually almost the middle of summer), just before all of us went up on the lookouts
from our trail work and telephone work, we would go into a grueling three-day training period at Red Ives.
We’d work half the night and run out compass lines, and climb poles (you had to climb a pole and go down
it again in a certain length of time), you had to splice telephone wires and hook up telephones the correct
way, because you usually had to hook up your own telephone when you got up to the lookout. We had to
saw wood, but that was a funny thing to do because by that time we all knew how to saw trees off a trail the
right way.

The third and last night was always on a Saturday. They loaded the truck full of men—everybody
wanted to party—back to St. Regis, and all of us went on a great big drunk.

Sunday morning, back into the truck and they’d take you to the closest trailhead to your lookout,
and just drop you off. They’d just go up this road and say, “Okay, Pole Mountain... Club Peak... Beaver....”
I say those three because I was there one summer on each of them. They almost had to call us like we were
on a train or bus because all of us were so hungover that we barely could get out of the truck and get our
pack put on our back and walk into the lookout.

=

Backpack and gear

Club and Beaver Peak Lookouts

1t’s too hard to remember what happened at each one, so I'll talk about Club Peak and Beaver Peak
together. They’re both so similar it doesn’t make any difference. :

Club Peak lookout was what I would call an easy peak. Maybe they gave it to me because they
had given me Paddy Mclntyre for those couple of weeks. They dropped me off at Elk Prairie, where the
road and trail came together.

When we arrived at our lookout, the food was there. The pack train had already come in and left
big piles of canned food, a slab of bacon, potatoes, onions, and a half-case of eggs. Sometimes the packer
would even hook up the telephone if he wanted to call in; he always brought the batteries with him.
Sometimes you had to hook it up yourself.

Usually you got one more trip during the middle of the summer with food. They would call you up
a week or so before they were coming up to your place and ask you what you needed. You always got new
bacon and eggs. You already have guessed that we had no refrigeration or electricity, so the eggs and bacon
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you hung on the stilts of the lookout—that was the coolest place—and you always broke your eggs out in a
dish or pan before you cooked them, for obvious reasons.

The first job was to walk down the mountain and get water, and then clean up the place. Each
lookout had its own waterhole. There was usually a little sign pointing at it, or there were some directions,
or else you talked to the person who was there the year before and he told you where it was.

; Signs to water on Clearwater-St. Joe Divide
L

Then you cleaned up the place, put the shutters up so you could see out. The shutters were down
to keep the windows from breaking during the winter, and to keep the animals out.

A lot of people have asked, what did we do with our time up there? We spent a lot of time
cooking, hiking, carrying water; we’d pick huckleberries, saw and split wood, clean house; lots and lots of
hikes. I’d call into the dispatcher and tell him I wanted to patrol the ridge to Elk Prairie; he’d mark it down

where [ was and [ would take off. We dealt mostly with the dispatcher, sometimes with the assistant ranger,
very seldom with the ranger himself. '

Water and Lightning

People said there was always a shortage of water, but [ was never short on water because 1 took a
~trip down nearly every morning before I called in. (You had to call in three times a day—seven in the
‘morning, noon, and five in the afternoon—and also whenever you headed out of telephone range.) Those
vater packs held four or five gallons. First you used your water for cooking and cleaning up the dishes and
sort of stuff, then you poured what was left in the pack into a tub out on the catwalk. After the water in
he tub was deep enough you took a bath, and later washed your clothes in that water and then scrubbed the

: ith it. Most of the lookouts were very clean people, partially because we had so much time on our
S: ,YO“ could watch for smoke at the same time you did the clean-up jobs.

-We had on our lookouts a lightning rod right up the center of the building. It ran down the four
es to the rod going down into the ground. That’s where the last of your water went after you got through
tor everything else. You didn’t have to remind anybody to pour this water on the ground line,
that was our safety thing. During an electric storm you could watch the electricity run down these
es on the four walls and it was just like watching water running down them.
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One time at Club Peak we were all on the line talking, and I had the telephone headphones hooked
over my ears, and the speaker part was hooked around my neck so it sat on my chest. We were watching
this lightning storm coming a long ways away; we didn’t think there was any danger at all. We were kind of
half joking about it, wondering whether it would even hit us or not, and by gosh, the next thing [ knew I was
picking myself off the floor. The odor from burned sweatshirt was just terrible. This mouthpiece had three
rivets holding it together, and it had burned three holes right through my sweatshirt and into me. The
lightning strike came down someplace between me and Elk Prairie—it certainly wasn’t where the storm
was, because the storm was way back west for miles—but it had followed the line in and got me. Two of
those burns healed up and disappeared in a short time, but the third one I still carry—I have it right this
minute.

Telephone Line and the CC Kid

The year I was at Club Peak they wanted the telephone line fixed up and repaired from Club Peak
to Elk Prairie. So they sent me up one of the CC boys from the camp to help because it was pretty hard to
work on a telephone line alone. You’d climb up a tree or a pole, and get positioned. You always had a
rope hanging on your work belt that reached clear to the ground, and you’d holler for a hatchet and the CC
boy would hook the hatchet on and you’d pull it up and use it and let it back down again or throw it down
(actually, we never threw anything back down that had a sharp edge but any of the other tools we threw
down).

This CC kid that I drew was one of the most worthless people I’ve ever worked with. He wouldn’t
lift a finger before eight or after five. So it usually ended up when we finished the day’s work that I had to
-cook for him and wash the dishes. He was aftaid to climb poles or trees, and he wouldn’t learn.

Once [ was going up a tree, clearing the branches as I was going along, and the darn hatchet
slipped and hit me right above the eye. The blood was running down, and the kid went about half crazy
down there because he thought I was going to bleed to death. I got down and went to the lookout and called
in and told them about it, and they said you better hike down here to the road and we’ll meet you. They
took me to the nearest CC camp, but by this time it was nine or ten at night, and I had done this close to
noon, so it was too late to take stitches. So all he did was tape it up and put a bandage around my head and
I went back to work. On the way back, somebody (the dispatcher or the assistant ranger) asked me, “Have
you got that line rebuilt yet?” I said, “Well, it’s rebuilt about as far as it will be if I have to put up with that
CC boy any longer.” He said, “Okay,” and talked to the ranger and they got him out of there.

Missed a Fire

While T was at Club Peak I missed a fire; I felt real bad about that. I was looking over toward Pole
Mountain and down between there and the road was a little dust coming up over the ridge and I thought, my
gosh, I wonder if there’s a pack train over there, some animals running around? I forgot about it—it was
gray, and we had it drummed into us that smoke was blue and dust was gray—then about this time Red
Dennis, who had been inspecting at Pole Mountain, was on his way down and he smelled smoke. He went
up and located it. It was a little tiny flame, took him about an hour or so to put it out. He walked up on the-
ridge to see what he could see, and the only thing he could see was my lookout, so it was me all right who
missed it. :

Rangers and Red Dennis

When I first came to Avery as a flunky, I worked for a ranger named Renfrow. The first year on
Mulligan Hump was Walt Bott, the second and third years, one was Fred Leftwich and the other was Fred
Maas. The fourth and last year was Hilding.



The assistant ranger was the duty sergear.lt, so to speak. In our case it was Red Dennis that we
worked with most of the time. He knev&f every trail, every peak, everything. He knew the common name
and the Latin name of every growing thlr}g. He thought the rest of us, when. we were walkmg.through the
forest, were pretty much walking with blindfolds on, and he was p.robab.ly right. I knew the d}fference
between a tamarack and a white pine, and every.tlme he was walking with me, he was determined he was
going to teach me, and he had a pretty poor pupil.

Red Dennis said in his write-up in Russell’s Hardships and Happy Times that the road opened up
the St. Joe River in 1935, and yet | know in 1936 I still went up there by way of St. Regis. I’m not going to
argue with him because he had a photographic mind; he remembered everything that he read. He was
probably right—I{ think probably what happened was that the road j_ust wasn’t fit for travel that spring or
any other spring. Even right now, the road is not very good, and this is fifty years later. We’re probably
both right.

Killing Time With a Warped Sense of Humor

When we went up to these lookouts, you can bet that we’d have an inspection every summer, either
by the ranger or the assistant ranger, and he would just drop in. Of course, we didn’t have any trouble
having the place clean, because we had more time on our hands than we knew what to do with. We worked
a lot of our time on fire-packs; they always hung right next to the door. When they sent you to a fire, within

a couple minutes you were on your way. Anything that was sharp, like the axe—that was kept so sharp that
you could almost shave with it all the time.

All of us had our different ways of killing time. I call this my warped sense of humor, this one
thing [ did. The year before I went to Beaver Peak, there was a forestry student at Beaver Peak from
Bemidji, Minnesota. He was a real nice kid but half-homesick all the time. The year I was at Beaver Peak,
he was at Peggy Peak, the only one with a road to it. He was the only one of the whole darn bunch of us

.- who had enough money to buy a green outfit to wear. He didn’t mind people dropping in on him; he had
-company all the time. But to get back to the story—

He left a bunch of his home town papers at Beaver Peak that had these little stories in there with
names of people that went to visit somebody else or they had company from somewhere—New York or
ttle—and for lack of anything else to do, I was reading his papers and I got on the telephone once with

I picked some of these names out of there and I said, “They’re right down here below. They’ve got a
string and they’re camping and they’ve got a guide going with them.” Oh boy, he wanted to talk to

ght now. I said, “Well, they’re busy right now, they’re setting up their tents,” and [ kept him on the
n this thing for a long time. Finally, when he got right down to really insisting that he talk to them I

last year up there was at Pole Mountain. That one was my big year. I was credited with
fires, which was way, way above average. | don’t remember even having any fires at either

e six was put out by the man from Mallard Peak, and when he went down there and put it
had been closer to Pole than Mallard, he sure was mad, but I actually think that he had a
hat year, which wasn’t normal for Mallard; Mallard was usually a real busy one, so he

\'X_ Wwas on the river road, and the dispatcher, who happened to be Waddy Kloninger
t_"_because he was tied down so much to that telephone. So he drove down there, and it
actor that blew out a lot of smoke getting started, and I happened to be looking that

-Was a good friend of mine, and he nicknamed me “Eagle Eye” for a time.




The sixth fire I do not remember at all. Someone else must have been sent to it, or else it was part
of Waddy’s imagination. I'm not sure; he’s the one who said I had six.
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Lightning storm report

I had forgotten how we marked down lightning strikes until I read The River Runs Through It by
Norman Maclean. We had the bearing on the lightning strike, and then we counted real slow, “One- N
thousand-one... one-thousand-two...” till we heard the thunder, and when you got to “one-thousand-five”
that meant it was one mile away. That’s how you filled out your lightning strike record. Then you watched
those things for days afterwards, because your fires didn’t necessarily start immediately.

I saw a lot of wild animals during my time up in the forest service. I saw bears at a distance. I
only saw one real close; he was on a trail up Pole Mountain, but he ran. He was way too close for comfort.
I never trusted the bear at all. Deer were very, very numerous, and too tame, actually. [ always checked the

ground rod after the deer came to visit, because they would come and rub on the poles and you never knew
when they would knock something loose.

Deer

" That was the summer when I re-roofed the lookout. This was an old, old lookout, built right down
k, not on stilts. It had a little cupola on top which was big enough for the telephone and azimuth,
teps went straight up into it. Re-roofing that was quite a job; it was pretty steep.

Erv Hanson, one of the old fellows there, always published a paper every summer for us, and he
15:to c_ontribute. So I wrote about my roofing job, and he put the story in his paper. If you could
that story, you’d probably know why I didn’t follow a writing career.
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sa 1T ot onot, Lo not know

The Art of Shingle-Stalning «& Cupola: lMany jeople, beil
The propeT LOGHALQGEe to usc in shingle-steining o cupolno of 4 {ei Lookeut house.

4 tho roor
glue on hls
feet agnin.

The cupoln ca Pole Mountafin is she third stery of the les
is guch n atecp one thaot o fly wouldn's dare walk nyound on Lo wit
tock Cor fear that he weuld roll over sand ot be able to land on his

The firat thing to do on this job {5 to tmko o iood strong rope nad threw
it over the top, Make it fast on bosth onds, preferably, on vour alldnde. Row
heox your teo through the bule of your can of stain and procood tu shinay up tho
rope, Uc mure to kick your foot fur onough out whon you ool your s b the
ond of the onvo or you will logo the firat can of statn on your rool gn and
spoil it, Tho roof sign, by the wny, should bo on all loorouts tn cane an alr-
plane crashes into tho peak, The aviator can thon look out hln window ond soo how
far he bina to welk o get a now plane,

How, wo will nosume that ycu are on tho roof with the can of ataln nnd a
bruah, Don't forgot tho brush tho {irat trip bececuse thore fa no pluco te leave
the stain while you go bock aftor the bruah, You will juge heve to take the stain
back dowh with you ond then you will bo farther behiad than ovor, lcctuso while you
wero up thoro, you looked over all four edges upd awore that you would nover o

" back up ngain If you ovor got down in one ploce, Thon you hanva averything on ionp,
you wender what mothod should ba used for thoge far odgon. Tho Cirst mothed that
¢omas to your mind is just %o leun clear over and pour it om, but shig dogan't
work so elficiently bocnuse tho stain hag a funny hebit of finding the wmanil
grocves and ruaning down them, This tokon ntout flve gullons te the aquuro roat.
Well, thal lonven tho old bruth-and-arm method,

Firat, you take n flmi held of tho rape 'and ¢lido down part way but zoen
find thut two hando cannat hold u ean, A brush, oad a rope, Holding the bruah
with cthe toeth works anly on tho way dowm, too, The head Just roruszes to ke a6
long n gweep as yeur Zood old right arm would,

You give that up and crawl dack to the top, ir you huve crough avrencth
iefs, und pull ouy all tho alivers you havo accumulatod,

Tho noxt mothod i3 to hoox your toen over the tep ant sllde down fnco first.
This worka good for the firat oot oa the btettem but, when you try Lo sltdo bnek
up to work the next foot, your lega bend the wrong wny. ihon you heo¥ your knees,
you find yoursoll facling tho sky.

Gpsh, thare goea tho tolaphono, and down the ropo you sllde, Tao con of
atoin hos no cover and you get doused from the top with {t. Juat as you spit thls
out, you foel yourself sliding down ovor the foot, You thought asure the shinglas
hod somitod up long bofore now. ’

Wall, at least wo got L2 sguare {oet stanined, and that'a better <hun none
st all. It's zime o emt, anyway. - Ed ¥yora, Lookout, Pole Mt. Bistrict, 3t. Jee.
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Ed Myers article in USFS Northern Region News, Missoula, MT, September, 1939, Special Field Edition

Food at the Lookouts

One morning when 1 was at Pole Mountain, I remember Waddy called and said, “Are you
interested enough in some fresh meat to walk down to the road?” It didn’t take me very long to take off on
that trip. I always went Boy Scout style, which was run ten steps and walk ten steps (unless you were
coming back up, then there was too much climbing to go that way). I can’t imagine now going that far
down to the road and back again just for a little handful of fresh beef, but I didn’t even think twice then.

Pole Mountain was where I tried making ice cream. Once. You made it out of canned cream, put
it in a coffee can with table salt on the outside, then out to your snowbank on the north side. It wasn’t any
good; never did get it hard.

The first time 1 ever baked bread was on Mulligan Hump. I read the directions, and everything.
went fine, it even rose. I stuck it in the oven and when it came out it had turned up on both ends just like a
boat. Ilooked inside the oven to see what had happened and I could see the fire burning through some little
holes, not very big holes but enough to ruin the oven. So I got away from making bread there. 1 made a lot
of baking powder biscuits; it was all right for that. And it was still good enough for baking hams; ham was
one of our big staple items. \




17

QRIGINAL
REQUISITION AND INVOICE
Onler N
.. FOREST
Arrmaratrion

Anteest by

Thate o€ erer

Ta .

dtbuzzion.

ee Pasked by ...
. Reodved ty - S
Poraon reorlving stovo listed

Shipped an s
Waybdli or GbI Now ... e e shutiaave nod demserd Fodt.

. Forest Service food requisition form

We Were All Eighteen

'

I have been asked a few times how so many of us kids got by going to work at an early age. Well,
it was depression time, and I think it was eighteen that they allowed you to work for the Forest Service. So
we were all eighteen, regardless of what our age was, until we actually became eighteen. In fact, I don’t
remember anybody, especially around Avery, that didn’t try to help the other person out during those
depression days, because we were all broke. The ranger wouldn’t even think about age. As long as you put
down eighteen, it was all right with him.

. From Pole to I_’ole

Here I am at about the end of my Forest Service days. I started out at Pole Mountain for a couple
weeks of training, and I ended up my last year, 1938, at Pole Mountain, my most successful year—the most
fires. It’s a good thing I had these jobs with the Forest Service, because if it hadn’t been for the Forest
Service, I would never have finished high school. I would have had to stop at the end of my sophomore

-~ year, and that would have been the end of it.

And so, here’s the end of it.

k%K

T
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- Ed Myers currently lives in Spokane, Washington. He and his family make annual trips to the St. Joe River

and Red Tves. T_hese memoirs were compiled by his son, David Myers, September, 2003, Seattle,

Washington. - W M
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