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showed up around noon.   
 
At the beginning of the summer the only 
thought that kept us going was that 

seven pm would come 
without fail every single 
day. And at seven pm 
every single day we 
would haul our overflow-
ing canvas bags of bark to 
the top of whatever trail 
we had been working 
down, leave them there 
for the horse-drawn cara-
van to pick up and begin 

the two-mile walk back to the car, where 
we would drive fifteen minutes on a 
string of potholes connected by strands 
of gravel to our campsite.  Home sweet 
home. Once there we had the boys build 
a campfire to take off the chill as we ate 
our dinner of Fruit Loops over cold beef 
stew in the can.  We would watch the 
sky fade to black as we listened to the 
gypsy band in the next clearing over 
bang out a groovy tune on home-made 
instruments.  (It’s amazing what a group 
of hippies can do with a jar of beans, an 
old hubcap and a fork.  They sounded 
like James Taylor meets the Blue Man 
Group.) 
 

When the weekend came we would drive 
the hour and a half  home to my parents 
house, where we would revel in the glory 
of electricity, re-introduce ourselves to 
the concept of running water, go grocery 
shopping for next week’s pop tarts, and 

(Continued on page 28) 

peeling yew bark in the beautiful Mon-
tana mountains where we would lodge 
at a campground with 200 other col-
lege kids, be done with work by 2 pm, 
spend the afternoons sunning on the 
lake and the nights singing around the 
camp fire.   
 
But, when we arrived, the mental im-
agery we had in our minds crumbled 
before us like our soggy pop tarts 
would prove to every morning that 
summer.  What 
we got was 30 
degree weather, a 
clearing in which 
to pitch our tent, 
an algae ridden 
pond complete 
with leeches and a 
rope swing, and 
fifty guys in the 
next clearing over 
who lived in their 
vans and smoked whatever they could 
get their hands on—including the bark 
we were to be peeling.  No showers. 
No running water. We had been there 
a week before our employer took pity 
on us and hauled in a port-a-potty as 
an early Christmas bonus.  The  morn-
ing after our arrival we made the fortu-
nate  d iscovery that  we had 
neighbors—a very secluded, high-
security boys facility across the ridge.  
The disciplinary chanting of  the most 
hardened underage criminals in the 
State of Montana awoke us each morn-
ing with a chill only outdone by the 
extremely cold weather.   
 
We slept in our work clothes for the 
first two months of the Summer for the 
added heat—on the good days a little 
bit of the down from the sleeping bags 
would stick to our sap-laden jeans, 
adding that extra layer of life-giving 
warmth to hold us over until the sun 
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I  don’t care what anyone says, there is 
no sleeping bag on the planet that can 

keep you warm in weather anywhere near 
zero degrees.  Eighteen pounds of goose 
down covered in flannel?  Doesn’t matter.  
Mummy-style tapering to avoid all that 
warmth-wasting space?  All you are is cold 
and claustrophobic.  High tech lining spe-
cially formulated to repel the chill and 
create a cozy sense of warmth?  It’s all just 
a bunch of crap.   
 
But, in looking back, I guess it was my 
fault to begin with. I am the one who falls 
for these clever marketing ploys with ri-
diculous promises time and time again.  (I 
found out the hard way that it doesn’t mat-
ter if I seal all of my food with that bag 
suctiony thingy they advertise on TV—
nothing lasts in the refrigerator for six 
months.)   
 
If I had any sense of reality I guess I 
wouldn’t have even been in the sub-zero 
chill of the Montana mountains to begin 
with—and if that were the case, the make 
and model of my sleeping bag wouldn’t 
have mattered.  It would have spent the 
summer of 1998 rolled up in the garage 
while I slept in my bed. Instead, me and 
three of my roommates fell for a pitch my 
father made, and, as a result, were sen-
tenced to three months of mountain living.   
Our adventures began after my freshman 
year of college when school let out and job 
gettin’ time rolled around.  My Father ap-
proached my roommates and I with a sure-
fire way to get rich in the next three 
months while having the time of our lives, 
and we bought into it—hook, line and 
sleeping bag.   
 
The description on Dad’s vocal brochure 
read like a page out of Florida’s Coco 
Beach Spring Break advertisements.  He 
painted a picture of a 300 dollar-a-day job 
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paint our toenails any color but grey.  But as the summer wore 
on, so did we. We began to adapt to our environment, befriend 
the gypsies and not mind  the bugs. I knew I had spent too much 
time in the woods when I began sharing my pants with the in-
sects without too much of a protest.  But I still had my stan-
dards. I learned quickly that the only way to thwart the invasion 
of a larger insect up your pant-leg was to whip off 
the jeans, shake them like a backwoods shack in 
a hurricane and re-dress quickly while your 
pants were still your own.  We saw this oc-
currence about twice daily.  It came without 
squeals about a month and a half into the Sum-
mer.   
 

And so did we.  I think I realized that we had suc-
cessfully adapted to our environment when we 
were walking off the mountain one Friday after-
noon and a mountain lion jumped out on the 
trail in front of us.  We all picked up a rock 
and kept on going.  We wanted to get home, 
man.  Besides, if the rocks failed us, we also had a 
vicious case of  “I haven’t showered for over a 
week” on our side.  I mean, at this point, him trying 
to eat us for dinner would be like us sauntering on 
over to the fertilizer plant and asking what was on 
the menu.  Even mountain lions have their stan-
dards.  We watched that cat trot down the trail in front of us for 
a good half a mile as we hashed out the bug traumas of the day 
and congratulated each other on only having to de-pants a total 
of twice between the four of us.  It was a good day.   
 

(Continued from page 27) 
And I realized that we had changed.  When the summer came 
to an end, we exchanged our sleeping bags for a college apart-
ment and our gypsy friends for a few overly-hygienic co-eds.  
The annoying buzz of my alarm clock wasn’t nearly as invigo-
rating as the cadence of the juvenile criminals, and the charac-
ters we ran into on campus were never as awesome as Friday’s 
lion.  The remains of a little false advertising three months 

before had gone a long way with all of us.   
 

I was not richer as a result of 
the Summer of 98.  I was not 
any cleaner because of it, and 
certainly not any tanner 

(unless you are counting the 
farmer part of the arm from the 

top of the elbow to the top of the 
glove—that part looked great.)  

I didn’t always appreciate the 
cold soup that Summer or the 

few decorative leaches that lin-
gered in my hair after the shampoo in the 

pond—but I will never look at a sunset the same 
way again.  I will never pass a man who lives in his 

van without knowing that he would give me the shirt off his 
back or the beans out of his tambourine if I needed them.   
 

And I will never forget the taste of a drink from a cold moun-
tain stream in the middle of a hot day. Nothing has tasted as 
good to me since.   
 
Maybe nothing ever will. 
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