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“The Town Dump”

Wallace Stegner

The town dump of Whitemud, Saskatchewan, could only have been a

few years old when I knew it, for the village was born in 1913 and I left

there in 1919. But I remember the dump better than I remember most things

in that town, better than I remember most of the people. I spent more time

with it, for one thing; it has more poetry and excitement in it than people

did.

It lay in the southeast corner of town, in a section that was always full of

adventure for me. Just there the Whitemud River left the hills, bent a little

south, and started its long traverse across the prairie and international bound-

ary to join the Milk. For all I knew, it might have been on its way to join

the Alph: simply, before my eyes, it disappeared into strangeness and

wonder.

Also, where it passed below the dumpground, it ran through willowed

bottoms that were a favorite campsite for passing teamsters, gypsies, some-

times Indians. The very straw scattered around those camps, the ashes of

those strangers' campfires, the manure of their teams and saddle horses, were

hot with adventurous possibilities.

It was as an extension, a living suburb, as it were, of the dumpground that

we most valued those camps. We scoured them for artifacts of their migrant

tenants as if they had been archaeological sites full of the secrets of ancient

civilizations. I remember toting around for weeks the broken cheek strap of

a bridle. Somehow or other its buckle looked as if it had been fashioned in

a far place, a place where they were accustomed to flatten the tongues of

buckles for reasons that could only be exciting, and where they made a habit

of plating the metal with some valuable alloy, probably silver. In places

where the silver was worn away the buckle underneath shone dull yellow: probably gold.

It seemed that excitement liked that end of town better than our end.

Once old Mrs. Gustafson, deeply religious and a little raddled in the head, went over there with a buckboard full of trash, and as she was driving home

along the river she looked and saw a spent catfish, washed in from Cypress

Lake or some other part of the watershed, floating on the yellow water. He

was two feet long, his whiskers hung down, his fins and tail were limp. He

was a kind of fish that no one had seen in the Whitemud in the three or

four years of the town's life, and a kind that none of us children had ever

seen anywhere. Mrs. Gustafson had never seen one like him either; she

perceived at once that he was the devil, and she whipped up the team and

reported him at Hoffman's elevator.

We could hear her screeching as we legged it for the river to see for

ourselves. Sure enough, there he was. He looked very tired, and he made

no great effort to get away as we pushed out a half-sunken rowboat from

below the flume, submerged it under him, and brought him ashore. When

he died three days later we experimentally fed him to two half-wild cats, but

they seemed to suffer no ill effects.

Upstream from the draw that held the dump, the irrigation flume crossed

the river. It always seemed to me giddily high when I hung my chin over

its plank edge and looked down, but it probably walked no more than twenty

feet above the water on its spidery legs. Ordinarily in summer it carried

about six or eight inches of smooth water, and under the glassy hurrying of

the little boxed stream the planks were coated with deep sun-warmed moss

as slick as frogs' eggs. A boy could sit in the flume with the water walling

up against his back, and grab a cross brace above him, and pull, shooting

himself sledlike ahead until he could reach the next brace for another pull

and another slide, and so on across the river in four scoots.

After ten minutes in the flume he would come out wearing a dozen or

more limber black leeches, and could sit in the green shade where darning

needles flashed blue, and dragonflies hummed and darted and stopped, and

skaters dimpled slack and eddy with their delicate transitory footprints, and

there stretch the leeches out one by one while their sucking ends clung and

clung, until at last, stretched far out, they let go with " tiny wet puk and

snapped together like rubber bands. The smell of the river and the flume

and the clay cutbanks and the bars of that part of the river was the smell of

wolf willow.

But nothing in that end of town was as good as the dumpground that

scattered along a little runoff coulee dipping down toward the river from

the south bench. Through a historical process that went back, probably, to

the roots of community sanitation and distaste for eyesores, but that in law

dated from the Unincorporated Towns Ordinance of the territorial govern-

ment, passed in 1888, the dump was one of the very first community enter-

prises, almost our town's first institution.

More than that, it contained relics of every individual who had ever lived

there, and of every phase of the town's history. The bedsprings on which the

town's first child was begotten might be there; the skeleton of a boy's pet

colt; two or three volumes of Shakespeare bought in haste and error from a

peddler, later loaned in carelessness, soaked with water and chemicals in a house fire, and finally thrown out to flap their stained eloquence in the

prairie wind.

Broken dishes, rusty tinware, spoons that had been used to mix paint; once a box of percussion caps, sign and symbol of the carelessness that most

of those people felt about all matters of personal or public safety. We put

them on the railroad tracks and were anonymously denounced in the En-

terprise. There were also old iron, old brass, for which we hunted assiduously,

by night conning junkmen's catalogues' and the pages of the Enterprise to

find how much wartime value there might be in the geared insides of clocks

or in a pound of tea lead carefully wrapped in a ball whose weight aston-

ished and delighted us. Sometimes the unimaginable outside world reached

in and laid a finger on us. I recall that, aged no more than seven, I wrote a

St. Louis junk house asking if they preferred their tea lead and tinfoil

wrapped in balls, or whether they would rather have it pressed flat in sheets,

and I got back a typewritten letter in a window envelope instructing me that

they would be happy to have it in any way that was convenient for me. They

added that they valued my business and were mine very truly. Dazed, I

carried that windowed grandeur around in my pocket until I wore it out,

and for months I saved the letter as a souvenir of the wondering time when

something strange and distinguished had singled me out.

We hunted old bottles in the dump, bottles caked with dirt and filth, half

buried, full of cobwebs, and we washed them out at the horse trough by the

elevator, putting in a handful of shot along with the water to knock the dirt

loose; and when we had shaken them until our arms were tired, we hauled

them off in somebody's coaster wagon and turned them in at Bill Anderson's

pool hall, where the smell of lemon pop was so sweet on the dark pool-hall

air that I am sometimes awakened by it in the night, even yet.

Smashed wheels of wagons and buggies, tangles of rusty barbed wire, the

collapsed perambulator that the French wife of one of the town's doctors

had once pushed proudly up the planked sidewalks and along the ditchbank

paths. A welter of foul-smelling feathers and coyote-scattered carrion which

was all that remained of somebody's dream of a chicken ranch. The chickens

had all got some mysterious pip at the same time, and died as one, and the

dream lay out there with the rest of the town's history to rustle to the empty

sky on the border of the hills.

There was melted glass in curious forms, and the half-melted office safe

left from the burning of Bill Day's Hotel. On very lucky days we might find

a piece of the lead casing that had enclosed the wires of the town's first

telephone system. The casing was just the right size for rings, and so soft

that it could be whittled with a jackknife. It was a material that might have

made artists of us. If we had been Indians of fifty years before, that bright

soft metal would have enlisted our maximum patience and craft and come

out as ring and metal and amulet inscribed with the symbols of our observed

world. Perhaps there were too many ready-made alternatives in the local

drug, hardware, and general stores; perhaps our feeble artistic response was

a measure of the insufficiency of the challenge we felt. In any case I do not remember that we did any more with the metal than to shape it into crude

seal rings with our initials or pierced hearts carved in them; and these,

though they served a purpose in juvenile courtship, stopped something short

of art.

The dump held very little wood, for in that country anything burnable

got burned. But it had plenty of old iron, furniture, papers, mattresses that

were the delight of field mice, and jugs and demijohns that were sometimes

their bane, for they crawled into the necks and drowned in the rain water

or redeye that was inside.

If the history of our town was not exactly written, it was at least hinted,

in the dump. I think I had a pretty sound notion even at eight or nine of

how significant was that first institution of our forming Canadian civilization.

For rummaging through its foul purlieus I had several times been surprised

and shocked to find relics of my own life tossed out there to rot or blow

away.

The volumes of Shakespeare belonged to a set that my father had bought

before I was born. It had been carried through successive moves from town

to town in the Dakotas, and from Dakota to Seattle, and from Seattle to

Bellingham, and Bellingham to Redmond, and from Redmond back to Iowa,

and from there to Saskatchewan. Then, stained in a stranger's house fire,

these volumes had suffered from a house-cleaning impulse and been thrown

away for me to stumble upon in the dump. One of the Cratchet girls had

borrowed them, a hatchet-faced, thin, eager, transplanted Cockney girl with

a frenzy, almost a hysteria, for reading. And yet somehow, through her hands,

theycfound the dump, to become a symbol of how much was lost, how much

thrown aside, how much carelessly or of necessity given up, in the making

of a new country. We had so few books that I was familiar with them all,

had handled them, looked at their pictures, perhaps even read them. They

were the lares and penates, part of the skimpy impedimenta of household

gods we had brought with us into Latium Finding, those three thrown away

was a little like finding my own name on a gravestone.

And yet not the blow that something else was, something that impressed

me even more with the dump's close reflection,of the town's intimate life.

The colt whose picked skeleton lay out there was mine. He had been in-

curably crippled when dogs chased our mare, Daisy, the morning after she

foaled. I had labored for months to make him well; had fed him by hand,

curried him, exercised him, adjusted the iron braces that I had talked my

father into having made. And I had not known that he would have to be

destroyed. One weekend I turned him over to the foreman of one of the

ranches, presumably so that he could be cared for. A few days later I found

his skinned body, with the braces still on his crippled front legs, lying on

the dump.

Not even that, I think, cured me of going there, though our parents all

forbade us on pain of cholera or worse to do so. The place fascinated us, as  it should have. For this was the kitchen midden of all the civilization we

knew; it gave us the most tantalizing glimpses into our lives as well as into

those of the neighbors. It gave us an aesthetic distance from which to know

ourselves.

The dump was our poetry and our history. We took it home with us by

the wagonload, bringing back into town the things the town had used and

thrown away. Some little part of what we gathered, mainly bottles, we man-

aged to bring back to usefulness, but most of our gleanings we left lying

around barn or attic or cellar until in some renewed fury of spring cleanup

our families carted them off to the dump again, to be rescued and briefly

treasured by some other boy with schemes for making them useful. Occa-

sionally something we really valued with a passion was snatched from us in

horror and returned at once. That happened to the mounted head of a white

mountain goat, somebod/s trophy from old times and the far Rocky Moun-

tains, that I brought home one day in transports of delight. My mother took

one look and discovered that his beard was full of moths.

I remember that goat; I regret him yet. Poetry is seldom useful, but always

memorable. I think I learned more from the town dump than I learned from

school: more about people, more about how life is lived, not elsewhere but

here, not in other times but now. If I were a sociologist anxious to study in

detail the life of any community, I would go very early to its refuse piles.

For a community may be as well judged by what it throws away—what it

has to throw away and what it chooses to—as by any other evidence. For

whole civilizations we have sometimes no more of the poetry and little more

of the history than this.

