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INTRODUCTION

The big wheels roll all over this country on
the interstate highways, U.S. and state routes delivering to us
most of everything we eat, wear, play with, and use in one way or
another. Without the big trucks, this country would not be what it
is today.

Legend has it that cross-country truck
drivers are a breed unto themselves, and I guess in some ways we
are. Some stay on the road for two or three weeks, others as long
as two or three months, and in a few cases, even longer. There are
training teams, teams among friends, and husband and wife teams.
And there's the solo driver. He or she is perceived as being the
rugged independent individualist, the loner who has no need for
people and is probably a little on the antisocial side. Individuals
who lack social skills and have a problem dealing with people are
at a definite disadvantage. The driver is constantly dealing with a
variety of people-police, Department of Transportation (DOT)
officers, shippers and consignees, dispatchers, driver managers
(DMs). Every driver from time to time is late for an appointment,
because of traffic, weather, or a breakdown. In such a situation,
the company is supposed to notify the shipper or receiver, both
known as the customer. However, sometimes it doesn't get done and
the driver is left to deal with an irate customer, explain the
situation, and smooth things over for the sake of the his company.
At times like these, the driver must become a diplomat and deal
with the situation in the most productive way possible.

Then there are the "four-wheelers," or cars.
Although most of them are pretty good drivers, there are those few
who make life interesting. For instance, I was once traveling
through Wyoming on 1-80 following a station wagon from New York. We
were both traveling between 65 and 70 miles an hour with 200 to 300
feet between us when the driver suddenly slammed on his brakes,
coming to a dead stop on the interstate so he could point out a
herd of antelope to his children. I don't think anyone in the
family had any idea how close they came to death that day.

Then there's the guy who is approaching his
exit. A big truck is in the right-hand lane also approaching the
same exit. Anyone with even a small amount of intelligence and
common sense would pull behind the truck and wait until he gets to
his exit. However, there are always a few, who in trying to save a
second or two, zip around the truck then, taking his own life and
the trucker's in his own hands, cuts directly in front of the
truck. More often than not, this is done without a signal. The
trucker slams on his brakes to keep from killing someone. These
kinds of drivers think they made it but in reality, they didn't.
The trucker gave it to them.

Then there are those who enter a 60- or
70-mile-an-hour lane on the interstate, moving at 40 mph or so with
no signal or without using the mirrors. Again, most of them make it
but seem totally oblivious to what they've done to the traffic flow
behind them. If the trucker cannot move into another lane at that
time, he will be forced to slow down by downshifting and applying
the brakes. As a result, it may take from a half to one mile to
regain his cruising speed thus affecting all traffic behind him.
Meanwhile the car that caused the problem is long gone. There would
be far more accidents between four-wheelers and big trucks if the
professional driver weren't constantly on the lookout for the
idiot. Again, these are only a few examples of hundreds I could
use. Those of you who have never driven or ridden in a big truck
may think I'm exaggerating, but those who have driven a truck for
at least a week know I'm not.

We sit up high enough to see what's going on
inside a lot of the cars, vans, and pickup trucks that pass us.
It's amazing what people do while driving. Some of it can be quite
distracting; however, I'll keep it clean. One person passed me
while working on his laptop, perhaps a proposal on the seat next to
him that he was referring to while talking on a cell phone.
Somehow, I got the idea he wasn't paying too much attention to me.
Then there was the woman who passed me while knittingwith both
hands. Seeing people reading books, magazines, and newspapers is
very common. I've had several young people pass sitting on the seat
with their legs crossed, and one young lady passed with both feet
out the side window. Cruise control is great; however, sometimes
being able to get to the brake quickly isn't all that bad either.
They cannot imagine what would have happened if a deer had run
across the road in front of them.

Everybody on the road is constantly
communicating with the people around him or her. If you have
neither signal on, you're telling everyone you are going to
continue going straight, staying in the lane you are now in. If you
have your right signal on, you're telling everyone you're going to
turn right or move into the right lane. If you have you're left
signal on, you're telling everyone you're going to turn left or
you're going to move into the left lane. I realize this is a
difficult concept to grasp but I hope everyone is still with me. If
you have neither signal on yet you turn one way or the other,
you're a liar because you just told everybody you were going
straight.

As I drive around the country, my
unscientific observations find that on average, only about 25
percent of the people on the intestates use their signals, although
it varies by state. New York and Wisconsin are the best at about 70
percent, while Texas, Arkansas, Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama
are the worst at between 4 to 10 percent. Many people put their
signals on after crossing the centerline but by that time it's too
late. There's no need to tell me what you already did.

Some of you may be wondering what I've
observed about my fellow truck drivers. WellJ the
average nationwide is about 80 percent, when I eliminate the five
previously mentioned states. But if I were to include those five
states, the national average goes down to about 60 percent, still
way above the national average for four-wheelers.

I've also been observing the police officers
around the country and have found that only about 23 percent of
them use their signals. To this day, I still have not seen a police
officer in Arkansas or Florida use their signal for any turn.

What about the professional driver? Do they
all drive like professionals? I wish I could say yes, but I can't.
Some drive too fast in potentially dangerous situations. Many
tailgate and there's nothing more intimidating than looking in your
rearview mirror while driving a smaller vehicle at 60 mph and
seeing nothing but a monster grill.

Cross-country drivers go wherever the shipper
or consignee happens to be and some of these places aren't easy to
get to in a big truck. For those of you who have driven through
downtown Manhattan and were ready to pull your hair out, put
yourself in something that's 8V2 feet wide, 75 feet long, and in
two pieces. Or perhaps in rural areas, try following directions
like these: turn right and drive down a small, winding country
dead-end road for two miles. Only then, you find out the person
giving you the directions didn't know the difference between his
right and left and really meant for you to take the dead-end road
on your left. Remember, you can't pull into somebody's driveway and
turn around. All you can do is back out and hope that when you
finally get to your destination you don't run into the person who
gave you the wrong directions. You don't want to be charged with
murder. Or try crossing the Big Hom Mountains on U.S. 14 during a
driving snowstorm, knowing that one little mistake and you could
jackknife and go over the edge into nothingness. These are only a
few of hundreds of examples drivers find themselves in every
day.

The following is a story about a driver being
dispatched to a most unlikely place and yet similar to situations
many of us have found ourselves in. The characters in this story
are fictitious. The town of Slippery Gulch is also fictitious;
however, it's not unlike many ghost towns still found throughout
the West. I sincerely hope you enjoy.

 


 



CHAPTER ONE

Hi, folks. Jake here. Jake Winters. I'm a
"long haul," or cross-country, truck driver; you know, the type of
guy you four-wheelers love to hate but can't get along without. I
understand. I drive around on four wheels on those rare occasions
when I'm home. I had an experience earlier this year that I thought
you might find interesting.

In July, I picked up a load in Lincoln,
Nebraska, going to Salt Lake City, Utah. I had just pulled out of
the scales at Evanston, Wyoming, on 1-80, when I noticed a large,
black sedan tailgating me. Many drivers of both cars and trucks do
this to reduce their wind resistance and increase their fuel
mileage, forgetting how dangerous it is to both themselves and
their passengers. I shake these people as soon as I can. I slowed
to 45 miles per hour, but he didn't pass me. I then sped up to 70,
but he stayed with me. I then got off on an exit and got back on
again. But again, he stayed with me. As I was approaching Parley
Summit, I noticed a West truck coming up on me. West is a company
that hauls both refrigerated and flatbed trailers.

I picked up the mike of my CB radio and made
a call. "West, you got a copy on this westbound QZX?"

"Yeah, QZ, go ahead."

"Thanks for the comeback. I'd like you to do
a favor for me.

When you go by that black sedan, could you
look at the license plate number and see if there's anything
unusual about the occupants? This guy's been on my tail for 30
miles and I can't shake him no matter what I do."

"Be glad to, QZ," the West driver said. After
a short time, he got back to me. "QZ, have you robbed any banks
lately?"

"Not lately," I said with a chuckle.
"Why?"

"That's a US. government car. Now, I could be
wrong but if I were to take a guess, I'd say you've got a couple of
feds on your tail."

"Thanks, you really know how to make a guy's
day." "My pleasure, QZ, and good luck."

I thanked him for his help again and he sped
on.

I decided to pull into the area designated
for big trucks to check their brakes before starting the 12-mile
descent into Salt Lake from Parley Summit and find out what was
going on. I set the brakes, turned off the truck and got out. Two
men were already walking up the length of my 53-foot trailer to
meet me.

Both were big, though just about everyone's
big to me. I'm only about 5-foot-8 and weigh 138 to 140 pounds
depending on how many drops of water are on me at any given time.
The one man had to be 6-foot-5 and 250 pounds and had a nose that
I'm sure had been broken more than once and not from playing
football. He looked to be about 40 with a few gray hairs mixed in
with his full head of light brown hair. He had a scar under his
right eye, which made him look rather unfriendly.

He said in a deep baritone voice with a
Northeastern accent, "Are you Mr. Jake Winters?"

I looked at him and said, "Who wants to
know?"

“I'm Special Agent McCade, FBI," he said.
Then the passenger introduced himself in a slightly higher and very
Southern voice. "And I'm Special Agent Jones, FBI." Both produced
identification.

Jones was not as large, perhaps 6 feet and
roughly 180 pounds. He was about 35, blond diminishing hair, and
blue eyes in a friendly face. He said, "We're investigating the
possible hijacking of interstate freight en route from Montana to
Nevada and believe a Jake Winters was the driver. Are you Jake
Winters?"

"Yeah, I'm Jake Winters," I said hesitantly.
"What can I do for you?"

McCade said, “We'd like to ask you a few
questions."

"Okay, ask away. But to get the answers,
you'll have to talk to my attorney." They didn't look too surprised
with my response and finally said I was to drive to the terminal in
Salt Lake and park it.

"No, I don't think so. I've got a load to
deliver before going to the terminal," I said.

"Arrangements have already been made for
that, Mister Winters. Just go straight to the terminal. We're to
escort you to Butte, Montana," McCade said.

I stood there looking from one to the other
and finally said, "You serious?"

"Very serious," McCade said. "We'll get into
Butte sometime this afternoon where you'll meet with other agents
and your attorney."

"Oh, then I guess we're not going by
truck."

"Not hardly," McCade said. "There's a plane
waiting for us at the Salt Lake City airport."

"Not that I don't believe you, but you do
realize I'll have to contact my company before I do anything."

"That's fine but we do have to move quickly,"
Jones said.

I got back in the truck and sent a message to
Jason, my driver manager, via the onboard satellite communication
system, in other words, a computer, which allows instant
communication between the driver and the company anytime and from
any place. I explained to him where I was and what the FBI
instructed me to do and asked for confirmation.

I got what I needed from Jason in seconds and
was told to cooperate with the FBI 100 percent. I asked why I was
the last to know about this and all he said was, "Orders from the
FBI."

The agents were waiting outside my truck.
After receiving my last message, I looked down at the~ and said,
"When I get to the terminal, I'll have to drop the trailer, park my
truck, and take the paperwork into the terminal then pack for the
trip. How long should I plan for?"

"You may not be there that long, but I'd pack
for a week if I were you," McCade said.

"Okay then, let's do it. Just don't tailgate
me anymore. If I kicked up something off the road, it could go
through your windshield." I pulled back onto 1-80 and headed for
the terminal in Salt Lake, the FBI in tow. I smiled to myself when
I noticed they were no longer tailgating.

When I got to the terminal, I had to go
through security to get to the truck parking area. Cars were not
allowed in the truck parking area; however, the FBI was right
behind me. I could have told them they can't follow me into the
truck parking area, but I wanted to have a little fun. Besides, I
was kind of curious to see what security would do with a car full
of FBI agents. Security won.

Meanwhile, I dropped the trailer, drove
around to the truck parking area, and took my paperwork in. The
agents were waiting for me along with Jason. I handed Jason my
paperwork and asked about the status of my truck. Normally, if
you're off the road longer than four or five days, you're asked to
move out of your truck and turn it in. But under these
circumstances, there would be no problem. As I walked out with the
agents, Jason wished me luck.

 


 



CHAPTER TWO

My problems began on June 29, 2001. I had
been dispatched from St. Louis to Butte, Montana, with a load of
paper. I had a 5 :00 A.M. appointment and was empty by 5: 15. Paper
loads are usually a quick load and quick unload, which is nice. I
emptied out on my onboard computer, meaning I'd sent my company the
proper information to let them know I had completed that assignment
and would soon be ready for my next one. We can get such
information as the name, address, phone number, contact person, and
directions for both the shipper and consignee. If directions are
not available, we can add them for the next driver once we get
them. We can send information to the company about mechanical
problems we're having (including total breakdowns), let them know
where we are, and get help without ever leaving the truck. At the
same time, the company can see where we are within 50 feet at any
time. This is useful if it's a time-sensitive load and the
consignee wants to know where we are. Since this is an expensive
procedure, it's not often used.

I got back on the computer to let my driver
manager know I was going to the truck stop nearby for a shower and
breakfast and would be ready for my next load at 6:30. Just as I
got back to my truck, full and refreshed, information for my next
assignment was coming in. This information usually includes name,
address, phone number, and contact person for the shipper and
consignee. It also includes fuel stops and their exact locations,
recommended routing, and both loaded miles (how far it is from the
shipper to the consignee) and deadhead miles (how far it is from
where I am to the shipper.)

I was to pick up a load at J and J Mines on
Blood Run Road, Slippery Gulch, Montana. I love going into little
towns around America. I think they're far more interesting than the
larger cities, and the driving is usually much easier. You don't
have the traffic to contend with.

My contact at the mine was Jeremiah Peabody.
I looked in my atlas under the Montana glossary for the town of
Slippery Gulch but it wasn't listed. The deadhead miles to the
shipper were not listed, so I hoped that meant Slippery Gulch was a
little burg that had been incorporated into the city of Butte years
ago. I asked the computer for directions to the shipper, but after
a few minutes it said, "No directions available." Since no phone
number was listed in the original information pertaining to the
shipper, I asked for the number. After a couple of minutes the
computer said, "No phone number available."

Now I had a problem. I had to pick up a load
in a town that was not listed in the state glossary. I had no
directions and no phone number. I went to the fuel desk in the
truck stop and talked to Jack, at least that was the name on his
nametag. Jack was a pimple-faced 20-year-old. He had bright orange
hair on the right and purple on the left. He had multiple pieces of
steel piercing each ear, two in his right nostril, and several in
his left eyebrow. He also had a chunk sticking through his tongue.
Forgive me, but the only word that came to my mind was "freak." I
said with a great deal of sympathy, "Oh man, did you have the
staple gun facing in the wrong direction?" He looked up and I found
myself looking into a set of bloodshot eyes. I figured he was on a
little more than just pink lemonade. He didn't say a word. I went
on to my next question. "Do you know where the town of Slippery
Gulch is?"

He said, "Never heard of it." Well, at least
he could talk, but I decided I wasn't going to get any more
information from him, so I thanked him for his help — if
that's what you call it — and called the State Highway Patrol.

I explained to the person who answered that I
was a truck driver, and I was to pick up a load at J and J Mines in
Slippery Gulch, Montana. I explained that although I had the
address and contact person at the mines, I did not have directions
or a phone number and could not find Slippery Gulch listed in the
state glossary. I asked if he had any idea where it was.

He said, "It sounds familiar, but I don't
know where it is. There're so many ghost towns in this part of
Montana, it's hard to keep track of all of them. Why don't you try
the county sheriff? If they can't help, call back and I'll try
something else."

"I don't think it's a ghost town. Why would I
be dispatched to it for a load if it was?"

"Good question. Are you sure you have the
right name?" "Yeah, I'm sure."

"Give the sheriff a try. As I said, he may be
able to help."

I thanked him for his help, hung up and
dialed the sheriff. I explained who I was, my situation, and asked
him if he knew where the town was.

"I've heard of it. It's a ghost town up in
Jefferson County near Basin, but I don't know how to get to it. Why
are they sending you to a ghost town?"

"Are you sure it's a ghost town?" I
asked.

"Well, it was. If I were you, I'd call my
company, explain the situation, and make sure they're giving you
the correct information. Why don't you call them first? Then give
me a call back."

"Okay," I said. “I'll call you back in a few
minutes."

I called Jason, my driver manager, explained
the situation, and asked if I could talk to the load planner for
Montana. I was put on hold for a couple of minutes. I again
explained the situation and said I wanted a verbal confirmation on
this load before I went driving into the mountains bound for a
ghost town. I heard the computer keys in the background and finally
the load planner said, "We received a phone call from a Mr.
Jeremiah Peabody, the owner of the J and J Mines. He asked to have
a truck sent in on June 29, 2001, between 10:00 A.M. and 12:00 to
pick up a load to be shipped to Smith and Associates in Reno,
Nevada. No appointment time set."

"Well, okay." I sighed. "I will keep Jason
posted." I thanked him and hung up.

I called the sheriff's dispatcher and
explained to him exactly what the load planner had said. He said,
"Okay, then. I'd like you to call Sheriff Livingston. He's the
sheriff of Jefferson County. I just talked to him so he's expecting
your call. He doesn't know exactly how to get there either, but he
knows an individual in Basin who can direct you."

He gave me the phone number; I thanked him
for his help, and hung up. Then I called Sheriff Livingston. The
sheriff had a deep baritone voice and sounded like he might be
huge. I explained I had just talked to the load planner and he
confirmed verbally the information I had on the load plus a little
more.

"Okay," he said. "All I know is you have to
go to Basin first.

A guy by the name of George Swans en, who
owns the Silver Dollar Saloon in Basin, is more knowledgeable about
the ghost mines and towns near Basin than anyone I know. I'm sure
he can help you. Here's his phone number."

I thanked him for his help and called George.
I once again went through my entire story. George listened without
interruption. When I was finished, he asked, "Do you know how to
get to Basin?"

"Yes," I said. "I see it on the map."

"Okay. When you get off 1-15 at the Basin
exit, go under the interstate, turn left and go back into town. I'm
on the left side of the road. Just park in front of the
saloon."

"My rig is 75 feet long. Will there be
room?"

"In Basin, don't worry about it."

"Okay, I'll leave right away."

"I'll be here." The receiver clicked. I could
not get a read on Mr. Swansen. He'd been short and impersonal. I
chalked it up to being a Swede. I started "The Babes," my
affectionate nickname for my truck, and headed for Basin.

The drive to Basin from Butte was beautiful.
At first, you see the Pintler Mountains. They were still wearing a
little snow up there. Within 4 or 5 miles, I drove into the Deer
Lodge National Forest. From that point on, I drove through valleys
and canyons, all deep in the lush forest.

As I was approaching the Basin exit, I looked
to my left and saw a few small buildings that looked to be on the
outskirts of town. However, as I passed under the interstate and
turned left, I realized those few buildings were not the outskirts
of Basin, they were Basin. I'd take Basin over New York City, any
time.

I drove down the main street, the only street
going through town, looking for the Silver Dollar Saloon. I spotted
it up ahead, pulled to the left side of the road and parked. George
was right, there was plenty of room. I set the air brakes, turned
The Babes off, stepped out, and was immediately hit by the peace
and quiet of the place. I was a long way from Broadway.

 


 



CHAPTER THREE

I started to walk toward the saloon when the
door opened and a large man walked out. I guess he heard the air
breaks. "Mr. Swansen?" I asked.

"No, I'm George," he said with a big smile.
"Mr. Swansen is my father." We shook hands.

George was about forty, perhaps 6-foot-3 and
in the range of 240 pounds, with broad shoulders and a large neck.
His brown hair showed gray and his blue eyes were friendly. He had
an easy smile. I liked him at once.

George took one look at my long nose
Freightliner and 53- foot trailer and said slowly, "Oh, my God.
You're going to drive that thing into Slippery Gulch?" At this
point, that was not a question I needed to hear.

"Obviously you know something I don't," I
said.

"This is not going to be the easiest drive
you've ever made by a long shot, but let's go in for a cup of
coffee before you leave."

The saloon was long and narrow with a long
bar and a large mirror behind it. There were a few tables in the
room. All were empty. Being 8:00 A.M. we had the place to
ourselves.

George walked behind the bar and said, "How
do you take it?" "Just sugar will be fine."

A few silent moments later he handed me a
coffee and said, "Look, I've been thinking about this. Is there
someone you could call to verbally verify this load?"

“I'm way ahead of you; I already did. I
talked to both my driver manager and the load planner for Montana.
An individual called the company two days ago requesting a truck to
come into J and J Mines between 10:00 and 12:00 this morning and
pick up a load going to Reno, Nevada. The address was simply Blood
Run Road, Slippery Gulch, Montana."

"Who made the phone call?"

"A guy by the name of Jeremiah Peabody."

"I didn't know the mine up there is called J
and J Mines, but I have heard of a Jeremiah Peabody. I just don't
remember where and I don't think I've ever met him. The mine shut
down around 1900 and I hadn't heard of it reopening, but I don't
know everything that's going on around here. The town was abandoned
early in the century. Any idea what kind of load you're picking
up?"
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