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Getting Together 




These pages reveal an old man arguing, remembering, dreaming and surrendering to his
        fantasies. The product is sometimes irrelevant and often irreverent. It includes unwashed
        comments about life, about shame and fear, and about ideas that float in uninvited like
        flies in the winter. It makes no claim to a disciplined structure. 

Like life itself it is a careless stream of consciousness; that is, it displays the
        unorganized way in which we live. It admits to interruptions, to changes of mood, to
        memories that are no longer purposeful and often painful, to ideas that are both foolish and
        at times offensive. I do not seem to care. At this age, the next paragraph, yea, the next
        sentence or word may be my last. So why dillydally about it? Why not say what one wants to
        say when one wants to say it? 

Following are a couple hundred photographs. Most came into being in the same
        helter-skelter way. I remember where some of the images were taken. Some not. Ah, yes. So it
        is. 

I do not apologize for this. No, not at all. I have come to believe that the greatest gift
        we can give one another is something authentic, something not tainted by convention and
        fashion or the need to be accepted. If we could only tell one another the truth about
        ourselves we might grow to love one another. I find it difficult for a yearning soul to
        embrace the artificial covering behind which most hide themselves. I am not interested in
        artificial coverings, yours or mine. I am looking for the stark, for the raw, for the
        unpretentious, for the unfeigned. But to find it I must first find it in myself. 

Few will read these words. That is acceptable as well. Those who do, and who stay with me,
        will be those who have trudged, run and danced down some of the same ominous paths through
        this frightful forest we call life. And those who are patient enough or innocent enough to
        read these words will perhaps be offered questionable gifts. It is the gift of one human
        saying to another, “I know what you mean. I have been there too.” It is a gift that cuts
        through loneliness and joins us together. And a certain joy comes seeping up from that
        joinder. 

You have a right to ask questions of an author. Perhaps your questions might sound like
        this: 

“You show us remnants of the lost frontier where you were born, grew up and were educated
        and have spent your life. You’ve been stuck in that state like a minnow spawned in a small
        bowl. What did living more than eight decades in Wyoming have to do with how
            you became more or less famed for your wars in the nation’s
        courtrooms as a defender for the poor and the powerless?” 

Perhaps you’d even ask, “Once we’ve absorbed these photos will this book touch us in any
        rewarding way?” I say no. The value, if any, will not come from these pages or these photos.
        The value will come from you. 

Let us start with the idea of joy. Joy is a feeling that comes
        popping out of the self like an exploding kernel of popcorn in the popper. One requires heat
        to pop it. But all the heat in the universe cannot create popcorn without the kernel of
        corn. Joy is the product of one’s kernel submitted to the heat of the experience. Perhaps
        this book will provide heat. 

Joy and art are connected. Art is a gift from the artist to his audience, but it is also a
        gift back from the audience to the artist. Such reciprocal gifts nourish growth in both. And
        growth can nourish joy. 

Let me warn: I do not intend to show you that which you have seen countless times, to the
        point that what was once gaspingly gorgeous has become yawningly mundane. Mankind
        understands beauty in the same way that religion and politics are served up to the young.
        Here you will be given the opportunity to redefine beauty for yourself; that is to say, a
        chance to connect to your own lost frontier. And discovery breeds joy. 

Beyond waving all of those red flags let me further confess: My mother wanted me to become
        a preacher; that is to say, she wanted to give me to God. I protested. In the enlightened
        years of youth I thought that God was there to serve me. Yet as I
        consider the architecture of this book I find that I have never stopped preaching, not as a
        fiery young prosecutor, a father, the author of a bunch of books and a courtroom advocate
        for people and causes. So why should I stop preaching now? I have axes to grind. I might
        just as well grind them. 

Still, if you are tempted to proceed, do so at your risk. And should you find something
        here that enlivens or challenges, enrages or even faintly amuses, if, indeed, you discover
        something in these pages that sheds a candle’s dim light on your own life, such will bring
        joy to me. If we approach this journey together with minds uncluttered by the endless
        appraisals of those who pretend to know (and know little), we may discover something of the
        underside of Wyoming’s history, or even vague vestiges of art born in forgotten places. And
        we may find passing solace from realizing we are not alone in rejecting some of the jargon
        and clichés that make up the proclaimed value system of America. And if it should matter,
        these pages will tell secrets never before told on this old man. If you will be gifted by
        none of this, do not lament your loss. The making of this book has gifted me. It has brought
        me to understand that even in one’s late life one can continue to learn and grow, for which
        opportunity I thank you.
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The Boy 

      I was born in Laramie, Wyoming, in the year 1929, on a cold, windy day in January. I grew
        up in Sheridan in the deep depression years, only a decade or two after the rush of
        homesteaders west. 

      As a child I remember some of the hardy remnant who were still attempting to homestead on
        far-off unclaimed lands in Wyoming. 

      The automobile had not been with us for long. Our family’s first car was a Model A Ford.
        Air travel was for a few adventurers. We traveled by train or bus. Television hadn’t been
        invented. We gathered by the radio to hear President Roosevelt address the nation and to
        listen, blow by blow, to the fights of Joe Louis, the “Brown Bomber,” the heavyweight
        champion of the world, who lost his championship to Hitler’s friend, Max Schmeling, and who
        regained it when he knocked out Schmeling in the first round of their second fight. Some
        suggest we settle the differences of the nations in the same way. 

      We exercised our tribal instinct and our “fear of the Lord” by attending church on Sunday,
        except, of course, during hunting and fishing seasons. My father insisted that God would
        understand that enjoying His mountains hunting and fishing was a more heartfelt way to
        worship than sitting in a hot, stuffy church listening to some boring sermon. 

      Several times during the year the church sponsored “covered dish suppers.” Each family
        brought something to share. I didn’t think the other mothers could cook as well as mine.
        Indeed, part of me believed their food was inedible. It might have even been poison. And
        like a calf that has learned to suck only from its mother’s teats, I’d eat only what my own
        dear mother brought. 

      Our parents didn’t drive us to school or to the soccer game. In all seasons we biked back
        and forth more than two miles across town. No one had heard of bike helmets. Somehow we
        managed to remain upright on icy roads. We skated in the winter on the frozen surface of the
        “slew,” a large pond formed by past floodwaters from Goose Creek. To provide the kids a
        place to fish, the local businessmen filled the pond with perch trapped from nearby
        Lake DeSmet. 
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      My father, Gerald Milner Spence, worked for the CB&Q Railroad in Sheridan. He was a
        chemist at the railroad’s tie-treating plant, and in those days earned but a bare-bones
        living for the family. Because he was a railroad employee we could travel free in the coach
        cars when we visited both sets of my grandparents who were farmers in Colorado. That meant
        we sat up all night while the moneyed class slept in Pullman cars that provided comfortable
        beds attended by black porters. We brought along in a brown paper bag whatever we would eat
        on the trip. But once, Mother bought a small bottle of cold milk from the porter to wash
        down my peanut butter sandwich. At home my father milked Old Nanny, the goat, twice a day.
        My job was to stake her out along the alley behind the house and make sure she didn’t get
        into the dandelions that turned her milk bitter and undrinkable. But that milk in those
        little one-glass bottles on the train—what a libation for a king, that cold, sweet milk! 

      Each summer my mother and I visited my grandparents, Leonard and Barbara Pfleeger, my
        mother’s German-born parents. My father stayed home at work. I was seven or eight years old.
        Leonard was my middle name, after my grandfather, and my given name, Gerald, was of course
        my father’s. Gerald means “warrior.” Leonard means “lion.” Sometimes I wonder what’s in a
        name. What if I’d been named Paul, which means “humble,” or David, which means “beloved”? 

      My Pfleeger grandparents homesteaded near Limon, Colorado. The land in those Grapes of
        Wrath years was little more than flat horizons of blowing sand that sometimes piled up
        covering the fence posts. Not a living tree was in sight on Grandpa’s farm. The bark on the
        old cottonwood down by the chicken house had been sanded off in the wind and its trunk was
        shiny. Its limbs were barren of leaves and were raised to the sky as if in futile prayer. 

      Neither man nor beast could scavenge much to eat. Some nights Grandfather would drive out
        in his old Buick automobile with his oldest son, Clarence, on one fender, and his next
        oldest, Harold, on the other. The headlights of the old car attracted the jackrabbits, and
        his boys shot them, filled the backseat of the car with their carcasses and delivered them
        to Grandma. She put the rabbits, hide, entrails and all, into her big pressure cooker, and
        reduced them to a hairy mush that became feed for their chickens. 

      I can still see the skinny cattle being herded into the corrals. Herefords were the
        standard breed. Some suffered cancer eye. Some were so thin and weak they could barely
        stagger through the blowing sand. Some had sun-blistered teats and kicked at the hungry calf
        that wanted to suck. Grandpa needed cash, so he brought in a few of his best cows and milked
        them. I’ve never heard of a Hereford cow being converted into a dairy cow, but new ways are
        born of great needs. He sold the cream in town for a little cash. The skim milk also went to
        the chickens. 

      He planted pinto beans behind a team of horses that pulled the drill, a device that forced
        the seeds into the ground. Along with my mother, I was given a hoe and learned at an early
        age the struggle of man against weeds. At suppertime I heard my grandparents pray for rain
        and to be blessed by the Lord. I had no doubt that God with His omnipresent ears had heard
        their prayers and that rain would come at Grandpa Pfleeger’s farm. Occasionally it did, but
        sometimes God was tardy and the crop dried up in the fields. 

      My grandfather hung on during those hard times while many of his neighbors gave up. Over
        the years he bought their farms for a pittance. He became one of the larger landowners in
        the area, and later sold out and retired in Colorado Springs. 

      After his retirement and when I was still a boy he took me for a walk. He was a tough one,
        all business, and had no idea how to talk to a child. We visited a park where other retirees
        were playing shuffleboard. He was not of a mind to play, never played at anything and
        thought that pushing a hunk of wood with a stick was a brand of unforgivable foolery. On the
        way home we stopped by a small store where he bought me a bottle of Pepsi-Cola. He opted for
        Pepsi because it came in a larger bottle than Coca-Cola. The price for a bottle was a
        nickel. He bought nothing for himself and stood scowling down as I drank mine. This bottle
        of pop was such a sinful extravagance. 

      During the same trip we visited my Spence grandparents near Masonville, Colorado. They were
        farmers as well. But their farm was sheltered in a valley behind red cliffs and rising
        mountains. The house was built on a small hill above the barn and was surrounded by apple
        trees and shaded by two large ash trees in the front yard. 

      My grandfather, John Henry Spence, had been a country schoolteacher. He’d earned what
        amounted to a high school education, but he was well read and loved history. He told stories
        I mostly didn’t understand, but when he laughed at them, I laughed too, which caused him to
        conclude that I was bright. He hung his sweaty old hat out in the porch on a peg that
        happened to be at my height. As I walked by I caught the smell of my grandfather. And like
        some small animal I learned to associate that 
          smell
         with someone who cared for me. Even today when I think of Grandpa Spence I smell his
        hat. 

      Grandpa Spence taught me to milk cows and to harness and drive his team of mules. We lived
        by the light of kerosene lanterns at night. An outhouse with last year’s Montgomery Ward
        catalogue provided a frontier approach to sanitation. Sitting on what Grandpa called the
        “throne,” I thumbed with wonderment through the pages of the catalogue, where I beheld toys
        I had never seen before: electric trains, fancy bikes and bags full of marbles. And one
        might, with a sense of forbidden sin, turn to the ladies section and see smiling women in
        brassieres. 

      Baths were once a week, on Sunday morning before church. One of those galvanized washtubs
        was half-filled with water that Grandpa pumped by hand from the cistern and Grandma heated
        on the old woodstove. Grandma, presumably the cleanest of the tribe, bathed first behind the
        closed kitchen door. 

      We stood up to bathe. With soap in hand, one washed one’s body by splashing the water up,
        and rinsing in the same way. Grandpa followed Grandma in the same water. Then a new tub was
        poured for Mother and me. 

      I had secretly saved my allowance of ten cents a week because I wanted to sin to the
        utmost, to actually own a whole six-pack of Coca-Cola that cost a quarter. In those days and
        to this moment Coca-Cola has dominated the American scene, even to the point that, as legend
        has it (although wrongly), the Coca-Cola Company invented that jolly old elf who wears the
        same red and white colors that promote the Coca-Cola brand. 

      One day I walked the more than two miles from my grandparents’ farm through the canyon and
        out to the county road to the country store at Masonville. There I plunked down my quarter
        with a feeling of wicked victory. I hid my treasure in the spring below Grandpa’s house.
        Then, every day for the six days that followed I slipped down to the spring, sat by its
        cold, clear water and drank that profligate treat while I watched the water skippers play on
        the spring’s surface. 

      By the time I was eleven years old I was working all summer on a ranch near Sheridan. I was
        the yard boy. I slept alone in the bunkhouse. There I was introduced to loneliness. Only one
        of those old hand-wound record players with its thick round discs broke the silence. I
        listened in wonderment at the strange sounds of Al Jolson singing in the high whine of the
        wounded to the beat of instruments from hell.

      My job was to mow the lawn with an old hand-pushed mower. The lawn was half as big as a
        football field. In Sheridan the deep summer days were scorching, and as a child I was unable
        to sweat. When I got too weak I’d find my way to the outhouse for shade, and lingered for as
        long as I could to cool off. My wages were fifty cents a day. My parents required me to put
        it aside for my college education. No wasting money on Coca-Cola or other frivolities. But
        once in a while I snuck in a Snickers bar. Five cents. I had sinned yet again. 
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