ONE MORE FOR THE ROAD


“Treasure Island” conjures up pirates and the tuneless chant of “fifteen men on the dead man’s chest.”  It is also a drab scouting camp in the Delaware River, just above New Hope.  But for me, Treasure Island is my home under the bridge, the Bay Bridge between San Francisco and Oakland, California, and memories of Hank Flynn, Bill Jesdale, Gene Tyksinski and Dave McGraw.  In late January 1963, we were time-expired men.  We were in San Francisco to be processed out of the United States Marine Corps.  And while the paper shufflers shuffled our papers, we were guests of the United States Navy in the Bachelor Officers Quarters at Naval Station, Treasure Island.


The Naval Station was a monumental feat of civic foresight and planning.  It was a man-made addition to tiny Yerba Buena Island, less than one square mile of landfill in the middle of the San Francisco Bay.  It was supposed to become a municipal airport.  Presumably, that was before they built a bridge right over top of the island.  In 1939, the city fathers decided that it would be a perfect site for the Golden Gate International Exposition.  Two years later, the Navy took it over as a processing station for personnel going to and from the Far East.  “T.I.” was used for that purpose through the Second World War, the Korean War and the Vietnam conflict.  For Marine officers mustering out of the service, Treasure Island presented some distinct advantages.  The rooms were comfortable, and cheap.  The food was good, and cheap.  Drinks at the O-club were strong, and cheap.  And the San Francisco night club district, which definitely was not cheap, was just a short drive from the base.  We were in no rush to complete our processing.


Hank Flynn was the one who first suggested driving home.  It was a great idea.  One of Hank’s college buddies told him about a company in San Francisco that needed reliable drivers to take private cars across the country to destinations on the east coast.  The company would pay a flat amount for gas and oil, and there was a span of about ten days within which the car had to be delivered to its destination.  In the meantime, the Marine Corps would pay us the equivalent of a one-way flight home and that money would go right into our pockets.  Hank was a New Yorker.  He figured that the two of us could split the driving and expenses, and be able to offer delivery to the most populous area on the east coast.  According to Hank’s source, there were always cars being sent across the country and the company preferred to deal with Marine Corps officers.


Life at Treasure Island quickly settled into a routine.  In the morning, after breakfast, we would report to the processing office for the tasks of the day, the completion of forms in quadruplicate, physical and dental exams etcetera.  After lunch, we would take the rest of the day off and tour the surrounding area.  On one afternoon, we drove across the bay to visit Ed Clifford who had just started law school at the University of California in Berkeley.  On the way back to T.I., we stopped by the company’s office to check on the availability of cars.  We were told to check back the following day.  Things were not going according to plan.


After about a week, we could delay the processing no longer.  By that time, we were deliberately avoiding the BOQ officer for fear that he would evict us from our quarters.  Eventually, he caught up with us and laid down an ultimatum; two more days, and then we were out.  He had been through this routine before with other Marines.  If a car did not materialize in the next two days, we would spend our money and fly home.


Hank and I were not the only ones looking for a car.  Bill Jesdale was in the same boat, only he lived in St. Louis and the likelihood of there being a car destined to a mid-country site like St. Louis was small.  Bill and I had shared a BOQ suite on Okinawa for the past year.  Bill and Don Armstrong were in one room and Karl Rippelmeyer and I were in the other.  Bill was tall and lanky, and would remind you of the typical cowboy in a western movie.  We were rapidly running out of time when Bill hit on an arrangement that just might work.  There was a car going to Detroit.  Dave McGraw had relatives in Detroit and he was willing to deliver the car after dropping off Jesdale in Chicago.  Bill would have no trouble getting to St. Louis from Chicago.  The company also had a car going to Scranton, Pennsylvania.  But that car was in Ogden, Utah, not in San Francisco.  Jesdale and McGraw said that they would drive Hank and I to Ogden where we could pick up the Scranton car.  It was an offer that we could not refuse.


The four of us went to pick up Jesdale’s car and sign the paperwork for the Scranton vehicle.  We were in an upbeat mood when we arrived back at the BOQ to check out and be on our way.  But now we had to figure out how to get ourselves and our luggage into the car.  Each of us had a full duffel bag and a bulging “val-pak” suitcase, eight large pieces in all.  Three duffel bags and two val-paks were squeezed into the trunk.  The other three pieces were put into the back of the car and Hank and I positioned ourselves on top of them.  It was almost comfortable.  On occasion, three of us would sit in the front and the back seat became a great place to catch a quick nap.


During the first few hours, I was somewhat uncomfortable being with Dave McGraw.  We did not know each other well.  I was probably the last officer to transfer into the battalion.  I had been the assistant logistics officer for Service Battalion and I was increasingly uneasy about spending the remainder of my time in the service driving a desk.  The telephone call came at just the right time.  An officer with a family was scheduled to go overseas in two months and he was trying to find someone who would switch assignments with him.  He was not qualified in embarkation but he was ready and willing to attend the next class at Coronado in a month or so.  The battalion logistics officer went along with the switch, saying that he knew just how I felt from his own experience when he was my age.


The transfer was not difficult from a personnel point of view because I already knew most of the officers in the new battalion, either from Basic School or from having competed against them in softball and basketball at Camp Pendleton.  But Dave McGraw was not a jock.  I had never been in his company.  And then, at the start of our overseas tour, a Navy commander made it a point to address all Marine officers aboard ship.  He must have had a bad experience with a prior contingent.  He emphasized the Navy’s rule against alcohol on board its ships, and said that he did not want to have to “deal with any Sly Charlies.”  Dick Hoehn immediately picked up on the remark and said that the commander clearly meant “Sly Charlie McGraw.”  For the next thirteen months, McGraw’s first name was “Charlie.”  Even some of our official records referred to “Lt. Charles McGraw.”  I had never called him anything else but “Charlie.”  Now, I was overly conscious of the need to use his proper name but I was not sure that I could pull it off.


Bill Jesdale was at the wheel as we headed northeast toward Sacramento.  Bill decided to follow Route 40, which most of us called “the northern route” to distinguish it from Route 66.  At that early stage there was not much choice.  We had to pick up our car in Ogden, Utah, and Route 40 was the road that went from San Francisco to Salt Lake City, just 35 miles south of Ogden.  On the other hand, Bill may have known that Route 40 would eventually wind its way through his hometown of St. Louis, thereby saving him the bus ride from Chicago that was originally planned.  


It had not occurred to me at the time, but paved highways are relatively recent things.  Paved highways are  byproducts of automobiles and trucks, and those machines were not available until after the turn of the century.  In those days, the roads were horse and wagon trails.  It was only in the 1920's that the country began to pave roads to any great extent.  And often those roads only went to the farms that used them to bring their harvest to market.  Paved roads across the country were also subject to the political process of give and take.  One of the compromises made with the northern route was to run a highway through Kansas and Denver rather than routing it through Nebraska and Cheyenne, Wyoming.  Route 40 went through Denver.  Route 30 went through Cheyenne.


But before we could deal with such mundane subjects as which road to take, we would first have to deal with a more immediate concern.  It was starting to snow.  The radio said that there was a possibility that Donner Pass through the Sierra Nevada mountain range would be closed, or at least that chains would be required.  We glanced at the sky.  It was dark and getting darker.  The weather was moving from west to east.  We speeded up.  For several hours, the conversation centered on the storm and its progress eastward compared to our own eastward progress.  It was snowing heavily as we sped through Donner Pass with about an hour to spare.  We heaved a sigh of relief.  Bill Jesdale did not resist the temptation to note that, had we taken the plane, “we would be landing right about now.”  Thanks for sharing, Bill.


Our race with the storm continued into Nevada.  The radio warned that the storm was headed clear across the Rocky Mountains.  There was little traffic on the road.  On each side of the highway, about thirty feet out from the shoulders, there were tall rods with red reflectors at the top, spaced about fifty yards apart.  Someone said that these were used by snowplows to ascertain where the road was when it was covered with snow to a height of several feet and the highway was indistinguishable from the surrounding terrain.  The thought of that much snow did wonders for our morale.


The conversation drifted back to the relative merits of going through Denver or going north through Wyoming.  Someone wanted to see Pike’s Peak in Colorado.  It was off to the south of Route 40.  It might require a short detour.  Maybe we could see it from the main road.  The consensus was that the Colorado route would be more scenic but also slower and more difficult if the snow continued.  We decided to wait until we reached the Colorado border before making up our minds.  Route 40 led us right into Salt Lake City and it was easy to find our way to Highway 89 North to Ogden.  The directions given to us by the company took us right to a wide residential street and a single home with just a dusting of snow in the driveway.


The couple who answered the door were friendly and apologetic.  Would we like a cup of coffee?  “No thank you.”  We were still racing the snow storm and we wanted to stay in front of it.  Then they told us about the car.  It was a Chrysler New Yorker, a recent model.  But two nights ago, someone stole the license plates.  There was a letter from the Ogden Police Department acknowledging the theft but there was no license plate to fill the designated spot on the back of the car.  They were afraid that we would not want to risk being detained by the police on a trip across the country.  It was too late to worry about that.  We had no choice but to go ahead as planned.  It took only a few minutes to transfer the duffel bags and val-paks to the Chrysler, and Hank and I were on our way with plenty of room in the car.


It had not been a long detour to Ogden but the snow was getting heavier as we headed back toward Salt Lake City.  Pretty soon we faced our first decision, whether to take the cutoff to Route 30 or continue on Route 40 to Denver.  The decision was quick and unanimous.  We turned left toward Wyoming and “The Lincoln Highway,” Route 30.  Snow now covered the entire roadway and was coming down at a rapid pace.  We began to understand how a snowplow operator might use the side-of-the-road reflectors as a guide to plow the highway.  We were well into Wyoming, moving at a steady but attentive and boring pace, when we saw road signs for a place called “Little America.”  Road stops were few and far between in Wyoming.  That was exactly what one would expect of such a sparsely settled area with little traffic and extreme weather conditions.  The raw weather outside even cast a frigid pall within the confines of the otherwise comfortable Chrysler.  We decided to pull into Little America.


As we drove into the parking area, we were astonished by the size of the place.  In an isolated land of one and two pump gas stations, this was an enormous restaurant with concession stands and ultra-large rest rooms where you could wash up and shave.  A sign on the wall said that the owner had tended sheep in the nearby mountains as a youngster, and he swore that some day he would build a warm place there where travelers would not have to suffer from the severe weather that he experienced.  It was a 1990's facility in the early 1960's.  We had never seen anything like it.  It was very crowded.  Almost everyone on the road must have stopped.  Bill Jesdale and Dave McGraw were there when we arrived.  Obviously, they too decided to try to beat the storm by using Route 30.  We talked about the route to Chicago and made tentative plans to stop at the same motel in western Nebraska.  Bill and Dave then went back on the road while Hank and I had a cup of coffee.


Back on the road we found that conditions had worsened.  The only things that moved well that night were the large tractor trailers, and they almost forced cars off the highway after splattering their windshields with heavy slush.  For a short while, you could follow the deep tracks of the tractors but, before long, the snow filled those ruts and the snow ahead seemed perfectly smooth, defying you to find the path of the highway.  The tall reflectors on the side of the road were of little help to a motorist unless you slowed to a walking speed.  It was like being at the point of a lead pencil as it moves across a blank sheet of paper, trying to guess the direction of the road underneath, while windshield wipers flicked back and forth in a monotonous rhythm.  Hour after hour went by in this fashion and finally Hank said aloud exactly what I was thinking, “We had better stop for the night at the next place we come to.”


It was only a few minutes later that we saw the bright lights on the right side of the road.  It was a big let-down when it turned out to be a gas station.  We wondered how far it would be to the next motel.  A mile or so farther, there were more lights on the left side of the road.  We went past the entrance and had to turn around and come back to it.  The floodlights in the parking lot illuminated the large flakes of falling snow and silhouetted the hotel building.  Hank and I parked the car, grabbed our bags and started for the front door, shielding our eyes from the snow.  Inside, the decor was rugged log construction.  The rooms were small but clean.  The furniture was almost exactly like the maple bedroom set I grew up with in Philadelphia.


Back downstairs in the dining room, I began to take notice of the things that should have jumped out at me right away, had it not been for the snow and the long hours on the road.  There was a large-lettered sign stretched over the double doorway to the dining room.  It said, “When you call me that, smile!”  Against the wall, there were movie theater cutouts featuring gunslinging cowboys, one of whom looked like a very young Gary Cooper.  There were movie posters everywhere from an old western, “The Virginian.”  When I picked up the menu, I noticed for the first time that the hotel was named The Virginian.  It was in Medicine Bow, Wyoming.  Obviously, Medicine Bow was the site of the story behind The Virginian.  When I ordered my steak, I tried to smile.


The following morning, the world outside looked different.  The snow had stopped.  The sun was shining.  And the road was perfectly clear and waiting for us to continue east.  Inside, the hotel looked exactly the same as it had the night before.  The black and white photographs, and the sixguns, and the cowboys hadn’t changed a bit.  But it was time to leave the Wild West behind; and we did.


The rest of the trip went by pretty quickly.  It wasn’t long before we passed the Nebraska motel where we had hoped to meet up with Bill Jesdale and Dave McGraw.  There was no sense stopping.  They would have been long gone by that time.  We continued on until we reached Cedar Rapids, Iowa.  That would be our last overnight stop.  We had to detour several blocks through downtown Chicago due to construction of a new expressway.  However, once we got on the expressway, it was turnpike driving right on through to the Schuylkill Expressway and Philadelphia’s 30th Street Railroad Station.  Hank caught a train to New York, and I headed for home to have lunch.  I kept the car for a few days and then made arrangements to deliver it to its new owners in Scranton.


Before returning the car, I drove over to Jim Gavaghan’s house on Schiller Street in Kensington.  Schiller is a very narrow street with barely enough room to park at the north curb.  All the parking spots were taken.  After driving all that way, I was not inclined to drive around the neighborhood looking for a parking spot.  I figured that the visit would last only a few minutes, so I pulled the car up on the pavement right in front of Jim’s porch.  After locking the car, I walked up the steps and rang the bell.  Jim was teaching high school.  He was not home yet but Mrs. Gavaghan insisted that I come in and talk for a while.  About half an hour later, there was the sound of a key in the lock and the front door opened.  Jim’s father burst into the room, still in his bus driver’s uniform.  Without looking up, he pocketed his keys and called out, “Who owns the car that’s parked in the middle of the sidewalk?  And without any license plates?”  Then, catching sight of me sitting across the living room, he added, “Forget that I asked.”  


We had traveled from Ogden, Utah to Philadelphia to Scranton, across eight states, and Mr. Gavaghan was the only one to notice that there were no license plates on the car.  It is funny how much we take for granted and fail to notice.


I often think of that long drive and the interesting hotel in Medicine Bow, Wyoming.  But it was only recently that I learned that Owen Wister, the author of The Virginian, was a Philadelphia lawyer.  He went west for his health at the turn of the century.  The Virginian is generally regarded as the prototype for the flood of cowboy novels and movies that came after it, pitting a self-reliant, ethical outdoorsman against the forces of evil, and ending with a shoot-out.  Not bad for a Philadelphia boy.  


Then I recalled that the high school building at La Salle was named Wister Hall.  And just across 20th Street was the property that they still called the “Wister Estate.”  La Salle College purchased its land from the Wisters back in the 1920's.  La Salle’s campus had been owned by Owen Wister’s cousins.  Owen lived nearby.  In fact, Owen eventually married one of those cousins, Mary Channing Wister.  But by that time, he was spending much of his time in Medicine Bow, Wyoming.


One day I will go back to Medicine Bow.  But it will not be in the dead of the Wyoming winter.  I will find the cabin where Owen Wister stayed, and wonder what it was about that rugged mountain country that drew him there and precipitated the literary spark that flamed worldwide.  I will also think about the snowstorm that first brought me to Medicine Bow.  And when I recall that, I’ll smile.
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