* We all have our little secret kicks that we
hardly ever talk to anybody about, if ever.
Some guys sacretly count the number of
steps in every stairway they struggle up or.
down throughout thair chaotic lives. Thay
can't tell you why they do it, it just somehow
ghves them pleasure. Cthers carefully avoid
aver stepping on a crack in the sidewalk,
maybe out of secret fear of breaking their
mothers' backs. Who knows? Now, like |
said, none of us ever really talk about these
things. We just go on doing it, whatever it is,
mutely throughout our days. Now me, 'm a
License Plate Freak. | can't stop looking at
license plates: | don't coflect them or any-
thing like that. My hangup is far more subtle.
| just look at them and read tha slogans.
“Live Frae or Die.”” Now there’s a ballsy
statement. How many of you know what
stata carries that beauty on its tags? It's one
of the very few that carries a philosophical
massage, Most smack of the Rotary Club,
“Land of Enchantmenti.” 'The Peachtree
State.” “Heart of Dixia.” How about this
one-—"North to the Future,” Now you can
hardly, if you have any biood at all in your
veins, read that one without something
grabbing you somewhere.

Somelimes, not often, a slogan will mys-
tetiously disappear. For example, for years
New York's tags stated bluntly but with fine
arrogance: “The Empire State.” Then the
word “empire” became a social no-no. You
just didr't go around yelling about how you
were an empire. New York 1ags have pulled
in their hormns. True, we still have the Empire
State Building but nobedy talks much about
that anymore, not in imperial terms anyway.
Most of the slogans on license piates are
really vagua generalities.

They don't have much basis in reality.
Thera is at least one exception, Minnesota.

For as long as | can remember its plates
catried the legend 10,000 Lakes.” Now if
you grow up in a state that specializes in
cornfields, used car lots, telephone polas
and concrete, with maybe four or five mud-

dy lakes scattered over the entire statewide
landscape and you grow up reading Field &
Straam avidly, hoping one day to maot a
Walleye or a Great Northern Pike, or maybe
aven a Muskellunge face to face, “10,000
Lakes™ is a hell of an exciting thing for a
licange plale to promise. Naturally then,
when | got an invitation from the English De-
partment of Bemidji State Collage to partici-
pate in the Upper Midwast Writers' Confer-
ence fo lecture for two weeks on the dubi-
ous art of Fiction, | grabbed it.

Bemidji. Just let it roll off your tongue.
Even the name is exciting. It just isn’t Indi-
anapolis or Pasadena. It's way up there in
the interior of the State, in Chippewa country
not too tar from the Canadian Border. In
fact, the country around Bemidji yearly re-
cords some of the lowest temperatures on
the North Amarican continent; 35", 40", 45*
below is normal. Then, of course, they have
those really cold days that make brass mon-
keys fear. These are the facts but, like most
facts, they don't even begin to tell you much
about the realities of a place.

Being somewhat of a big-city smart-ass
type, ! figured lifo around Bemidji had 1o be
straight. | should have known better. I've
been around enough to know that nothing
tumns out to be what you always thought it
was. Now, | know that . _ . but | keep get-
ting mousetrapped.

Flying in from Chicago in the North Cen-
tral turboprop, the country below really
knocks you out, 50 green it almost hurts the
eyes to look at it and from horizon to hori-
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zon the tinfoil glint of endless pine-shrouded
lakes. The closest I've ever seen anywhere
to this kind of country is Sweden, which has
a lot of the same flavor and even the same
people, In fact, in Sweden itself, Minnesota
is & kind of legend. In some countries thay
ask you about California, in others, New
York or Flerida. In Sweden, they always
bring up Minnesota,

“Yep, there are good paople around here
but they're kind of funny,” said my landlady
who ran the ramshackle tourist camp on the
shore of the lake. “You never know which
way thay're going to go."

"How do you mean?" | asked, trving not
to sound bored.

“Well, they either like you or they don't,
and sometimes it don't matter which. Like
the time that couple come up from Chicago

. . ." sho traited off and plucked at some

lint on the battered sofa that looked as
though it had actually bean made of lint.

“Well, they baan comin’ down here for
years on vacation. He was an_electrician.
They got 1o like the place so much, he and
his wifs, they bought an okl farm and come
up here lo live. They surse found out.”

“What do you mean?" [ asked, this time
really interested. .

"Well, folks never had nothin! against-
‘am. They were kind of nice, actirally. They
just froze *em out. They naver give ‘em na
work and nobody invited them to anything.
After a year they just sold out and left,” A
faint chill wind blew in from the lake, or may-
be from the story.

That night | squatted at the bar in the
gloom of The Blue Ox.

“What'll you have?" Tha bartender, who
looked a little like Sidney Greenstreet bu!
with more hair and a tan, moved up and
down behind the mahogany lika a polar
bear on a short leash. Bartenders call a bar
“the stick” in case you're interested. The
phrase is used thusly: One bartender to an-
other: “I'm working the stick Wadnesday,
but 1'm off all day Thursday. You wanna go
out to the track?"’

Second bartender: “Hel!, [ got the stick all
day Thursday and I'm workin' a double
shift."” Incidental information like this may
one day save your life. You may need a
friend in a bar sometima,

*'Gin. You got Plymouth?”

“Yap. How'll you have it?"

“Neat. With rocks on the side.”

Now, an order like that establishes some-
thing very fast in a bar like The Blue Ox,
especially if you squint when you lay it out.
He poured the gin with respect and | laid a
buck on the bar. Behind me action was pick-
ing up in the booths. Four middfe-aged la-
dies, well into their cups, were getting down
to the core of things.

“I tal! you, I'm not gonna take it much
longer from the sonovabitch,” ane old hen
croaked, waving her empty stein wildly in
the air. “1 don't care it he is your brother.”
The old crow opposite her, without missing
a baal, yellad “I'l tell you, you ought to get
down on your knees every night and give
thanks you've got a man like that!"” The oth-
ef two harpies cackled and dug into the oily
woodan bow! of potate chips.

“Jee-zus. They're at it again.” The dark
laconic drinker squatting next to me at the
bar mutterad in my aar. He had the curious
flat metallic quacking accent of the far Up.
per Midwast. This bird looked like Merte
Haggard's twin brother, only maybe meaner
ardt a hell of a lot tougher. He laughad as
the biddies orderad another round and went
back to steady fighting. The old doll who
had the bad husband was buying.

"Yap, they been here every night at this
time as long as | ean remember, and sayin'
the same things.” ! grunted and waved at
Greenstrest for another gin.

“'What you drinkin'?"* | asked my new |
friend, without locking directly at him. In
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bars you leamn to stare at the bottles and
you do all your talking out of the near side of
your mouth.

“Boam.”

We knocked 'em down in sitance. The
place was getting crowded. Indians drifted
in and out. Action was picking up. Buck
Owons, for at least the 23rd straight time
that night, again twanged out Who's Gonna
Mow Your Grass? o

“Whoever painted that ain't nevar seen
ne real bull.” The bourbon drinker squinted
through the gicom at the bright blue painting
of a bull that hung over the cash ragister
behind the bar. *Christ, he ain't got any-
where near enough hump. And will ya take a
look at that little itty-bitty ass.”

The bartender stopped in his tracks and
turned stowly and carefully scrutinized it.

“| ain't never really looked at it before.
Now you mention it, it does look kinda cock-
oyed.”" The three of us silently stared at the
dumb-looking bull.

“You a cattleman?” | asked.

“Yeah. Angus. And a few Brahma." He
pronounced it bray-ma.

“Mean bastards." | muttered. (Fve seen
enough Steve McQueen movies to know
what a Bray-ma is.)

"You know what I'd like te do once before
| get too old? I'd like to get down to Mexico
and watch themm boys fight bulls in that ring
they got down there. I'd just like to see that
once, befora 1 get 100 old. | got a couple of
bray-ma buils that could whip any of them
guys. One time cne went after Howard an’
wanit right through the side of the barn trying
to get at him."

Wa had a couple more drinks on that. By
now the bar was really filing up and when
The Blue Ox fills up, it really fifs up. “Well,
see you around.” | got up from the bar and
flicked my friand on the elbaw.

"Yep. Keep your eyes open. See you." |
want out into the chill Minnasota night,
worming my way through the crowd. They
ware all slaring up at “Laugh-In™ on the jit-
tering color TV set hung high over the bar.
They just stared, even though for some'rea-
son the sound was off. They never cracked
a smile, They just sat and stared. And Buck
still kept mowin® that chick’s grass.

Outside, | walked down Semidji Avenue
and high up in the black skies ahsad of me
the great curtain of the Northern Lights flick-
ered and shifted ke some mysterious mys-
tic searchlight battery. 1 thought of Robert
Service's line about the Northern Lights:
“Like the flickering silver tongues of the ser-
pent of Hell they rode and danced in the
silent sky."

! walked down past the shore of the lake.
Out there in the darknaess | could see the
shrouded form of a Great! Blue Heron stand-
ing silently amid the reads. Somewhere
across the lake an owl hooted and a Great
Northern or maybe a Muskie slapped at a
frog in the shallows. Behind me, The Blue
Ox roared on. Minnesota. 10,000 Lakas. A
different world. [ ]

AMATEUR DRIVERS ARE DANGEROUS—

TO THEMSELVES AND TO YOU.

AMATEUR DRIVERS GET HURT-PROFESSIONALS DON'T.
LEARN TO DRIVE LIKE A PROFESSIONAL

AT THE BOB BONDURANT SCHOOL

OF HIGH PERFORMANCE DRIVING.

Bob Bondurant is a pro. A former Grand Prix driver who
specinlizes in teaching drivers like you how to get the most out of their
cars. He will teach you emergency maneuvers for highway driving.
He will make sports car ownership a lot more fun with high
performance driving. He will even teach you competition road racing,
whether you are an experienced racer or not.

Learn to drive safely—from professionals,
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order, DankAmericard or Muater Charge number,
Print name and complete shipping addreas, Send to:
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