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F couRSE, there are important differences between

the White Sulphur Springs of the 1940s and the

While Sulphur of now. For one thing, the town
described in This House of Sky existed in part to support
a robust sheep industry. For much of his life, Charlie Doig
worked on those wool operations, whether as a camp tender
or foreman. One of the ranches, known as the Camas Ranch,
ran as many as 6,000 ewes when Charlie Doig worked there.
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s or 2010, the U.S. Department of Agriculture
inventoried no more than 4,900 head of sheep in
all of Meagher County. Over the course of my time

in and around White Sulphur Springs, I see not one fleecy
beast. There are plenty of black cattle freckled across the
snowy benchlands, and plenty of lean antelope fleeing
through the fields. But no sheep.

Also, sadly, there's no longer any Ivan. On April 9,

2015, after 16 volumes of fiction and nonfiction, and after
75 years of life, Doig passed away in Seattle from compli-
cations of multiple myeloma. But even before his death,
Doig was never really a fixture in the town where he had

spent his formative years. According to his lvidow, Carol
Doig, after the passing of his father and grandmother in
White Sulphur in the 1970s, Ivan simply felt that there
had been ootoo much family death" in the Smith River
Valley for him to go back there. Instead he was drawn to

the Rocky Mountain Front, in and around Dupuyer, where

he spent his later childhood, enjoyed some comparatively
stable and happy years and set several ofhis later novels.

Yet even before Doig distanced himself from White
Sulphur Springs, the town and Meagher County were in
flux. Towards the end of This House of Sky, Doig describes

Timber, for a short while, was big business in White Sulphur
Springs. Today, it takes a good deal of looking to come across dr
pile of logs outside Ouita Myrstol's home on the eastern edge of
White Sulphur Springs. Myrstol says she and her husband, Tylcr.
took over the family timber business in 2001, and employ up to e

dozen people.

his surprise at returning to his hometown in the earh'
1960s and encountering "the blue plume of smoke from

the sawmill's scrap burners." In just the few years sinct
he'd moved away, the town had ooswapped itself from bei.,g

a livestock town to a logging town." This itself was a shc,r:-

lived transformation. In the 1980s, the mill was shutter.d-

and the town once more swapped itself, this time from a

logging town into ... well, the residents weren't sure rshsi-
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f r's r Slt'tnnr.r. but Call'roun atrd several employees are

I harrl at u-ork. Thel're gearing up for the annolrnce-

I ment of tl.re nrusic festival's 2016 Iineup, ancl also for

a community Easter event that they'r'e hclsting the next

morning. Calhoun learls me into the builcling's rear office,

rr.l-rere ever)' horizontal suriace l.ras been given over to

overflowing borvls of Easter cancll'. The office l-ras a clecicl-

eclll clomestic character, tvith sofas. a kitchen. a sleeping

loft. While trying to get Red Ants Par-ris off the grourrcl

a clecade ago, Calhour-r lived ir-r the back of the builcling

n'hile uorking in the fror.rt and seeir.rg to rrhatet'er l'epairs

the br-rilcling requirecl. Hel cotlpatl ret'1'tuttt'h evokes the

resourcefnluess so ubiquitous in This House ofShy cobble

together u.hat assets are available. ancl nrake as goocl a go

of it as you can. {br as long as you can.

T\riritt \ps T'f's No \cctDllNT TlJlT THE I\DLS'iRIoLS SPIRIT

V of [rarr's iatirer arrrl glurrtlrrrotltel is er i'[errl irr

I Calhoun's rrurL. Lrclee,l, as she explailrs to rne. it

rr.as after reading This House o/SA1.that '*he cler:iclecl to

begin a life ancl a busittess in N{eagl'rer Couniy' Witl-r rlo

small atnoutrt of pricle, she recottuts {br me a letter that

N{r. Doig u'rote her in rlhich lle r:olurnencis her lbr "helping

to make his hor.ttetown perk."

In White Sufuhur Springs. Calhoun i-sn^t alone in her

affection for Doig. I meet several indil'icluals u'ho. n'llen

I tell them alrout this article, nocl solemull' and respond

n'ith some versiou of: "'Ihat's one hell o{ a llook." Calhoun

says the book l-ras resottance here llecause of its refusal

to rornanticize N{ontaua life. The Big Sky Country expe-

rience" after all-and particularll the Meagher County

erperience-is not all fly fishing and skiing and trophy

hunting. As Saral'r puts it: "Look" this is a hard place to

live." Ancl she believes that the book's acknovrleclgn.rent

o1'that arduousuess-and its respect for it-has iu turn

earnecl Doig the respect of the ton'n.
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economic boost to White Sulphur Springs, all the better. It's a fair perspective, certainly. And I can tell that Hedrich

would be open to other perspectives, should they be offered, but he grows impatient with opponents of the mine who come

from out of town and talk about preserving ootheir" Smith River. Hedrich has lived in Meagher County his whole life; if
the Smith River belongs to these strangers, then it's certainly nervs to him.

They're hospitable people at the 2 Basset. They'd like me to stay for another beer, and possibly for dinner, but two

{rinks is plenty when you're driving remote Montana highways. Traveling back to Helena, I'll pass the aptly named Battle

Creek, where Charlie Doig and his second wife endured a bitter winter before going their separate directions. That also

was the winter that Ivan's dog fell through the ice of Battle Creek, and drowned.
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EFSRE LEAvTNG THE vALLEy, though, I swing through Ringling, where Ivan lived for a time with his grandmother,

Bessie Ringer. As Doig describes it, even in the 1940s Ringling was only o'the imprint of what had been a town,

like the yellowed outline on grass after a tent has been taken down." I stand for a time before the town's ghostly

train depot, to the east and west of which runs a right-of-way that no longer holds any rails: it's just a shelf of grass.
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