
Grandpa Conrad believed in one way to teach a kid to swim:  toss her out of the boat and she’d either drown or start to flail around, figuring out how to float.  Apparently that’s the way he taught my mother, my uncle, and all of their cousins how to swim, and according to Mom, that’s how I learned how to swim, too.  Problem is, neither one of us can remember if my ceremonial toss was in Table Rock Lake or at Swingin’ Bridge in Crane Creek, which is where I think it happened because that’s where I remember spending the most time.  Grandpa’s dead, though, and no one else can quite remember all the particulars.

I theorize it happened at Crane Creek for several reasons, not just that I remember being there the most.   Crane Creek was the perfect place for a cherished childhood memory—deep green leaves and cold, sun-dappled water.  While a wide-open lake might have been perfect for other snot-nosed children, I was special and deserving of a much more beautiful setting for something as important as learning how to swim.
The deciding factor in location choice would have to be that, I was a grandpa’s girl.  My grandpa loved me, and I was devoted to him.  I’m sure he would never have dumped me over the side of the boat, although, by all accounts, he did just that to every one in a long line before me.  He must not have loved them as much as he loved me.  That’s the only explanation I can figure.

It probably took place early in the summer.  Maybe the last week of May.  I’m willing to bet that Grandpa, my brother, and I spent all of that monumental Saturday at Great Grandma’s.  Great Grandma lived in Hurly, about twenty miles from where we lived in Billings.  I don’t know now how much property she had, but to a five year old, her yard was huge and stretched seemingly miles back into the holler. 

Mowing the lawn at Great Grandma’s was an all day proposition by virtue of the fact that there was so much grass.  And it wasn’t just one of those lawns that you could mow and go along it was nothing.  Hurley is located in Stone County, and that’s an apt designation.  Rocks turned up everywhere, even if you’d picked them all up the week before.  And there were hills.  Stone County, in addition to being stony, was in the midst of the foothills of the Ozark Mountains.  It took a bit of maneuvering and finesse to get the grass cut.


When my brother, who is a year and six days older than I am, and I got old enough, we helped with the work, but until we reached that age, we were probably more of a hindrance than a help. Little kids always mean well, but intentions don’t count for much when it comes to getting work done.

Because we weren’t helping with the yard work, we liked to roam, which meant some one had to make sure we were doused in tick repellant and that we didn’t escape too far into the hills.  Blood sucking parasites aside, there was always the possibility of cottonmouths or copperheads.  I’m sure there were other dangerous things lurking in the hills—coyotes, maybe bobcats--but the snakes were at the top of my list of things to avoid.  Snakes were rarely seen, but always feared.  There were always warnings to tramp loudly and make plenty of noise so the serpents knew there were people about.

We’d run around, getting all hot and sweaty, while Grandpa would push the lawnmower up and down the hills, winding up in the same state.  By the time he got the job finished, and we were tired from romping, he was looking for a way to relax but to more importantly cool off.  Crane Creek was an ideal spot for that to happen.  Unlike other rivers, streams and lakes in southwest Missouri, it was freezing cold.  All those other waterways were bathwater warm.  Maybe the water as so cold because the creek was surrounded by tall trees, permanently shading the water, walling off and secluding the area from outside influence and intruders.  

At the end of the day, we’d pile into the van and drive the ten miles or so to Swingin’ Bridge.  When I was little I didn’t understand why it was called Swingin’ Bridge.  It was a squatty little concrete bridge, ugly and non-descript.  It certainly wasn’t a “swingin’” bridge like the one at Silver Dollar City that I was afraid to go across because the sway and instability made me feel like I was going to pitch over the edge.    


I don’t remember the particulars of learning how to swim.  I’m sure that my brother had been inducted the year before.  I can’t imagine Grandpa tossing both of us in at the same time.  What if neither one of us figured out how to float and instead sank?  Who would he save first?  I’m sure he would have chosen me.  After all, I was his only granddaughter.  My brother may have been the only grandson, but he was already showing signs of being the exasperation he grew into.  For god’s sake, the boy cried when he got in the water!  Mom swears that he wasn’t scared of the water until he busted his head open diving into Table Rock Lake, but I remember him as always being a crybaby.  


The one constant when we arrived at Swingin’ Bridge was Grandpa plowing into the water.  Because Crane Creek was so cold, he was of the opinion that the best way to get acclimated to it was to just dive right in.  I preferred to get my feet wet and wait until the burning pain became a tingling numbness, gradually moving deeper in the water until I was able to submerge most of myself.  Not Grandpa, though.  He stepped in and then dove across, swimming from one side to the other, dunking his head, and coming up with an explosion of sound reminiscent of Donald Duck.

While he was stroking across the water, my brother and I were tippy-toeing in.  He’d swim back and forth a couple of times, moving across and coming back to us, splashing us a little to speed the process.   Then he’d swim around the pylon in the middle of the bridge and come back down the other side.  One side of the creek was shallower and more placid; perfect for little ones who hadn’t quite gotten the full hang of swimming.  The other side, the one beyond the pylon, was much deeper, and the current was faster.  Both my brother and I were cautioned to never go around the pylon.  We could swim under the bridge on the shallow side, but we couldn’t come around and sweep down the deep side.


As for me actually learning how to swim, the way I remember it, whether it actually happened that way or not, is with me timidly getting out into the water until I was about waist deep, turning blue and sporting gooseflesh.  At that point I picture Grandpa right next to me, telling me to bend from my waist, bring my belly and chest down to the water while at the same time letting my legs float up behind me.  I’m certain he told me not to worry because he had me and I wasn’t going anywhere.

I think he held me there for a little while as I got used to the feeling of being suspended in the water.  I imagine he told me to move my arms and then began to let go of me, immediately moving his hands back under my belly when I started to sink or get panicked.  He must have said, “Keep those arms movin’, girl, and you won’t drown, I promise.” 


Before I knew it, I know I was swimming.  I naturally took to the water, quite like a little fish.  It had to happen that way because after I learned how to swim, I couldn’t be stopped.  If there was water around—a creek, a lake, a flooded ditch—I wanted to be in it.  There was certainly none of the fear that Mom reports some of her cousins suffered after attending the Grandpa School of Swimming at the lake.

One drawback to learning how to swim from Grandpa rather than going somewhere and getting lessons (the way I understand some less fortunate people learn how to swim) was that I didn’t learn the proper mechanics of swimming.  For the longest time I just swam using the strength of my arms.  I didn’t know that if you kicked your legs it made the whole thing easier.  After all in my memory, Grandpa didn’t say anything about moving my legs.  I was in eighth grade and watching a friend swim when I finally realized that your legs were supposed to be doing something too.  My inclination is still just to stroke out with my arms and leave my legs to drag as they will.  I have to remind myself to get them going.

Grandpa took us to Swingin’ Bridge every chance he got.  He worked, but many days as soon as he came home from Zenith, we piled into the van.  Some times we begged to go, other days, he came through the door loosening his tie, unbuttoning his short-sleeved shirt, and shouting for children to find their swimming suits.  I think maybe he needed the tranquility of the place as much as we did.

At Swingin’ Bridge we just swam.  We had some water fights, but really, it was about lolling around in the water.   It was too peaceful of a place to have done anything more. We didn’t really have water toys—it was in the days before Fun Noodles—but we did have a Styrofoam surfboard that my brother and I would fight over.  Looking back on it, I’m not sure why there was such a big fuss about that thing.  It wasn’t as if it we could actually surf in Crane Creek.  Even the water on the deep side didn’t get going that fast.  We mainly used it like a kickboard.  It was eventually thrown away because it had gotten so chipped and torn up.  I’d like to think we held a funeral for the thing as it was that important to us, but I’m sure one day it was just gone, probably left at one of the dumpsites that littered the back roads. 

There was a knotted rope that you could use to swing out over the water and drop in, but we never did it.  Grandpa knew the water, even on the deep side, wasn’t deep enough for that.  We also never jumped off the bridge into the water.  It probably wasn’t more than ten feet from the bridge to the water, but at its deepest, the water was only about ten feet.


Some times we had Swingin’ Bridge all to ourselves, and those were the best times because really, it wasn’t all that big of a place.  It was maybe twelve feet to the shoal in the middle, another twelve feet to the opposite bank, and a grand total of twenty-five feet from the bridge to where the water moved down a little incline and got shallower.  Other times when we showed up, there were already other people there.  The children would play until we were tired, and the adults would sit back on the bank, relaxing in their webbed lawn chairs, Miller Lites in their hands.  


When there were other people there, Crane Creek was some how less magical.  Grandpa didn’t dive into the water and come up sputtering.  I didn’t swim across and up and down until I was so tired that I fell asleep on the bed in the back of the van on the way home, not even waking up for the ritual stop at Diary Queen.  Other people were like insidious evil creeping into our private sanctuary.  

Through the years, we always knew that Swingin’ Bridge was a stop after Great Grandma’s.  We sometimes started float trips there, putting the old flat bottom aluminum boat in and coming out some ten-twenty miles down stream.  My brother would sit in the boat, and I usually swam along side.  One time, after a rather drunken drive through southwest Missouri and into Arkansas, we wound up at Swingin’ Bridge the next afternoon.  We played in the water while Grandpa slept in the van, kind of a healing familiarity after a long night of tension and uncertainty.


Eventually Grandpa let me swim around the pylon and come down the fast, deep side.  He waded through the water beside me while I swam up under the bridge.  I’d hang on to the support and struggle against the current as he waded back down.  As soon as I saw him on the other side, I’d let go and swim down for him to catch me.  It wasn’t really swimming, more like dogpaddling in a desperate attempt to keep my head above water, but an accomplishment nonetheless.  I wasn’t allowed to do it if he wasn’t there to catch me.


Some time around fifth grade, Grandpa was diagnosed with lung cancer.  In the beginning it wasn’t bad, but as time wore on, he got to where he could do less and less.  He’d drive us to Great Grandma’s and sit on the porch as we took care of the lawn.  We didn’t do it was well as he did, and for a while, he’d get up and fix things after we were done.  We’d still go to Crane Creek, although he didn’t get in the water anymore.  There were a couple of times that I went around the pylon without him there to catch me, but missing the last part of the routine made the whole experience hollow.


After he died, Grandma took us back a couple of times.  It wasn’t right, and we never stayed long. Grandma had never really been a part of Swingin’ Bridge.  Part of the ritual had been going to Great Grandma’s and then on over or waiting impatiently for Grandpa to come home from work.  That was all gone.  Without Grandpa, Swingin’ Bridge had lost its magic.  I moved away shortly after he died, and it all became a fond, distant memory.


I visited Missouri and the family often after I moved away, and all those places I’d loved as a kid called to me.  I’d drive by them, let the memories roll over me, and continue on my way.  I never went to Swingin’ Bridge, though.  Without Grandpa, what was the point?


A couple of years ago, my best friend mentioned she was in search of a swimming hole, and I mentioned Crane Creek.  I found it wasn’t much changed.  Still the same lushly green, idyllic setting.  The sunlight still filtered down through the trees to play across the water, and you still could miss it if you didn’t know it was there.  Some one had done a little work—built up a bit of a dam so the water on the shallow side pooled deeply.  There was an air of disuse about Swingin’ Bridge, though, as if no one had been there in a long time.  There were no tire tracks in the dirt, and cattle shuffled through the water above and below the swimming hole.

We swam awhile, but I was cautious.  I didn’t move up under the bridge and down the other side; something wasn’t right.  Instead of going around the pylon, I swam towards the opposite bank and discovered why I was so uneasy about being there.


Stretched out on a partially submerged tree branch was a water moccasin, his tiny eyes following me, his tongue sneaking out to scent the air.  I almost missed him, so seamlessly did his brown body blend in with the wood.  In all the time I’d spent in Crane Creek, there was never anything to hurt me there, or at least if there was, I never saw it.  Sure, my brother got leeches one time, but it was only once out of so many times, and I’m convinced he deserved it as punishment for the future evil he would do.  Maybe Grandpa’s presence had protected me all those years; maybe his exclamations after coming out of the water were not just a reaction to the cold but rather a purposeful announcement of our presence; maybe the invincibility of youth contributed to my blissful ignorance.  Whatever the reason, in that moment, I knew my innocence was gone.  The serpent had come to my private garden, and I’d been cast out, my memories tainted by the presence.
