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The Swimming Hole
Fall ~ 1976

To a small boy, summers on a farm in south Arkansas in the 1930's seemed to go on forever. There was cotton to chop and corn to thin and re-plant, as well as other endless chores. During July and August, the sun beat down mercilessly upon the fields and shimmered off the hot sand. On those afternoons my cousins and I often thought longingly of the small pool of water in the branch bottom below the field. We could barely wait until we had done enough work to justify our spending some time in play at the swimming hole.
Our bare feet leaped from the shade of one cotton stalk to the next, as we made our way to the woods at the edge of the hot field. There, tall ragweed grew high above our heads on both sides of the path. As we descended into the shade of the branch bottom, the damp soil along the path, moistened by seep-springs, provided a welcome coolness to our feet. Our anticipation heightened as we approached the small stream ahead.
Then, in the little sun-splattered clearing, surrounded by the large beech trees, the pool waited. Its smooth dark surface broken only by the ripple of a mellow-bug(1) as it circled and darted. The small stream that fed the pool gurgling quietly as it flowed over the logs across its path. At the fringes of the water, our bare feet encountered a mixture of sand, leaves, and rotting sticks. On one side of the pool a small bank provided a launching platform for 'belly busters' and other maneuvers which our young minds contrived. Further away, under the trees, the bank was covered with a soft thin carpet of creek bottom moss.
Suddenly, without hesitation, we stripped off our overalls, our shirts-it we were wearing one-and any other clothing that we had. With a running start and a wild leap, our legs and arms flailing, we thundered into the depths, raising geysers of brown water, soil, and leaves. After this we tried to outdo each other with water fights and near-drowning attempts at dunking one another. Later, our energy spent, we retired to the bank to rest and to let the mud and trash settle in the water. Meanwhile, we could see an occasional minnow swimming with mouth opened at the pool's surface, struggling for oxygen in the muddy water. After a short rest on the bank, one or two would suddenly jump up and start a mud fight-ending with the inevitable follow-the-leader charge back into the muddy depths.
So totally engrossed were we, that time had little meaning. Then a call from a far-away house, followed by the tinkling of a cow bell as the herd headed home, alerted us to the time. We noted the lengthened shadows and reluctantly retrieved our clothes. As we departed, one final glance back revealed the smooth dark surface of the pool; relaxing with a sigh and broken only by the swirling path of a mellow-bug.
(1) Mellow-bug, aka whirligig beetle: any of a family (Gyrinidae) of beetles with two pairs of eyes and clubbed antennae that live mostly on the surface of water where they swim swiftly about in circles.
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