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Word Count: 1,000 

71-14-36s 

 

 

 

If you’ve got an acre of land near Fairbanks and it is not under cultivation, tires 

grow there. You don’t have to plant them. I suspect that they generate from airborne 

spores. Highway traffic passes the house and along with the dust and exhaust, spores 

from the tires float across the gravel shoulder, then over the property line, and into the 

weeds and bushes. Tires then, after a germination period, can sprout. They push the loess 

aside as they rise already showing 50,000 miles of road wear. There's nothing bad about 

this. Ask anybody. Tires are valuable and all you need is the rest of a vehicle. It starts 

with locating a valve stem. To my knowledge, there are no valve stem spores.  

But back to the tires, any of your friends will tell you how lucky you are so you 

save them (the tires, not the friends.) And the snow comes, then melts, and hastens to 

when it falls again. The years go by. One day, if you are patient, you’ll have need of 

those tires.  

But eventually over coffee with a fellow, who owns five acres a few miles out of 

Healy, I feel a burst of generosity coming on. Five acres is enough land where, in 

addition to producing worn-out tires, one can raise wrecked cars as well. You need to sew 

a bucket of 3/8 inch nuts and bolts out in the brush and rows of wrecks appear after the 

next break-up. His property has a special near mythical quality. Like the elephant 

graveyard, old trucks slowly make their way across his property line to die. I ask in the 

spirit of giving as well as divestment, “Shuford, would you like those tires that I have 

back in the weeds at my place?”  
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“You mean those 71-14-36s?” I don’t know one tire size from another but he’s 

delighted! It warms my heart to have pleased an old friend. However the mood lasts only 

a moment. Heidi, Shuford’s wife, looks at me as if to say that tire spores have blown 

across their property as well and if I intend to live to an age when I can draw social 

security, I will not make good on this offer. I change the subject. 

Then another year goes by. Shuford and I forget the tires. They stay rooted where 

they lie. And with summer coming on, for some reason I notice mosquitoes. The tires 

contain pools of pure snow melt, a virtual eco system worth National Park Service 

protection in and of itself, and the water teams with wiggling wildlife. There are some 

things that are nearly impossible and then there are things that are totally impossible. 

Completely dumping rainwater from a tire finds itself in the latter category. There is 

always enough water left to serve as a nursery for another generation of mosquitoes.  

I decide it is time to harvest. The tires have grown long enough but there is the 

ethical question of what to do about my promise to Shuford? I know that if I toss them, 

he’ll come looking for them. And I know also that unless he hides them carefully, Heidi 

will get me. So I’m stuck between dishonor and physical dismembering. I fight back the 

shame and fling the tires into the back of my pick-up. While I have no cover story for 

Shuford, I am not going to face Heidi under any circumstances. If I act quickly I may 

forget all about the tires by tomorrow at this time. In go more tires. I didn’t realize I had 

such a crop! Great spores! Then I fling some more. That’s a load. 

Down the road there’s a dumpster the size of a mobile home where all our detritus 

goes. You can think of it as Purgatory on the way to the Great Landfill. It is a wonderful 
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arrangement. Open twenty-four hours a day, paid for by property taxes, and is self-

service! 

But then as I drive down to the dumpster, my conscience really rags me. I’m 

breaking a promise. I smell cheap perfume. Guilt rides in the passenger’s seat. She has 

her seat belt on. She crosses her legs and giggles. 

When I stop by the dumpster, I don’t skid my tires although I do stop quickly. 

Keep in mind, skidding tires causes a bumper crop of spores. I climb up in the bed of the 

pick-up and sling and fling. 

“Those wouldn’t be 71-14-36s, would they?” I’d know that affected hillbilly 

drawl anywhere. Healy’s a hundred miles away. How did Shuford drive up behind me 

without my seeing him? 

I’m too ashamed to look back but I confess to him, I really don’t know one tire 

from another. 

“Well they sure as hell look like 71-14-36s to me! You ain’t gonna throw them 

away, are you?”  He is not asking a rhetorical question; his voice sounds of pure 

astonishment. 

“I…,” I start to explain but then turn to face the man who is asking. A stranger! 

My God, it’s not Shuford! 

“If you fixing to throw them tires away, I’d be much oblige to take ‘em off your 

hands.” 

“I got six more here and if you don’t mind dumpster diving, you can have the rest 

I tossed.” 
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The snow has come and gone twenty, perhaps thirty times by now. I haven’t kept 

count. But the tires didn’t come back home with me, nor were they transplanted the 

hundred miles to the south, and I am drawing social security. Heidi still speaks to me, and 

furthermore as far as I know, Shuford has long forgotten the 71-14-36s. 

 

End  


