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  FOREWORD


  Thirty years ago, Donna Gray set up her tape recorder on the kitchen table of the first of the twelve Montana ranch women whose oral histories make up the chapters of this book. At the time she might or might not have been aware that she was among the relatively few academic and lay historians who had begun capturing the voices and recording the stories of rural women whose day-to-day experiences were part of a rapidly disappearing way of life.


  Gray’s first interview took place in 1982, almost a year before Susan Armitage challenged historians to examine the “extraordinariness of ordinary lives,” to step back from their work on the lives of women known to be groundbreakers and to look for—and at—the experiences of women whose lives were a vital part of the unfolding story of the earlier West. As Armitage issued that challenge, Gray was facing a challenge of her own. Convinced as she was of the importance of recording the experiences of her cohort of Montana ranch women, she found her prospective subjects reluctant to be interviewed, convinced as they were that the “ordinariness” of their own everyday lives meant they had done nothing worth talking about, that they had nothing to tell.


  As the stories in this book attest, nothing could have been further from the truth. Even the most casual reader will soon realize that these are important stories. And those with an interest in western history, whether living and working among us now or historians in the future, will be grateful to Gray for taking the time to record these words. Too often we don’t stop to prompt our mothers, grandmothers, and great-grandmothers to share their experiences. We’re too engaged in our own lives, too busy, too impatient.


  But Donna Gray took the time to sit with these women, to prompt their musings with appropriate questions, and to listen with a sensitive ear as the memories began to flow. She did us one more favor. Besides capturing these stories for our enjoyment and education, she captured each woman’s unique voice in verbatim transcriptions of the interviews. As we read the words, we can actually hear the voices. And these voices engage us, not only for their distinctive patterns and idiomatic phrasings, but also for the stories they convey—stories that offer rich detail concerning early-twentieth-century ranch life. In some cases, that detail attaches to work within traditional gender roles—bearing and rearing children, milking cows, churning butter, raising a garden, cooking on a woodstove, doing laundry in a wash-tub, teaching in a one-room schoolhouse. But, often as not, the stories take us into the nontraditional work demanded of ranch wives: shocking grain, herding cows, and hunting game. Ethel Briggs tells us of building a barn’s rock foundation with her own hands; we learn that, at age eighty, Bea Murray was still branding her own calves.


  We hear stories that span a lifetime. Madge Walker recalls the joy of trips to town, where a child could help herself to gingersnaps out of a barrel in the general store. Urma Taylor tells of the delight that came from playing with her “little frogs,” which took the place of the dolls she didn’t have. Two of the women describe shivarees, the high-spirited, late-night processions of close friends and family members to the home of a newly married couple. Helen Wonder shares memories of her honeymoon at ten thousand feet on Sphinx Peak in the Madison Valley, where her groom was hunting bears for the government. Clara Nickelson tells of settling up grocery bills only once a year—in the fall after the family’s cattle were sold.


  Some of these stories give insight into historical events of the era: Marie Converse describes anti-German sentiment and its consequences in Lewistown, Montana, after World War I. She also tells of her family’s participation in a federal resettlement program during the Great Depression, of the ranchers’ ambivalence about relying on government assistance, and of local residents’ prejudices against the “resettlers.” Eva DePuy blames the abdication of Edward VIII of England for the failure of her fledgling mink business; she and her husband had counted on the coronation to spark a surge in the market, which bottomed when that coronation never took place.


  While most of Gray’s ranch women mention in passing their involvement in “men’s work,” Marie describes in great detail the tedious and complex steps involved in haying. Her description is a veritable howto manual on the lost art of haying. “It didn’t take me long to learn to build a good stack of hay” would have sufficed for most women who mentioned their participation in such tasks, yet Converse’s delight and pride in her work comes through in her precise recall of each step.


  Converse’s enthusiasm for haying is matched—even exceeded—by Lillian Mehlhoff ’s infatuation with chickens. Giving short shrift to all other topics, Mehlhoff provides us with a litany of breeds, from “the heavy breeds, the meat breeds . . . Buff Orpingtons, Red Rhode Island, Wyandotte” to the laying breeds like the leghorn. The hatching, feeding, and care of chicks; the washing, sorting, and sale of eggs; the butchering, scalding, plucking, singeing, and dressing of chickens—to her, all of it is worthy of the telling.


  Converse’s exposition on the finer points of haying, Mehlhoff ’s lengthy treatise on every aspect of raising chickens: Do we care about these details? Maybe not, but we do care about the women who share them. We have come to know these women, to recognize their voices, to visualize their worlds, to sense their excitement at finally being able to tell someone about the everyday things that were so central to their lives.


  In so many ways the narratives Donna Gray captured exemplify the extraordinariness of ordinary lives, leaving no doubt about the worth and the wisdom of the women who thought they had “nothing to tell.”


  —Linda Peavy and Ursula Smith
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  INTRODUCTION


  “It’s a good old life, if you can stand it,” says Eva DePuy, one of the dozen Montana ranch women whose oral histories are presented in this book. That one statement seems to me to capture the spirit of the women who shared their life stories with me.


  I first became interested in oral histories after interviewing several working women in California for a writing project and later when working as a contract interviewer for the Montana Historical Society. The society was then doing an oral history series on occupations in Montana, and after hearing the histories of several men in the ranching, railroad, and timber industries, I began to wonder what their wives would have to say.


  At the time, I lived on a ranch in Montana’s Paradise Valley, and so I began by talking to several neighboring ranch women. Their stories were so compelling that I wove them into a reader’s theater, Four Ladies from Pray. Performed locally, the play was well received.* Soon people were coming up to me and saying, “I know this wonderful woman, you’ve got to talk to her.” Before long, such suggestions were flying out of the trees; it seemed that everyone knew someone I should interview.


  When I approached the women suggested to me as possible subjects for the proposed work, almost every one of them protested that she had “nothing to tell,” that her life had been unremarkable. In each case, I simply asked the woman if she would submit to an interview and then let me be the judge.


  In the end, their stories all proved worthy of telling. I conducted the first of the twelve interviews in 1982, the last one six years later. The women lived primarily in the western part of the state, most of them in Park and Madison Counties, though a few lived on the plains in central Montana. I interviewed each one over several visits, all but one of them in their own homes, often around the kitchen table.** No one else was ever present. If, for instance, a husband came in for the midday meal during the interview, we broke off until he had left again. Some of the women were initially more forthcoming than others, but eventually they all opened up. I usually found that once I got them talking, it was hard to get them to stop, and by the time the interviews were finished, each woman seemed to feel a sense of pride in what she had to share.


  I initially typed out each interview word for word, then made some revisions to keep the story flowing smoothly. I did my best to capture the spirit of each woman: the way she spoke, her phrases and accent. I sent each one a copy of her transcript and told her she could make any corrections she felt necessary. By the time I had a dozen solid histories, I reluctantly decided that it was time to end the process and seek a publisher.


  Over the years, I had to set this project aside several times when life had other plans for me, but I am pleased to finally have all of the histories appear together in this book. It seems important to hear the stories of these women because the life they led is disappearing altogether. We now have little or no knowledge of the way laundry was done or what it is like to carry water a quarter of a mile, work without electricity, and somehow fit all those indoor and outdoor chores into a single day. Having known a different way of life, these women have a unique perspective to offer us.


  I think one of the most important messages they have for us is that we should enjoy what we have. In delivering that message, they chastise us a bit. They were the epitome of thrift. They saved, reused, and made do with what they had. As a whole, they were put out with us and our “fancy equipment.” Some observed that while people today have every modern convenience, they still complain about their “heavy workload.” They felt that the modern child is spoiled with far too many material possessions. One described the country as “gettin’ more like a Sodom and Gomorrah outfit,” with everyone looking only for a good time.


  Another common thread was their nostalgia for the feeling of community that people once knew. Community events like holiday gatherings and dances were eagerly awaited all year. And more time was given to visiting among neighbors. Even without an invitation, you could count on your neighbor to offer you a meal and a place to stay. People just “dropped in.” As one of the women said, “You were likely as not to come home and find your house full of somebody.” They regretted that a deep appreciation for friends and neighbors was being lost.


  These women loved Montana, where often their mothers did not, having come from somewhere else, and often their children did not, growing up and moving on to somewhere else. These women found comfort in the rural life and often couldn’t imagine living any other way. The interviews gave them a way to assess their lives, to come to marvel at themselves, at how hard they had worked and at what they had accomplished.


  I hope you enjoy their stories. I think you will agree with me that these twelve women certainly had something to tell.


  —Donna Gray


   

  Footnotes


  * The four women whose stories became a part of the reader’s theater are Ethel Briggs, Urma Taylor, Florence Lyall, and Madge Walker.


  ** Because she didn’t want her husband “to know what she was up to,” Urma Taylor opted to be interviewed at my home rather than her own.
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  HELEN CLARK WONDER


  “The mountains, they’re part of me.”


  Helen Clark Wonder was born in Varney, Montana, on December 2, 1910. A small, plump woman with a good sense of humor, Helen had endured more hardships than most: family illnesses, poverty, and an early widowhood. She sat at her kitchen table in a cotton housedress and told of her hardscrabble life.


  The day I was born, Mama walked down to Lizzie Vetters’s house, a mile or so down the road, and she started into labor. My father was elk hunting near West Yellowstone. When Dad came along, Lizzie said, “George, you better go get some baby clothes, Lily’s going to have the baby.” He went on up to where they lived to get the baby clothes, and when he come back, I was born.


  I was the second baby. I had a sister who was born in 1908. She died with pneumonia in 1910, and then I was born ten months later. As long as my mother lived, she grieved for my sister that she had lost.


  I s’pose the first I can really remember, we moved across the Madison River to Trail Crick, where my Grandfather Carkeek lived. He had a small log house, two rooms and an enclosed porch. Grandpa slept on the porch, and we slept in the bedroom part. By that time I had a brother. I was almost two years older than him. The thing that stands out in my memory was that Christmas. I got a little set of blue dishes and a doll, but it didn’t seem like Christmas ’cause we didn’t have a Christmas tree.


  At first Dad worked for ranchers. He had taken up a homestead, and he was building our house. I can’t remember the move from my grandfather’s to our house, but I remember it seemed like we had moved into a really big house because it was four big rooms.


  We were down in a little bowl there, with the hills and the Indian Crick peaks all around us. We had a dining room window that faced out on the peaks, and I remember, as a child, lookin’ out, especially in the wintertime, when the sun’d be goin’ down, those mountains would be a pink like you’d think was good enough to eat. I’ve always looked to the mountains for my help and strength. The mountains, they’re part of me.


  My dad was from a big family; there was twelve children. Two of them stayed in Missouri; the other ten came to Montana to live.


  My Clark grandparents lived south of us, and my Uncle Virge lived up on the hill, a mile above us. Over on another hill, north and east of there, Uncle Fred and Uncle Bruce homesteaded. There was Grandpa and three homesteads of his sons right around him.


  We saw each other every week at least. It was a happy time for everybody to go to each person’s place and be together.


  My Aunt Blythe always cooked Thanksgiving dinner, my grandmother the Christmas dinner, and my mother the New Year’s dinner. In those days, the children waited ’til the grown-ups had finished a meal before they could sit down and eat. I can remember that was hard, to wait ’til the grown-ups ate, because they took their time.


  We had chicken or wild meat, because all of the Clark boys were great hunters. Chicken, elk, deer, and they got a few mountain sheep, too. Mountain sheep is the best wild meat there is. It tastes more like domestic meat, different from deer and elk. It’s marbleized like beef. Probably not as good for you, but it’s better tasting. I haven’t had any mountain sheep for twenty-five or thirty years now, but I can’t remember that it has a mutton flavor at all. It’s very good.


  Helen’s Grandfather Clark, her father, and two of her uncles formed a ranching partnership. They, like so many Montana ranchers, suffered great losses during the terrible winter of 1918–19.


  The first winter they had sheep, the winter of 1918 and ’19, Dad hauled hay and corn from Norris on a drag sled, a sled with a big long bed on it. Let’s see . . . we were twenty-five miles up-country, and it’s sixteen miles to Norris from Jeffers. It took two or three days. And the hay was terrible! It was cut on sloughs in Minnesota and was full of ice. We lost eleven hundred sheep that winter.


  They fed the sheep over at our place because we had a big field that Dad always planted in wheat and oats. They fed the sheep there, and I can remember my mother standin’ at the window cryin’ at all these dead sheep. It kept two men busy, just skinnin’ sheep. They starved to death. [The sheep were unable to eat the icy hay.] They hauled corn, too, but it didn’t get ’em through. That was a real setback to Grandpa, Dad, and his two brothers. All they got was a few dollars for the sheep pelts. Sad, sad to see all those dead sheep. A hard winter, a terrible hard winter.


  During that same winter, Helen and her brother attended the Indian Creek School, which was more than a mile from their home.


  Sometimes when we walked to school, it would be thirty degrees below zero. We had about a mile and a half to walk. If we could get ready in time, we could ride with the man a-goin’ to the timber with a sled. That was a great thing, to get a ride to school on those cold mornings.


  Mama would make me wear boys’ overalls, and of course we all wore long underwear. And I had the old black sateen bloomers. I can still smell the dye in those bloomers! We’d wrap scarves around our faces, and we would run and we would walk and we would run until we got to school, but we’d be almost frozen.


  After we got a half a mile from the house, we could walk in the lane the rest of the way, so we knew we was all right as long as we stayed between the two fences. But goin’ that first half mile was pretty rough sometimes.


  There was times when, if there was a little wind with the cold temperatures, they kept us at home. It was too cold; it was too dangerous.


  One snow that I remember, I was in the third grade and we walked to Trail Crick School, which was prob’ly two miles. We had summer school, from April ’til the end of October. My brother and I were the only two that went from our direction that day. It wasn’t bad in the morning, but we got lost comin’ home.


  This terrible storm had come up. We walked across fields, no lanes or anything to follow. When it kind of broke once, I could see we were half a mile toward the county road. We should have been up next to the hills. We finally got to Grandma’s, and she bawled us out good.


  “Where have you children been? It’s late, it’s goin’ to be dark before you get home.”


  I don’t know why she didn’t have one of my uncles go with us, because it was still open country from there to our place. We started out. We got past Grandpa’s fence, the boundary line between us and him. I could hear my mother calling. She kept calling; we kept answering. We got together and she got us home. She’d set the lamp in the window so she could see the light. And tied my little brother in the high chair so he couldn’t do anything while she was gone. That lamp was a welcome sight when we got to where we could see it.


  Helen and her brother didn’t get sick after their ordeal, but Helen remembered the home remedies her family used, each one more difficult to take than the last.


  When we got a chest cold, the remedy was turpentine and lard with a flannel on our chest. Honey and butter and vinegar—we didn’t have lemons—sometimes whiskey in it, for a head cold. Ours was always home remedies. Sore throat: blowed sulphur in your throat. That gritty old stuff on your teeth! Grandma was a great believer in acifidity. That was the stinkinest stuff you ever smelled. She’d fix it up in little sacks with a string for us to wear around our necks so we wouldn’t get the flu. Or, if we stopped by on the way to school, she’d crumble it up in a teaspoon of whiskey and give it to us to take. And it tasted just as bad as it smelled. We got to where we learned not to stop by Grandma’s on the way to school.


  Sometimes they’d give us for colds two or three drops of turpentine on a spoonful of sugar. Or two or three drops of coal oil on sugar. I guess they worked. We never had a doctor when we were kids. I was twelve or fourteen the first time we had a doctor. I was fifteen when I had my tonsils out, and I’d been to the doctor several times about my throat, because I was about to have mastoid. They decided if they took my tonsils out, maybe that’d help the mastoid, and it did.


  There was a flu epidemic during World War I. I had an aunt that had it real bad. The doctor said, “Put saucers of carbolic acid around to kill the germs in the room.” That sounds silly today, but that’s what the doctor told them to do.


  “Don’t let anybody in.” Grandma or Grandpa didn’t get it, but it seems like maybe a cousin did. Dad went over to see my aunt, and Grandma said, “No, George, you can’t go in. You’ve got Lil and those little children, and you’ll get the flu.” Dad said, “As long as I’m smokin’ my pipe, I won’t get the flu.” He smoked his pipe while he’s there, and he never got the flu.


  So many people died with it. The poor old doctor we had here, I guess he finally got somebody to drive with him. He got a car, and he’d sleep between calls and have this fellow drive for him. He was a good doctor. One of his remedies was to give people good whiskey. It was that turned him into an alcoholic. He died over at Warm Springs [the state psychiatric hospital, established in 1895].


  My mother used to have seizures, and we children would stand around and cry. Twice I sent for my grandmother. Mama had some pills up in the cupboard. She had a table under the cupboard, and when she got up there to get the pills, she went into the seizure. When she fell back, she hit the corner of the cupboard door and cut her head open. When I saw the blood, I was really scared. I sent my oldest brother to get my grandmother. By the time she got there—Grandmother never hurried in her life—Mom was up, doin’ the work. She’d come out of it, but she had a pretty good gash in the back of her head. Another time, she went into a seizure, and her head got caught between two rods on a brass bed. I couldn’t get her out for a while, and that time I sent for my grandmother. She lived a mile from us. Again, Mama was up, movin’ around when Grandma came. A lot of the time, she’d get up like that, but she’d talk things that didn’t make sense. She’d go ahead, washin’ dishes or preparin’ a meal, and then in an hour or so she’d say, “Did I have one of those spells?” And she’d get terrific headaches afterwards.


  We never knew about putting something between her teeth until I was pract’ly grown. A doctor told Dad to put a pencil or something. She used to chew her tongue so bad. She never did swallow her tongue. She would struggle so hard. It’s a terrible thing to see. . . .


  One time a sheep shearer’s wife was here with her husband when they were shearing our sheep. She’s from down in Idaho someplace, and she said her mother had seizures and she took this medication. She sent Mama some of these pills. Mama took ’em, and there was about a year that she didn’t have a seizure. Whether we lost track of where this woman was, or where the pills come from in Idaho, I don’t know. As she got older, Mama didn’t have nearly as many seizures as she did when us kids were little. It seemed like if something worried her bad, it could bring on a seizure.


  When Dad was gone, which he was a lot, I never slept sound. I’d be half awake all night for fear Mom’d go into one of those seizures. They make a sound that’s not like any other. I’d beat it downstairs. To this day, I guess that’s why I’m such a poor sleeper.


  Community gatherings and dances were some of the most vivid memories Helen had of her childhood.


  In the summertime, on the Fourth of July, ever’body in the vicinity tried to get together. They’d go in their wagons for a fish fry at the river. The women would bake and bake the day before, make all kinds of sandwiches, cakes and desserts, and potato salad.


  I remember this one time Mama and Miz Myrtle Dorval each had babies in their arms, and we’d driven up out of a draw where Indian Crick overflowed sometimes. The men, Dad and Will, had the high seat in the front, Mama and Myrtle the high seat in the back. Us kids were all in the bottom. As the wagon come up out of the draw, Mama and Myrtle were both nursin’ their babies. The seat come off the wagon, and down went Mama and Myrtle into the crick bed. I can still remember Myrtle yellin’, “Wool,” she never said Will, “Wool, you killed us, you killed us!” They were pretty battered up, but neither of the babies were hurt a bit.


  Never firecrackers on the Fourth of July. For entertainment, one of my uncles and one of the Pierson boys’d have a horse race. These two guys, race down the road for a mile, maybe half a mile. It seems a long ways when you’re a kid.


  I remember one picnic we went to, up on Wolf Crick, and it was a hot day. When I think of it now, little girls going on a picnic, little white all-embroidered dress, a little old hat that sat on the top of your head that was no shade at all. I had long curls, a big ribbon bow half as big as my head. I had never seen Indian paintbrushes and there was lots of them up there. They looked so bright and red, I had more fun runnin’ around pickin’ them. I got so sunburned that day, by the time we got home I was blisterin’. I stayed at my grandmother’s, and she kept puttin’ sweet cream on my aunt and I, we were burnin’ so. When the cream would get warm on your sunburn, it would smell like a cow barn.


  When I was real small, there was a grocery store at Cameron, six miles from us. They had groceries and dry goods. You could buy dress material, thread, stuff like that. The first dance I can remember, we went down there. They had it above the store. I thought my Aunt Pearl was the most beautiful woman I ever saw. She had on such a pretty blue dress with a real high neck. Of course, they all wore long dresses then. She was a thin person and had lots of black hair. I was so happy that she was my aunt!


  Somebody played the organ, and somebody played the violin. That’s what they did for most dances when I was a kid. Later, they’d take turns havin’ dances in their homes. There was a man and a lady that lived up on Wolf Crick from us; she would second on the organ and he would fiddle. They went ever’place to dances and played for them.


  We never had a babysitter in our life. We always went. When the kids got sleepy, they laid them on the bed, as many as would fit, covered ’em up with coats and they’d sleep ’til the dance was over. I was so fascinated I didn’t sleep much.


  Sometimes we’d lie down for an hour or two, but then we got up and went right to work. When I got older, we’d come home and get the cows milked and have breakfast and go right on gettin’ the next meal ready and not go to bed at all. Those cows had to be milked. The hired men didn’t go to the dances. You had to be sure to have your meals on time for them.


  In those days, if you had a day off when you didn’t have a bunch of men to cook for, you went to a neighbor’s for the day. You took your darning or patchwork, somethin’ to do. You didn’t have an invitation to come. We never was invited. We just went. Or a neighbor, she had a day off, she’d bring all her kids and her darning. Socks they did, or patchin’ overalls. You could always get up a good dinner: meat and potatoes and gravy, a vegetable, a dessert. We would have such a good visit!


  We used to go, maybe once during the summer, to Piersons’. I think that was close to a four-mile walk. Mama would have to carry my youngest brother piggyback some, because he would play out. We would take a lunch with us. When we got hungry, Mama would set down with us. We’d eat a little lunch, and then we’d go on. We would stay a day or two with Mrs. Pierson. She had a big family, and she never got away from home much. A wonderful person. She was a schoolteacher, and she was such an interesting person to visit. Ever’place else we always walked to and came back the same day.


  We had lots of closer neighbors than that. When we lived at the homestead, it was just about a mile to Grandma’s and Grandpa’s, and it wasn’t quite a mile to Uncle Virge and Aunt Blythe. The Johnsons [name changed] lived about a mile and a half, the Herndons about a mile and a half. The Armitages was close to three miles. The Johnson family we visited with a lot, because they were neighbors to my Granddad Carkeek. I don’t think they
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  A native of Illinois, DONNA GRAY began her work in oral history while living in the Bay Area of California. With her husband’s retirement in the mid-1970s, the couple bought a ranch in Montana’s Paradise Valley, where Donna became interested in the histories of neighboring ranch wives. That interest prompted her to expand her search for the stories of Montana’s rural women.


  LINDA PEAVY and URSULA SMITH, who contributed the foreword, have been working in women’s history for thirty years. They have coauthored ten books, including Pioneer Women and Women in Waiting in the Westward Movement.
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