From the Ground Up: Montana Women & Agriculture Transcript

Interviewee: Betty Hedstrom

　
Heidi Crum (HC): This is Heidi Crum, and it is November 21, 2013. And what is your full name?

Betty Hedstrom (BH): Betty Johnson Hedstrom.

HC: And Johnson is your maiden name?

BH: Right.

HC: And, your date of birth?

BH: 2-13-1955.

HC: And, where were you born?

BH: I was born here in Great Falls, but I’ve been raised in Raynesford, Montana, in Judith Basin County for all of my life.

HC: Okay. And what are the names of your parents?

BH: Anton and Mary Ann Johnson 

HC: And where were they born?

BH: Mom was born in north Texas in a town called Gruver, Texas. And Dad was born in Great Falls , but was raised and lived on the ranch, south of Raynesford for all of his life.

HC: So was it his parents’ ranch also?

BH: Yes.

HC: Okay. So are you third-generation or does it go further back than that?

BH: I’m third-generation. My grandpa homesteaded in 1889.

HC: And where did he come from?

BH: He was an immigrant from Sweden. He came over when he was 19 years old. He worked in the lumber yards in Michigan for a little while, and then he came West and he ran a slip-scraper in Yellowstone Park when they were building the roads in Yellowstone Park. In the winter he worked for the railroad yards at Livingston. In 1888 he came to Great Falls and worked in a silver mine. While working at the silver mine he met John Giesey who was hauling grain from the Kibbey area. They got to be friends and my Grandpa stayed out at their ranch some during that winter. In 1889 he filed homestead claim on 160 acres. His homestead was 5 miles from the Giesey ranch.

　
HC: Okay. So he kind of fell in love with the area and decided he wanted to try agriculture and homesteaded?

BH: Right. And so he and a partner of his joined together and they homesteaded two claims. It’d be south of Monarch.

HC: So in 1889 was the Homestead Act, do you remember how many acres was the Homestead Act?

BH: It was 160 acres. And then as years went on, his partner, Carl Peterson, died in 1910. Then Grandpa got his claims, and as time went on, various homesteaders starved out, froze out, couldn’t make it, and he picked up various claims from neighboring ranches or claims. He received his United States Citizenship papers in 1893.

HC: Okay, and he figured out how to make it work when they didn’t.

BH: Right. 


HC: Do you know what his secret was.

BH: He did not spend much money. He paid for everything in gold coin. When he sold cattle or grain he took the money to the bank or put it in a safe place and only took a small amount to the saloon.

HC: Pretty frugal.


BH: Very frugal. He was also 52 years old.

HC: Right. And so where did he meet your grandmother?

BH: My grandmother, her family moved to Monarch in the late 1800s. Monarch was a big mining town at that point. Monarch and Neihart were all part of the silver mines, and her dad had a saloon.

HC: So they moved from Texas? Is that correct?

BH: No, this is Dad’s mom.

HC: Oh, okay.

BH: And then the mother had the Mercantile store.

HC: In Monarch?

BH: In Monarch. So as my grandmother grew up, she worked at the Mercantile store. And they also would take wagons up to the Hughesville Barker Mines. They would take a wagon up with supplies for the miners. She was very good at math, and she could figure all these prices in her head. And so when she went up with the wagon, they didn’t get cheated on their merchandise. Because at that point it was a big deal.

HC: Yeah.


BH: And that was something she prided herself in all her life. So, Grandpa would come down to the Mercantile store for supplies. Because at that point Raynesford wasn’t even in existence.

HC: Oh, it wasn’t a town then? So Monarch and Neihart...

BH: Were because they were mining towns. But, Raynesford, was not established till 1908 when the railroad was put in. Belt was in existence because it had coal mines.

HC: Okay.

BH: So yeah, none of that stuff was there. There was a town of Kibbey. When you go up Highway 427 there’s a grade, it’s kind of a four-corner area where one goes up Limestone and one goes up what was the Kibbey Grade. The town of Kibbey was there. It was on the main route from Fort Benton to Helena. It was easier to travel from Fort Benton, to Highwood, Belt , Cora Creek, Kibbey, Fort Logan, Townsend, and then to Helena, than it was to go through Wolf Creek Canyon. That whole area around Kibbey was used to grow supplies for the mining camps. They had gardens, they had chickens for eggs, they had milk cows, and they put up hay. Because at that time in the mining camps, there were using horses, mules, and when you think of having thousands of people in that little canyon, they had to get supplies to them. 

And that’s when they also started baling hay. They would cut the hay loose and then in the wintertime when they had time, they used what they called the stationary baler. They would bring these loose stacks in and they would bale the hay. Because then it could be hauled down to the railroad, because there was a railroad that went from Monarch to Great Falls.

HC: Okay.

BH: And the hay could be shipped to other mining camps. 

HC: Oh. I’ve never heard of a stationary baler. 

BH: Well, it was in the very early 1900s. 

HC: I’ll have to look up what those looked like.

BH: I’m not 100 percent sure. I think they were like a small square bale. They had to be able to handle them by hand. They had to have some means to be able to haul them on the trains that they wouldn’t come apart. 

HC: Huh. To meet the demands of the growing mining communities. Okay.

BH: Because you had the silver mines in the Monarch and Neihart country. And then you had Belt and Stockett and Sand Coulee that were coal mines. But all of em in that period still involved horses, oxen, mules.

HC: Uh-huh. So we were on your grandparents. So these were your father’s parents, correct? Okay.

BH: Their names were Anton and Magdalen Gonsior Johnson. 

HC: Magdalen Johnson. So how many siblings did Anton have? Very many?

BH: He had two sisters. Margaret, the oldest, went in to the service and served in World War II as a nurse and a physical therapist. She met and married a doctor, and they lived in Alabama. Helen, my other aunt, married one of the Kleffners out of Belt, and then he was an extension agent for awhile and she was a teacher, and they spent most of their life in Hardin, teaching at the Crow Agency.

HC: Oh, okay. So they left the ranch and your father stayed on the place.

BH: And my father stayed on. But my grandmother always wanted to have a better education. And at that period of time, girls did not go much past eighth grade. It was just not real heard of. And so she even went out to St. Peter’s Mission, between Great Falls and Helena here, and the nuns were going to let her go through high school. Well, she went out there, but at St. Peter’s Mission they also taught a lot of the Indian kids. Well they decided that she already knew enough that they made her teach the Indians kids, and she still never got her high school...

HC: Oh. Now is that the mission that’s by Cascade?

BH: Yes.

HC: Okay.

BH: It’s probably about 10 miles west of Cascade. Anyway, she was out there for about two years I think. And ah,

HC: So she ended up teaching and didn’t

BH: She ended up teaching instead of getting her high school education. She got married in 1912. Well, when she started having kids, she did not want them to just go to a country school. So she actually bought a house in Great Falls, and she would take the kids to Great Falls, and then they would go back out to the ranch on weekends. 

HC: She was so passionate about education.

BH: She was very passionate about it. And so my dad graduated from Great Falls High. But she also wanted him to get a college education. At that point in time, Iowa State was known as the best ag school. 

HC: Okay, what town was that in?

BH: Ames, Iowa. So he got headed off to Ames, Iowa, to go to school. And he went into animal science, I’m sure it was animal science, and he had always grown up doing everything with horses, and he loved horses. So when he got down there, he wanted to be on the polo team. Well, to be on the polo team you had to be in ROTC. Well, he took the test to try and get into ROTC, and he was color blind. And at that point you couldn’t get into any kind of military if you were color blind. But he was real good friends with Walter Hart which was my mother’s brother. And he was on the polo team. So he would let Dad come, and he’d help exercise the horses and he’d get to go to practices and different things. But he could not play in the regular games. So he would be sitting in the stands, and that is how he met my mother was at the polo games.

HC: Oh, how cool.

BH: And then

HC: So she was from Texas?

BH: She was from north Texas, a town called Gruver, which is 100 miles north of Amarillo.

HC: So she came up to Iowa...

BH: Iowa State, yes. And she was in home economics. And that was right at the beginning of World War II. Dad never did actually graduate. He was six credits short of graduating from college. But my Grandpa, he didn’t get married till he was 52, was old enough that Dad had to skip every spring quarter and help feed and calve on the ranch, so he was never able to go a full year at a time. He did go one quarter or two quarters at MSU, and he was gonna catch up, but then World War II started and he never did go back. But Mom did graduate. She graduated at eight o’clock one evening, and they got married at eight o’clock the next morning because everybody was being shipped out to go to war. This was June in 1942.

HC: Oh my gosh.

BH: So if they wanted any of these people there, they had to do it that early in the morning. 

HC: Oh my gosh.

BH: So then she had never been north of Iowa. So for their honeymoon they came back to Montana. She had never been to Montana or met any of his relatives at that point in time.

HC: Wow, so none of his family was able to go to the wedding, they just had a real quick ceremony there in Iowa.

BH: Yeah. So where Mom is from was very flat prairie, very flat.


HC: Was she from a ranch family also?

BH: Yes, they did have cattle and they raised wheat.

HC: So even though she was in home economics, was she passionate about cattle and the land?

BH: She was from an agriculture background and yes, she has always loved the agricultural end of it. So then Dad took her up and put her up in the hills at the homeplace. And it sits in a narrow little coulee . she’d never even seen hills before let alone mountains, and it was quite a change for her. And they also moved into the same house with Grandma and Grandpa. Which, like I say, Grandpa was already gettin up in years quite a ways at this point in time, so that also was a challenge.

HC: I’m sure. 

BH: And then they had their first kid in `43.

HC: So that would be your oldest sister?

BH: My oldest sister, Dorothy, yeah. By the time they had Walt in 1945, Grandma and Grandpa decided that they would move to Great Falls. They signed the place over to Dad and Mom, and they bought a house. But Grandpa did not like living in town. Grandma, she did. She liked being around people. She’d always worked in a store. She thrived living in town. But Grandpa never did, and he would always come out to the ranch and stay.

HC: So his heart is with the land and the cattle.

BH: Yes. So then, as they had more kids, the kids got older getting them to school was a real challenge.

HC: So while we’re on kids, how many siblings do you have? 

BH: I have five sisters and two brothers. 

HC: Holy smokes. I knew about Walt but I didn’t know there were so many girls.

BH: Yes, so as the the children got older getting them to school became a real problem. They rented a house in Belt for awhile. Mom lived in Belt with the 4 kids and would go back to the ranch on weekends. Traveling back and forth was enough of a challenge, but she had a lot of allergy troubles. The house they had rented in Belt had a mold problem and she was just sick all of the time. She said that was enough of that. So in 1950 we bought what was known as the Walter Fish place in Raynesford that was down on the highway, and that’s actually the place that Steve and I live on right now. So in 1950 they bought that and we lived in the old two-story house that was there during the school year, and then she would move everybody back up to the homeplace in the summertime.

HC: So which direction is the homeplace from Raynesford?

BH: It would be southwest.

HC: Okay.

BH: But it’s six miles. And so, then as the years went on and there became more kids, I was born in `55, and in1958 Mom decided that she wanted the big main house that was up the ranch moved down to Raynesford. So they moved our house..

HC: From the homeplace?

BH: From the homeplace down to Raynesford. And if you know where the A-1 control center is, the ridge that goes straight up behind there, they hauled that house up a very steep hill and came down that ridge. and Scottie Zion from Great Falls did it, and he knew he would have some flat tires. They had 17 flat tires coming across that ridge. There was a wagon trail but it was not a good road. But the missile base was not there in `58. So they brought that house straight down off of that hill. But they could not haul it over the weekend because at that time the regulations didn’t allow for large loads on weekends. So that house set up on the very top point up there over the weekend, and we had some high winds and Mom had a dream that it was a pile of splinters on the bottom. But it wasn’t. And they got it down and they got it situated. And so the house that we live in was the house that my grandfather actually built in 1906. 

HC: Oh wow.


BH: And we hauled it down. It has been remodeled at different times, but it is the same house.

HC: Remodeled and moved.

BH: Yes. 

HC: So while we’re kind of near your siblings, did all the kids help with ranch work?

BH: Yes, as we grew up everybody just helped out. And it’s kind of funny to me in a way. All of us liked horses, and so we rode and helped with the cattle all the time. And my dad thought that was fine, if we wanted to ride and do the cattle work and check everything. But growing up I never did run haying machinery and us girls didn’t have to stack bales. We had to cook, especially when there were haying crews and different things there. But growing up, I did not run machinery. I broke or trained my first pony when I was eight years old. It was a way for me to make money. myy older brother, Walt, had started breaking horses when he was in high school, and people started bringing them to him to train. Then he went off to college, which left us girls breaking any of the horses that people would bring. We would keep a horse for a month to six weeks, and we would ride them every day. Dad told us that this was a job, we were getting paid for it. If we had horses to break, we would be out there every day. And that was what we did. But we only got $50 a month for it. 

HC: So did it feel like a job to you or did you always enjoy it?

BH: I always enjoyed it but I did take it as a job. And that was how I earned enough money to buy my first car, was by breaking horses. And by the time I graduated from high school, I had probably broke 20 horses.

HC: Wow. 

BH: There was always a bond there. I loved doing it. But at that period in time, everything you did you rode. 

HC: Right.

BH: And you know, as soon as you got a colt good enough to line out, we would ride out in the pasture. And you would ride for four to six hours, whatever it took. And you did get a broke horse in a short amount of time. It’s not like today, where we jump them in a trailer, haul them, ride them for an hour, and jump them back in the trailer and haul them home.

HC: So for anybody that doesn’t know about horses, can you explain what you mean by “get em lined out”?

BH: To get a horse lined out means having enough control when you are riding them to be able to turn, have some ability to stop them and they will travel without bucking. Some of the horses that we got were ones that had been raised ranchers that really had never been handled. So the first thing when they would bring them, at that time they would bring horses in a stock truck, you would unload em, and for the first week you had to go out there, work with them to gentle them down and get them used to people. Sometimes you would just put them in a real narrow alley and get so you could touch them and get a halter on them. Because you first had to teach them to lead before you could ever start riding them. During that period of time, you gained their confidence and hopefully trust. If they were already halter broke when they got there and were reasonably gentle, you would sack em out, which just means flopping articles around on them, getting them used to being handled and touched and worked with. We did tie up a hind foot on a horse just so they couldn’t kick at you and they would stay still. 

As years went by and techniques changed, our methods of working with em also changed. During high school I attended a Monte Forman training clinic. After I was married I also attended a Ray Hunt Clinic. As time went on, a lot of the methods have changed. But still the key is, you have to gain the confidence of that horse for you to successfully work with em. I was never what I would call a good bronc rider. To me, a woman or a girl has to use a lot more technique because she doesn’t have the muscle and the brawn to pull em around. So you have to work with them a lot more. 

HC: So clearly horses are something near and dear to you. Did the rest of your sisters stick with training horses and in the agriculture industry?

BH: My oldest sister, Dorothy didn’t so much. She went to college and then she went into the Peace Corp. And she served three years in Brazil and then became a school teacher. And she was Home Economics and she taught Spanish when she came back, which was close to the Portuguese had spoken in Brazil but not quite the same. And she always rode and liked to help, but she never did actually train horses. I think part of that was, she always ended up helping Mom with the younger kids. Walt always rode and trained horses, and then he became a team roper and he is still training horses whether he should or not. But anyway he still does. My next sister, Cathy is on a ranch and she rides. But she never liked to train them. She did some when she was in high school, but she never did carry on.

HC: Does she live on a ranch in Montana?

BH: Yes, she lives on a ranch north of Geyser. And Peggy, the next one, her and her husband worked for big ranches for years. They traveled around to some different places, but they were always on big ranches and Peggy always rode quite a bit. But she teaches school in Cascade now. And Patty, the one that’s older than I am, her and her husband have a guest ranch out of Wolf Creek. And she and her children have done a lot with the horses, because of having the dude ranch and having to break and train as many horses as they do.

HC: For the business.

BH: Right. And then I’m next and I’ve loved the horses. And then my younger sister, Maureen married a veterinarian, and they have always been very involved in the horse business, training working, and raising horses.

HC: So is he a large animal veterinarian?

Yes. Mostly specialized in horses and cattle.

HC: Okay.


BH: My younger brother, David is definitely in the horse business. They raise and train, and he team ropes and his wife barrel races all the time.

HC: So your father’s love definitely trickled down to all of you.

BH: All of his children. I was one of the few that liked driving horses. And growing up we always had a team and I would help Dad. And when I was in high school, he got so that he would let me go hook up the team. If I had kids that came home from school with me or something, I could go out and hook up the team and drive the team. We have an old buggy that my Grandpa actually courted my Grandma in back in 1911. They were married in 1912. In 1989, when it was the celebration for Montana to celebrate being a state for a 100 years, it was also the 100 year celebration for our ranch from when Grandpa homesteaded.

HC: Oh, okay.

BH: So at that point we didn’t have a big draft team, but Dad says, “Well, we’ve got to get a team broke, because I want to be in some parades with a team, and we need to get the buggy redone.” So Steve and I redid the buggy. We tightened up all the wheels, because it’s wooden wheels with the iron rim on them, and we painted it and we had some new cushions done for the seats. Dad and I took a couple of saddle horses and we broke them to drive. 

HC: Oh, okay.

BH: And they were sisters, both sorrels and they made a pretty matched team. So that summer we went to what three different parades and we went on part of one trail ride. They did a trail ride from Stanford to Great Falls, they had some other wagons and buggies too. Well, we joined them in Stockett and Sand Coulee, and drove the team from there into what used to be the Ayrshire Dairy, just on the east side of Great Falls. And then everybody camped there that night and then drove the team and buggy to the parade the next day down Central Ave. in Great Falls. We were in period dress

HC: Oh, how fun.

BH: And went in the parade.

HC: So you and Steve and your dad, did your mom go? 

BH: Steve didn’t ride with us, he was our support team to haul the horses and the buggy. It was Dad and I, two of my kids and my aunt rode in the Great Falls parade. Both aunts dressed up in some of my Grandmother’s old hats and dresses, and they went in the parade in Monarch that we did. We also did the parade in Stanford. I actually made a long dress and bonnet to wear in the parades. We also gave rides to all our guests that attended the ranch celebration and the wedding of Mom and Dad’s oldest grandchild, which was held at the same time.

HC: Oh fun. So when you were driving the team in high school, um, you mentioned you did it a little bit if you had friends come over. But did you drive the team for actual chores on the ranch also?

BH: We did feed some with the team, but usually Dad drove at that point in time. He liked it if I did it in the fair weather but not in the snow. 

HC: So after high school did you go to college?

BH: Yes, I went to college down in Bozeman, at MSU, and I went into agri business. And that is where I met Steve, he was in ag business also. And we got to know each other down there. Steve came over and worked that summer of 1975, stacking bales until we started school that fall. That fall we decided we wanted to get married and we did not want to wait till the next summer. We were juniors, we were still both going to MSU and we got married on Valentine’s Day because it was a long weekend. We decided we were going to get married so that was that.

HC: That was that. So you got married down in Bozeman.

BH: No, we came home and were married in Great Falls. Then we kept going to school. We came home for spring break. We’d been married for five weeks. A new ranch had just been purchased and the ranch took over ownership the 1st of March in 1976. By then we were a family corporation. We had incorporated the place in 1970. The new ranch was the Jack McDonald place and is now where my brother Walt and his wife live. So, we came home to help on the ranch during spring break of college.

HC: And that’s in the Raynesford area also?

BH: Yes, it’s between Raynesford and Belt. Steve went down to help my brother and learn how to feed the cows down there. That place that we had bought, all the hay was put up in loose stacks. So to feed it, they had a tractor with a grapple fork, but they were backing up and dropping hay. Well, they weren’t real familiar with the terrain of the land, and the creek winds through there. Well there’s a high creek bank on one side and a low one on the other, so when you’re looking back you can see straight across. And they backed over a creek bank. And the tractor came over backwards, and Steve was standing behind the seat on the tractor. It was an open tractor. That tractor came over backwards and threw them both into the creek, and then it rolled because there was a hole in the creek. Well, there were two guys going by on the highway and they saw this happen. This was March 21st. They waded across the creek in their suits and helped get Steve out, because he was hurt. They helped splint his leg and get him in the pickup and then my brother drove him to town. But at that point, Walt had told them that no one was living in the house there but that the phone was hooked up. He gave them a phone number, and he says, “Call this number and tell them to meet us in at the hospital.”

HC: Oh my gosh.

BH: So that is what they did. So when we got the phone call, we knew who was down there but we did not know who was hurt. So Mom and Vicki, Walt’s wife, and I all jumped into the car and took off for town. But I did not know until I went into the emergency room at the hospital that it was Steve that was hurt. And it had mashed his whole calf area of his leg, and he was in surgery for six hours. They patched things up as well as they could and then he laid in a cast for, it must have been about three weeks, three and a half weeks. And he could wiggled his big toe so we thought everything was coming along all right. And they says, “Well, we’re gonna have to go in and take a look.” So they took him up to the surgical floor, this was in the old Columbus hospital, and they opened it up and there was only one small area, about the size of a quarter, that had blood flow going through that leg. And gangrene had started to set in. So they said that they were going to have to take the leg off and in order to get up to good tissue they had to take the leg off right about the knee. 

HC: Even though the cast was below the knee?

BH: No. The cast was a full leg cast. The injury was actually in the calf area. They had to take it off above the knee in order to get to good tissue. So he was in the hospital for five weeks. We’d been married for five weeks, then he was in the hospital five weeks, and then we started out our married life. While he was in the hospital, I had to take one day and I had to go down to Bozeman and clean us out of married student housing, and get all the fees and stuff back because we weren’t able to go to school that quarter.

HC: That fall.

BH: It was spring, spring quarter we couldn’t go. So my sister, Peggy was living out of Bozeman at that time and she came in and helped me clean the house out. And we somehow stuffed absolutely everything in my outfit and hauled it home. So that was how we started out our married life.

HC: So then you moved to....

BH: We stayed in Raynesford, we lived in the old two-story house that’s right there on the main place. And we stayed there that summer, and it must have been about the first of August or middle of August, he got fitted for a prosthetic leg. That whole summer that leg had to heal. But that really didn’t stop him. He would hop on his crutches to the tractor, and he baled all that summer. That was the first summer the ranch had a big round baler and no one else knew how to run it. He’d have his crutches tied to the roll bar of the tractor. And then, that August he got fit for a prosthetic leg. The first prosthetic leg he had was basically a wooden leg. It did fit on with the suction and it had had hydraulic cylinder for the knee action. But it was a little probably six-inch cylinder about an inch wide. 

So then we enrolled back in school that next fall. And we decided that since we had skipped spring quarter, if we doubled up on credits and took a heavy load we could still graduate that next spring. So that is what we did. We took 22 to 24 credits that year, but we graduated when we were supposed to. So we actually got out of college a quarter short. And then we moved back to the ranch. Steve did all of the mechanic work for the ranch, and I just went back to breaking horses and I went back to handling and working all the cows. My one brother was back by that time and one sister and her husband were also working on the ranch full time.

HC: Okay, so it wasn’t just your parents and you guys.

BH: Right. But we’d also bought two other places since we’d incorporated, and so we were runnin a pretty good-sized place at that time.

HC: And mostly cow/calf?

BH: Mostly cow/calf. We did have some yearlings but it was mostly a cow/calf operation.

HC: Did you ever raise any wheat or sell much hay or any other commodities like that?

BH: Uh, we would renovate hay ground, but we would usually try to put in some type of a forage crop. Sometimes we would plant oats so we had grain for calves and for horses. But as the years went on, getting a small combine became harder and harder. In 1980 Steve and I leased a small ranch between the ranch at Raynesford and the place that Walt was on. We were able to start buying a few of our own cows, but we were still working for the ranch. In 1984 Mom and Dad purchased the place we were leasing and built a new house there. Steve and I then moved to the main place at Raynesford, where we still are today. In 1986, my folks decided that they wanted to split the place up while they were still able to be in charge.

HC: Oh, and make the decisions for succession.

BH: And make the decisions. And ah, so in `86 we kind of had a plan laid out but Mom wanted us to try it. Because she wanted each of the families to be able to know that they were going be able to make it on their own with the amount of ground that they were going to be offered for purchase. So in `86, we started leasing our unit from the ranch, and so from `86 to `88 we leased. And by `89, everyone had decided that they could make it work. And so in March `89 purchase agreements were signed, they dissolved the corporation, and we were deeded our sections of ground. And whether everybody was happy with it or not, you knew what you had to work with and could make your own decision how to use it. Because, as everybody’s children get older, your emphasis changes from your brother and sister level to your own family and how you want to raise them. And as everyone gets married, all of the in-laws coming in have such a different perspective on how things should be done. So it was just getting too complicated at that period of time. Everybody wanted to do this and this, and so I do give Mom and Dad a lot of credit. Because then we had our unit and it was up to us what we did with it.

HC: Uh-huh. Pretty smart people.

BH: And being as I am number six kid, I didn’t end up with as large a chunk as say my brother who was ten years older. And when we first started, we had leased a place for a little while and we did have a few cows started on our own. But we didn’t have enough to make our place pay. So in `86 we did buy a lot of cows but we also went into sheep.

HC: Oh, okay. I didn’t know that.

BH: Because the sheep didn’t take as much pasture ground, and at that point they were bringing pretty good money. Actually when we bought into them they were fairly cheap. But in the following years, they brought us very good money.

HC: Did you raise meat breeds or the wool breeds?

BH: We raised them for meat. We had targhee ewes and we crossed em on Suffolk bucks, and we did pretty good. We were in very rough terrain. There was a lot of hawthorn brush that provides a tremendous amount of cover for predators, and coyotes were definitely our worse predators. We did try the llamas. The first llama we had was excellent. He had been raised with a group of sheep. He would take the sheep out, and if you were to bring em in, he would not come in until all of em, all the lambs were there. If you had a lamb laying under a little piece of brush, he would go and stand there until you came over and got it and brought em in. And as soon as he thought that everybody was in his herd, he would just troop off and lead em right down. But the coyotes got him. There was a pack of three coyotes, and we couldn’t find him, and we finally had a neighbor fly the area and we did find him, but the coyotes killed him. So then we purchased another one, but that one was never quite as good. He wasn’t bad, but he didn’t compare to the first one. The way a llama protects a group of sheep, is that they are a very curious animal. And if it just a coyote one on one with a llama, they do very well. If a coyote approaches the area where the sheep and the llama are located the llama is very curious; they go out to see what it is and they will pursue him. A coyote does not like to be pursued. But if there is a pack situation, where there is three to four coyotes, one will lure the llama off, the others will come in behind it. Just like they will a dog. And that last year that we had the sheep, we probably lost a lot of lambs. 

HC: Oh, shoot.

BH: We had the state predator control, they came out and they shot some and they flew it, but it didn’t really seem to matter. And then we hit the drought years and we either had to cut our cow numbers down or cut the sheep out, and we ended up letting the sheep go. We sold the sheep out in 2000. 

HC: So that was all, that was a management and a predatory decision? Okay.

BH: Yes, so now we run a cow/calf operation.

HC: So um, I just thought of a couple of things, earlier when you were telling about Steve’s wreck you said that he was out with your brother learning how to get the hay.

BH: Right, what to feed em.


HC: So was he just learning the specifics of how your family operated?

BH: No, my brother actually wanted to go off on a vacation and he wanted him to feed while he was gone.

HC: Okay, so did Steve come from an agriculture background also?

BH: Um, not really. 

HC: Okay, so he was kind of learning the ropes of ranch life and ranch work.

BH: Steve’s family always lived kind of on the edge of town, but his mother was a bookkeeper and his dad worked at the Anaconda aluminum plant in Columbia Falls. Well to start with, he worked at the lumber yard when Steve was growing up, he worked at Kalispell Lumber. But Steve was one of five boys, and as the boys got older, they always tended towards an agricultural job for the summer. So he had stacked hay, and then when he got to high school, he worked for a veterinarian. He would go out before school and clean the kennels, then go to school and he had his classes set so they he could get out a little bit early and go back to the vet clinic. And he ended up going out on a lot of calls with the vet. He was kind of the assistant. So he did that all during high school. So he didn’t necessarily live on a farm, but he had had a fair amount of farm experience.

HC: So did any of that animal healthcare play into ranch life?

BH: Yes, it has played in a lot. He should have paid more attention though when he was going with the vet. He just didn’t know that he was going to marry a ranch girl at that point. 

HC: So when you guys got married, where you, had you both talked about going back to the ranch? Or not specifically?

BH: Some. 

HC: Some? And then it just kind of happened that way?

BH: It just kind of happened. I guess, I don’t know, I was always heading back. 

HC: And maybe he knew that anyway.

BH: He never really questioned it. 

HC: Right. He knew he wanted you...

BH: He doubted it some times.

HC: So my other question was, you said growin up you didn’t operate much machinery. So when you and Steve got your own unit did you start?

BH: Yes. Once it was just Steve and I, and I had three kids—I have two girls and one boy. And when they were little, we were still with the ranch and so, yes, I helped out a fair amount. I also did the books for the ranch when it was a corporation. But once we went on our own, then it was a partnership. He would help me with the cows, and I would help him with the haying or the farming or whatever needed to be done. And we have always done it as a partnership. It doesn’t matter whether we’re fencing, whether we’re haying, feedin cows, whether we’re sortin cows, or putting up buildings we work together. I do most of the riding in the summer, checking cows and he does the mechanic work. But it has been a very good trade-off over the years. 

HC: So that’s one of the questions: has the work you’ve done changed over the years? Different jobs, roles. But it sounds like you’ve got it figured out and you haven’t had to...

BH: I won’t say they’ve changed so much because when we started doing it, if I’m down suckling a calf he has no problem putting supper on the table. Because he does not like to suckle calves. Uh, but if he’s gone and is working for the fire department, for the conservation districts and has to go to meetings, I cover what’s at home.

HC: Right, that was my next question. When Steve started getting active on the fire department and all these different boards that he’s so passionate about, did that change your roles on the ranch between the two of you?

BH: Not really, because he always felt guilty when he came home and always wanted to make sure that I wasn’t overwhelmed with what was going on. He’s always set things up and had somebody I could call if I had any kind of problems. Which, really, I’ve got a couple of brothers and good neighbors close enough that if I’ve ever had trouble I can get help in a hurry. But um, we’ve always had a very strong partnership there. Like I say, a lot of couples can’t work together day in and day out, but we’ve always seemed to make it work.

HC: That’s great to hear. So what is your favorite job on the ranch?

BH: Probably riding out checking cows. And if I get frustrated or upset about anything, he’s kind of like my mother. He says, “Why don’t you go ride your horse for awhile.” 

HC: He knows what puts you at ease, huh? 

BH: It usually works.

HC: Are there any experiences in your partnership that stand out in your mind, whether they’re funny or scary or exciting?

BH: While, I do ride a different caliber of horses than I used to because riding colts all the time you do have a tendency to have more accidents. Most horse accidents in my case usually involved a horse and a cow and a dog. 


HC: Those were the three factors to a wreck.

BH: Those were the three factors. If a cow chased a dog and the dog runs under the horse, things can come apart. But Steve has always been very good. When my youngest daughter was 10 months old, I was sorting heavy cows for calving, ones that where the closest to calving, and I was sorting them out so that we could have them close by, and we’d had a new dog, it was just still a pup. And I was riding a colt, and the dog came in and heeled my horse. And this horse kind of exploded and I shot like a torpedo up over the top of his head, and then he preceded to run over me. So I compressed a vertebrae my neck and I spread a vertebrae in my back and he stepped on my ankle and broke it. So I get hauled into town and I’m also, I don’t know if we want this on the tape, I was also nursing at that point in time. But I had to lay flat on my back and they wouldn’t let me move. So Steve got to wean a 10 month old baby. And there was also a three-year-old and a five-year-old. 

HC: He had his hands full.

BH: He did. I was in the hospital for a week, and when I came home I had a neck brace and a back brace and a cast. And the doctor informed me that I could not lift anything more than a pound. He said, “You can’t lift a big pitcher off the table.” And he says, “There is no way you can lift your child.” So Karen was just learning to walk at this point in time, so Steve would get me situated in the chair and the two other kids would get Karen over there and they would push her up into the chair, or shove her, and then I could hold her sitting on my lap. So Stacy, my oldest one, had to be my gofer girl, because if she went and got a diaper I could change Karen on my lap, but then if she had to have a bottle or anything, I’d have to send Stacy to go get it. Because with the neck brace and back brace and cast on my foot, I was really immobile.

HC: Wow. How long did you have to wear the braces and the cast?

BH: The cast was only like six weeks, but it seemed forever. I had to wear the back brace for three months. But Steve didn’t leave me. We made it through it. So we have had our ups and downs.

HC: Did you guys do any ever any work off the ranch? Or you guys just worked on the ranch?

BH: No. One of the jokes I always tell my kids is I’ve never had a real job. I’ve always worked on the place. And when the ranch was a corporation, I did do the books for them. But I have never actually been employed outside of the ranch.

HC: So how about your kids? Did they help you guys with chores day to day on the ranch?

BH: Yes, the kids always helped out. One story I do like to tell is, we had all the sheep and we were lambing and the two older ones were already in school. Karen had gotten big enough that she could actually pack a lamb under each arm, well she couldn’t really pack em under each arm but she could hold a lamb and pack it down to the other shed when we were moving them to a different pen. We were walking along and she says, “Mom,” she says, “I have made my decision.” She says, “I really don’t need to go to school because you’re not gonna be able to do this without me.”

HC: She made her decision. She wasn’t asking, she was telling you.

BH: She told me that that was the way it was going to be. That she knew that I really couldn’t manage without her. We later had other discussions. 

HC: So sounds like she loves the animals as much as you do.

BH: She does. All of the kids grew up loving the animals. The two girls like the horses the most. Travis probably tended more towards the sheep and then the cows. He did learn to ride and do fine, but he never thoroughly enjoyed it to the degree the girls did. The girls did go ahead and they broke horses when they were in high school also. And it was good experience for them, and they love to come back and help. So when I have move cattle to a different pasture or when we ship cattle or when we brand, they try to come and help.

HC: So the girls don’t live on the ranch.

BH: No, one of them lives in White Sulpher and she works at the bank as a loan officer. And the other one is a CPA in Bozeman, and they each have their own family. Stacy has three kids and Karen has two kids and Travis has three kids.

HC: And where does Travis live?

BH: Travis just lives a half mile below us now. He did live out in Washington for seven years, and he was a mechanical engineer for British Petroleum out there. Then he was able to get a job at the refinery here at Great Falls, so he works full time in Great Falls, but he is available on weekends or can take time off when we need extra help. 

HC: So do any of the three kids, any or all, want to come back to the ranch?

BH: Travis will be the one; he is starting to build his own cow herd and will eventually take over. The girls definitely want the right to be able to come back at any time and help. 

HC: I’m sure that’s difficult decisions.

BH: Yes, that will be some of the next decisions that have to be ironed out. 

HC: So this has down, what does retirement look like to you? Do you imagine yourself ever moving to town?

BH: I imagine not doing as much of the physical labor as we do but, unless something dramatically changes, we will stay active for quite awhile. As long as we’re able to. 

HC: It’s always been your life.

BH: And even if we back out, I really can’t imagine moving to town. No.

HC: Can’t imagine doing anything else.

BH: No.


HC: Yep, your heart is definitely with the land, right?

BH: Yes. And Steve has gotten so involved with the conservation districts that I love going and meeting all the different people from different areas. And I guess I tell our agricultural story a lot more than I ever thought I would. I don’t specifically go out and tell people, but whenever you go and visit with people, they want to know where you’re from. And when you talk about ranching and that you are from Montana, people’s eyes light up and they want to know what you do. And I’ve always been willing to tell people what I do. 

HC: I imagine you do a very good job at the delivery of it, too, just in getting to know you and talking with you more today. So the next topic on here has “sense of place.” And I get a feeling that you know what a sense of place is to you. But can you explain to me in your words what maybe a sense of place means?

BH: It’s kind of an odd question.

HC: I guess, what does the ranch mean to you?

BH: I think people are going to realize as time goes on, well they’re going to have to realize, that everything comes back to the land. The food is produced on the land. And if there aren’t people to take care of that land and produce that—whether it’s beef, whether it’s vegetables, whatever, grains—those are a very vital part of human existence. And you can have all of these other jobs, and you can have all these financial gurus and all this, but when it comes down to it, you have to have those essentials. And there will always have to be somebody that takes care of that. And I like to be a part of that. And I don’t like big flouncy things, but I like the basics, and those basics are always going to need to be there.

HC: So you feel very connected to your ranch specifically, or do you feel like you’re just connected to the land no matter what it is?

BH: We’ve traveled around the state a lot, and now I’ve traveled in other states a lot. And so far, I am very happy with where I’m at. And I feel very blessed to be where I’m at. And yes, I could make other places probably work, but I don’t know if I would have the same bond that I do where I’m at.

HC: What’s your favorite time of year on the place? Do you have one?

BH: I have to say calving. I love seeing the new calves. I love to see all of the animals giving birth. It’s just a very powerful thing, and I actually miss the lambs. And I miss the lambing. I totally enjoyed lambing. But unless Travis wants to get back into sheep, I’m not going to go there. But any animal giving birth and working with the new ones, I have to say it’s just like holding new babies. I’ve loved all my grandkids and I’m trying to promote a love of agriculture in all of them. And so far, they seem to love it. 

HC: So now let’s move on to women in Montana agriculture. Do you have any thoughts of the role of women in agriculture? You’ve always been very actively involved in your family ranch, but that might not be the case across the board with other families. 

BH: I think it should be stressed more on family ranches, to have the women involved in the work and to understand. I’ve seen a lot of cases where the husband was brought up on the ranch, the wife comes from a town situation. If that husband makes the woman a part of the place and includes her in the place, I don’t care whether she has a separate job or not, it is still of vital importance that that woman knows what is going on. Now, my mother with her allergies could never go out and work with the animals or in the fields. Dust, molds, she just couldn’t do it. But she always knew what everybody was doing. It didn’t matter whether we had hired men, whether it was when the ranch was altogether and we had the three different ranches, she always knew what was going on where and who was doing it. 

HC: So she found her niche even though she wasn’t physically


BH: Able to do the work. But if the women are not included in the ranch situation, they do not understand the hours and the work that their partner is putting in. And they don’t realize why he’s so tired and he doesn’t want to go to this event. Where if they would work beside him and help him, they would understand.

HC: So to me it sounds like your family has always done really well in the partnership, your parents and you and Steve. Do you think your family is unique in that aspect in Montana agriculture?

BH: I do. And the other thing is, my mom and dad were married for 58 years. My dad always wanted to make it to 60, but Mom didn’t make it that long. But out of eight kids, we are still all married. While, seven of us. The oldest one never did get married. But it is not the common thing in today’s society to have, like for my children, to have grandparents on both sides; the one was married for 58 years, the other for 60 years. I think it’s a great example of the way things should be but it is not common in our schools or our society. It is more of a unique situation than the common.

HC: So your family’s morals

BH: Have passed down.


HC: Do you think those morals have lead to your success in the agriculture industry?

BH: I think it has helped a lot. I do. And how you treat people. And if you’re honest and fair with them. If you’re honest and fair with people, they will be honest and fair with you back. If you try to pull shenanigans on people, in return, whether it happens right away or not, it will come back to haunt you. 

HC: And those are items you’ve taught your kids. And those are definitely morals that go hand-in-hand with agriculture, to me anyway.

BH: Yes.

HC: So, do you have other women in your community that are ranchers also?

BH: There are some that help out some, but there are really very few that probably do the day-to-day work on the place like I do. I know there’s some that get out there and help during different periods of time. There aren’t very many that just come to mind that do it on a day-to-day basis.

HC: Do you have a chance to get together with those ladies very often?

BH: At different events. I’m very strong like in our church, and we are very fortunate to still have our little church. But at this point they are calling us a very active community so yes we do keep things going. And I do see the neighbors and we help out neighbors if they need help, especially hauling calves for shipping in the fall. But I am not involved as much as I was. When the kids were growing up and stuff, I was very active in what they used to call the home demonstration clubs. Now they are called Family and Community Education. But I was involved in that for probably 20 years. I did do 4H as a kid. I had my kids do 4H for quite awhile but then we had to make a decision, whether they were going do the sports or whether they were gonna do 4H. But we weren’t going to be able to do both all the time and have me still work on the ranch as much as I did. I couldn’t at that point in time be gone that much. So they decided to be in the sports in that point in time. But while they were in 4H I was also a 4H leader, which I was probably only a leader for probably six years. My dad was a 4H leader for 35. But 4H has always been strong in the family and through that you get to meet a lot of people too.

HC: So when you say 4H, explain, you raised market animals?

BH: I raised market beef but I also did the food, I did the clothing, I did the horses. I went all through the regular four years of horses and then I did self-determined projects where I was breaking horses and I would actually show them and the progress of different ones that I had trained. And I did the beef breeding. I did the range some. I didn’t get into range near as much as I should have, but at that point we didn’t have a county extension agent that was strong in it. And we didn’t have a leader that was strong in it. And to have a good range program, you need to have a good leader to help with it. And I do always regret that. If we wouldn’t have rushed through college as much as we did, I would have taken range as an extra course. But when we cut things short

HC: And had to double up on credits.


BH: I know, I took horse classes instead. But the horses have always surfaced in my life. It’s just the way it is. 

HC: So it sounds like your father was very involved in the community as well. So he was the 4H leader for his kids as well as many other kids.

BH: He was the one that actually got 4H started in Judith Basin County.

HC: Wow, that’s great.

BH: He and another gal got to talking about it, and Dad had heard of 4H you know back when he was in college and different things. He knew the program some, but when his kids started getting up in age, there weren’t any clubs around and so they just decided that they were going to start a club. So he got a hold of the county extension agent and they started a club.

HC: And he kept on going with it even when his kids were finished?

BH: Yes he did. He stayed, he was chairman of the fair board in Stanford for years. And then when he got off, Cathy actually got on. My sister, yeah. So that way, he stayed very involved in it. He never got involved in the fire department and stuff like Steve has. Steve kind of took that one by the horns and we have a very nice fire department now.

HC: It sounds like your father still had the sense of belonging to community that he passed down to you as well. Were there any other groups that your dad got involved in?

BH: Mostly just the church. He did the school board when the younger kids were, or when my older brothers and sisters were on, but he didn’t stay on the school board very long. He didn’t like that very well. But he always stayed very involved in stuff. One of the things that he really promoted in 4-H, that I know a lot of clubs never did, was we always had horseback rides. And we would have 25 to 30 people probably on horses and sometimes we had a trail that was checked out good and sometimes we didn’t. But it was something that he loved to do. And another one of his passions was taking people through Lick Creek cave. 

HC: Now is that on the ranch?

BH: No, it’s not on the ranch. It’s between Belt and Monarch. You go on the Riceville Road towards Monarch, and then you turn off on Logging Creek. And it’s probably 10, 12 miles. Lick Creek cave is something that he started going down into when he was growing up. It has never been fixed up. It’s not a developed cave. It’s just a big hole in the ground.

HC: But it’s a natural cave, not part of a mine or anything?

BH: It’s a natural cave, yes. And I think he went through it the first time in 1932. And at that point, they didn’t have a lot of extra things that you could do, and he was home in the spring from college. They used to have dances down on Logging Creek. They just had a dance hall down there and they would have these dances down there. Well, if there weren’t very many girls really that showed up, it got kind of boring, and so he and a group of guys would take off and they would go explore this cave. Because it didn’t matter whether it was day or night, and they had the old lantern headlights and they’d go and go through this cave. 

This cave has been documented and everything now, and there is a room in there that’s three to four acres in size. I mean it is a big cave and when you are going in, you go past this one hole. And you’re on a ledge and you go walk by it and everything. Well, Dad decided he wanted to know how deep this hole was. So he and I think there was three of them, they hauled ropes down there and they tied off and they went down and they discovered that this hole is 90 feet deep. And at the bottom of the hole they wrote their names and with the coal lanterns.

HC: Have you ever been down there?

BH: Yes, I actually have. But I didn’t go down on a rope. He used to take 4-H groups, which one time we had an exchange group from Iowa come and I think we took 52 kids through that cave. And first off, you have to climb the mountain to get to the opening of the cave, and then you drop down into the cave. Well, like I say it is very undeveloped. At that point, the Forest Service had three ladders in there. And if the ladders are in good condition, it works pretty well. But, yeah, there are places you crawl through and places that you kind of... And then there’s this great big ladder that went down into what we called “the big room.” It’s also called the “dome” room. Well, you drop down this great big ladder and it’s probably, I’m saying that ladder’s probably 25 feet. So you always left some type of a light at the top of that ladder. Well, this one time we were in there, it was just a small group of us, and Dad said, “I think there is a way to get to the bottom of that big hole from this big room.” So we left a light at the ladder and we actually did find a trail and we got down to where he’d signed his name. We were at the bottom of this hole. But when we came up, in the dome room there is this big mountain of rocks, which has obviously fallen from the ceiling. When we came up, we didn’t quite go the same way. We went an easier route. Well, we couldn’t find the light at the top of the ladder. We were in there four hours? 

HC: Was this the group of 4-H kids?

BH: No this wasn’t the 4-H group. This was a small group. But ah, somebody has changed batteries when we were in the big room. And what we always did is when we got in this big room we would shut all the lights off, you know just to see total darkness, it’s really total darkness. But anyway, we kept coming back and we found this spot where it was fresh cardboard. Granted, you’re not supposed to litter but this was a good thing. So we knew we had been to that spot. But where this roof domes down, we hadn’t gotten down quite far enough. We were kind of circling around it, but we weren’t getting down far enough that we could see that light. And when we got to the light, the light was very dim. But we did get out of there. But we had a priest from, I think he was from Illinois, he was just visiting. We had a local priest that had grown up with us that he was there too. But this one poor guy from Illinois, he really thought this was pretty much the end of the world. But we did make it out. The last time Dad went in there I think he was 83 years old. And he decided that was the last time he was going go.

HC: Was your dad always pretty adventurous and curious?

BH: Very adventurous. He was a kid at heart. There was just a real no magic about it. And I shouldn’t get into horror stories for him because he is gone, but he had this one, when he was younger, he didn’t like teams of horses that were just dull and boring as he called em. So he would give the dull and boring (well broke) teams to the hired men so they could go plow or rake hay and whatever. He would always take the ones that weren’t quite broke. And this one team he had, he called em his “thrill-a-day buckskins.” That’s what they were too, something was going to happen almost every day. Well, behind the place at the ranch, it’s a fairly steep hill, it’s not a whole lot different from our setting down on the highway, but you’ve got the building sitting down in the bottom of a coulee and then you’ve got a real steep hill that goes up behind the house. And then there’s hayfields up above on a bench up there. I don’t know if he was plowing or if he was raking or what he was doing. He must of been raking hay. Anyway, a bird flew up and it flew up right underneath his buckskin’s chin. And that didn’t set well with that horse and they took off at a dead run. He came flying down that hill with his team full bore, and he got them turned at the bottom and headed down the field but they headed for the creek. And he started to get em stopped, but when they stopped this one horse went over the bank and landed in this tree. He actually had a guy do a sketch of it.

HC: Do you still have it?

BH: I think my brother-in-law ended up with it. But, anyway, this horse got stuck up in this tree and the other one’s still hooked to him but he has his feet on his ground. Dad had to go up back to the house and get a saw and cut him down out of the tree. But he did all sorts of wild things. 

HC: So your mother sounds like she was very organized and a pretty efficient woman. Was she a little young at heart also?

BH: She had to be to put up with Dad. And to put up with eight kids. Mom was always the mediator in the family. Somehow regardless of how bad things looked or how upset one of us would get, she always had a way of just settling everybody down. And if it didn’t work, she’d tell you to go ride your horse. And usually that worked.

HC: So was she pretty optimistic in general?

BH: She was very optimistic, and she was always, well both of them were actually very willing to accept new ideas. And they weren’t afraid to try new ideas. It’s kind of like, in the older days everybody raised Hereford cattle. Well, then they started crossing Angus cattle on Herefords, and Dad jumped on the bandwagon. He says, “You know, these Herefords have bad eyes. They get sunburned bags.” So then we switched to the cross-breds for awhile. And then he’d heard, he loved to read and he had gone to college at Iowa State and he got publications and stuff back. And he’d heard that the Beefmaster was really puttin on pounds on calves. And I mean at this point in time, Beefmasters hadn’t even been heard of in Montana. But he heard about em and somehow he got ahold of this guy somewhere in Colorado. He decided he was gonna buy himself a Beefmaster bull. So he drove down and he got it. It was an old two wheel-drive pickup with a steel stock rack on it, and he brought it up to Montana. But it never did pan out to be as good a bull as he thought it should be, so we didn’t stick with Beefmaster. 

HC: But he went out and tried something new.

BH: But he tried something different that wasn’t being done. And then we switched over to cross-bred and Angus. And then the Charolais breeds started getting in, and there were still a lot of people in our area that were still straight Hereford. I mean, that was just the way it was. And we started raising the Angus and crossbreds. Well, if you can get extra pounds with crossing on Charolais, we will cross them on Charolais. So we started buying Charolais bulls, and we kept with that three-way cross for a long time, and we did get some beautiful calves. And even when Steve and I went on our own, well until this past year, we ran the Charolais bulls on our black cows.

HC: Up until this last year?

BH: This calf crop was the first year that was all black. But it’s getting harder and harder to find good replacement heifers. There’s a lot of guys selling heifers out there but a lot of them are just commercial that should have been put in feedlots. They are not replacement heifer quality. So we dropped the Charolais bulls and have gone to the Angus bulls. We do have a few that have some black simmental in them. Steve didn’t think they would make weights with the without the Charolais blood in there. But actually, we made over 700# on our steer calves this year so we’re still good. But yes, this is the first year we’ve been all black. But it’s to save our own replacements. 

HC: So for your father’s generation, that’s pretty interesting that he was pretty willing to try new things. Would you say that’s pretty unique for the agriculture industry?

BH: He was. He was very open-minded. And I really think that came from going to school in Iowa. Because it just gave him an opportunity to see what people were doing in different areas. Because really growing up, he didn’t travel that much. We did do high school rodeo. But at that point you only went to district, and if you did good in district you went to state. If you did good in state, you went to national. Well Walt went to national, and so did Maureen. Most of the rest of us made it to state but not nationals. But, like I say, he always read a lot and that’s something that Steve does. He reads a terrific amount. And we actually travel a lot. And regardless of where you go, you always pick up some idea that you can implement back into your place. It might not be how they did it, but it’s some little idea that you can add. 

HC: So do you think that’s unique for Montana agriculture these days?

BH: Yes, because there’s a lot of people that don’t go anywhere. They never try to really keep up with the times and to better their operation and what they’re doing.

HC: Um-hum. It seems like a lot of people are resistant to change. I shouldn’t say a lot, some.

BH: To me, to be successful you have to take a pride in what you have. And if you take a pride in that, you are going to try to make it better all the time. And regardless of how you do it, if you go other places you appreciate what you have so much more. At least that’s what I find. I tell him I travel just so I appreciate what I have. But, you know, that’s the way it is. 

HC: That’s pretty unique to your family I think. That’s a really neat trait that you guys have. Both your father and you and Steve.

BH: And we’ve tried to instill that in our kids too. I was really surprised, Travis came to the soil thing the other day.

HC: Oh, the soil health workshop?

BH: Yeah, I didn’t know he was gonna take off work to do that but he did. 

HC: Great.

BH: So, it’s trickling down.

HC: Sounds like your family’s good at that. Were there any other stories or anything else you’d like to share about your family, your siblings, your kids, or?

BH: I could go on forever, but


HC: Anything that stands out in your mind at this point?

BH: Well, there’s one story that, this was, it was back, my Dad was probably 82, 83, and he didn’t always go ride with us like he used to. It was getting hard for him to get on. Anyway, Stacey, my oldest girl, was breaking a colt, and she’d ridden him for a couple of weeks but he’d been kind of a handful. He was not real reliable. But we were just going across the top above the ranch, above the house up there. We were going along and I don’t know if it was a bird or what it was, he spooked and he bogged his head and he dumped Stacy. And Dad is just sitting there just laughing. I go off and catch her horse and she isn’t hurt really or anything, just kind of miffed. And he goes, “Well,” he says,” I didn’t know if I’d ever get to ride along and see someone get bucked off again.” He says, “You really made my day.” She got back on and did fine, but

HC: But your dad got a kick out of it.

BH: He got a kick out of it. Yes, my dad used to take us out. If we had one that was given us a lot of trouble and stuff, he’d put us on a lead line, and ah, I think he did that to me more than anybody. Sometimes things got a little wild. We’d gone through this one gate, we really were just up about the house, but this horse just throws a fit. But he’s on the end of the line, and so he gets jerked back you know as soon as he started to buck and he threw his head up and slammed me right in the face. It’s probably only one of the few times I’ve ever had a bloody nose. But it wasn’t real bad. Dad says, “So do you want to get off of him?” I says, “No I don’t wanna get off of him. I’ll never get back on if I get off of him.” So we take off and the neighbors’ yearlings had gotten in with ours, so here I am on a lead line. Dad says, “Well, we might as well just take care of this while we’re up here, otherwise we’ll have to come back.” So we started sorting yearlings out and my horse had really settled down and started watching pretty good by the time we got done.

HC: You didn’t have to clothesline any of those yearlings?

BH: We didn’t have to clothesline em. We start back and he says, “I think I can take that halter rope off of you now.” And I never had him on a lead line again. But we used to do things like that all of the time. 

HC: So of all the horses you’ve had in your life, which was your favorite? Do you have one that’s a favorite?

BH: It was probably Buttons. And she was the first horse I ever broke completely by myself. And I had done some Shetland ponies before her. And the first set of Shetland ponies, they were sort of broke but they were spoiled really bad. So they wouldn’t go where you wanted em to go. So they were a challenge. And then this one that I had when I was probably six, he was just a wild little pony. He was beautiful. I called him “Chocolate.” He was chocolate colored but he had the white mane and tail. But he wasn’t even halter-broke when we got him, and Dad helped me get him halter broke and we started working with him. But he had this little habit of, when you’d get on, he didn’t like going forward. He liked backing up. And I’d kick him and he’d back up. And them if I’d hit him, he’d rear up. But when he’d rear up, when he came down he’d bog his head, and there was nothing there in front of ya. I don’t know how many times that little horse dumped me. Dad just finally just got plumb mad at him that one day, and Dad was over six foot, or right at six foot. And actually his feet drug on both sides of the pony, but he got on him and he made him go across the yard back and forth. Because he just had something about him, he just would not go across that yard. And I got so that I could ride him, because I could do most of anything on him by the time I got done. And I really hated to give him back to the people who owned him. I don’t know if they ever did anything with him, because it would have taken the right type of person to ride him, not just anybody was going to get on him. 

But then Dad gave me this weaner colt for a birthday present. Well what he told me is, this mare, when she had her colt it would be mine. And so, from the time she was born, she was mine, and I did everything with her. And she’s the one that I won my first pleasure class with, my first stake race and my pole bending. I did my first two years of high school rodeo on her. She was probably the one that I just couldn’t stand anybody else to ride her. She was mine. 

HC: Some people use the term the “once-in-lifetime horse.” Was she that for you?

No, I wouldn’t say she was that, but I learned a lot from her. That first year I went off to college the horses were up in the far pasture and it was during hunting season, and they ran threw a fence and she cut her foot really bad. And I could never ride her after that, but I did get one colt from her. But she never did heal up from that and we just sold her. But I’ve had a lot of horses that I’ve been fond of through the years and I’ve always had horses. But my dad always used to say, “A horse gets old fast.” You don’t realize it until you get older of the different ones you go through. But you do get a real bond with a horse. 


HC: Can you describe that bond further? It’s hard to describe for me, but for anybody else that might listen to this or read it, in your words?

BH: I guess you could describe it as one of your best friends. They are willing to do almost anything for you, and you know that they are going to be there for you in good times and in bad. That’s about as good as I can say, because there are certain horses that will just take care of you. And it is a bond between that horse and that person, and finding that right horse is a real challenge. But sometimes it just happens. And that’s that special one.

HC: Sorry, um, I really relate to that. I have a mare that’s 17 now, and she’s absolutely that. You nailed that on the head. 

BH: Well, Karen’s got a horse that I bought like when he was six years old. And she took him through the 4-H classes and he has always been her horse. He’s always had a terrific amount of life to him. Not everybody can just get on and get along with him. She won one class because he actually bucked with her but the judge really liked how she handled the situation. Everything smoothed out and she just went along like nothing happened. But he’s gonna be 30 years old this year. 

HC: Your dad’s right, they do age fast. 

BH: And right now he’s in excellent condition and we’ve ridden him this summer. But we’re not taken him up over the hills. He runs loose up in the hills but we haven’t taken him on hard rides. But she rides him like whenever she comes home and has taken, she has a little girl that’s four and a little boy that’s two. So the little boy that’s two rides with her on him and she leads the other one. But that one’s gonna be really tough when he goes, but he will die on the place. 

And we had another great big one that was my oldest daughter’s. I actually got him as a weaner colt, $150 for him. Great big sucker, he’s over 16 hands. But Stacey showed him. She jumped him. But as a three-year-old he damaged his hip a little bit. I was on a real slippery slide hill and he slipped. That hip joint had come out, and I gave him probably six months off or so, and he actually did fine until he got up in his mid-20s. Then I think if he hadn’t been such a big horse, I think he would have been all right. But it started to tell on him, and then it started giving him more and more trouble, and I finally had to put him down. But he was the one I put all the kids on. He was the easy-going. He’s only fault was he’d get spooked at things. And hold on if a cow turned on him because he would turn. But, yeah, it is a special bond.

HC: I don’t have any other questions. Do you have any other things you’d like to share.

BH: No, because like I say, I could go on for...

HC: I think that’s a good note to end on.
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