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Guelda Halverson (GH): This is Guelda Halverson. I’m at the EOB Ranch east of Big Timber, Montana, at Lower Deer Creek, and I’m interviewing Arlene Pile. It is August 20, 2013. The oral history is being recorded on behalf of the Ground Up: Montana Woman and Agriculture Oral History Project.

GH: Okay, Arlene, what is your full name?

Arlene Pile (AP): Arlene Birkeland Pile.

GH:  And your date of birth?

AP: I was born November 11, 1934. 

GH: And when and where?

AP: In Big Timber, Montana. My doctor was the parade marshall, and he had to get out of the parade to come deliver me. 

GH: Good. What’s the name of your parents?

AP: Eystein and Isabelle Birkeland.

GH: And when and where were they born?

AP: Eystein was born here on the ranch in 1900, and Isabelle was born in Bozeman in 1914. 

GH: And how many siblings do you have and what are their names?

AP: I have one sister. Her name is Gail Neal and she lives in Billings part time and she lives here part time.

GH: And, what was the name of your grandparents?

AP: Inga and Ole Birkeland, and they were both born in Norway. And then Elizabeth Todd Roobol and Robert Todd, and they were born in ah...Mr. Todd was born in Missouri and Mrs. Todd was born in Kentucky.

GH: And do you know when they were born? Approximate years?

AP: No, I’m sad to say that I don’t know. I’ll find out.

GH: And did you grow up on the farm or ranch?

AP: Yes I did. I’ve spent all but 24 months here.

GH: So, you’ve been here for how long then?

AP: Seventy-six years.

GH: Wow.

AP: My dad made it to 70, and I’ve made it to 76 years.

[bookmark: _GoBack]GH: What is the name of your ranch and where is it located?

AP: It’s EOB Ranch, which is my dad’s initials, and we used it for our livestock brand. And it’s on Lower Deer Creek, east of Big Timber, Montana. 

GH: And, what are the key commodities you produce on the ranch? Do and have?

AP: Beef and horses and wildlife, and, lots of wildlife, and children.

GH: Okay. We answered how long you’ve been ranching. A long time.

AP: Yeah, my entire life.

GH: Describe a typical workday for you, inside and out, when you were actively ranching and now.

AP: When I was actively ranching, it was out at daylight, and sometimes in the cow-moving days it was before daylight. You’d spend the entire day outside, riding horseback, running a piece of machinery or irrigating. And you’d get back at dark. And sometimes you had lunch with you and sometimes you didn’t eat.

GH: Did you ever have to stay in and help your mom rather than going out?

AP: Yes, I was the house girl. My mom was an outside woman, and she loved horses and she was good with them. And she worked side by side with my dad, taking care of cattle and riding horses and doing outside work. And soon as I was big enough to see over the edge of the sink, I stayed in the house and cooked. 

GH: Has the work you do now changed over the years? Different jobs, different roles?

AP: Yeah, my role is very minor any more being retired. I’m just sort of a fixture. But I do help with truck driving and ferrying vehicles around, picking up kids, and odds and ends like that.

GH: What is your most favorite job and why, is or was?

AP: Well, my most favorite job, outside of looking after the great-grandchildren and enjoying their company, is doing irrigating.  That I enjoy the most.

GH: Even with snakes.

AP: Even with snakes.

GH: You’re braver than I am.

AP: Keep a sharp shovel.

GH: In regards to work, are there certain experiences that stand out in your mind that are funny, scary, memorable?  Horse wrecks? 

AP: I’ve had several horse wrecks. I’ve had several 4-wheeler wrecks. I guess probably the most memorable one is my 4-wheeler wreck when I was irrigating one day. And I thought I’d be clever and load the irrigating dam horizontally with the, and have it parallel with the 4-wheeler so it didn’t catch in the brush. I got it all situated and thought I was safe. And I climbed on and fired it up and put it in gear and backed up, and the next thing I know, I am in the ditch and the 4-wheeler is on top of me...and the ...my head’s stuck in the mud and the water, and the tire on the 4-wheel is going just as fast as it can go. It’s just screaming loud, and it’s just shooting mud and water and burying me in that ditch. I thought, “Oh my goodness. I could die here.”

In order to get out, I had to get really mad to kind of lift up the 4-wheeler and squirm out from underneath it. And I was covered from top to bottom with mud. And I fished myself out of there, and shut the 4-wheeler off. Gas was dripping out of the tank so I had to do something. I just left it upside-down in the ditch, climbed out over the edge of the ditch bank and walked to my house, which is a short distance away and didn’t have a vehicle here at the house. Well, the hired man had a vehicle here at the house, and I got in it and managed to smear mud everywhere.  I went and got him and told him that we had a situation and I needed his help to come pull the 4-wheeler out of the ditch. He took one look at me and says, “I believe every word you’re saying.’” And that was my most outstanding experience as far as a life-threatening situation. 

GH: And how old were you when you did that?

AP: Sixty-four.

GH: Old enough you should’ve known better?

AP: I did. I thought I was smarter than the machine.

GH: Okay. Have you had other activities on or off the ranch—tourism, working in town, selling eggs, whatever, to help the farm or ranch?

AP: Yeah, we operated a bed-and-breakfast here for 10 years, and it was primarily hunters. But then, I have done that as a host. And I’ve also worked as a CNA at the nursing home. And I worked as a bookkeeper at our local airport. And the reason for doing those two jobs off the ranch was I had the ranch leased at the time and other people were doing the ground work, and I just needed the additional income. 

GH: What does retirement look like to you? Are you retired? Not completely?

AP: I don’t think I ever want to be retired. It’s better to wear out than to rust out.

GH: What about a vacation?

AP: Yeah, I do vacations.

GH: Any fun places? Have you been to Norway?

AP: No. I’ve been to Virginia, Texas, Alaska, um Washington, Colorado, Kansas, Kentucky. I’ve done pretty well.

GH: Yeah, better than me. How are day-to-day decisions made on the ranch? Maybe, when you were actively ranching and now.

AP: Oh, I make no decisions now. That’s the responsibility of my grandson. I offer advice if asked. And I live a half a mile away from the active part of the ranch, where the homestead actually is, so I’m not where I can see what’s going on. Consequently, I don’t worry much about anything.

GH: And that includes long-term decisions, buying equipment and all of that?

AP: Yes, everything. 

GH: Josh does it all.

AP: Yep. He’s the boss.

GH: What are your thoughts about the relationship between conservation and ranching?

AP: One goes hand-in-hand with the other. If you’re a competent rancher, you’re a competent conservationist. 

GH: What does the statement “Sense of place” mean to you?

AP: Um, “sense of place” means belonging, knowing, being familiar with everything, and finding contentment in that knowledge.

GH: Can you finish this sentence for me: “Every day I get a sense of....”

AP: Presence of a sense of my ancestors, a lot. And I have a presence of quiet and knowledge. 

GH: “One of my fondest memories living on the land is....”

AP: Um, when I would go out and irrigate early in the morning, dew would be sparkling on the heads of the seed heads of the grass. And as the sun shone across the seed heads, the dew would dry and the pollen would pop off the top of the grass, and it was absolutely ethereal. 

GH: How has your way of life impacted your personal views on conservation and agriculture?

AP: Well, I strongly feel that you have to take care of the resources in order to carry on business. And it’s been a challenge in recent years because of the drought and the fires. And then with the new denuding of the hillsides and countryside from the fires, we’ve had flash floods that have just been astronomical. And it challenges you every minute.

GH: Tell me about your thoughts on the role of women in agriculture.

AP: They don’t get enough credit.

GH: That’s true. What economic contributions do you think women have made to Montana’s ag economy?

AP: They’re the glue that holds it together. 

GH: What one thing would you like a person who’s not a rancher to understand about your life and lifestyle?

AP: The spread of what we produce and what we receive is out of balance. Has been for a very long time.  It’s just now becoming somewhat more fair, but we still have a long ways to go.

GH: Okay, let’s talk about friends, family and community. What are the benefits of raising children on a ranch?

AP: They learn about reality and responsibility, I guess you can call it the three Rs: reality, responsibility and resourcefulness. 

GH: Do you have immediate or extended family living nearby?

AP: I am blessed with my grandson and his family here. We’ve been ranching actively since the year 2000, and he was a big part of the ranch activity even as a child. So I’m really truly blessed.

GH: Yes you are. How often do you get together and has that changed over the years?

AP: Daily. I speak with my other family members daily. 

GH: What about women friends, do you get a chance to get together with them?

AP: Yes I do. I have wonderful neighbors, and I have country friends and town friends. I have craft friends, and I have shopping friends.

GH: Do the women in your community get together for activities, clubs, events?

AP: We haven’t up until recently, but we’ve been getting together more recently. It’s usually been work-related with branding and moving cattle, and the women are a big part of how that all works together.

GH: Do you think there’s less of that now than 50 years ago?

AP: Yes. Oh, by far. By far.

GH: Sad.

AP: It is sad.

GH: Tell me about community service activities you do, or did.

AP: Well, when my kids were in grade school, I organized a Mothers Club, and we would have bake sales and activities to provide um socialization tools and stuff for the kids at school. And we’d also buy equipment for the school and some books. And we entertained the kids with educational movies, primarily travel movies. 

And later on, I  served in the Cow Belles as a director, for 25 years. And I served on the library board for 25 years. And have babysat or taken in quite a few kids to just bring in our home until they get a handle on where they’re headed in life. And I’ve worked to raise funds for the local food bank in recent years and helped with the shopping to provide the food for the food bank. That’s been the most recent activity.

GH: “Involvement in my community is important because....”

AP: We’re all neighbors and we have to walk along with each other. “Neighbors” is an active verb.

GH: You’ve kind of answered this one: Do any of your children want to carry on with the operation?

AP: Yes, my grandson stated recently that he wants to carry on. His children are learning the ropes of the ranch, and learning how to operate machinery and equipment and that sort of thing. So, it’s in progress.

GH: What legacy do you want to be remembered for?

AP: Never quitting’.

GH: What does this oral history project mean to you?

AP: I’m glad to leave the word. If somebody ever has a doubtful moment and are questioning whether they should carry on the agriculture business—yeah they should. They should stick with it, and keep plugging along even though it doesn’t, even though the numbers when you crunch them don’t add up and don’t look like they are going to work, just keep at it. Because they will eventually work. 

GH: I think we’re done Arlene. Thank you very much.

AP: You’re quite welcome. It’s a pleasure, Guelda.

GH: Anything else that we need to visit about? I remember fish fries, when you first got married that was a thing.

AP: Yes that was one of my mom’s pet things to do, cuz she fished all summer long while I did the house stuff and my sister did the house stuff.  And, we always kind of resented that. Then Mom would have the fish fry. It would be a potluck gathering, everybody would have a good time and eat a lot, and that was always fun. But then there was clean up afterwards, and the girls were good at cleaning up. So we did that. 

But then after Mother passed away in 2003, she had always told us that we needed to learn to be responsible and to do the dishes, and it was either Gail’s turn or Arlene’s turn, and that was our job to do it. And when she passed away, there was a little residual money, not an awful lot, so my sister and I agreed to buy a dishwasher. And now there’s a nice dishwasher over there and it has a name. It’s called “Isabelle.”

GH: Oh, that’s good.

AP: And she’d laugh at that too.

GH: She would, she would. Ah, I can think of a couple of things that I had asked my dad that were just interesting. Christmas time, what was a..?

AP: A tradition?

GH: Yeah.

AP: Our tradition was to open gifts on Christmas Eve. Santa Claus would come early in the evening, shortly after supper. And then it was, from then on it was to open gifts and enjoy Christmas. Then Christmas Day, there wouldn’t be any more gifts to open, but then family would gather. My mother had a big family, and my dad’s family lived nearby, and we’d have big meals together.

GH: And what about your birthday?

AP: It was cocoa at 4 o’clock in the afternoon, and that was a Norwegian tradition according to my dad. And you changed your clothes, you changed into clean clothes, and the tablecloth was put on the table and the good cups were brought out, and you’d have cocoa and cake. It was a cool tradition.

GH: That’s nice. Anything else?

AP: Oh yeah, there’s a ton of stuff.

GH: Like what? Are there some fun stories? Because a lot of this stuff, people don’t do anymore.

AP: There’s a lot of toys and a lot of electronics and a lot of things made to stimulate children’s thinking, and we weren’t privy to that. So we created things, and one of the fun things  I remember doing with my neighbor friend, he was an awesome guy, little bit younger than I was. And when we were pre-teens, he would gather up all the empty cans out of the trash and cut them into various shapes and things to do. Then he and I would pull grass off the lawn and make haystacks, and these tin cans that he had scavenged, he made into haying equipment. One was a buck rake and one was an overshot stacker, and it was just kind of cool. That was probably a sweet memory that I remember. 

I used to buck hay when we had an overshot stacker. We had an 8N Ford tractor with a buck rake on it that had a manual lever on adjusting the teeth on it, so that you could lift the teeth to travel or lift the front teeth down to pick up the hay. And I got a hefty right arm on me by the time the summer was over with. But I also got really dirty. I mean, every day it was just dirt, dirt, dirt by the pound. And it was just so annoying, so I would stop at the creek. We had to cross the creek several times between the hayfields and the house, and I’d make it a point to stop at the creek and just get in the creek, clothes and all, and wash off. Get the dirt off my face and out of my hair. And of course your clothes are wet, so they eventually dry off and the dust would shake off. It felt really good. 

And we didn’t have a shower, we didn’t have running water at the time. And in order to have a shower...no, we did have electricity but no running water. And we had a springhouse with two levels on it, and Dad set up a 50-gallon barrel on the upper level of the springhouse and then put a garden hose nozzle underneath the barrel downstairs, where the water was running. And we’d pump that thing full of water and it would stand in that hot room during the day and warm up a little bit. And then in the evening, we could have a tepid shower. 

When we did get electricity, we didn’t get an electric water heater right away, so the folks bought what they called the “donut heater,” an immerse-able electric coil that you dropped into the barrel to heat. And you wanted to be careful not to stand in any place wet. So the routine was very rigid. You unplugged the heater before you went downstairs to take the shower.

GH: A good idea. Well, what else? We can visit for a while if you’d want.

AP: Well, I learned to drive by driving a tractor and my first job was to rake hay with a dump rake on a three-point hitch dump rack on the 8N tractor. And we have hayfields that are on benches that have steep hillsides on edges of them. I was day-dreaming one day and not paying attention to what I was doing and drove off one of those hayfields, and the front end of the tractor’s hanging up in the top of the chokecherry trees, and the only thing that’s keeping it from falling all the way down is the fact that the brake teeth kind of gouged in the ground. 

So I very gingerly climbed off of the back of the tractor, walked back to the house, and I knew the folks were in the house and I didn’t want to tell them what I’d done, so I crawled in the window of my sister’s bedroom and got her out so she could come help me pull that tractor out of that chokecherry bush. And we didn’t tell the folks about that for many, many years.

I think that’s all I can bring up right for now. We’ve done, what, half an hour, 45 minutes? Done pretty well.

GH: Something like that. I can come back if we need more.

AP: Okay. I’m writing a ranch history at the moment, and I’m writing the stories that I remember my folks telling. And eventually I’ll write these stories and put them in with my story collection. Plus, I’m getting all of the favorite recipes of everybody that I can chase down. And find recipes of my grandmothers and my aunts and that sort of thing. And then I’m also documenting our health history over the generations so that there’s reference for any future need if it happens to arrive.

GH: Good for you.

AP: Big job, it’s taken over my life. It’s become a 9 to 5 here in my house. And it’s getting bigger.

GH: Nice things to have, all of them.

AP:  I hope. Because we do have some odd health issues and it’s good to document them. Hemophilia and thick blood disease, epilepsy, lupus, things like that just need to be known about.

GH: Since we’re related, I better listen to all of this.

AP: Well, I think you’re of danger now since you have grandchildren.
