


From the Ground Up: Montana Women & Agriculture Transcript
Interviewee: Judi Knapp


Angela Stahl, Administrator of the Treasure County Conservation District: It is March 21, 2014. I’m here with Judi Knapp. Can you please tell me your full name.

Judi Knapp (JK): Judith Ellen Knapp.

Angela Stahl (AS): And the date you were born?

(JK): May 19th of 1944.

(AS): Where were you born?

(JK): I was born in New Rockford, North Dakota.

(AS): North Dakota. I have family in North Dakota. What were the names of your parents?

(JK): Paul and Borghild Black.

(AS): When and where were they born?

(JK): Both were born in 1910. Dad in Larrabee Township near Grace City, North Dakota. And Mom in Nordmore Township, near Carrington, North Dakota. 

(AS): How many siblings do you have?

(JK): I have two.

(AS): And their names were?

(JK): Marjorie and Mary.

(AS): All girls.

(JK): Yes.

(AS): What was, or is, the name of your grandparents?

(JK): Grover and Stella Black, and Ollie and Aleysa Bruston [spellings uncertain].

(AS): When and where were they born?

(JK): Grover in Cheney, Kansas, in 1884; and Stella in Soldier’s Grove, Wisconsin, in 1888. And then on Mom’s side, Ollie and Aleysa were both born in Norway. Ollie in Stanga, Norway in 1863 and Aleysa in Olso, Norway in 1879. 

(AS): Did you grow up on a farm or a ranch?

(JK): Yes. Dad raised spring wheat, durum, oats, barley, rye and flax, and he had cattle, hogs and sheep during many of those years.

(AS): You had a busy ranch and farm.

(JK): Uh-huh.

(AS): How long have you been ranching and farming.

(JK): 38 years, since 1976. 

(AS): What is the name of  your ranch and where is it located?

(JK): Our ranch is just known as the Knapp Ranch, and it’s eight miles south of Melstone? in Musselshell County. 

(AS): What are the key commodities you produce?

(JK): Winter wheat, spring wheat, hay and cattle.

(AS): Can you describe a typical work day for you, inside and outside?

(JK): Well first of all, there is nothing very typical in the day of someone on a farm. Every day is different and that’s the beauty of it. I guess a typical summer day would be for me to have my first cup of coffee while Roger eats his breakfast, then out for a walk with binoculars in hand for bird watching. And then back for breakfast and hurry up with inside chores so that I can get back outside. I always have gardening and watering chores, maybe jump on the 4-wheeler to check the stock water and then to my dryland garden. Preparing meals, especially at harvest time, consumes some time, and then there’s canning and freezing the garden produce. Maintenance chores such as painting and staining are also a big part of the summer hours. I keep the farm books and so some time is spent there. As is with most farm wives, I’m interrupted at times to run for parts, move equipment, work cows, clean grain bins and the like. You understand that.

(AS): Oh yes, I do. But it’s a great life.

(JK): A great life, yes.

(AS): One that I wish my kids still got to experience. Has the work you do changed over the years? Different jobs, roles, etc?

(JK): Well yes, I guess it has. I seldom get on a tractor or drive the grain truck any more. Now that Roger’s retired from teaching, he can handle the work himself. And we’re lucky enough to have a Georgia cousin come and help during harvest. But when my husband retired from teaching, that’s already 18 years ago, we added cattle to the operation so I added branding and vaccinating and calving to my list. 

(AS): Which is a pretty big job in itself.

(JK): Yeah. 

(AS): What is your favorite job and why?

(JK): Probably I would say fencing with my husband. We get to all corners of the place, some of which I would never see otherwise. So it’s just like we’re out exploring. We do this during any nice winter weather so there’s no time pressure and it’s rather relaxing. Of course, I can say that because I’m not the one who operates the post pounder.

(AS): Good point. Any regards to work, are there certain experiences that stand out in your mind? Funny, scary or memorable?

(JK): I guess the story we tell the most is the time Roger and the kids were at school, and I had a day off work at the office so I went up to Melstone to work some summer fallow. Everything went fine until I swung too wide at the end of one of the strips and caught the toolbar in the fence. That was a predicament for me. So I went to the house and called Roger at school and got him out of class to tell me what to do to get out of the situation. So he did, and it worked and all was fine. But the bad part was a phone call like that does not escape the ears of the rest of the high school faculty. And so as you can imagine, I had to put up with a lot of harassment from them, and they do have long memories. 

(AS): That’s a good one. I like that. Have you and your partner had to do other activities on or off the ranch to sustain the ranch/farm operations?

(JK): Roger had started out as a teacher and said no when his dad first asked if he was interested in the ranch. He changed his mind about ten years later and combined the two careers for another 20 years before finally retiring from teaching and coaching. I was a stay-at-home mom myself until the kids were in school, and then I worked for 31 years for a rural electric co-op in Hysham, 50 miles from the farm.

(AS): Did you drive back and forth every day?

(JK): No, just on weekends. 

(AS): Oh, that’s right, you guys have a place in town too.

(JK): Uh-huh.

(AS): It doesn’t ask anywhere in here about your kids, so do you want to tell me about your kids?

(JK): I do, we do have two children. A daughter who is two years older than our son. Our daughter lives in Montana and has given us four grandchildren.

(AS): Which are very cute, I’ve seen them.

(JK): And our son lives in Florida. So that gives us an excuse to travel.

(AS): A good excuse to go to Florida.

(JK): Your daughter works for NRCS (Natural Resource Conservation Service) doesn’t she?

(AS): Yes.

(JK): What does your son do?

(AS): He is a tutor at a school, a nontraditional school, and then does office work as well.

(AS): A charter school?

(JK): No, it would be on the order of the Montessori schools, but they don’t call it that. It has a different name that I don’t know.

(AS): Well that’d be an interesting job.

(JK): Yes, I think so. 

(AS): Nowhere here, it doesn’t say anything about that, and it’s a big part of your life. 

(JK): It is, yeah. I’m kind of surprised.

(AS): It takes up most of mine, I know that. What does retirement look like to you?

(JK): Well since I retired from office manager three years ago I’ve been able to be at the ranch most of the time. My retirement gift was an ATV of my own, so I find any excuse I can to jump on it and go, under the pretense of work of course. 

(AS): What about vacations?

(JK): Right now our vacations involve sneaking a few days here and there for trips, and we do do that quite often. After working off the ranch for so many years, we still haven’t quite gotten used to the idea that we don’t have to wait until a weekend to get away. 

(AS): It’s hard to get that kind of mindset, isn’t it. Even for us it’s like that.

(JK): It is. I know, it’s which Saturday can we go?

(AS): It’s like, oh wait we don’t have anything we have to do. Usually you can’t leave until, the weather is a big part of it and the season.

(JK): Yes, other commitments. 

(AS): We had a bull [audio unclear] it seems like he waited just for me to pull out of that driveway to go get groceries to knock down fences. I loved him.  Do you see retirement in your future?

(JK): Well, I think it probably will happen gradually over the next five years or so, starting with selling the cattle which we did do last fall. That has freed up our winter months for more travel. And Costa Rico was our first extended trip.

(AS): It’s pretty good pick for an extended trip. So your kids don’t plan on taking over?

(JK): No. I think that is further down here.

(AS): Oh, sorry. How are day-to-day decisions made?

(JK): Well I guess many of our decisions are made jointly after we discuss things. But really, in general, he has his area and I have my area to manage. 

(AS): What about long-term decisions?

(JK): We do that jointly. 

(AS): What are your thoughts about the relationship between conservation and ranching and farming?

(JK): I guess to me conservation seems like a very natural flow for any farmer or rancher. I doubt whether most of us consciously think about it as a separate process. And it’s so good to see these young farmers getting  excited about soil heath and such. The future looks good for conservation. 

(AS): I agree. What does the statement “sense of place” mean to you?

(JK): To me it means a feeling of belonging. 

(AS): Every day I get a sense of...

(JK): God’s handiwork in a sunrise or sunset. And I know I belong out here.

(AS): I like that. One of my fondest memories of living on a farm is...

(JK): The 4-wheeler rides we would take each Friday evening when I would get up to the ranch from my town job. We always rode double and went first to check the wheat of course to see how much it had grown in five days, and then to check the wild flowers. Roger always knew which ones had popped open since I’d been up the weekend before. And then the wildlife. Cause we see elk more frequently now, plus there’s usually a coyote or a deer or turkey that shows up. I still love that feeling of checking things out together. 

(AS): That’s really neat. How has your way of life impacted your personal views on conservation and agriculture?

(JK): I guess I grew up being conscious of conservation because I saw my dad put it to practice in his ag operation. And as 4-H youth, we attended conservation camp where we were made aware of activities we could pursue. But I suppose during these last 38 years on this farm, we’ve experienced our share of drought and blowing soils, washing soils, and have come to know first-hand the importance of good practices. In spite of the background both of us had in conservation, much of what we have learned is really from trial and error. 

(AS): That would make sense wouldn’t it.  Okay, we’re on to role of women in Montana agriculture. Tell me about your thoughts on the roles of women in agriculture.

(JK): I think just as we see young fathers now so involved in their children’s lives from day one, we’ve seen the same shift on the family farm. It’s no longer Mom just taking caring of the babies and it’s no longer just the dad taking care of the farming operation. We see women being very active in the daily operation, being very aware of the financial records if not actually being the one responsible for the books. And being very hands on in the decision making.  And I feel that it’s made for a better farm operation and a better family unit. I think there is just no limit to what women can contribute in the field of agriculture, both on and off the farm. You probably know of many farm women who have jobs in town, which might also be related to agriculture. I think of several ag journalists that I know. And then there are the farm wives who are involved in any one of many agriculture organizations which strive to improve the industry.  Women are particularly effective in this role. 

(AS): And that’s a big change, because my mother or my grandmother on my husband’s side was telling me that, when I got to the farm she said, women in her day didn’t do the things that I did out there. I ran the equipment and I did everything side-by-side with my husband. There was no...

(JK): And then he probably helped you at home likewise with the kids.

(AS): Now he does.

(JK): That was a little slower in coming.

(AS): Yes, that was a little slower learning curve for him. So this makes a lot of sense. Women do play a big part and they bring ideas to the table that normally...

(JK): Women might be more likely to try something new. 

(AS): And I think that’s made big differences in agriculture and the life that people live on the farms and ranches now. And they weren’t involved in like having, you are the chairman of our board. If you would have went back 50 years ago...

(JK): I wouldn’t have been on the board.

(AS): Exactly. So those are big changes. What economic contributions do you think women have made to Montana’s ag economy?

(JK): I think in promoting ag commodities they’ve made a large contribution. Some of that has been done by farm women in groups such as WIFE, where they promote agriculture. Those women who are journalists on farm and ranch magazine staffs are also playing a huge role in getting the word out about ag products. 

(AS): What one thing would you like a person who is not a rancher to understand about your life and lifestyle?

(JK): I guess that we not only love the occupation but we love the land itself. And it’s hard to relate that.

(AS): Yeah, it is. You have to be there. And people get a stereotype of what a farmer and rancher is, uneducated or unclean or scared to leave their little plot of land, which is not true.

(JK): Or they think that we’re gonna misuse the land. Why would we?

(AS): Well, exactly.

(JK): We love the land.

(AS): Yes, everything what farmers and ranchers do for the land is actually to improve it. It’s not to destroy it.

(JK): Right, there’s are a lot of misconceptions out there. 

(AS): People don’t even know what crop rotation is, or why it’s done. That one, I was really shocked the first time somebody why said,  “I think it’s just stupid you guys don’t plant this whole thing every time. Why wouldn’t you?”

(JK): For soil health. 

(AS): For better crops. For better soil. There’s a lot of reasons why we do it. They have no idea. “Well you’re just wasting money.” Oh no.

(JK): It’s the land that benefits us, as well as the soil. 

(AS): Family, friends and community. What are the benefits of raising children on a ranch or farm? 

(JK): Well, for the children, I think there are so many. The freedom to roam, the chance to learn right alongside Mom and Dad, the chance to learn responsibility by raising an animal yourself or to have a few acres of wheat as a project. And for the parents, having their company as you work together and having chores for them that they are able to handle, and teaching them life skills that they can use in whatever career they follow. And teaching them independence as well. The list is just endless.

(AS): I agree. Do you have immediate or extended family that live nearby?

(JK): We don’t. 

(AS): It’s hard not having that.

(JK): It would be nice to, but we don’t. So we adopt everybody else’s.

(AS): We understand that one too. How often do you get together and has that changed over the years?

(JK): I guess that wouldn’t be applicable because we don’t have family close by.

(AS): Well, when you go to see your kids, I guess that would be the only way that would apply.

(JK): And that would be 200 miles, so I guess that wouldn’t exactly be nearby. But we do that as often as we can.

(AS): What about women friends? Do you have a chance to get together with them?

(JK): Yes, of course we do. We make a point to have breakfast together from time to time and maybe a day out on the town once in awhile. Then sometimes we go on walks together or take the 4-wheelers out. Best of all is just having one of the gals stop by for coffee or cards. 

(AS): Do women in your community get together for activities, clubs and events?

(JK): Yes, we do. Often for playing cards, or working on fund-raising events. Most of the community activities involve both men and women though. 

(AS): You’re not a part of the Red Hat Society?

(JK): Not officially. I do get together with one of the Red Hat groups, but I haven’t. I seem to have plenty to do without getting too involved with that. 

(AS): Yeah, they are kind of a [audio unclear] Boy are they entertaining. Tell me about community service activities you do.

(JK): I guess like people in all small towns, we do get involved. In my church I’ve served as organist for many years and for the Sunday School and VBS also for many years. And on the church board as well. In addition to my 25 years on the conservation board, I’ve served on the county weed board for about 25 years and the chamber of commerce about 15 years I guess.  Many years as a 4-H leader and a few years on the FFA advisory board. Two events that Roger and I are most active in are the trade expo and Coaches Classic Run/Walk, which is held every year.

(AS): And that’s the one that was done...

(JK): On the 4th of July there, yeah.

(AS): Will you be doing that again this year too? Good. Involvement with the community is important because...

(JK): I guess because in small communities like Hysham or Melstone, it takes everyone working together to provide opportunities for all. 

(AS): Your legacy. Do any of your children want to carry on with the operation?

(JK): No, but they very much enjoy spending time here, as do the grandchildren.

(AS): Your youngest grandson, he seems to be the most, that enjoys it the most.

(JK): Oh, uh-huh. He really does, yeah. And he has more time. He doesn’t have other obligations.

(AS): I could see him definitely loving the life out there. What legacy do you want to be remembered for?

(JK): I don’t know if I’ve done anything worthy of the term legacy, but I guess I would describe my treasured moments as those where I was sharing my knowledge with the youth, including my four delightful grandchildren. Whether it’d be through 4-H, Sunday School, Range Days “at the fair”, through giving piano lessons. We have taken so many hikes to collect plants or to collect insects. We have crammed the night before for so many Range Days contests. We’ve learned so many new Sunday School songs that I’m still not quite ready to quit this type of coaching, because I learn right along with them. And I never, never, never want to quit learning.

(AS): And learning with them is always a fun experience.

(JK): It’s a pleasure. Yes it is. 

(AS): You get to see another whole new point of view when you learn with them.

(JK): And you get to see them really grow.

(AS): And you have smart, smart grand kids. Your granddaughter, oh the stories you told me of the things she’s done, like going to Ireland. It’s just amazing. 

(JK): She [audio unclear] just got done winning the Academics Olympics.

(AS): Did she win? Oh. My boy got seventh place. I’m still proud of him though.

(JK): I bet.

(AS): It’s neat that she won. So they went to Miles City? 

(JK): Yeah, uh-huh.

(AS): Cool. We unfortunately couldn’t watch him so I was getting the text updates, cuz we were in Vegas when the Olympics went on, but we were so excited for him. So did your grandson compete  too? Is it Jonathon?

(JK): No, I don’t think that he went.

(AS): I was very happy to see him participate in the Range and Agronomy Contest.

(JK): I was too. And he did well.

(AS): He did really well, and your granddaughter did well. All of the kids did well. I was wishing that Xavier would have competed.  It also captures those actively at work.

(JK): I was too.

(AS): From the Ground Up: Montana Women and Agriculture. What does this oral history project mean to you?

(JK): As a history teacher, my husband made the gathering of oral histories a class project, and those recordings are now at the county museum here in Hysham. Many of those interviewed are now deceased and their stories might have gone with them had that project not been completed. And so I think it is with this project too. It’s a story that needs to be told before the chapter closes on some of those women who played such a big part in Montana’s early-day agriculture. It also captures those that are activity at work on the ag scene today.

(AS): Not that this hasn’t all been a personal note with you, anything that you would like to personally add?

(JK): I think the questions covered I think what the committee wanted to gather from me. And I guess, you pointed out, that we also raised two children and enjoyed that phase of our lives as well.

(AS): And now you get to enjoy your four grandchildren, a whole other generation.

(JK): Uh-huh. And I guess the only thing it didn’t ask was how I met my husband or anything about that.

(AS): Oh, I would like to know about that.

(JK): Well, it is kind of funny. We were both, he was majoring in Spanish and I was minoring in Spanish at Concordia College in Minnesota. He sat behind me in Spanish class and that’s how we met. And even when I transferred to North Dakota State to finish up, he kept driving across the river to court me. So after I graduated that’s what we did, we got married and came out here. 

(AS): And it’s worked out pretty dang good!

(JK): Yes it has.

(AS): I saw this thing on Facebook the other day, they sent it to me, and it says, “In all my years of marriage and all the  years to come, I can never imagine divorce. I love the person I married and I can’t imagine ever not being with him. Now, have you asked me if I’ve ever contemplated murder? The answer would be yes.” I just laughed. That’s perfect.

(JK): It is.

(AS): Well thank you for your interview. I think it was a good one.

(JK): You’re welcome.
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