From the Ground Up: Montana Women & Agriculture Transcript
Interviewee: Lauraine Johnson



Linda Brander (LB): This is Linda Brander and I am the director of the From the Group Up: Montana Women and Agriculture, and I am at the home of Lauraine Johnson, the woman we are going to interview today. Patsy Meredith from the Eastern Sanders Conservation District is here and the date is April 18. So welcome. So we are going to go through these questions, and Patsy jump in when you feel like you have some additional stuff we need to gather. So what is your full name?

Lauraine Johnson (LJ): Lauraine Johnson.

LB: And is that  s-o-n? And the reason that I ask these is because this goes to a transcriber now, so it just helps her out. What is the name of your tribe?

LJ: The Flathead Reservation but it is the Salish and Kootenai Tribes and I’m Salish. 

LB: What is the date of your birth?

LJ: 5-17-42

LB: And when and where were you born.

LJ: At Arlee. On the way to church is what I tell people. My mother would take the team of wagon, or you know the horses and the wagon, and we’d go stay with her mom, my grandma, and go to church the next day and then come home. So when Mom came home from church, she had me. 

LB: Were you born at home?

LJ: No, on the way to church, probably at Grandma’s. 

LB: Oh, on the way to church! What kind of stories does your mom tell about your birth on the way to Grandma’s? Was it in the wagon or at Grandma’s?

LJ: You know, she never ever really said. I guess I never thought to ask because the more humorous part was coming home and she’s got me in a bundle and Dad says, “What’s that?” And so, we always laugh about <audio unclear>. It made her mad. 

LB: So did you come home right after that, after Sunday, did you come right back to your home?

LJ: I guess so, because otherwise Dad would have probably went looking for us. 

LB: Interesting. So how many siblings do you  have?

LJ: Three brothers, three sisters.

LB: And their names?

LJ: I have, in order, there’s Floyd and Annette and Geri,Ray, Nadine and Fred Jr 

LB: And what would be the last name?

LJ: Whitworth <spelling uncertain>.

LB: Whitworth. And what were the names of your parents, first and last?

LJ: Fred and Harriett.

LB: What were the names of your grandparents?

LJ: Sam Whitworth and Adele Adams. That’s as far as my family tree goes. I think my grandpa must have ran away from home or something when he was like 12, from Missouri. And that’s just like it cut off. We’ve never, I have cousins who have done a family tree but we just started after he got here. 

LB: So were your grandparents and your parents Salish?

LJ: No. My grandmother on my mother’s side, they were Salish. And my grandmother on my dad’s side was. And so, and my grandfather was white. 

LB: And so what would be the Native American names for your grandmothers?

LJ: I don’t know. 

LB: Okay. And the grandparents, where were they born? Your grandfather you said was in Missouri. 

LJ: And then the others were here.

LB: In Arlee? In this area?

LJ: Well I think my grandmother might have come up down the Bitterroot. You know that’s when they were down in the Bitterroot and then when they formed the reservation, then they would have moved up here.

LB: And so did they get an allotment when they came up?

LJ: My grandparents did.

LB: And what were the size of the allotment that they got?

LJ: I think my grandmother had like 120 acres.

LB: So they only got one allotment?

LJ: As far as I know.

LB: Was that the start of the ranch? Did your grandparents ranch? 

LJ: Not really. I think they had horses. But the start of our ranch I think was Mom and Dad. And they started with nothing and worked hard all their lives and so they had a ranch when they both passed away. And so the kids inherited that and they divided it up in the will.

LB: So did their ranch get started and built starting with allotments and then buying?

LJ: No. I think my grandfather must have bought some allotments and so that place is still part of the family. My brother has that. But that was there, and I don’t know why, I don’t know if Dad bought a place or leased a place at Arlee. We lived there for awhile and we lived up at St. Ignatius on a ranch for awhile, then moved back to Valley Creek, that’s where the family ranch is and was. So Dad would buy pieces of ground and added on to it that way.

LB: What was the name of the ranch that your grew up on?

LJ: It didn’t have one.

LB: And so your Dad and Mother made sure that all of you got a piece of the ranch passed down?

LJ: Well, my dad passed away first, didn’t leave a will. And so my mother got the ranch. And then she made a will so we all got part of it.

LB: And so the ranch that you and George are now on is part of what you started with your parents?

LJ: No, my dad bought this place from Burgesses <spelling uncertain>, must have been in the early `60s, or in the `60s, and so we bought this from him in `72. Dad was on the tribal council and was too busy to take care of two ranches. My mother had some surgery in Missoula, and so Dad and I was in the waiting room waiting and so he said he was going to sell this. And so I said, well I thought I deserved a chance to buy it. And he said, “Okay, you get one chance, one chance only.” So when George came home that day, he was driving chip truck, I said, “I bought a ranch today.” And he said, “Okay. Where?” 
So that’s how we got over here. And I think he took root, because he really loves it here, you know. And my idea of a ranch is nice and green, and this does not stay green, just in the spring. We’re dryland farmers or ranchers, and so we only get to irrigate what comes out of the hills in the spring. So, I guess we’re grass ranchers really.

LB: So will you tell us about it’s green now because it’s spring but what it’s normally alike, and the name of the area that we’re in right now?

LJ: This is the Cames Prairie and it is really a great geological area. I haven’t seen the buses, but it used to be that the buses from the university came out on the other end and the kids would get lessons. Because in a book that I read, when you get ripples up on the other end you can really see the ripples; when Lake Missoula dam must have broke, earth dam or natural, when it broke, the water rushed out so fast that it left ripples. And so, it’s really pretty in spring when the snow’s gonna off and you just get the snow like somebody went and made it, the lines for the ripples. There used to be a lake down in the middle of the prairie but I think it’s gotten dryer and dryer as the years have gone by. 
And even the water rights, you know, there’s no way that you could ever have as much water as they allotted for. So at one time there must have been a lot of water here. So there are a couple of ranchers that have wells and they sprinkle irrigate, but for the most part everybody is dryland farmers and ranchers. So I say we don’t have chores, we don’t have pigs, chickens or anything that. All we do is run cows and calves. We bought the main place but we have several leases and range units scattered all over. So as soon as we brand, we will be taking everything out to our leases and so we won’t, very seldom do we have cattle left at home for the summer.

LB: There’s one thing that I want to go back to and reference for the Cames area—when you were describing “this.” Would you tell, she’s describing with her hands a rolling motion. Lauraine, would you describe that more clearly, what a listener would see if we went up there to look at that motion that people come from around the country to see?

LJ: What the heck do they call that. Now give me a minute to bring up. But this used to be I guess really blue from the Cames, the Cames flower, the Cames plant that the Indians harvested. But through farming and stuff, there isn’t too much left. And what is left is, you know, more on the natural pastures that haven’t been farmed. 

LB: That’s a good description. Now you talk about your ranch and you have leases. How many acres on your ranch that you have now, and then talk a little bit about with your leases how much ground does that give you access to for your cows?

LJ: Well we bought like 640 acres from my dad. But we lease totally over about 22,000 acres. And most of that is a tribal range unit that our daughter, Sheila, has a handful of cows. And her name and mine is on the lease. And so we get that for like a ten-year term, so we’ve had it. Dad had it. And we just got it then from him, or they transferred it to us. We moved here in `72, so this June we’ll be here 42 years. 

LB: And do you have a name for your ranch?

LJ: No. We have a lot of names we call it...

LB: Okay. So tell me about your children, and their names and birth dates?

LJ: Well, Sheila our oldest and only daughter is born in 1962. And Brett was born in September of 1963. Brad was born in `67, no `65, and Steve was born in `67. 

LB: And what are they presently doing?

LJ: They are, Sheila is the manager of the tribal resort and casino at Polson. Brett has been ranching and Brad, and then they had a fencing business and so...

LB: Brett’s ranching on your ranch?

LJ: No, George and I are here alone. 

LB: So Brett has his own ranch?

LJ: Well he leased one.

LB: He leases one.

LJ: And now he’s working for a neighbor there. And Brad, he is at large. He’s been fencing and ranching with his brother, but his wife is Crow and so she is, now she is the director of the Indian center in Missoula. So they just moved to Missoula last summer.

LB: And what’s her name?

LJ: Leeann. And so, it should work out really good because our granddaughter was going to go, first was going to go to school Billings but decided to come to the U, and here this job opened up. And yesterday they just signed for a house. So Brad has been helping us, George with his stroke business has been confined to the house and only goes outside with a walker. So this, they figured out he can harrow. So he can run the tractor and everything. So Brad and his brother, they just went and got an fence job a couple of days ago, so I guess they are going to go back to fencing. Then Steve, he’s working at construction.

LB: Around the area here?

LJ: Well, he works for Rahbine, so he can be from here to Culbertson or wherever the job is. Right now he’s at White Sulphur Springs.

LB: So I missed your daughter’s name.

LJ: Sheila.

LB: Sheila. So, any grandkids? Tell me your granddaughters’ name and other grandkids we haven’t spoken of.

LJ: Brad and Leeann’s that’s Brandi and Snowy. Her real name is Salisha but she is known as Snowy.  Brad has one son, Lane.  Steve has one son, Marten.  He is married to Sue.

LB: How’d she get the name Snowy?

LJ: I don’t know. I think Salisha was too long. Oh, I know. Her name is Salisha Snow Johnson.

LB: And so, which granddaughter is at U of M? 

LJ: That’s Snowy.

LB: And which granddaughter is at MSU?

LJ: Charlene.

LB: And Charlene is the daughter of?

LJ: Brett and Charlene.  And Charlene has a sister, Janele who works at a bank in Kalispell. And then their mother is the Home Ec teacher at Hot Springs, Home Ec and art teacher. 

LB: And what’s the mom’s name?

LJ: Donna.

LB: And Donna is...

LJ: Brett’s wife. She’s been up at Hot Springs oh it must be at least pushing 30 years. 

LB: Did you grow up, you grew up on your dad’s ranch. So how long have you and George been in farming and ranching did you say?

LJ: Let’s see. Since `65. 

LB: Are there issues that impact or are significant to you as a Native American rancher that are unique and maybe different from other women ranchers that we’re working with on this oral history project?

LJ: I think that maybe you know it’s more tribal rules and regulations that we have, you know as far as our leases, which the biggest part of this ranch is tribal land and BIA, what do you call it, specs. 

LB: So what are some of the specs of those leases that impact you as a rancher that would be different than another ranch?

LJ: Probably in reality there probably isn’t. Because you know it’s, as with all ranchers, it’s fencing and weeds. And a lot of people are, the wolves and elk, elk are a big problem here as far as we might have 300 head. So if you have someone hunting them, they are not too great about opening a gate or jumping the fence. A lot of times that will go through them. So you are constantly fencing. So, I don’t see, everybody has water and rain problems. So I think you know it would be the same problems as everywhere. Like I said, we’re dryland so we don’t worry about irrigation and water projects, you know being under a reservoir and stuff like that.

LB: So you don’t put up hay?

LJ: We do put up some hay. It’s getting to be less all of the time because of the elk. And our age. We would have to go, we made a decision here a few years ago that instead of buying new machinery we would just buy hay. We figured it would be a continuous deal of buying machinery and replacing it, rather we’d just buy our hay. Have it delivered and then use the tractor to feed it out. And it’s you know, when you get old you start doing things the easy way instead of the way everybody else does it. I said this place is in place of a rest home.

LB: Definitely.

PM: Sheila has a couple of boys, right? You didn’t mention them.

LJ: Okay. That’s Mathew and Michael. And they are both linemen. 

LB: Utility linemen? Not football linemen?

LJ: No, they are working for an electrical companies. Michael is in Ashland, Montana, and Mathew is in Dubois, Wyoming. His first job was down, not his first job. He, what was it, he’d been in “tornado alley” for awhile and so through a friend he got a job in Cheyenne and then he’s moved to Dubois. And boy do they love it there.

LB: Are they married?

LJ: Mathew is. Ayla is a Hot Springs girl that he met here. Michael is a bachelor. 

LB: So does your family all find time to come together at least once a year to have a reunion here at the ranch?

LJ: Well, the kids are really good about coming at Christmas time. And I think now that, maybe they’ll be coming home more for hunting, but either, they came probably, and then with George being sick or whatever, you know. But usually they are here a couple times of year and they were both going to be here for branding, but Alya’s dad passed away and they’ll be back up here in May for a service. And so, getting time off and stuff like that, they’re not going to be here. Michael is going to L.A. because a friend is graduating from college down there. And so we told them that we always have enough help for branding, so for them to feel free to go. 

PM: How do you spell Alya?

LJ: A-l-y-a. She works in a bank too. 

LB: So thanks Patsy. Those are good things that we need to be caught up on. I’m going to talk about work when you were a younger ranch woman, and then we’ll talk about where you are at now. So when you were a younger ranch woman, describe what a typical work day looked like for you.

LJ: Depending on what day it was.

LB: Well let’s pick a couple. Pick a couple and just describe a couple, like a summer day and a winter day.

LJ: You mean after when George and I was married?

LB: Yes.

LJ: Well we bought 80 acres at Arlee. We bought the place and the cows, everything. And so George was driving truck and so I was home, and I only changed pipe like one summer. My knees hurt so bad that winter that after that we hired somebody to do it. Our kids were too small.

LB: Would you speak about changing pipe for our listeners that may not know what that is?

LJ: Sprinkler pipe. And thank God ours was only 3-inch pipe. We could of bought a different place from my dad but that had 4-inch pipe or something, and I went and helped my brother and sister who were still home one day. And that alfalfa was up to my chin. And I told George, I said, “No way.” He says, “Well I could change pipe.” I said, “No because I’d feel sorry for you and I’m not going out there.”

LB: So what did it involve?

LJ: Usually about the only chores we had at that time, the place came with these cows and I think he had like milk cows, most of them. So we would buy extra calves. We’d run the cows in and have the calves nurse the cows and turn them back out. But like I said, we’ve never been great on chores. There was no feeding the chickens or the pigs or anything like that. So even there, being only 80 acres, we were on a different range unit then. In May we would haul the cattle across the valley to a range unit, then it was just checking on them. I didn’t fix fence. Dad went or George went with my dad and whoever else was doing the fencing. You had to do so much fencing, so many days or whatever needed to be done I guess. And then we had the four kids then, so I was raising four kids. 

LB: So back when you’re changing pipe, is this lifting pipe and literally moving it to a new spot in the field?

LJ: Well most of the time it’s just picking it up and packing it to the next where your main pipe is, you know set it on that main line. But that’s why we don’t have at this place we don’t have pipe here, because of previous experience. 

LB: When you moved your cattle over to the range unit, did you check on them just by visually looking or did you ride a horse to go check on them?

LJ: There was times to move them and stuff, but Dad lived closer and he was always keeping tabs on things so that was something that we did on weekends. Just take horses and go ride the range.

LB: What would be a range unit, how many acres?

LJ: I don’t know how many’s in that over there. Because they had like three or four or five members to that range, and it just depended on how many cattle you had you know and what was open so that you could do that. 

LB: So did you ride horses a lot as a young ranch woman?

LJ: Yeah at that time, but it’s gotten to be less and less. People can jump on a 4-wheeler and zip up the road. That’s what they do a lot of now over there. But at that time we didn’t have 4-wheelers and so...

LB: So that’s a summertime work experience. Tell us about a wintertime work experience, like maybe feeding out the cattle?

LJ: Well we had loose hay, and I would take and put the hay on the pickup and go feed it. <brief interruption> So it was just feeding. We had loose hay so it was feeding the hay.

LB: Did you feed with a team or tractor?

LJ: Nope, pickup. We’d load up the pickup and then go dump it out, pitch it off. Pitch it on, pitch it off. Or else if George could he would load the hay, but he was working like twelve, thirteen hours a day by the time he drove in and worked his shift and stuff, so he was gone a lot.

LB: So you have quite a bit of responsibility taking care of the ranch because George worked.

LJ: Yeah, he was gone. That’s just the way life is when you have a small acreage and somebody is working in town. 

LB: You did talk about how the work has changed. You used to use horses to work the cows, now you do 4-wheelers...

LJ: Nope, we still don’t have a 4-wheeler. Nope. Horses and a lot of the range we just drive the roads and jump in the pickup and cruise the range. No, we use the horses like for rounding up and, it would be nice to use 4-wheelers but nope, we’re still using horses. Very few people here in the valley, hardly any, very few have horses any more. It’s all 4-wheelers.

LB: Do you still ride?

LJ: Not lately. I don’t know what happened. Maybe it’s hormones or what, but getting dizzy or feeling like you’re gonna fall. So, it will be interesting after this gets handled if I’ll be able to. But George is going through the same problem, so I don’t know if it’s a hormonal problem.

LB: When you say “when this gets handled,” do you want to talk a little bit more of what that is?

LJ: I had a heart attack in October but I think I’d been getting sick for quite awhile. But when I had it, for about the first three days they didn’t know whether I was gonna live or not. And someplace along the line, I lost half of my heart and I only had 10 to 15 percent use on the other side. I go back into the doctor next week and I’ll find out where I’m sitting. But they were supposed to evaluate me in February as to whether I was going to have open heart surgery. I guess I was doing so well that it wasn’t even brought up for discussion. So I’m sure that I’ll probably will not have that. But I said I would like to know where I’m at. 

LB: How has this health challenge changed your outlook on life?

LJ: I don’t know that it really has, because to me it’s just like a bump in the road. It’s just something I’m going through right now and it hasn’t changed what we’re doing or what we’re going to do. Even with George with his stroke, we don’t look at it as a long-term thing, it’s just something that he’s going to get over and we’re gonna keep on going. Keep on doing what we want to do or have always done. 

PM: So went did you marry George?

LJ: In 1961. 

LB: Where were you married?

LJ: At the Catholic Church in St. Ignatius. That big old church that’s been there forever. High mass. You ought hear George’s relatives: “We thought it would never end. It was so hot.”

LB: The wedding never end? Or the mass never end?

LJ: Both. It was no ten minutes, I’ll clue you. George became a Catholic. I, we might say, grew up going to the Catholic Church there and Jocko church. So the priests were friends, and so you just didn’t do things different. That’s the way we did things. 

LB: In regard to  your life, are there any, tell me about some experiences that stand out in your mind as either being funny, scary, memorable, from being a young ranch woman to where you are at now.

LJ: Probably the scariest thing I had happen here was one day George’s horse came running into the yard. George had gone riding and his horse came home without him. I think his horse got into a bunch of bees. He’d gotten off to open a gate. He went to get on and the horse jumped or did something, anyway he landed on the ground and split his pelvis. So I think that was the scariest thing. 
Even people coming to help us, we don’t know their horse or we don’t know what, oh what’s the right word, how experienced a rider they are or whatever. And we have a lot of people who want to come and help us and you know have a cattle drive. And when we are moving cattle, it’s getting scarier as far as lawsuits are concerned. So we’re trying to be careful as to who we allow to help us. I think that’s the scariest part of ranching now days, is somebody getting hurt. 

LB: Back to George, how far away was he when he had the wreck and how did you get him...

LJ: How did we find him?

LB: How’d you find him and how’d you get him to the hospital?

LJ: That was, as the horse was running into the yard and this pickup had pulled in too. And there was two guys from the fire division, Forestry. Somebody had called in a smoke thing, and so <phone call interruption>. 

LB: Let’s go back to George, how we found George...

LJ: These two guys had just driven up in a pickup from Forestry. Someone had called them with a smoke a possible fire, and they had not found it so they drove in to find out if we had seen it. And so when the horse came in, I said, “Boy, I don’t like the looks of that.” And so, I said, “George rode to the west over here, and he’s wearing a white shirt.” I was going to go with them and they said, “No, we’ll go.” And they weren’t gone very long. George had been able to stand up when he heard them coming, so with his white shirt, they brought him back to the house. 
Story of George’s life, he always says, “I’m all right. I’m gonna be all right.” And so we stayed around the house or in the house that afternoon and rest of the day, and about midnight he stood up and then he couldn’t sit down, couldn’t lay down, couldn’t do anything. So we had to call an ambulance. He went to Plains then. For a split pelvis they really can’t do anything for you. They said, “The only thing we can do is put a belt around your hips and kind of hold you together.” I don’t know if they can do something different now but that was then. 

LB: Any other experiences that might come to mind, like fun ones?

LJ: Funny, funny, funny. Not right off-hand. I’d have to think about that.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

LB: Okay. I’m going to kind of move ahead to a different place, our questions go to “a sense of place.” “A sense of place” is an attachment to the land that a lot of women we interview talk about. What does it mean, what does this land mean to you and working this land and living on this land?

LJ: I think that has changed over the years. At one time I’d really—cause George went and spent 20 years driving truck again, working construction and a lot of that was for insurance purposes—and so I think at one time I could have gave this to you. 

LB: In the early times?

LJ: When he was gone and all of the work...

LB: All the work was put upon you.

LJ: Right, and the stress. And because there was a lot of things that I couldn’t do so you know you have to hire someone or depending on other people. I just thought it would be a good place, or retire somewhere else. But as that time came, I didn’t realize what it meant. So now our thinking has changed, if we can’t do the, we haven’t been able to do the stuff. We have a neighbor down the road and he takes our heifers down to his place and calves them out down there the last two, three years. We tried having them here and him driven up here off and on during the night, while it was just easier for him to take them home. And so, because this is George’s second stroke, we’ve gone through this already. Then he had open-heart before. So I said if the point comes when we just have to totally just hire someone, because now John enables us to stay here, that this will be our rest home. We’ll just hire someone so that we can stay here, you know. And that is a new eye-opener for me, for me to have totally changed my mind. It was, I realized that I really cared or had come to love this place, and so I guess after you take care of something for so long it becomes a part of you. 

LB: So tell me some of the things that you love about this place.

LJ: Well probably the peace and quiet. We’re at the end of the road so there is no one behind us. There used to be but that’s changed. And the big thing is, being dryland and stuff, we’re not tied here. If there is something that we want to do or a place we want to go, we can arrange things that we are free to come and go. The big thing is, I don’t know, we haven’t found another place that really we would like to move to, other than the Mission Valley. That’s why that picture up there on the wall back there is supposed to be the Missions. A friend did that. I’d tried to describe a painting I had seen, but I said I want the mountains to be the Missions. So I said I have my green grass and the Missions to look at. 

LB: The painting on the wall is of snow-capped mountains, a valley, some Indian teepees...

LJ: See the covered wagon there, the gal who painted that did not put the covered wagon in there in the background of the teepees. I said, to me it spoke of the white man coming and not leaving, you know. The white man coming and marrying the Indian women and not leaving. So I said, “Yep, that’s our life.” So the Missions is to be the Garden Wall, my folks called it “the bulletin board,” it was always nice and smooth. It looks like two people standing there, and she’s telling him something  you know. And I thought, well artistic license. She did it her way. But one day George and I was gone up Ravalli Hill and upward Mission, and there it was. I had never seen it in over seventy years look like that. Just only once.

LB: So you saw in real life the painting  you just described on the wall?

LJ: Right. Our friend must have taken a picture of it another time when it was like that. And so, as far as I know it’s only happened twice. It’s just the way the snow has melted off there, the wind and stuff, and so. But we had a guy here one day and he said, “I know where that’s at. I live at the foot of the mountains there.”

LB: Does that mountain have a name?

LJ: That’s right behind St. Ignatius. We call it the Garden Wall. You look up there and you see that big flat area, usually it’s snowed when you really notice it. And the Mission Falls. 

LB: Does it have any Native American folklore, history?

LJ: Oh I’m sure it does but I don’t know it. All I know is that, like I say the church is there and I went to school there when they had, it was back in the day when they had the nuns and school. And my dad was ranch foreman and so, my mom and dad did everything to make money. Dad was the ranch foreman at the Ursaline Convent then and so we went to school there for two, three years. I’ve never lived more than 40 miles from home. So this is home. George, he grew up in Eureka, and he said the first time he ever came to the Elmo area, he said it felt like he was coming home. So Eureka is not me. I told him I’d be willing to move up there if he wanted to and he says, “No!”

LB: So where does George feel like would be a replacement for this place if you had to leave?

LJ: I don’t think, I don’t think there’s any. I don’t think he’s leaving. He’s every worried about, this is several years ago, but “could I be buried here?” he wanted to know. 

LB: So he has that sense of place about your land.

LJ: Oh yeah. He has loved this place from day one. We actually came and looked at it once when my dad had it, or my dad was thinking of buying it. We came with them. No, he loves this place and he’ll die here before he’d ever, we talk about going to Arizona for the winter but boy I think I’d have to tie him up and take him. Because I don’t know if he’d go.

LB: So are there any spots on your land that are your favorite spots that you go to, like?

LJ: No, I think here where the house is. We even talked about building a house in a different spot, but it’s all because of the view. We like it. We call it “up above,” to the south the land slopes, you know, and so if we did, we’d probably build up above, but it’s just for the view. 

LB: So would describe the view now? You get to look out every day out of this beautiful set of windows.

LJ: Well, I, for George’s birthday I took a picture and had it enlarged. And I told him, “If I’m gonna see this view all the time, I want it green.” But just looking out the window, we have the yard fenced, we call it the lot, a large corral there, and the kid’s old arena is there. But it’s just overlooking the valley and the different places. I don’t know if we really even see the places. You get so used to them being there that you just don’t even see them. 

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

LJ: My personal view? I would like to see people take more responsibility as far as the weeds are concerned...you know I can never understand, but I think it’s, I don’t remember how’s it’s worded, but in the Bible it says you know about people being hungry or whatever, and I thought, gee in American nobody should be able to ever have to go through hunger. But I thought, you know, weeds could do it. You know, one day we wake up and we have white top. At first we thought maybe it was some hay we bought. But now we’re thinking that birds have brought it in, because along the fences, along a lot of the fence lines are rocks but it’s growing up in the rocks, in the rock piles. Then we have that Dalmatian toadflax that came in here, oh I don’t know, 30 years ago or whatever, and we thought that came in with the neighbor’s hay, but the way it came in from all over, or that we’ve seen it all over, even along the freeways in eastern Montana, that it has to be transported some way. That’s my biggest thing is, if people are gonna spend money that they better look to see about getting rid of the weeds first.

LB: And this may not be relevant, but I’m going to change the question a little bit: tell us about your relationship to the land that encompasses agriculture, conservation and your belief system.

LJ: Wow. 

LB: And how does Native American belief systems about the land play into this?

LJ: Probably the biggest thing as far as growing up like with my mother who was a full-blood Native American, the biggest thing is to leave things the way they were. And not just necessarily the way they are, because they are not the way they were. But to leave things better or back to where nature had intended it to be. When we first moved here, there were some neighbors leasing some land. And oh, an Indian over in the St. Ignatius Valley, he always talked about “raping the land,” and I honestly did not know what he meant. I said I couldn’t even visualize how or what that was until we moved here. There was 80 acres that had been farmed and farmed and farmed and farmed, just same old putting grain in every year, every year till when we moved here all it was thistles. They still farmed it so we knew it was happening, and nothing grew any more. I don’t know if he gave it up or what, but we ended up with it. So we put in grain for a couple of years and then changed it to alfalfa/grass mix, and that really grew good. But I said that’s a crime. I don’t know why or how they were allowed to do such a thing, but somebody was not checking or doing their job. 
So we have, like I said, we might have, look out this window and we might see 150 head of elk, and we have seen 300 head. They’ll come over from the hills over there in Terry Basin and they migrate over here. Our neighbors and we have terrible time with the fences. But at the same time, we probably could raise and run a lot more cattle than we do if we didn’t have the elk and the deer. But I said, “We must be gosh darn good conservationists because we have enough grass for our cattle and for the deer and the elk and the sheep, they really haven’t came up here by the house but they are on some lease ground that we have. And so we’re just pretty proud of how much grass we leave in fall and stuff. So the Big Horn sheep have their grass to eat all winter too. 

LB: Oh great. That’s a beautiful descriptive way to see conservation. Tell me about  your thoughts on the role of women and agriculture.

LJ: I don’t know how the men could do it without women. 

LB: Tell us more about that, expand on that. Because I’ll let you know that almost everyone of the women have said this in one way or another.

LJ: I don’t know, like here you know, with George having been gone so much until he retired, I tell him, I said, you know without me he wouldn’t be able to do it. He would not have been able to do it alone. And I said, Things may not have gotten done when they should have or done right or whatever, but I held the place together.” I said, “We’ll always have work to do; this place can always be better.” 
But I think that women are natural born managers as even far as money is concerned as to where and how much money is spent. And I see a lot of ranch women who have never stepped outside to do anything, and they’re in town a lot and they’re shopping or whatever. But the real, I call them the real ranch women I think are doing their share of I don’t know what it’s called, it’s putting the land first, the ranch first. But we’re, George and I started out I had two cows and from that we have well over 200 cows and the ranch is paid for. 
I can see today why a lot of young ranchers are struggling is you see em at the ballgames, you see them having vacations. You know, maybe that’s the right priorities but to be able to ranch you have to give up something. You have to prioritize your time and your money. I have seen some people today, their parents’ lifetime work and they end up losing the ranch or something and it’s only because they thought they could turn it over to the kids or something and the kids just go bonkers with their time and money or mismanagement. So I think that, I don’t know, I think that being the age that I am now there are a lot of things that we probably could have done different and should of did different but I think that just comes with age.

LB: And wisdom.

LJ: Yeah you gain wisdom or gray hair from life.

LB: Are you aware of any other Native American women farming or ranching around here that possibly in the future would be candidates for interviews such as we’re doing today?

LJ: Oh, I think maybe Maggie Good. 

LB: And is she in this area?

LJ: She’s further north, they call it Nirada. Nirada’s like Perma: it exists in your mind, it doesn’t exist, and maybe on the map but it isn’t there.

LB: Does she ranch with her husband or on her own?

LJ: Well with her son. Her husband passed away several years ago, but Maggie has done a lot of different jobs and stuff and I think she’s been on the FSA board hasn’t she in years past?

PM: How long were you on the FSA board?

LJ: I don’t know. I was surprised when I got a ten-year pin with...

PM: Eastern Sanders?

LJ: Uh-huh.

PM: How long were you on the RAC committee?

LJ: I don’t know. 

LB: She’s still there.

LJ: Oh I was thinking about a different RAC. There was a RAC, I was thinking about this from you guys coming, the boards I’ve been on. Other than Eastern Sanders I think maybe the FSA, but they all involve money. There was a RAC, it was four counties—Flathead, Lake, Sanders and is it Mineral.

LB: And will you tell us the acronym for that four-county area, what RAC means?

LJ: That was our Resource Advisory Council, but it was an economic development committee and they lost their funding. I think that was through NRCS. But, I mean, that was a national thing but I think it just got cut out of the budget. But it was working on bringing economic development as I say to the four counties. And then I just resigned from the one for Sanders County. And what else? And I was on the hospital board, not the hospital but we wanted to build a new clinic up here at Hot Springs and the hospital built a new clinic. But that’s because of funding and stuff too. But that hasn’t happened and I don’t know if it will.  And then I am on the RAC for the Forest Service.

<Interruption as people enter the room> This is John, he is the guy who, he’s our feet and hands.

LB: John, what’s his name?

LJ: Marrinan.

LB: Now since we’re talking about boards, we’re going to jump ahead just a bit. As a woman serving on the Eastern Sanders Conservation District Board, what perspectives did you bring that may have been different from the men?

LJ: I don’t think any really. Probably not because you are dealing with creeks and right-of-ways and roads and stuff so.

LB: Any skills or insights that might have been complementary to what they would think or do?

LJ: Probably not. 

LB: Patsy?

PM: I think that she’s mostly agreed with the guys. 

LB: Laurie asked me to ask this question: what benefits do you think that you, and we won’t use women, but what benefits do you think you brought to the Eastern Sanders Conservation District Board?

PM: I know, I know. Let me answer.

LB: Patsy Meredith, the administrator, is going to respond.

PM: She went to all the different conventions and came back and reported. She’s been on different committees for funding for different projects that are done through the conservation districts and she has overseen some of those with Laurie Zeller. And I love having her on the board. 

LB: And as I heard earlier, she misses having you on the board.

LJ: Well, I have, when I resigned I had no alternative. I didn’t know, well you know I have only so much energy and I have to focus the energy that I had, and I said that my job right now is getting well. 

LB: Absolutely, absolutely.

PM: But we would take you back on the board, as soon as you’re fit and fiddle, you bet!

LB: What is one thing, or what would you like people to understand about your lifestyle? Cause a part of this is to help nonagricultural people understand the farming/ranching life in Montana.

LJ: Say that over.

LB: What would you like someone who’s not raised on a ranch or farm to understand about your lifestyle?

LJ: You know that’s a good question. I don’t know that I have the answer. We’re just raising cattle, it’s just part of what people in town eat and we’re providing the beef. And it’s a way of life that I could, maybe that’s way the ranchers make it—you have to have a stubbornness and a willingness to do whatever it takes to be able to sustain ourselves and our ranch and families. And I’m sure that’s what people in town would tell you that they have. So it’s just a matter of locality and the different jobs that happen every day. 

LB: What are the benefits about raising your kids on this ranch?

LJ: Well, we knew where they were was the biggest thing. And we also knew where everybody’s else’s kids were. 

LB: And where were they?

LJ: They were here and I was feeding them. Our kids got to be high school age, not our daughter but the boys started high school rodeoing, and so their friends kids would come. So we wouldn’t know how many kids we would have for them to practice. Then when dark came, they all came to the house and I fed them. So my biggest problem was not big enough pots and pans. 
But when the kids, the boys, went on to state, high school and national rodeo, they have friends all over, all over the state and I don’t know where else. It was so funny. One day we were in Hardin headed for Miles City to a high school rodeo at the, I don’t know Brad must have been a junior or senior and Brett must have been out of high school. And anyway, the trailer had a spring problem, and we pulled off the road and unloaded the horses and this guy come by in a pickup, rolled down his window and says, “Brad, you got trouble? Everything all right?” We didn’t hadn’t even thought about who to call or what to do or anything yet. We were just unloading the horses. So the guy told us where to go and what to do, and so I said, “It’s been really nice. No matter where the kids go, it seems they know people.”

LB: The small-town atmosphere of Montana.

LJ: Small world. 

LB: Small world atmosphere of Montana. As a community here, is there a women’s group or other events around this area that you are involved in? 

LJ: No. Or if there is I don’t know about them. Other than the boards I’ve been on I’m not really a part of, I don’t know as if there is anything.

PM: Not unless you did quilting or...

LJ: No thanks. I don’t even think there’s a quilting one. I think that maybe in Hot Springs I think I heard about a scrapbooking one, but I really...

PM: Did you used to garden and can and stuff like that?

LJ: Until the kids graduated from high school. Oh yeah. I remember one fall I think I had like 300 pints and quarts of jam and jelly and stuff that I could feed kids. But that’s the way we grew up.

LB: So did  you raise a big garden?

LJ: No, not for several  years with just the two of us. Everything seems to always mature at the same time and so you’re overwhelmed with stuff. This Farmer’s Market and what do you call the other stores, the natural food places, are our hang outs. But when I was a kid growing up we used to go pick cherries. One year we put up 300 quarts of just cherries, Flathead cherries. But then we would go up to Hungry Horse and pick huckleberries until they came out our ears. But that was just the way of life. So when  I got married that’s just what we did. Applesauce and stuff, so then we only had to worry about the beef and potatoes.

LB: Did you have apple trees here?

LJ: Nope. No. I don’t know as if, there’s wild apple trees around here, but I don’t think anybody really has any fruit trees.

LB: Okay I’m going to go back, in your life together did  you guys ever get off the ranch and go take vacations?

LJ: Oh yeah.

LB: And what were some of the places you went to?

LJ: We had discussed that all of our earlier years always seemed to be going to visit somebody, like George’s brother Bob. We went to Seattle to visit him, and when he was in St. Louis, a suburb there, I think it was St. Peter’s, we went there to visit. But since George retired in `06 we have been to Victoria, Canada, that was my dream of 40 years, we finally got to go. And we did the Inland Passage to Alaska. He retired on Thursday, we left on Monday, Labor Day, to do that. And we, our grandson was in Cheyenne, Wyoming, so we went down, well we knew he was only going to be there awhile so we went down there to Frontier Days for about three or four years. And then we’ve been to the Pendleton Roundup twice and Cowboy Poetry in Lewistown.

LB: You guys have done well with vacations.

LJ: Well we had an old friend and his advice was, “You have to do things while you can.” He was 80 handing out advice. He said, “Don’t wait like I did and now you can’t do what you want to do.” 

LB: What legacy do you want to be remembered for? Whether to your children or to your community, or in general?

LJ: I don’t know, you know I was just talking to a friend, it’s so weird.  She had a heart attack here a couple of weeks ago, so we were talking about what is depression and she said, “For me, for what her kids would think about her and how they would feel about her and the love that she had.” I think that’s what you want, is to know that you did what you did and you did it without regret. Or I guess it’s to live an honest life. I don’t think that we have done anything that we should be ashamed of. I think like with our kids and our grandkids, they are all working. They are all workers, and I think that was what our parents instilled in us is work. If you work and you have your dreams and your goals, that you can accomplish it. Our daughter was telling us that they were telling a friend that “one thing I learned from my folks was that, no matter what goes wrong or what happens, you can overcome.” So I said, all the bumps in our road there is a way around or under or over it or something, but you can accomplish what you want.

LB: And I heard one of our other women say, and really you can never walk away from it,  you had to deal with it.

LJ: Exactly. And I think that was a time that we were raised in, is your word was, that was the way it was gonna be. You did what you said you were going to do, and we could no more have walked away from a mortgage or whatever, and I see people today and they attempt to do something and if they fail they say, “We didn’t have anything to start with anyway, we’re just taking a bath and start over.” And I can’t comprehend that thinking you know. Even if you didn’t want to do, you changed your mind, you still had an obligation to do what you said you were gonna do. 
And we have been so fortunate in the people that we have known. They said you only one person to find favor with, and we have found favor with people. When George and I first got married I said I only had two cows, but when that 80 acres and 27 cows came up for sale we really had no collateral. But we went to the board, and that’s the tribal loan committee, and the three guys that were on there were friends with my folks and so they knew me from day one. And so we went before the committee and they asked how the folks were doing and how this was and how that was and stuff, and our time was up and we left and George says, “What happened? Did we get the loan?” I said, “Don’t worry about it.”

LB: You knew?

LJ: Yeah, I knew that we did. So through the years it’s been being in the right place at the right time with the right people I guess. So we have had help and breaks that maybe some people wouldn’t have had. 

LB: I’ve been at this project From the Ground Up: Montana Women and Agriculture for since 2011 when the RAC council approved funding and we’ve interviewed, I have and conservation district administrators, have interviewed about sixteen women. And the stories, hearing the stories of our ag women leading ordinary lives have been really significant. Can you tell me what this project or this oral history means to you?

LJ: I didn’t want to do it. I figured that other people, I’d rather read about other people. But in growing up, we lived way out in the country and there weren’t hardly any kids around and so it seemed like the life was just work, work, work. But as I got to thinking and events started coming to my mind, it was also how much fun there was. We as a family and thinking about the times we would go. Dad keeping the ranch together. They had nothing when they got married and Dad worked for the Anaconda Copper. They had a logging deal just off the reservation up the Jocko. So we got to camp out that summer. We lived in a tent but there was this nice little dam there and so we had a swimming hole there you know. And then when we would go up to Hungry Horse we’d go up there and camp and pick huckleberries. The reservoir was right there. And it went on with our kids, we’d take them up and we made them pick berries too in the morning and then they had afternoons and evenings to swim and whatever. Even thinking about the one place, the home place now, an irrigation ditch ran through part of it and how in the fall of the year when there wasn’t any water we could go up and chase fish up and down the irrigation canal from hole to hole catching fish. And there was a gal that came in the summer time to her grandparents who lived near us and how she could get us in trouble.

LB: Doing what?

LJ: Oh Dad would tell us no racing the horses on the county road. Guess what she wanted to do? So guess what we did?

LB: Did your dad catch you? 

LJ: Oh yes.

LB: And what was his punishment for you?

LJ: You know I don’t remember that other than I thought he was going to strip us to the bone. “I told you guys there was no running on the gravel roads!” I don’t even remember, I don’t think we got punished. I don’t ever remember being spanked. I probably should have been. My mother she was in her 80s and as frail as could be and she’d tells us one day, “If one of my kids needs a spanking, I’m the one to do it.” I said, “What do you want us to do, come over and bend over in front of you?”

LB: Well you two, just like all of the others, have had some really wonderful stories. And I’ve listened, I’ve watched kids listen to stories and I can tell you the kids love the stories. They are not disengaged, they are not gawking, they are listening to the stories. The event in Helena that had 150 to 170 people there was because people wanted to hear the stories, so I want to thank you for sharing your stories with us. And so Patsy who knows you also do you have any other things you’d like to ask Lauraine for this collection of her stories?

PM: That pretty much hit on everything I needed to know.

LB: And Lauraine, do you have any other things that we may not have touched on that you would like to conclude our interview with?

LJ: Not offhand. 

LB: Well before we end, I see Patsy has something to say here.

PM: The Farm Service Agency gave me this certificate of appreciation to bring to you and they sent this little card with it too.

LJ: Bruce Nelson no less.

PM: Yes he signed that.

LB: And tell us again, how many years on that board?

PM: I don’t know how many years. I was asking you.

LJ: I think I got the ten-year pin down at Quin’s <spelling/name uncertain>.

PM: No, not on the conservation district board, on this board.

LJ: Well I was on that twice. Several years ago and then only for about a year or two this last time. 

LB: Well I want to thank you. Thank you Patsy for coming with me and thank you Lauraine for sharing with us and allowing us to share the beautiful setting that we’re in at your ranch. And that concludes our interview.
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Linda Brander (LB)

: 

This is Linda Brander and I a

m the director of the From the 

Group Up: Montana Women and Agriculture, and I am at the home of 

Lauraine

 

Johnson, the woman we are going to interview today. 

Patsy

 

Meredith

 

from the 

Eastern Sanders Conservation District

 

is here and the date is April 18. So welcome. 

So we are going to go through these questions, and 

Patsy

 

jump in when you feel like 

you have so

me additional stuff we need to gather. So what is your full name?

 

 

Lauraine

 

Johnson (LJ)

: 

L

auraine

 

Johnson.

 

 

LB

: 

And is that  s

-

o

-

n? And the reason that I ask these is because this goes to a 

transcriber now, so 

it 

just helps her out. What is the name of 

your 

t

ribe?

 

 

LJ

: 

The Flathead Reservation but it is the Salish and 

Kootenai

 

Tribes 

and I’m Salish. 

 

 

LB

: 

What is the date of your birth?

 

 

LJ

: 

5

-

17

-

42

 

 

LB

: 

And when and where were you born.

 

 

LJ

: 

At Arlee. O

n the way to church is what I tell people. My 

mother would take the 

team of wagon, or you know the horses and the wagon, and we’d go stay with her 

mom, my grandma, and go to church 

the 

next day and then come home. So when 

Mom came home from church, she had me. 

 

 

LB

: 

Were you born at home?

 

 

LJ

: 

No, on 

the way to church, probably at Grandma’s. 

 

 

LB

: 

Oh, on the way to church! What kind of stories does your mom tell about your 

birth on the way to Grandma’s? Was it in the wagon or at Grandma’s?

 

 

LJ

: 

You know, she never ever really said. I guess I never thought to ask because the 

more humorous part was coming home and she’s got me in a bundle and Dad says, 

“What’s that?” And so, 

we 

always 

laugh about <audio unclear>.

 

It made her mad.

 

 

 

LB

: 

So did you come home right after that, 

after

 

Sunday

,

 

did you come right back to 

your home?

 

 

LJ

: 

I guess so, because otherwise Dad would have probably went looking for us. 

 

