From the Ground Up: Montana Women & Agriculture Transcript
Interviewee: Melody Harding


Jackie Manley (JM): This Jackie Manley [name/spelling uncertain). I’m here with Melody Harding from Scarlett Hills Ranch outside of Hardin, Montana. We’ll just go down the questions, and then if we want to talk about something else, it’s okay. I already wrote down her date of birth, and she was born in Lander, Wyoming, and her parents are Frank and Irene [name/spelling uncertain] [last name unclear]. Okay, and you said that was Italian? 

Melody Harding (MH): It is.

JM: When and where were they born? Okay, you said your dad was..

MH: They were both born around Lander too. 

JM: Oh they were? Okay. When were they born, about what year were they born?

MH: Dad was born like `37 [wording unclear] and Mom was born, if he was born in `37 [wording unclear] She was born in `37 and he was born `30.

JM: Okay. And you said he was in the service. What branch was that?

MH: Army.

JM: Army? Did he get out ah when he married your mom?

MH: He got out and then married.

JM: Oh, he did?

MH: Yeah.

JM: Okay. How many siblings do you have?

MH: Zero.

JM: What was or is the name of your grandparents?

MH: Well, I didn’t know Dad’s, cuz his mother and father were dead when he was a baby. And his grandparents were gone by the time I was born. Well, I’d been born cuz my grandma said that Mrs. [name and spelling unknown] thought it was wonderful to have a blonde granddaughter because my hair was white when I was born. And she said, “We have never had a white child before.” So I was really, but don’t remember her. I was just one or two when she passed away.  Um, so Mom’s parents were Homer and Blondell Whitehill [name uncertain, Whitehead?]. He was born in Nebraska and she was born in Utah. Yeah, I’ve always been on a ranch.

JM: You’ve always been on a ranch, so did your parents...

MH: Mom’s parents had a ranch and we lived just over the hill from them. Dad worked construction. When he left his grandparents ranch he said, “That’s it for me.” And they had sons of their own at the time. There wasn’t room for him there anyway.

JM: I see.

MH: And so, I was always at my grandparents. I mean, my grandpa had me in a blanket on the front of his horse when I came back, Mom said, “you were just days old and he was draggin’ you up on the horse in a blanket, and he be gone for hours and hours, and he’d come back in and say, ‘the baby needs her diapers changed,’ and we’d changed diapers and off he’d go again.”

JM: Oh my gosh.

MH: So I was on a horse from, that’s all I remember is bein on a horse.

JM: As soon as you were born, you were on a horse.

MH: Yeah. 

JM: Wow, and so it was on your mom’s side?

MH: Yeah.

JM: Which would be the Irish side?

MH: Uh-huh. 

JM: Okay. And did they raise cows, or?

MH: Yeah, cows and lots of horses. Gosh, he had a herd of horses that was unreal. 

JM: That’d be fun. Um, so you [unknown] born, you were on a horse when you were teeny tiny.

MH: He picked the name of the ranch, or did that mean [unknown] ranch?

JM: No, that means Scarlett Hills. 

MH: Our only commodities are beef. 

JM: You’ve spent a lot of time with that production. So how long you have you been ranching? Since birth. 

MH: Pretty much. If I wasn’t at my grandpas, I was at the Bar Cross[name uncertain] and then here. Mom tried to make me go to college for a bit. Other than that, I was never away from it. Well actually, even when I was going to Laramie, I went out to my girlfriends’ ranches on weekends. I just hated it, I just couldn’t stand it. 

JM: How long did you go to college for then?

MH: One year. 

JM: Just one year? And that was long enough to decide you were gonna, I mean you did know...

MH: I went into pre-vet. But I wasn’t into the politics and all the bullshit.

JM: It goes along with goin to college.

MH: Yeah, I’d never been in trouble ever until I got to college.  And I was in one fight after the other. I mean, physical fist fights. Because I’d never been around drugs, and of course the peer pressure there was, “oh just try it.” Oh, I was just, I called Mom and I said, “I just want out of this place cuz it was just a brain washing institution. And teachers are brain washers, the kids are idiots, I just want out of here.”

JM: Wow.

MH: She said, no you stick it out a year. And so I did. But, oh, it was just...

JM: Yeah, I was lucky I didn’t have a lot of those, I was a nontraditional student so I didn’t have a lot of those type of things happening to me. Because I went home to my kids and husband at night, so I didn’t have to. When I think..

MH: Well, I’d never shared a room with anybody. I’d never, you know, I was always around older folks. I had friends at school, but I didn’t hang out with anybody. You know, when school was out, I went home. And weekends I was at the ranch. I didn’t run ever the streets and never ever dated. Mom was beginning to think I was weird.

JM: You were ranch raised. You knew how to work and, yeah. Did you like high school then?

MH: Not especially. The weird thing was, learning came so easy for me. I just flew through my subjects but I didn’t work at it. I know one teacher [unclear] and she said, “I don’t know what this kid would do if she would ever apply herself. She does really well not applying herself.” I’m sure they could tell.

JM: Your heart was outside, and being inside was hard.

MH: I must of sharpened my pencil 50 times a day so I could get up out of that chair.

JM: And look outside?

MH: Oh, just get up and move. I’d never sat so much. And I’m still that way. Sitting just drives me bonkers. 

JM: Yeah, yeah. So I might have to break off and go pick apples and come back. When I was in offices, if I was kept busy it was okay. But as soon as I’m not busy that’s were I want to be is outside. And I always have too much for me to do inside in order to stay in there.  Um let’s see. Oh, they’re just talkin’ about. Okay, so you’re not retired. You have a long time until you’re gonna, how long do you think it’ll be until you retire?

MH: I can’t imagine retiring. I’ll just die in the traces cuz I don’t have hobbies. You know, at home rodeo’d and that was my hobby. And that was, we had three night shows a week and I could run in at night, rodeo, and run home and go to work the next day.

JM: So what did you do in the rodeo?

MH: I barrel raced, [unknown] and [unknown] and then I team roped with some guys.

JM: Basically, anything on a horse except for bull dogging.

MH: Yeah, they didn’t have anything for girls. They had steer decorating [term uncertain] and so many gals got killed in Wyoming they didn’t allow it anymore. That was a neat, I loved that event, but it was dangerous.

JM: So how did that work?

MH: The ribbon was tied on the steer’s tail, and you had to ride up along side. They turned him out in the arena and you rode up along side and jerked it off. But usually, it would duck in front of the horses and that’s what had the wrecks. You’d be goin’ 90 and your horse would all of a sudden be fallen’ over this critter. And one, the first gal that got killed, her horse somersaulted and the saddle horn when through her sternum, and she was dead before we could get her out of the arena. But, then another gal, over at [unclear] three or four gals got it in that event in a short time, and so they struck it from the events.

JM: Yeah, I bet.

MH: But it was, I liked that event. 

JM: It was challenging? And your horse knew how to duck?

MH: Well, you had to just pay attention, you know. I mean, if you could read the critter, if your could read cattle, you knew and your horse had to be really responsive and really be a cow pony. It couldn’t just be a fast horse that you got on. And I think that’s what happened to a lot of those gals, they just figured they needed some speed, which you did, you know. Cuz the thing is out in the arena and you had to get lined up on it. And they were cookin’ in a heartbeat, you know. And you were goin 30, 35 miles an hour pretty fast.

JM: Sure, did any of them use their barrel horses for that same event?

MH: No.

JM: Okay. 

MH: I did mine, my horse had to do everything. I had one horse for everything. But I had four really really good horses, and whoever went to town with me just did what we were gonna do. And they did really well. I had a big sorrel horse that for six years we won in saddle [uncertain of wording] and we’d advance every year. And we had some good competition. 

JM: It wasn’t like it was just yokel [uncertain]?

MH: Yeah, talent [uncertain] We had some gals that were coming back from the Turquoise Circuit that lived in Jackson Hole. I went to school with this one gal, Diane Brody [name/spelling uncertain], and Diane said to these gals, she said, “you need to stop in Pine Dale Rendezvous Days [name/spelling uncertain]. There’s three nights of really good rodeos. You can get some travelin’ money. So they stopped. They just got their butts kicked, and Diane says, “Why are you not on a circuit?” I said, “Because I hate travelin.” She said, “Man that horse is so good.” She said, “God, you could win a lot.” I said, “Yeah I know, but I’m not travelin. And my horse would really hate it.”

JM: That’s one reason he was as good as he was,

MH: Right Cuz the next day he was out runnin cows in the mountains you know. And, you know, their minds were good. They weren’t stupid or crazy, you know.

JM: Standing in a trailer all of the time.

MH: They were nervous. Or Donny [name/spelling uncertain] the most anticipating of all of them. My gray horse, Rounder [name/spelling uncertain] he liked to act like he was a spook, like you know he didn’t want nobody walkin’ up to him, and that was kind of a detriment cuz everybody, you know, there were people everywhere who...but he was [unknown] no, get away. 

JM: He had a bigger bubble then most.

MH: Yeah. But they were cool.

JM: Yeah, you got closer to em because you did everything with them.

MH: Yeah, well I just figured you know the horse is really broke they should do whatever you ask, and my horses always did. So like you know, once they got through that two and three year old stage, gosh you know they all had big hearts. And I took good care of em, but I expected a lot out of them. They worked their butts off, but they got treated really good. And I always thought they, and I let them think, if they were thinkin right I wouldn’t always yank em around and make em...you know, they were all pretty good thinkers on their own. So they..

JM: Nice.

MH: We had a good rapport.

JM: One time you said you broke a lot of horses, that you were breakin horses all the time for your grandpa.

MH: Yeah. He was a good, good horseman. I was really lucky to grow up around him. He, um, he was really good with teams. I think that’s what I miss the most about movin [unclear]. We still fed with teams. And at home we did everything with teams. We did not have a pickup at my grandpa’s. Everything was, we even hooked up a light buggy I suppose you’d say, and we were about 12 miles from town. And he had a pair of um buckskin Tennessee Walkers, they  were part Tennessee Walker, but they were good-sized horses. And boy they could just trot like crazy. And he’d hook those up, and he and I would trot into Lander and get groceries, and it was amazing how quick they could go. And they’d never ever drop off of a trto. They were amazing, Cotton and Duke [names uncertain].

JM: Were they real tall too? I bet they were. 

MH: Yeah, they were 16.5, 17. Duke might have been 17 hands. Cuz I know my grandpa would always lift me up on everything. I mean, he’d throw me up on anything. Sometimes I’d get dumped and sometimes, most the time, I wouldn’t. But um all of the horses you know he’d throw me up on, I remember it was a long way up there.

JM: I did that to our kids when we had a 17-hand horse, he was just [unclear]. He’d come and find us one day, and it was because I had, all three kids were up on the horse.
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JM: How has the work that you do now changed over the years? Different jobs and different roles?

MH: It’s gotten mechanized you know. 

JM: So you put up hay with the swather and baler now?

MH: Yeah, and a tractor instead of a team to feed with. You know, that’s the biggest impact on me personally. I’m sure for other folks there’s way other different changes, but that’s I think about, when I think of...

JM: Oh definitely, yeah. that’s what I felt. I thought it was great that ah you throw clothes in the wash machine and they wash em while you go get to be outside.

MH: Yeah, yeah.

JM: What is your favorite job? 

MH: Riding, of course.

JM: Regards to work are there certain experiences that stand out in your mind, funny, scary, memorable?

MH: Yeah, but I don’t have time to tell all those. And all of the above. You know, there’s been tons of funny stuff, lots of scary stuff, and everything’s memorable. You know, I just...

JM: Tell about what you were tellin me about the rattlesnakes. When you first moved here, there were what would you say?

MH: Oh, god, that first summer, like Bronc [name/spelling uncertain] killed 30 and I killed 40. I mean, there were every damn place. 

JM: And you’d tie your horse down to a fence and then...

MH: Oh, I’d hang on to my horse because there usually wasn’t a fence around. If it was a spookier horse, I would tie the other end of my lariat to their reins and hope I could hang on if they spooked really bad. And then use the other end of the rope to kill the snake with. And if we were together, Bronc would hold the horse and..

JM: You’d kill the snake. You got to kill the snake.

MH: I always wanted to be the one who killed the snake.

JM: Okay. 

MH: Cuz I wanted the rattles and sometimes he’d miss and mess the rattles up. 

JM: So do you have a big jar or something with all the rattlers?

MH: I do.

JM: Of all the rattlers? How big is the jar?

MH: Well, I had tons of them, Jackie, until the house burned down. I had to start over after our original house burned.

JM: The original here?

MH: Uh-huh. Twelve years ago the other house burned.

JM: Oh really. That’s too bad. What happened?

MH: Electrical short in one of the bedrooms. One of the guys who comes out and inspects it...

JM: That’s too bad. Wow. Then you built the house your have now?

MH: Lived in a fifth wheeler for awhile til we got this drug in there.

JM: I bet that was interesting.

MH: Actually, I kind of enjoyed it because it was so easy. I mean, I’m not into that housekeepin thing anyway, and when people say, “I want a bigger house,” that’s just more to clean. No, I don’t want a bigger house. So that was kind of cool, you know. The stove was here, the table was right behind ya, and the sink was right next to the stove, and... yeah it was neat. I didn’t mind it....But it happened durin hayin too, so we were so busy hayin that, you know, we just, oh there’s the bed, okay fine. 

JM: Yeah, wow. I bet it was kind of fun. That’s what I’ve said. If we go somewhere else, I just want a little trailer or a little house. Ah, let’s see. Have you and your partner had to do other activities on or off the ranch, like tourism or working in town or something...

MH: To support us?

JM: Yeah.

MH: No.

JM: What does retirement look like for you? You’ve said that you...

MH: Um, I just, retiring isn’t part of my dialogue I guess. I’ll just work til I can’t work no more.

JM: Don’t take vacations...

MH: Yeah, I’m just am not a recreational person. 

JM: Okay.

MH: I hate traveling, so. Oh I hate it. 

JM: And you don’t want to ever see any place else in the world? It doesn’t interest you?

MH: No, not enough to get there. You know, I read about em and see clips of em, and it’s interesting. But nothin that says. I guess the way our government is, if I were younger I’d move to Canada. Cuz I cannot stand Barack Obama. I cannot stand him.  

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

MH: Well, I feel like if people are ranching and farming properly, they’rer doing a good conservation job in the process, you know. It’s just part of doin a good job, is to have that in place, so.

JM: What does the statement “sense of place” mean to you?

MH: A sense of place?

JM: Yeah, everyday I have a sense of...

MH: I don’t even know what that means. A sense of place. 

JM: Does that mean, wherever your horse is and your cattle are, you’re happy? Doesn’t really matter if you’re in Montana or Wyoming or Canada, just as long as....

MH: Well, no, actually. I’ll never ever like a place like I liked the Bar Cross. I mean, I just melded with that whole environment so well, and it’s different here. I created, I kind of create what I could survive on, but it isn’t the same. And never will be. I’ve never felt like this is home. I just am like living here until somethin else happens, but make the best of it type thing. I just had no charisma with this country like I did there.

JM: Yeah, you were born there, grew up there. You were able to do what you loved there.

MH: Yeah, I spent the best years of my life there, so. Yeah, it was tough to leave, but I couldn’t swallow that guy. 

JM: Right, well maybe something will come up where you can move your cattle and everything to a new ranch. 

MH: At this point in my life, I don’t think I’m up for another move. So sense of place, I...I’m not really sure how to even answer that.

JM: I don’t know, place meaning just what you said probably. How do you feel about being one with the land maybe, or one with this location. You mentioned location, maybe they meant sense of belonging outside and your place is outside really. That might be what that meant. “Every day I get a sense of....”

MH: Gotta get goin I guess. I mean, that’s just always the first thing I think in the morning, is “time [uncertain] go.”

JM: What are your fondest memories living on the land?

MH: Just the freedom of bein outside and the elements, you know. Kind of challenging them and fighting them, you know, that sort of thing.

JM: Cuz I’ll bet since your sense of hearing is really good that you have a very good sense of smell and sense of sight and sense of feeling, and don’t you I think...

MH: Yeah, I’m pretty attuned to stuff that way, cuz I live in a you know quiet environment for the most part. So I’m pretty aware if anything changes or you know if the animals around me are changing, or you know, just..

JM: You can pick up on if they feel like there’s a storm is coming or if there’s somebody else there, a coyote in the area or whatever.

MH: Yeah, and I’ve learned over the years, if you have a gut instinct, go with it. Because it means somethin. And you know, if there’s a sense of urgency, get in here because usually it’s pretty accurate.

JM: What are your fondest memories living on the land?

MH: Oh, geez, there are so many, Jackie. Um, it’s kind of like all-encompassing. Um, you know, just all the years of being involved in the yearly cycle of calving, growing em up, and sorting off the replacements, and shipping the steers, and shipping the cows that have to be shipped and just, you know, just that whole cycle.

JM: You just enjoy the whole part of ranching.

MH: Yeah. And I like, I don’t like change. So I like that yearly cycle thing, where you know that this is the next step and that is the next step and then it ends, and then it starts over. I like that. It just kind of neat. And I love the calving because all the new life, you know.

JM: The innocent little babies.

MH: Yeah even through all the horrible things that happen throughout the world and throughout life, you know, there’s always that hope of new life. So that’s the neat part to me. Or keeping one alive that should have been dead, you know somehow keeping something surviving that maybe wouldn’t of in natural circumstances. Sometimes it’s good and sometimes it’s not. Sometimes later, you think should of let that one die. 

JM: Yeah, I can understand that. How has your way of life impacted your personal view of conservation and agriculture? You pretty much alluded to they go hand in hand. 

MH: Yeah. You know you only get out of it what you put into. You know, it will only give you back what you, how well you take care of it. 

JM: Sure. Okay, tell me about your thoughts on the role of women in agriculture.

MH: Well, um, I think that any woman is as capable as any man if you discount the physical strength. They might not be as physically as strong, but I have always found another way around that. There’s always an alternative to brute strength. Um, but I think women have their place, and that they just have to take it. And you don’t have to apologize for bein a woman. You’re born what sex you are, and it’s not your fault you couldn’t be a guy. You know, the main thing is to be capable, truly capable and not be tryin to half-assed do a job that you can’t do really. You know, if you can do a good job at it, there’s no reason why a women can’t do as good a job as a man, and sometimes in a lot of different areas, they’re better because they are a little more um caring and they have a little lighter touch and they might have a little more instinct than men. So you know, they definitely can be just as, just as good. But it takes a toll on  your body. You pay for it because you’re not built for all of that.

JM: And you think there’s a role for women on a ranch that don’t do the outside work? That don’t ride..

MH: Of sure. If they don’t have a problem bein stuck inside,  you know, darn sure. Plenty of damn hard miserable work at other things, there sure is. Um, I know a lot of gals that don’t know a second [uncertain] about what’s outside, been on a ranch all their life. But boy can they cook, clean, sew, whatever, and raise a family you know.

JM: Keep things movin. 

MH: Yeah. They’re kind of the backbone of the family in a lot of ways, you know. They keep things held together, and support, they’re a huge support.

JM: Okay. What economic contributions do you think women have made to Montana’s ag economy?

MH: I have no idea. 

JM: And what one thing would you like a person not a rancher to understand about your life or lifestyle?

MH: Well, not necessarily about my life or lifestyle. I just think it’s important that all people don’t judge other people and don’t listen to lies about the existence that they.. If they’re interested in it, they go to the grassroots and find out really how it is before they make a judgment on it. You know. I mean, hear anything, I believe, I’m horrible. I believe nothing I hear and very little that I read, cuz I don’t know until I can run down the source of that and go to the person that knows; hell, I don’t know if that’s true or not.

JM: Right, and I appreciate that as a neighbor. 

MH: Yeah, if I hear from somebody somethin about you or Nick [name uncertain], I’ll just if I’m curious, if I really want to know whether it’s true or not, I just call. And you can either tell me to go to hell or it’s none of my business. But I’m not going to base it on what someone told me. Um, everybody has, you know, everybody rubs different people a different way, you know? I’m sure that some people just think that I’m weird, weird, weird. And, it doesn’t matter to me. 

JM: Yeah. You know what you’re like, you know who you are.

MH: The friends that are my friends take the weird with it. 

JM: That’s great. Okay. Do you ever have a chance to get together with your women friends?

MH: No. I don’t have a whole lot in common with women, unfortunately. So if I’m at, and I never go hardly anywhere, ...usually people are talking about their kids or their grandkids, and it’s like, that leaves me out. You know, I just can’t...I and hate shoppin so it’s not like. Bronc’s sister’s always like, come to Billings and shop with her. Right. I’m good in a store about 30 minutes. If I can’t get it in 30 minutes, we’re not having it. 
I had a friend down in Roundup one day, saw Bronc and I in IGA in Hardin, and she called me that night and she was just laughin. And I said, “What are you laughin at?” And she said, “I saw you can Bronc today in the IGA store,” and she said, “I swear to God, I thought there was a contest on.” She said, “It was like Beat the Clock. I mean, you two were runnin down aisles, thrownin stuff into the basket.” She said, “I’ve never seen somebody shop like that.” I said, “Well, we knew what we needed, and we knew where it was.” When they change the aisles and put up all this stuff to try and lure people in, they’ve lost it on me man, because I don’t see it. 

JM: Yeah, there can be something out for years and I didn’t know it was there.

MH: Right. I’m looking for that ketchup that I’ve bought for the last....if they move it, I’m done.

JM: Yeah. Is there any kind of community things that you’re interested in?

MH: Not here, at home there were. I did Rendezvous every year. We had a Rendezvous event, and I always took a team in for that. 

JM: Okay. How did that go? I mean what all did you do in that?

MH: Oh, it was a re-enactment of the American and Pacific Fur Trappers when they hit the Green River. And it was really a cool pageant that the community locals put on. They had people dressed up as Indians, and one year before I started bringin a team, I was a pony dancer. And they dressed up as Indian and you rode your horse bareback in this wild race. I did that for a couple of years. And then they ran out of wagon drivers so I started taking a team in for one of their beaver wagons. Then I just get home in time to do chores and get back in to the rodeo afterwards.

JM: And so you ever think about being a part of the re-enactment at the Crow Agency here?

MH: Uh-huh.

JM: I guess I went to the wrong one. And I said I can see why they lost, because it was all Indians that showed up. But they told me that I went to the wrong one. So I’ll try the other one next year.

MH: I don’t why, I just never could um get into that. I guess cuz there’s really no, um, like in ours at home, it didn’t matter if you were a girl or a guy, you could drive the wagon. They just made me put mud on my face, or er you know, they had some brown stuff they put on my face so I didn’t look from the stands like a little girl drivin the wagon. And then my hair was all in a hat, And then they had [unclear] coat that you wore, so you really couldn’t tell and it didn’t matter if you were male or female. And for the Indian dancers, um, it was both boys and girls both who just dressed in leggins and it didn’t matter. It was mostly somebody out there screamin and runnin wide open was all that they cared about.

JM: Yeah and you could do that and ride in on a horse. I guess that would be it. Do you have anything else that you want to put in there that you think’s important about your life and contribution to agriculture?

MH: Well, it just seems, I think it’s the sad part these days, Jackie, it’s so difficult for young people to get to stay in the ag business. Um, it’s just gotten to be such a deal, and it’s not fun like it was when I started. It isn’t fun any more. Governmental restrictions and different boards and clubs and PETA groups, different groups and organizations have made it really miserable. You know, it’s not, it’s hard to have it fun.

JM: It’s not that you’re doin anything wrong, it’s just that there’s always somebody there to make you feel like you are.

MH: Yeah, it isn’t seen as rewarding in that regard because there’s no appreciation. And I always wonder, where do these people think they’re gettin their goddamn food from, you know? What are they going to eat if all of us are done? 

JM: Right. Yeah.

MH: You know, it’s like they really need educated. They really need to be hauled out here and dumped out in the hills and learn what actually goes on, you know? It isn’t in the grocery case at the store. I mean, it doesn’t just appear there by magic. 

JM: It takes a lot of work.

MH: Yeah, our major population is just so dang naive and stupid about it that it really hurts us bad. It used to be, even 20 years ago, somebody’s niece or somebody’s somethin was still, they still had long-range ties. Not any more. Most of our population, I bet 70 percent of our population don’t have any tie with...

JM: They’ve never been on a farm or ranch.

MH: No, no, and had nobody I mean in their ties that do either. So that’s the sad part to me, and that’s the scary part.

JM: Yeah, the appreciation for stayin up all night...

MH: Yeah, you don’t want a metal for it, but if people would just shut their mouth even. Why are they hasslin’ people that are trying to produce food for them. I don’t get it. It’s stupid.

JM: Wel,l I sure appreciate you takin the time to do this. 

MH: Yeah, I can jabber about all those things forever.

JM: I think it’s great, but I know you’ve sat long enough.
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