DNRC/Montana Historical Society Oral History Program
1. Interviewee:  Jeanette (Tomsheck) Brown

2. Interviewer:  Marlene Moon, Toole County Conservation District Administrator

3. Date of Interview:  March 23, 2015

4. Location:  Home of Jeanette Brown, Heritage Center, Shelby Montana, United States

Introduction

This is Marlene Moon.  I’m the Administrator for the Toole County Conservation District in Shelby, Montana and I’m here today with Jeannette Brown at the Heritage Center in Shelby, Montana.  It is March 23, 2015.  This history is being recorded on behalf of the Oral History Project, “From The Ground Up – Montana Women in Agriculture” that is sponsored by the Montana Department of Natural Resources and Conservation (DNRC).
Interview
MM:  Mrs. Brown, can you tell me a little bit about your childhood?
JB:  Well, I was raised on a farm 18 miles east of Sunburst (MT).   I was raised with three brothers.  I was the only girl.  Dad always had jobs for everybody to do, you know, outside, like poisoning gophers and stuff.  And Mother, I remember her saying, “Jeanette isn’t going out today.  That’s the only help I have.  Jeanette’s got to stay in the house and help me.”  (laugh)

MM: OK.  What is your ethnic background? Your parents…

JB: Oh, my father was German.  His parents never even learned to speak English, and my Mother was English, and her parents were very strict English people.  Didn’t play cards or drink coffee or do any of that kind of stuff. (laugh)
MM:  Very straight laced…  Tell me a little bit about your parents.  Do you remember any memories specifically?
JB:  Well, they were very hard workers.  Mother was almost forty before she was married and she had four children within five years. Pretty hard in those days to watch the neighbor’s (children) and I was bored, you know.  Dad had homesteaded.  They met out in Oregon and it was Dad’s second marriage.   He had lost his first wife, Berniece (sp?), and a baby daughter whose name was Alice and a brother, Ed, with the flu, within a weeks’ period.
MM:  That’s really unfortunate.  I’m sorry.
JB:  Yeah, and Dad never talked about the past.  That’s why I know very little about the past.  His parents were dead long before I was born and Dad looked forward to the future.  It was always the future.  Not that you have a bad crop last year but we’re going to have a better crop this year.
MM:  Tell me something about your grandparents…can you give me their names?

JB:  No, because all my grandparents were gone before I was born and,… well on my mother’s side my grandparent was Laura Lorinda Wilcox and her mother’s dad was John Wilcox.
MM:  You said you had three brothers.  Can you give me a little information about them?  What were they like?  First their names, I guess…
JB:  Yeah, my oldest brother is Robert Danton (sp?) Tomsheck and he’s still living.  He’s in the nursing home in Shelby (MT) here and his birthday is in December and he will be 93 in December this year.  And then my second brother is Harold Arthur Tomsheck and he turned 90 yesterday.  He lives just out of Cut Bank (MT) and then I’m the third one.  I was born December 7, 1926, and then my youngest brother is Raymond Wilcox Tomsheck and he lives just out of Ethridge (MT), between Ethridge and Shelby.

MM:  So he’s still involved in farming?

JB:  Yeah, I mean until he retired, we all were involved in agriculture.  We were raised in agriculture. However, my husband…I married a rancher from the Sweet Grass Hills. He did not want to be known as a farmer. He was a rancher!  (laugh)  But all my brothers were farmers.
MM:  OK.  What was it like growing up when you were younger?

JB:  Well, you know people talk about the depression.  Yeah, I guess I lived through the depression, but you didn’t think anything of it. Maybe you didn’t have a lot, but neither did anybody else and …we always had food.  We raised a big garden.  We milked cows, you know.  That was my one outside chore.  I always had to walk out and get the milk cows, so they were in when the farmers come out of the field.  (laugh)

MM:  Were you raised in the Sweet Grass Hills then?

JB:  No I was raised 18 miles east of Sunburst.  It would be straight south of West Butte (Sweet Grass Hills)
MM:  So some of the fond memories you have are walking out and getting cows…  
JB:  Yeah, yeah…really I guess.  Well, one of my first chores…I’d have to stand on a step stool.  My job was to wash the separator.  Mother washed the breakfast dishes but I had to wash the separator.  And that was a pretty boring task, but that was my job.

MM:  Was there anything that you could remember that happened during your childhood, your early years, that really impacted your adult life?
JB:  Well (laugh) I guess one of the things I’d say was we had a teacher…must have been when I was a freshman and he taught mathematics…I think algebra…we had to take Algebra that freshman year.  And we had gone, I don’t know, two or three months.  Anyway, we still did not have…that whole class hadn’t grasped the algebra and he said “we’ve wasted these 3 months, but yes, you pay attention and I’ll go back and start over.”  He said, “we’ve lost that time.  We’ll never make up that time”, but that really made an impression on me, to think that if you don’t do it right the first time, well, better to go back and get it right.  And I find that so true, true, true, in quilting and sewing.

MM:  And you do a lot of that?

JB:  Well, I’ve done probably way more than I should have, because that’s why I have a back problem, but since I’ve retired, I did sew a lot when I was in the apartment house.  Now that I’m just in a little two rooms, I sew when I can.
MM:  You’ve got quite a number of things, though, that you designed.  I’ve seen some patterns that have your name on them.

JB: Yeah, yeah… this is one of the patterns.  (shows a copy of the pattern)  I don’t know…. I’ve sold over 3,000 of these patterns.

MM:  3,000?!!

JB:  Yeah, yeah.  The only reason I know is I had to buy envelopes to (searching for example)… you know, envelopes to put them in  and they had to have a whole bunch and I couldn’t buy them…first they wanted me to buy a hundred.   Oh gosh, when I first had the pattern printed, I thought I’d be lucky if I sold twenty of them and then I finally had to buy the envelopes by the thousands and I remember ordering them at least seven times.  That’s why I know and I send them…I’ve sent them to Ireland, I’ve sold a lot in Canada and Washington.  And I’ve taught this class a good many times (shows example).   It’s a reversible woven table runner.  You see…this side is supposed to be spring time in the Sweet Grass Hills.  See all the little spring flowers.
MM:  Beautiful…it is beautiful.

JB:  And this is supposed to be Christmas.  Christmas prints.
MM:   It is gorgeous.  You’re a very talented woman.

JB: Oh, I doubt that.  I guess I’m not lazy because we were…

MM:  Did you have a country school that you attended since you were out of Sunburst?

JB:  We went to school to begin with…I think it was called the High School in ???.   We drove.   My older brother drove the four of us.  It was about five miles over there, and he was almost ten years old and he was allowed to drive us to school.  Then we attended the Toole School.  That was just north of us and he drove us up there too.  Well, then by that time, my two older brothers were old enough that Dad needed them to drive tractor to farm, so he wouldn’t let them go to school in the summer time.  No way!  He needed those boys.  And so he hired the teacher and he’d bring four desks to our farm house and there was a sun porch and we could put the four desks and the teacher’s desk there. She stayed with us and so for three months we went to school right at home, and so the boys could farm (laugh).   I never learned to drive a tractor.  Which is quite unusual, but, you see, Mother needed me in the house.  She wasn’t very well and being that old and having 3 babies and I really can’t say that I really learned to milk a cow.  I tried a few times after we were married, but I (laughing) never learned to be a milker.  I had to gather the eggs and get the cows in.
MM:  So you went to high school in Sunburst?

JB: Yes…well, really, the first two years, my two older brothers were always together in school, because it was a matter of going to school.  The first one got to be, you know, 6 years or so, there was really no sense of running to school with one kid so they sent Arthur to school too.  (Laughing)  So they were both in the first grade together and went to school together all their life.  Well, then when I was ready to start school, they let me go alone and then Raymond was younger, and there was no more schools out in the county.  Raymond and I were still in school and we lived in Sunburst and lived with people by the name of Harvey…It was Yvonne and Bob Harvey that ran a dairy, so we were to help, you know, and work there and went to school.  Well, they decided I wasn’t up to par and so they put me back a grade.  Well, that put me in the same grade that Raymond was in and so he and I were in school together from the fourth grade on.  There was one year that all four of us were in high school the same year.  The two older brothers were Seniors in high school in Sunburst and Raymond and I were freshmen that year.
MM:  That’s very interesting.  Did you like school?  How was that for you?

JB:  School was not easy for me.  I had to work.  I wasn’t one of these people that could get straight A’s.  I really worked at it and I was dumbfounded when I went to graduation and I was salutatorian of the class!  But you know, there wasn’t such a thing as an honor roll.  I didn’t realize that my grades were up good enough to do that.  Like they say, school was hard because I had to work at it.  My brother Raymond didn’t work at it.  But he got through, anyway. (laugh)
MM:  When did you graduate?

JB: I graduated in ’46.  (1946)
MM:  And after high school, what did you do?

JB: Oh, after high school I worked some like, at the Toole ranch and different places, but then I went to college…the very first year in Bozeman.  That would have been the fall of ’46 and that was an experience…to get on the bus and have a packed suitcase. It was one of the first years after the war and so the school was plumb, plumb, plumb full of vets, you know.  And where we girls stayed was a room that was in the main building and they just packed us in bunk beds.  There was about twenty of us in that room.  You lived out of the suitcase that was under your bed and I had no place, I just couldn’t study.  I wasn’t used to all that.  Sometimes I’d sneak into a library room where nobody was (laughing) in there to try to study. I only lasted until Christmas time.   I couldn’t swim in the big puddle.   And, so then, I went to the end of that quarter to Bozeman and I went to Dillon, which was a normal school and they were on more of a semester, so I had a few months between there… and then I went to Dillon.  I went there 2 ½ years and I taught school in Oilmont.
MM:  Is that where you met your husband then?

JB:  No, I met my husband at a dance at the Toole school and I knew him before I ever went to college.  In fact, he was in the service really.  He wasn’t called to service until the war was over and he was in the army of occupation in Korea and so he was in the service those years while I was in college.  We knew each other a good many years before we ever married.  I guess in that wedding book it tells what year I met him but…

MM:  So after you married, what was your life like?  Where did you settle?  What did you do?
JB:  I just loved it.  And I lived 60 years in Whitlash on the ranch and it was one of hardest things I ever did was to move to Shelby.  But, yeah, I loved it because I was raised on a ranch or a farm and we had no trees, no grass even in the yard and when I married into the Brown family, it was a beautiful big yard.  It was, oh, fifty, sixty big cottonwood trees in the yard and they mowed the grass and it was all fenced off and I … yeah, I loved it up there and I still do to this day.
MM:  That’s good.  What were some of the memories that you have that impacted your life?  What was it like…your married life particularly…your early years?

JB: Well, we always, always had hired men…even the first winter we were married, October 31st and that first winter we had a hired man, so we always had hired men, morning, noon and night, seven days a week.  And I don’t know, I was raised that way.  The hired men used to even sleep in the house  when I was raised as a kid.  At the Brown place, they had a bunk house.  They could sleep in the bunk house!  So I felt like I was upgrading…you know, I had a lot of things that I didn’t have as a child.
MM:  That’s very nice.  Tell me about your children.

JB:  Well, I had 4 children.  Oh, the neatest thing about my kids are…they all but one are born on a holiday.  Now, Irvin and I were married October 31st.  And we didn’t realize that that was going to be Halloween until we were sending out the invitations.  Well, it was too late to change, so we were married on October 31st…a holiday.  And it so happened my birthday is December 7th.    That’s Pearl Harbor Day.  Ok…my first child was born on St. Patrick’s Day, March 17th.  My second child was born on the 4th of July and my third child was born on Labor Day.  And the fourth one could have been  Good Friday, Palm Sunday, or Easter Sunday.  Well, she missed them all! (we’re both laughing)  She was born April 8th.   It just didn’t happen to be Easter, but one time in her lifetime that her birthday comes on Easter. 
MM:  So when you celebrate birthdays, you also celebrate other holidays then.

JB:  Yeah, yeah.

MM:  So that’s something that’s a little unique.

JB:  Yeah, it’s a little different.

MM:  So, what was it like ranching and having a family in the Hills?  What was a typical day like?

JB:  Well, you got up in the morning, had breakfast at 6 (a.m.) and dinner was at noon time and that was at 12 and supper was evening time and that was 6 (p.m.).  And I tried very, very hard to have meals at those times.  To me, that was so important.  A lot of women would go out in the field and work with the men.  I’ll admit, I never did.  I worked a lot outside with the yard, garden and things like that, but when the men come in, the meal was ready on the table and more than one hired man would say…well, he’d quit some place or other, come there, because we at least had meat and potatoes….we always had meat and potatoes.  I notice here they serve us quite a little soup and that’s fine, that’s all we need.  But, I very, very seldom had soup because that wasn’t enough for the working men.  You still had to serve meat and potatoes.  And that’s what we had, and I think I trained a lot of hired men about keeping their mouths shut because I always had kids at the table.  If somebody said “I didn’t like it”…Buster was my worst eater… I’d say, “just eat it and shut up!”.   He got smart enough, if he didn’t like it, he’d maybe stick it under the edge of his plate because he knew better than to say anything.  And, you know, our hired men, they’d hear you disciplining your children that way and they sure soon learned…there was always meat, potatoes and bread and butter.  
MM:  What did you do for fun and entertainment during your married years?  It wasn’t like you went down to the corner movie house or something like that, so…

JB:  You know, what we did…my husband loved, loved horses, that was…well, of course he worked with horses all his life.  One of the first years we were married they finally got a tractor and a baler.  Up until that time they put up hay with horses and…but anyway he loved his horses.  And what we would do is we went to what they called “O-Mok-Sees”….you know, horse games…games on horses.  And all the kids O-Mok-See’d…O-Mok-See’d.  I didn’t too much.  I had had back surgery when I was pretty young.  My youngest one wasn’t a year old yet when I had this back surgery.  And the doctor said “Don’t ever ride” and we would go to O-Mok-Sees.  That was our entertainment…weekend after weekend, you know.
MM:  Your children would participate then?

JB:  Oh yeah…100 percent.

MM:  Are there any areas on your ranch that are particularly special to you?

JB:  Well, I guess you’d say the yard.  I got so I mowed the whole area inside the fence around.  I don’t know, maybe it wasn’t an acre.  But I got so I had riding mowers instead of the hand push mower like, you know, you start with.  And I had lots and lots and lots of flowers.  I always called it the north strip and oh, the biggest thing about the yard is that it was quite a sharp hillside just behind the house and I dug up a strip that was three feet wide in the shape of a horseshoe on that hillside, and I’d plant different colors in there.  Petunias were beautiful in there but it was a nuisance  to water them and keep them dead-headed and so I finally ended up in the last few years doing just Marigolds because they’re just very colorful and you didn’t have to dead-head them.  And I could water those with just a sprinkler while Petunias - you had to water with the hose.  I guess that was one of my favorite things, plus the fact there had never been any evergreens in the yard.  One year, when the 4-H club was planting some evergreens that they got probably from the conservation office, up in the Sweet Grass Hills, because they used to go up and cut Christmas trees.  Anyway, there were lots and lots and lots of these little stems to plant and every family took home I guess about six of them. (laugh) And, anyway, I planted those six in a row in the back of our yard pretty close together.  And then they had to be dug up and spread out and so there’s that half a dozen evergreens in the very back of my yard to this day.  And they’ve really, really have gotten big.  I spent a lot money and time having them trimmed, you know.  Spraying them and fertilizing them and…but anyway, there are six beautiful evergreens there.
MM:  But growing trees in this area is kind of difficult, so you have to put some time into them.
JB:  Oh yeah.  Evergreens are so slow growing, you know.  I had put two…one by the southeast corner of the house and one by the southwest corner of the house.  And they were to be moved when they got…well, they never got moved…never got moved… and I had them trimmed a good many times. And then I think three different times I had tree people come to move them out of there and they wouldn’t touch them because they had grown into the foundation of the house and I finally paid, I don’t know, $150 dollars, to have the things cut down.  Had to get them out of there because they were rubbing on the roof and, you know, you can trim them…anyway, they’re gone now.

MM:  So the ranch has now been turned over to children?

JB:  Well, yes.  The ranch itself…Buster and I have an Irrevocable Trust and the ranch belongs to us.  And he’s the only son I have so when I am gone the ranch is turned over to him…100 percent.  And he has two sons that are through college now and they’ve come back to the ranch and are running the ranch with him.

MM:  That sounds really good.  You’re retired now, what do you do with your retirement time?  (she chuckles)  You’re busier now than you were when you were on the ranch, I suppose.

JB: No, I cannot say that, but the first seven years I was in the Town House Apartments and that was a big, big, big move for me…to move into the apartment.  I had a two bedroom apartment and I managed it and I made a lot of friends and I had friends right in the apartment house and I ate a lot at the Senior Center but you had to cook for yourself…had to keep the car washed and stuff and now for December, January. February, March…it’s almost four months that I’ve been here in the Heritage and what do I do with my time (?) is a darn good question.  (laugh)  But I learned to read quite a bit when I only had one arm to work with.  But now I have my sewing equipment up here so I sew some too.
MM:  So, when you’re talking about your ranching, did you have any particular conservation practices  that you followed or anything of that nature on the ranch?

JB:  Well, you know, you summer fallowed and… oh, it was all conservation…everything that you did.  Like your alfalfa field…every so many years you had to plow that up and re-seed it and I know when we bought an adjoining place, there was a lot of that that had been farmed, but it was very, very hilly, and to be honest with you, my husband was a rancher…not a farmer.  And so it wasn’t too long until he had it all planted back into grass.  So we grazed it.  And the ranch today is 10,000 acres.  That’s what…you know, by adding more land beside beside what grandparents had.   You see, right now, my two grandsons that are on the ranch are the 5th generation of Browns to be on that.
MM:  That’s impressive.

JB:  School was one of the hardest things about living on the ranch and living in Whitlash.  It was always a problem to my folks.  And I just about didn’t marry Irwin because I thought we’ll have to go through all that school headache again.

MM:  You mean getting children to school and back?

JB:  Having a school for them.

MM:  Oh, having a school!
JB:  And for the first three years that our oldest was school age, she did go to a little school that was just a mile, mile and a half from home.  And one year that she went to school or in the three years she had gone there, there were, at least, seven different teachers.  Most of them weren’t qualified, but that isn’t what makes a teacher.  Well, then Toni Rae got started going to school there too.  I think she only went one year but…(laugh) Buster always loved his horses…he always had a pony and he got about only 30 minutes or so before school was out.  We hooked his pony to a little red wagon, you know, and he could drive it up the road and the school was just across the road from the car path so he’d wait there by the car path.  And the girls would get in the wagon and he’d pull them home. (laugh)
MM:  There’s always one way or another to handle it.

JB:  Well, he always had a pony, I’ll tell you.  He had horses all the time.

MM:  You were involved quite a bit with 4-H and your church.  Do you have any particular memories there of those activities?

JB:  Lots and lots of them, really.  The Church in Whitlash is a Presbyterian Church and there aren’t any other closer.  The closest other Presbyterian Church is Cut Bank or Havre or Conrad.  And so it’s pretty much of a loner.  The church originally always met in the Community Hall in Whitlash.  And then they decided to have the church building because it was hard meeting in the big hall.  If there had been a Saturday night dance, you had to go up there early and sweep it out, pick up the beer bottles and get out the hymn books.  We build the church itself in 1950.  And it’s still there and it’s still operating.  There’s a manse and they’re lucky to have a retired minister and his wife living there.  And they have church every Sunday yet…I don’t know how long that will last, but I hope it does.  I have lots and lots of memories of the Church.  None of my children were married in the Church.  The oldest one’s (Irva Jean) wedding was in the yard.  And then Toni Rae’s wedding was over, like, Thanksgiving time, well you couldn’t have an outside wedding so it was in the Hall.  Rather than have a marriage in the church, which was really small, then the reception up at the Hall, we did the wedding and everything in the Hall.  I said “One building was enough to clean and decorate.”  (laugh)  And then Buster’s wedding was here in Shelby; and then Polly’s wedding was at the ranch again.   I had two weddings in the yard at the ranch.  That was a big job because out there you not only had the yard to get ready, you had all their clothes, all the food.  Yeah, I’d never live to put on another wedding.
MM:  So other than Buster being on the ranch then, where are the rest of your children now?

JB:  Oh, my oldest girl graduated as a lab technician, but she no longer works at that.  She works in medical records in Conrad at the hospital.  And then Toni Rae DaFoe is married to a rancher.  They live on the east side of East Butte (Sweet Grass Hills) and she has worked quite a few years as a teacher’s aide at the Hutterite Colonies, and of course their kids went to school in Chester.  For a few years they had a house in Chester and had to be down there quite a bit.  That was the hard part.  I guess sending the kids… my kids rode the school bus from Whitlash to Chester, that’s 40 miles and that’s one of my big memories…all those years, if you can imagine.  We didn’t dare sleep past 6:00 (a.m.) to get everybody up and dressed and fed.  They couldn’t go to school unless they ate breakfast and get them to the bus up at Whitlash at 7:00.  And that was 4 miles we took them to the bus and they went 40 miles to town, and you know, school activities…
MM:  Made a long day for you then.

JB:  Well, yup, for them.  (laugh)  Irva Jean (?) being in Conrad, Toni Rae’s on the farm; and Buster’s on the ranch but, my youngest daughter, Polly, is married to a Sundgren and they live in Miles City.  She has her youngest boy still in high school; that is the only grandchild I have left in high school.  Everybody else is not only graduated from high school but most of them have graduated from college.

MM:  How many grandchildren do you have?

JB:  I’ve got 9.

MM:  Do you have great grandchildren?

JB:  I’ve got 6 Greats.

MM:  Wow!  Nice legacy to leave behind then.

JB:  Oh yeah.

MM:  Very good, very good.  If there anything else of interest or memory that you can think of that you’d like to talk about?

JB:  Well, you know, this isn’t my life, but it’s something…Irvin’s father was Elmer Brown.  For three years in a row in the school records, he is 18 years old. (laugh)

MM:  Now that’s worse than any woman, isn’t it?  (laugh)

JB:  Well, this is what he tells.  The first year, the other older boys were all 18 so he was 18 too.  He put his age down at 18.  Well, the next year, how was it, the teacher was just 18, well one of the years the teacher was just 18, so he wasn’t going to be older than she.  And then the third year I think he was 18 or something like that.  Anyway, in school records, when you (laugh)…to me, I always say, that’s fascinating.
MM: It would be nice to go back to some of those older records and see what they did.

JB:  One nice thing, a pleasant memories I have of the ranch is I learned to cross country ski and I could put my skis on in the garage, open the garage door, and I could ski up the hill, you know, and go out in the alfalfa field, because there were no rocks and skate, skate (?) a lot…they were just slight hills.  You know, I never did learn to be a downhill skier.  I just couldn’t get my butt off the ground when I fell.  But with the cross country skis you can get yourself up a lot easier and I did a lot of that and enjoyed it.
MM:  You didn’t have a lot of snow in the Sweet Grass Hills?
JB:  Well, yeah we do.  That’s why there’s much better grass and wild flowers and things than you get down on the prairie.

MM:  Do you know the size of the herd of cattle Buster runs up there now?

JB:  Well, I think right around 500 is what I think they ran last year.
MM:  A nice sized herd.

JB:  Yeah, well, they have taken cattle in for summer grazing, some years, but I think the last year or so they decided… well, the boys have bought some cattle of their own and better to run their own.  And Buster, when he went to college, his big thing was bull riding.  In high school rodeo, he always rode bulls and then he did in college too.  But his older boy does do bull dogging, but they mainly  team rope.  They do a lot of roping.  They rodeo weekends…their usually off.  Their mother does a lot of barrel racing and they go together a lot.  They all work together.

MM:  What do you think about participating in a program like this where you talk about your life?  Does that seem awkward to you?
JB:  I don’t mind doing it but I don’t want to do it to be bragging or advertising.  That’s….that’s….

MM:  You’re a private person.

JB:  Yeah.  I know there was one here in the Shelby paper that was a page and a half long and I didn’t approve of that at all.  I guess that was her business.

MM:  Well, we certainly appreciate the fact that you’re participating and I’m glad I had an opportunity to meet you and talk to you about what your life was like.  If you think of any other activities or anything that you’ve missed, please let me know.  I’d like that.

JB:  Well, you know, I did a lot in the Cattle Women…we were called Cow Belles to begin with and then it was Cattle Women.  I took a part in that.  And our Homemakers Club up in Whitlash, that was a big thing once a month, you know.  You served a whole meal and it used to be that the husbands had to bring the women.
MM:  So it made a nice social outing too.

JB:  Oh, definitely it was….once a month.  And, like I say as well as a church activity, but you see we live in Toole County…just barely.  We’re the farthest ones north and west that live in Toole County.  But Whitlash itself is in Liberty County and so our children were not allowed to go to school in Whitlash.  Yeah, the Whitlash School had all the kids that they were supposed to have for the square feet that the building was.  So they didn’t have to take Toole County kids.  So we hauled our kids to Whitlash, four miles.  They got on the bus and rode 40 miles to Chester.
MM:  That’s interesting.

JB:  We really…belonged in the Sunburst School District, of course.

MM:  But that would be even a further jaunt, wouldn’t it?

JB:  Yeah, but what was Sunburst going to do with us?  And so they actually paid Chester to take our kids and we got paid transportation money. Now, Sunburst sends a school bus almost up to the end of the Miner Coulee Road…there’s Ratzburg kids that go to school that live up there and a school bus…but it was different when our kids…
MM:  More children in the area, I think.

JB:  There were more children.

MM:  You know, you still had large families then and there were just more children to populate the schools.

JB:  But that school bus still comes from Chester into Whitlash because, you see, there’s high school kids and the Whitlash school itself has been closed, I don’t know if it’s been 10 years, but it’s been closed quite a while so any grade school kids that are there have to take that bus.

MM:  The Whitlash population dropped down to just a couple.
JB:  Well, let’s see…the minister and his wife live there and then Boone (Kultgen) and his wife live there and Boone’s parents, Karen and Urban Kultgen…that’s it now.  But it was quite a city, you know.  Had two stores at one time.  One thing that was always bragged about, they have never had a saloon in Whitlash. And that’s because any time anybody wanted to open one up, the ranchers would get together and sign a thing and they never could get a liquor license.  Even the little stores could never even sell beer.  Had to go to town.  We always laughed…the Parsell family, when Robert was alive, we always said he had three crews; one home working, one getting over a drunk and one in town drinking (laughing).
MM:  That’s really interesting because most small towns did have at least one bar or something.

JB:  Oh, yeah…look at Sweet Grass.  They still got a bar….

MM:  Well, particularly when you’re so isolated from everything else, but you obviously had other wholesome activities to be involved in.

JB:  Well, and the men were included in…not just hired men, but the whole family if you had a hired family.  Anything that went on in the Church or the Community Hall, a potluck or anything…I’d always say to the hired men “you got to come up there and get something to eat.  I’m not leaving a meal home here for you.”  And so, they were included in anything that went on.  It was a very, very friendly community compared to what, well, town neighbors are.  That’s where I find the big, big, big differences and we had quite a few hired families.  They would live over a place we bought, the Johnson place, it was a nice set of buildings there. And so that way they weren’t in our yard but one family had two boys when they come and when they left they had six. (laughing)
MM:  A very friendly community.  But that’s what’s nice for bringing up families.  Good background, good foundations.

JB:  It was a wonderful place to raise your kids really.  And I remember I went to some retreats, specially a Church thing and could take your kids or one or two of them and they would be supposedly going to Sunday school, you see, and we were learning how to teach them.  One year I took Buster. That was in Bozeman.  And I tell you, they had an awful time with him and he had a worst time with them, because he wasn’t used to being told where to be every minute of the day.  He was used to being outside 90 percent of the time.  If they were bored, I’d just tell them to go outside and find something to do.  And he wasn’t told what to do or how to do.  If they didn’t come in at meal time, you would be concerned, but you’d soon…they’d show up or went out to look for them.  If they didn’t hear the bell ring, you know, I always rang…I have a dinner bell.  I always rang the bell so the hired me knew when to come.  When Buster built a big indoor arena because they were training a lot of cutting horses and you had to be able to train the year around, and so I cooked for the men that were there…the crew that put up that indoor arena.  They came from Bozeman.  (laughing)  They could smell what was cooking a lot of time and they’d always bet on what it was.  One time I think it was pork chops I was cooking and they had guessed it was chicken.  But the big thing I remember about that crew…I’d have everything on the table except the gravy…I was making gravy and I finally said to them, I says “I have such a hard time making enough gravy for you men”.  They would eat…if they run out of potatoes they’d put gravy on bread.  They’d just eat gravy and I said “How come?”  and they looked at each other and said “our wives don’t make gravy”.  Well, you know, when you barbeque meat, there’s no way to make gravy.  Well I didn’t have a barbeque.  In fact, the money they gave me for cooking for them that’s what I bought, a barbeque.  (laughing)  But I never use it much.  To me it’s just such a nuisance to be having things on the stove inside cooking and trying to take care of a grill outside.  Never did teach my husband to that, so I was never a great barbequer.  Cook it on the stove.  One blessing up there at the ranch is we had our own gas wells, and they’ve always had free gas…and to this day they have free gas.  And that’s worth a lot.  Buster’s never known what it was to pay a heating bill.  All the buildings, all the water troughs, everything is heated from the gas wells.
MM:  That makes it a whole lot nicer when you’re running a large operation.

JB:  Yeah…it can give you problems if the wells aren’t taken care of right.

MM:  A question I didn’t ask you and I don’t mean to be too personal, but when did your husband pass away?

JB:  In ’92.  1992.  He had prostate cancer.

MM:  So Buster was already doing a lot of the operation by then?
JB:  Oh yeah.  He was through with his formal education and he was married.  In fact, you see, well the two boys…yeah, they had the two boys.  They would remember grandpa real well.  We’ve got a lot of pictures…they’d sit on the davenport and be reading to him or we’d open up the davenport and all three of them laying there watching TV.  I never was a TV watcher, but we had so much fun with those little boys and I think about I didn’t have time to enjoy my own children.  You were too busy.
MM:  I think that is something you find in most families.  That’s why they always say you should have had your grandchildren first.

JB:  Yeah and then I’d feel guilty because I had other grandchildren and I never really got as close to them, but they weren’t there all the time.  Buster’s home is just…our house is down in the coulee, of course, we’re close to the water.  Well everybody homesteaded.  Well Buster and Helen build up on the hill that’s not a quarter of a mile, but it’s up on the hill.  Actually we couldn’t see anything going or coming from their house and they really didn’t see our house but those boys spent 80 to 90 percent of their time down at our place, because I had trees, I had a yard and I had time.
MM:  And you can always twist grandma around your finger.  (laughing)

JB:  Well, the only thing…I tried not to feed them because they…Buster and Helen…didn’t have meals like I insisted, certain hours, certain times.  And I’d hate to us eat because it was time and you didn’t dare let the boys eat unless they’d go ask their parents.  And sometimes “yes” and sometimes “no”.   But, you know, we made cookies.  As they got older, then I got to help them make things to enter in the fair, and they’d love that.  I’d help my own kids with 4-H for so many years, getting ready for the fair.  And I can remember when Polly was, Oh I don’t know, she was school age but she wasn’t old enough to be in 4-H, but the other two kids were in 4-H.  If you’ve had 4-H kids you know how you get busy, busy busy with things ready for the fair.  And here was poor Polly…she washed her pony.  She had him all cleaned up just as good as the other kids and she wanted me to print out a slip, you know.  So we pretended and went along with her.  But then we didn’t haul him down to the fair and the other kids’ horses got to go to the fair.  (laughing)

MM:  Very disappointing for a little girl.

JB:  Yeah.  Not being able to understand… but they were all healthy and they are today and I often think here…oh, me and my brothers and I, we’re all four living. It’ll be another year and I’ll be 90 and Ray’s got two years and lived to be 90 years old.  Every one of us.
MM:  It’s remarkable.

JB:  Well, we lived through the depression and all the things, you know, but it was a healthy life.  And my children are all healthy, really.  One of them, the older one (Irva Jean), did discover that she had leukemia, but they discovered it really, really early and she’s been able to take treatments and medications and she’s conquered it.
MM:  Very, very good.

JB:  She was just was going through, you know, a health clinic like they have and they’d taken a blood test, and by golly, that’s when they sent her to a specialist.  I happened to be with the Great Falls Wizards that day because we were taking in a sewing project and they told her she had leukemia.

MM:  A little devastating to get that kind of news.

JB:  Yeah, but she’s conquered it.

MM:  That’s good.  So if you had any advice for people today, getting married or being involved in agriculture, what would your words of wisdom be?

JB:  Work together.  You know, there’s going to be ups and downs.  It’s not going to be a piece of cake but you have learn to work together on the budget and on anything you do.  A woman doesn’t have to be outside riding a tractor to do her share anyway.  I am sorry I didn’t pay more attention and be more involved in the business running.  I left that up to Irvin.  I raised the kids.  Well, anyway, here I am.
MM:  And would that advice extend then to your neighbors, too, you know when it comes to working together.  You talk so much about community that that’s the general drift that I was getting.

JB:  Yeah, work together and you know, there’s a few bachelors made it on the homesteads, but not very many.  It really took two.  And, I don’t know, to me there’s marriages now where they don’t have children, they aren’t going to have children.  I wonder what they’re growing old for.  If you don’t have children, or grandchildren, gosh life must be awfully boring when you get to be 80, 90 years old.
MM:  You liked making those cookies, didn’t you? (both laughing)

JB:  I enjoy cooking.  It did get to be steady, like I say.  Three meals a day, 7 days a week.  If we did go someplace on a Sunday, you had to leave stuff for the men, the hired men, to come in and eat.  And I had the experience that when you come back and your extract was gone.  Never ever had any liquor in the house, you didn’t dare but, you know, there’s a lot of alcohol, but you could always tell, you could smell it, but that’s the way life was.
MM:  Well, it didn’t sound like you had a really bad problem with it, though.

JB:  Not usually…not ordinarily.  But there’s a few.  And they usually didn’t stay long if they had that kind of a problem, because we just didn’t have liquor around until after we quit having the hired men come in to eat all the time.  After we got to having families that lived over on the other place so I wasn’t feeding them, then we could have some liquor.  One big change was the way you preserved food, you know.  I love reading homestead stories or even stories of them in covered wagons and all.  And you know, they used to spend 90 percent of their time growing and preserving food.  Compared to nowdays.
MM:  Very big difference.
JB:  Oh my, my, my.  I do have that little coffee pot…I guess it’s about twice I’ve made a cup of coffee in it… but there’s coffee or cookies or juices…everything downstairs.  That was one hard part about cleaning out the apartment.  In that kitchen area, it was only one thing I said I needed out of there and that was my fertilizer.  It was in the cupboard underneath the sink.

MM:  Take care of your plants first.  Well, I appreciate speaking with you Jeanette.

JB:  Well, I hope it works out.  

