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    Dedication

    For J and A, running with Artemis now

    For Doug, always and in all ways

    &

    For all things gentle and tender, pure and natural

  


  
    Preface:

    Working “Off the Place”

    Most farm and ranch wives have to work “off the place,” to help make ends meet. This is one way to describe my situation. I simply work farther off the place than most.

    It is a stark and simple fact of rural life that the majority of ranch operations do not generate sufficient regular, reliable income to sustain a family, let alone provide perks, like health insurance. So the women take jobs in town: as teachers or bank tellers or waitresses, working behind the counter in the grocery store, or pushing papers for the farm services agency. Such jobs produce a dependable supply of cash, to pay some bills and forestall having to make tough financial calls, like whether to put food on the table or a new sickle bar on the tractor mower, or whether to take one’s daughter to the dentist or one’s ailing Angus bull to the vet. Of course, for many of these women, as for their urban counterparts, work outside the home is as much a matter of choice as of necessity; they do it because they want to, and not merely because they have to. And most of them, again like their more citified sisters, can expect to work a “second shift” when they get back home. In the case of ranch wives, this means not only getting caught up on household chores like cooking supper and doing the dishes, but also anything from helping with the combining until well after sunset to staying up all night in a cold barn during lambing season. And then there are the myriad of practical decisions, large and small, that preoccupy a rancher’s time and mental space.

    So it is by no means unusual either that I have a day job “off ” our ranch, or that a hefty proportion of my physical and emotional energy is channeled in the direction of day-to-day ranch matters. It’s just that my town job, as a professor of women’s studies and religion at a liberal arts college in upstate New York, is two thousand miles away from our remote southeastern Montana bison ranch. The long “commute” is possible, thanks to a flexible teaching schedule, generous vacation periods, mostly understanding colleagues, and the occasional extended respite of sabbatical time off for good behavior. These factors, plus a relationship in which my husband and I mutually pledged, twenty-seven years ago, that this marriage—the second for each or us, and we intended to get things right this time—would be based upon freeing each other to be and to do whatever it was that made us more authentically ourselves. For Doug, this eventually meant forsaking academe for the life of a full-time rancher. I held on to my day job, for a complex variety of reasons to be sure, but not least among them economic.

    And so, I oscillate between two quite different worlds, my heart in one, my paycheck in the other, my head invariably in both. Friends and acquaintances in each setting seem to harbor private suspicions that I actually inhabit two different planets, and sometimes I think they may be right. This is perhaps especially true when those worlds collide: My office phone rings. Ranch business cannot always wait for evenings and weekends, let alone until my next trip home. It might be a relatively minor, yet nonetheless vexing, matter on which Doug needs a second opinion—things ranging from how best to fill out arcane government forms to which supplier we should contract with for custom bison feed. Then again, it could be a downright emergency, most of which have to do with large animals, heavy machinery, or some unfortunate combination thereof. There have been a few occasions on which I discovered, after the fact, how close I had come to becoming a widow. The call might, of course, also bring good news: of the births of healthy animals, of bad weather that didn’t come or good weather that did, say, in the form of a desperately needed downpour. More recently, the less pressing matters—good and bad—have been relegated to e-mail, where they nestle among memos announcing campus-wide events and student requests for extensions on term papers. Meanwhile, considerations of how best to deal with a burgeoning prairie dog population in our west pasture cozy up to notes I am making on reproductive rights issues for tomorrow’s Intro. to Women’s Studies class.

    Over the years I have had to become fairly adept, then, at occupying two different mental spaces more or less simultaneously, just as I do two time zones, Mountain and Eastern. Transiting from one conceptual terrain to the other is not infrequently a bumpy ride. But what might strike the casual observer as a jarring juxtaposition of radically different sets of information and their accompanying emotional states is, necessarily, just day-to-day living for me.

    As to the physical commute: A mere few in-flight hours can separate my attending a faculty wine and cheese reception (this being Doug’s favorite fantasy of how I spend my time at school) and struggling with a pipe wrench, sweat-drenched and up to my elbows in rusty muck, in the process of helping to pull a pump from a stock well—a two-person job that had awaited this particular trip home (and during which I mutter, “If the folks at Skidmore College could see me now …”). The gauzy Western-inspired Ralph Lauren skirt and Italian sandals I wore to that reception would not survive a single stroll across our hard-grass hayfield. Indeed, my “ranch wardrobe” doesn’t even contain a skirt. I don’t bother to paint my fingernails when I’m home, since the polish wouldn’t outlast a day’s work. I accessorize with the cuts, bruises, insect bites, and minor abrasions that invariably come with a day’s work.

    Yet in other ways these worlds I inhabit are not so distinct. Early on in our tenure on the ranch, the day before my departure to begin the school year, Doug and I met with Bureau of Land Management agents to work out a rotational grazing plan for our place. A week later and two-thirds of a continent away at Skidmore, I was sitting on the Committee on Educational Planning and Policy designing an improved all-college curriculum. Only the details differed; from a bureaucratic point of view, the two meetings were essentially a trade-off. More recently I have noted the structural likenesses between the pecking order of a buffalo herd and power arrangements on a college campus. As to the resemblance of year-end grading to mucking out paddocks … well, you get the idea.

    My northeastern friends and colleagues for the most part seem to think I live on something like the Ponderosa, that Doug and I spend our time riding the range (for which we manage to find time all too rarely), line dancing to country music (which in fact neither of us can stand), and just generally whooping it up (although it’s fair to say we are not, by temperament, much given to whooping). Their fantasies of High Plains ranch life are largely shaped by Hollywood, and outfitted by the Sundance Catalog. They find my “other life” at once intriguingly exotic and, as a “lifestyle,” mystifying. Those who regard largely agricultural Saratoga County as sufficiently rural for anyone’s tastes have asked, more than once, why doesn’t Doug just move east to New York? Because, I tell them truthfully, it just isn’t the same country. Even supposing we could find a piece of land there that we would want to buy, we would never be invested in it in the same ways and to the same degree as we are here.

    My Montana friends and neighbors, meanwhile, generally view my life away from the ranch in light of whatever fantasy they nurture of the East Coast—fantasies sure to be informed equally by media images and shared local biases. One friend has put it to me this way: “Mary, every summer when you come home, you start out very city, but by the end of the summer, you’re downright country again.” She is probably right that, given my personal background (which is, in fact, East Coastal) and my commute, there are both “city” and “country” sides to me, although I experience these more as a tension—on good days, a creative one—than as an either/or proposition.

    But for High Plains folks, my professional life occurs in a terrain radically different, in two very crucial ways, from anything customary here: it is big-city urban-focused, and it is intellectual. And, in these parts, both generate responses ranging from bemused skepticism to sardonic deprecation to downright distrust. The anti-intellectualism of the interior American West is oft-reported, and for the most part accurately. Underreported is the extent to which High Plains animosity toward anything that smacks of the “urban” is as much a product of media images and collective imagination as is the “coastal” dismissal of pretty much everything that happens in those big, square, traditionally red-voting “flyover” states.

    The lesson of this continental cultural divide is learned and internalized very early on. I know of no other part of the country where “ethnic,” meaning “not from around here,” and roughly equivalent to “foreigner/city dweller,” is a category in the supermarket aisles for interesting if somewhat spurious foods. One of my favorite local stories has to do with a physician who came to this area from New York, with a Bronx accent, an assertive personal style, and dark curly hair to match his cultural provenance. He settled down to a practice in Baker, Montana, some sixty or so miles north of here—which in eastern Montana terms made him downright local—and set about visiting his neighbors, with his wife and two young daughters, to get acquainted. At one place where they stopped, his daughter walked up to the little girl who lived there, and proudly announced: “Hi! We’re Italian!” Perplexed, the little girl thought that through for a few moments, and ventured, “Well … we’re Ranch!”

    This book is, if you will, an extended inquiry into what it means to be “ranch” in a society that, like the weather here, runs to extremes and that, like the landscape, is simultaneously unforgiving, sometimes brutal, and yet capable of unalloyed charm and surprising, at times breathtaking, beauty. After more than twenty years, I remain to some extent an outsider here, in a place where “different” is the operative term for anything new or foreign or innovative or threatening. And yet, I sometimes think despite my better judgment, I have sunk roots here. And so I hope to use my sometimes-outsider’s perspective to present an honest portrayal of what living in this powerful landscape can do, for better and for worse, to those of us who call it home.

    Everything that follows is, to the best of my knowledge and of my powers of expression, true. Such altering of names, places, and other details as I have done, has been minimal, and it has been for the sake of protecting the privacy of some individuals or families.
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    The “Mother Tree,” 2009. Photo by Doug Stange.

  


  
    Introduction:

    Coming Home to the Country

    We called it the Mother Tree: a mature ponderosa pine on the crest of a small hill, with an acre or so of seedlings and saplings draping the hill’s leeward side, a miniforest in the making that was the product of scores of pinecones shed by that lone adult. We drove past this tree and her progeny, which were on a nearby cattle rancher’s place, whenever we took the gravel Chalk Buttes Road to and from town.

    The Mother Tree was among the first landmarks Doug and I noticed, to our mutual delight, when we moved to Carter County, Montana, in 1988. She bore eloquent testimony to the character of the land we had determined we would call home. This isn’t Lonesome Dove country. It isn’t the part of the state that Hollywood rivers run though, or in which Hollywood stars buy property. It’s a rougher, rather more austere terrain. But it is also surprisingly vigorous and diverse, fragile in some ways, yet able to withstand a good deal of abuse.

    In the twenty-one years we’ve been here, we have come to appreciate that resilience. We have also come to understand that the forces of change at work in the contemporary West are more subtle and more complex when you’re living through them than when you contemplate them from a comfortable, myth-infused distance. This is, perhaps, especially true when you have to count yourself among those forces.

    It was 106 degrees the July day we moved in. No rain had fallen in two months. The Drought of 1988—which would attain legendary proportion in local memory—was in full swing. It would, by summer’s end, spawn fires in Yellowstone Park and elsewhere across Big Sky Country, rendering the sun a bronze disc hovering high in a smoky-pale sky. We had just “taken possession” of our ranch. An odd phrase that: We were essentially clueless as to what we had gotten ourselves into. All we knew at that moment was that we were now the holders of a deed to roughly seven square miles of parched stubble, puckered-looking prickly-pear cactus, desiccated sage, and struggling ponderosa pines and junipers.

    And dust. Lots and lots of dust. We began to figure we might be crazy. Before too long, we understood all our neighbors were pretty certain we were.

    Neither Doug nor I come from rural backgrounds. He grew up in Kenosha, Wisconsin, a factory town (then home of American Motors) on Lake Michigan midway between Chicago and Milwaukee. His idea of “going natural” was to pick up his shotgun for an afternoon’s bird hunting in some of the undeveloped fields on the outskirts of town or to spend a weekend camping in northern Wisconsin. I was raised in Rutherford, New Jersey, across the Hudson from New York City. I believed a good day’s hunting was best accomplished on Fifth Avenue, and the closest I came to a gun in my youth was a pair of faux-pearl-handled Dale Evans cap-shooters. My idea of the great outdoors was a big backyard. That had changed, of course, after we met and married and he somehow brought out the hunter/forager in me.

    Coming to cattle country, we harbored no illusions about becoming cattle ranchers. In fact, initially, we weren’t interested in becoming serious ranchers at all. Our ambitions were modest, or so we believed. We wanted a place where we could work with, rather than against, nature. To cultivate wildlife habitat. To have some quality hunting for ourselves, and perhaps to operate a small hunting concession. To plant some trees. To raise a few pack llamas, maybe a couple of horses. To have a retreat where we could live a good, by no means ascetic but certainly simplified, life.

    The previous owner of the place we had just purchased had been here for over forty years, meting out about as much punishment as the land could take. His cattle, before the Land Bank forced their sale so that he could make some delinquent interest payments, had overgrazed every pasture. He had dynamited beaver dams, had let most of his boundary fences fall into disrepair, and had dumped garbage in riparian areas. In forty-odd years, he had not, as far as we could tell, planted a single tree. This place, we felt certain, needed us.

    At the time, we both still had full-time jobs in higher education. We didn’t want to take on more than we could handle. We just wanted a place we could come home to. And where we could simply let nature be nature.

    “But you can’t just let it sit!” our cattle-ranching neighbors told us. “Fire’ll take out the grass, if cows don’t. That’s nature’s way. Best thing to do is to graze it down. Even if it don’t burn or get grazed, it’ll get so thatched over you won’t have any grass in another year or two.”

    It didn’t seem to us, what with it being so awfully dry, that we had much of any grass as it was.

    “Look,” our neighbor went on to explain over coffee at the Wagon Wheel Café, “you have to know when it becomes grazeable.”

    Another rancher at the next table over chimed in. “Guy over at the BLM told me to put the cows out on the grass when it’s as high as a beer can.”

    “Now,” our neighbor-friend replied with a sly wink, “would that be a beer can standing up, or a beer can lying on its side?”

    Later on, driving home past cattle who appeared to be subsisting on barely inch-high stubble, Doug remarked, “I think that must have been a crushed beer can they were talking about.” By that fall, with wells drying up and no hay for wintering-over livestock, our neighbors were all selling off their cows in record numbers. We remained happily, and smugly, committed to being cattle free. The deer and the antelope, both of which we had in good numbers, would have our sparse grassland to themselves.

    Yet amazingly, the following spring was as gloriously lush as the previous one had been dire. A well-timed late-spring snowstorm followed by ample rains had brought the water table up and replenished reservoirs. The landscape was a profusion of wildflowers and almost unnaturally green and varied prairie grasses—the names for which we, of course, had no idea. Our neighbors rebuilt their herds, and renewed their friendly counsel about getting some cows on our place, but despite their well-intentioned urgings, we stuck to our let-nature-be-nature program. The closest we got to livestock were an obstreperous llama, the first of the small pack herd we hoped to build, a Maine coon house cat, and a couple of English springer spaniels. The deer and the antelope continued to play, at home on our range. It was a lovely summer.

    But the next year, 1990, something appeared to be going wrong. We once again had sufficient spring moisture, but by early summer our pastures were all looking dry and thatchy and, with not even a dandelion in sight, decidedly the worse for wear. Watching nightly light shows crackle in a rainless southern sky, we began to comprehend why the phrase “dry lightning” could strike fear in the hearts of landowners. And we had to reconsider the conventional wisdom about fire being “nature’s way” of managing for healthy grassland.

    We reluctantly decided it might be a good idea, all things considered, for those deer and antelope to share their space with a few bovines after all. We placed an ad in the Ekalaka Eagle and immediately found a cattleman who was looking for grass and happy to bring over a hundred cow/calf pairs. The cows got right down to business, chewing their way through the summer. The next time we ran into our neighbor at the post office in town, we sheepishly admitted the error of our ways. “Well, there you go!” he exclaimed good-naturedly, with a slap to Doug’s back.

    It was about that time that we discovered we were known in town as “the people from Connecticut.” That neither of us had ever had anything to do with the Constitution State was beside the point. We were outsiders. Also, about this time, we learned that when, occasionally, we would hear about somebody being from “out of the country,” it didn’t mean they were foreigners. It meant they grew up a few miles down the road, in western South Dakota, or maybe northern Wyoming.

    We were really outsiders.

    Of course, we knew we were. We also knew that, after a decade or so of farm foreclosures and the gradual swallowing-up of small family farms by corporate agribusiness, outsiders were not particularly welcome in these parts. We knew, as well, that despite the three doctoral degrees we have between us, our neighbors, who all seemed to be fifth-generation ranchers sharing a dozen or so surnames, knew a lot more about getting on in this part of the world than we did.

    We were prepared to learn, and to listen. It shouldn’t be that hard, at least in theory. Being academics, we were used to doing homework, and so we set about doing research. We learned the principles of rotational grazing, and resolved to work with the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) to bring our deeded and leased grassland back from the degraded condition in which we had found it—officially, of “no productive value”—to prime range condition.

    We investigated the best trees, shrubs, grasses, and forbs to grow in this climate—some native, some introduced—and began a program of planting shelterbelts and wildlife habitat areas. We also studied up on the identification of the grasses and flora native to our place.

    We learned what we needed to know about veterinary first aid, and about the care and feeding of cud-chewing quadrupeds, in order to get our llama operation going.

    We learned about the construction and maintenance of barbed-wire fences and enclosures, and the pros and cons of various fencing systems, including electric fences.

    In spite of ourselves, we began, however unsteadily, to evolve into ranchers.

    One important thing we learned in those first years here was that you cannot run a ranch in absentia. A ranch is not a vacation home. In our second year on the place, Doug had taken a semester’s leave of absence from teaching, to stay in Montana. He didn’t much miss the classroom, and had grown increasingly impatient with academic posturing and politics. So he decided to quit his job at Cleveland State University, to close the door on academe and concentrate his time and energies on the ranch.

    Another thing we learned, in those first three years: Ranches are money pits, especially when they need a lot of restoration as ours did, and more especially still when one is—as we were—starting from scratch, in terms of equipment. This had not been a “turn-key” property transfer. We didn’t even have a tractor yet. Not only were we facing a steep learning curve, the challenge of making this ranch work without breaking the bank in the process looked steeper still.

    I kept my day job, commuting to upstate New York during the academic year.

    By this time our neighbors were no doubt betting on how long we would last in Carter County.

    The early 1990s were our Llama Period. Our cattle-ranching friends had warned us against the critters. There had been a llama, once, in Carter County. “Never met a fence he couldn’t get through, then he’d run for miles on end. Manage to get close enough to him, and he’d spit on you. That llama spit, it really stinks, too.”

    We were undaunted. The animals were intriguing, long-necked wooly wonders. They had multiple uses: not only for wool and as pack animals, but also as sheep guards. The llama industry was robust. They were a good investment. And every breeder we spoke with stressed how easy they were to handle. Not only that, we were assured, they were essentially indestructible. We fell for it, all of it, secured a line of credit from the bank, and assembled a small foundation herd: a couple of geldings (for pack purposes), six breeding females, and a gorgeous black herd sire with the fetching name “Silver Sage’s Garth Brooks.”

    Between 1990 and 1997, when we sold off the last of our “indestructible” camelids, we lost two llamas (Garth being one of them) to rattlesnake bites, one to bloat, one to a congenital heart defect, one to an intestinal disorder to which llamas aren’t even supposed to be susceptible, and one to stillbirth. In that same period, thanks largely to the USDA’s lifting a ban (because of risk of foot-and-mouth disease) on the importation of South American animals, llama prices plummeted. Females that had commanded ten thousand dollars or more were selling for, at best, a tenth of that. Males you could give away, if you were lucky. Our llama venture yielded a net loss of about twenty thousand dollars, and we counted ourselves among the more fortunate llama folk. Spit happens, as they say in the llama trade.

    Our neighbors, we were sure, mostly figured we were a little screwy to get involved with the long-necked woolies in the first place. The animals were just too different, and being “differnt” is not a particularly good thing in these parts. Nonetheless, they sincerely commiserated with us over our losses, particularly the two that succumbed to snakebite. “It’s always the best animals you lose, the ones you love the most,” they uniformly observed, with a look in their eyes both distant and guarded. One person was thinking about her quarter horse gelding that disastrously fractured his leg in a cattle grate and had to be put down; another about his prize Angus bull struck by lightning; yet another about a sheep-guarding Australian blue heeler herd dog that had been bushwhacked by a pack of coyotes.

    If they could commiserate with us about how hard it is when livestock becomes dead stock, we could empathize with their economic distress, what with beef and lamb prices both falling through the floor at that point. Between the llamas (however “differnt” they were), and the grassland we annually leased (even though leasing to other operators is, by local measures, far inferior to running one’s own cattle), we were beginning to gain a modicum of credibility. We were not exactly hobby farmers. We had suffered losses both emotional and financial. We had bought a tractor and some other implements. We had, with a neighbor’s assistance, rehabilitated our alfalfa field, and had put massive amounts of time and effort into repairing our boundary fences. People stopped asking us what we did with all the time we had on our hands. They also stopped assuming we were “independently wealthy.”

    But if we and our neighbors were becoming closer in some ways, in others we were still very far apart.

    Several times, during each academic year, I fly home for long weekends. On one such trip, in the mid-1990s, we were en route back from the Rapid City, South Dakota, airport. Dusk was falling. As we crested a hill on the gravel Chalk Buttes Road nearing home, Doug suddenly slowed the pickup and murmured, “Uh, Mare, you’re not going to like this.” At first perplexed, I was then stunned: he was talking about the Mother Tree. The familiar Mother Tree, still on her hillside but now achingly alone. The future pine forest, those scores, no, hundreds, of her seedling children, had been ripped up and plowed under. Mutilated branches littered the hillside. A handful of partially uprooted survivors leaned into the old tree’s shade. All the rest were gone.

    It was carnage. It was cold-blooded mass murder. A massacre.

    Of course, from the cattleman’s point of view, it was a good idea. Trees displace grass, and he was in the business of producing beef, not scenery. Besides, ponderosa pine needles can cause spontaneous abortions in cows that chance to nibble on them at the wrong time. Trees and cows don’t mix, therefore. A month or so later, a second pass with the sickle bar took out the last few struggling survivors. The Mother Tree then stood in stoic isolation.

    As if to balance our neighbor’s karma, we were as busy planting trees on our place as he was eliminating them on his. And as our llama venture was heading south, we were also pondering what else to do with all that grassland of which we had become stewards.

    From the start, we had regarded our cattle lease as at best a necessary, and temporary, evil. And the better we got to know beef cows, frankly, the less we liked them. Annie Dillard had it about right, we figured, when she described domestic cattle as “a human product like rayon,” with “beef fat behind their eyes, beef stew.” Yearlings jump fences, bulls walk right through them, and calves get tangled up, sometimes fatally, in wire or baling twine or whatever else is handy. Indiscriminate grazers, they are hard on pasture, and murder on riparian areas. They consume enormous quantities of water. It is of no small significance that when the great Crow chief Plenty Coups had his vision of the demise of the eastern Montana prairie, it took the form of these strangely misshapen spotted grazers displacing the buffalo from their homeland.

    So that was it, then. We would bring the buffalo back. Actually, this had been Doug’s desire from the outset. I had been skeptical, but something oddly having to do with the fate of the Mother Tree’s progeny changed my mind.

    Our neighbors warned against our getting involved with bison. So intense was their concern that a delegation came by to visit about it. Earnestly, they explained that they worried that, even if after five years we seemed to have gotten pretty good at the rudiments of managing a ranch, we were getting in over our heads with this buffalo idea. We had fences, but not good enough ones. We had no handling facilities at all. We lacked sufficient experience with large animals. Buffalo are big and wild and powerful, they reminded us. They’re different from cattle. We could get hurt.

    We allowed as how all this was certainly true. We were by now very used to the gut reaction against change in the way anything is done around here: “Dad didn’t do it that way, and what was good enough for Dad is good enough.” Of course, Dad is long gone. And it sometimes seemed to us that our cattlemen neighbors harbored some sort of a death wish themselves: the worse things got (and they were getting mighty bad by the mid-1990s), the more they dug in their heels and refused to do anything that might look, in a word, different. Two of our contiguous neighbors had gone belly-up since we moved in, another was close to it (and subsequently had to sell out). Everyone had cast us in the role of “outsider forces of change” anyway, so we decided we might as well embrace it.

    In 1993 we bought our first twenty-five weanling bison heifer calves from a producer in Colorado. The following year we bought twenty-five more from a local producer, until then the only bison rancher in Carter County, a man who had a local reputation, not coincidentally, for being “a little differnt.” In 1995 we bought three breeding bulls from him. Bison can be bred at two years old, so our first calves wouldn’t be on the ground until 1996, with the full herd reproducing the following year.

    Meanwhile, we fenced like crazy. No house guests of ours during that period left without a tutorial in the use of fence pliers and barbed-wire stretchers, and time out on the fence line, some major stretches of which bear their names today: The Rick and Bernardette fence, the Helene and David pasture, Ryan’s hill, Maggie’s gate, and so on. We invested in working facilities specifically designed for bison, since those designed for cattle did not have sturdy enough crowding tubs, squeeze chutes and crash gates (the terms alone were enough to give this Jersey girl the willies). We visited other bison operations, to learn how to work with the animals. We read every bison-related publication we could get our hands on. We joined the National Bison Association.

    Our first calf was born on Mother’s Day of 1996. We had been on our place for eight years, and in spite of ourselves, we had become ranchers. It’s fair to say that that little one’s arrival marked the end of our period of initiation into rural lifeways.

    With initiations come new names. We were now the Crazy Woman Bison Ranch. And our adventure was only really just beginning.
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    Chapter 1:

    The Lay of the Land

    Ekalaka, Montana:

    A Short History

    “Ekalaka? Why, she was an Indian Princess. She married the first white settler in these parts, fellow named Russell. He was sort of a, you know, mountain man. Pretty little gal—there’s a statue of her in the Museum in town.”

    The history of the American West is never an uncomplicated story to tell. In perhaps no other part of the nation do myth and legend intertwine so freely with more or less verifiable fact. And surely nowhere else are people, natives as well as outsiders, quite so prone to evaluating the truth of an historical account in light of its conformity to the accepted, larger-than-life saga of frontier times. The story of Ekalaka—county seat of Carter County, and one of the handful of off-reservation Montana municipalities with an Indian name—is an excellent case in point.

    For the conventional version of the story of the town’s founding (as for so much else these days), one need go no farther than the online encyclopedia Wikipedia:

    The story of the early days of Ekalaka takes us back to the golden age of the west, to the brave, free life of the wilderness and plains—the most romantic chapter in American history. In the olden days, before there was any state or even territory of Montana, an Indian girl was born on the Powder River. Her parents were Sioux. She was of a restless disposition, something unusual among Indians, and on this account was called Ijkalaka, which in the Sioux tongue means restless—always on the move. When this restless, roving child of the plains was about sixteen years old she met David Harrison Russell, an intrepid scout, hunter and all-round frontiersman, who had been something of a rover himself.

    In August, 1881, six years after their marriage, they settled in a beautiful valley at the edge of the forest, on the bank of a stream fed by numerous springs, where there was plenty of grass and where there were buffalo in droves and many kinds of wild game in abundance. Their location was many miles from any other settlement, in the domain of the old war chief Rain-in-the-Face, and was reputed to be infested by hostile Indians who at this particular time were in a dangerous and ugly mood. But the white man with an Indian wife was considered comparatively safe …

    All that’s missing in this once-upon-a-time account is the reference to Ijkalaka as an “Indian princess.” Well, that and a cavalry charge under the command of John Wayne, routing out those Indians “infesting” the countryside.

    There are, of course, some truths here, under the nostalgic overlay of “olden” times. Ijkalaka, also known as Mary Eagle Man, was born around 1858, somewhere along the Powder River in Wyoming Territory, into the Oglala band of the Lakota, or Sioux. Her father was Eagle Man; she was a niece of the great chief Red Cloud, and was also related to Sitting Bull. Mary’s mother died when she was a young child. She went first to live with her mother’s sister, who had married a white settler at Fort Laramie, and shortly thereafter to the home of her cousin Elizabeth Renshaw (Red Cloud’s granddaughter), who had married rancher Hiram Kelly, in Chugwater, Wyoming. Thus, she appears to have been less a “roving child of the plains” than a displaced female child in a widely dispersed extended family. Settled in Chugwater, on one of the more prosperous ranches in the area, she took for herself the name Mary Ellen Kelly.

    It was apparently through the Kellys that she met, and was courted by, David Harrison Russell, an Illinoisan fifteen years her senior. Ostensibly descended from Scottish aristocracy, Russell had indeed done a good share of roving by then. Orphaned at the age of eight, he enlisted at age thirteen to fight the Cayuse Indians in Oregon in the 1850s. He subsequently drove mules and oxen from Central America to the Canadian border, worked on cattle drives and as a bronco rider, and hunted buffalo. In the course of his travels he met and mingled with a virtual Who’s Who of the American West: Brigham Young, Chief Joseph, Sitting Bull, Kit Carson, Theodore Roosevelt, Wild Bill Hickok, and Buffalo Bill Cody. It is said that the latter offered Russell and Ijkalaka roles in his Wild West Show, but they declined.

    One may well imagine young Mary Kelly being swept off her feet by this dashing adventurer, a dreamer with big stories and bigger plans for the future. One may equally well imagine his being taken by this lithe Indian maid’s easy rapport with people and by her beauty, the red satin ribbons she braided into her long dark tresses. And that is about as close to romance as we dare verge in this story. Russell paid Eagle Man a bride-price of eight horses and a hundred-pound sack of sugar, and the couple were wed near Laramie in 1874. Mary/Ijkalaka was sixteen.

    The “particular time” in question was, of course, the period of the Indian Wars: George Armstrong Custer was defeated by Lakota and Cheyenne warriors at the Battle of the Little Bighorn two years after the Russells married, and the next sixteen years would see numerous conflicts between Anglos and Natives, along with the establishment of the reservation system. Rain-in-the-Face was among the most uncompromising of Oglala warriors. Hence the presence of those “hostile Indians … in a dangerous and ugly mood,” in a region that the Montana Travel, Tourism, and Recreation Guide persists to this day in calling “Custer Country.” Indians were at war with one another, as well as with the U.S. Cavalry. The traditional animosity that the Lakota and Cheyenne bore toward the Crow tribe over contested hunting grounds was exacerbated by the fact that Custer had used Crow scouts. No doubt Russell managed to live well in this country not only because of his marriage to a Lakota woman, but also owing to the prior good relationships he had nourished over time with Native leaders.

    The area around the settlement that would eventually bear his wife’s name was indeed lush hunting country at the time. It had, in fact, traditionally been a major hunting area for Lakota, Cheyenne, and Crow Indians. For the Lakota peoples, it also lay well within the “Hoop of the Nation,” that broad swath of eastern Montana and Wyoming and the western Dakotas and Nebraska that constitutes a spiritual as well as a physical geography.

    At the center of this map, both symbolically and economically, was the buffalo. The U.S. Army, well aware of this fact, recognized that the best way to break the soul and spirit of the Plains Indian peoples was to deprive them of that spiritual center. Indian fighter General Phil Sheridan—another of Russell’s famous acquaintances, and the man who immortalized the phrase, “The only good Indians I ever saw were dead”—remarked that the buffalo was the “Indians’ commissary.” His solution to the Indian problem was summed up in the simple formula: Kill the buffalo, kill the Indian.

    In 1880, the U.S. government issued an order to clear eastern Montana and the western Dakotas of their free-ranging bison herds. Private market hunters were free to keep or to sell the hides of any animals they killed. Settled in South Dakota, David Russell recalled a particularly bison-rich area he had hunted with Chief Joseph many years earlier, and sold off everything he had in order to move to southeastern Montana, to that “beautiful valley at the edge of the forest” (Wikipedia’s phrasing here was originally Russell’s). In 1881, Mary/Ijkalaka joined him here, with their four children. Hunting with a partner named Isaac Downing, between 1880 and 1882 Russell killed 2,650 bison, selling their hides. In 1883, he shipped another nineteen hundred bison hides to market. By then a few more homesteaders had drifted into the area, and Russell opened a trading post, to serve their needs.

    That same year, an entrepreneur named Claude Carter was wending his way westward into Montana Territory, with a wagon loaded with whiskey and logs, and the intention of slaking the thirst of gold miners farther west. He had gotten as far as what by then was called Russell Creek Valley, when his wagon got mired in the muddy creek crossing and his horses balked. Carter declared, “Hell, anyplace in Montana is a good place for a saloon!” and set about building the sod-roofed, earthen-floored Old Stand Saloon, which he would operate profitably for the next fifty years.

    Other small businesses followed, and by 1885 enough of a town had grown up here that it warranted a U.S. post office. Accounts vary as to how exactly it was decided upon, but “Ekalaka” (a phonetically accurate rendition of the Lakota “Ijkalaka”) is the name that stuck. It was surely preferable to the contemporary alternative, Puptown, a reference to the numerous prairie dogs overrunning the neighborhood.

    After moving to their Montana homestead in 1881, Ijkalaka bore David nine more children. Some of the Russell children went to the Indian boarding school in Pierre, South Dakota, and in 1893—perhaps owing to a succession of cruel winters, beginning in 1886—Russell sent Ijkalaka and all but one of their children to spend the winter on South Dakota’s Pine Ridge Reservation. He and their son George followed them there, but Russell decided he liked Montana better, and the family returned to Ekalaka in 1894. Six years later, their eldest son Ben went to visit the Cheyenne River Reservation, in central South Dakota, where a smallpox epidemic had broken out. Ignoring the quarantine Ben returned home to Montana, where he subsequently developed the disease. Ijkalaka died of smallpox, along with Ben and another son Thomas, in the spring of 1901. She was forty-two years old.

    David Russell went on to remarry a Canadian widow he had met through correspondence. He brought her to Ekalaka, where he enjoyed a reputation as “The Father of Ekalaka” and as the “Columbus and John Smith of Carter County.” The latter title is particularly telling: Columbus-like, Russell was the white explorer who “discovered” this place, and like John Smith he chose a Native bride. Never mind that Native American tribes don’t really have “princesses”; Ijkalaka was one, just like Pocahontas! And the conventional history of the displacement of her people from their own land, like that of the English conquest of the Algonkian in Virginia two centuries earlier, was ultimately written by the winning side, with enough of a mythic overlay to blunt later sensibilities to the harshness of its reality.

    Of course, there are other actors in this historical drama, the ones who built the town and populated what became Carter County: the homesteaders, many of whose descendants still live here, and who have their own myths by which to live.

    “Go West, Young Man”

    In 1862, Abraham Lincoln signed the Homestead Act into law, opening up vast expanses of public land to private acquisition. The Act provided ownership of a quarter section (that is, 160 acres, or one-fourth of one square mile) of land to anyone who staked a claim on it, built a house and dug a well, and cultivated at least ten acres or planted ten acres of trees for timber, built some fence, and actually lived on the place for five years. At the end of that time the claim was “proved up,” and title to the land passed from the government to the homesteader. The land had to have been previously unoccupied, or in the phrasing of the later Indian Appropriations Bill (1889) “unassigned,” which means of course that tribal claims were rendered invalid. In a rather spectacular instance of bureaucratic sleight of hand, it seems to have been assumed that an ideal way to accomplish this was to allow title to pass from government into private hands—and with it, any chance that Indians could advance land claims in the future.

    Homesteading came first to Nebraska and Kansas, and in the generation after the Civil War settlers fanned out, westward across the Great Plains. The 1889 Oklahoma Land Rush was perhaps the most extravagant homesteading event of that era, opening up two million acres of Indian land to white settlement, with millions of acres more platted and made available for homesteading in successive land runs in Oklahoma Territory between then and the turn of the last century. In all, between 1863, when the Homestead Act went into effect, and 1900, 1,400,000 people had applied for 160-acre family farms under its provisions.

    Amazingly, the early years of the twentieth century saw the number of homesteaders per year double. As historian Walter Nugent relates it:

    Those first thirteen years of the twentieth century were the true heyday of homesteading. Compared with them, Kansas and Nebraska in the twenty years after the Civil War were a prelude, and Oklahoma for all its explosiveness was only an overture. The first dozen years of the century brought an extravaganza of settlement, from Texas north across the High Plains into the Canadian prairies.

    This was the period during which Ekalaka and environs were settled. Indeed, eastern Montana was an epicenter of land development. Nugent continues:

    In 1890 two giant counties occupied all Montana between Wyoming and Canada for about 125 miles west of the Dakota line. Only 7,400 people rattled around in them. By 1920 they had calved off into sixteen counties with 117,700 people, settled on farms or ranches or in small towns sprinkled along the routes of the Great Northern and Northern Pacific. None of these towns came near having 10,000 people, or ever would.

    David H. Russell and his Indian wife were, then, among the first wave of homesteaders who would ultimately transform this landscape’s map. The transformation was abetted by two factors. The first was the Enlarged Homestead Act of 1909, which doubled the size of a claim from 160 to 320 acres. The opportunity to secure more land was obviously appealing, especially to settlers who wanted to run a few cows in addition to farming—a dream that was further enhanced by the Stock-Raising Homestead Act of 1916, which opened up 640-acre parcels specifically for cattle. In the second decade of the century, homesteaders staked thirty million acres worth of claims in eastern Montana. “Honyockers,” these newest pioneers were derisively nicknamed by their (if just barely) more established neighbors. As many as half of these newcomers, propelled westward by the powerful dream of self-sufficiency, had no agricultural experience whatsoever.

    The second factor at work in this rapid expansion of homestead activity was the transcontinental railroad system, which established towns every twenty miles or so as quickly as the tracks were laid down, moving steadily west. These towns could be expected to bring workers and commercial interests into the region, but their primary function was—and in those isolated outposts that survive today, remains—evident in their uniformly most prominent architectural features. Small towns in other parts of the country can boast of old ivy-covered churches or venerable stone town halls dominating their civic spaces. Here, by contrast, the most striking feature of any railroad town was its hulking grain elevator, often visible on the horizon for miles of flat landscape before the town itself came into view.

    Not coincidentally, most of the homesteaders traveling west on the Northern Pacific and other rail lines carried with them stacks of literature, graciously provided by the rail companies themselves, promoting the new agricultural technology of “dryland farming.” This revolutionary process promised to turn the semiarid mixed-grass prairie of the northern High Plains, where annual moisture generally amounts to between thirteen and sixteen measurable inches, into a virtual paradise of wheat production. Pamphlets described near-barren hardpan blossoming into amber waves of grain, thanks to a regime of deep plowing, subsoil compaction, and mulching with fine topsoil. No need, would-be farmers were assured, to worry about lack of irrigation. Rain would “follow the plow,” and besides, the relative lack of moisture was offset by the abundant sunshine. This method turned out, in fact, to be a recipe for rapid topsoil depletion, and little else. A few dryland farmers saw a couple of good years, thanks to back-to-back seasons of above-average rainfall. But then came six straight years of drought, from 1916 through 1921. “The golden twilight of homesteading” had, as Nugent puts it, “faded into dark.” By 1922, three-quarters of those who had settled in eastern Montana had abandoned their claims.

    The child of one such family, Percy Wollaston, years later chronicled their homesteading experience, near the now-defunct railroad town of Mildred. “One should be able to begin a story with the conventional ‘Once upon a time’ and have done with it,” he wrote. “But what time? Any one of the factors influencing the advance of settlement would be a story in itself and each settler had some different reason for the move.” Wollaston’s memoir of life on the eastern Montana frontier was a major resource for English writer Jonathan Raban’s travelogue of this region, Bad Land: An American Romance. Having retraced the eastern Montana homesteaders’ failed odyssey, poking around their ruined cabins and interviewing their scattered descendents, Raban summed up his research this way:

    For two years, I had been living with a story so American that some Americans would not recognize it as a story. These people came over, went broke, quit their homes, and moved elsewhere? So? This is America, where everyone has the right to fail—it’s in the Constitution.

    Some Ekalakians of the period of homesteading’s twilight surely exercised their “rights” in this regard. However, in many respects, the town was doing well. This may have had to do, in no small part, with the fact that it was not a railroad town. In fact, Ekalaka was once reputed to be the biggest inland town in the nation not served by a railroad: the nearest rail line (and the nearest commercial grain elevator) is in Baker, thirty-five miles to the north. While the area attracted a few farmers, Ekalaka from its beginning was, and would remain, essentially a cow town. Indeed, the eradication of the resident bison herd between 1881 and 1883 had served the interests not only of a U.S. government that wanted to rid the area of its Native American population, but also of large-scale cattle ranchers who had long seen central and eastern Montana Territory as prime range country.

    Granville Stuart, at one time the most powerful “cattle baron” in Montana, who ranched in central Montana’s Judith Basin, recorded the rapid transition from bison to cattle across the eastern half of the territory:

    It would be impossible to make persons not present on the Montana cattle ranges realize the rapid change that took place on those ranges in two years. In 1880, the country was practically uninhabited. One could travel for miles without seeing so much as a trapper’s bivouac. Thousands of buffalo darkened the rolling plains. There were deer, antelope, elk, wolves and coyotes on every hill and in every ravine and thicket. In the whole territory of Montana, there were but 250,000 head of cattle including dairy cattle and oxen.

    In the fall of 1883 there was not one buffalo remaining on the range and the antelope, elk were scarce. In 1880, no one had ever heard tell of a cowboy in “this niche of the woods” and Charlie Russell had made no pictures of them; but in the fall of 1883, there were 600,000 head of cattle on the range.

    By that same year, market buffalo hunters who arrived in Miles City, eastern Montana’s commercial hub, found no bison left to shoot. But cattle were being trailed up to eastern Montana from Texas by the thousands, and soon overtook the landscape. It has been estimated that by 1890 there were more beef cattle on the High Plains than there had been bison a mere twenty years earlier. And Montana had become the forty-first state.

    From One Twilight to Another

    With cheap homesteaded land on the one hand, and good hard-grass prairie that needed to be grazed on the other, Ekalaka took root, along with other area communities—Ridgeway, Capitol, Mill Iron, Alzada, Albion, Boyes, Hammond. In 1917, Ekalaka was declared the seat of newly established Carter County (named, by the way, not for that enterprising barkeep, but for Thomas H. Carter, Montana’s territorial delegate to the U.S. Senate), a land area somewhat larger than the state of Delaware. By this time the county had a public school system, with the high school in town and one-room grade schools strewn about the countryside. In 1920 the courthouse, still in use today, opened.

    Most of the homestead deeds in the county were issued during Woodrow Wilson’s administration. As happened throughout the plains, those boom years quickly turned to bust for many. The paint was barely dry on the new courthouse walls before the county began to seize land for nonpayment of back taxes, gobbling up quarter sections and half sections and then immediately selling them to more prosperous landowners at the bargain rates of two to three dollars an acre. Brokers cashed in on the bargain rates, consolidating land for sale at a quick profit. Meanwhile, the savvier (or luckier) area cattlemen could afford to secure larger tracts of land for their herds—and this was key to their eventual success as ranchers. On rangeland where the Natural Resources and Conservation Service today estimates that every cow/calf pair requires roughly 35 acres of forage, assuming there is the additional acreage available to produce hay for winter feed, those 160- or 320-acre cattle operations were obviously never viable in the first place. During the first two decades of the twentieth century, homesteaders’ cabins had dotted the landscape within sight, or at least an easy walk, of one another. By the close of the 1920s, ranch houses were typically five or more miles apart.

    [image: ]


    Ekalaka, Montana, in 1896. Photo courtesy of the Carter County Museum.

    Sepia photographs from the period, available from the Carter County Museum, eloquently attest to the town’s growth and nascent prosperity at this time. A preboom picture taken in 1896 shows a scattering of buildings on what would become Main Street, the “street” itself being a muddy two-track. A man leads a horse in the distance, and a lone wagon is parked outside what appears to be the livery, where a trio of men are conversing. A later photo of the same view, looking up Main Street and dated September 1914, depicts a far more settled and obviously prosperous town. Businesses line both sides of the wide thoroughfare, which is filled with motor cars, horse-drawn carriages, and an assemblage of nattily dressed pedestrians, socializing and going about their business. A later aerial view, dating to sometime in the 1920s, shows (in addition to the courthouse) side streets and residential neighborhoods fanning out from the business center: a mini-metropolis in the shadow of the rugged Ekalaka Hills.
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    Ekalaka the boomtown, in 1914. Photo courtesy of the Carter County Museum.

    But pictures alone only begin to tell the story of what was going on in this frontier town. Narrative histories written by members of the founding families in the area survive, in a three-volume collection preserved in the museum. They tell stories of hardship and loss, of small joys and major accomplishments, dashed hopes and unanticipated good fortune, and a society populated by colorful, eccentric, and generally upstanding pioneers: hardworking ranchers, dedicated schoolteachers, enterprising businessmen, occasionally rowdy but good-hearted cowboys, and humble churchgoers. All the fairly predictable western themes are there, in other words.

    A rather less sympathetic, but certainly revealing, account was written by Jennie Carlson, a Wisconsin native and graduate of the teachers college in Oshkosh, who moved progressively westward, teaching English and history in high schools in Wisconsin, Minnesota, and South Dakota, and finally landing in Ekalaka in 1921. Three years later, Carlson was elected superintendent of schools, and in that capacity traveled throughout the county, monitoring the progress of its one-room schoolhouses, and accumulating material for the novel—actually, by all accounts, a thinly disguised memoir—that she published in 1952, titled Thru the Dust. Its dedication, “to the beloved people of Carter County, Montana,—May your sins be forgotten,” suggests that Carlson intends to take aim on a culture about which, it appears, she harbored rather mixed feelings.

    In her telling, Ekalaka becomes the town of Cactus, county seat of Gumbo County. (“Gumbo” is Montana slang for the particularly noxious character of the mud around here: an impossibly slick and slippery ooze when wet, it dries to concrete hardness.) Carlson opens her story, set in the 1920s, with a detailed description of the county fair, with excited youngsters decked out in new clothes and shoes, ladies from town and country competing with their best pies and preserves and needlework, milking contests, and a midway complete with a fortune-teller and “a wild man from Africa,” and the central event of the fair, its rodeo, with a robust cast of buckaroos and cowgirls. As dusk falls, people’s thoughts turn to food and drink (especially the latter), and to dance. Here Carlson conveys a less romantic insight into prairie life:

    At such dances as this, the alley is far more interesting than the dance hall. Drunken men are lying among the boxes and garbage reveling in their drunkenness; small boys are creeping about to gather up the empty bottles and drinking anything that happens to be left; and young girls and women are heard cackling as if insane and calling for more moonshine; gambling men are cursing in vile language in the rickety poorly lighted old sheds used for this amusement. As you continue your visit in the alley, the blood in your veins begins to become sluggish; and you wonder if God can find His way to this loathsome den in order to guide your footsteps back to a place where you can think and act like a human being.

    And then there is the county fair’s aftermath:

    The next morning, the Main Street was a gruesome sight. There were bits of broken bottles strewn along the sidewalk, scraps of paper, darkened spots of tobacco juice, and patches of blood—indicating there had been several fights during the night. The dust and sand had accumulated in little mounds in front of the business places. The windows of the stores, banks, and other places were spattered up from the drizzling rain that had fallen during the day. The fruit, toys, and candies on display in the store windows were in a state of disorder; they looked as if the children of the village had played Hop Scotch over them. The people were sauntering up and down the Main Street in the morning looking bedraggled, sleepy, and disinterested in life …

    As Carlson moves into her plot, it quickly becomes clear that Cactus, Montana, is run by scoundrels and corrupt politicians, and while there are a few generally upstanding country folk, the population of Gumbo County primarily consists of charlatans, loose women, and sex-starved ranch hands. Despite her prefatory “Note: The local coloring and characters are truly western; yet, no character is a portrayal of any living person,” older residents of the town today—many of them descendents of those characters from whom Carlson drew inspiration—dismiss Thru the Dust as nothing more or less than mean-spirited gossip. They call it “Through the Dirt.” Undeniably an unflattering portrait of Carter County’s early history, from a literary point of view it is also, and this may be its saving grace for Ekalakians today, virtually unreadable.

    Carter County comes off rather better in one other fictional take on homestead history, Russell Rowland’s In Open Spaces. Rowland’s 2002 novel is loosely based on the story of his homesteading grandparents, amplified by interviews he conducted with descendants of their neighbors in and around the now-defunct community of Albion, in the southern part of Carter County. His tale is at once more fully imagined, and more genuinely evocative of the region’s history, than Carlson’s work. It begins in the same time period, but the bulk of its action occurs during the “dirty thirties” years of national Depression and regional drought, recalled by the narrator, a character named Blake Arbuckle:

    The interesting thing about our county was that by the time the Depression hit, we had already experienced a difficult decade. In the twenties, half the banks in Montana had closed, rainfall had been well below average, livestock and grain prices were down, and many of the honyockers that inundated our little corner of the state had gone against conventional wisdom and used farming methods such as a machine that pounded the ground until the topsoil blew away with the slightest wind. Much of the topsoil in our county was gone before the Depression even started. Because of this, the amateurs, the less dedicated, the disillusioned, were mostly gone by 1929. Most of us who were left were survivors already, so we knew what it took.

    But if we had known in 1929 that the drought was going to last another ten years, we could have set our fields on fire, and shot three quarters of our stock. It would have had the same effect.

    The theme Rowland hits on here, of being a survivor—being tough enough to make it on this unforgiving land, being illusion free when it comes to what one can expect in return from this hard-grass prairie—is both a leitmotif in his novel and an accurate assessment of the way southeastern Montanans continue today to perceive themselves, and to judge one another. Another of his characters says, “This place, this land, it beats the hell out of people. Have you noticed that, Blake? Beats the holy hell out of folks.” I’ve heard the same thing myself, in the Wagon Wheel Café.

    This land, in Rowland’s telling as in the homesteading reminiscences of its real-life residents, has plenty of hell to go around: children die of accidents and disease, farm work is always both tedious and backbreaking and there is always too much of it for it all to get done, machinery seems designed to malfunction, people drift into drunkenness and insanity, families struggle not only to make ends meet but to remain more or less on speaking terms in a world of remote ranches where they are, for the most part and often for interminable stretches of time, the only human society they’ve got … and everyone, in his or her own fashion, struggles to fend off “the loneliness,” that crushing sense of isolation in the face of such vast openness as few places on earth offer in so raw a form as this easternmost fringe of Big Sky Country. And yet, harsh as it can be, this same landscape catches hold of one. Rowland writes:

    In our country, there is a quietness, a silence that surrounds you and fills you up, beating inside like blood until it becomes part of you. The prairie is quiet even during the day, except for the sounds of work—the snort of horses, the clang of a plow’s blade against rock, and the rhythm of hooves pounding the ground. But these sounds drift off into the air, finding nothing to contain them. No echoes.

    … At night, the darkness seems to add to the silence, making it heavier, somehow more imposing. It is a silence that can be too much for some, especially people who aren’t fond of their own company. And it seems that living in such silence makes you think twice before speaking, or laughing, or crying. Because when sounds are that scarce, they carry more weight.

    A sensitive, and perceptive, description here, to be sure. But it may also be the sort of prairie poetry that perhaps only a skilled writer who also happens to be a native of western Montana, and who relocated to San Francisco, can venture more or less convincingly, and without a trace of irony. On the ground, as it were—and perhaps this is what Jen Carlson tried, and failed, to convey in her more amateurish narrative—the people who settled here, and those who lasted, took their cues from nature, for better and for worse. Their psyches could, and often did, become as calloused as their work-hardened hands, and their social interactions as chafed as their wind-chapped lips.

    The population of Carter County peaked at 4,136 in 1930, and has been in decline ever since. A 2005 U.S. Census Bureau estimate put it at 1,320 persons spread out over the county’s 3,340 square miles: this yields the statistical oddity of zero persons per square mile. The cattle population is, however, holding its own: there are 42 beef cows for every human being here. In the 2000 census, the town of Ekalaka’s population had dropped to 410, from a high of 904 in 1950. People whose ranching dreams evaporated in the 1930s and 1940s often moved to town, apparently, before leaving the country entirely.

    Another sepia photo from the Carter County Museum shows Main Street in the late 1930s. Horse-drawn wagons have given way to late-model cars. The street is paved and there are sidewalks. There are electric power lines, and a fire hydrant on one corner. Despite the autos, the photograph conveys the aura of a ghost town in the making. What I found startling, if not altogether surprising, when I first saw this photo is how similar Main Street looks today. It is not entirely as if time has stood still, of course. There are, in fact, fewer businesses in Ekalaka now than there were then.

    For example, there used to be a hardware store, of sorts, on Main Street. It was locally owned, but participated in a national hardware franchise system. Around 1990, store owners from around the country were invited to bring their accounts ledgers to the national convention, where marketing experts would run their numbers and suggest ways they could improve or streamline their merchandising. When Bill, the Ekalaka store owner, had his information fed into the system, the computer spat out a printout declaring that according to its algorithm, his store had gone belly-up in 1927. That probably accounted for his disappointing receipts, of late. Bill finally threw in the towel, and closed the store in the mid-1990s. Gone as well, by then, some of them long gone, were the movie theater, the drugstore, the lumberyard, the farm implements dealer, the clothing/dry goods store, the barbershop, the liquor store, the steak house/supper club, one of two grocery stores, one of two propane dealerships, and two of four saloons.

    In 1932, at the worst of the Great Depression, the median household income in America was $1,500. Adjusted for inflation, that would be around $22,573 today. According to the 2000 Census, the median household income in Carter County was $26,313, with a per capita income of $13,280. Roughly one in five residents of Carter County lives below the poverty line. In per capita terms, this is one of the poorest counties in one of the poorest states in the Union. This isn’t to say that some people, especially some area ranchers, aren’t doing well, and some of them very well, indeed, thanks to a judicious combination of hard work, government subsidies, and a cordial relationship with an understanding banker. But all the same it is difficult to shake the feeling that just as the early twentieth century saw the twilight of homesteading fade to black, scarcely one hundred years later we are observing the last gasps of the High Plains ranch economy, and of the culture that goes along with it.

    A Beautiful Valley at the Edge of the Forest

    A number of Carter County ranchers have sold their places in the last few years. Their motivations were various, and not invariably related to financial distress. But for every ranch sale resulting from retirement or relocation, three or four more have been matters of foreclosure—even the bureaucratic boondoggle otherwise known as the Federal Land Bank catches up with delinquent mortgagees eventually. In rarer cases, the country treasurer has seized property for nonpayment of back taxes, yet another echo of an earlier era.

    [image: ]


    Ekalaka in the late 1930s. Photo courtesy of the Carter County Museum.
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    Ekalaka, summer of 2009. Photo by Mary Stange.

    This, of course, was where Doug and I came in, twenty-odd years ago. The cattleman we bought our place from had been on it since right after World War II. His name, like that of about a quarter of the adult males in southeastern Montana, was Bud. He and his wife Betty had had some good, even prosperous, years here, although their lifestyle was rather more hardscrabble than most. “He’s the last of the old-time cowboys,” one neighbor told us. “Lives on horseback. Never owned a tractor or a chain saw. Always fed his stock in the winter out of a wagon pulled by a team of mules, and cut his firewood by hand.” And, we quickly surmised, depended on the kindness of neighbors to, say, plow him out after a snowstorm. Or else, more frequently—and the reason, no doubt, why Betty and the kids moved to town in winter—Bud just toughed things out, waiting for a break in the weather that was bound to come sooner or later. Like more than a few ranchers, he apparently managed his finances in pretty much the same way.

    By the time we were in a position to be looking at ranch properties, in the late 1980s, Bud was in considerable financial trouble. Some of it was of his own making. Having owned the place free and clear, he took out a mortgage to come up with the money to lease a huge tract of land not far from here, so one of his sons could get set up in ranching on his own. In good economic times, this might have been a sensible, even lucrative, venture: between the income he and his son made off their respective herds, they’d be able to pay back the loan, possibly even cut some profit. But those were not good economic times. The 1980s was the decade that saw, essentially, the collapse of the farm and ranch economy. Land values were nose-diving, to the point where even if all the livestock and the machinery were factored into a farm loan as collateral, it still didn’t cover the outstanding principle on the mortgage. A grim pattern emerged in the national headlines. A failed farmer, in some gritty little town in the Midwest or High Plains, driven to desperation akin to what the original homesteaders must have experienced, but even more impossibly leveraged, would walk into his bank manager’s office, shoot the banker, and then turn the gun on himself. With luck, and a sympathetic claims adjustor, there might be some insurance money for his survivors.

    Bud and Betty’s situation was not quite so dire, although Bud must have suffered his share of anxious moments when he had to fess up to his wife about having mortgaged the ranch without consulting her. They didn’t have any implements to speak of, for collateral, but they did have a nice herd of cows, and a pretty piece of land with a BLM grazing allotment. So the Land Bank was prepared to be patient. These folks were covering the interest on their loan, at any rate.

    But then beef prices went into free fall. There were back-to-back very dry years: open, snow free winters followed by scant spring moisture. And the grasshoppers came, a virtual plague, clouds of them jumping around as if on a hot griddle and stripping prairie grasses to their stems. And so-called Mormon crickets, three-inch-long monsters that look like the kind of bugs that surely would survive a nuclear blast, moved overland in phalanxes, gnawing their way across entire pastures. The alfalfa developed some sort of blight, shriveling away, worthless as forage. None of this could have been planned for. Yet, life being what it is in this part of the country, it all could have been anticipated. The Land Bank began to lose patience. Bud reluctantly put the place up for sale.

    The real estate agent in Miles City, a Wyoming native named Steve, dubbed it the Chalk Buttes Ranch, for advertising purposes. This was the very first ranch property we looked at, in the spring of 1987. It was not love at first sight, at least not for me. Beautiful it was, yes, with the stunning Chalk Buttes rising to the east, and the ranch spanning much of the southern end of a broad valley, its main entrance road swirling down a hillside through ponderosa pine woods. When one rounded a slight curve in the road and came out of the trees, the vista opened out toward sandstone buttes miles distant, and an expanse of rolling sage and grassland carved by seasonal creeks and deeply wooded draws. Three miles down the road, one came to a fairly new log home, a nicely sited, compactly built cabin. To the north and east of the house were groves of Rocky Mountain juniper trees and more mixed-grass prairie. A mile farther down the creek north of the homestead, there was a Quonset pole barn. East of that, more grassland, then a steep canyon that snaked its way toward massive mud buttes. It was undeniably ideal wildlife habitat, with those deep creek beds and draws for whitetails and rugged breaks for mule deer, those broad undulating plains for pronghorn antelope, the forest for turkeys, and hay land for upland birds—Hungarian partridge, sage grouse, sharp-tailed grouse, and maybe with luck, some pheasants.

    But, while we had often hunted in this part of the state, it was not the Montana I had grown to love in the several years we had been calling the Helena Valley home. Montana is a state with a distinctly split personality. The western third of the state is Rocky Mountain high country. It features gorgeous scenery, clear mountain streams and deep blue lakes, lush national forests of towering lodgepole pine and Douglas fir, wilderness areas like the Scapegoat and Bob Marshall, Glacier National Park, and the Greater Yellowstone ecosystem. It is a recreational paradise, with prime hiking, camping, hunting, and fishing minutes, or at most an hour or so, away from just about anywhere. It boasts a few nifty smaller cities—the university towns of Missoula and Bozeman, the state capital of Helena, the historic mining center in Butte, resort communities Kalispell and Whitefish up near Flathead Lake—all with museums and theaters and arts festivals, and places where you could buy a New York Times on the same day it was published, and a cappuccino to sip while you were reading it, before there was a “Pony Espresso” stand in every backwater community. The west, in other words, has long offered something like recognizable culture, to go along with its Big Sky ambience.

    Move east of the Rocky Mountain Front, however, and Montana is quite another story: an inland sea of grassland, sage, craggy breaks and rock-strewn badlands, with a horizon often stretching to infinity. Such forests as there are, are less immediately impressive than the west’s, featuring the ponderosa pine and juniper trees that grow at somewhat lower altitudes, and offering less spectacular vistas. There is one major commercial center, Billings, in the south-central part of the state. East of that, there’s Miles City—“the bucking-horse capital of the world”—and, frankly, not much else. The newspaper of record out here is the Billings Gazette, and the coffee in establishments “where the pot is always on” is generally overcooked and flavorless. Whereas the west tends to skew politically liberal/progressive, the east is rock-ribbed conservative. It is hotter here in the summer, colder in winter, and drier and windier all year round. The west has grizzly bears. The east, rattlesnakes.

    Notwithstanding all these differences, this ranch was indeed a very pretty place. It was remote: twenty-five gravel miles southwest of Ekalaka, and once you got to town, there wasn’t much there, nor was it near to much of anyplace else. But that didn’t bother me so much as the mailbox did—or, more precisely, the fact that the mailbox was five miles from the house. Five miles up the dirt “road” (which was for long stretches nothing more than a two-track), three of those miles on this ranch and the last two out to the county road on an easement across a neighbor’s land.

    “Well,” Doug said, when I raised this concern, “you run every day, anyway. You could just jog up to the get the mail the two days a week it gets delivered.”

    “Ten miles roundtrip, up and then back down something like a nine-hundred-foot rise, just to get some bills and the L. L. Bean catalog? No, dearest,” I said, “I don’t think so.”

    Doug was more taken with the place than I, but he agreed that this was, after all, just the beginning of our search. Over the next several weeks, we traveled around the state, and looked at as many more properties as we could find in our rather modest price range. But there was something about each one that led us back around to that place near Ekalaka. That something generally had to do with one or more factors: neighbors so close as to be in sight; the likelihood of neighboring land being subdivided and developed; a house on or within sight of a public highway; an old, dilapidated, or architecturally ugly house; proximity to a town offering even less than Ekalaka did in the way of conveniences, and farther still from the nearest shopping center or airport.

    Doug was generally the one who drew the negative comparison between a place we’d just visited, and that first ranch we had looked at. I would counter that he just seemed to have his heart set on that Chalk Buttes place. But I also began to realize that I, too, was using that place as a standard against which to judge all the others. I finally admitted this to myself (it would take me a while to get around to admitting it to him) after we quite literally came to a crossroads in our search.

    We had spent the day looking at what had promised, judging by the realtor’s brochure, to be a real treasure. It was called the Buffington Ranch. It was in the Missouri Breaks, overlooking Fort Peck Lake and abutting the Charles M. Russell National Wildlife Refuge, or CMR as it’s called. It had turned out to be a major disappointment. The house, supposedly designed to function as a hunting lodge, was not only devoid of anything like character, it was situated at the dead end of a paved county highway that afforded access to CMR hunting: in effect, the front yard would be a public parking area for hunters’ pickups, and there would be a constant stream of traffic from September into January. The pastures were demarcated by cross fencing that bore no discernable correlation to the patchwork of deeded, BLM, and refuge land that comprised the acreage; this was especially troublesome because wherever CMR land was involved, it carried all sorts of use restrictions. The “lake access” promised in the brochure turned out to be a narrow, rocky, and near-vertical footpath; there was no way to get a boat down there, nor any place to moor one.

    The ranch was in receivership, so any buyer had to act fast, the agent—a very nice guy who bore an uncanny resemblance to the television actor Jamie Farr, of M.A.S.H.—told us. The only reason the bankruptcy court hadn’t sold the place already was that the owner had disappeared, and provided no forwarding address. He did this quite abruptly. One afternoon he was out haying, and at some point he pulled the tractor to a stop, got down from the driver’s seat, and walked away. He didn’t even turn off the ignition; the tractor just sat there idling in the middle of the partially mown hayfield, until it ran out of fuel. It was still there, door of the cab still hanging open. This felt like bad karma, to us.

    After we bade adieu to Corporal Klinger, we decided to stop for a cool drink in the tiny town of Jordan. There we proceeded to have a reasonably vigorous row. We were both hot, we were tired, we were discouraged, and depressed, and hundreds of dry dusty eastern Montana miles from basically anywhere. To be fair, Doug started it. “You know,” he said, opening a Montana state highway map out onto the hood of our Toyota pickup, “we’re only a couple of hundred miles from Ekalaka. We can drive down to Miles City, get a motel room, and call Steve about taking another look at that place tomorrow morning.”

    “Oh, right,” I whined, “the place where the mailbox is five miles from the house.”

    “Do you think you could put that mailbox out of your mind for just once?”

    “How do we know that place is even still on the market? It’s been weeks since we looked at it.” A reasonable question, I thought.

    “Uh, I just know that it is,” he hedged. For some reason, this made me furious.

    “Look, I’m just sick of all this running around, looking at places that have all kinds of problems. We don’t know what we’re getting ourselves into, we don’t know what we’re doing, we probably should have our heads examined for even thinking about buying a ranch in the first place. We both have to be back at school in a couple of weeks and this is a hell of a way to spend the end of summer vacation.” I was weeping by now, partly out of genuine frustration, but mostly for effect. “I want to go home.”

    “All right,” Doug groaned, “let’s get in the truck and get on the road, then.”
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