‘When ITiontana
and [ Were Young’

IMargaret Bell's ITiemoir of a
[forthern Miontana Childhood

I @ meeling of his newly formed Mon-

tana Institute of the Arts in 1947, prob-

ably in Great Falls, Montana, the leg-
endary University of Montana professor H. G.
Merriam was approached by a middle-aged
woman with a manuscript under her arm.
Unlike many professors of creative writing,
Merriam was generous with unpublished writ-
ers. A former Rhodes scholar and founder of
the influential journal Midland and, later, The
Frontier, Merriam had devoted much of his
life to discovering, encouraging, and publish-
ing the work of otherwise unknown writers in
the Northwest. “Out of our soil we grow, and
out of our soil should come expression of our-
selves, living, hating, struggling, failing, suc-
ceeding, desponding, aspiring, playing,




working—being alive,” he had written in an
early edition of The Frontier, arguing for the
writers of the Rocky Mountain West to stop
imitating the literary traditions of the eastern
United States or Europe and to uncover their
own material in their own region. “It is not
cleverness or sophistication or sheer brawn or
realism or romanticism or pessimism or senti-
ment that we want; it is all these—life honestly
seen and felt, and passed through a healthy
imagination.”"

The woman who approached Merriam that
day had certainly seen and felt a great deal of
life. At nearly sixty years of age, her face was
lined and her hair graying to steel, but she
walked like a lifelong horsewoman, with the
straight back and muscle tone of a much

younger woman, the kind of ranch woman
about whom it’s said in the West, “They look
fifty when they’re thirty, and when they’re
eighty, they still look fifty.” Her face, as
Merriam would have noticed, was a contradic-
tion—the stoic looking-into-the-wind features,
the taut mouth that gave little away, and yet
the eyes, magnified and softened behind the
thick lenses of her glasses, revealed the eager-
ness of the would-be writer. Her name, she
said, was Margaret Bell—Peggy Bell—and she
was born in Great Falls in 1888 and lived most
of her life on ranches in Montana and Canada.
The manuscript she carried, with the working
title “When Montana and I Were Young,” was
a memoir of her first eighteen years.

Born in Great Falls, Montana, in 1888 and raised on ranches in
Montana and Canada, Margaret “Peggy”™ Bell wanted to publish
the story of how she survived and succeeded in the face of tough

odds. The following pages describe her failed efforts to see her

book in print during her lifetime and contain her memories of
growing up on a homestead near the town of Sand Coulee.
Below, two unidentified women look out across the country south

of Great Falls where Bell grew up.
Nellie Mcad Huntsberger, photographer, MHS Photograph %




In 1947 Margaret Bell, pictured at age seventy-five
at right, sought help with her manuscript from
University of Montana creative writing professor
H. G. Merriam (below right), who recommended
she collaborate with his protégée, writer Grace
Stone Coates (below center).

Unless otherwise noted, photographs courtesy Cascade

County Historical Society, Great Falls

n her own way, Peggy Bell was as much an
advocate for regional art and literature as was
Merriam himself. What with her scant four years

of formal education, she knew little and |
>

W

probably cared less about a Euro-
pean cultural tradition, but she had ¢
known and admired the cowboy
artist Charles M. Russell from
childhood and shared his love
of prairie landscape, the un-
fenced freedom of the open
range, and the customs of the
lost cattle frontier. She knew
that she had experiences as deep
and tales to tell as valid as any
man’s, but she also knew that she was
up against dimly perceived forces of cul-
ture, gender, and class that silenced women like her-
self and her friend, the self-taught artist Evelyn Cole,
oil painting her stiff murals of cowboys up in Chinook,
Montana.? Peggy Bell probably had never heard of femi-
nism in 1947 and would have disdained it if she had,
but she was certain of a couple of things—first, that
she had survived her childhood in spite of the abuse
inflicted upon her from a man’s world, and second, that
she had grown up to be a better cowhand than most
men she had known. She was determined to get her
life story told.

By all later accounts, Peggy Bell was an engaging
raconteur whose humor and natural sense of storytelling
could keep an audience entertained for hours. On that
first meeting, H. G. Merriam probably was attracted
by her wit, but he also would have been struck by her
background, recognizing that her unique and absolutely

authentic material grew “out of our soil.” He introduced
Peggy to his friend Joseph Kinsey Howard, the Great
Falls newspaperman and author of the acclaimed Mon-
tana: High, Wide, and Handsome. More importantly

for the eventual outcome of her memoir, he also put

1. H.G. Merriam, “Endlessly the Covered Wagon,” reprinted in
The Years and the Rain: A Biography of Dorothy M. Johnson, by Steve
Smith (Missoula, Mont., 1984), 35.

2. Margaret Bell’s notes and letters regarding Evelyn Cole, ms.
5, folder 4, box 1, Margaret Bell-Dobin Papers, accession 89.156,
Cascade County Historical Society, Great Falls, Montana.

2

her in touch with his
protégée, a poet and writer
of short fiction who lived in
the tiny community of Mar-
tinsdale, Montana, named
Grace Stone Coates, who
Merriam thought might be able
to help Peggy Bell rewrite and
revise her memoir for publication.
At first the Bell-Coates

collaboration seemed to go well.

K. Ross Toole Archives,
Mansfield Library, University of
Montana, Missoula
Coates invited Bell to stay with her in her Martinsdale
home while they worked together on Bell’s book. “She
spent the past month with me, and we got something
done on her projected book,” Coates wrote to Merriam.
“We are both tough, so we survived the close associa-
tion in an inconvenient, non-modern house.” But the
going was hard. After their month of intensive work,

Bell went home to Great Falls.

Coates’s interest in Bell’s manuscript continued,
however. In May 1949 she wrote to Bell, apparently in
response to an advance offered to Bell by Harper’s:

Would you consider coming over here again for a
month, say? I know I was upset and nervous when
you were here before, and probably disagreeable;

3. Grace Stone Coates to H. G. Merriam, November 7, 1947, in
the collection of Lee Rostad. Lee Rostad, a friend of Grace Stone
Coates, was instrumental in bringing Margaret Bell’s story to light.
In the mid-1990s, Rostad received a phone call from a friend who
had found a box of Coates’s papers. Among letters and other scraps
of writing, Rostad found a book-length carbon copy of a manuscript
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but that was because I had one idea in mind (not to
let you be a household drudge) and you had an-

other (not to let me be.)*

In September of that year, Coates wrote again to
Merriam:

Mrs. Bell is a fine woman. . . . But she is deter-
mined and headstrong, and in spite

Falls in 1888 to a cowboy and a nineteen-year-old ho-
tel waitress. Although the town had been platted some
five years earlier, in 1888 Great Falls was still a raw
village where families who wanted fresh milk kept a cow
and grazed her with the town herd. One of Peggy’s
earliest memories was of chasing her family’s milk cow
until her legs gave out. Knowing that her stepfather

would beat her for losing the cow, she

of my expressed opinion that she
whould [sic] wait about submitting
her mss until she had it as perfect as
she knew how to make it, she let
Howard send it to his publishers, and
others.®

And that was that, at least for the
collaboration. Peggy Bell apparently
never availed herself of the invitation

to spend another month in Grace Stone
Coates’s house, although correspon-
dence between the two women contin-
ued sporadically until at least 1957.

But Bell never stopped trying to get =
her story told. Her letters and papers
contain a sad litany of near misses, of
publishers who might have but some-
how did not make her an offer for her
book. Over the years she lost the type-
script of the manuscript she and Coates
had labored over during summer 1947,
so in her old age she started over. In a
nursing home herself, with the help of
aretired schoolteacher, she rewrote her
entire memoir and added it to her mas-
sive magpie stack of letters, clippings,
essays, and keepsakes. She died on September 19,1982,
at the age of ninety-four.

What is it about Peggy Bell’s memoir, I have asked
myself, that has lured so many—H. G. Merriam, Jo-
seph Kinsey Howard, Grace Stone Coates, the retired
schoolteacher, and finally me—to devote hours and
months bringing it to light? Why should this story be
heard?

To begin, readers will find in When Montana and 1
Were Young a unique documentation of frontier child-
hood in Montana and Canada during the twilight of
the cattle frontier and the beginning of the homestead
movement that eventually would transform Montana.
Statehood was still a year ahead for Montana Terri-
tory when Peggy was born as Margaret Olson in Great

that she thought might be the manuscript that Coates referred to in
her letters to Merriam, and she contacted me with her hunch. Rostad’s
meticulous research established that Peggy Bell was indeed a real
person and uncovered information about Bell’s life that verified the

One of Bell’s earliest memories
was of fearing her stepfather’s
wrath for losing the family milk

cow and being rescued by a young
Charlie Russell who brought the
cow home and gave her his own
picket rope.

despaired, but was rescued by a young
Charlie Russell, who brought her and
her cow home and gave her his own
picket rope. Peggy experienced home-
steading firsthand after her family
moved from Great Falls to a claim near
Sand Coulee when she was about six.

Second, the book is written from a
viewpoint unique among women’s fron-
tier narratives, which typically describe
the landscape and the living conditions
from the point of view of a cultivated new-
comer—say, the points of view of Isabella
Bird Johnson, Mary Hallock Foote, or
Mary Austin. A good comparison in time
and place with When Montana and I
Were Youngis Nannie Alderson’s A Bride
Goes West, which describes the narrator’s
shock and disillusionment when, as a
young bride from Virginia, she came to
live on a cattle ranch in eastern Montana
in the 1880s. Peggy Bell, on the other
hand, born a generation later than Nannie
Alderson, writes not as a shocked out-
sider, but from her own center.

Born and raised on the prairie,
Peggy is incurious about the world beyond her own
and never yearns after a different life in a different place.
Hard work is what she knows and expects; in fact, she
is proud of how hard and how competently she can
stack hay, for example, or seed wheat. She fears coy-
otes in packs and the wrath of her stepfather, Hedge
Wolfe, but she loves animals and open spaces, and when
she daydreams, it is about escaping Hedge and own-
ing a good horse and a ranch of her own with plenty of
feed and water for her cattle. She never whines, never
pities herself, never asks more than the chance to stand
on her own feet without being brutalized. Peggy’s mat-
ter-of-fact descriptions of the mistreatment she suffered
at the hands of her stepfather, described in the excerpt
that follows, underscore her tenacity.

accuracy of details in the memoir and provided facts about her later
life.

4. Grace Stone Coates to Margaret Bell, May 30, 1949, ibid.

5. Grace Stone Coates to H. G. Merriam, September 16, ibid.




HAdjusting seemed fo be the order of the fimes.
Fort Benton, the great distribution center, the head of
navigation for the vast Montana Territory as well as
Canada, was fast losing out to the incoming railroads,
which in turn were putting the big freighting outfits
out of business. Most of the freighters had met the
riverboats at Fort Benton and picked up the freight and
hauled it overland by horse and wagon to the various
towns in the Territory and Canada, and when the
freighters went out of business, there was no longer
much demand for horses. As a result, the two horse
ranches south of Great Falls went out of business. Tom
Carter owned one and old Major Fields owned the
other.

Father went to work for a short time breaking horses
for the owner of a livery stable, who was doing a big
business locating for homesteaders. During the winter
when work was slack, Father was often told to help the
livery stable boys clean the stable and haul hay when it
was needed. This kind of work irked Father, because
after all he was a full-fledged cowboy who had served
his apprenticeship a long time ago. When spring came,
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he was off looking for a riding job of any kind.

He found a job once in a while, breaking a horse or
two for a rancher or maybe just taking the rough off
some old horses who needed breaking again after a rest,
but these jobs barely kept him in spending money. He
never had any money to give Mother and often stayed
away from home for that reason. To make a long story
short, he turned to gambling. In the saloon atmosphere,
he began to drift lower and lower, morally and finan-
cially, until Mother could no longer stand the embar-
rassing gossip that came to her almost every day. She
finally divorced him and accepted full responsibility
for my care and support. . . .

I don’t know how much later Mother met Hedge
Wolfe, a sturdy young Canadian wrestler who was caus-
ing quite a sensation in our little town by betting any
man fifty dollars that he couldn’t give him a hold and
then throw him on his back. Hedge was so quick and
experienced that he seldom lost to anybody.

My earliest recollections of him are a blur, but of
one of his visits I am sure. It was my first awareness of
the man who became my stepfather. Mother was still

Bell’s father was a poor provider and her mother divorced him when Bell was very young. She remembered first meeting the
man who became her stepfather, Hedge Wolfe, in Great Falls’s Park Hotel, pictured below in 1898, where her mother worked
and they both lived. “His scowl frightened me,” she wrote, “and I stood staring over my mother’s shoulder with jealous
resentment, while his pale cold eyes looked into mine with malice.”

!
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After Bell’s mother married Wolfe, the family moved to the coal mining town of Sand Coulee, shown above circa 1905, where

Wolfe occasionally worked in the mines. “Mother was much in favor of the homesteading plan,” Bell recounted. “If Hedge got

out on a ranch, he might stop gambling. In the meantime [Mother] could keep the boardinghouse going to earn money” for a
house, livestock, and farming equipment for the homestead.

working and living in the Park Hotel, and she had
bathed me. I even remember the glycerin soap that she
used because it looked transparent and so much like
candy that I tasted it. I was standing on a chair in front
of the mirror while Mother dressed me and combed
my hair, and I was completely happy.

There was a rap on the door. Mother opened it and
a stranger entered. Mother turned from me to him. She
seemed to be very happy. The stranger came nearer. I
tugged at Mother to make her turn back to me and got
a stern scowl from the invader. I stamped my foot at
him, which seemed to aggravate him more. His scowl
frightened me, and I stood staring over my mother’s
shoulder with jealous resentment, while his pale cold
eyes looked into mine with malice.

Mother continued 10 wWork at the Park Hotel until
shortly before my first little half sister, Beck, was born.
From then on her life would be just a series of moves.
But she was deeply in love with Hedge and completely
in his power until her death at age twenty-eight, when
my third half sister, Rose, was still a baby. It is one of
the unsolved mysteries of my life how she could have
loved such a man.

Shortly after marrying Hedge, Mother used her little

savings to buy a gentle team of horses, a buckboard,
and a set of double harness. She didn’t have enough
money to pay for it all, but the man she bought them
from knew her well and let her debt go on Jaw Bone, as
they used to say. Hedge promptly decided to take the
team and make a trip back across the Line, as going to
Canada was called in those days. He told her he would
make some money boxing or wrestling. By this time
Mother was expecting a baby and begged him not to
go, but he promised to be back soon. She waited and
waited for him to at least write a letter, but none came.

Finally Mother sent a train ticket to her mother, who
had just arrived in New York from Ireland. When
Mother explained her circumstances, Grandma Travers
lost no time, and both she and the new baby arrived
before Hedge did. . . .

Hedge must have come home broke when he finally
did arrive. He was in an ugly mood, more surly than
ever, and angry because Grandma was with us. It was
Grandma’s first experience with Hedge, and she never
got over it. She and Uncle Mike talked afterward how
Hedge treated Mother so harshly that she was afraid to
ask for the money she needed. Then he would make her
so miserable that she would be quick to give him money
when he asked for it, to get back in his good graces.




The evening he came home, I made a mad dash for
the door with one arm in my coat, but Grandma called
me back and said, “I want to see if the stage brought us
a letter from your Uncle Mike. He’s coming to see us
and get your Grandma a homestead of her own. Now
get your bonnet, and don’t run down the stairs, you
might fall and get hurt.” . ..

Hedge had sold Mother’s gentle little team while he
was in Canada and spent or gambled away the money.
But still she gave him ten dollars so he could go to look
for work in Sand Coulee. Jim Hill owned the coal mines
in Sand Coulee at that time, and the little coal camp
was booming, with gambling wide open and money
flowing like water through the saloons on payday.
Hedge knew this, which was why he was so anxious to
get there. . ..

Hedge got a job hauling coal for Sam Dean, who
had a little mine near Sand Coulee. Sam said that Hedge
could use one of his big wagons, and Hedge bought a
team of old plugs to do the job until he could afford a
good heavy team. . . .

Of course Hedge quit his job in the mines for the
usual thousand reasons. The straw boss was a son of a
bitch, the barn boss always gave him the worst mules
to drive, and so on. He wasn’t going to skin mules, he
was going to file on the homestead that Mike had told
him about.

Mother was much in favor of the homesteading plan.
If Hedge got out on a ranch, he might stop gambling.
In the meantime she could keep the boardinghouse [in
Sand Coulee] going to earn money for a few horses and
cattle to get started with and a wagon and harness.
Above all, she wanted a warm log house. She made
plans with the carpenters who boarded with her, ex-
plaining just how she wanted her house built.

“It will be a good place to raise the children,” she
told Grandma.

Shorty Shope, untitled pen and ink, MHS Museum, Helena
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“But my child, that all takes money,” Grandma
warned.

“Yes, but I am making more money than I ever made
before. With the mines working steady, we can soon
have enough to get started.”

Mother and Hedge filed on the land, and she man-
aged to have a good two-story log house built on it.
She also bought three nice young mares from Tom
Carter, who always ate at her boardinghouse when he
came to town and gave her advice on ranching. He
looked after the mares until she got settled, branded
the colts with his brand, and gave her a bill of sale.
Mother also bought eight head of good two-year-old
heifers at a reasonable price. Mr. Carter branded her
heifers for her, too. That made nine head of cattle,
counting the old milk cow she had had to buy when
she took over the boardinghouse.

She overworRed constantly and finally grew so sick
that she had to offer the boardinghouse for sale. It was
some time before she found a buyer, and then she had
to take two yearling colts and an old lumber wagon in
part payment. The worst of the deal was that the buyer
insisted that she leave him her good cookstove. By the
time the sale was completed, Mother collapsed. Uncle
Mike came and took her out to his ranch where she
could rest while Grandma took us kids in hand again.

While Mother was trying to get back on her feet,
Hedge was supposed to move everything from the
boardinghouse and have the ranch house ready for
us. ...
When he was ready to go to Great Falls, Mother
gave him money to buy the cookstove and a few other
little things she needed. He took me with him, in case
a tug came unhooked or something on the wagon broke
or got lost off because he wouldn’t dare take any chances
on relaxing his hold on the lines with that team. They
made that old lumber wagon rattle over the rough prai-
rie! [ sat in the bottom of the wagon box, and what a
Jjousting I got before Bess and Mollie were winded and
calmed down.

In Great Falls Hedge drove into the hay market,
unhitched the horses, put hackamores on them, and
tied them to the wagon wheel. He told me to pick up
hay and put it in the wagon box for them but to be
careful not to scare them or they’d break loose.

Bell’s mother worked hard to provide a two-story log house
and a few horses and cows, but her stepfather squandered
both money and possessions—as Bell aptly illustrates with
the story of his trip to buy a cookstove. He returned with
neither stove nor her mother’s money and became abusive
when her relatives gave them an old one.
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Bess and Mollie were fresh off the range and didn’t
care much for the trampled hay I could pick up, but as
the day wore on, they would take a nibble now and
then. I wished I could climb up to the wagon box, but
I was afraid of scaring the team, so I sat on the wagon
tongue and waited hour after hour until it was dark.
All the teams but ours had gone from the market. I knew
the horses must need water, because they had been too
warm to drink when we pulled in. I wasn’t thirsty my-
self because I could drink at the horse watering trough,
but I was hungry and wished Hedge would come back
and bring me something to eat.

Once a man with a load of hay talked to me when he
put his team in the barn. He came back with some
doughnuts and an apple and asked me if I didn’t want
to go to the hotel where it was warm. He would leave a
note for my stepfather, telling him where I was. But I
was afraid Hedge wouldn’t like it. I kept wondering
whether Hedge had bought the stove.

He hadn’t. He came back without a single thing—
except two slices of buttered bread for me. He must
have had his supper at the Farmer’s Hotel, where food
was served family style and a customer could help him-

self to as much as he wanted for twenty-five cents. . . .

Hedge waited the next day until Uncle Mike had
gone to work, and then he took me with him to Mike’s
place and told Mother to bundle up her duds and get
home. She could look after the baby all right, he said,
and he was afraid to have all that grub in the house

. with nobody to look after it. When Mother asked him

whether he had bought the stove, I got scared and went
outside.

Grandma tried to persuade Hedge to let Mother stay
a few days longer, but he insisted that she leave right
away. Grandma could not come with her because she
was on a confinement case. She did her own house-
work early, walked a mile and a half to the neighbor’s
house, bathed the baby, made the beds, put the house
in order, baked bread and prepared whatever food was
on hand, then came home to do her own evening chores,
bringing the cows along with her as she came, then
milking them, feeding the calves and chickens, and
preparing supper for Uncle Mike. There was plenty of
work at Uncle Mike’s, but he and Grandma were happy.

Mother must have been eager to get settled in her
own new home that she had looked forward to for so

The presence of Bell’s maternal grandmother and uncle Mike Travers (below) on a nearby homestead made life
somewhat better for Bell, her mother, and her three half sisters, but her stepfather resented his wife’s family
and took his hostility out on his wife and daughters.
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