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PREFACE

As we grow up, our lives are influenced by many people in

one way or another. Almost everyone can point to a relative

or a friend who has touched his or her life in a special way,

even if for only a brief period of time. I point to my great

grandfather, Ralph H. Olson.

I remember sitting on my great-grandfather's lap eating

ice cream and watching Leave it to Beaver and My Three Sons,

two of his favorite television programs. I remember him

patiently teaching me how to shoot pool, something he did 

left-handed. Given that I am right-handed, people find it odd

that I shoot pool left-handed, like my great-grandfather.

Whatever the circumstance, he was always there with a pat on

the back or a kind word.

Equally vivid in my memory is the day that my great

grandfather died. I was still a small child, not quite five 

years old. However, I will never forget wondering why 

everyone at my house rushed over to Grampa 0's during the

middle of the Orange Bowl. For a while I did not understand 

where my great-grandfather had gone. What I did know is that

I missed him. I missed him immediately after he died and I

miss him still today.
vii



Even though this work is not a full biography of Ralph*
Olson's life, I have written it about him and the kind of life

he experienced working a small farm as a young man. His life 

experiences during the 1920s and 1930s, as related to me by

his wife and his daughter, my great-grandmother and my

grandmother, have been invaluable to me in two ways. Not only

have they given me a starting point in my look at the

Kalispell area in the thirties, but they have also given me a

much clearer picture of who and what my great-grandfather was

and continues to be in the minds of those who knew him.

My youngest cousin, Harrison, has always regretted not

knowing Grampa 0. I hope this work will give him a better

understanding of his great-grandfather. However, the poem

written by his daughter upon his death is the best description

of Ralph Olson for which anyone could ask. And so, my

grandmother's poem, and this thesis, exist in memory of my

great-grandfather.

"Wait A Bit"

When I was just a child and growing up was hard, I'd 
store up each day's tragedies for Dad soon as he'd come 
in the yard.

No matter what the problem, no matter how many tears,
I always knew what Dad would say, he'd said it for many 
years. "Wait a bit!"

"Wait a bit," just "Wait a bit, it's just fine, 
you'll see."
And Dad was right, I'd "Wait a bit," and the answers 
would come to me.

viii



As time passed by and I grew up with a family of my 
own,
Dad was still there when I needed him and his "Wait a 
bit" entered my home.

His patience would astound me, his gentleness so 
profound.
When anyone had a problem they'd say, "Call Ralph, 
he'll come around."

He'd fix a pump or mend a fence or wipe away a tear.
His pay, a cup of coffee and a thank you--he did this 
year after year.

I know at times we all wonder and question the plan 
of life.
Our faith can wrongly falter as we meet each day's 
stress and strife.

But there's one thing I know for certain when Dad comes 
to Heaven's Gate.
He won't be asked to "Wait a bit," he'll be told, "Come 
on in Ralph, you're late."

Colleen Olson Pepe 
January 1, 1979

♦
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FAMILY TREE (PARTIAL)

Gilbert Olson - 
1872-?

Mary Luebke 
1882-1973 
(also m. ?
Everett & Edward 

Anderson)

Millard Sager 
1880-1974 

(also m. Ellen 
Bratset)

Ruth Leona Barnes 
1889-1932

I I I
Myrtle Ralph— Eva

1902-19791
Clarence Clifford Velma— 

1910-

I
Edwin Ila

I
I

Colleen Olson
1932-

- Tony Pepe 
1929-

Valli—Robert Holston 
1950- |
(also m. Richard 
Ostrem)

I
Melanie—Steve Matthews 
1953- |

(also m. Alex 
Parkhurst)

I
I

Ralph—Holly Pack 
1954-

Chris
1977-

Harrison
1979-

I
Megan
1974-

I I
Melissa—Shay Evanoff Lindsy
1976- 1976-

(both Megan and Melissa 
took the Pepe surname after 
their parents were divorced)

I I

Figure 2.
A partial family tree of the author's ancestors 
included in this theses. Compiled with family 
records.
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Figure 3.
Ralph H. Olson as a teenager. 
Pepe Family Collection.

vxn



*



Figure 6.
Farming at the 
Olson homestead. 
Pepe Family 
Collection.
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Figure 7.
Above: the Olson homestead.
Below left: Ralph Olson hunting rabbits. 
Below right: Ralph practicing with his lasso. 
Pepe Family Collection.
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Dry land farming in eastern Montana became more difficult 

after 1916. In 1917, the stage was set for the next 23 years

when drought settled in on the highline. Not only did Ralph

and his family fight the lack of rain, but they also battled 

grass fires, gophers, grasshoppers, hail, and high winds.8 In 

his later years Ralph told of a tornado that swept through

northeast Montana. The high winds drove wheat straws into the

side of the Olsons' house like nails into a board. The

tornado also picked up an outbuilding and set it down unharmed 

in a nearby field.1’ Harsh conditions prevailed in eastern 

Montana well into the 1930s, making the Plentywood area one of 

the least hospitable places in the state.11

Due to the desolate conditions, Ralph quickly discovered

that he could not support his family by farming alone. Even 

though it would mean leaving his family and the farm, Ralph

tried to enlist in the army at the onset of World War I.

However, his hopes were dashed when he was told that he was

too young. Realizing that his father's smuggling activities

had been improper, he began to work at legitimate jobs in 

addition to tending the farm. The summer of 1919 found Ralph 

working on a threshing crew moving with the harvests from

Kansas to Montana. Upon his return, Ralph's own crops were
ready to harvest. Throughout the 1920s, Ralph kept himself

busy with jobs off the farm. He worked in a Butte coal mine, 

spent a season on a sugar beet farm near Billings, hustled

8



• pool in Opheim and Dagmar, rode in rodeos, and served as

constable in Culbertson and Scobey. Wherever there was money

to be earned, Ralph was there working so his family could 

comfortably survive.12

This description may make Ralph's life seem rather grim. 

However, not all was bad. The Olsons experienced a short 

period of relative prosperity during, and shortly after. World 

War I. Wheat prices climbed steadily and demand was high due 

to the war in Europe. The average price for a bushel of wheat 

was as high as $2.25 in 1920, making it easy to sell.13 These 

inflated prices did not stay long, though. Within a few years

of the end of the war, Europe started producing farm goods 

again and the U.S. accepted commodities for payment of war

debts. Thus, demand was no longer high and America's

surpluses were not being exported for three reasons. First,

international demand was low. Second, many foreign countries

instituted high protective tariffs. Third, Canada, Australia,

and Argentina became powerful competitors on the international 

grain market as their low-cost lands were developed. As a 

result, commodities prices fell drastically.14 In 1921, a 

bushel of wheat was on average worth less than half of what it

had been the year before. Ralph received a mere $1.10 for a
• bushel and lost over half his yearly income from wheat in just 

one year.15

9
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Figure 8.
Ralph Olson's photo (second from right) and 
labor card from his work in a Butte coal mine. 
Pepe Family Collection.
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Not only did prices fall rapidly after World War I, but 

the drought, which began in 1917, was predominant throughout

Montana. Because of the dry weather cycle, Montana was

experiencing a depression while the rest of the nation was

rebounding from the post-World War I recession by 1922. The

state could do little to help struggling farmers like Ralph

Olson simply because it lacked the necessary tax base and so 

no funds were available.16 At the federal level, the Wilson 

administrations did virtually nothing.17 Locally, an energetic 

Communist movement arose to campaign for economic change

through the leadership of the Producer's News and its editor,

Charles E. "Red Flag" Taylor. The radical movement did not 

last long, however.11 It was not until the mid-twenties, when 

rainfall was adequate, that Montana made a short-lived

comeback. However,, by 1928-9, Montana's highline was once 

again experiencing severe drought conditions.

Given the depression Montana experienced in the 1920s, it 

is no wonder that some 11,000 families left the state during 

this time.19 In the ten-year period beteen 1920 and 1930, the 

population of Sheridan County, where Ralph and his family 

lived, dropped from 13,847 to 9,869.29 The Olsons were not 

among the out-migration. They spent that decade working very 

hard, adjusting to the drought, and, as far as Ralph was

concerned, growing into a man.

12



It was a mature Ralph Olson who traveled southwest toa
Miles City with his brother, Clarence, and two friends, Chet 

Sykes and Carl Lassiter. Always looking to make an extra 

dollar or two, the four bought a herd of horses. Few people 

were actually buying horses in eastern Montana at that time; 

most simply did not have the money to do so. Ralph and his 

partners hoped to find a profitable market for their horses 

even though times were tough economically. They believed the 

Flathead Valley to be such a place because horses were in 

demand for use in the lumber industry. They also realized

that the drought was not as severe in northwestern Montana and 

that people in the Flathead had slightly more money to spend 

than did people on the drought-stricken highline.21

Unfortunately, the horses were so footsore after the long

journey from Miles City that they could not be sold, and

Ralph's horse-buying venture ended in financial failure. He

and his partners decided they must set the horses free, as

they were losing money simply trying to sell them. Unsure of

what to do next, Ralph, Clarence, Chet, and Carl found

themselves forced onto the fireline of the Half Moon fire near

Columbia Falls. It was hot, brutal, and dangerous work, but

it was also a source of much-needed income. Ralph did not

realize at the time that, by fighting the Half Moon fire, he

was taking his first step toward finding love and creating a

new home.

13
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CHAPTER TWO

A NEW HOME

By the time I reached the North Fork Road I could see a 
large cloud of smoke a great distance to the south. The 
cloud rapidly got larger and darker. Within a couple of 
hours it had taken on a really ominous appearance with a 
huge cloud of steam showing above the smoke. Even at 
that distance I could see huge flames above the fire rise 
several hundred feet in the air.1

The Half Moon fire of 1929. Burning approximately 

100,000 acres, it was one of the worst forest fires in the 

history of the Flathead Valley. Due to the hot, dry, windy 

conditions prevalent in the Flathead that summer, a spark that 

was given off on August 16, 1929 by an engine at the State

Lumber Mill between Whitefish and Columbia Falls quickly

ignited the surrounding area and signaled the beginning of the 

Half Moon fire.2 The billowing clouds of smoke were easily 

seen from many miles away, both on the valley floor and in the

surrounding mountains. Few people in the Flathead Valley were 

untouched by the consequences of the fire. In addition to the

loss of trees and, thus, lumbering jobs, the valley was choked

with smoke for almost six weeks. Among the people who felt

the impact of the fire was Ralph Olson.
Ralph came to the Flathead Valley within a day or two of 

the start of the fire. Ralph was a witness to the initial 

stages of the fire as he traveled through Bad Rock Canyon with

16



his brother, Clarence, two friends, and their herd of footsore

horses. After being in Columbia Falls for only two or three 

days, the men were conscripted to fight the Half Moon fire as 
it raced out of control up the slopes of Teakettle Mountain.3 

Ralph was walking down a smoke-filled street in Columbia Falls

when he was handed a shovel and whisked off to the fireline on

Teakettle.

Fighting the Half Moon fire was brutal

work. The tinder-dry trees were engulfed

Teakettle Mountain exploded in fire and smoke.

and dangerous

in flames as

Fire research

specialist H.T. Gisborne explains a phenomenon common on

Teakettle during the fire.

Ordinarily the front of a forest fire advances like 
troops in skirmish formation, pushing ahead faster here, 
slower there, according to the timber type and fuels, but 
maintaining a practically unbroken front. Even when 
topography, fuels, and weather result in a crown fire, 
the sheet of flames leaps from one tree crown to the next 
at a relatively slow rate, from one-half to one mile an 
hour. But when such "runs" throw spots of fire ahead of 
the advancing front, the spots burn back to swell the 
main front and add to the momentum of the rising mass of 
heat. Literally, a "blowup" of the front of the fire may 
then happen.4

"Blowups" on the fire line and exploding trees convinced some

men to take their chances elsewhere. Many deserted the fire,

heading north to Canada. According to one account, "when they

would hear a truck or automobile coming they would scurry

behind brush or trees at the roadside. They were terrified of

17



being sent back to the fire."5 Ralph Olson, however, did not 

desert. He continued to fight fire and smoke until the end of

September, when the fire was finally put out.

Despite the horrors of the Half Moon fire, there was

something about the Flathead Valley that appealed to Ralph 

Olson. The towering mountains, forested foothills, and

fertile farmland of the Flathead were much different than the

area surrounding his eastern Montana home in Plentywood. But

more importantly, life in the valley seemed more promising 

compared with the difficult conditions Ralph had experienced 

in his life thus far. In a time when drought and depression

had been a way of life for Montanans since World War I, young

Ralph Henry Olson decided to stay and begin a new life through

what would become a further 12 years of economic hardship for

Montana farmers.

The central focus of Ralph's new home was Flathead Lake;

"a lake that [could] captivate with its natural beauty and

serenity one moment and terrify with tempestuous, foaming rage 

a short time later, sometimes in a matter of minutes."8 

Although the Kootenai and Flathead tribes had occupied the

sometimes turbulent shores of Flathead Lake for hundreds of

years, most histories of the area focus on the discovery and

settlement of the valley by white men. Spurred by the fur

trade begun in 1812 by the Northwest Fur Company (later

carried out by the Hudson's Bay Company) and by the

18



w development of the lumber industry, the Northern Pacific

railroad built a line from Missoula around the west side of 

Flathead Lake in 1883.7 The first people to settle in 

Kalispell came primarily because of the lumber industry and 

because of the jobs the railroad provided. Kalispell, which 

became the largest town in the valley, officially began its

life in 1891 with the help of entrepreneurs such as Charles E. 

Conrad and Colonel A. A. White.8 By 1893, 2,500 people had

come to live and work in Kalispell.9 Seventeen years later, 

in 1910, logging was still the primary focus of the area;

however, farming and dairying had grown with the influx of 

people to become almost as important as cutting down trees.18

The development of the Flathead Valley into a rich 

agricultural area was not an easy one. Only limited areas of

Flathead County were actually suitable for farming. A 1936 

study conducted by the Montana Agricultural Experiment

Station, the Resettlement Administration, and the Works

Progress Administration found that

Most of the soils in this county were formed under a 
coniferous timber cover and belong to various groups of 
brown and grey forest soils. Generally they have a 
comparatively low productive capacity. Soils developed 
under a grass cover, such as found in the vicinities of 
Kalispell and Creston and local areas near Whitefish, 
have a good productive capacity and are well adapted to

• the production of forage and small grain crops.11

The study concluded that Flathead County was best suited for 

diversified farming and livestock ranching, with the best 
soils located just east of Kalispell.12 What science knew in
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1936, residents of Flathead County knew much earlier based 

solely on experience. One of these experienced residents was

Millard Sager.
Mobility had characterized the Sagers' way of life for 

over 200 years, especially in describing how the Sagers came 

to own their diversified farm. Millard and his parents,

Israel and Anna Sager, traveled from Gordon, Nebraska, to 

homestead in Rollins, located south of Kalispell on Flathead

Lake, in 1906. Millard married Ruth Leona Barnes in 1909 and 

then returned to Gordon, where their daughter, Velma, was born

on January 2, 1910. The young Sager family stayed in Nebraska

for two or three years before Montana and the homestead pulled

them back. However, a few years after they returned to

Rollins, Millard and Ruth Leona sold their share of the

homestead and moved to Kalispell, since it would be more

convenient for Velma to attend school. The new homesite was

situated on 20 acres just east of Kalispell, as the local 

phone book describes it, "[right] near old pumping station."14

From their small farm some years later, the Sagers

watched with fear and excitement as the Half Moon fire raged

only 20 miles to the north. As nineteen-year-old Velma 

eagerly followed the progress of the fire by reading the Daily

Interlake and by watching from her back porch, she had no idea

her future husband was risking his life for a valley he was 

just beginning to consider his home.15

20



Like Velma, Ralph could not have known that he was soon

to meet his true love. Once the Half Moon fire was put out,

Ralph was hired as a ranch hand on the Sales Ranch west of 

Kalispell. Because the grueling days on the fire crew were 

over, Ralph and Clarence were able to enjoy more of the social 

events in the Flathead Valley. Their social life included

playing cards and pool, dining with friends, and going to 

"talkies," rodeos, baseball games, and dances.11 Ralph and 

Clarence opted for dances more often than not, either at a

grange hall or a private home. In both instances, the dances

were advertised in the local newspapers and open to the

public. Their popularity was evident by the number of dances

advertised in the Daily Interlake. Any edition of the paper

could contain three, four, and sometimes seven different 

advertisements for dances being held over the weekend.17 At 

some dances, a Victrola would be rolled out and people would

dance to records into the small hours of the morning. At the

first-class functions, people would dance to live music. It

was to this kind of dance that Ralph and Clarence went on a

night in late September, 1929.

When Clarence and Ralph walked into the dance that night,

both noticed that the band included a piano. Clarence was

captivated by the young woman playing it. Her name was Velma 

Sager--the same Velma Sager who had anxiously followed the 

progress of the Half Moon fire. Clarence managed to dance

21



with Velma once or twice that evening, and Clarence was in

love by the next morning. During the next few weeks, Ralph 

and Clarence sought out the dances where Velma was playing 

piano. After two or three weeks, Clarence realized that he 

was not winning Velma's heart. He became aware that Ralph and

Velma were in love with each other as the two shared a dance

one evening. Velma's heart had not been won by Clarence, but 

by his brother. Naturally, Clarence was extremely angry with 

Ralph--so angry that he started a fistfight with his brother. 

After a few punches had been thrown, Clarence understood that

Velma's decision was made. She loved Ralph, not him. He 

could only say to Velma, "You only like him because he's a 

fancy dancer and I'm not!"18

Not long after the fight at the dance hall, Ralph and

Velma decided to get married. With the help of Millard and

Ruth Leona, they set the date for December 21, 1929. As the 

day of the wedding approached, Ralph realized he had nothing

decent in which to be married. His attempt to save money for

a suit failed and, on the day before the wedding ceremony,

Ralph still did not have the proper attire. He had three

options: he could get married in his work clothes, he could

try to borrow a suit, or he could try to win the money for a

suit. Ralph chose the latter. However, instead of sitting in 

on a barroom poker game, Ralph decided to put his boxing 

skills to the test. Upon arriving at the McIntosh Opera House

22





Figure 10.
Velma Sager Olson in the mid-1920s. 
Pepe Family Collection.
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Figure 11.
The Olsons and Sagers at a family
reunion, Polson, MT, 1930. Left to 
right: Ruth Leona, Ila, Millard, Edwin, 
Ralph, and Velma. Pepe Family Collection

‘C
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in downtown Kalispell, he entered his name as a competitor in 

the evening's prize fighting contests. After just one fight, 

Ralph had enough money for a suit. His only worry was how he 

would explain his black eye to Velma.15

Ralph and Velma's wedding was a simple affair. A

Reverend Sandy performed the civil service in his study with

the couple's family members, including Clarence, as witnesses.

After a large and festive family dinner that evening, Ralph

and Velma put the finishing touches on their room in the Sager

farmhouse. They had decided to live with her parents and to

help them provide a life for the family, which included

Velma's younger sister, Ila, and brother, Edwin. Within a few

days, life returned to normal for the Olsons and the Sagers-- 

the routine of hard work and subsistence living.28
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CHAPTER THREE

SURVIVAL

A life of hard work and frugality was not a change for

Velma Sager after she married Ralph. Like the Olsons in 

Plentywood, the Sagers were no strangers to rigorous working 

conditions. While Ralph and his family were fighting 

grasshoppers, drought, and low wheat prices after World War I, 

Velma and her family were struggling as well. Although 

conditions in the Flathead Valley were not as severe as those

in eastern Montana, life was not easy. However, the Sagers

did have all the necessities and a few of the comforts of

life. They had a roomy farm house, plenty to eat, clothes on

their backs, and even electricity. There was, however, not

much in the way of disposable income. What money they earned 

was spent on survival.1

With no excess money, or deposits in the bank, neither

Ralph nor Velma took much notice when, in the last two weeks 

of October, 1929, investors began to sell securities to pay 

back loans and the stock market fell to its knees.2 Thousands 

of banks closed across the country because of the massive

amounts of money that had been withdrawn. Even though a few 

banks in the Flathead closed,3 little in-depth coverage was 

given to Black Thursday by the Daily Interlake.4 Montanans
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6 had been living in a depression for what might have seemed an

eternity. The stock market crash was viewed, at least by

Ralph and Velma, as something that happened far away and only 

affected people who gambled in stocks.5

Unfortunately, their assessment was not entirely correct.

Ralph and Velma did not directly lose money because of

devalued stocks or closing banks. However, the stock market

crash set off a chain of events that led directly to the Great

Depression. Confidence in the economy faltered, banks limited

and sometimes eliminated consumer credit, and factories cut

back production, all with the result that little, if any, 
money was available for the purchase of consumer goods.6 

Factories and farms did begin to limit production following

the crash, but the damage had been done in the late 1920s when

many took advantage of the bull market, in which rising stock 

prices dominated, and pushed production to full capacity.

However, by 1929 the American public was not putting money

into the saturated market--consumers were not buying goods at

the same rate as they had been during the period following 

World War I.7 In addition to a twelve-year agricultural 

decline, in which a bushel of wheat worth $100 in 1920 was

worth $19.23 in 1932, the U.S. was also facing an unstable 
® economy in Europe, problems in corporate management, drought,

and the oversupply problem, all of which created a highly

speculative market environment.8
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As the nation was reeling from the crash and Montana was

entering another decade of drought and depression, Ralph and 

Velma began their married life together. However, they did 
not think about the crash, depression, or drought.9 The 

Olsons were not dependent on banks or on market commodity 

prices. Ralph was a farmer, but his type of farming was 

largely gardening and haying--essentially subsistence farming. 

Ralph did work at odd jobs to earn the little cash his family 

required, but for the most part the Sagers and the Olsons 

raised what they needed. The Sagers had been operating in 
this manner since they arrived in the Flathead in 1906.19 The 

essence of their existence was that the Sagers did not depend

on a cash crop for survival. Their's was not a lavish 

lifestyle, but the Sagers and the Olsons had what they needed,

largely because of their small subsistence farm.

The Olson/Sager farm represented the diversification

common to subsistence farming. There were several pastures in

which the horses and cows could graze that also served as hay

fields. The horses were used for transportation, for farm

labor, and especially for haying. The cows on the farm were

put to use in two different ways. Some of the cows were 

raised to supply the Sagers and the Olsons with meat. The

others were milk cows. The milk was separated into drinking

milk and milk fat. The milk fat was then made into cream or

butter. The farm also included chickens, for eggs and meat.
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and pigs. Corn and potatoes were grown, as were many other

vegetables. A small apple orchard, as well as raspberries and

strawberries, provided the family with fruit. Everything that

the Olsons and the Sagers raised on their farm was primarily

for their own consumption. If more goods were produced than

were needed, they were sold locally to the Kalispell

Mercantile. However, the "Merc" did not always give Velma and

her mother cash for their goods. Sometimes the eggs or butter

were traded for something they did not produce themselves, 

such as flour or sugar.11

Harvest season on this diverse farm was always an

incredibly busy time. Once the vegetables were ripe, they had

to be picked, pulled, or dug and then washed. Most of the

time, the produce was canned for use during the winter. Meat

was smoked, canned, or frozen in the ice house for

preservation, and these tasks were all accomplished after the

long, hard job of butchering was done. One of the most

daunting jobs on the farm, however, was haying. Because of

the lack of capital, Ralph and his father-in-law, Millard, 

relied primarily on horses, family, and friends, as opposed to 

expensive machinery and hired ranch hands. Usually, a group 

of farmers would pool their resources and form a haying crew, 

making haying less strenuous. This cooperative crew would

then move from farm to farm. One day might find them putting 

up hay at the Ainley farm, the next at the Whitaker's, and the
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Figure 12.
Map of Flathead County. In "Flathead— 
Noted for Farming and Lumber," 20 December 
1931, Flathead County verticle file, 
Montana Historical Society Library, 
Helena, MT.
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Figure 14.
Millard and Ruth Leona Sager on their wedding day, 
March 19, 1909.
Pepe Family Collection.
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Figure 15.
Working on the Olson/Sager farm. Top to 

• Bottom: Ralph Olson in a potato field, with
his wagon team, and feeding the chickens. Pepe 
Family Collection.
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next at the Sager's. When the group was haying at the 

Sager's, then Velma and her mother, Ruth Leona, would supply 

the meal-time feasts. It was a great way to get the work 
done, socialize with friends, and build a sense of community.12

This sense of community, in fact, allowed people in the

Flathead to survive as well as they did. Few people were 

truly on their own. For example, during the Half Moon fire, 

many people lost all their possessions, yet "neighbors,

friends, and relatives opened their hearts and homes to those 

less fortunate."13 Places to sleep were provided, food and 

clothes were donated, and those who owned cars volunteered to 

drive firefighters to where they needed to be.14 A disaster 

such as a fire can galvanize community support, yet people in

the Flathead continued to help one another into the thirties

even though no natural disaster existed. Neighbors were

extremely important. When there was something that needed to

be done, it was relatively easy to form a work party of

friends and neighbors. The job would usually cost only a meal

and a thank you and would provide some much-needed

socializing. Another form of community support was the barter 

system, which was very important in the Flathead. Trading 

goods for what was needed became commonplace. Also, merchants 

generously extended credit to their customers and allowed 

payments on account in just about any form.15
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A variation of the barter system also existed in the 

payment of wages to workers as practiced by the Kalispell 

Lumber Mill. The lumber industry in the Flathead had also 

been affected by the depression as the demand for lumber had 

declined since 1929. In 1923, 427,634 board feet of lumber 

was produced in western Montana. By 1932, that figure had 

fallen to 112,187 board feet.16 However, showing a strong 

sense of community and good business sense given the state of 

the economy, the Kalispell Lumber Mill took commodities and 

livestock as payments on outstanding debts.1’ Employees were 

often paid with these goods, and with lumber as well.

In 1932, Ralph began to work full time at the Kalispell 

Lumber Mill. He took his pay mostly in lumber, and used it to

construct his and Velma's first home. The farm products,

supplemented by wild game, huckleberries, and fish caught in

Flathead Lake and numerous streams and rivers in the Valley,

supplied almost all the food they needed. Clothes were

usually hand made by Velma, often from the cloth of flour

sacks. Therefore, most of the Olson's and the Sager's needs

were provided for without the demand for large amounts of

cash. Little by little, Ralph transformed a corner of the

Sager farm into a home for himself, Velma, and their daughter,

Colleen, who was born in 1932. By 1937, the house was ready

to inhabit and the Olsons finally had a place of their own to

call home.18
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For the most part, the Olsons survived the Great

Depression by living within their means. This type of living

had characterized their lives in the teens and twenties as

well. For this reason, they were not in debt. If they could 

not afford to buy something, they did without. Modern

conveniences such as a car, a washing machine, and indoor

plumbing all came to the Olsons in time, but they bought them 

when they could afford to do so without going into debt. 

Their habits of diligence and frugality, coupled with the 

diversity of their incomes, enabled the Olsons to endure two 

decades of drought and depression.19

Even though the Great Depression did not change everyday

life for the Olsons, they were affected by the New Deal.

Franklin D. Roosevelt's New Deal "sought to use the spending

and regulatory powers of the federal government to combat the 

deadening impact of the depression."2’ Ironically, in remote 

northwest Montana, Velma was not aware of the phrase "New

Deal" until it was virtually over in the late 1930s. In fact,

the Daily Interlake gave little coverage to Roosevelt's

proposed plan during the campaign of 1932. In the Flathead

Valley, the debate focused more on who was a "wet" and who was 

a "dry."21 Prohibition and its possible reversal were 

extremely important issues. Given the headlines and stories 

in the Daily Interlake, they seemed to be much more important 

than any other issue during the depression.
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Figure 16.
Edwin Sager, Millard Sager, and Ralph 
Olson after a day fishing, May 1931. 
Pepe Family Collection.
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Figure 17.
Ila and Edwin Sager with 
rabbits, 1920. Pepe 
Family Collection.
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Figure 18.
Colleen Olson Pepe at four months, 
November, 1932. Pepe Family Collection

40



t



1

Figure 19.
The Olsons in the mid-1930s.
Left to right: Colleen, Velma, and 
Ralph. Pepe Family Collection.
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figure 20.
The Olsons' first home under construction. 

• At bottom, the finished product in 1937.
Pepe Family Collection.
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Remember How Exclusive That Place Used lo Be?

!

Figure 21.
Political cartoon which appeared on 
the front page of the Daily Interlake, 
April 27, 1933.
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Montanans were affected by the programs enacted by the

Roosevelt Administration and Congress more than many in the

Flathead realized. The Federal Emergency Relief Admin

istration (FERA), created in 1933, gave federal matching funds 

to states in order to provide direct aid to destitute people.

As of 1935, over 22% of Montana households were receiving this 

aid in one form or another.22 The Agricultural Adjustment Act 

(AAA) of 1933 sought to reduce crop surplus and raise farm 

prices by giving money to farmers to restrict the number of

acres planted. The effects of many other acts of Congress

were felt in Montana, such as the Taylor Grazing Act (1934),

the Silver Purchase Act (1934), and the Rural Electrification

Administration (1935). Yet one of the biggest boosts to

Montana's economy came in the form of the Works Progress

Administration (WPA), which Roosevelt formed in 1935. Not

only did the WPA function in the areas of gardening, sewing,

writing, and art, but it also undertook one of the biggest

construction projects in Montana: the creation of Tiber Dam 

in Liberty County.22 By employing hundreds of people, the

Tiber Dam project put money into the hands of Montanans for

their labor.

One of the largest New Deal programs was the Civilian

Conservation Corp (CCC), started in 1933. Because the CCC

often operated in national parks and forests, it was an 

extremely visible program in the Flathead. In addition to the
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numerous national forests surrounding the valley, nearby

Glacier National Park had an especially large number of work

sites. With the CCC population averaging 1,278 each year,

Glacier National Park provided work for a large number of 

young men.24 Many more lived and worked in the area's national 

forests. The CCC was a powerful force in building roads, 

trails, and campsites; fighting fires; and making other needed 

improvements. It was no coincidence that national parks and

forests "became focal points for indirect stimulation of the 

economy through the activities of the CCC."25 The program put 

hundreds of young men to work, taught them useful job skills,

put money in their hands, and improved the park system with 

the result that people were able to visit and enjoy the

wilderness with greater ease. The Olsons frequented Glacier

National Park and ventured into the national forests much more

often because of the relative ease of access.26 They saw the 

results of CCC work projects every time they went for a drive

in the woods or when they went hunting or huckleberry picking.

It would have been difficult to miss the new roads,

campgrounds, and trails that allowed a greater number of

people to enjoy the wilderness of western Montana.

Two aspects of the New Deal affected both the Olsons and

the Sagers more than any other. In 1938, the minimum wage was

increase over four times its 1932 amount by the Fair Labor 

Standards Act.27 Ralph had been earning $.10 per hour at the
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lumber mill for several years. When Congress raised the

minimum wage, Ralph began to earn over $ . 40 per hour. This

was a huge increase, giving Ralph more money and more lumber

for his work.2’

More importantly, however, large sums of money were

available for road construction. During the 1930s, many 
federal highways were being built throughout the state.29 One 

of these roads was U.S. 2, which passes roughly east to west

through the Flathead Valley. When the proposed route was 

announced, it was evident the highway would bisect the 

Olson/Sager farm. Although compensation was given by the 

government for the land, the face of Ralph's farm was changed 

forever. Though he had slightly less acreage with which to

work, the loss of land did not greatly affect the functioning

of the farm. However, Ralph and Velma now had a federal

highway running through their front yard. This disruption of 

their once-peaceful lifestyle helped to convince Ralph to put

most of his energy into his job at the lumber mill. Both

production and sales were up at the mill--by 1938, western 

Montana's lumber yield had increased to 245,000 board feet3’-- 

and Ralph was earning more money there and had the potential

to earn even more as an engineer. As a result, Ralph began

his life in the 1940s not only as a part-time farmer, but also

as a board-certified, self-taught, first-class engineer at the

Kalispell Lumber Mill.
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The New Deal quickly transformed American life. In

general, the government became a much larger force in people's 

lives throughout the country. The federal government was 

involved in business and agriculture more than ever before. 

The repeal of the Eighteenth Amendment in 1933 lifted the 

federal government's ban on alcohol, but put its regulation in

the hands of the states. Social Security, a government-

operated aid and retirement fund, was enacted in 1935. 

Unemployment insurance was also created in order to help 

people who involuntarily lost their jobs. However, even with 

massive amounts of government assistance, America was not able 

to completely pull out of the Great Depression until the onset

of World War II, and, with the war, full employment.

World War II not only brought Montanans out of the

Depression--it changed their lives. Farmers and ranchers 

experienced unprecedented prosperity, new industries were

created in most western states, commodities prices increased,

and lumber and mining production expanded. Montana was also 

blessed with ample rainfall in the early 1940s.31 By the time 

Ralph's daughter, Colleen, was in high school in the late

forties, the Olsons had clearly become participants in 

America's postwar consumer society.12 One of the strongest 

indicators of their participation was the fact that the Olsons 

were far less dependent on their farm. Both Ralph and Velma 

worked outside the home and more and more of their needed
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goods were bought instead of raised.33 For many people across 

the nation, especially those in cities, this had been the norm

before the Depression. For the Olsons, depending on a cash

flow and buying goods and services was a new way of life.
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE LEGACY

A stereotype of the Depression-era family exists in

America's consciousness. The stereotypical image includes

families who have lost their homes due to bank foreclosures.

The families have lost their ability to make a living and they

spend their days roaming the streets looking for work. The 

families are shabbily clothed and near starving--they are

barely able to survive.

While this stereotype was true for many people, it was

not true for the subsistence farmer in the Flathead Valley.

Families like the Olsons and the Sagers, who practiced

subsistence farming, were better off than the stereotypical

American family. Life was not luxurious by any means for the

subsistence farmer, but it was comfortable. The Olsons'

comfort during the twenties and thirties stemmed from two

important factors: independence from market forces, and

cooperation among members of their community.

First, the Olsons had few ties to America's market

economy. This does not mean that Ralph and Velma existed

outside the economy. For example, their property taxes were 

dependent on their land's value, and the price of eggs and
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butter affected the Olsons' ability to barter. However, the

fluctuations of the market did not affect their ability to eat

good, nutritious food or to have adequate clothing. Because 

of the Olsons' self-sufficiency and hard work, because they 

did not depend on a cash crop such as wheat or barley, Ralph

and Velma and their family were able to break the stereotype

and live comfortably.

The second factor involved in the Olsons' survival was

the cooperation and community spirit among friends and family. 

While relatively independent from overreaching market forces, 

Ralph and Velma were highly dependent on others in the 

Flathead Valley. Not only did they live with Millard and Ruth

Leona until they could build a house of their own, but also

the Olsons were constantly involved in the barter system.

When Colleen was born in 1932, Ralph and Velma even paid the

doctor, Lawrence Griffis, with chickens and vegetables from

their farm. The community was always there to support someone

in need. The people of Kalispell maintained an atmosphere of

trust, in which neighbor was willing and able to help

neighbor, that allowed many people to survive the Great

Depression with their land, their families, and their sanity

intact.
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+ While the end of the Depression signals the end of this

author's examination of Ralph and his family, life did go on

for the Olsons and the Sagers. As a means of closure, the

following is a brief description of what happened to Ralph and

his family in the years after the Great Depression.

Clarence Olson, born on November 29, 1904, stayed in the

Flathead Valley during the 1930s, working at odd jobs and

helping Ralph and Millard with the farm. Clarence helped his

mother, Mary Olson, move from Plentywood to Kalispell in the

early 1930s. She remarried twice and died on May 2, 1973.

Clarence enlisted in the army when the United States entered

World War II, and played the trumpet in the U.S. Army band.

Clarence died on June 8, 1980.

Ruth Leona Sager developed cancer in the early 1930s and 

died on February 22, 1932. Millard Sager remarried shortly

thereafter to Ellen Anna Bratset. He died on October 26,

1974.

During World War II, Velma Olson worked at Anderson Style 

Shop in Kalispell. Both Ralph and Velma worked outside the

farm more and more as their daughter, Colleen, matured. Velma 

now lives with Colleen and her husband in Kalispell.

Colleen, born on July 29, 1932, spent much of her
® childhood with her uncle, Edwin. While Edwin was serving as

game warden in the Flathead National Forest, his constant
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companion was his niece, Colleen. She married Tony Pepe, the

son of Italian immigrants, on August 4, 1949. They had three

children: Valli, Melanie, and Ralph. Colleen and Tony live

and work in Kalispell and have five grandchildren.

Ralph Olson continued to work at the Kalispell Lumber

Mill until the end of World War II, when he became part owner

in a meat-packing plant. Before retiring in the late 1960s, 

Ralph worked at the Eagles Club as a bartender, and at the

Conrad Bank.

The Olson/Sager farm is now a commercial area}bordering 

four-lane U.S. Highway 2. K-Mart, Super 1 Foods, and Shopko 

have replaced the farmhouses, barns, and outbuildings as 

prominent features. Sager Lane has turned into a busy street, 

with a stoplight and road sign, as the main entrance to the 

grocery store. Though some of the Weeping Willow and

Cottonwood trees that Millard and Ralph planted still stand,

the trees have outlived most of the people who passed under

their branches, Ralph Olson included. He died on January 1,

1979.

The changes Ralph saw in his lifetime are astonishing to 

his great-grandchildren. Not only was he witness to countless 

technological inventions and many elections, but he was also 

a member of a generation of Americans who began their lives in 

relative poverty and depression but progressed to have the 
highest standard of living in the world, past or present.1
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Ralph was typical of many Americans in that he did what

he had to in order to survive the Great Depression. However, 

Ralph Olson was anything but typical to those who knew him. 

His entire life seems to be an epic to his descendants. We

look with awe at the transformations he witnessed. We have

all been touched by his character, his kindness, and his love.

We have all missed Ralph Olson since his death, yet his

spirit, his legacy, lives in our memory of him. Ralph was 

many things to many people--son, husband, father, friend.

Never would enemy be included in his description, not even by

his brother, Clarence. As Ralph's great-granddaughter, I tend

to think of Ralph H. Olson as hope. That a man can overcome

adversity with such strength gives me hope in the future that

stretches before each one of us.
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Figure 22. Velma and Ralph Olson in 1929, shortly 
after their marriage. Pepe Family 
Collection.
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* Figure 23. Velma and Ralph Olson in the mid-1970s.
Pepe Family Collection.
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