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Due to a printer’s error, the last page of this article was omitted from the last
Treasure State Lines. It is being reprinted here in its entirety.

The William and Emma Brown Story

A Remembrance

by
Myrtle Brown Reiswig

My father, William Henry Brown, was born in New York state on 2 April 1856 and grew up in Michigan
where his parents had moved when he was quite young. At 17 he left home, headed west, and worked for a
time on the Missouri riverboats as a deck hand, during a two year trek to Montana. He first settled in the Judith
Basin before coming to Great Falls. His journey to Montana was made prior to the battle of Little Big Horn and
at night the travelers could hear the drums and changing of the Indian war dancers. Boats traveled mostly at
night to avoid an Indian attack.

At first, he worked at various jobs for other men until he was old enough to file his own pre-emption in
Goodman Coulee. There he built a log cabin and improved the land. | remember the first few years of m life
were spent in this log house with a sod roof that always leaked when it rained.

My mother, Emma Amanda Shaw, second daughter of Andrew and Martha Shaw, was born on 7 April 1867,
after her father returned from the Civil War where he had served as a Lieutenant under General Grant. I still
have in my possession a number of letters written by Andrew to his wife Martha while he was away in the
army. He frequently apologized because their pay was late and he was unable to send her any money. In a letter
from St. Louis dated 1 April 1864, he said the boys had been hoping for a raise, but now it seemed unlikely that
they would get it. At that time his pay was $13 per month.

My parents were married in Great Falls and set up housekeeping in the log cabin in Goodman Coulee, 12
miles away. Later, Father got more logs and built on an addition and put shingles on the roof, which made it
much nicer. My three sisters and two of my four brothers were born in the old house. We four girls all slept
together, crosswise in one bed.

Father sent to the nurseryman and got fruit trees and other small fruit bushes. We always had crabapples and
red currants aplenty, as well as wild chokecherries. Mother made delicious crabapple butter and crab sweet
pickles, canning them, along with currant jelly and chokecherry jam. Father had his own greenhouse where we
started seedlings to be set out later. He raised truck garden vegetables, including cabbage, cauliflower, green
onions, radishes, beets, and carrots, which Mother washed in the creek and tied in bunches ready for Market in
Sand Coulee. She also mad 50 to 60 pounds of butter each week for the Sand Coulee coal camp and Father
hauled coal from Sand Coulee for our fuel. It was a busy little town in those days. Father also raised cattle and
horses as well as grain and hay.

I remember running down the path to the creek one day and seeing what looked like a rope lying on the path.
When | got nearer | saw it was a snake. | was going too fast to stop so | jumped over it. | was really frightened
and ran screeching as loud as | could. Mother was in the spring-house looking after the milk. She came running
to see what was wrong with me. When | was finally able to tell her, she gathered up a few rocks in her apron.
The rattler was still lying where | had jumped over it and she soon ended its life. She knew how to handle a gun
and wouldn’t hesitate to shoot a hawk, coyote, or skink if it was after her chickens, but didn’t believe in wast-
ing bullets on snakes.

Another time we kids were in the garden where she was picking currants. A lot of poppies were growing wild
and y sister Kitty was bending over to smell one that was just blooming. | heard the rattles and told Mother a
rattlesnake was nearby. It was coiled just the other side of the poppy. She told Kitty to run and killed it. From
then on, we always had an open eye for rattlers.

Another time our family set out in the wagon to visit neighbors up the hill, but were forced to turn back be-
cause a colony of rattlers that had just emerged from their den. They were all over the trail, even hanging from
the bushes. Father was afraid the horses would b bitten. Once, a beautiful black stallion he owned was bitten
and | remember seeing him standing, trembling, with sweat covering him. He didn’t die as Father was able to
cut the bite in time to save him. Mother sprinkled alum powder on the wound to help it heal. That was a trusted

27



Treasure State Lines Vol. 32 -2007 No.3 &4

standby and often used on animals to heal cuts and gashes. On a sad note, | remember when little Alma Kinsey
was bitten and died. We all went to the funeral. Crabapples were in bloom and Mother made a wreath of apple
blossoms for the coffin.

One winter when | was about six, Father was very sick and some rustlers came by just at dusk and were driv-
ing off some of our cattle. We children were outside and saw them first and ran in to tell our parents. Father
didn’t want Mother to go out, but as soon as she realized what was happening, she threw her shawl over her
head and shoulders and went after them on foot, ordering these men to bring our cattle back. It could have been
because she was a woman, and a small one at that, not much over five feet tall; in any case, they admired her
spunk, turned the herd towards home and rode away. The cattle lost no time returning to their windbreak in the
feedlot.

About 1895 or ‘96, Mother received a small legacy from relatives in lowa and instead of using the money for
a new house, they decided to build the big barn. Mr. Peter Hensler built the stone foundation for the huge struc-
ture and helped to complete the rest of it. He used to come out from Great Falls (where his family was living at
that time) to work on the barn. When it was finished, people came from miles around to help us celebrate with
a big ban dance. The orchestra consisted of the Young family who lived over the hill from our place. Mr.
Young played the trumpet, Joe the flute, Maggie violin, and Emma their piano, which was brought to our place
especially for the occasion. So we had good music and danced until 4 o’clock or after in the morning.

One day during the haying season, Mr. Hensler walked out from Great Falls and stopped in for dinner and
then went out to help shove the hay back into the barn. Father was putting the hay in slings, a half load at a
time. When one load came in, Mr. Hensler stepped back and fell through a chute into the basement below,
breaking both legs or two breaks in one leg; I can’t remember which. Everyone was pretty excited. | can’t re-
member how they got him to the hospital in Great Falls.

Father always kept numerous cats, half-wild creatures, in the barn to keep the rats and mice out of the grain
bins. When he and Mother did the milking, they filled two or three big pans with fresh milk, right there in the
barn. The cats came running from all directions. We counted 27! Father always said he’d rather feed cats than
rats and mice.

Christmas concerts were held in a schoolhouse, but | can’t recall which one. | think it was the Red Butte
school, which was also used as a church. Father had been a trustee there in 1892. People came from miles
away, by bobsled and horseback, bringing all the family, including small babies who slept through it all.
Mother’s organ was taken to the school ahead of time to accompany the singing. We children practiced for
weeks to learn our little songs and recitations to entertain parents and neighbors. The gaily decorated tree was a
thing of magical beauty to us and at the end of the program, Santa Claus came in with a big bag of goodies
slung over his shoulder. We were all allowed to reach into the bag and take as much as we could hold in our
two hands. It was all very exciting and the high point of the year, but by the end of the evening we were tired
out. We usually fell asleep on the straw in the bottom of the big old bobsled on the way home, kept warm by
heated bricks and blankets.

I remember how we used to visit back and forth with the neighbors and the good times we had and how
quickly they were there to help in times of trouble, like the time Father was quite sick and the weather was very
cold, too. We were running out of flour and were having a hard time of it. Mr. William McCUmber stopped in
on his way to Great Falls. He got the things we needed and brought them back. | can’t remember how Mother
managed with the chores at that time, milking and feeding the livestock, as well as having to chop a hole in the
thick ice on the creek so we could get water. She must have done it by herself as we children were too small.

Another occasion, she was sick and Father had gone to Great Falls for the doctor. A thunderstorm came up
and lightning stuck the wire fence and set fire to the dry grass above our place. The fire was coming down the
hill toward the grain field. It was getting dusk and no one was there to help, so Kitty and I ran to the Bissons.
Walter and Wallace came running and put out the fire for us.

JimChronister worked for Father for quite a while. He and Jim would get the horses in on Sunday and break
them to ride. Jim was good at it and good to us children. Another young fellow, Anthony Tony) Hensler also
worked for him. Some folks called him Tom. We liked him, too.

I remember when we got a heavy rain, or during spring thaw, how the creek would come up like a roaring
river. | fell in one time when it was high. The water was so muddy Mother couldn’t see where | was and it was
almost reaching her armpits. When | came up she saw the straw hat | was wearing and grabbed me. | recall her
shaking and slapping me, the blood spurting from my lip and nose where a plank struck me as | fell.

We kids always enjoyed the 4th of July. Father would get firecrackers and large sparkling rockets to shoot off

28



Treasure State Lines Vol. 32 -2007 No.3 &4

he usually drove a team that wouldn’t stand still unless someone was holding the reins. After he drove through,
we would shut the gate and climb up beside him to ride the rest of the way. He never failed to bring us little
gifts of candy, sometimes new shoes. Mother made all our dresses as well as her own. She was a good dress-
maker and did beautiful work.

One day, Father went to Great Falls when a carload of horses had been shipped in from Kansas. He bought
two mares, a roan and a gray. The gray had been foundered and was quite stiff in front. He gave the old gray to
us girls to learn how to ride and we really loved her. When we left Montana, Kitty wanted to take OI’ Maggie
along, although Father said we could tie her behind the train! He added that we might only have her head to
show when we arrived at our destination. So we gave OI’ Maggie to our friend, Elsie Hensler. The other mare
was gentle, too, but one summer Father turned her out on the range and when he got the horses back in the fall,
O’ Kit and some of the others were “locoed”. Once the horses got started on loco weed they became addicted
and wanted more. We were never allowed to ride her after that.

I was past ten years and had never been to school. My father, Mr. McCumber and Mr. William Stark got to-
gether and started a school for their own children. This would be about 1898. My father gave the land for the
school. It was a frame building, not very nice, but we only had school for three months in the summer. Miss
Blanche Foot, who boarded with us, was our first teacher. Next year, Miss Mead stayed at John York’s place,
followed by Miss Kelly and Miss Keesey, who also stayed at the Yorks. One year, after school was out, my
folks hired Maggie Young to come to our house. She taught us for about three months into the fall. After the
third year, the school was moved on the York’s property and later it was called the McCumber School.

In the spring of 1902 my father sold out to Mr. Walter Hale and we had an auction sale before we moved to
British Columbia, Canada. When we arrived in Vernon, BC on 8 May, we almost thought we were in heaven.
The country was so pretty, green and warm, with the fruit trees coming into bloom. When we left Montana the
snow was gone but it was still cold, with snowbanks at the edges of some fields and the country was still brown
with no new growth yet.

My father was a generous hard-working man, always willing to help anyone in need. But for the last 9 years
of his life he was unable to work at all after suffering an attack of typhoid fever in 1917. Complications devel-
oped, leaving his legs paralyzed. He never fully recovered, although eventually he was able to get around a
little with the help of two rubber-tipped canes. He lost hope that he would one day walk again. It was during
these invalid years that he told Melvin of his early experiences during his first years in Montana, when he was a
greenhorn.

Mother was a hard-working, brave, and courageous woman. She had to be, to live the difficult life of her
times and endure the privations and hardships of pioneer life. She died in the Peace River country in Alberta,
Canada in 1925.

Since leaving Montana, we have lived in Oregon, Washington, California, and Alberta, but have come home
to stay in BC. My daughter and son-in-law took my husband and me back to Montana in 1961 and we visited
the old home in Goodman Coulee. The buildings were the same but the willows had grown up along the creek
and it didn’t look the same. | must confess that, like Mr. Chronister, |, too, was a bit excited when | first caught
sight of the old smokestack again and realized we had almost arrived. We met Frank Horan while we were
there, but it was a fast trip and we didn’t find any of the other people we knew. My sister Etta (85) now lives in
Auburn, California; brother Melvin (71) lives in Crescent City, California. Sister Kitty (87) is in Kelowna, BC
and brother William (79) is in Vernon, BC. I’m 89 and living in Winfield, BC, halfway between Kelowna and
Vernon. Sister May and brothers Robin and the baby, Herbert Brown, have all passed away.

This remembrance was generously provided by
Wayne Messecar, Breslau, Ontario, Canada
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