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Highs and Lows Across the State
The highest temperature reported during the recording period was 78 degrees at Mitzpah on 
April 5.  The lowest temperature of the period, -14 degrees, was recorded at West Yellowstone 
on March 12. Also on March 12, Glasgow broke a record high of 67 (set in 2001) with a 
recorded temperature of 76 degrees and a high of 72 degrees in Grass Range tied the previous 

record (set in 1997) on March 20. Great Falls Airport hit a new daily record high temperature of 71 degrees 
on April 1 (70 degrees in 1921). Also on April 1, Missoula broke  a record high temp (71 in 1966) with a 
reported 72 degrees. On April 4, Bozeman/MSU recorded a high of 74 degrees, which broke the previous 
record of 71 from 2000, and Bozeman Yellowstone Airport (Belgrade) recorded a record high of 75 degrees 
(74 degrees in 2000). Livingston also broke a record high of 73 (2000) with a temperature of 75 degrees 
on April 4. On the same day, Glasgow reported a record high temperature of 76 (75 degrees in 2004).

Windy Weather
On March 28, peak wind gusts of 64 mph were reported in Great Falls and peak sustained 
wind for over an hour (between 2:15 and 3:15 a.m.) was 51 mph. On the same day, Cut Bank 
Airport reported 66 mph sustained wind with peak gusts at 87 mph. A cold front moved in to 
the Dillon area on March 29 with gusts of 70 mph recorded at the Dillon airport. On the same 

day, gusts of 71 mph were recorded south of Malta; 67 mph in Stevensville; 66 mph in Grangeville; and 
63 mph in Butte.

Continuing COVID-19 Health Emergency
Many individual county health departments across the state, in accordance with the Centers 
for Disease Control (CDC), require all residents to wear masks when visiting any public 
establishment. The CDC provided guidance to Americans that double masking with multi-
layer cloth or surgical masks can be up to 92 percent effective at stopping community spread 

of the virus and recommends use of masks to continue as the population is vaccinated. At press time, 
community transmission in Montana continued to be noted as substantial. Overall, rate of death has 
decreased by 90 percent but rate of hospitalizations have increased about 20 percent with 17 percent of 
hospitals reporting staff shortages. 13 counties in Montana reported a high level of community transmis-
sion, including Gallatin, Park, Big Horn, Musselshell, Wibeaux, Prairie, Richland, Sheridan, Sweetgrass, 
Meagher, Broadwater, Silver Bow and Powell; nine additional counties reported a substantial level of 
transmission. Case increases in the week leading up to April 7 were up 700 percent in Park County, about 
430 percent in Broadwater County, 200 percent in Richland County, 41 percent in Gallatin County and 
eight percent in Yellowstone County; and were down about 60 percent in Big Horn County and 18 percent 
in Missoula County. Counties provide data directly to the CDC regarding COVID cases, transmission, 
vaccinations and deaths and this data can be found aggregated weekly at covid.cdc.gov/covid-data-tracker. 
To date, the U.S. reports 554,000 total deaths and a total of 30,596,830 cases. Over 41,000 COVID-related 
patients are currently hospitalized. On April 7, national average was around 65,000 new cases and 785 
deaths reported per day. 

Vaccination Push Across the State
COVID-19 vaccines are now available for free across Montana for anyone over 16 years old 
through local health departments and national pharmacy chains such as Wal-Mart, CVS, 
Walgreens and Albertsons/Safeway. By April 6, 340,388 doses of vaccines had been admin-
istered and 215,389 Montanans were fully immunized in the state. Vaccines now being admin-

istered have been shown through medical trials to provide significant protection to individuals to prevent 
or lessen the impact of developing COVID-19. 

Drought and Danger
NWS Great Falls reported that Montana snowpack contains near-average amounts of 
water equivalent for most river basins. In contrast, rangeland precipitation has been well 
below normal with increased evaporation and lack of snow cover at lower elevations and 
drought conditions vary from abnormally dry to extreme drought. Billings had not seen 

measurable precipitation through the first two weeks of March, which had only happened two other 
times (1981 & 1936) but by March 20, a record daily precipitation of .63 inches was seen at 
Billings, breaking the previous record of .39 inches (1941). On March 26, fire weather concerns 
were on the increase as highs rose to the 60s and near 70 degrees, 10 to 20 degrees above normal. 
By March 27, fire weather outlook was classified as critical and Red Flag warnings were issued for 
some parts of the state. Choteau County reported a fire near Highway 233 on March 28 and other 
fires erupted across the state, including a fire in Helena on Birdseye Road, and in Park County near 
Meigs Road. Despite some scattered precipitation, by March 30 critical fire weather was being 
reported for grassland areas across the state.

MONTANA ALMANAC

From March 10 to April 7, 2021
Sources: National Weather Service (NWS) and Centers for Disease Control (CDC)
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2020 Grand Prize winning photo by Casey Kreider.

OFFICAL RULES AT MONTANAPRESS.NET  

DEADLINE
MAY 30,  2021 • 12 P.M.
IMAGES MUST PORTRAY MONTANA
A complete and accurate caption 

for each photo should be provided 
and should convey how the image 
portrays the theme of “Last Best 

Places” for the photographer.

Last
Best 
Photo
contest

enter
here

info@montanapress.net
SUBJECT LINE: PHOTO CONTEST

UP TO 3 ENTRIES - NO AGE LIMIT

Grand 
Prize $500
The First Place Winner will receive:

$500 and their winning photograph  published 
on the cover of the 

June 2021 issue of Montana Press!
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BYGONE DAYS
Bygone Days are compiled from 

archives of Montana newspapers. 
Current years featured are 1897, 1937 

and 1962. For daily Bygone Days, follow 
@MontanaPress on Facebook.

The Big Timber Pioneer
April 8, 1897 

“The report of Governor Smith on the 
conduct of the state reform school is made 
public in the leading daily papers of the 
state, and with conspicuous unfairness 
they each and all made no reference to it 
outside their news columns. Newspapers 
that editorially groaned and wept and were 
appalled at ‘the horror of it’ when the sen-
sational report of the Cochran committee 
was made public, have nothing to say now 
that every allegation of it is disproven. The 
Cochran report charged in brief, extrava-
gance and incompetency on the part of the 
trustees, and brutality and inhumanity on 
the part of the director… in the light of the 
governor’s report the only charge made by 
the committee that stands at all, is that in 
regard to the punishment… he flatly states 
that it has not occurred to the extent sug-
gested by the Cochran report… Mr. Hylton 
has had years of experience in maintain-
ing discipline in the reform school, and the 
governor has had none. It is quite possible 
that if he had the job on his hands he would 
sometimes feel that the strap was too light 
and his good right arm too weak to do jus-
tice to the occasion… those of us who used 
to get ‘larruped’ at the public schools of 
forty years ago can hardly sympathize with 
these ‘toughs’ who have been sent here as 
a last resort.”

The Anaconda Standard
April 12, 1897

“Long, Loud and Deep. The Elements 
Heed Not the Plaintive Wail of the Biker…. 
Curses long, loud and deep are rising up 
from the bicyclists of Butte. The bicyclists 
are demanding whether they have no rights 
that the elements are bound to respect. Is 
the weather never going to get decent? Di-
rectly after election the bicyclists cleaned 
and polished their wheels, confident that 
the change would surely come and that 
the oceans of mud would speedily disap-
pear. But the Thompson administration, 
which has been uniformly inimical to the 
interests of bicyclists, had got its work in 
too effectually. For a few days succeeding 
election the sky was bright and a warm sun 
made some progress towards drying up the 
mud. The hopes of the cyclists were raised 
and the cry went up: ‘Sunday is the day. 
Then we will have the first ride.’ All went 
well until Saturday, when the Sky became 
overcast, a thundershower came up, the 
mud was rendered muddier than ever, and 
the day closed in snow…. The position of 
the bicyclists is as follows: they don’t wish 
to be unreasonable in their demands, and 
they are willing that the closed season for 
bicycles shall be from Nov. 1 to April 1. 
but they do demand that on April 10 the 
weather shall clear up in the open season 
for bicycles begin… The lesson should be 
heated by the bicycle cranks and in future 
elections they should have the issue plainly 

presented that bicycle weather has got to 
begin not later than April 1 of each year.  
For years Montana has given good weath-
er and long seasons to the horsemen, the 
football players, the baseball players, the 
hunters, the fisherman and the skaters. But 
the bicyclists have been totally and utterly 
ignored.”

The Whole Truth
Castle, Montana
April 17, 1897

“Nels Nelson, a wild and wolly [sic] 
broncho buster, mounted a large iron gray 
horse Wednesday just to show his skill as a 
daring and fearless rider. The horse stood 
still for a moment and looked over towards 
the Crazy mountains and then give [sic] 
a sort of camel-like hump to his spinal 
column and the rider instantly ascended 
towards heaven and came down square 
on his feet. The shock was so great to the 
man’s physical make-up that it caused him 
to have a jamaca [sic] ginger taste in his 
mouth. The brave Nels again mounted the 
iron gray steed with a determined look in 
his face. The gray gelding gazed over to-
wards White Sulphur Springs and then put 
his head down to the ground and gave a 
snort and slight twitch of his elastic spine 
and in a twinkling of the eye—the bronco-
buster shut up in the air like a sky-rocket 
and while he was up must have struck a 
drooping snow-cloud—for when he hit 
the ground there was not enough overalls 
entwined around his spindling shanks—to 
dust a fiddle.”

The Anaconda Standard
April 18, 1897

“Everybody Seeing It. That ‘mysterious 
airship’ a few nights ago was seen in nine 
different states, and according to the tes-
timony of the various spectators was sail-
ing in about twenty different directions. 
Either the airship possesses the remark-
able quality of ubiquity, or there must be 
a great many airships. The air, if not the 
woods, would seem to be full of them. 
Perhaps, like the Chicago alderman’s gon-
dolas, there are two old airships, a male 
and a female, and they are increasing and 
multiplying and replenishing the heav-
ens. According to the Detroit Tribune, at 
first glance the thing appears wonderfully 
like the drugstore on the corner with its 
glaring lights of red, green and blue, but 
it takes to itself a floating motion, quite 
impossible in a drug store, and soars away 
with a rushing sound. They see it cutting 
strange capers over Chicago, and Kodak 
fiends go out to make snapshots of it in 
the darkness. At Battle Creek the behold-
ers hear voices as the ship soars over the 
town. The ship collapses or is blown to 
smithereens near Kalamazoo, ‘but a few 
minutes later it sails peacefully over Hol-
land and drops down in Lansing for a leg-
islative visit. Frightened legislators try 
to remember a prayer they once heard in 
some forgotten place, as they cover their 
heads with the counterpane and resolve to 
adjourn May 1.’ It seems strange but none 
of the weather observers or astronomers 
with their powerful telescopes have been 
able to get a good look at the nocturnal 
visitor. The scientific opinion. as stated in 
the Standard a day or two ago, is that it 
is only the star Alpha Orionis, which has 
been wandering about a good many mil-
lion years and which is now visible in the 
evening in this latitude.”

The Butte Montana Standard
April 20, 1937

“’Chief Sweep Charlie’ to Charge 
on Enemy Dirt with 12-Foot Broom as 
Lance. Riding on a dainty, 2,000 pound 
charger and carrying as a lance a 12-foot 
broom, manufactured especially for the 
occasion, Crusader and Chief Charlie 
the Dirt Chaser (also known as Mayor 
Charles A. Hauswirth) will lead Butte’s 
mass clean-up parade next Monday night. 
The broom which is being manufactured 
in Butte will be the largest in the state. 
So is the horse, according to advance in-
formation. Leading the crusade on dirty, 
unhealthy conditions Mayor Hauswirth 
will don the typical crusader uniform of 
visored hat with a feather duster plume, 
and other assorted tinware. The ensemble 
is not yet complete, it was announced yes-
terday. Four sun-bonneted Dutch Cleanser 
girls, scurrying after dirt, also will march 
in the parade, scheduled to start from the 
courthouse at 7 o’clock. Other plans to 
make it one of the high spots in Butte pa-
rade history are under way but committee 
members refused to divulge their nature…
The addition of several names to the list 
of those who have pledged themselves 
to start the campaign off by washing and 
scrubbing their sidewalks was announced 
yesterday. The shriek of fire sirens will be 
the starting signal for the novel event.”

The Billings Gazette 
April 20, 1937

“A number of local checker players 
are still marveling at the performance of 
William F. Ryan, third ranking national 
checker player, who gave an exhibition 
before a large crowd in Riverside inn at 
Laurel Saturday night. Ryan played 18 of 
the Midland Empire’s outstanding checker 
stars and defeated all but four, who gained 
draws with the noted expert. Those who 
held that distinction were George Ander-
son of Red Lodge, who recently won the 
eastern Montana championship in a tourna-
ment at Miles City, and Carl Smith, Charles 
Hayden, and O.V. Alseth, all of Billings. 
One of Ryan’s feats was the playing of six 
opponents while blindfolded. Despite this 
handicap, he defeated all of them.”

The Butte Montana Standard
April 25, 1937

“The Bait Fisherman. To hear some 
Butte sportsmen tell it, and that goes all 
over the nation, the bait angler does not 
deserve the name of fisherman. He is con-
demned as one who follows a lowly prac-
tice. He is a lazy, unskilled angler. That at 
any rate is the fly fisherman’s opinion of 
the person who drops live bait into the wa-
ter and waits for a cork to sink.”

The Butte Montana Standard
April 26, 1962
“
Old Time Cowboy Roundup July 15-

21. Glasgow will again stage an Old-Time 
Cowboy Roundup to honor old-time cow-
boys from throughout the state. The event 
will be a major event of Glasgow’s Dia-
mond Jubilee celebration, July 15 to 21. 
The Cowboy Roundup is set for Thursday, 
July 19, Old Valley County Pioneers day of 
jubilee. The Old-Time Cowboy Roundup 
held July, 2 1952 on the John David-Dick 
Nelson ranch was the only event of its kind 
ever to be held in the state. Old-Time cow-
boys from all over the state, who came to 
Montana prior to 1902,  gathered at that 
roundup to swap tales of the ‘good old 
days’ and experiences when they rode the 
range for such famous brands as the N Bar 
N, the Turkey Track, Circle Diamon, Bear 
Paw Pool, Mill Iron, CBC, Long X, XIT, 
and others. At that time they came from 
near and far—from Maryland, Oregon, 
California and Canada. Some had not seen 
each other for 40 years. Quite a number 
of the visitors were those who had come 
up the Texas Trail around the turn of the 
century. It is expected that many of these 
will return again for the 1962 Roundup. A 
full program is arranged for the Roundup. 
Teams will be chosen from the ranks of the 
old-time cowboys to again throw a rope 
and handle the branding iron. Prizes will 
be for the teams making the fastest time. 
Ten head of prime beef will be barbequed. 
There will be a ‘waterhole’ exclusively for 
the old-timers. They will be interviewed 
and records made of when they came to the 
state, the outfits they worked for and where 
they were born. A section of the grandstand 
will be roped off for the old-timers exclu-
sively, where they will be photographed, 
and possibly interviewed by Life magazine 
or some other national publication. Life 
covered the 1952 event and it was pub-
lished in the July 28 issue of that year.” E

—Compiled by Jen eames
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“No man’s life, liberty or property are safe 
while the Legislature is in session.”  

 —Gordon J. Tucker, 1866

f anyone was keeping score there’s little 
doubt that the letters and comments critical 
of the 2021 Republican-dominated legisla-

ture vastly outnumber the few supporting the 
actions of what will be noted as a historically 
inept session.

From sticking consumers for hundreds of 
millions of dollars for the badly losing propo-
sition of NorthWestern 
Energy’s Colstrip folly 
to mutilating the citi-
zen-approved initiative 
legalizing recreational 
marijuana, the GOP’s 
so-called “leaders” 
can’t seem “to find their 
ass with both hands” 
as the old saying goes, 
let alone lead the state 
by serving its people.  
In short, Montanans 
want nothing more than 
for this sorry band of 
would-be lawmakers to 
simply hang it up, point 
their headlights out of 
Helena, and go home 
before they do any more 
damage to our beautiful 
state or its citizens. 

There’s certainly not 
room in a single column 
to cover the broad swath 
of incredibly bad ideas 
spawned by headstrong 
Republican legislators 
in this session.  Given 
that Montana’s legisla-
ture only meets once ev-
ery two years, a sensible 
person would hope that 
the senators and rep-
resentatives elected to 
serve Montanans would 
do just that – namely, 
produce law and ap-
propriations that do the 
most good for the most 
people.  

But that’s not what happened.  Instead, fu-
eled by the totally false claims of a “stolen 
election” from their deposed president Donald 
Trump, what we’ve seen are petty personal is-
sues taking the place of well-drafted, openly 
debated, and constitutionally-sound lawmak-
ing.  

Take the recreational marijuana initiative 
overwhelmingly passed by Montana’s voters 
for instance. For one thing, it got more votes 
than Governor Gianforte, and as such one 
might suspect GOP legislators might have 
some respect for the “will of the people.”  

But no – despite the clear terms concerning 
use, taxation, and distribution of revenues, the 
House Republicans are so incompetent they 
rammed through not one, not two, but three 
bills without allowing legislators time to un-
derstand or debate the complex changes they 
have made to the intent and language of the 
initiative.  How bad is it? Well, considering 
one of the bills is 144 pages long, you can 
pretty much count on it containing a cluster 
of the “unintended consequences” historically 

found in rushed GOP legislation. 
You can judge for yourself, however, in 

what Speaker of the House Wylie Galt had to 
say about it:  “I don’t think any of us are happy 
with the short time we had with this. In all re-
ality we had five days. So the reason that I am 
asking that we move all three of these, is that 
it gets more buy in and more people over in the 
Senate with their ideas moving.”

Besides slaughtering the English language, 
someone should let not-so-Wylie know that 
the initiative passed in November – in the 

same election that sent him 
to the legislature. 

“In all reality,” the 
GOP majorities have had 
not five days, but more 
than five months to con-
sider how they wanted to 
mangle the language and 
intent of an initiative that 
really didn’t need chang-
ing. Duh!

Then there’s Governor 
Gianforte, you know, the 
guy who lifted the mask 
mandate because in his 
great medical wisdom 
he decided “personal re-
sponsibility” was the best 
way to keep Montanans 
safe from sickness and 
death during the corona-
virus pandemic.  Appar-
ently that didn’t work out 
so well for him (or many 
others) since, according 
to the Governor’s spokes-
people, both Gianforte and 
his wife were recently di-
agnosed with COVID-19. 
Then again, this particular 
governor seems to have a 
tough time with “personal 
responsibility,” having re-
cently been busted for il-
legally shooting a collared 
Yellowstone wolf while it 
was in a trap.  What a guy! 
What a role model! 

As for how the gover-
nor’s collision with Karma 
is viewed, let’s put it this 

way – reader reaction to the article announc-
ing he had COVID was not even marginally 
sympathetic.  

In fact, a whopping 79 people hit the “fun-
ny” emoticon on the Helena Independent Re-
cord’s website link on social media. 

In his newly published book “On the House” 
John Boehner, former Republican Speaker of 
the U.S. House of Representatives wrote this 
damning admission about the Republican col-
leagues with which he served: “You could be a 
total moron and get elected just by having an R 
next to your name—and that year, by the way, 
we did pick up a fair number in that category.” 

Boehner was referring to the 2010 election, 
but judging by their actions, the same could be 
said of Montana’s 2020 election.  

And that’s why Montanans really, really 
want an end to the goofy, unconscionable, and 
unconstitutional mess of the 2021 legislative 
session – and for the “total morons” with “an 
R next to their name” to just go home. E      

—GeorGe oChenski

I
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In this ongoing series, Montana Press will 
continue to present a biographical profile 
of Montana’s new governor, exploring his 
history and following his leadership of state 
government. For the first three installments of 
the series, please visit montanapress.net.

hile Christians make up 70% of the 
US population, and a majority of 

this country’s governors, senators 
and congressmen are practicing Christians, 
Montana’s newly-elected governor is perhaps 
the first to have come out of the Fundamentalist 
tradition, with deep convictions about the place 
Christian values play in every-day life. 

Governor Greg Gianforte is unique in 
one other way: he’s also the first governor in 
Montana history to have an impressive digital-
tech background, one that earned him hundreds 
of millions of dollars through the sale of two 
companies he built, Brightwork Development 
($10 million) and RightNow Technologies 
($1.5 billion), funds that he now uses to 
donate to charitable organizations, through 
the Gianforte Family Foundation. As devout 
a conservative as he is a Christian, he almost 
certainly is the richest man to occupy the 
Governor’s Residence in Helena since it was 
built in 1959.

For nearly two decades now, The Gianforte 
Family Foundation (GFF) has allowed the new 
governor an opportunity to donate to a wide 
variety of non-profit organizations, many of 
which support his family’s religious beliefs. 
Many of these non-profits, however, have 
political agendas that match the Governor’s 
own political views. Organizations such as 
Focus on the Family, the Alliance Defending 
Freedom, the Family Research Council and 
the Montana Family Foundation, all of whom 
are recipients of GFF funds, hold similar, if 
not identical, political opinions to Governor 
Gianforte’s. 

Gianforte’s religious journey has taken him 
a long way from his childhood in King of 
Prussia, Pennsylvania in the 1960s and 1970s, 
when he was a congregant at Valley Forge 
Presbyterian Church. According to interviews 
with fellow church peers, that church was led 
by civil-rights advocate Rev. Joseph Jesen Jr. 
Members who attended church with Gianforte 
recall attending anti-nuclear rallies, and of 
hearing stories about Reverend Jesen marching 
on Washington, protesting the Vietnam War and 
registering voters in Selma, Alabama. Marwan 
Kreidie, who grew up with Gianforte in that 
Philadelphia suburb says he’s “religiously 
made quite a journey.”

Although Gianforte has not directly spoken 

about his religious affiliations on the East Coast 
as compared to those in Montana, his religious 
identity has certainly shifted. The family moved 
to Bozeman, after the sale of Brightwork 
Development Inc. in 1994. 

According to tax records, the Gianforte 
Family Foundation started donating to Grace 
Bible Church in Bozeman, Montana in 2006; 
to date, the GFF to date has donated over $4 
million to the family’s church. Grace Bible 
Church has remained the Gianforte family’s 
congregation for over a decade and Pastor 
Bryan Hughes of Grace Bible Church even 
spoke at the governor’s inauguration on Jan. 4, 
2021.

GRACE BIBLE CHURCH

The Governor’s church was founded in 1945.  
According to its website, the church identifies 
itself as a non-denominational church, also 
describing itself as a “bible,” “historical,” 
“instructional” and “evangelistic” church.

“Non-denominational does not mean not 
fundamentalist or not evangelical because 
technically, fundamentalism and evangelicalism 
are not denominations,” says Dr. Kristin Kobes 
Du Mez, professor of history and gender 
studies at Calvin University in Grand Rapids, 
Michigan. “They are orientations, they are 
movements; they are not contained within a 
denomination.”

Dr. Du Mez has authored two books, “Jesus 
and John Wayne: How White Evangelicals 
Corrupted a Faith and Fractured a Nation” and 
“A New Gospel for Women: Katharine Bushnell 
and the Challenge of Christian Feminism.” 
She has been featured in The Washington 
Post, and on NPR and NBC News, exploring 
how evangelicalism in America is defined by 
cultural and political movements, not just by 
theology. 

While identifying evangelical churches 
can get confusing, many non-denominational 
churches can be marked as evangelical. After 
looking at the Grace Bible Church constitution, 
Dr. Du Mez says that she would describe the 
church as evangelical with “fundamentalist 
flavors.” 

Fundamentalism follows faith strictly and 
Scripture literally. According to the Grace 
Bible Church constitution, “the Bible, in part 
and in whole, is authoritative for the believer. 
The authority of the Bible is both inherent in the 
Bible and rightfully bestowed on it as a believer 
comes to understand it. (Matthew 28:18-20; 
Titus 2:15)” 

“Unless they have these things hidden away 
somewhere, most evangelical churches are not 

going to go into that 
depth, especially the 
non-denominational 
sorts,” Dr. Du Mez 
explains. “And so in 
this case, it’s certainly 
within leadership of 
the church, theology 
is very much 
operative in themes.”

Each by-line of 
the Grace Bible 
constitution is backed 
with a Bible verse 
to support the text, 
and the constitution 

covers the Bible, the Trinity, Jesus Christ, 
Mankind, The Holy Spirit, Creation, the 
Resurrection, and the Second Coming. The 
constitution also explains marriage, sexuality 
and gender. According to the constitution, 
marriage is meant to be between one man and 
one woman. Same-sex marriange is a sin, and 
any attempt to change one’s gender is also 
labeled as a sin.  

The article within the constitution labeled 
“Governance” explains the duties of elders, 
deacons, etc. According to the constitution, 
only men are allowed to hold elder and deacon 
positions. Women cannot hold leadership 
positions at Grace Bible Church. 

Grace Bible Church “understands the 
language of 1 Timothy 3 (e.g., “if any man”, “he 
desires”, “the husband of one wife”, “he must 
manage his household,”etc.), 1 Corinthians 
14:34-35 (“they [women] are not permitted 
to speak, but are to subject themselves”), 1 
Timothy 2 (“I do not allow a woman to teach 
or exercise authority over a man”) to mean that 
Elders are required to be men and not women. 
This is consistent with our Lord appointing only 
male apostles (Matthew 10; Mark 3; Luke 5) 
as well as the practice of the historic, Catholic, 
Orthodox and Protestant Church.”

Dr. Du Mez says it’s normal for women to be 
excluded from leadership roles in evangelical 
churches. She says that, for many churches, 
women are able to teach Sunday school or 
children’s ministries. However, according 
to the staff board on the Grace Bible Church 
website, only male elders hold those roles. 

According to the Grace Bible website, 
Women’s Ministries at the church include 
cooking meals for those in need, helping with 
certain services and receptions, and cleaning 
and helping with seminars and retreats. 

When asked if there is push back about 
church roles for women, Dr. Du Mez says that 
many women are fine with the role they are 
given. She explains that many women find 
pleasure in the community they’re part of. 

“Not all women are chasing out these 
restrictions at all; many are quite comfortable,” 
Du Mez says. “And then many are defensive 
against anybody who would criticize them or 
imply that they are being oppressed or, imply 
that they are submissive, because they feel 
comfortable within these restrictions.” 

Dr. Du Mez also says women who are 
uncomfortable with these defined roles 
probably don’t join a church like Grace Bible, 
or they choose to leave because it’s easier than 
fighting against the established roles. 

Grace Bible’s constitution also states that 
members can be removed from the Church 
due to a member passing away, moving, not 
attending services or not living in “accord to 
faith and order of the church.”

Dr. Du Mez says the church’s constitution 
emphasizing theology is a way to ensure no one 
can diverge. “So anybody [is] out if they cross 
any of those lines, and there’s a lot of lines that 
you could cross,” Du Mez says. 

THE CULTURE AND DONATIONS

Dr. Du Mez explains that, by and large, many 
evangelicals don’t use theology as a strong 
motivator. Instead, evangelicals use evangelical 
culture as a motivator. 

“There’s this kind of cultural identity of 
what it means to be an avid evangelical,” Du 
Mez says. “And that’s where I really highlight 
the importance of an evangelical consumer-
culture.” 

Participating in the evangelical subculture 
means immersing in products like evangelical 
radio shows, books, and ministries. She says 
that, for many evangelicals, the culture is “more 
at the heart” of what it means to be evangelical 
than articulating the theological. Articulating 
theology would make sense for a pastor or elder 
to do, but not as much for followers. 

Examples of individuals driving the 
evangelical consumer-culture include the late 
Jerry Falwell, an American pastor who became 
wealthy due to his radio and television show and 
books. Other evangelists did the same, like the 
late Billy Graham and James Dobson, founder 
of Focus on the Family; now 84, Dobson has 
written dozens of books and his radio show still 
plays all across America.

The Gianforte Family Foundation donated 
$725,000 between 2007 to 2018 to Focus on the 
Family and $119,000 to the Family Research 
Council, which was co-founded by Dobson 
in 1983. According to the Family Research 
Council’s website, the latter merged and became 
a division within Focus on the Family in 1988. 
As of 2018, the Family Research Council had 
over $16 million in revenue. As of 2019, Focus 
on the Family has $99 million in revenue. 

The Gianforte Family Foundation has also 
donated $283,500 to Alliance Defending 
Freedom, between 2008 to 2018. As of 2019, 
Alliance Defending Freedom had over $57 
million in revenue.

Focus on the Family, Alliance Defending 
Freedom and the Family Research Council 
are described as “ministries” or religious 
organizations; however, their actual activities 
often cross over the line into politics. Many 
suggest that these organizations are far more 
political than religious. 

Scott McCoy, Interim Deputy Legal Director 
at the Southern Poverty and Law Center 
(SPLC), says the Family Research Council 
and the Alliance Defending Freedom are both 
designated by the SPLC as hate groups. “All of 
them have made reference [to] ‘changing the 
culture,’” McCoy says. “Basically, [they work]
to change to a strict theocratic, and specifically 
Christian authoritarian form of government that 
would mimic the right wing, Christian-right 
hierarchies from which these policies emanate.”

According to SPLC, Alliance Defending 
Freedom has supported recriminalization of 
sexual acts between consenting LGBTQ+ 
adults nationally and abroad and claims a 
“homosexual agenda” is ruining Christianity 
and America. They also lobby for “religious 
liberty” legislation that allows LGBTQ+ 

Montana Press Monthly • Page 6 • April 2021

W

MONTANA SPOTLIGHT
Capitol Watch: Governor Greg Gianforte Brings His 

Personal Religious Values to the Political Arena



individuals to be denied services by those who 
claim doing so is against their religion. SPLC 
says the Family Research Council argues that 
a “homosexual agenda” is harming the children 
of our country.

McCoy says whether or not leaders of these 
groups adhere to Christian beliefs, if they can’t 
change the minds of people then they move to 
change policy and legislation. 

“Organizations like this are part of a right-
wing ecosystem that has been building an anti-
democratic infrastructure in the country for 
decades,” McCoy says. 

POLITICAL ORGANIZATIONS ACTING 
AS RELIGIOUS ENTITIES

The Religious Right has pushed conservative 
values for decades now, since the 1960s and 
1970s, when it first encountered the feminist 
movement, as well as civil and environmental 
rights. As some progressive movements 
began to change American culture, many 
conservatives worked to reverse or stop what 
they felt were sweeping changes. By inspiring 
mostly white evangelicals to vote and by 
latching on to social issues instead of theology, 
organizations like Focus on the Family, Alliance 
Defending Freedom and Family Research 
Council presented themselves as ministries. 
Such organizations emerged and thrived. 

“And that really allowed this movement to 
mobilize,” explains Travis McAdam, program 
director for Combating White Nationalism & 
Defending Democracy at the Montana Human 
Rights Network. “Conservative people of faith 
sometimes would argue over theology; these 
new groups were able to kind of bridge the gap 
that existed between conservative Catholics 
and some Protestant denominations, because 
they were focusing on social issues.”

The Religious Right gained loyal followers 
by effective messaging, growing revenue and 
investing in virtually every aspect of American 
life, especially in colleges and schools. With 
civil-rights groups becoming more active, 
private schools began arguing for “religious 
choice” rather than opposing desegregation in 
schools. 

By gifting large sums of money to groups 
like the Alliance Defending Freedom, Family 
Research Council, Focus on the Family, 
Montana Family Foundation and Montana 
Family Institute, the Gianforte Family 
Foundation has become a strong supporter of 
school choice and private schools. For example, 
the GFF has donated over $13 million to the 
classical Christian school Petra Academy in 
Bozeman.  Governor Gianforte has also served 
as board director of Petra and his four children 
attended the school. The Foundation has also 
donated over $7 million to ACE Scholarships, 
which grants scholarships for students to allow 
them to attend such private schools. 

GIANFORTE AND THE MONTANA 
FAMILY FOUNDATION

According to a 2013 article in the Helena 
Independent Record, Montana’s new Governor 
first met Jeff Laszloffy, President of the 
Montana Family Foundation, while Gianforte 
led RightNow Technologies. Laszloffy says 
Gianforte approached him about alternative 
education opportunities in Montana, since he 
was struggling to find qualified individuals to 
work for his cloud-technology business. 

The Montana Family Foundation (MFF) is a 
research and education organization promoting 
“pro-family values in Montana.” The Christian 
Coalition of Montana had been formed in 1992, 
and became the Montana Family Coalition in 
2001. Several board members stepped away from 
the Montana Family Coalition to form Montana 
Family Foundation in 2004 with Laszloffy, a 
former representative in the Montana House, 
becoming the group’s president.

On the MFF website, people are encouraged 
to become members of the organization to 
“enhance MFF’s ability to impact public policy 
and influence the culture in Montana.”  MFF 
is partnered with Focus on the Family, Alliance 
Defending Freedom and Family Research 
Council. The Foundation embraces the Family 
Policy Council for Montana for the Family 
Research Council. Laszloffy is the local leader 
doing what such national organizations do at a 
state level. 

Like many religious-right organizations, the 
Montana Family Foundation has taken stances 
against same-sex marriage and transgender 
rights while pushing for religious freedom. As 
president of the MFF, Jeff Laszloffy supported 
extreme conspiracy theories, such as the 
“birther” conspiracy claiming that former 
president Obama is not a U.S. citizen, a theory 
now thoroughly debunked.

“The fact that the [Montana] Family 
Foundation is organized as a political entity 
makes a lot of sense,” says the Montana Human 
Rights Network’s Travis McAdam.  That’s why 
the Religious Right was created… to gain and 
then try to sustain and keep political power.” 

The MFF is filed as a 501(c)4, a social 
welfare organization. A 501(c)4 allows MFF 
to participate in political activities such as 
lobbying and endorsing candidates. On their 
website, they encourage people to donate 
to MFF. A partnering group is the Montana 
Family Institute (MFI), which is a 501(c)3, a 
public charity. A 501(c)3 is limited as far as to 
what an organization can do, politically. The 
MFF is not.

The Gianforte Family Foundation donated 
nearly $2 million to MFF and MFI between 
2005 and 2018. GFF started donating to MFI 
in 2013, before Gianforte’s first run for public 
office. Susan Gianforte also sat on the board of 
the MFF, starting as a director in 2005. From 
there she became treasurer from 2006 to 2007, 
back to director in 2008 and chairman from 
2009 to 2015, according to MFI tax records. 

Currently, Anita Milanovich, former Chief 
Legal Counsel for Montana Family Foundation, 
serves as the new Governor’s general counsel. 
Milanovich reiterates the same messages as the 
Montana Family Foundation. 

“Transgender athletes deserve compassion,” 
she wrote in a USA Today editorial in 2019, 
“but not the right to transform women’s sports,” 
adding that “a just, equitable and compassionate 
solution simply cannot require the redefinition 
of what it means to be a girl or a woman. 
Loving each other does not necessitate a spot 
on the women’s team, or a woman’s trophy.”

Prior to her husband becoming governor, 
Susan Gianforte had also spoken out against 
an anti-discrimination ordinance that would 
protect LGBTQ+ members from discrimination 
in the Bozeman community. “I think that 
relationship has ended up working out well 
for both of them,” the Montana Human Rights 
Network’s Travis McAdam says. “You have 
tons and tons of money from that [Gianforte] 
trust over the years going to the [Montana] 
Family Foundation.”

McAdam adds that having Gianforte’s wife 
sitting on the Foundation board has helped as 
well. “It’s not necessarily that these lawmakers 
and Governor Gianforte are representing the 
true wishes of community members around 
Montana,” McAdam opines. “But what they 
are representing are those core ideologies of 
the Religious Right that, again, has secured 
and continues to maintain a lot of power and 
influence in the Republican Party, both here in 
Montana, and of course nationally as well.”

Nationally and locally, the goals of the 
Religious Right have been executed. For the 
first time in 16 years, Montana has a Republican 
governor and a Republican majority in the 
legislature. Even though he lost the election 
to President Biden, Donald Trump’s politics 
have had a deep impact in Montana, even after 

the long battle culminating with The  Capitol 
insurrection on January 6, 2021. 

According to Gallup, 81 percent of white 
evangelical Protestants voted for Trump in 
2020 and “about one-fourth of all voters were 
White evangelical Christians.” To this day, over 
70 percent of Trump voters believe more votes 
were cast for Trump than Biden. While some 
supporters have drifted from his side, many 
continue to stand by Trump. 

“Within this ‘us versus them’ worldview, it 
is assumed that God is on your side, and you 
are on God’s side,” Dr. Du Mez from Calvin 
University says. “And so anything you do 
is really justified because you are on the side 
of what is right and, and on the other side are 
people who are out to get you, who are out to get 
God’s truth, who are out to destroy America.”

THE IMPACT OF THE RELIGIOUS
RIGHT LOCALLY

According to Dr. Du Mez, she saw 
Congressman Gianforte’s 2017 confrontation 
with a reporter as the behavior of someone with 
a lot of money and plenty of power displaying 
the kind of masculinity that is often praised by 
evangelicals. 

Dr. Du Mez continues: “That’s consistent 
with the ideal of a militant Christian 
masculinity, that since God has filled men with 
testosterone, they are aggressive, and they can 
use that aggression when necessary, and that’s 
to protect faith, family and nation. And so that’s 
actually a sign of virtue, that when push comes 
to shove, you can use your strength to do what 
needs to be done.”

According to a 2019 Pew Research Center 
study, Christians make up 70.6 perecnt of 
Americans and evangelical Protestants make 
up 25.4 percent. In our state, Christians make 
up 65 percent of Montanans and evangelical 
Protestants make up 28 percent.

Pew also tells us that 63 percent of Americans 
think churches should keep out of political 
matters; 76 precent of Americans do not want 
churches vocally favoring one candidate over 
the other; 38 percent of Americans say churches 
and religious organizations have too much 
influence in politics, 28 percent say they don’t 
have enough influence and 34 perecnt say they 
have the right amount of influence. 

“The reality is that this [evangelical attitude] 
is not even representative of most Christians,” 
Travis McAdam says. “I think there are a lot of 
folks out there at the community level, that are 
really upset that their values and what they care 
about doesn’t seem to be accepted and valued, 
at the legislature, during committee hearings, 
in those policy arenas, because the [Montana] 
Family Foundation and those types of groups 
have sort of staked out that territory as being 
theirs.”

At Grace Bible Church, a blog was published 
recently, titled “What to do when an election 
doesn’t go your way?” A question is posed: 
“But what if I believe that an election was 
indeed fraudulent even if the legal system says 
differently?”

Months earlier, another blog addressed 
former Governor Bullock’s COVID-19 mask 
mandate. While the church elders decided 
to follow the mandate, they also addressed 
politics.

“Many of us also could find agreement in that 
by submitting to Governor Bullock’s mandate 
that attendees of places of worship wear masks, 
we (GBC) are lending some support to the 
Governor, his liberal agenda, and the agenda of 
the increasingly radicalized democratic party.”

Based on the blog and the fact that 81 percent 
percent of evangelicals voted for Trump, the 
conversation of election fraud in the same 
election that fellow church member Gianforte 
won handily made its way through Grace Bible 
Church. Then-Congressman Gianforte joined 
126 Republican colleagues to challenge the 
2020 election results after November 2020, 
one of his last official acts in Washington, last 
January 6, in the aftermath of the Insurrection. 

“Trump explicitly promised to protect 
Christianity, to protect evangelicals and their 
interests,” Dr. Du Mez says. “Conservative 
evangelicals say that’s exactly what he did, and 
they’re not wrong.”

Gianforte stands as one of the few prominent 
Republican figures who is able to help 
financially fund Religious Right organizations, 
all the while assisting in Congress and now 
in Helena, in his role as governor. While the 
Governor donates to secular organizations 
as well, he truly has been a beacon of light, 
politically and personally, for Grace Bible 
Church for well over a decade.  

When asked if it’s possible for evangelicals 
to separate church and state, Dr. Kristin Du 
Mez of Calvin University concludes that, while 
such separation is technically possible, it “goes 
against their belief system” for those like the 
Gianfortes.

“He’s in pretty deep,” Du Mez concludes. 
“He is using his vast resources to promote… his 
religious values as he understands them.”

INTO THE FUTURE

Messages from Religious Right organizations 
still seep into our churches, as they do at Grace 
Bible Church. With more than a few of these 
groups being designated as hate groups, the 
Southern Poverty and Law Center’s Scott 
McCoy says it’s important not to assume that 
such organizations are doing good work, based 
upon the titles of their organizations. 

At the same time, McCoy stresses that just 
because a person is against such platforms 
of these groups does not make a person anti-
religious or unable to hold differing opinions 
and beliefs. “The difference is whether or not 
you impose [those beliefs] on other people.” 
Comprehending the difference between 
political organizations and religious entities is 
as important as understanding the separation 
of church and state.  As the Governor wrote on 
a recent Twitter entry, “For God so loved the 
world that he gave his one and only Son, that 
whoever believes in him shall not perish but 
have eternal life.” E

—maCkenzie dexter
dexter.mackenzie20@gmail.com

Over 200 people have been contacted in 
this extended series of articles regarding the 
past and present events that have shaped the 
2020 election of Greg Gianforte as Montana’s 
governor.  The Gianforte Family Foundation 
and the Montana Family Foundation were 
contacted for comment, but declined to respond.  
Also declining to respond were multiple Elders 
of Grace Bible Church, including Pastor 
Bryan Hughes. Additionally, Governor Greg 
Gianforte was reached out for comment but did 
not respond. The Gianforte Family Foundation 
was reached out for comment but also declined 
to respond. Look for the fifth installment in this 
series in our June issue. 
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H ow did a British newcomer 
break onto the fiction A-list 
with novels set in small-town 

America?  He just began at the end.
As Chris Whitaker explained 

recently to The Guardian, his very 
first “end” came at age 19, when a 
mugger stabbed him multiple times 
with a kitchen knife. Remarkably, he 
survived the attack, only to struggle 
with alcohol, drugs and suicidal 
thoughts, which together led him to a 
cure: writing. 

The reawakening led him to pursue 
a career as a stockbroker. But his 
second “end” came when he was 
in his 20s, when, in a single day of 
unrestrained trading, he racked up a 
£500,000 loss. In lieu of prosecution, 
his bosses agreed to let Whitaker work to pay 
back half of it.

So where’s the happy ending? Whitaker 
launched his successful writing career with 
the 2016 eye-opening California-set “Tall 
Oaks,” enabling the writer and his wife to 
build a future for what are now their three 
children. His sophomore title, the Alabama-
set “All the Wicked Girls,” hit the shelves in 
2017.

Whitaker’s new novel, “We Begin at the 
End,” wraps much of the author’s personal 
experiences into the life of one Duchess Day 
Radley, a 13-year-old, self-proclaimed outlaw 
whose commitment to her 5-year-old brother 
Robin is exceeded only by her cussword 
vocabulary. The “end” that launches this 
coastal California novel involves the pending 
prison release of Vincent King, who, 30 years 
earlier, was convicted of murdering 7-year-
old Sissy Radley, the aunt Duchess never 
knew and sister to her troubled single mom, 
Star. 

The cop who found Aunt Sissy’s body, 
Officer Walker, aka “Walk,” now Chief of 
Police in tiny Cape Haven, provided the 
testimony that imprisoned his friend King 
for the murder, hence his discomfort over 
the prison release. To avoid further trauma 
for the kids, their grandparents take Duchess 
and Robin to their Montana farm to start life 
anew. Suffice to say, Duchess has other ideas.

MONTANA PRESS: Let’s begin with the 
obvious: foul language may have set a new 
one-book literary record here, Chris.

CHRIS WHITAKER: Yes, and that would be 
Duchess. (laughs). Yeah, she’s tough. She’s 
got a bad mouth, shall we say. 

MP: It becomes kind of humorous throughout 
the book. Colorful vocabulary aside, were 
you a reader as a kid?

WHITAKER: I was a big reader as a kid but 
I didn’t really give any thought to writing; 
it just wasn’t on the agenda for me. I didn’t 
do very well at school, messed up and ended 
without any qualifications. I just didn’t know 
what I wanted to do. I read a lot of Stephen 
King books when I was too young to read 
them. My dad was a big Stephen King fan 
and he used to shelve them on the top shelf 
so I couldn’t get to them, so when we went 

off, I’d run off and find a Stephen King book 
and bury it within a comic book, and I’d 
sit there for hours kind of scaring myself 
senseless. It had a profound effect on me. I 
didn’t know that books could be so visual 
and vivid and terrifying and make you feel all 
these emotions. 

MP: I can feel Stephen King in this one.

WHITAKER: Yeah, I don’t think you get so 
hugely successful without being incredibly 
gifted, and I don’t think anyone does 
character quite as well as Stephen King.

MP: It’s fascinating to me, given your 
background, that you were able to dive into 
fiction. Was it invigorating when you started 
your first novel, “Tall Oaks?”

WHITAKER: Just after I was attacked and 
stabbed and had all that trouble, I sat down 
to write in therapy, and it was Duchess that I 
wrote. She kind of arrived on the page fully 
formed and I had this strong visual image 
of her; she was kind of outwardly small and 
vulnerable, and she wore these old clothes 
and a cowboy hat. Everything about her 
screamed “victim.” And I kind of went from 
there, and I wrote lots of bits of her life, but 
it was very disjointed; it wasn’t a story in a 
way, it was almost like a diary. So I stuck 
with her kind of off-and-on over 20 years, 
and after I went into the city and lost all that 
money, I went back to Duchess and wrote 
some more and set the book in Montana. And 
I looked forward to it. After a tough day or a 
really stressful time, I would sit there, and it 
was like the ultimate escapism.

MP: What drew you to Montana?

WHITAKER: When I was a child, probably my 
most treasured childhood memory was going 
to Disney World with my dad and brother, 
and we were standing in line in a queue to 
go on a ride, and there was a family in front 
of us from Montana. We were talking to 
them and they were kind of selling it to us 
as the most beautiful place on earth, and the 
man said, “It’s like switching from portrait 
to landscape.” (laughs) And that stayed with 
me and that line made it into the book, and 
it became this place that I would go and 
look at pictures of. It became kind of my 
utopia. I live just outside London and grew 

up in London, and it felt very closed-in and I 
wasn’t able to think clearly, and Montana… 
I talk a lot in the book about therapy of 
thought and how it becomes easier there.

MP: It’s interesting how Duchess responds to 
Big Sky country.

WHITAKER: Yeah, because she just doesn’t 
feel like she belongs anywhere; she won’t 
lay down roots anywhere because she 
always assumes that anything good will 
be taken from her, because that tends to 
be what’s happened in the past. And I 
love those scenes; those were my favorite 
scenes to write. Already the early messages 
coming from readers indicate those were 
their favorite scenes, Duchess with her 
grandfather.

MP: Rural Montana was an interesting 
choice. How did you get the feel from 
London to put Montana on the page?

WHITAKER: Well, I work in a public library, 
and I spend so much of my time pouring over 
the books, travel guides to Montana, so I 
could create a town and place it somewhere 
real and still be able to shape it to fit the 
story. And I found these amazing books. One 
was just pictures of the seasons in Montana. 
It’s most amazing! I can’t choose a favorite 

season just by looking at the pictures; they’re 
all so staggeringly beautiful. I know that a lot 
of authors struggle with research; it can be 
seen as a necessary evil, but something you 
need to do, but I loved it so much. Having 
grown up in a city, it just seems like heaven 
to me, just amazing.

Toward the end of the book, Duchess goes 
on this epic road trip trying to make her way 
back from Montana to California, and I found 
online someone who had done the exact drive 
and left their camera in that car recording, 
and it helped massively. I just chanced to fall 
upon it after I’d written most of the book and 
it really helped. I’m very visual when I’m 
writing a scene; I work across three screens 
and I have all the pictures and play the 
sounds that they might hear, and I like to get 
it right, everything from the type of tree that 
they might see or the animals they might see 
in the distance. I really want a reader to feel 
like they’re there. That’s so important to me.

MP: Did the fictional Cape Haven, California 
have a similar genesis?

WHITAKER: Yeah, it actually did. There’s 
a hell of a lot of information on that, but I 
just wanted to build a town and put it on 
the coast. I wanted it to be this perfect, 
idyllic town 30 years ago, and it’s slowly 
being eroded, and it kind of mirrors what’s 

Montana through the Mind’s Eye: Novelist Chris Whitaker

MONTANA BOOKS
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happening to the character Walker in the 
book, who is battling health issues and he’s 
trying to kind of preserve this childhood 
memory he’s got in his mind. And that’s 
why the book is called “We Begin at the 
End,” ’because it starts 30 years before at 
this terrible, tragic event and none of the 
characters are able to move on from there; 
it’s kind of the end for them. Even Duchess, 
who wasn’t born at that time, she’s got this 
huge shadow over her life, and she just can’t 
outrun it. And part of the story is that: how 
do we atone for other people’s mistakes and 
things like that? How do we outrun them or 
learn to live with them?

I think there are lots of towns like that, that 
all of a sudden are kind of opened up and 
people are keen to build on every parcel of 
beautiful land, and then you get people like 
Walker who are trying to preserve it; every 
time someone is trying to build, he’ll be 
trying to stop it, and it will feel like a losing 
battle to him. 

I really felt that kind of struggle when I 
was writing the book. He just doesn’t want 
anything to change and that’s not how the 
world works. It’s a difficult position, and 
he’s a good person. Writing Walker was like 
coming up for air sometimes after writing 
addict-driven Duchess things.

MP: Walker has his challenges, agreed, but 
nothing like the angry adolescent Duchess!

WHITAKER: I was very much aware of the 
challenges I’d face hanging the book on a 
child’s shoulders. It’s an adult story, it’s a 
mystery, it’s a coming-of-age story, and it 
was imperative to get her right. And getting 
her right didn’t mean making her lovable to 
every reader; it was more about being true to 
the story I’m trying to tell. She can be quite 
difficult to love and difficult to like; she’s a 
product of her upbringing and environment. 
The many, many years it took to write the 
book, a big chunk of it was Duchess. I just 
couldn’t get her right, and she didn’t feel 
right and I probably spent a year writing and 
rewriting her dialogue over and over again, 
until I got to know her.

MP: Duchess proves to be so engrossing that 
another main character, Vincent King, almost 
seems sympathetic by comparison.

WHITAKER: I was just very aware that no 
one is all good or all bad; everyone has more 
sides to them, and we’re all more than the 
worst things we’ve done. It was very much 
about finding an angle. Vincent was kind of 
struggling, and every sentence that I wrote 
had a strain there and a kind of agony. It was 
just getting inside his head, and it’s a dark 
place to be really. 

It was difficult. I think it becomes apparent 
as the story wears on that he’s not trying 
to get out of anything; he’s trying to live 
the worst life he possibly can, because he 
doesn’t deserve any better. That in itself; 
there’s a tragedy there. Yeah, I like Vincent. 
I’m glad you liked Vincent. Hardly anyone 
talks about liking Vincent. I can’t imagine 
anything worse than taking the life of a child, 
whether it’s accidental or not. I don’t think 
that’s something you would truly ever forgive 
yourself for. His problem is, how can he 
ever enjoy anything when she can’t, when 
this little girl is not living anymore and can’t 
grow up and experience anything because of 
him?

MP: Did your own personal crises provide 
the insight to make Vincent so haunted by his 
own actions?

WHITAKER: You do these things that have 
consequences every day without really 
thinking. We make these decisions every day. 
I used to think what would have happened if 
I hadn’t gone into work that day, if I hadn’t 
lost that money, where would my life be? 
And it’s like sliding doors; every decision 
brings some kind of consequences. And I 
dwelled a lot on that for years, and it’s so 
pointless because you can’t change the past. 
All the good and bad decisions make us the 
people we are today. 

I’ve stopped kind of beating myself about 
it now. I’d like to have the money back 
(laughs). I was 24 when it happened and 
leaving work with a million dollars in debt 
is a lot to take for a 24-year-old. I believe 
there’s a path for everything we do and we 
might change directions. I like to believe that 
I found something that makes me happy, and 
it was a difficult road to find. Some people 
work jobs just for the money and I don’t see 
writing as just a job, it’s so much more than 
that.

MP: Any chance we’ll be seeing Duchess on 
the big screen?

WHITAKER: It was just announced the other 
day that Disney had bought the TV rights 
to turn “We Begin at the End” into a show, 
which is very exciting. It’s with Tommy 
Kail, the director of (the Broadway hit) 
“Hamilton,” which I loved. I often get asked 
who I would choose to play, whichever 
character, but I can never imagine it. It 
sounds funny but they feel really personal; 
obviously I’ve lived with them now for many 
years, and they are now characters in the 
public eye. It’s strange, isn’t it? E      

—Jay maCdonald



i Mom, I have a change of plans.” 
These were the first words out of the 
mouth of eighteen-year-old Missoula 

teenager Jennifer Pentilla on October 17, 1991—
and her mother was relieved to hear them.

She had boarded a flight with her bicycle a 
few weeks earlier destined for California, de-
termined to ride to Mexico to join fellow aid 
workers as part of a humanitarian project for 
children. At 7:52 a.m., on October 17, 1991, 
she leaned against the pay phone outside the 
Downtown Shell station on Pine Street in Dem-
ing, New Mexico, an isolated agricultural town 
of cattle, chili peppers, onions and melons.

Thin, pastel-skinned, blonde, and alone, 
she wore a lightweight pair of blue and white 
biking gloves and brown hiking boots, a slim 
chain with a cross emblem dangled around her 
neck, her blue eyes obscured by dark brown 
eyeglasses. Plunked in the barrenness of the 
desert, she stood 35 miles north of the Mexi-
can border, approximately 1,350 miles south 
of her Montana home. 

She believed in the alms of humanitarian 
work, something which allowed her to cel-
ebrate her faith, that at times in her life she 
had been compelled to camouflage.  She had 
visited Mexico a few months prior, spending a 
part of her summer painting and repairing old 
churches. A few years before that, at the end 
of her junior year at Great Falls High School, 
Jennifer traveled without a chaperone to work 
in Sierra Leone, West Africa – cleaning brush, 
chopping timber, tilling land – sometimes do-
ing more than one job at a time. 

Now she felt that it would be safer to modify 
her plans and not venture south. Once Jennifer 
made a decision like this one, she was disin-
clined to revisit it. And though her mother, 
Lynn, respected her daughter’s independence 
and the implacable sense of faith that bal-
anced it, “Mom, I have a change of plans” was 
a decision she desired to hear. To Lynn, Jen-
nifer seemed like a good girl who was trying 
to figure it all out and having a little trouble 
along the way, especially after the recent loss 
of her father, Nick Pentilla, who died of leu-
kemia at age 44. She seemed thoughtful, con-
fident, and above all hopeful. Moreover, she 
had always had the character strength to take 
accountability for her own behavior. Lynn had 
lost much sleep and experienced several bad 
dreams since her daughter had flown to San 
Diego on October 1. She experienced pangs of 
guilt since Jennifer was traveling riskily using 
a mountain bike and camping equipment that 
Lynn had bought for her as high school gradu-
ation gifts only months earlier. 

Jennifer worked hard to make the most of 
such freedom during two weeks of camping 
and bike riding in the unfamiliar West and 
Southwest, with stops in Campo, California 
and Willcox, Arizona, as well in Mexico, in-
cluding, most recently Tecate, where at times 
she faithfully relied on strangers for car rides 
and even shelter.

“Faith is not faith until it’s all you’re holding 
on to,” was a credo that she had just scratched 
in her journal.   

Still, Lynn intuited the turbulence in Jen-
nifer’s voice. Perhaps her daughter – a gentle 
child who had a Rice Krispies watch on her 
wrist and a stuffed platypus squashed in her 
rucksack – was getting lonely, even homesick. 
Besides, not everything had gone according to 
perfect plan. Razor-sharp rocks and scattered 
hunks of glass twice punctured holes in her bi-
cycle tires. The first flat coming before she had 
even made it out of California. Days later, she 

was stranded again, this time a truck driver 
would pick her up in Lordsburg, New Mexi-
co, and provide the 60-mile ride to Deming, 
where a local man graciously repaired the bi-
cycle tire. 

JENNIFER ARRIVES IN DEMING

On October 16, 1991, Jennifer attended 
the Wednesday night service at the Deming 
Baptist Church which started at 7 p.m. After 
the church services, Jennifer asked members 
of the congregation if she could sleep in the 
church, perhaps roll her sleeping bag out on a 
pew? Maybe she could pitch her tent behind 
the church?  

Pastor Robert Summers and his wife Loret-
ta offered the girl a better and safer night’s rest 
at a fifth wheel on the couple’s property near-
by, where Jennifer took a warm shower and 
washed out her hair, then watched television, 
before she retired to bed at approximately 10 
p.m. Robert and Loretta rose early the follow-
ing morning, taking Jennifer for breakfast at 
McDonald’s at approximately 7 a.m., and then 
Pastor Robert escorted her back to the church 
so Jennifer could retrieve her bicycle. 

After parting with the Summerses’, Jenni-
fer walked across the road with her bicycle 
to the Downtown Shell station and called her 
mother to inform her of what she had told the 
Summers the night before. As the fall of 1991 
edged toward winter, she would bicycle for 
a short while in the dry, sunny land of New 
Mexico and then jump on a bus or flag a ride 
to Moorhead, Minnesota to visit a friend who 
was a freshman at Concordia College. After 
Lynn told her that wintertime freezes had 
turned the ground to iron in parts of the Mid-
west, Jennifer said that putting away the bicy-
cle for a while would be a welcome scenario; 
fatigued and stiff from all of the exercise, she 
was relying on Tylenol and Bayer.

“Please don’t tell her that I am coming to 
visit,” Jennifer requested of her mother.  “The 
look on her face will be priceless.”

Lynn offered to pay the bus ticket fare from 
New Mexico to Minnesota. Jennifer politely 
reminded her mother that she still had a few 
hundred dollars in cash on hand and then she 
talked about matting and framing the poems 
that she had been writing at campsites and 
cafes, and perhaps selling them at craft fairs 

to earn extra 

money for Christmas. She floated the idea 
of enrolling in writing and art classes during 
the spring 1992 semester at the University of 
Montana.

“I will call you later tonight or tomorrow 
morning,” Jennifer concluded. “I will let you 
know what way I’ll be going to head out of 
New Mexico. I’m headed to Las Cruces. I’m 
excited to know that I’ll be home for the holi-
days. Love you Mom.”

“I was excited that she was going to be 
home for Christmas,” says Lynn. “When her 
dad was sick with leukemia, our last two 
Christmases were pretty sad, and they were 
spent at the hospital. We were hoping to have 
a better Christmas, and I just knew we would 
because she was going to be home.” 

Between October 1 and October 17, 1991, 
Jennifer called home in Missoula collect at 
least a dozen times. But the 14-minute phone 
call from Deming, New Mexico would be 
the final time that Lynn would ever hear her 
daughter’s voice.  

“She told us that she was going to be bik-
ing to Minnesota to see her friend,” says Lo-
retta Summers in 2021. “We told her to go 
to Highway 70 to Interstate 40 and gave her 
directions to the Fair Acres Baptist Church 
in Las Cruces. She asked about making a cut 
across to Hatch. We said that that was not a 
good idea. There was not a lot of traffic that 
way and it was not a good idea to go that way. 
We assumed that she went to Interstate 70. We 
learned later that bikes would not have been 
allowed on Interstate 70, so what could have 
happened to that poor girl?”

Thirty-years later, Jennifer Pentilla is listed 
on the website of the New Mexico State Po-
lice Cold Case Homicides. 
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Jennifer Pentilla believed in the alms 

of humanitarian work, something 

which allowed her to celebrate her 

faith, which at times in her life she

 had been compelled to camouflage.  

In fact, she had visited Mexico a few 

months prior to her disappearance, 

where she had spent a part of her 

summer painting and repairing old 

churches, and a few years before that, 

at the end of her junior year at Great 

Falls High School, she traveled 

without a chaperone to work in 

Sierra Leone, West Africa – 

cleaning brush, chopping timber, 

tilling land – sometimes doing 

more than one job at a time. 
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eveloped in the 1930s, the Douglas DC-3 
was perhaps the first modern passenger 
plane. Throughout the decade, several 

hundred were in service, pioneering many 
American air-travel routes. By 1939 a DC-3 
was able to cross the continental United States 
from New York to Los Angeles in 18 hours, 
with only three stops. It was one of the first 
airliners that could profitably carry passengers 
only, without relying on mail subsidies. 

When World War II started, however, the 
U.S. Army needed cargo planes, and the DC-3 
proved perfect for that job. The Army made 
a few changes to equip the aircraft for war, 
renamed it the C-47, and proceeded to build 
over 10,000 C-47s over the next five years. 

After the war, thousands of C-47s were sold 
to civilians, re-designated as DC-3s, and put 
to the task of doing every imaginable type of 
work. The C-47 is widely considered one of 
the most successful airplane designs in history, 
featuring brawn, speed, efficiency, versatility, 
and an unprecedented record of active service. 

In May 1944, the Douglas Aircraft 
Company built N24320, a C-47 cargo plane 
built for World War II, although the war was 
over before this particular plane could join the 
fight. 

N24320 was delivered to the Army in 1944, 
but did little for two years and, like so many 
C-47s after the war – and before the Berlin 
Airlift – ended up in Army surplus. Then, in 
1946, a pioneering aviator from Montana, Bob 
Johnson, bought her from the government, 
flew her to Missoula, and worked her hard 
for nearly 30 years. N24320 was the first of 
three C-47s that Johnson would buy and put to 
work, and the only one of the three “Dougs” 
that survives.

During the Johnson years, she carried cargo 
to back-country airstrips, smokejumpers to 
work on wildfires, athletes to ball games, 
passengers on charter flights, GIs home for 
Christmas leave, pesticides to spray invasive 
insects, as well as carrying anything that could 
fit inside of its expansive cargo hold.  

Tragedy in Mann Gulch
By 1946, the U.S. Forest Service (USFS) 

had experimented with fighting fires from 
the air for many years, dropping men and 
equipment by parachute to extinguish small 
fires before they became big. The USFS tried 
the tasks with smaller Ford Trimotors and 
Travel Airs, but neither of the planes had the 
capacity or speed to deliver enough men and 
equipment to put out distant fires in a hurry. 

The DC-3, and specifically N24320, (the 
aircraft that would one day become known as 
“Miss Montana”) brought a quantum leap in 
smoke-jumping capability. As the first DC-3 
to carry smokejumpers to fires, N24320 could 
carry sixteen smokejumpers and lots of gear 
and could do it faster than ever before. Not 
only did N24320 pioneer effective smoke-
jumping, but it was also a main character in the 
deadliest smoke-jumping tragedy in history.

The summer of 1949 was unusually hot 
in Montana. By August, conditions were 
extreme. At about four o’clock on the 
afternoon of August 4, a thunderstorm passed 
north of Helena, over some of the most rugged 
and remote terrain in the area. On that day, 
conditions were ideal for lightning-caused 
fires to start, but not to spread. By the morning 

of August 5, lightning had triggered many 
new fires, one of which was in Mann Gulch, 
and conditions for fires to spread became 
ideal. Winds picked up dramatically and the 
temperature soared to near 100 degrees. The 
Forest Service rated fire danger on August 4 at 
sixteen out of 100; on August 5, the fire danger 
rated seventy-four out of 100, meaning the fire 
danger was explosive. 

By the early afternoon of August 5, the 
Forest Service was looking for men to fight 
dozens of new fires. This meant searching the 
bars for able-bodied men willing to work on 
fires accessible from the ground. The remote 
fire in Mann Gulch was a job for the elite 
smokejumpers from Missoula so the Forest 
Service ranger in Helena called Missoula at 
1:50 p.m. to request personnel. On any given 
day the jumpers were selected from a rotation 
and all of the jumpers would be on the plane 
by the luck of the draw. Young Eldon Diettert 
was called away from his nineteenth birthday 
party for the task.

At 2:30 p.m., N24320 took off from 
Missoula with pilot Ken Huber, copilot Frank 
Small, spotter Earl Cooley, foreman Wag 
Dodge, and fifteen smokejumpers. The flight 
from Missoula to Helena was extremely 
rough, a sure symptom of the high winds they 
would soon face on the ground. Some of the 
men got sick. Merle Stratton threw up in his 
helmet and begged off from the jump.

As they approached the fire, Cooley lay on 
the floor of the plane on the left side of the 
open jump door and foreman Wag Dodge lay 
on his belly on the right side. This way, they 
could both see the ground below. Cooley’s 
job was to see the fire’s location, terrain, and 
winds and to communicate with the pilot via 
headphones to direct the drops. The foreman’s 
job was to concur with the spotter and then 

lead the first jump out the door. Cooley and 
Dodge were two of the most experienced 
smokejumpers in the USFS. 

After several passes over the fire, they 
agreed on a plan and communicated it to pilot 
Ken Huber. 

Dodge led the first group of four to jump, 
followed by successive passes putting out four, 
four, and three jumpers respectively, followed 
by their gear. In the meantime, a fire observer 
(and former smokejumper) on the ground had 
hiked into the gulch from the bottom, putting 
sixteen men on the fire by approximately 
4:10 p.m. It was nearly five p.m. by the time 
they had retrieved their gear and started to 
approach the fire. By 5:56 p.m., eleven would 
be dead; two more would die in the hospital 
the next day. 

The phenomenon that occurred that day 
became known as a “blowup” but was poorly 
understood at the time. It was a mystery how 
a small, well-behaved fire of fifty acres could 
suddenly turn into a firestorm that exploded 
into three thousand acres in a few hours with 
an intensity that destroyed everything in its 
path. Only three of the men who jumped out 
of N24320 that day experienced it and lived to 
tell the story. 

A perspective of the tragic event is detailed 
in “Young Men and Fire by Norman Maclean. 
Maclean notes that conditions were extremely 
dry, the terrain was steep and formed a funnel, 
the winds suddenly picked up, and at that time 
nobody knew how to predict - or survive - a 
blowup. 

Two men, Robert Sallee and Walter Rumsey, 
would outrun the fire as it sped toward the 
ridge top, taking cover on the other side of 
the ridge in a pile of rocks. When he saw he 
could not outrun the fire, foreman Wag Dodge 
intuitively started an escape fire, then ran into 

the burned area and took cover. These three 
were the only survivors. 

The other smoke-jumpers on the ground 
that day either couldn’t outrun the fire or 
didn’t believe Dodge when he ordered them to 
join him in the area burned by his escape fire. 
It was the first known use of an escape fire to 
create a survivable space ahead of a blowup. 
The technique is still taught to wildland 
firefighters today. 

The loss of thirteen firefighters at Mann 
Gulch in 1949 remains the seventh deadliest 
wildland firefighter incident in U.S. history; it 
was the fifth deadliest at that time and remains 
the deadliest involving smoke-jumpers. Of the 
sixteen men on the ground that day in Mann 
Gulch, twelve were military veterans, many 
having fought in World War II. They ranged 
from eighteen to thirty-three years old. The 
thirteen victims ranged in age from nineteen 
to twenty-eight

 August 5, 1949 was the first time that 
N24320 crossed paths with death. Five years 
later it would happen again.

A Fatal Error
At 8:38 p.m. on December 22, 1954, 

N24320 took off from Newark, New Jersey, 
with five crew members and twenty-three 
passengers on a charter for the Army. All 
twenty-three passengers were active-duty 
GIs headed home for Christmas leave. They 
planned stops at Allegheny County Airport 
near Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania; Colorado 
Springs, Colorado; Monterey, California; and 
Tacoma, Washington. 

Shortly before 11 p.m. the plane ran out of 
gas just short of the Allegheny County Airport 
and ditched in the dark in the Monongahela 
River. 
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MISS MONTANA
 FLIES AGAIN
The remarkable career of 

Montana’s most famous airplane

If this airplane could talk, the stories she could tell. 77 years old 
now, she was a workhorse in the early days of aviation and pioneered 
mountain flying, smokejumping, and everything that needed to be 
done in those days from the air. She landed and took off overloaded 
on too-short, rough mountain airstrips, encountered tragic death on 
two occasions, was severely damaged at least three times, sank to the 
bottom of a river and had more close calls than anyone can know. 



Nine passengers and Captain Harold Poe 
drowned in the icy waters. The official Civil 
Aeronautics Board accident report released in 
April 1955 said the accident had a clear cause: 
“Fuel exhaustion brought about by inadequate 
flight planning. Contributing factors were 
inadequate crew supervision and training.”

The crew had not taken on enough fuel 
to make it from Newark to Allegheny and 
when it became apparent that they wouldn’t 
make it, they were unable to divert to another 
airport where they could safely land. They 
left Newark with 225 gallons on board and 
estimated the flight time to be one hour and 
40 minutes. They estimated they had two 
hours and 40 minutes of fuel on board. Three 
hours and 39 minutes after takeoff, they 
radioed that they were out of gas but within 
sight of Allegheny County Airport. Two things 
about the flight are amazing: how wrong 
their estimated flight time was and how they 
were able to nurse three hours and thirty-nine 
minutes of flight from 225 gallons. It was only 
barely not enough.

Eyewitnesses, including survivors, told 
the Pittsburgh Press that Captain Poe did a 
masterful job of ditching the airplane at night. 
All crew and passengers survived the ditching 
without injury, which left the airplane floating 
about thirty-five feet from the west shore. 
Those who could swim made the frigid trip 
to shore where witnesses aided them. As the 
airplane sank, the current carried the plane 450 
feet downstream, where it came to rest about 
seventy-five feet from shore. Those who could 
not swim and who were not rescued by locals, 
drowned as the airplane sank. Witnesses 
reported that Captain Poe and others made 
several trips to and from the sinking airplane 
to rescue GIs, but on his last attempt, Captain 
Poe succumbed to the cold and drowned.

The accident report doesn’t describe the 
damage to the airplane, but photographs show 
N24320 being hoisted from the river with 
damage to the number one (left) engine, left 
wingtip, and left aileron. There was surely 
much more.

Bob Johnson repaired N24320 and flew 
her home, where she worked for Johnson for 
another twenty years. It’s remarkable that they 
chose to repair her when surplus C-47s were 
readily available for a reasonable price. It was 
Johnson’s decision to keep N24320 flying 
instead of sending her to the scrap heap. 

Johnson owned and operated N24320 until 
1977, when he sold his business to Evergreen 
International. All three of Bob’s DC-3s were 
flown from Missoula to their new homes. 
N24320 bounced around to other owners 
until 1985, when the aircraft was acquired 
by McNeely Air Charter in West Memphis, 
Arkansas.

Obscure Years
Until recently, details were scarce about the 

N24320 during the fifteen years at McNeely. 
The aircraft’s work consisted largely of 
hauling new car parts to factories around the 
country and hauling high-priced baby chickens 
to factories in the U.S. and Mexico. 

Tom Dorough, a pilot with McNeely for 
many years, had around 500 hours flying 
N24320. Dorough says sometime in the 1990s, 
McNeely was flying N24320 to Mexico with 
a load of the hybrid chicks. They picked up a 
plane load of chicks in Arkansas and headed to 
New Orleans for fuel, then started across the 
Gulf of Mexico bound for Merida, Mexico. 
Almost exactly halfway across the gulf, the 
pilot noticed an odd noise. Investigation quickly 
revealed oil streaming from the left engine. 
The captain determined to run the engine as 
long as possible, until the oil pressure started 
to drop. After twenty minutes, the pressure 
started down, so they shut down the left engine 

and feathered the prop, hoping to stay above 
the unfriendly waters on the remaining engine. 
They had a slight tail wind, so they resolved 
to continue toward Mexico instead of turning 
around for the U.S.

They started throwing out everything they 
could to lighten their load: two full drums 
of oil, a pallet jack, and smaller 5-gallon oil 
containers. One of the crew suggested they 
pour the oil from the 5-gallon oil containers 
instead and keep the empty jugs because they 
might need flotation if they ditched in the water. 
Eventually, they were able to hold altitude at 
about 1,500 feet above the waves and made it 
to Mexico with the chicks without getting wet. 

On the ground, they found that one cylinder 
on the left engine had failed. The cylinder 
was eventually replaced and N24320 went 
back to work for McNeely. Tom saved the 
failed cylinder and it can be seen today in the 
Museum of Mountain Flying in Missoula, 
Montana.

In 1998, a nasty thunderstorm came through 
Memphis and N24320 was parked on the ramp 
alongside their two other DC-3s. N24320 was 
the only one of the three with empty fuel tanks. 

Although nobody saw it happen, when staff 
arrived the next morning, they discovered 
severe damage to N24320. Due to her light 
weight, she must have gone flying in the high 
winds and slammed to the ground, collapsing 
the right landing gear and bending both 
propellers. The mechanics repaired the landing 
gear and removed the damaged propellers 
but N24320 was done flying, until she was 
discovered by an old friend in 2000.

Rescued and Recovered
Dick Komberec was born and raised in 

Drummond, Montana, and learned to fly in a 
Piper J3 Cub when he was sixteen. Dick spent 
two years in the Army after high school, then 
went to work for Johnson Flying Service (JFS) 
after being discharged in 1968. Komberec 
worked for JFS from 1968 to 1975 and flew 
N24320 extensively, likely several hundred 
hours. 

Any pilot can attest that after a certain 
number of hours in any plane, they form a 
relationship with the aircraft. It might be a good 
relationship or a bad one, but a relationship it 
is. Most pilots would say without hesitation: 
they may not have loved them all, but they 
never forgot the airplanes they flew.

N24320 was one of Dick Komberec’s old 
friends, one of the good ones. Komberec 
flew her many hours between 1968 and 1975, 
firefighting, smoke-jumping, hauling cargo, 
and spraying for insects. When JFS was sold 
in 1975, he was the pilot who flew all three 
of the “Dougs” to their new homes, including 
flying N24320 to West Memphis, Arkansas. 

After leaving JFS, Komberec went to work 
for Western Airlines. When Delta bought 
Western, he went on to an even longer career 
and retirement at Delta. During his career he 
would periodically see N24320 on the ramp at 
Chicago or Milwaukee. He recalls that it was 
good to see his old friend alive and well. 

In 2000, Komberec was landing a Delta 
flight at Memphis when he spied a row of 
DC-3s on the ramp across the river in West 
Memphis and resolved to get a closer look. 

In those days DC-3s were everywhere. The 
thousands available after the war had dispersed 
to the four corners of the earth, finding new 
life in all kinds of pursuits. Nearly everything 
that could be done from the air was done in 
a DC-3. Even so, by the 1960s more modern 
planes were being built, so more and more 
DC-3s were parked, often for good. If a DC-3 
was severely damaged, it was often replaced 
with a newer design. 

The next time Komberec returned to 
Memphis, he rented a car and drove over the 
bridge to West Memphis with a feeling he was 
going to find N24320 in the row of DC-3s he 
spotted from the air. 

At that point, 25 years had passed since 
Komberec had last flown N24320 but he 
recognized the “old girl” by the number on 
her tail. The plane did not look as if it had 
flown in a while and was in a state of disrepair. 
Komberec returned to Missoula with a mission 
to bring her home. 

He raised $125,000 from Missoula donors 
to buy her from McNeely Charter Service, and 
then McNeely installed low-time engines and 
propellers and completed other updates on the 
plane. Two pilots from McNeely flew her to 
Missoula on a ferry permit. Dick Komberec 
and Missoula pilot and classic car enthusiast 
Rick Nash rode along.

Komberec says they flew over Mann Gulch 
on the way to Missoula because it seemed like 
the right thing to do. 

N24320 returned to Montana in October 
2001, ending up in a hangar at the Museum of 
Mountain Flying at the Missoula International 
Airport. 

Nash donated $1 million to build the hangar 
to house N24320, with the intent to get the 
aircraft flying, but it was not to be. Instead, the 
plane became the centerpiece of the museum 
and arguably the most famous airplane in 
Montana.

The best the museum could do was conduct 
minimal maintenance and pull her out of the 
hangar every few years, pre-oil the engines, 
and fire them up. It was mostly an act of 
nostalgia for former Johnson pilots and 
mechanics who cherished the aircraft and a 
well-intended effort to keep the “old girl” on 
life support. 

For many years, it looked like N24320 might 
end its days collecting dust in the museum, 
dreaming of its former glory
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She spent her youth doing muscular, blue-collar work from 1946 to 1975 for Johnson Flying Service in Missoula. After the flying 
service was sold in 1975, her middle age was spent carrying cargo for other companies across the country until 

2000 when the people who had known her and loved her brought her home to Missoula. 
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Return to Flight and New Fame
In 2018, 18 years after returning to 

Missoula, the resurrection of N24320 started 
by coincidence in a small café in Georgia.

Dick Komberec’s son Eric had bought a 
1944 V77 Stinson Reliant and invited Bryan 
Douglass, a Museum of Mountain Flying 
volunteer and pilot, to help him fly the plane 
home to Montana. 

The pair picked up the plane on March 19, 
2018 and planned to leave the next day. Poor 
weather prevented their departure on March 
20, so the seller of the plane took them to 
dinner at a cafe in Forsyth, Georgia. They were 
enjoying dinner when a distinguished-looking 
woman entered and waved to their host. 

She soon came over and they were 
introduced to Connie Bowlin. Bowlin, famous 
in the aviation community as a prominent 
figure in the warbird world, knew that Eric 
Komberec was buying the antique Stinson. 
During a brief conversation, Komberec told 
Bowlin about the Museum of Mountain Flying 
in Missoula and its historic planes, including 
the DC-3. 

Bowlin told them about an American  group 
of DC-3s planning to fly to Normandy the 
following year, in June 2019, to reenact and 
commemorate the 75th anniversary of the 
D-Day invasion of France. 

Other DC-3s were coming from elsewhere 
in the world and on the anniversary of D-Day, 
all the planes would fly in formation across 
the English Channel and drop paratroopers 
in replica World War II uniforms and round 
parachutes onto original D-Day drop zones in 
Normandy, France. After the events in England 
and France, the planes would fly to Germany 
to commemorate the 70th anniversary of the 
Berlin Airlift.

Komberec said to his companion Douglass, 
“We have one of those; we should go with 
them.” Neither of the men could have foreseen 
the epic endeavor that would consume them 
both for the next 18 months. 

The new life of N24320 started completely 
out of the blue, unexpectedly and gradually.

N24320 did not have a name. She had 
always been the “Mann Gulch” plane—and 
she always would be. She was affectionately 
known as “three two nothing” by some who 
had flown her or jumped out her door. 

Other airplanes in the commemorative 
D-day Squadron had famous and iconic 
names: Placid Lassie, That’s All, Brother, 
Liberty, Betsy’s Biscuit Bomber, D-Day Doll, 
Spirit of Benovia, Flabob Express, Clipper 
Tabitha May, Miss Virginia, Virginia Ann, 
Hap-enstance, and Rendezvous With Destiny. 
Some even sported the battle-tested names 
from the war or even D-Day. 

If N24320 was going to make the journey in 
such company, the airplane should have such a 
name, a name to represent all of Montana, not 
just Missoula or the museum, and somehow 
also be historically appropriate.

Eric Komberec’s grandfather, Malcolm 
Enman, flew a B-25 bomber in battle in the 

Pacific before returning home to live out his 
life in Drummond. In Enman’s collection of 
photographs from the era was one featuring 
the nose art on his B-25 (below, at left) with an 
eye-catching name, “Miss Montana.” 

When Komberec shared the image with 
Douglass and others, it was decided N24320 
would be christened the new Miss Montana. 

The name and font were copied exactly from 
Enman’s B-25 bomber and the girl featured 
was enhanced to carry something in her hand: 
USFS smokejumper wings. She would always 
carry a tribute to the Mann Gulch victims and 
all smokejumpers who had jumped out her 
door. 

With a new identity once battle-tested by 
decorated Montana aviator Malcolm Enman, 
Miss Montana was now poised to make new 
history with a 2019 mission across the globe 
to England, France, and Germany. 

History Takes to the Sky
During 10 months between 2018 and 

2019, a starry-eyed bunch of Montana pilots, 
mechanics, and volunteers were completely 
unaware that most considered their objective 
impossible. After endless hours of work and 
effort, the plane finally took a test flight on on 
May 12, 2019, one week before the planned 
departure to Europe. 

An intrepid crew of six mostly-new DC-3 
pilots took off from Missoula on May 19, 
2019. The crew flew Miss Montana across 
North America and the north Atlantic to 
Europe to complete the mission of re-enacting 
and commemorating the 75th anniversary of 
the D-Day invasion.

Miss Montana joined the rest of the 
D-Day Squadron on June 5, 2019, carrying 
paratroopers in replica uniforms and round 
chutes across the English Channel and 
dropping them on an original D-Day drop 
zone. The next day, the airplane performed 
a flyby with the D-Day Squadron for the 

presidents of France and the U.S. at Omaha 
Beach Cemetery. 

After the events in England and France, 
Miss Montana continued on to Germany to 
commemorate the 70th anniversary of the 
Berlin Airlift. Five weeks and one day after 
leaving Missoula, the aircraft and its crew 
were welcomed home with a traditional water-
cannon salute at the airport. Tens of thousands 
of Montanans and others around the world 
followed the journey.

After returning home in June 2019, Miss 
Montana commemorated the 70th anniversary 
of the Mann Gulch tragedy on August 5 with 
a fly-by dropping wreaths over Mann Gulch. 
Soon after, a crew flew Miss Montana to 
Florida to conduct hurricane relief flights, 
flying hot meals to help the Bahamian people 
after the damage from Hurricane Dorian .

Today, Miss Montana sits proudly in the 
Museum of Mountain Flying in Missoula, 
patiently waiting for the pandemic to pass 
so she can get to work once more. Visitors 
have come from all over the world to see 
her and marvel at the accomplishments of 
her experience. New missions remain for the 
beloved aircraft to speak to the next generation 
about all that she and her kind accomplished – 
both in war and peace. E

—bryan douGlass
bryan@everyreasontofail.com

NC2430 sat in a museum for eighteen years, patiently waiting for a new mission 
and a return to greatness. The new mission came in 2018 when she was restored 

by an army of volunteers from nose to tail and, against all odds, completed a 
historic mission to Europe to commemorate D-Day.

Bryan Douglass (above in cockpit) 

was privileged to be among the pilots 

who flew Miss Montana all the way to 

Europe and back and to pilot portions 

of the Mann Gulch and Bahamas relief 

missions. During the return from Europe, 

he resolved to record the story of the 

trip for posterity and did so in a book 

published in 2020, “Every Reason to Fail: 

The Unlikely Story of Miss Montana and 

the D-Day Squadron.” The book includes 

details of every stop on the way to 

Europe in 2019 and tells the entire story 

of Miss Montana from the day she rolled 

off the assembly line in 1944. Douglass is 

available to  tell the Miss Montana story. 

Interested parties can contact him via 

email: bryan@everyreasontofail.com.
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WHAT HAPPENED TO JENNIFER PENTILLA?  

Following the phone call with her mother, 
Jennifer Pentilla parked her white Sundance 
Fuji mountain bicycle against the side of the 
Downtown Shell station, draped her turquoise 
and white helmet over its handlebars, fixed 
her turquoise Jan Sport backpack against her 
shoulders, and walked inside and asked the at-
tendant to point her toward the restroom. 

According to the statement that he made to 
the New Mexico State Police on December 15, 
1992, attendant Jesus “Chuy” Vasquez, age 21, 
the son of the station owner, Henry Vasquez, 
said that Jennifer entered the business some-
time at “about 10:30, (or) 10.” He and Jennifer 
exchanged a bit of superficial chit-chat about 
her bicycle, “just a regular touring bike,” as he 
recalled, “I’m pretty sure it was white.” At one 
point he claimed that Jennifer, who, he said, 
was wearing “hiking boots” and “wool socks,” 
said “something about coming from Mexicali.” 

“About five, ten minutes later,” according to 
Vasquez, Jennifer exited the bathroom, made 
a purchase, and after departing the gas station, 
she ventured off, walking alongside with her 
bike, “heading east,” according to Vasquez.

“I think she was going to the travel agency,” 
concluded Vasquez in his brief statement to 
Special Agent Miguel Frietzke, Jr. “’Cause she 
said something about going to the travel agen-
cy. But first she went to the phone and stayed 
on the phone for about 10, 15 minutes.” 

Even if Jennifer used the pay phone at 
“about 10:30, (or) 10” after she left the Shell 
Station “for about 10,15 minutes,” as Vasquez 
contended – Lynn’s phone records substantiate 
the time of Jennifer’s phone call to her mother 
at 7:52 a.m. – her conversation with Vasquez 
would be the last known face-to-face conversa-
tion of the teenager’s life.  

For the nearly 1,500-mile journey from 
New Mexico to Minnesota, Jennifer planned 
to subsist on fruit rolls, sunflower seeds, beef 
and cheese sticks, and peanut butter snack 
crackers. She was equipped with a bike repair 
kit, a red Swiss Army pocket knife, a pair of 
flashlights, lantern candles, and enamel camp-
ing cups. She would continue to take pictures 
along the way with her 35mm Miranda camera 
and purify her water whenever possible. When 
her mind turned quiet and clear, she would al-
lot time to journaling or reading from a book 
that her mother Lynn had sent with her, “To 
My Daughter With Love on the Important 
Things in Life.” Nighttime would be reserved 
for dreaming of all of the things that she ex-
pected out of life, things she needed to do, and 
the places where she imagined she ought to go. 

Jennifer, however, failed to call her mother 
as promised that Thursday night, failed again 
to call the following day, and she never even 
called her mother on her birthday on October 
19th. October darkened into November, and 
November gave way to December, and one 
year later, some of her possessions were found 
46 miles northeast of the gas station where she 
was last seen, opposite Las Cruces. 

ONE YEAR LATER

On September 4, 1992, Bill and Sara Soures 
from Farmington, New Mexico were traveling 
through Hatch while on the way to visit with 
a family member in El Paso, Texas. While 
scoping out potential dove hunting spots along 
State Road 26, they turned down a sandy, unde-
veloped road across from the Las Uvas Valley 
Dairy. In the flat open scrub brush and among 
the vast fields of yucca and choya plants, no 
more than fifty feet from the road, Sara spotted 
an odd assortment of items – a couple of duffel 
bags stacked below a tarp – at first glance per-
haps litter between small scrubs of mesquite 
bushes. Probably nothing too unusual since the 
site was a known underage drinking and party 
spot for the teenagers of Deming and Hatch 
and surrounding areas.   

Something about the mound of items 
seemed eerie to the couple, however, specifi-
cally how the items were stacked neatly, al-
most as if someone was planning to come back 
for them, and there was a selection of good 
quality camping gear that no reasonable person 
would simply discard. There were backpacks, 
a bicycle helmet, a blue and gray tent, and, at 
the bottom of the pile what appeared to be a set 
of handwritten journals. Full jars of baby food 
(not something that jibed with Jennifer’s eat-
ing regimen) and cigarette butts (she certainly 
didn’t smoke) surrounded the mound of pos-
sessions. Sara phoned the police department in 
Hatch to inform them about a potential crime 
scene. 

Three days later the couple, troubled by 
what to them seemed a startling lack of interest 
from Hatch authorities, returned to the spot to 
find the materials still stacked in the same loca-
tion. This time they gathered the possessions 
and took them home. 

The dry and shriveled items removed from 
the backpacks by the Soures’ were deeply pri-
vate: two Bibles, one in English, the other in 
Spanish; inside one was a dried, rat-chewed ten 
dollar bill. There was a Blue 5-Star notebook 
journal with entry dates between July 11 and 
October 14, 1991, a tourist visa form stamped 
by the Mexican government that permitted en-
try into the country for 180 days, commencing 
October 5, 1991. And there was a wallet con-
taining the driver’s license of a teenager from 
Montana.. 

THE TEENAGER FROM MONTANA  

After the identification of Jennifer Pentilla 
was discovered among the items, the Soures’ 
tracked down Jennifer’s family in Montana to 
inform them of what had been found and to find 
out what brought her to New Mexico. 

Jennifer Pentilla (a Finnish surname pro-
nounced Pen-tell-a) was born April 4, 1973 
in Butte, Montana, and came out of that city 
as raw – and unselfconscious about it – as the 
place itself.  

Jennifer was, by any measure, a serious girl, 
troubled by sometimes curious things. Even as 
an infant Jennifer impressed those around her 
as unusually intelligent and somewhat hyper-
vigilant. It was if her blue eyes were perpetually 
scanning the environment, constantly seeking 
information. She was also fearless, ambitious, 
and direct.  

“She was a go-getter,” says Lynn. “I knew it 
right away.”

Her father, Nick, an Army veteran and busi-
ness manager, sensed it, too. Indeed, Jennifer 
was sitting upright at three months, crawling 
across the carpet with abandoned curiosity 
at four months, and walking steadily at eight 
months. She didn’t want to sit still and she 
wasn’t going to be held back.

Many of those who remember Jennifer re-
call a girl who projected an appealing blend 
of confidence and deference from the moment 
she walked in the door. As a teenager she was 
more apt to pick up a book or colored pencil 
or a shovel or a rake than a piece of athletic 
equipment or an accessory. She loved camping 
and hiking and the thrill of sleeping outdoors, 
which inspired her to write poems of angels and 
cherubs. She read Nancy Drew mysteries and 
studied geography, often uncannily memoriz-
ing the stats of countries she had learned about 
in National Geographic books and magazines. 

She liked to bake cookies and decorate the 
house to celebrate the change of seasons and 
festive occasions. 

Beginning in junior high school, Jennifer 
began to refuse gifts around the holidays, em-
phasizing to her loved ones that there were 
people who were far less fortunate and thus far 
more deserving of such offerings than she was. 
Teachers frequently complimented her on her 
obvious sense of initiative, for example how 
she’d get up extra early before school to deliver 
the Great Falls Tribune, her dog Jericho in tow, 
or how, as an exchange student, she worked on-
site to address poverty in Africa. As a hobby, 
Jennifer taught herself to speak Spanish con-
versationally. 

(Continued on next page)
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Many of those who remember 

Jennifer Pentilla recall a girl 

(pictured above) who projected an 

appealing blend of confidence and 

deference from the moment she 

walked in the door. As a teenager 

she was more apt to pick up a book 

or colored pencil or a shovel or rake 

than a piece of athletic equipment 

or accessory. She loved camping 

and hiking and the thrill of 

sleeping outdoors.
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In October 1990, her senior year of high 
school, Jennifer’s father, seemingly healthy up 
until then, was stricken with heart problems 
and then diagnosed with leukemia. His death at 
age 44 only deepened Jennifer’s already robust 
Lutheran faith. 

Her sense of empathy expanded following a 
trip to Mexico in July 1991, where she aided 
the construction of water and sewer projects. 
Come that fall, the world appeared as an ever-
widening circle, where underdeveloped coun-
tries such as Mexico had “made sense,” in her 
words, and volunteer work would be the bed-
rock of her life’s course.

The promise and privilege of a long exis-
tence would not be for Jennifer Pentilla.  

SUSPECT IDENTIFIED 

Beginning with the discovery of Jennifer’s 
possessions in 1992, police were bombarded 
with a number of phone calls from people 
claiming to have seen her in a variety of fan-
tastical locations, including a pier on a wharf 
in San Francisco and a hippie commune out-
side the Grand Canyon in Arizona; other 
callers even suggested something more im-
probable: she was leading a life of deceptive 
anonymity in New Mexico. Statements over 
the years from New Mexico police officials, 
and available records pertaining to the Pentilla 
investigation, however, refute such claims of 
wanton vagabonding or reckless gypsying.

According to documents provided to the 
Pentilla family by New Mexico law enforce-
ment, multiple witnesses reported that they 
saw Jesus “Chuy” Vasquez with Jennifer on 
the day that she was last seen. An acquain-
tance named Sarah Chavez told law enforce-
ment that “she saw Jennifer in the shed or a 
female in the shed.” Another witness told New 
Mexico police that she had seen Jennifer with 
“Chuy” in a Deming store after the phone call 
Jennifer made to her mother. 

One document concluded with the summary 
sentence, “There have been several witnesses 
and sources that have identified Jesus “Chuy” 
Vasquez as the individual responsible for Jen-
nifer’s abduction and death.” 

On December 15, 1992, Vasquez was in-
terviewed for the first time by law enforce-
ment while seated in the rear of the squad car 
of Special Agent Miguel Frietzke, Jr., of the 
New Mexico State Police. The conversation 
was conducted outside the Shell gas station 
where Jennifer was last seen. Among other 
omissions, the questions that comprise the 
brief interview fail to establish the man’s work 
schedule or what time he arrived at and de-
parted work that day.   

In September 1994, Vasquez was arrested 
by New Mexico State Police in a sweeping 
joint agency drug sale sting operation after 
selling an unspecified amount of narcotics to 
an undercover agent. According to police re-
ports, Vasquez, who “suffered an accidental 
overdose or tried to commit suicide,” was 
“questioned about Jennifer and would not say 
anything.” 

On August 8, 1995, Deming police officer 
Edward Apodaca wrote to inform the Pentilla 
family that Chuy’s ex-girlfriend Amy Chavez 
“saw a leather bracelet on “Chuy” similar to 
Jennifer’s, and when she mentioned it to him, 
he quit wearing it.” 

Apodaca said that he would continue to wait 
for an “anonymous letter” to appear from her 
killer and that he has been attempting to “be-
friend” Vasquez and “is still trying to get him 
to come clean.” 

Around the same time that Jennifer was last 
seen, a witness was discovered who reported 
to New Mexico State Police seeing a “1953 

Chevy truck” reverse its route and head to-
ward a girl riding a bike near the Hatch air-
port. The date, he said, was October 17, 1991; 
the girl on the bike he identified as Jennifer 
Pentilla. After an employee at the Quick Pick 
Store in Hatch told authorities she was certain 
that she saw Jennifer “come in with two men, 
one stayed by her side, and the other stayed on 
the outside by the phone,” New Mexico au-
thorities announced that a farm laborer named 
Henry Apodaca, of Hatch, was “a person of in-
terest for having bragged about abducting Jen-
nifer.” (The Quick Pick Store is located seven 
miles from the site where Jennifer’s posses-
sions were found.) Henry Apodaca, who died 
in 2011, was never charged with a crime.  

On March 1, 2010, a spokesperson from the 
New Mexico State Police announced that the 
Luna County DA’s office was anticipating that 
it would “bring charges up on a suspect” in 
Jennifer’s case.

In October 2011, Vasquez, then 41, got into 
a fight with his brother Frank and beat him to 
death. He eventually pleaded guilty to volun-
tary manslaughter. The defense contended that 
Frank was in poor health due to a number of 
“undiagnosed medical conditions and extreme 
methamphetamine intoxication.” Convinced 
that Frank died of a heart attack aggravated by 
a run-of-the-mill confrontation with his broth-
er, the judge sentenced “Chuy” to four years 
in prison.   

After serving his sentence, Vasquez returned 
to Deming, where he remained the principal 
subject of the investigation into Jennifer’s dis-
appearance.   

On November 6, 2016, Deming officer 
Edward Apodaca wrote to the Pentilla fam-
ily again, stating that he told “Chuy” repeat-
edly “that Jennifer deserves justice” and that 
he even tried to sympathize with “Chuy,” al-
lowing that Jennifer’s death “might have been 
unintentional or even accidental.” (No longer 
employed with the Deming Police Depart-
ment, Apodaca would not comment on the 

Pentilla case when he was repeatedly contact-
ed in March 2021.)

Authorities who have investigated Jen-
nifer’s disappearance and presumed murder 
leave little doubt as to what conclusions they 
have drawn regarding responsibility for her 
absence.

“The guy I thought was going to get close 
to “Chuy” ended up going to jail,” says New 
Mexico Police Agent Charles Boylston. 
“There went my way of getting any new in-
formation. I always have Jennifer in the back 
of my mind and this case is very dear to my 
heart.”

ETERNAL MEMORIES OF JENNIFER

The Shell service station on Pine Street in 
Deming is no longer in operation. The Sun-
dance Fuji bike that Jennifer was riding and 
that has never been found was white with 
green lettering; it had a front battery operated 
head light and a set of black saddle bags on 
the front and rear. Jennifer’s aunt’s name was 
engraved on the underside of the bike. The 
bike serial number was F 9101771. A leather 
friendship bracelet that Jennifer was wearing 
around the time of her disappearance has nev-
er been recovered, and neither has her blue and 
silver sleeping bag.   

The cigarette butts and jars of baby food 
found with Jennifer’s possessions at the crime 
scene in Hatch in 1992 are not part of the list 
of inventoried items said to be stored at the 
New Mexico State Police Crime Lab. There is 
no evidence either to indicate that the latent 
prints on the evidence found by the Soures’s 
were processed at a crime lab in New Mexico 
or Montana. The road that leads to the site 
of the recovery of Jennifer’s possessions is 
blocked by a fence and locked gate, marked 
with a sign identifying the area as a private 
hunting preserve. 

Before she arrived in Deming, New Mex-
ico, in the fall of 1991, Jennifer Pentilla had 

changed her mind about traveling to Mexico 
alone and was headed toward the Midwest 
to visit with a friend. While she was in San 
Simone, California, she mailed her mother 
a package that contained two heavy travel 
books about Mexico and her tennis shoes. Not 
long after Jennifer went missing, her package 
arrived in Missoula, creased and smudged 
from the trip it had taken in the girl’s back-
pack before it was mailed. Lynn took the un-
opened envelope in her hand and looked at 
the front. There was Jennifer’s name and ad-
ditional words printed there: “SOMEWHERE 
SOUTH.”  

Jennifer Pentilla would have turned 48 on 
April 4, 2021. Her birthday is a bitter occa-
sion for her mother Lynn, another milestone 
that she won’t celebrate with her daughter, 
a depressing day of emptiness and intrusive 
thoughts, and another gaping reminder of what 
it is like to raise and love a child and then have 
that person ripped away. 

 “Jennifer is daily on my mind,” says Lynn. 
“But come April and October my mind is con-
sumed with thoughts as to what happened to 
my sweet beautiful 18-year-old daughter and 
it haunts me that no one has been able to find 
her. Why has the person who took Jennifer 
away from her family in Montana not been 
caught yet? Why do they get to go on living 
as if nothing happened? I can’t help but won-
der who else this person has hurt in their life-
time?” E      

—brian d’ambrosio

A reward of up to $1,000 may be available 
for information about Pentilla’s case. Tips 
or information related to the whereabouts of 
Jennifer Pentilla may be emailed to the New 
Mexico Cold Case Homicide Unit at coldcase.
homicideunit@state.nm.us or New Mexico 
Police Agent Charles Boylston at charles.
boylston@state.nm.us.

Age-advanced image of 

Jennifer Pentilla (above) and 

documentation (at right) of a 

statement from her case by Chuy 

Vasquez, an individual who may 

have been one of the last people 

to see Jennifer before 

her disappearance. See

 more documentation at 

montanapress.net.

UNSOLVED MONTANA
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WE RECOMMEND...
STATEWIDE ENTERTAINMENT LISTINGS
Music, Performances and Events Across Montana SAVE THE DATE!

2021 Red Lodge Songwriter 
Festival is scheduled for 

this summer! The 5th Annual 
Festival will be held  June 24-26, 

2021. The  festival will feature 
songwriters, new venues, and 

learning opportunities. Nashville 
hit songwriters and rising stars 
will play their music and tell the 

stories behind the songs. For info: 
RedLodgeSongwriterFestival.org.

LIVE FROM HOME WITH JOHN FLORIDIS
Host John Floridis curates a show full of Montana talent with  special 

guests Ashly Jane Holland, Josh Farmer, Halladay Quist, Stuart 
Weber and Angella Ahn, Cove Jasmin, Chontay Standing Rock, Eden 

Atwood, David Walburn and Michael Atherton, Elijah Jalil and Britt 
Arnesen, The Chinook Winds, Matthew Marsolek and Family, Andrea 

Harsell, and Wylie Gustafson. Tune in on Montana PBS on 
Thurs., April 15 - 7 p.m. More info at MontanaPBS.org.

CONCERTGOERS, PERFORMERS AND VENUES: 
Through many months of decreased 
capacity restrictions and local health 

department regulations, the Montana Press 
continues to offer recommendations for 
events across the state and encourages 

venues and performers to 
contact us at (406) 370-1492 or 
info@montanapress.net in order 

to promote specific events. 
 All events listed are subject to change.

Send updates to: info@montanapress.net. 
PLEASE REACH OUT TO THE VENUE TO CONFIRM 
SHOW TIMES AND AND CURRENT REGULATIONS. 

IMPROV IN BILLINGS
Unexpected LIVE improv is 

back at NOVA. Slapstick Improv 
features Keller Paulson and 
Will Goodridge performing 

with a variety of other improv 
actors on the second and fourth 

Wednesdays of every month. 
Limited seating and masks 

mandatory. Wednesdays, April 14 
and 28 and May 12 and 26 at 

7:30 p.m. Info: NOVABillings.org.

MYRNA LOY 
PUPPET FESTIVAL

The family show, “Tomte” by 
renowned puppet artist Tom 

Lee is Tom Lee’s adaptation of 
the Tomten, a folkloric Swedish 

the tale of a quiet gnome 
who watches over animals 
and humans alike on a cold 

winter night, and explores the 
importance of kindness. In 
the performance, “Babylon: 

Journey of Refugees” puppets 
and moving panoramic scrolls, 

along with five actor/singer/
puppeteers tell refugees’ 

stories in original four-part 
choral songs. April 16 and 
17 at varying times. Visit 

TheMyrnaLoy.com for info.

TODD FORSGREN
KIRK’S GROCERY - BILLINGS
Artist Forsgren walks through 

his exhibition “Conflicting 
Systems,” examining themes 

of ecology, perceptions of 
landscape and social justice 
while striving for a balance 

between art history andnatural 
history. Fri., April 16 - 7 p.m. 

on Facebook at @KirksGrocery.

MISSOULA VALLEY 
WINTER MARKET

Every Saturday through 
April 17 at the Southgate Mall in 
Missoula from 9 a.m. until 2 p.m. 
Featuring local growers, bakers, 

artisans, crafters and more. 

STRANDED BY CHOICE
The Pub Station in Billings is re-
starting the process of bringing 
back live entertainment through 

“Socially Distanced Series” 
events. Featuring original 

Montana rock from Stranded by 
Choice and In Rapture on 

April 16 at 6:30 p.m. A limited 
number of four or six-person 

“pods” are available for 
purchase per each live event. 

Info: PubStation.com.

LAST TRAIN TO NIBROC
GRANDSTREET THEATRE 
A romantic play about two 

strangers whose lives are forever 
changed when they meet on 
a cross country train ride in 
December of 1940. Playing 

Fri., April 16 – Sun., 
May 2 in Helena. For info: 
GrandstreetTheatre.com.



DEIRDRE “DEE” MCNAMER
Tues., April 13 - 12 p.m.

Book launch for McNamer’s new 
novel, “Aviary,” an exploration 
of the hidden facets of human 

character as illuminated by 
the mysterious connections 

among the residents of a senior 
residence in Montana. Virtual 

launch includes music by guitarist 
David Horgan. Registration: 
MontanaBookFestival.com

KAREN REINHART
Wed., April 14 - 6:30 p.m.

Reinhart presents: “Montana 
Women: Making Do and 

Making a Difference,” stories of 
hardworking wives and mothers 
who strived to make a living off 
the land; women who worked 

outside the home in traditional 
female roles; and women who 
were trailblazers in endeavors 

beyond  traditional roles. Sign up at 
YellowstoneGatewayMuseum.org.

ETHAN RUTHERFORD
PAUL YOON

Thurs., April 15 - 6:30 p.m.
Rutherford’s new short story 
collection “Farthest South,”

pulls together eight stories about 
family and home. Rutherford will 
be joined by Author Paul Yoon in 
conversation about the new work. 

Info: CountryBookshelf.com.

JOSHUA PAULSEN
Sat., April 17 - 9 p.m.

Joshua Paulsen presents a new 
book of adventures in Montana’s 
underground music scene “Kvlt 

Montana.” Featuring 12 different 
bands, the book contains artwork 
from the past decade years with 
personal commentary on each 

piece. Livestream event to feature 
interviews and heavy metal act 

The Old Ones. On Facebook Live 
at @KirksGrocery.

TONY HISS
LAUREN OAKES

Tues., April 20 - 6:30 p.m.
New Yorker staff writer Tony Hiss 

discusses his new book, “Rescuing 
the Planet: Protecting Half the 

Land to Heal the Earth,” along with 
Lauren Oakes on hand to share 
her work in “The New Farmers 

Almanac Vol 5: Grand Land 
Plan,” and folks from Adventure 
Scientists will be along for the 

ride to discuss how all their work 
all intersects with conservation 
efforts in the Northwest. Info: 

CountryBookshelf.com.
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rom the harvesting of herbs to attending 
to her mischievous tribe of goats, Ni-
cole Croteau Baker’s tasks as the owner 

of Lazy Daisy Soap Company, near Three 
Forks, take up approximately 60 hours a 
week. From premise to conclusion, her work 
could be considered a way of life, a fully in-
clusive existence. Indeed, within the routine, 
there is a consuming cinder that lights her 
energies. 

“My mom was self-sufficient and while we 
didn’t have livestock, we grew our own veg-
etables,” she says. “Dad hunted for our meat. 
There were not a lot of grocery store trips. 
She did all of the canning, and she lived a 
generally healthy, earthy lifestyle, and I took 
that [family history] and expanded on it.” 

While Croteau Baker describes herself as 
organically inquisitive and says that as a kid, 
she liked to make her own soaps and face 
wash, her own bouts with cancer galvanized 
the resolve to generate skin products that were 
simple, healthful, and transparent.

In 2002, Croteau Baker was diagnosed with 
thyroid cancer at age 22. Despite a battery of 
chemotherapy and radiation treatments, the 
cancer reemerged even more aggressively in 
2008, which led to the removal of her thyroid 
and parathyroid glands. Her mother suffered 
from thyroid cancer, too; chemical exposure 
was suspected as the cause. 

“Most often thyroid cancer isn’t hereditary, 
it’s an environmental issue,” Croteau Baker 
says. After assessing the skin-care products 
she used, she decided to create a minimally 
processed line of goat soap and lotion prod-
ucts, relying on the playful goats she already 
had and loved.

Since then, Lazy Daisy Soap Company has 
focused on natural, whole, and non-cost pro-
hibitive skin care, lovingly made to satisfy 
small-batch requirements. Croteau Baker uti-
lizes a wide range of homegrown herbs, such 
as rose petals and rose hips from the banks 
of the Missouri River, as well as hops, calen-
dula, lavender, eucalyptus, safflower oil, and 
juniper berries. Other ingredients, like honey, 
are sourced from as nearby as workable, and 
she incorporates oils from almonds, coconut, 
avocado, and Shea butter. Her lotion is made 
the very same day that she milks the goats; 
the mixture is heat-treated to kill bacteria, and 
she adds a benign food-grade preservative to 
maintain freshness. 

“Your skin is a filter, and it’s an important 
organ to protect,” Croteau Baker says. “Your 

skin is exposed to everything, from the chemi-
cals in your jeans to your laundry detergent. 
Even though it’s our largest organ, we tend to 
forget about it. Commercial skin care prod-
ucts, sadly, are terrible for your health and for 
your skin.”

Croteau Baker, her husband, and their tribe 
of Nubian goats have resided in the itsy-bit-
sy community of Clarkston, north of Three 
Forks, for more than six years. The couple 
initially met in Bozeman. Before coming to 
Clarkston, they lived for about eight years in 
Seattle, where they owned goats and a farm-
house within the city. 

Croteau Baker and the goats have syn-
chronized swimmingly over the years. She 
finds  the animals sociable and domestically 
akin to black Labradors: endearing, attention-
starved, yearning for steady praise, affection, 
and love. She has come to love them, not just 
for their shamelessly needy ways, but also 
for their swirling range of rambunctious and 
playful emotions. 

“Goats are good at problem solving, and 
with things such as opening the slide bolts on 
doors and getting out. We’ve put carabineers 
on the exits because of them,” she says. “They 
each have their own individual personalities, 
and each one of them has their individual 
favorite vegetable or place to be scratched. 
Some like to be brushed or petted or chased!”

Croteau Baker also has come to respect and 
tout the healthy, protein-crammed milk from 
her bleating, babbling group of goats. “Goat 
milk proteins are really small, which makes it 
easier to digest; even if you are lactose intol-
erant, you can probably tolerate goat’s milk. 
Goat milk proteins are a quarter of the size of 
a cow’s protein. It has tons of Vitamin B, cal-
cium, lactic acid. It can permeate into the skin 
and heal it from the inside out.” E

—brian d’ambrosio

Find Lazy Daisy Soap online at lazydaisysoap.com.

LAZY DAISY SOAP COMPANY 
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MONTANA TABLE: SUPPER CLUB STYLE
 few years back, my family hosted some 

friends from Colorado at my parents’ 
home near Butte and Anaconda. After a 
weeklong visit, they fell in love with the 

area, exclaiming, “Everything comes with spa-
ghetti, ravioli, and French fries. It’s awesome!”     

Butte and Anaconda’s supper club tradi-
tions include ravioli, spaghetti and French fries 
served with every meal, local “delicacies” that 
are, indeed, awesome. 

The Butte supper club tradition has its ori-
gins in Meaderville, an Italian neighborhood 
near East Butte that was once known for its 
decadent nightlife. Unfortunately, starting 
1950s, Meaderville was bulldozed over to 
make way for open-pit mining.

Today, Butte has just one remaining Meader-
ville-style restaurant: Lydia’s Supper Club.

Located at 4915 Harrison Ave. on the flats 
near the airport, the restaurant boasts a dimly 
lit 1960s interior that seems perfect for sip-
ping Manhattans and smoking long cigarettes. 
Among the most notable features are its anti-
pasto plate and sweet potato salad, along with 
steaks, Roquefort salad dressing and, of course, 
sides of ravioli, fries, and spaghetti. 

Although the trend is no longer as popular as 
it once may have been, Montana boasts many 
options to dine in supper club style, from Bor-
ries Supper Club in Great Falls to Barclay II 
in Anaconda. Supper clubs can also be found 
throughout the Midwest—in places like Illi-
nois, Wisconsin, and Minnesota. 

Writing for Taste magazine, author Natalie 
Rinn notes that supper clubs were a place where 
people let loose at the end of Prohibition. Some 
of the first were in California, where patrons 
could enjoy white-tablecloth meals, dancing, 
and drinking. Midwestern supper clubs, mean-
while, were an adaptation:

“They delivered a similar experience in a 
more casual package,” Rinn writes. “Large 
steaks, all-you-can-eat walleye, potato gratin, 
and post-dinner dancing to a local polka band 
playing ‘Beer Barrel Polka.’”

Kehli Kankelborg Hazlett is a food historian 
and assistant director for the Center For Global 
Studies at the University of Wyoming. She 
grew up in Butte and attended Montana Tech, 
where she wrote her graduate thesis on Butte’s 
culinary traditions.

Like many supper club scenes, Hazlett says, 
Butte’s came out of Prohibition. 

Lydia’s specifically, she says, is an example 
of the American roadhouse.

Prominent during Prohibition, roadhouses 
were often located on the outskirts of town 
so their proprietors could sell alcohol out of 
sight of the law. In addition to alcohol, they of-
fered dancing, entertainment, and an affordable 
meal. They were some of the first places where 
women could drink alcohol in public, Hazlett 
says.

ROCKY MOUNTAIN CAFÉ

Buck Loomis, 80, the man behind Butte’s 
Mr. Hot Dogs, has owned several restaurants 
over the years, and has worked in the indus-
try all his life—including at the most famous 
Meaderville supper club of them all: the Rocky 
Mountain Café.

As a youth, Loomis worked as a busser at 
the Rocky Mountain and left each night with a 
pocket filled with silver dollars, often using his 
spoils to purchase beer from Club 45, another 
local favorite watering hole.

“That was Butte,” said Loomis, adding that 
he was around 13 years old at the time.

Like Loomis, Lydia’s founder Lydia Miche-
letti started working at a young age.

Great niece Antonia Micheletti-Marquez op-
erates the restaurant today, along with her hus-
band Larry, father David Micheletti, brother 
Nico Micheletti, and Nico’s wife Meghan.

“She was always a cook,” says Micheletti-
Marquez, describing her great aunt.  “She al-
ways cooked, cooked, cooked—that was her 
passion in life.” 

She added that Lydia was a short, boister-
ous Italian woman who made ravioli by hand 
late into the night for hungry miners. She often 
mixed Italian with English and could some-
times be found arguing with her siblings. But 
at a moment’s notice, Micheletti-Marquez said, 
the five of them would be hugging.

Lydia emigrated from Italy as a young girl. 
Her father worked in the mines but was struck 
by illness and was no longer able to support his 
wife and five children. As a result, Lydia and 
her two sisters became the family breadwin-
ners. Lydia was just 13.

Lydia eventually found her way to the Rocky 
Mountain Café, where she would become chef. 

She later opened the Savoy in Meaderville 
with boxer Sunny O-Day. However, Michelet-
ti-Marquez says, Lydia became disillusioned 
with the men she went into business with, so 
she decided to strike out on her own. She pur-
chased a casino on south Harrison Avenue, 
where she would open Lydia’s in 1946. Lydia 
later moved the restaurant to its current loca-
tion. After 65 years of hard work, Lydia died in 
1989 at age 78. 

Micheletti-Marquez says her great aunt was 
an inspiration: a woman remarkable in the time 
that she lived. 

“To start her own business as a woman, mi-
grating over from another country, being able to 
buy her own land, build her own building, and 
run a well-oiled business machine… she really 
built a legacy for us that is next to none.” E

—annie pentilla

A

IN & AROUND

Spaghetti, French fires and ravioli are staples 

of the table at Montana’s supper clubs.

JACQUELINE KEELER
BETSY QUAMMEN 

Tues., April 20 - 7 p.m.
Join journalist and author 

Jacqueline Keeler in conversation 
with author Betsy Quammen about 

Keeler’s new book, “Standoff: 
Standing Rock, the Bundy 

Movement, and the American 
Story of Sacred Lands” in which 
Keeler examines a comparison 
of conflicting beliefs and legal 

systems and explores whether the 
West has really been won—and for 

whom. Info: TorreyHouse.org

ROB CHENEY
Tues., April 20 - 6:30 p.m.

Montana Wilderness Foundation 
presents, “Grizzly at Law,” 

with Rob Chaney, the 2020 
Nieman Science Journalist,
 author of “The Grizzly in the 

Driveway: The Return of Bears 
to a Crowded American West,” 

and science and outdoor reporter 
for the Missoulian. For info: 

WildMontana.org.

NATIONAL POETRY
MONTH CELEBRATION

Wed., April 21 - 6:30 p.m.
Montana Poets Laureate Melissa 

Kwasny and M.L. Smoker will 
discuss why poetry can be a 

source of hope in difficult times 
and will also speak about the 
challenges, successes, and 

surprises they have experienced 
as poetry’s ambassadors during 

a tenure that unexpectedly 
overlapped the current pandemic 

and shutdowns. Register at 
BozemanLibrary.org.

DANNY CAINE
Thurs., April 22 - 7:30 p.m.

Books in Common NW hosts 
a virtual party for Independent 

Bookstore Day celebrating with 
poet and author Danny Caine and 
his book “How to Resist Amazon 

and Why.” Caine lives in 
Lawrence, Kansas where he 
owns Raven Book Store. Info: 

CountryBookshelf.com.

SHELBY FORSYTHIA
Tues., April 27 - 7:30 p.m.

Forsythia’s new book “Your Grief 
Your Way” offers comforting words 
and practical ideas for living with 
loss. After the unexpected death 
of her mother in 2013, Forsythia  

became a “student of grief” and set 
out on a lifetime mission to explore 
the human experience of loss. Info: 

CountryBookshelf.com.

KIM SAFFORD
KATHLEEN FLENNIKEN

SY HOAHWAH
Thurs., April 29 - 4:30 p.m.

Books in Common Northwest 
presents three poets, including two 
state Poet Laureates, sharing their 

art, philosophy and work. 
Info: CountryBookshelf.com.

SCOTT HIBBARD
AARON PARRETT

Thurs., April 29- 6:30 p.m.
Hibbard’s debut novel, “Beyond 
the Rio Gila,” set in the 1840s, 

carries the reader from Virginia to 
San Diego and back through the 
journey of Private Moses Cole. In 
conversation with Aaron Parrett, 

Hibbard discusses the debut 
historical novel, his inspiration

and process. Via zoom at
MTBookCo.com.

MARK SULLIVAN
Tues., May 4 - 6 p.m.

From the author of the bestseller 
“Beneath a Scarlet Sky” comes 
a new historical novel inspired 
by one family’s story of daring, 

survival, and triumph. Bozeman 
author Mark Sullivan shares his 

new book “The Last Green Valley,” 
another sweeping story set against 

the backdrop of WWII. Sullivan 
discusses the writing and research 

process with local Bill Martell. 
Info: CountryBookshelf.com.

LOCAL BOOKSELLERS across 
Montana carry these and other 
titles from Montana writers and 

can special order any title. Please 
contact info@montanapress.net to 

share book news and events 
for upcoming issues. 
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“UR Here”
As If It Isn’t Obvious...

ACROSS
1 1 of 100 still being
 finalized in D.C.
4 Company with “counting 
sheep” ads
9 Beginning (of the hour)
12 “The Clan of the Cave Bear” 
author Jean
14 It may have a big impact
15 “___ Been Thinking About You” 
(1991 Londonbeat song)
16 Greetings from trained bears?
18 Shirt marker
19 “Can you wait just a
freaking minute?!”
20 It had a baby face in 
“Teletubbies”
21 Escapees from 
Pandora’s box
22 “George of the Jungle” creature
23 “___ and Juice”
25 California ballplayer
27 Burn a little
29 Modern, to Merkel
31 Annoying
34 Deployed with alacrity?
37 “The Princess and 
the Frog” princess
40 Heavy metal singer 
Ronnie James ___
41 Pronounce
42 Way to keep your spiky sea 
creatures fastened?
45 City that shares 
Seattle’s airport

46 “The King and I” 
actor Brynner
47 Chaka who sang “I Feel for You”
51 Discharges
53 Back-to-school mo.
55 Fertility clinic supply
56 Disinfectant sheet
58 Burj Khalifa’s loc.
60 Alloy containing tin
62 Bug that might bug 
you in the kitchen
63 Tool to help build a city?
65 Descend diagonally
66 Battleship blasts
67 “The Flintstones” pet
68 What Portland went 
back to recently
69 Printer’s excess
70 Animal in “Jack 
and the Beanstalk”

DOWN

1 People get steamed there
2 One side of “the pond”
3 AriZona alternative
4 Fix a button
5 HHH, in Greek
6 Accelerate
7 Polish site
8 “___ longa, 
vita brevis”
9 Golf ball brand
10 Like the head 
of a tennis racket
11 Lite-Brite bulbs, really
13 “Hamilton” creator 
___-Manuel Miranda

14 Asking for a tiny 
bit of fish, maybe?
17 December cartonful
21 Siberia’s neighbor 
on a Risk board
24 Lists of basics
26 Shrivel
28 Hurry back, perhaps
30 Cohesiveness
32 “Born,” in some notices
33 E. Berlin was its capital
35 “Army of Darkness” 
director Sam
36 Donut, mathematically
37 Boy king of Egypt
38 Levin who wrote 
“Rosemary’s Baby”
39 Be resigned to 
one’s fate
43 Quick learner
44 Hebrew alphabet starters
48 It’ll pick up the 
faintest of noises
49 Oat-based skin 
product brand
50 Like some margins
52 Weasel cousin
54 Shepherd’s pie bit
56 Paper nest builder
57 Calligrapher’s supply
59 Icicle lights locale
61 2000s Iraq war 
subject, briefly
63 Charging port, maybe
64 “Mmhmm” motion

Copyright  2021 
by Matt Jones
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WE RECOMMEND...
STATEWIDE ENTERTAINMENT LISTINGS
Music, Performances and Events Across Montana

SOCIAL DISTANCE SESSIONS AT ZACC - MISSOULA

Sat., April 24 - 7:30 p.m. - Punk 
Rock Karaoke - All things must 
pass, and while the pandemic 
is not over, the ZACC’s eight 

months of live-streamed Social 
Distance Sessions are coming to 
an end. They’re throwing a party 
to mark the occasion. Featured 

will be legendary Missoula rockers 
VTO and a grip of local notables 
as karaoke singers. Make sure 

to tune in live as the show 
may not be archived.

Sat., April 17 - 7:30 p.m. - New 
Old Future - This Missoula-based 

garage pop and rock quartet mixes 
surf sounds, country twang, poppy-

cerebral lyrics, and rock-n-roll. 
Rocking since 2013, they have 
two studio albums, Flames and 

Showers both available 
on Bandcamp or at 

www.NewOldFuture.com.

VISIT ZOOTOWNARTS.ORG OR MCAT.ORG FOR DETAILS.

THE WONDERS OF MONTANA
April 24  - 8 p.m.

“Welcome one and all to the 
Countship Circus!” Hosted by the 

Countship of the Imperial Sovereign 
Court of the State of Montana, a 
drag queen-run non-profit that 

organizes community-based events 
to foster supportive environments for 
LGBTQIA+ individuals. Shown  via 
Twitch at iscsmontana. More info: @

CountshipISCSM on Facebook.



onsidering the extravagance and glamour 
of typical rock n’ roll chronicles, Bill 
Payne’s path to becoming a renowned 
keyboardist with a band called Little 

Feat is perhaps less than thrilling. That’s not 
to suggest his is an uninteresting journey, but 
rather a prudent and hardly ostentatious one, a 
narrative analogous to the man himself.  

Payne’s introduction to playing piano 
started with his mother sitting him on her knee 
and teaching him to play “Vaya Con Dios,” a 
popular Western tune.  Seated at an awkward 
and uncomfortably designed upright, he and 
his mother would be positioned together in the 
basement for many hours on end. Through her 
interpretation of the sheet music, he took his 
first leap at developing the sound of music. 

Not long afterward, Payne began taking 
piano lessons from a woman named Ruth 
Newman. He was “about five or six,” as he 
recalls, and had already practically worn out 
the keys playing the same song – “The Ballad 
of Davey Crockett.” Ruth encouraged him 
to play by ear and to be open to what came 
of improvisation. But Ruth also emphasized 
erudition and told Bill’s mother that she would 
see to it that the boy could read and interpret 
music. 

That double-pronged philosophy of 
respecting instincts while revering the principle 
of study has guided Payne’s artistic output 
throughout the subsequent seven decades. 

“Ruth was a great teacher, and one of the 
most clarifying aspects of my career,” says 
Payne, 72, a longtime Paradise Valley resident. 

“Ruth aided and abetted me, messing around 
with all these different forms of improvisation 
on the piano. But she emphasized being a 
practical learner, too.” 

Another “clarifying aspect” for him as a boy, 
he says, was his sister Ann’s eclectic record 
collection and hip selection of radio stations. 

“Ann, who is nine years older, she got me 
to listening to the radio and Elvis Presley’s 
‘Hound Dog’ down at the record store. I heard 
Little Richard’s ‘Slippin’ and Slidin’’ and his 
piano, his singing, the sax solo at the end. 
And when I was in the fifth grade, there was a 
song called ‘Big Boy Pete,’ by The Olympics. 
My love of music grew from that. Those are 
instances I could remember where music 
captured and moved me.”

EARLY YEARS
Born in Waco, Texas, Payne spent 

from about age two onward as a 
resident of California’s Central Coast, 
where the laid-back weather and 
passive charms formed his attitude 
toward music.   

“The ocean and the waves and the 
seagulls; in music I was replicating 
what I had heard and saw,” says 
Payne. “California was a big part 
of my developing vocabulary. Dad 
couldn’t carry a tune, and mom 
adored music, playing Nat King 
Cole and West Side Story and the 
theme to Lawrence of Arabia. My 
sister graduated high school in 1958, 
so it was the skirts and shoes of the 
time, and I absorbed some of that 
as a kid. Ventura (northwest of Los 
Angeles) and surfing became a part 
of life. It was The Beach Boys, and 
at age 15 living in Santa Maria, my 
vocabulary of music opened up and 
guys I was playing with were huge 

fans of musicians like James Brown. Later, it 
was Frank Zappa and the Mothers of Invention 
and all of these eclectic things just exploded.”

After graduating from Ventura High School, 
Payne joined Little Feat in 1969, and, despite 
a few breaks and gaps, is still playing music in 
the band.

LITTLE FEAT’S SUCCESS

Though Little Feat formed more than 50 
years ago, their story is still being written, 
recorded and performed. The band’s puree of 
country-blues-folk-jazz-rockabilly spawned 
a number of earthy, free-spirited numbers, 
memorable hybrids such as “Oh Atlanta,” 
“Time Loves A Hero,” “Tripe Face Boogie,” 
and “Truck Stop Girl.”   

Payne connects both the band’s initial 
popularity and its sustained longevity to the 
ability to go beyond boundaries, to the band’s 
willingness to let loose an organic synthesis 
that drew from and leaned on California-
inspired rock and Dixie-stirred funk-boogie.

“I like the fact that people are doing different 
things - musically. It’s about influences- what 
are you influenced by and can you bring that 
into your vocabulary? Keeping your options 
open – that’s the core of what Little Feat has 
managed to do. We were always cognizant of 
what we wanted to present of others’ music. 
You could start a song with a bluesy feel and 
mesh it into a John Coltrane jazz thing, or 
whatever, and I think that that is a very healthy 
thing.” 

Citing the catalogue of Little Feat songs as 
an example, Payne says that it is all right for a 
musician to resist the notion of being limited to 
a certain genre. 

“I don’t want to be handcuffed by any 
genre…You don’t need to be from New Orleans 
to play Dixieland jazz-style or from Germany 
to comprehend and enjoy Beethoven. Music is 
the freedom to combine things and find and 
build connection. Music is like the walls being 
torn down between things. We need rules 
and regulations, but we need an avenue of 
freedom. As a creative person, I don’t want to 
be tethered to something that gets in the way of 
how I create and how I look at other people.”

A testament to his flexibility, for the past 
four decades Payne has worked in studios and 
on the road with a long list of rock n’ roll Hall 
of Famers including James Taylor, Jackson 
Browne, Bob Seger, Bonnie Raitt, Emmy 
Lou Harris, Jimmy Buffett, and The Doobie 
Brothers. In addition to his continuing work 
with Little Feat, Payne is a current member 
of The Doobie Brothers, and an honorary 
member of Leftover Salmon, a Colorado-
based psychedelic jam band that he has toured 
and recorded with in the past. 

In addition to his highly-respected career 
in music, Payne also writes poetry and non-
fiction and enjoys the pursuit of photography. 
Momentum, he says, lays the foundation 
for superb art but a lack of curiosity, in his 
experience, leads only to inertia. 

“We are not always on a life path where we 
know where we are 
going,” says Payne. 
“We go from wide 
open to a brick wall 
when your sense 
of momentum and 
curiosity stops 
because of fear or 
something else. We 
hit those pockets 
in life. And it takes 
effort to pull yourself 
out of a tailspin. 
I’m always looking 
to open up new 
pathways, and I’m 
lucky to have found 
good momentum 
and a creative spirit 
through things like 
photography, and the 
music, the band, and 
the writing of music, 
and even being a 
sessions guy.” 

GREAT THINGS AHEAD
Probing the future, Payne expects that the 

most-recently formed incarnation of Little Feat 
will be the most musically diverse and exciting 
one yet. 

“During COVID-19, I’ve recently recorded 
three songs with Little Feat, including ‘Long 
Distance Love’ and that’s what we are doing 
now, a little bit of long distance love... There 
are no distractions anymore, I guess. You are 
where you are. I’ve found it frustrating at 
times, because I have always been one to do it, 
and to do it quickly. But I’ve learned patience, 
and there is nothing wrong with learning that.

“Once the band gets back out on the road, 
we’ve got a nice horn section that we’ve hired 
and those guys all worked with Levon Helm. 
We’ve got an engineer who works with Steely 
Dan and Donald Fagen. The band is together, 
and we are waiting for the doors to open. I’ve 
got a lot of great things thrown at me, and I still 
have the energy to do them.”

Payne says that he has also recently recorded 
some new jams with The Doobie Brothers via 
remote technology and that he plans to be 
touring with the group in front of live crowds 
again as part of their fiftieth anniversary 
celebration this summer. 

Reflecting on the volatility of the past year, 
Payne says he is grateful that, decades ago, he 
picked the “perfect space to land in Montana,” 
with the Yellowstone River winding at the 
front of his property. 

“Since the 1980s, Montana has been the 
place for me to slow and calm down and be 
creative,” says Payne. “As a musician, in a 
sense the world is your backyard, but here I 
have a good contingent of people whom I 
know and love. It’s my home and the focal 
point of my life when I’m not touring.” E

—brian d’ambrosio
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ewis J. Duncan was a lawyer, book agent, 
minister, lecturer, and, most notably, a 
politician of a radical faith, a man whose 

party experienced its briefest glory years in 
Montana in the early 1900s.  

The man who flew the red flag in Butte was 
born in St. Louis, Missouri, May 4, 1857. His 
father, Edwin Duncan, was a New Yorker of 
Scottish ancestry. His mother, Emma Francis 
Duncan, was born in England and raised in Il-
linois from the age of 10. After the death of 
Duncan’s father, the family removed to Illi-
nois and located at Quincy, where he received 
his public education.

Duncan attended Hanover College in Indi-
ana before entering the railway service as an 
accountant. He later became a certified public 
accountant and then took up the study of law 
before marrying the daughter of a well-known 
lawyer and was admitted to the Illinois bar in 
1878.

After two years at the bar, he gave up his 
law practice to become a Unitarian minister at 
Sheffield, Illinois. He founded the Church of 
Good Will in nearby Streator, and then moved 
to a pastor’s position at the Milwaukee Ethical 
Society. 

Duncan was called to Butte to become pas-
tor of the Unitarian Church in 1902. His ar-
rival was delayed two years by the illness of a 
daughter who passed away in Milwaukee. He 
continued to follow the clerical profession in 
the Moning City until March of 1910, vacating 
his pastorate of 21 years amidst terrible labor 
and political strife. The Socialist publication, 
the International Socialist Review, described 
his circumstances:

“Really, he lost his job as a preacher be-
cause he would not obey orders. He was the 
one public man in Butte that had the courage 
to take the platform in favor of (Charles A.) 
Moyer, (Bill) Haywood, and (George) Petti-
bone, when they were on trial (1907) in Idaho 
for their lives [and for the 1905 assassination 
by bombing of Frank Steunenberg, former 
governor of Idaho]. That act alone almost cost 
him his meal ticket, but Lewis J. Duncan is not 
a quitter. Some time later, when Emma Gold-
man was billed to speak in Butte, and the use 
of the halls in the city was denied her, Preach-
er Duncan offered her the use of his church 
and lost his job.”

According to Duncan’s own version of the 
resignation, he defined his years as a preacher 
in Butte as an epoch “of hardship and strug-
gle.” People with “capitalistic minds,” he said, 
would not support his preaching. “Since the 
Unitarian Hierarchy was also apathetic about 
my work with the people, I had to get out,” he 
later said.   

One Montana newspaper described Dun-
can’s departure rather diplomatically. “His 
sermons were powerful and popular, and 
he soon was in demand as a public speaker. 
Some of his utterances at labor gatherings 
caused discussion in his congregation and he 
resigned, in 1910.” 

The next year found him in charge of the 
Montana Socialist Party, of which Duncan 
served in the office of secretary for $75 per 
month. He received the endorsement of the 
Butte local wing of the party and ran for the 
mayor of Butte. 

Opposition to his election was modest and 
Duncan benefited from a fundamental lack of 

trust among the working-class 
people of Butte for both the 
Democratic and Republican par-
ties—both parties were increas-
ingly viewed as two heads of the 
same serpent: corrupt, ineffec-
tive, and condescendingly elitist. 

Duncan was elected in April, 
1911, tallying 4,269 votes, edg-
ing both the leading Democrat 
(2,435 votes) and Republican 
(1,293), and becoming one of 
the first socialists to achieve the 
mayorality of an American city 
of importance.

What transpired in Butte was 
not an isolated episode. In 1910, 
the prospects of the Socialist 
Party nationally had changed 
direction. According to a con-
temporary publication, Socialists 
“were voted to office in 57 com-
munities in 24 states,” includ-
ing Victor Berger of Wisconsin, 
elected to the U.S. House of Representatives. 

Duncan’s victory, as head of a self-touted 
workers’ government, marked the apex of the 
Socialist movement in Butte, and in Montana, 
gains he detailed in the April 1912 party hand-
book. 

“We have carried on a constructive and im-
partial administration, given a clean, honest 
and efficient city government, conducted the 
city economically, restored its financial credit, 
and made it a healthier and more wholesome 
habitation.”

His re-election campaign cited a lower bud-
get than Butte had seen in years and a sharp 
reduction in deaths from all causes, including 
contagious diseases. When he was re-elected 
handily in 1913 with a plurality of more than 
600 votes, Lewis Duncan became the first of 
Butte’s mayors to succeed himself. 

He was a member of the national commit-
tee of the Socialist Party and, “one of the pro-
found thinkers of his political faith,” as one 
party pamphlet referenced him. He served as a 
delegate to the Socialist National Convention 
in Indianapolis in 1912 and lectured frequently 
about socialism, touching upon the corruption 
and inefficiency of standard municipal gov-
ernments. Duncan also authored several pam-
phlets and contributed magazine articles on 
socialist doctrine.  

According to a contemporary account, 
“Mayor Duncan attracted wide attention for 
his opposition to certain accepted Socialist 
Party methods. He led an unsuccessful mi-
nority in that convention, but that contention 
forced the party to take an advanced position 
in respect to tactics and relations with eco-
nomic organizations.”

Duncan was editor of the Butte Socialist, 
and of the Montana Socialist, and was the 
first secretary-treasurer of the Butte Social-
ist Publishing company. He belonged to the 
Workingmen’s Union of Butte, the A.F. and 
A.M. Labor organizations, and he represented 
his union for several terms in the Silver Bow 
Trades and Labor council.  

On July 3, 1914, Duncan was attacked in his 
City Hall office by a deranged Finnish miner 
named Erik Lantala, described “as an avowed 
Socialist,” who harbored an imagined political 
grudge against the mayor. Duncan was slashed 
three times with a large knife before he shot 
his assailant to death. 

Duncan served until October 6, 1914, when 
he and Sheriff Tim Driscoll were removed 
from office through dismissal proceedings 
growing out of summer rioting that had result-
ed in the dissolution of Butte Miners Union 
No. 11 W.F.M. Both men were found guilty of 
the charges brought against them, an “alleged 
refusal or neglect to perform (their) duties…
in connection with the disorders on and after 
June 13, 1914.”

Duncan claimed the proceedings amounted 
to a political coup, retaliation for his refusal to 
not subordinate human life to property inter-
ests. Aside from a third run for mayor in 1917 
that resulted in a devastating defeat, he would 
never return to the political arena.  

Following his removal from office Duncan 
worked in the mines and at the copper boilers 
in Butte but he was too frail bodily to perform 
this labor and accepted a congregational call to 
South Dakota.

Eventually Duncan removed to Minnesota, 
where he was engaged in newspaper work 
for two years, after which he dedicated him-
self to private teaching. His subjects ranged 
from economics to science, to public speak-
ing, dramatics, and music. A poor constitution 
compelled him to retire from active work after 
1930. 

Lewis Duncan died on January 24, 1936, of 
pneumonia in the hospital at Rochester, Min-
nesota. E

—brian d’ambrosio
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RED ANTS PANTS RETURNS
Scheduled for July 22-25, 2021 

in White Sulphur Springs.
Full lineup announced in May.  

RedAntsPantsMusicFestival.com

WE RECOMMEND...
STATEWIDE ENTERTAINMENT LISTINGS
Music, Performances and Events Across Montana 
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I BUY
Toyota • Subaru

VW • Honda • Nissan
Japanese/German
Cars Trucks SUVs

Nice or Ugly
Running or Not

327-0300

Advertise
IN THE

Promote
EVENTS • BUSINESS • LIVE MUSIC

Support
MONTANA ARTS COMMUNITIES!

CONTACT INFO@MONTANAPRESS.NET

MAGIC CITY BLUES
Montana’s three-day urban 

music festival is back in Billings 
on August 5-7, 2021. For info: 

MagicCityBlues.com
COPPER KING MANSION

219 WEST GRANITE
BUTTE, MONTANA

- Bed & Breakfast -
- Public Tours Daily- 

Sleep in the Master Suite where Senator 
W. A. Clark rested his head at night.

(406) 782-7580

ARIES (March 21-April 19): In the novel “House of 
Leaves,” the hero Johnny Truant describes his friend 
Lude as wanting “more money, better parties, and 
prettier girls.” But Johnny wants something different. 
What is it? He says, “I’m not even sure what to call it 
except I know it feels roomy and it’s drenched in sunlight 
and it’s weightless and I know it’s not cheap.” In my 
opinion, that declaration is far too imprecise! He’ll never 
get what he wants until he gets clearer about it. But his 
fantasy is a good start. It shows that he knows what the 
fulfillment of his yearning feels like. I suggest you get 
inspired by Johnny Truant’s approximation to conjure 
up one of your own. Gaze ahead a few years, and see 
if you can imagine what your best possible future feels 
like. Then describe it to yourself as precisely 
as possible.

TAURUS (April 20-May 20): How distraught I was 
when I discovered that one of my favorite poets, Pablo 
Neruda, was an admirer of the murderous dictator 
Joseph Stalin. It broke my heart to know I could never 
again read his tender, lyrical poetry with unconditional 
appreciation. But that’s life: Some of our heroes 
and teachers disappoint us, and then it’s healthy to 
re-evaluate our relationships with them. Or maybe our 
own maturation leads us to realize that once-nurturing 
influences are no longer nurturing. I recommend that 
sometime soon, you take a personal inventory with 
these thoughts in mind. I suspect there may be new 
sources of inspiration headed your way. 
Get ready for them.

GEMINI (May 21-June 20): Self-help author Steve 
Maraboli has useful advice for you to consider in the 
coming weeks. I hope you’ll meditate on what he says 
and take decisive action. He writes, “Incredible change 
happens in your life when you decide to take control of 
what you do have power over instead of craving control 
over what you don’t.” To get started, Gemini, make a list 
of three things you do have power over and three things 
you wish you did but don’t have power over.

CANCER (June 21-July 22): While he was alive, 
Cancerian author Franz Kafka burned 90% of 
everything he wrote. In a note to a friend before he 
died, he gave instructions to burn all the writing he 
would leave behind. Luckily, his friend disobeyed, and 
that’s why today we can read Kafka’s last three novels 
and a lot more of his stuff. Was his attitude toward his 
creations caused by the self-doubt that so many of 
us Cancerians are shadowed by? Was he, like a lot 
of us Crabs, excessively shy about sharing personal 
details from his life? In accordance with astrological 
omens, I urge you to at least temporarily transcend 
any Kafka-like tendencies you have. It’s time to shine 
brightly and boldly as you summon your full powers of 
self-expression.

LEO (July 23-Aug. 22): To create your horoscope, I’ve 
borrowed ideas from Leo-born author Cassiano Ricardo. 
He speaks of a longing “for all that is tall like pine trees, 
and all that is long like rivers, and all that is purple like 
dusk.” I think yearnings like those will be healthy and 
wise for you to cultivate in the coming weeks. According 
to my reading of the astrological omens, you need 
expansive influences that stretch your imagination and 
push you beyond your limitations. You will benefit from 
meditations and experiences that inspire you to outgrow 
overly small expectations.

VIRGO (Aug. 23-Sept. 22): Virgo actor and director 
Jean-Louis Barrault (1910–1994) aspired to “wake up 
a virgin each morning.” He wanted “to feel hungry for 
life,” as if he had been reborn once again. In order to 
encourage that constant renewal, he regarded going 
to sleep every night as “a small death.” I recommend 
his approach to you during the coming weeks. In 
my astrological opinion, the cosmic rhythms will be 
conspiring to regularly renew your desires: to render 
them pure, clean, raw, and strong. Cooperate with 
those cosmic rhythms!

LIBRA (Sept. 23-Oct. 22): Is there anything more 
gratifying than being listened to, understood, and seen 
for who you really are? I urge you to seek out that 
pleasure in abundance during the coming weeks. My 
reading of the astrological omens tells me you need 
the nurturing jolt that will come from being received 

and appreciated with extra potency. I hope you have 
allies who can provide that for you. If you don’t, search 
for allies who can. And in the meantime, consider 
engaging the services of a skillful psychotherapist or 
life coach or some other professional listener.

SCORPIO (Oct. 23-Nov. 21): “Blobs, spots, specks, 
smudges, cracks, defects, mistakes, accidents, 
exceptions, and irregularities are the windows to other 
worlds,” writes author Bob Miller. I would add that 
all those things, along with related phenomena like 
fissures, blemishes, stains, scars, blotches, muck, 
smears, dents, and imperfections, are often windows 
to very interesting parts of this seemingly regular old 
ordinary world—parts that might remain closed off 
from us without the help of those blobs and defects. I 
suggest you take full advantage of the opportunities 
they bring your way in the coming weeks.

SAGITTARIUS (Nov. 22-Dec. 21): Innovative 
psychologist Carl Jung had a nuanced understanding 
of the energies at work in our deep psyche. He 
said our unconscious minds are “not only dark 
but also light; not only bestial, semi-human, and 
demonic, but also superhuman, spiritual, and, in 
the classical sense of the word, ‘divine.’” I bring 
this to your attention, Sagittarius, because now 
is a favorable time to get better acquainted with 
and more appreciative of your unconscious mind. 
For best results, you must not judge it for being so 
paradoxical. Don’t be annoyed that it’s so unruly and 
non-rational. Have fun with its fertility and playfulness 
and weirdness.

CAPRICORN (Dec. 22-Jan. 19): The fantasy 
drama Game of Thrones appeared on TVs all over the 
world. But the audience that watched it in China got 
cheated out of a lot of essential action. Government 
censorship deleted many scenes that featured nudity 
and sex, fighting and violence, and appearances 
by dragons, which play a starring role in the story. 
As you can imagine, Chinese viewers had trouble 
following some of the plot points. Telling you about 
this, Capricorn, is my way of nudging you to make sure 
you don’t miss any of the developments going on in 
your own personal drama. Some may be hidden, as 
in China’s version of Game of Thrones. Others might 
be subtle or disguised or underestimated. Make it your 
crusade to know about everything.

AQUARIUS (Jan. 20-Feb. 18): “Words are, of 
course, the most powerful drug used by mankind,” 
wrote author Rudyard Kipling. Yes, they are. I agree. 
They change minds, rouse passions, build identities, 
incite social change, inspire irrationality, and create 
worlds. This is always true, but it will be especially 
important for you to keep in mind during the coming 
weeks. The ways you use language will be key to 
your health and success. The language that you 
hear and read will also be key to your health and 
success. For best results, summon extra creativity and 
craftsmanship as you express yourself. Cultivate extra 
discernment as you choose what you absorb.

PISCES (Feb. 19-March 20): Piscean linguist Anna 
Wierzbicka says the Russian expression dusha 
naraspashku means “unbuttoned soul.” She continues, 
“The implication is that it is good, indeed wonderful, 
if a person’s ‘soul,’ which is the seat of emotions, is 
flung open in a spontaneous, generous, expansive, 
impetuous gesture, expressing full trust in other 
people and an innocent readiness for communion with 
them.” I wouldn’t recommend that you keep your soul 
unbuttoned 24/7/365, but in the coming weeks, I hope 
you’ll allocate more time than usual to 
keeping it unbuttoned.

THIS WEEK’S HOMEWORK:

Send the secrets you could only tell a stranger...

TESTIFY AT: FREEWILLASTROLOGY.COM
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MONTANA BREWERIES REMAIN OPEN! 

MONTANABREWERS.ORG
#TAKEYOURBEEROUTSIDE

#BUYLOCAL
#MTBEER


