
IDAHO
Elmer Bowman, 89
I’d do it again.

The sons of ranchers, Bill, Elmer
and Clarence Bowman were raised
in good Idaho cow country. And at
age 89, Elmer still day works. 

“I always liked ridin’, since I
was big enough to get on a horse,”
Elmer says. “My uncles were good
cowboys. They kinda raised me and
so all I’ve ever done is ride.”

Bill and Elmer rode to school,
“when we went to school.” One
year, it was 12 miles each way,
sometimes only three miles, and
they rode every season for nine
years. The school finally closed
down. “People moved to town,”
Elmer says. “There weren’t enough
kids. I never had much schooling.”

His father’s place was leased
and not big enough to share with
the boys. When Elmer’s uncle died,
Elmer and Bill bought that place.
“It was a mountain ranch, a good
outfit for cattle. We stayed there till
he got married and then I got mar-
ried, and one of us had to leave. We
didn’t get along. We couldn’t live
together.”

Charlie Cooper, Elmer’s father-
in-law, had a ranch and turned it
over to Elmer. “That was real hard
times, ’40, ’41. The place used to

belong to my
g r a n d f a t h e r
but my uncles
lost it after my
g r a n d f a t h e r
died.” Elmer
leased it. “That
ranch sold for
$14,000 in ’43.”

Elmer mar-
ried Hilma
Matthews, a
widow with two
d a u g h t e r s ,
Verla and Mari-
lyn, in 1940. They added three
more children: Jean, Karen and
Dale. Jean was killed in a car wreck
when she was 19. 

“Dale cowboyed for me for
years. The ranch didn’t pay him
enough money so he left. That’s the

smartest thing he ever done. He
and his wife Patti owned a Centu-
ry 21 and made lots of money.”
Hilma died in 1997. 

In 1943 the Forest Service hired
Elmer during summers to pack
mules in the backcountry along the

Salmon River. “I packed for the
lookouts who were watching for
fires. The longest trip was about 18
miles—one day in, one day back.”

In winter he worked at the
stockyards in Carlisle. Then in 1943
he went to work for Dave Little,
son of Idaho’s sheep king Andy Lit-
tle. He worked at the same place for
40 years, pretty much running it. 

“We moved cattle all through
these mountains north of Boise. I
had a lot of responsibility. I had to
get cattle out of the high country
when they was snowed in. I had to
be everyplace.”

Elmer and Hilma were fur-
nished everything except clothes.
“We didn’t have to spend a dime
and every year I got a bonus. When
I went to work for Dave, he was
broke but things changed. We were
friends. It was a nice cow outfit. I
got the checkbook and bought
everything, ya know.”

Dave took to politicking while

Elmer was running four or five dif-
ferent camps in the mountains
with a cowboy at every one, each
earning about $45 a month. “I tell
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CLOCKWISE FROM TOP: Frank, with sons William, Clarence,
front, and Elmer, right, 1933.  ➤Day working 2006 for
Harry Bettis in Payette. ➤Elmer and dogs, Bear Valley
Cow Camp, 1987. ➤Elmer and his family, from left:
Karen, Dale, Hilma, Elmer, Verla and Marilyn.
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cowboys this is the worst job
there is because there’s no
retirement. When Dave died, in
his obituary he give me and
another guy full credit for being
in the shape he was in, but still
no retirement for us.” 

Even though there was no
retirement, Dave Little did leave
Elmer four acres of land close to
Emmett, Idaho. It’s big enough
for his horses and dogs and it sits
on the edge of old Dave Little’s
huge outfit that he left to his four
children—Dave, Brad, Jim and
Judy.

Elmer can’t do without horses
or dogs, which are mostly border
collies or Australian shepherds.
“Those dogs go everyplace I go. I
always had the best dogs. They help
me work with the stock. I had dogs
that would trail cows and find
them in the high mountains in
rough country, and let me know
where they was at, ya know. Dogs
are family. I had to have them.”

It is said that Elmer Bowman is
better to his help, horses and dogs
than he is to himself. After Dave
died, Elmer started working for
Dave’s nephew Harry Bettis. “I just
day work for Harry. Have known
him since he was a little kid. And I
used to manage the ranch he now
owns south of McCall.”

The Bowman family gets
together quite often. Family comes
from Alaska and Texas and Califor-
nia to gather in Idaho. “It’s kind of
a reunion. Kids, grandkids and
great-grandkids.” Elmer’s been to
Juneau, Alaska, and says it’s nice
country, “but I wouldn’t trade one
of these places up here in Idaho for
the whole state of Texas.” 

He looks great but moans a bit
about his health and about the
tourists and rich people coming to
Idaho who change it. “This country
used to be all cattle but it just looks
to me like it’s about ta end.” He
misses the freedom, the open
spaces, and sometimes he thinks
about the past. 

“We lived a good life. We didn’t
have money, we had ta work for
everything and we had ta go with-
out, but I wouldn’t trade it for any-
thing. I could ride any horse that
had to be rode. I really enjoyed it.
Still do. And I’d do it all over 
again.”—C.J. Hadley

CALIFORNIA
Frank & Ginger
King, 80 & 76
King & Queen of the
fair.

Frank King’s first Tulelake Basin
experience was brief and forget-
table. After being released from the
Navy, he and his father drove
through in 1948 while on a fishing
trip. Frank figured one visit was
more than enough. “When we
went through Tulelake it was rain-
ing and windy and miserable and I
said, ‘By God, who’d ever want to
live in this country?’”

Turns out the Kings did.
The Tulelake Basin has been

Frank’s home since 1950. He spent
two years in the Navy during the
waning years of World War II, put
his name in the 1949 drawing for
Tulelake Basin homesteads and, to
his surprise, his name was drawn. 

At the time, Frank was studying
at the University of California,
Davis. He was called out of bio-
chemistry lab and told of his selec-

tion by a Sacra-
mento Bee reporter.

“I picked a home-
stead that had some
hillside because I was a
livestock person,” he
explains.

Frank took a year
off from school. He
was able to lease his property, buy
another 500 acres, move a former
barracks from the Tulelake Deten-
tion Center and
begin life on the
homestead. He
finished his stud-
ies in general agri-
culture in 1951
and a year later
married Ginger,
who he’d met
through mutual
friends.

“I didn’t know
what a homestead
was,” Ginger says
of her urban back-
ground. “My
mom and I came
up. What she real-
ly wanted to know was did we have
indoor plumbing.”

These days Frank and Ginger

look back at those years with a
sense of humor. Unlike most
homesteaders who grew row crops,

the Kings focused on
cattle, eventually hav-
ing upwards of 400
mother cows. “There’s
something about cow-
calves,” Ginger says.
“Those old mother
cows, oh man, do they
know their babies.
They start bawling
and that calf comes
running. And there’s
nothing newer than a
brand new calf.”

A city girl, Ginger
says she had a sharp
learning curve.
“Frank said, ‘Think

like a cow,’ and I thought, ‘Well,
how does a cow think?’ I was fortu-
nate to have a wise old horse.”
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CLOCKWISE FROM TOP: Horseback, 1963.
From left: Holly, Frank with David on his
lap, Ginger and Laurie. ➤Navy, WWII.
➤Tule Lake house. The whole family always
loved the fair. ➤Frank and Ginger today.
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