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OKLAHOMA
Gerald Turner, 88
Learning from the
best.

Pictures of John Wayne deco-
rate the walls of Gerald and Ella
Mae Turner’s modest ranch
house just west of Pawnee, Okla.
That should be a clue to how the
veteran rancher views life. Anoth-
er clue might be the old bar-
rel propping up the Turners’
mailbox at the end of the 
driveway with ominous let-
ters on its side.

“We were having trouble
with people destroying my
mailbox,” Gerald says. “I put
a barrel under the mailbox
and painted TNT on the side
so they would think it would
explode if they hit it.
Haven’t had any troubles
since.”

Like John Wayne, the 88-
year-old doesn’t take much guff
from city-slicker salesmen or
cowboy wannabes. As a young
boy growing up on the Okla-
homa prairie in the late 1930s, he
learned how to rope and ride
from wild-west-show legends
Pawnee Bill and Mexican Joe,
and famous rodeo cowboy, Ben

Johnson.
“Pawnee Bill always wel-

comed me to his ranch,” Gerald
says. “So I hung around there
whenever I could. Mexican Joe
worked for Pawnee Bill as ranch
foreman and Ol’ Joe was the best

roper around. He could rope cat-
tle with his foot! He even showed
me how to make a rope. Ben
Johnson was the best steer roper I
ever saw.”

When World War II erupted,
Gerald enlisted in the U.S. Army

Air Corps and worked as an air-
plane mechanic servicing B-17
bombers. While stationed in Bel-
gium, he and his buddies—all
tired of eating Army chow—
sneaked into a nearby town to
dine on steak.

“Best steak I had eaten in a
long time,” Gerald says. Even
after he discovered it was horse
meat, not beef, he didn’t com-
plain. “I was plenty hungry.”

During that time, he also ate
his share of carrots and beets.
“Beets are no substitute for beef,”
he says. “Maybe that should be
on a bumper sticker! If I was a
vegetarian, man, I’d really suffer.
I like fruits and vegetables, but
without meat, I’m still hungry.”

Gerald’s roots are planted
deep in this land once known as
Indian Territory. “My grand -
father moved to Oklahoma to
teach Pawnee Indians how to
farm.” Wagon tracks are still visi-
ble in the hay meadow north of
his house. He estimates that the
trail dates to the 1860s, and was
perhaps once part of the
Chisholm Trail. This particular
portion goes to White Eagle in
neighboring Kay County,
where his great-grandmother
was postmistress.

Today Gerald continues to
operate a beef cowherd and
still frets over first-calf heifers
during snowstorms, just like
he has for most of his nearly
nine decades on earth. He
gets plenty of help from his
wife, three sons, and two
daughters. Gerald and Ella
Mae have been married 59
years. “The secret to mar-
riage,” he says, “is to take 40
percent and give 60 percent.”

In 2012, Gerald received
Oklahoma Farm Bureau’s

Legacy Award, presented to those
who have served as an inspiration
and mentor to young agricultur-
alists. “When I was a young man,
I learned from some of the best
cowboys in the country, and I
hope I have passed along some of
that knowledge along the way,”
says the weathered cowboy, who
isn’t necessarily talking about
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CLOCKWISE FROM TOP: Gerald tells youngsters, “Never give up, no matter how
hard things get.” ➤Gerald served in Belgium during World War II, working
as an airplane mechanic servicing B-17 bombers. ➤Posing with his young
cousin in 1942 in Pawnee, Okla.
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NEVADA
George Parman, 81
My heart was always
in ranching.

George Lawrence Parman was
born in Lake City, Calif., in the
cold winter of late 1931. His
father, Lawrence, was a fourth-
generation rancher. His mother,
Jewelle, was a rancher and an
accomplished artist.
George had an older
brother, Joe, and sister,
Christine. He says, “My
dad and his brothers had
properties from Lake City
in Surprise Valley, Calif., to
the Soldier Meadows Ranch
in Nevada. Dad was born in
1897, and ’31 was hard times
and the Great Depres-
sion eventually did
cost them their prop-
erties. It cost hard feel-
ings and tears.” 

The family ended
up in Carson Valley,
south of Reno, where
Lawrence milked
cows, trapped coy-
otes and anything
else he could.
Lawrence’s big pas-
sion was horses, which he passed
on to George. Lawrence started
many horses for the ranches in
Carson Valley. George’s mother
“was an experienced trapper and
those sheepmen over there
needed trappers bad.” 

An ad in a newspaper about a
commissioned livestock sale in
Reno played an important part in
the family’s life. “Lots more than
Dad ever realized at that time.
The auction started a multimil-
lion-dollar livestock business.” 

One of the ranches was the
Smith Creek Ranch. World War
II started and it was impossible to
hire anybody. “It worked us to
death,” George says. “We wound
up with the Weeks Ranch and
Dad couldn’t see much sense of
school, so I quit school in the sev-
enth grade.” But George could
see the value of an education, so
he went back after a couple of

years and rode with Ruthie
Weaver, who was born in
Minatare, Neb. She had a ranch-
ing background and came to
Nevada when her father got a job
in Hawthorne. George, with
help, caught up and graduated
high school in 1951. Ruthie and
George were married that year.
He was 20; she was 17. They had
three children: Linda, Georgie
and Robin.

George and Ruthie moved to
Hunt’s Canyon in Monitor Val-
ley in 1954. “I traded around. I
loved to trade. Ruthie had a fear
not to borrow money. We had
lots of cattle. We inherited a
range conflict. We were strange
to the country, but we was forced
to ride—I’m proud of that.”  

The drought hit in ’56-’57
“and prit’ near put all of us out of
business. We got through with a
few cattle.” The drought ended in

’63 and they paid for the ranch by
selling cattle. “We didn’t owe a
dime,” George says. “We sold out
and ended up at the Flynn Ranch
in Diamond Valley. Ranching’s
hard...damned hard. And I went
through some pretty rough years.
I don’t know how Ruthie ever
stood me all those years. When I
got too much money, I always
spent it running horses.”

After 58 years of marriage,
George lost Ruthie to cancer
three years ago, but he tells of a

time when they were
checking water at Simp-
son Spring in the Sulfur
Range of Nevada.    
“We came up to this

spring pipe that was plugged up.
Ruthie took off her boots and
socks and waded into the tank
which had about two feet of
water. She was unplugging the
pipe and I said, ‘Watch out for
that snake.’ Ruthie scolded me
saying, ‘Here I am wading in this
cold water and you are never
serious.’ Just then she spied a
small water snake trying to climb
up her leg. Ruthie then tried to
climb a tree that wasn’t there.
She sure got mad at me.”

George still misses her.
“Ruthie and I might have dodged
some of the pitfalls we had
through life, and I think the life
we had was kinda hard at times,
but we’da probably done it much
the same way. Ranchin’ was a
hard ol’ life but we both loved
it.”— Paul J. Etzler
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CLOCKWISE FROM TOP

LEFT: George with
bobcat skins, Dia-
mond Valley, March
2001. ➤George and
Ruthie with children,
Linda (on left) and
Georgie, in Hunt’s
Canyon, August 1955.
➤Mustangs caught
on Table Mountain in
Bald Mountain Cor-

ral, ca. 1965. ➤George’s
father, Lawrence, with coyote
and raccoon skins in 1934.
➤Georgie and Linda on their
way to school in a snowy
March 1964. ➤The cowboy
in Eureka in 2012. 
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