Montana Episodes

My Years As Montana’s
First Woman State Senator

by Ellenore M. Bridenstine

Ellenore Bridenstine, the first woman elected to Montana’s state Senate, represented Prairie
County from 1945 to 1949. The wife of a physician in Terry, Bridenstine began her political career
as a volunteer in Republican women’s organizations and civic associations. Before running for
office in 1944, she had been very active at the state and national levels of the Federation of
Republican Women’s Clubs and had been involved in war bond drives. Throughout her short
political career, she spoke out forcefully and frequently in many forums, encouraging women
to enter politics. She often asked Montana women, “Are We Part-Time Citizens?” She urged
women to participate in local and state politics and to bring politics and political discussions into
the home, because she believed that women could substantially improve the content and style
of political discourse. “It is time,” she once told an audience in Great Falls, “that mothers woke
up to the fact that vitamins, minerals and plenty of sleep are not all that build fine children.” The
only cure for political ignorance, Bridenstine told the assembled women, “is political education
which I firmly believe must come through the home.” In the following, Ellenore Bridenstine
reflects on her experiences as Montana'’s first woman state senator.

My interest in politics began in
the early part of the century. At that
time, I was too young to understand
what it was all about, but I do recall
the excitement in our home during
the campaign of Theodore Roosevelt
for the presidency in 1904. My
parents were ardent Republicans,
and I remember them discussing
the pros and cons of the campaign.
Mother could not vote at the time,
but she was always interested in
national affairs. She remained
interested at one hundred years
of age.

This early interest in politics
came back in my life after the hectic
years of marriage in the “flapper”
period of the 1920s, the depression
times of the 1930s, and the war
years of the early 1940s. Living in
Montana during the 1940s with my
ten-year-old daughter and a
housekeeper—my twin sons were
off in the army—I was free to
become part of the county
Republican organization and a
member of the Republican Women’s
Club, just then being organized in
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Montana. My husband was the only
physician in Prairie County and part-
time surgeon for two railroads that
ran through our town of Terry. As
the doctor’s wife, I was entitled to a
pass on both railroads. Since we
were volunteers and paid all our
own political expenses at that time, I
had an advantage when it came to
election of officers of the Republican
Women’s Club and selection as
precinct committeewoman. As vice-
president of the state organization of
the Republican Women’s Club as
well as precinct and state
committeewoman from Prairie
County, I got to know many of the
political VIPs in Montana. I was
appointed a member of the state
platform committee in 1942 and
helped push the adoption of a party
rule requiring the county and state
committees to have a woman as
vice-chairman.

In 1944, I felt that I was ready to
run for office locally. The GOP
county committee in Prairie County
was composed of two men—the
town banker and the most

prosperous rancher—who made the
decisions. The state senator in our
county was quite elderly—a
Democrat who had served many
years in that office. It seemed that
nobody on the GOP side was
interested in the office. Many of my
women friends felt that I was crazy
to try for it. But I decided to try for
it anyway just to see what would
happen. The man holding the office
had never campaigned, and I am
sure that he felt he would not need
to against a woman!

I mailed a letter to each of the
2,500 registered voters in the
county including a note written by
my husband to the effect that he
was so busy taking care of the
medical needs of all the people in
Prairie County that there was no
time for civic duties. He
recommended that his wife carry on
in the political field. I will always
believe that his recommendation
was what won the election for me.

There was no opposition in the
primary election. The Republican
organization did not try to find
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anyone to oppose me, because they
did not believe it was possible for
me to be elected anyway. To tell the
truth, neither did I! I was so sure of
being defeated that I went to bed
early on election night, long before
the votes could be counted—a long
process at that time when the votes
were counted by hand. In the
morning, [ was greatly surprised to
find I had been elected to the Senate
by six votes.

When the surprise wore off, I
wondered what to do next. I had
only the faintest idea of how the
Senate was organized or how things
might go in that place for a woman,
because it had always been
exclusively for men. My election

was quite a sensation for the media
for a few days. All the names of the
newly elected senators as well as
the holdovers were published in the
papers, along with the counties they
represented. So I tried to memorize
the names and counties of the men I
would be working with, as well as
the geographic location and
economics of each county. I also
learned which counties were urban
and which were rural. So when I got
to Helena in January, all I needed to
do was fit the names with the faces.
This preparation was very helpful to
me during the 1945 session.

In the legislature that year the
Senate majority was Republican,
which meant that I was to be given a

committee chairmanship. This was
a sad fact for the committee on
committees to face! What were they
to do with this woman? They knew
that I was the wife of a doctor so
they gave me the committee that
was supposed to handle health
matters. Unfortunately, that
committee had always been called
Sanitary Affairs and was the
committee that got the bills “too hot
to handle” to get cleaned up! I
suspected also that the others
assigned to this committee were the
oldest and least active senators. I
did not like the situation, but I knew
that it would not do to object.
However, I determined to try to
change the name of my committee
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