AN EDITORIAL FORETHOUGHT

In the Spring (1974) issue of this magazine, we
published a third segment of Dorothy Johnson’s remin-
iscences about her youthful years in Whitefish, Mon-
tana. We announced, with regret, that this series had
ended. But then we asked her to contribute a piece for
this special edition. We hoped it could be about her
later adventures as a career woman in New York and
her deliberate move back to Montana in 1950 to pursue
a hard-working schedule of newspaper editing, admin-
istrative journalism, teaching, and free-lance writing.
This time we will not say the series is ended, for we
have reason to hope there may be more.

But getting back to our request: to Miss Johnson,
our invitation to participate in this issue on women
sounded like a request for a name-dropping auto-
biography. “This makes me nervous,” she wrote. “Who
cares about my autobiography, and why should it be in
your magazine?”

In truth, what follows is not an orderly autobiog-
raphy at all, and name-dropping, with which it could
be filled, is held to a minimum. There are some mild
and funny female-in-a-man’s-world confrontations (the
young male chauvinists in Whitefish seem to have
made the most lasting impression); there is some self-
analysis on why a woman can and should write of high
adventure (the fact that she lived in a raw new Mon-
tana town as a child may have had some influence,
but not necessarily so).

There isn't space here to do even a short biography
of Dorothy Johnson. But for the sake of orderliness:
She was born in Iowa and her parents moved to Great
Falls when she was four, then to Whitefish when she
was seven. Her father died when she was ten, and her
education-minded mother strove to support them both
in many ways, including some described in earlier
Johnson reminiscences we have published.

After graduating from Whitefish High School,
Dorothy went to Missoula, and in 1928 earned her B.A.
from the University of Montana. On commencement
night, she tells us, she was 200 miles away, looking for
a job in Spokane, Washington. The first time she ever
attended a university commencement was some twen-
ty-five years later, when she marched in the faculty
procession at the University of Montana. Twenty
years after that, the Missoula institution awarded Miss
Johnson a Doctor of Letters degree.

After her college degree arrived by mail in 1928,
Miss Johnson went to Okanogan, a little fruit-growing
community north of Spokane, where she worked as
a secretary for two years. She spent five years doing
the same kind of work in Menasha, Wisconsin. In 1935,
she became ar- assistant editor for the Gregg Publish-
ing Company, which specialized in publications for
teachers. She spent nine years at Gregg, during which
a “long, dry spell” in outside publishing ended when
the Saturday Evening Post sent a generous check for
some of her short stories. Although her manuscript
published here doesn’t say so, Dorothy eventually did

become advertising manager at Gregg, but before she
got “settled into that triumph over male dominance,”
she accepted managing editorship of The Woman, a
digest magazine for women, published in New York
City. After six years, because of mounting disillusion-
ment with the publication (it's long defunct) and with
New York life generally, Miss Johnson and her mother,
who had been widowed a second time, decided to re-
turn to Montana. It was October, 1850.

Miss Johnson was welcomed back to Whitefish in
a tangible way when she was offered an editorial
job on the Whitefish Pilot by Publisher Gurnie Moss.
She became news editor, editorial writer and society
editor, and at the same time kept up a steady flow of
free-lance writing, a lot of which brought rejection
slips.

This dry spell ended in 1953, when Ballantine
Books of New York published Indian Country, a com-
pilation of western stories which had appeared in the
Saturday Evening Post. For some time after that, how-
ever, the market for short stories seems to have dried
up, perhaps due to the radical new television in many
homes, and the author began writing books for young
readers. As might be expected, these were fresh and
different from the usual fare offered youngsters.

In 1957 came the book-length publication of a
collection of stories under title The Hanging Tree,
also by Ballantine Books. The title story became a
movie in 1959, starring Gary Cooper. Since then, there
have been many more books, which a bibliographical
essay at the end of this article reveals. Not revealed
in any such compilation, however, are the hundreds
of newspaper and magazine articles, frequent and
happy raconteur appearances before many groups,
countless research trips by “Dangerous Dorothy” to
Montana ranches and mountains and exotic far-away
places about which a near-sighted young Dorothy had
read with such voracious appetite.

In 1953, Miss Johnson left Whitefish to become
secretary-manager of the Montana Press Association,
an organization of newspaper publishers (mostly
males), with headquarters at the School of Journalism
on the University campus in Missoula. This was an
improbable job for a lady author (who is “equally
clumsy with a press camera or a set of books”) but one
she filled with imagination and zest for fourteen years.
She also taught classes in magazine journalism at the
University. In 1967, nagging health problems forced
her to give up both jobs.

Today, Miss Johnson writes at her home in Mis-
soula, trying to master a baffling new electric type-
writer which seems to make errors with terrible speed
and comes up with disturbing spaces between letters.
We have no doubt she will master it. But for now,
paraphrasing this indomitable woman writer, please
excuse us. We have another helping of Dorothy John-
son to share with you.
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ADVENTURE

by DOROTHY M. JOHNSON

nce my mother told another woman, “My daughter writes western

stories.” The other woman replied haughtily, “MY daughter writes high-

class stories, about night clubs.” Somebody is always putting me on
the defensive. But why shouldn’t women write action stories? Quite a bunch of
them do. Several women, including me, belong to the Western Writers of America.
After all, men who write about the Frontier West weren’t there either. We all
get our historical background material from the same printed sources. An incli-
nation to write about the frontier is not a sex-linked characteristic, like hair on
the chest.

It’s safer and easier, for either gender, to go adventuring now than it used to
be. Just duck back temporarily to the Nineteenth Century while keeping the door
open for a quick return to the Twentieth. We don’t have to fire a shot or an arrow
in anger. We don’t have to flee from the law or, shiny badge on vest, enforce it.
We need not get really scared or really mad — but I do tend to breathe faster
and get duck bumps while the people I invent are experiencing these emotions
on my typewriter. I become those people.

THE AUTHOR DOING RESEARCH
ON A MONTANA RANCH, 1940s.

Action stories provide the writer, as well as the reader, with escape from
Now to Then, from current vexations to hair-raising problems that were all solved
long ago. Suppose I'm lost in the wilderness with a broken leg. Winter is coming
on. The friendly Indians with whom I was traveling have gone on, not knowing
of my situation. Or I'm the helpless captive of a bunch of not-so-friendly Indians,
with no hope of getting away.* What can I do? Why, cover up the typewriter and
go to bed. Tomorrow will be time enough to get out of this mess.

*The harrowing situations set forth in this paragraph came, respectively, from “Journal of Adventure,” The Hanging Tree and Other Stories,

1957, and “A Man Called Horse,” Indian Country, 1853, both published by Ballantine Books. In the movie, “A Man Called Horse,” Richard
Harris was the captive.
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