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OH #131-9
Robert D. Watt interviewed by Gladys Peterson
Topic of Interview is the Depression

11/15/84

[SIDE A]
000-050

Peterson says that Watt served Montana as a teacher and
a state legislator.
Peterson asks him where he was
born.
Watt says that he was born in Indiana.
He came
from a pioneer family that settled Indiana very early,
as soon as the indians were out.
He had a brother who
came
to Montana and so he followed in 1928.
Peterson
asks him about his schooling.
Watt says that he went
to the University of Missouri for his bachelor’s degree
and to the University of Indiana
for his Master's
degree.
His field of study was history and he taught
for three years in Indiana high schools before coming
to Montana.

051-100

Peterson asks him how come he went
to Missouri to
school.
He says that his family had moved there, along
the Mississippi river,
for three years in 1912.
This
was the first time that the levees broke and they lived
in water three weeks without seeing land.
After that
experience the family moved to the county seat where he
attended high school. Watt then came to Montana in the
summer
of 1928 and worked for the reclamation
service
on the reservation,
out of St.
Ignatius.
He soon
became an operator on a power shovel that was putting
in an irrigation system in the area.
Peterson asks him
if he thought about teaching then.
He says that he
didn't think about it at the time.
He came to Montana
because he was tired of teaching and of school and he
just wanted to get to the outdoors for a while.

101-150

Peterson
asks him what brought his brother out to
Montana.
His brother came because his brother-in-law
came out here and the brother— in— law came because a
neighbor came to live in Montana.
Peterson asks him
where he lived.
He says that he lived
in the St.
Ignatius area with his brother and other places,
depending on where the projects were.
He then stayed
on that job until the depression brought the closing of
the St.
Ignatius bank,
in about 1930.
Shortly after
that he went back to Indiana for about two years but
the work wasn't much.

151-200

Peterson
asks him if he married a Montanan.
He says,
not until years after that.
Peterson asks him what
made him decide to come back to Montana.
He says that
it was mostly
because he liked it out here and he
thought he could come out here and teach.
In 1933 he
went into teaching at the St. Ignatius high school. He
only got $810 a year for teaching there.
He comments
that before he could teach at St.
Ignatius he had to
1

come
down
to the University and go here for
one
semester because the legislature passed a bill stating
that
teachers in Montana had to at least have
some
education in the state of Montana before teaching.
201-250

Peterson asks him if they were giving preference to men
in the teaching jobs at that time.
Watt doesn't think
that they were.
Peterson asks him what conditions were
like in St.
Ignatius after the banks closed.
He says
that the first
thing that happened was that the
basketball
games were cancelled because no one had any
money to go anywhere.
He comments that years later he
got about
$0.20 on the dollar of what he had in the
bank at that time.
Peterson asks if the teachers were
having
a tough time making it on the low salaries.
Watt
says that they were having trouble but not really
any harder than other people because they at least
had
a regular income.

251-300

He mentions
that he taught for four years at St.
Ignatius and every couple of years he would go back to
Indiana
to visit and the economic situation seemed to
be about the same all over.
He talks about Roosevelt
closing all of the banks and after some were reopened
there was
the security act that protected
people's
deposits so people then began to trust the banks again.
Then
in 1937 he came to Missoula to teach.
Peterson
asks if there were some families in St.
Ignatius that
were really in financial troubles.
He says,
no. The
population in the area was small and most of the people
helped each other.

301-350

Peterson asks if
many people seemed
depressed
or
worried about the future.
He says that there was some
of that but Roosevelt's election and the actions
of
Congress really boosted everyone's confidence that some
of these problems were going to be solved.
Peterson
asks him if there were people in St. Ignatius that took
a part some of Roosevelt's programs like the WTA and
the CCC etc..
He says that there was some talk about
it but on the reservation that wasn't much done about
it.
He does think that a few Indians went into the
CCCs from the reservation.

351-400

Peterson asks him
if he remembers any social service
organizations that
were helping with relief of
any
kind.
He says that he doesn't recall.
He thinks that
the situation
in the smaller towns is much different
than that in the larger towns.
He returns to talking
about coming to Missoula in 1937.
He began teaching at
Missoula County High School that fall and taught for 21
more years.
Peterson asks him when he decided to go
into politics.
He says that he really got interested
during World War II.
After coming back from the Army
he started to run for the legislature but kept getting
2

beaten every time.
401-450

He feels that the major reason he didn't
get elected
one of the first times is that they were county
elections,
they didn’t have districts then,
and you
really
had to be known county wide to get elected.
Peterson
asks him how long it was
before he was
elected.
He ran for about 10 years,
every two years,
without being elected.
He ran from 1946-1956 and then
in 1956 he went to Europe on a tour and in 1958 he was
elected county superintendent of schools and he held
that position for four years.
He then went into the
legislature in 1962.

451-500

ning was anything like it is
somewhat differen t. They put
y usu ally stayed up for years
d the n up
Then in 1962 he
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501-550

He says that 1974 was a very interesting time because
about
12 other House members went to the Senate also.
Peterson backs up to
1962.
She asks him if he
remembers anything of significance from then.
He says,
yes.
He says that he partly got elected on the point
that he told the Seeley Lake people he would get them a
high
school if they elected him.
He notes that the
kids
from Seeley Lake had to be housed in Missoula for
some time and then they tried bussing the students for
eight years but because the students couldn't stand the
long ride each day,
no one graduated from high school
from Seeley Lake during those eight years.

551-600

He says that he really didn't have any trouble in the
legislature
getting the school built because many of
the people were themselves from small towns and
they
considered a high school with about 30 students to be
sufficiently large.
So the only real thing they had to
change was the law stating that a county high school
had to be built in the county seat.
Also in that first
session they had arguments all of the time about the
grazing rates of cattle on state lands.
It was a very
hot time in the House when this subject was brought up
because about one third of the House was made up of
ranchers who grazed their cattle on state land.

601-650

Thus most of the legislators were against raising the
rent on state owned land.
Peterson asks him what
committees he served on.
He served on education and
constitutional elections in federal relations.
During
the next session of the constitutional
elections
3

committee they voted to use electronic
the voting process.

machines

for

651-700

They talk about the problems of the voting machines.
Watt says that the major problem with them is that the
county doesn't ever buy a new counter, which is what is
needed because the counter constantly is breaking down.
He says that the whole legislative experience is great
because the other legislators are all out going
people
and you get to meet and know many of them.

701-750

Watt
talks about the 1965 election when they passed a
5% tag tax on businesses and this money went into a
fund by which bonds could be written from.
Immediately
they sold eight million bonds at a very low
interest
rate,
thus starting the long range
building program.
The bill has been changed or modified every session but
it still goes on and he is very proud to have been
associated with it.

751-850

He comments that one of the major bills he tried to get
through the legislature and could never do it, although
it is still alive, is a property tax reform bill.
This
would have started as a flat tax.
He feels that he
could have gotten in through except for the fact that
Governor Judge had a homestead tax relief
plan and
Watt's
bill would have pre-empted the Governor's plan.
The bill has passed in the House many times but it has
never gotten through the Senate.
Although in 1977 it
only failed in the Senate by two votes.

851-950

Peterson
backs up
to when Watt
was the
school
superintendent.
She asks him if hehad anything to do
with
the building of Sentinel high school.
He says
that it was built before he became superintendent
but
he does remember that while he was still a teacher he
passed petitions around for the new high school.
Watt
talks
about the way Sentinel took many of
the
traditions that had
been at MCHS and kept them at
Sentinel.
When Hellgate officially became a four class
level school again,
they had to start up with all new
traditions.
They continue to talk about some of the
things that happened at the high schools.

[END OF SIDE A]
[SIDE B]
000-050

They are again talking about the legislature.
One of
the most interesting things that happened during this
period,
according to Watt,
was the constitutional
convention.
Watt feels that the Supreme Court was very
wise in stating that no member of the legislature could
be a member of the constitutional convention.
Since he
could run for the convention he got the job of lobbyist
4

for the associated students of Montana,
which is where
all of the colleges went together.
It was interesting
to Watt because it brought many noted people there to
speak.
Jeanette Rankin, who was 90 years old, spoke at
the convention in 1972.
Charles Lindbergh then spoke
at the convention.
Many other well known people also
spoke.
051-100

The proposed a new format for the state government
also.
They wanted to have something like a parliament
where someone like a prime minister would be elected to
run the legislature instead of the people doing the
electing.
Peterson brings up the point that Nebraska
only has one branch in the legislature.
Watt saysthat
he visited Nebraska as a legislative representative but
he doesn’t feel that their one branch system works that
well.
Peterson
asks
him
what
his
greatest
satisfactions have been regarding his various careers.
He says that the biggest satisfaction is meeting so
many people.
He says he finally just had to quit the
legislature because it is a very hard working place.

101-150

He finally decided to quit when h
was 80 years old.
Peterson asks him what advice he wou Id give young
people
today about getting involved in
in pol itics.
He
says that they should go down to either
er the republican
or democratic county committees ar
get inv olved with
the people.
When they
get oldc
the y ca n run for
office if they want to.
Petersor
sks if people
can
really get involved in politics toe
withou t having a
lot of money.
He says,
yes.
He
ver had much money
and he got elected anyway.

151-200

He says that the major thing you have to do is to join
every club, organization etc. that is in sight, so that
you can get to know the people.
He then goes into
talking a little about some of the things you have to
do to get elected,
giving a positive image to the
public etc..

201-250

He then talks about the upcoming
1985 legislature
because the House is likely to be tied.
In 1977 the
Senate was tied and he would like to see how the House
is going to handle the problem.
In 1977 in the Senate
there really wasn't much done except that they held
their ground and it seemed to work out all right.
He
says that the year they really got things done was in
1975 in the legislature.
He talks about the coal tax
issue from that time.

251-300

They continue to talk about the taxes proposed over the
years and none of them were passed.
Even in 1969,
when they proposed a $0.10 tax,
they couldn't pass it
either.
In 1975, however, all of this changed and they
passed
the highest
tax increase in the
nation.
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Peterson asks him what changed the legislative feeling
about increasing
taxes,
so that they passed the
increase.
301-350

Watt says that the major reason why the tax bill passed
was because of the
new redistricting and
how it
effected the legislature.
Also,
the Democrats
took
more control of the legislature and this may have
helped.
The legislature used to be made up of only the
wealthy ranchers but now that has sort of changed and
the legislature has many more ordinary people.

351-400

Peterson asks when this change in districting came
about.
Watt
says that it came about first by court
order, a federal court.
The legislature would not make
the changes
voluntarily because it would have meant
that some of the legislators would have had to give up
their seats.

401-450

Watt
talks about some of the changes that were made
after the court ruled for redistricting.
He talks
about some of the people who either had to leave
politics
or run for the house because their
senate
seats were abolished.
One of these people who had to
change
to the house was John Melcher.
[Watt’s wife
interrupts momentarily].

451-471

Peterson asks him if his wife is a native Montanan.
He
says that his wife is from Iowa.
She took her training
from the Mao brothers in Rochester.
Peterson
thanks
him for the interview.

[END OF TAPE]
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