Esther McDonald
September 5, 1926 - February 27, 2020

Esther J. McDonald
09/05/1926 – 02/27/2020
Esther Marie Johnson was born September 5, 1926 in Seattle, Washington. Starting from
go, she didn’t stop until she passed away on February 27, 2020 at the family ranch in
Philipsburg. She will be remembered for her boundless energy, public service, and
willingness to lend a helping hand, all while raising 8 children and working on the family
ranch.
Esther was the oldest of two children born to Philip Gustav and Catherine (Foley)
Johnson. Her father was an executive for Boeing Airlines which required several family
moves. Esther and her brother Philip Gustav, Jr spent their early years in Seattle,
Chicago, New York, Montreal, and then back to Seattle. Esther attended high school at the
Ethel Walker Preparatory School in Simsbury, Connecticut where she made it clear to her
parents that her true passions were horses and farm animals and someday having a
ranch. Those passions led her to Washington State University where she enrolled in the
College of Agriculture. She graduated in 1948, was the first women to earn a degree in
Animal Husbandry from WSU, and also earned a minor in journalism. In 2004, she was
honored as an outstanding alumnus for being a pioneer for women in agriculture. While at
WSU, Esther was a member of the Kappa Kappa Gamma Sorority and maintained close
ties with her sorority sisters throughout her life.
After graduating, Esther headed to Montana where she took a position in the Flathead
Valley as a horse counselor for the Shining Mountain Camp. She later moved to a small
ranch in the Bitterroot Valley where she put her education to work raising Hereford cattle,
honed her legendary culinary skills, and began her long involvement with 4-H. In 1951,
while attending the Top Cut Bull sale in Missoula she met her future husband John “Pat”
McDonald. They were married on November 23, 1953 in Hamilton. She moved to the
McDonald Ranch in Philipsburg where she and Pat expanded the operation and raised
their 8 children. Esther was proud of the ranch, her family, and the fact that she was able

to provide all her children a college education. In 2018, she presided over a celebration of
the ranch’s 150th anniversary.
Esther was busy both on and off the ranch and didn’t know the meaning of retirement. She
spent countless hours at her children’s and grandchildren’s high school events. She was a
4-H leader for over 35 years during which time she chaperoned hundreds of kids at the
county fairs, judging competitions, camping trips, and horseback rides. Most of those kids
will never forget camping at Racetrack Lake where it snowed 8” in July. Esther was a
staunch supporter of agriculture. She served on many committees and advisory boards
but was especially proud of her work with the Montana Cattlewomen Association. She was
president from 1998-2000 and enjoyed travelling the state developing friendships with likeminded women. Esther was also proud of her involvement with the Granite County
Museum and Cultural Center. She served on the Board, was a past Chairman, and
volunteered in the Gift Shop.
One of Esther’s favorite pastimes was cooking for friends and family. If you visited the
ranch for more than a few hours, she would insist you stay for dinner. At the very least,
there was always hot coffee accompanied by fresh cookies or pie. Esther liked cooking so
much that she took a job teaching kids to cook at the Anaconda Job Corps in the late
1980s. She thoroughly enjoyed her “second” career and all the good people she worked
with at the Job Corps. Esther also had a lifelong passion for bridge, which she played well
into her 90’s.
Esther was an accomplished yet humble women. She liked helping others but rarely
asked for help. She always acknowledged gifts or acts of kindness with a handwritten
note. She was an icon in the Flint Creek Valley and will be missed by her family, her many
friends, and especially by her faithful dog Riley and cat Axel.
Esther is survived by sons John (Ruth), Philip (Holly Carnes), Scott (Kim Ullman),
daughters Mary (Tom Ruffatto), Patty (Rodney Hobaugh), Maggie, Katie (Jeff Braun), and
Sady (Darell) Babcock; grandchildren Alexandra, Charlie, and Cole McDonald, and
Tanner, Bridger, and Mackenzie Babcock, and numerous nieces, nephews, and cousins.
She was preceded in death by her parents, husband John “Pat” McDonald, brother P.G.
Johnson, son-in-law Remy Pochelon, and many other friends and relatives.
The family suggests memorials for Esther can be made to the Granite County Museum,
PO Box 502, Philipsburg, MT, 59858; the Montana 4-H Foundation, or a charity of your
choice.

A celebration of Esther’s life will be held March 7, 2020 at 1:00 p.m. at St. Philips Catholic
Church in Philipsburg, MT. There will be one hour of visitation prior to the service. A
reception will follow at the Granite County Museum.

Events
MAR
7

Visitation12:00PM - 01:00PM
St. Philip's Neri Church
Philipsburg, MT, US, 59858

MAR
7

Mass of Christian Burial01:00PM
St. Philip's Neri Church
Philipsburg, MT, US, 59858

Comments

“

Esther was a pleasure to talk to, always cheerful and fun. Hunted and trapped on the
ranch in the 60's several times walked over to house and got Pat to get us unstuck
always was met with a smile and and friendly talk. She will be missed by all who
knew her, don't think they make them like that anymore.
Lovely lady
Her Friend,
Jay Krieg

Jay Krieg - March 07 at 12:29 PM

“

My deepest sympathies to all the McDonald family. Esther (and Pat) will be dearly
missed! I have greatly enjoyed getting to know everyone over the past six seasons
elk hunting at the ranch. Esther was a incredible person, still cooking fantastic
dinners and desserts this past fall. She was always very welcoming and made me
feel at home! I wish I could have made it out for the service, a donation to the
museum has been made in Esther's honor.

Kurt Lofrano - March 06 at 01:05 PM

“

Country Basket Blooms was purchased for the family of Esther McDonald.

March 06 at 12:42 PM

“

Katie, my name is Mary O'Shea. I've been working with your father-in-law on your
family tree. We're third cousins. We share great-great-grandparents John A and
Harriet McDonald and probably a few more of the ancestors as many married
cousins. Ed forwarded the link to your mother's obituary. So sorry to hear that your
wonderful mother has passed away. I, and a cousin, enjoyed the interview with your
mom and dad with Tim Allen on the occasion of the 150th anniversary of the ranch.
Cookies and pie -- I wish I'd known your mom -- they call me the "pie Queen", but I'm
afraid i eat more pie than I make.

Mary O'Shea - March 05 at 05:52 PM

“

My heartfelt condolences to all you sibs. Your mom taught me so much - cooking for
a huge hay crew and family, horse sense, ag and livestock, 4-H, humor and just plain
fun. I began babysitting at age 12 which evolved into 9 years of weekends and
summers. I will always remember her teachings plus recalling her voice and smile.
She is forever in my . Toni (aka Captain Ironpants).

Toni Sims - March 04 at 11:12 PM

“

Maggie,
I don’t know if you remember me from 6th floor North Hedges in Bozeman but I
remember you! I’m so sorry for your loss! Big hugs!!
Melanie Verlanic Rasor

Melanie Rasor - March 04 at 06:15 PM

“

Esther and Pat were always kind, gracious and generous to me. Good people. My
condolences to the McDonald family.
Dudley Improta

Dudley Improta - March 04 at 10:57 AM

“

Virgil sends his friendship to the family and wanted you to know he has many fond
memories of Esther. Virgil Gochanour

virgil Gochanour - March 04 at 10:09 AM

“

Sean & Vicky O Sullivan purchased the Enduring Grace for the family of Esther
McDonald.

Sean & Vicky O Sullivan - March 04 at 12:29 AM

“

I Knew Esther McDonald all my life. She was Hardworking, generous and very Kind. I
had many conversations with her over the years. She was an expert on ranching ,
animal care, and cooking. I always enjoyed her and Pats visits to my parent's house
in Mukilteo. When our dear Aunt Louise and Uncle John came to Seattle they would
point out the giant Portrait of Esther Dad hanging on the wall in the lobby of the
Olympic Hotel.
Mr. Johnson was the President of the Boeing Company.
I'll never forget the look on Esther's face when Patty told her she ran over me with a
John Deare Tractor. Esther nursed me back to health. I only had four broken ribs! I
was back to work two weeks later. Esther gave me my very first Pay Check and
Esther got me my Social security card.
What I learned from Pat and Esther McDonald was work ethic. Nobody on the face
this earth worked harder than Pat and Esther.
My favorite Esther Dish was Spaghetti! I don't know how she made it taste so good,
but she just did.
God Bless you, Esther May you rest in peace!

Sean L. O Sullivan - March 04 at 12:22 AM

“

Esther McDonald was a LADY in the truest sense. Mother of my lifelong friend
Patty(haven't seen for years, but still know we are here for each other!) Before I
knew what class and elegance were, I had a sense that Esther was special: hard
working ranch wife with a brood of hellions (you all know you were!) She was so well
spoken, always calm and together. For my bridal shower she made strawberry
meringues; my memory of those has far outlasted that brief union. So much Love
and Respect to all of you. Truly a GREAT LADY. Jan Miller

Jan Miller - March 03 at 06:46 PM

“

Esther was a very generous and hard working rancher. I have a lot of good memories
from 4-H and as a fellow rancher. She will be missed by all who knew her. No more
cinnamon rolls will ever be made as good as hers! RIP.

Martha - March 03 at 04:16 PM

“

Beautiful in Blue was purchased for the family of Esther McDonald.

March 03 at 02:01 PM

