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Mrs. Butterfield’s Cantaloupe Patch 
By Lynda Barlow 
  
The rustic Rocky Ford, Colorado of 1896 seemed very primitive to my great-grandparents, James and Ella 
Butterfield who had been city dwellers before the Great Panic of 1893. Their spacious home in St. 
Joseph, Missouri and the job James held for 20 years with the American Express Co. had been lost, 
compliments of the financial upheaval of our nation which resulted in 20% unemployment and incited a 
march of unemployed men on Washington demanding an end to their plight.  
 
Additionally, their eldest daughter, my grandmother Ada, had contracted Tuberculosis and doctors in 
Missouri advised them to move to the fresh, clean air of Colorado in order to prolong her life. 
Immediately, Ella and Ada set out for Denver with plans for the rest of the family to follow soon. After a 
year in Denver, James and Ella realized this had to be a permanent move and investigated the 
employment possibilities of the state, thus the discovery of Rocky Ford. Ella was impressed by the warm 
and balmy air at the time of their first visit. Men plowing the fields, and the frenzied business activity 
bespoke great possibilities for the future of the Arkansas River Valley and the small city of Rocky Ford, in 
particular. James and Ella felt at once that they could make their home there.  
 
The thought of temporarily renting was quickly abandoned when they got one look at what Ella 
described as as the little car-roof houses in which the tenants lived so they decided to try to locate on a 
small tract of their own. Car tops in those days were canvas, so the houses likely had wooden walls and 
doors, but were spared the expense of a solid roof. Ella was used to better.  
 
Their first contact was with a realtor who eagerly took them on a tour of the countryside. They knew 
little about farming and even less about irrigated lands, so had to rely on the advice of their guide. Upon 
his recommendation, they bought a 20-acre tract of land southwest of town, completely on credit. Soon 
a little cottage was built. There was not a vacant house in town to serve as temporary quarters and since 
their furniture was already at the station, they moved in before windows and doors had been installed 
or the exterior had been plastered. At first, the four-room house had no divisions except tar paper 
tacked to the studding. My great-uncle, Bill Butterfield, wrote of the experience in later years, saying 
that the first winter was very cold and on one occasion they stayed in bed for three days to keep warm 
because their little cook stove would not warm up the small cottage.  
 
The initial project was to plant an orchard. Young Bill took on the job of killing a seemingly endless 
stream of jack rabbits, which were eating up their fruit trees as fast as they were planted. He also had 
hundreds of notches on his belt from killing the rattlesnakes that infested their spread. Farm 
implements and horses were purchased, a term used loosely, because they were acquired with the same 
words used to buy the land – I promise to pay.  
 
Soon farming operations were begun, but not without difficulty. The land had previously been planted in 
corn. The corn fodder which had been plowed under now clogged up the narrow irrigation ditches. The 
first year they put in five acres of cantaloupes and four acres of tomatoes in addition to the fruit trees. 
The harvest was abundant and sweet and appeared earlier than normal. Since the Melon Grower’s 
Association had not yet been formed, Ella disposed of her produce by shipping most of it to mountain 
mining towns where she obtained the very highest prices. Later, the remainder of the tomato crop was 
disposed of by the ton at a local canning factory. Thus, their efforts as fledgling farmers actually paid for 
the house, land, farm equipment and seed… all from the proceeds of the first season’s planting!  
 



James was still an express man at heart and the money was too good to pass up, so he returned to 
Denver and the American Express Co. He intended to send for the family in the spring and rent out the 
farm for a year or so, but Ella was so delighted with their success that she implored James to let her run 
the farm alone the next year hoping to make up for what they had lost in the Great Panic of ‘93. He had 
many objections, but her pleading finally prevailed.  
 
She began with a search for a reliable farmhand to help her and soon found one. The first year they had 
been so busy learning new things and trying to make ends meet that they had not kept any books on 
their operation. This season Ella was determined to keep a strict accounting. She put in six acres of 
cantaloupes and three acres of tomatoes. The Melon Growers Association was now organized, making it 
easier to market her harvest. In the fall, Ella proudly returned all the money James advanced to her and 
even had $500 left over. She continued her operation one more year and did much better because the 
price of melons had risen substantially. The third year she showed an impressive $700 surplus after all 
the bills were paid.  
 
Meanwhile, James had transferred from Denver to the mountain gold-mining community of Cripple 
Creek and soon he was appointed agent for the Midland Railroad at nearby Victor.  After three years of 
hard work on the farm, Ella and her children joined James for a welcome respite in the cool mountains 
of Victor. For many who came west, their big dream was to find gold. Miners descended on the 
mountains of Colorado in droves, over 12,000 of them, making Victor the 5th largest city in Colorado by 
1900 (pop. 50,000.) The glory days brought entertainment as well. It seemed the perfect place for 
relaxation for the Butterfield family. Victor is now a tourist location; tours through the mines are 
available, but the population has decreased to 300 or 400 inhabitants.  
 
In 1893 a twenty-five-year-old bachelor, Harry Garwood made his way from Iowa to Rocky Ford and was 
well established there by the time the Butterfields arrived in 1896. He wore several hats during his first 
five years in the area. He met Mr. E. W. Swink early on, during the time he was selling seeds for the C. 
W. Wood Company of Chicago. Swink was credited with founding Rocky Ford some twenty years earlier. 
He had also been the town’s first postmaster and mayor. These two joined forces to improve and 
promote the cantaloupe which became known as the Rocky Ford Cantaloupe and put that city on the 
map. Because of his successful work as president of the 1896 Mc Kinley and Hobart presidential 
campaign in Otero County, it was thought Harry, who also worked as Deputy Postmaster, would get a 
permanent appointment to the job when the existing postmaster died in 1897. But to his surprise the 
job went to a woman who had better political connections.  
 
Meanwhile, Cupid was at work. Harry’s job at the post office gave him a public presence that could not 
have gone unnoticed by my lovely grandmother, Ada in a day when rural residents visited the post office 
almost daily to claim their mail. Additionally, Harry’s work with cantaloupes in those early years had 
netted him the job of first Melon Inspector of Otero County in 1897. His solid reputation and connection 
with the melons most certainly brought about the meeting of Harry and Ada. With his handsome looks, 
ambition and energy, he was definitely the kind of fellow Ada was looking for. I’m not sure what her 
appeal to him was. I have found very little to admire about her, and everything I’ve learned depicts her 
as an egotistical, spoiled, good-time girl. Harry may have been just another victim of a pretty face. In any 
case, the two were married in Victor on December 7, 1898. Ada’s brother, Bill stated in his memoirs that 
Ada married in “later life.” She was all of 22.  
 
James and Ella lived and thrived in Rocky Ford until their retirement; farming, building homes, and 
buying and selling real estate for profit in this city of 5,000 souls. Also, for a time they owned a large 
furniture and hardware store on Main Street, and by 1902 James had become the express agent in 
Rocky Ford, a position he held until they retired, moving to California in 1922.  
 
Their three children were married in Colorado and their son, Bill owned the local newspaper for a time, 
selling it to become a foreign correspondent during WWI. Ella had been the driving force behind this 



family and because of her resolve they left an indelible mark on the rural community that became 
known as the Melon Capitol of the World. From the lemons dealt to them by life… she made lemonade!  
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